
  
    
      
    
  





I
felt the change. It was as if, for a moment, we were all underwater. Everything
slowed, and my mind felt full of mud.


Then
we were through. For an instant, we were driving somewhere else entirely. The
world flickered around us, between the desert and—
elsewhere.


“Rationality
negative thirteen! Negative twenty-one! Negative thirty-four!” Hearing Anya
screaming axiomatic statistics at us didn’t seem to matter, or mean anything.
If I had given it a moment’s thought, I would have realized that her panic probably
did as much to throw me off my center as anything else.


I
had never seen Anya panic.


Even
given all that, I scarcely heard her. No. All my focus was on the road in front
of us.


It
was as if the air was boiling. It writhed and swirled in front of us, with the
sky momentarily darkening to a sickening violet. For an instant, there were
strange trees, barren things with limbs like claws that reached for the sky.


Then,
I saw the eyes.


There
was one of them directly in front of us, but it did not move aside. No, all I
could see was a horrifying, gorilla-shaped creature lumbering at the car, with
haunting yellow eyes.  They seemed empty, hollow, mad.
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“Michael?
Are you ok?”


I
smiled, and hooked my arm with hers. “Of course sweetling,” I gave her a
teasing glance. “I get to spend the night with you on my arm.”


I
was forgetting something. It nagged at the edge of my mind.


She
gave me a wry look. “Flatterer. You seemed distant there for a moment.”


I
kissed her forehead. “Sorry. I'm a bit sleepy. I'll get with it.”


Something.
Was it an appointment? It felt like I was supposed to meet someone.


She
wrinkled her nose at me. “You'd better. I need you to be 'not sleepy' later on.”


I
gave her a wicked grin. She leaned her head on my shoulder.


The
night was a living thing.


People
milled about the streets, cars drove by, brilliant with color and sound. Amidst
it all, as the city pulsed around us, we were alone. Just me and a woman so
lovely that heads turned as we walked.


Caprice.


She
was Italian, with long dark hair that the wind loved to dance in. Her eyes were
like midnight, but when she looked at me, they seemed to glow. She chatted
happily along, our conversation wending and winding as if we were the only
people on earth.


“It’s
a surprise.” Her gentle accent curled the edge of her words. I couldn't stop
watching her teeth and the way she nibbled on her bottom lip.


“Perhaps
I don't like surprises.” I smiled at her. 


She
leaned in closely. Her breath tickled my ear. “You'll love my surprise,
Michael. It's something special.”


This
was our third date. Caprice wasn't the only woman I was seeing, but she was
easily the most fun. Every time I saw her, it was a different restaurant, a
different bottle of wine, and a different adventure.  Tonight's adventure led
us to Nob Hill, to a small bar that didn't seem special in any way. The sign at
the door read “Spoilz.”


I
gave her an odd look. “Looks like just a bar.” 


She
grinned at me, and then turned to talk to a large, midnight skinned man at the
door. He looked like he could break me in two.


“Not
hardly.” She glanced at me over a perfect shoulder. “Come on in, Michael. Come
and see.”


I
did, trying to forget that I seemed to be forgetting something. She led me to
the door, all sweet, mysterious smile and enticing curve.


The
moment we stepped inside, I saw the truth. There were dancing women, low
lights, and well-dressed men. There were private alcoves where couples could go
to be out of sight.


Although
some of them didn’t seem to mind voyeurs.


It
was not “just” a bar.


Caprice
led me through the flickering candlelight, to a private booth in the back. Soft
red curtains hung around us, and the entire place smelled like jasmine and
musk.


Someone
was playing a violin, but I couldn't see where they were.


“You
will sit.” Caprice was quite matter of fact, She put a hand on my chest and
pushed me backwards onto the velvet seat. 


“I
will?” I grinned at her. Was it a person I was forgetting? It seemed very
important.


“Tonight,
we are going to have an adventure.”


Then,
I forgot worrying. Her mouth was on mine, all pink sweetness. She was sitting
on my lap, pressed up against me. My hands found the curve of her hips, and I
could feel her softness beneath the short dress.


She
tasted like fire and secrets. Her hair drifted around me like wisps of
midnight, and I drifted in her scent.


Caprice
was a whirlwind in my life, but as I said, every moment was a surprise with
her. Tonight’s surprise was a blonde woman, all curve and leg, holding a bottle
of very expensive rum.


 “You
started without me.”  I looked up to see the woman eyeing us, with a smirk like
a knife’s edge.


“I
couldn't resist.” Caprice smiled at her. “He's delicious.”


It
was a person. A blonde woman. She didn't look like this one, however. Was I
supposed to meet her? Something about her fingers...


“Is
he?” The woman’s grin widened. “You'll have to let me try sometime.” She sat
down next to me, and traced a lacquered nail through my dark hair. “Surely there's
enough to share.”


“You
don't think I'm going to share you with him, do you?” Caprice, grinned
wickedly, and then reached over to her friend's face, running a finger along
her jawline. “You're delicious, too.”


“Always
so selfish.” The blonde woman smiled playfully and then looked from Caprice to
me.


Yes,
Caprice was often one for surprises.


Then,
cold quicksilver ran through my brain. For a moment, everything was brighter.
The candles stopped flickering and gleamed, just for a moment.


Oh.
Of course. Obvious. 


My
memories didn't rush back exactly. It was as if I hadn't even noticed that
they were missing. The entire world shifted and changed in a moment. For a
brief span of time, color faded into tones of grey, and then burned back into
my mind, brilliantly.


The
ladies continued their flirtatious banter, as if the entire world had not
just shifted beneath our feet. I watched for a moment, enjoying the way
Caprice's hips felt against mine.


Sigh.
There was no time for this.


“As
much as I want to never move from this spot, I need to step away for a moment,
ladies.”


Caprice
turned back to me, her lips pouting. “I can't believe you, Michael. I worked
hard to surprise you.”


“You
did surprise me.” I kissed her cheek. “Will you ladies promise to be
good until I return?”


“No.”
The blonde woman's voice was husky, tinged with shadows. Her eyes were hungry. 


“I
won't be gone long.”


“Hurry
back, Michael. I won't wait forever.”


I
kissed her cheek. “Don't worry, love. I couldn't possibly stay away long.” I
slid up out of the seat, and walked away.


I
could feel her eyes on me as I walked.


I
would probably never see her again. 










2


 


I
practically stumbled as I left. My mind was a thunderstorm of confused memory.
I wobbled a bit as meandered towards an alleyway next to the bar. I had to rest
my hand against the wall.


Steady,
Bishop. I reached into my jacket pocket, to see if I had a
cigarette. Unsurprisingly, I did not. 


 As
I leaned on the wall, I felt the data singing into my mind, the intel packets
booting up as I established a connection. It was as if previously unknown
vistas opened before me, like a blind man who could suddenly see. 


Focus.
I took a deep breath, and tried to ignore the dizziness. As always, my boot
packet connected to the Lattice and ran its initial processes, and I could feel
the preliminary systems whirring in my skull.


Now
preparing preselected introduction protocols.
The
voice was cool in my mind, like a fresh spring. Initiating playback in
three… two… 


Moments
later, I could hear the smoky words of Gideon DuMarque, the Asset who had
assisted in my early missions, as if he were standing right next to me. It was
a word-by word recall of one of his early lessons, with my responses included. The
man was gruff, like an old war veteran, but he had a mind like a keen blade.


I
had heard his explanations a thousand times. Honestly, however, it felt closer
to a million. Still, the one time that my memory failed to boot, or that I
needed the intel, I would be glad for it.


 I
let the words wash through me, waiting for my favorite bit. It was always his
descriptions of the nanosecond of syncing that made me smile.


 


“In
high school, everyone learned about graphs: X, Y, and Z. X was left and right,
Y was up and down, and Z was near and far. With me?”


“Yeah.
With you.”


“Well,
some day you’ll be prancing along, happily listening to whatever ridiculous
sound track you play in that pretty head of yours, and they’ll patch you in.
Suddenly, with no warning.  In the instant that you connect to the Lattice,
you’ll stop being concerned with whatever idiocy you’ve gotten into, because it
will be as if the world clumsily takes a step in the
direction of W.  In that moment, you see everything from a totally
different angle.” 


“I
don’t get it.”


“That’s
because you’re stupid. You can’t get it, that’s the point. W exists outside
your regular frame. But when it happens, all kinds of tiny mysteries will
click, will make sense.”


“Like
what?”


“Things
like, “Where do I keep getting these cuts and bruises?” or “Where was I last
Tuesday night ‘round eight?” 


“Won’t
I wonder those things before, like when I’m inactive?”


“You
won’t. You’ll make up stupid excuses. Or they’re made up for you, I can’t tell the
difference. Either way, you will instantly come to remember who, and more
importantly what you are.”


 


“Bishop,
Michael.” I muttered into the cool brick of the wall. “Asset 108. Authorization
code 020798361.System green.”


Welcome
Asset. The system greeting was like ice water in my mind. Packet
specs incoming.


“Acknowledged.”
I ran my fingers along the side of my head, imagining that I could feel the
thin band of technology implanted in my skull.


I
couldn’t. The Crown was perfectly fit to my body.


I
was trembling.


It
might be some time before I got my first update, so I decided that I needed to
be not hanging out with my forehead against an alleyway wall. I needed to get
moving.


I
needed a smoke.


Like
a man coming off a four day bender, I wandered into the shadows, trying to
remember everything I had forgotten. I chuckled, looking for all the world like
a crazy person, as memory began to fit together in my mind like a mad jigsaw
puzzle.


As
disconcerting as it is to remember that you’ve forgotten half your life, it’s
an important protocol. Once I do remember, it's suddenly clear why, most
of the time, I shouldn't. 


God,
no.


Most
of the time, things are simple. I live a perfect life. I don’t work. I don’t
have to. I get a wire in to my account every two weeks. It varies, but it’s
more than some people make in six months. I don’t know where it comes from;
it’s always some vague name like ‘VRS Solutions,’ or ‘Apex Enterprises.’ Some
throwaway company that probably disappears the next week. 


I
know. I sound spoiled. It gets better, though.


I
drive a new sports car. My apartment in San Francisco is four-thousand square
feet. That’s without my personal white room.


Oh.
And there are girls. There are always girls.


I
have a different beautiful woman in my bed every night if I want. Or two. I
simply go to the right clubs, wear the right clothes. It’s easy. It’s most
men’s fantasy. 


There’s
more though, odd things.


I
never get ill. Never.


I
never remember my dreams. 


I
never work out. I eat whatever I like and am incredibly fit.


I
have never done taxes, in any country. I have a notation on all deposits: tax
paid.


I
have no account with any public utility or phone company, yet I own a phone and
have electricity.


I
never buy my clothes or books or diversions. There is a metallic white board on
my fridge. When I want something, I write it on the board. It appears hours
later, usually as soon as I leave. I never see anyone come into my place.


 When
‘asleep’ I have no curiosity about any of this. They take care of everything. When
I am asleep, I live what some would consider the perfect life.


When
activated, I am a tool in the hand of the most powerful organization on Earth.
I have access to devices and technology that literally shape reality as we know
it, by the alteration of laws that we term ‘axioms’. In actuality, axioms are
an analogy for the various laws of physics, some of which are yet to be
discovered by mankind.


To
assets such as myself, the axioms of physics are weaponry, and may be bent or
altogether broken while on assignment.


Naturally,
our assignments are not simple things. 


A
good example of this is an assignment I had last year. It came like most of
them, simply a slow realization, like smoke in my mind. Then, like thunder, I
remember who I am.


What
I am.


The
assignments always vary, but are never simple matters. That one was taking a
boy.


An
innocent fucking kid.


I
say innocent, but the case is that the boy was an Irrat— our shorthand
for “Irrational.” He might have been innocent when the Facility identified him,
but that probably wouldn’t last. No, unfortunately for him, for his family, the
boy was a devastating time bomb, just ticking away.


He
was slated for re-education, and it was my assignment to acquire him.


So,
yes, he was an innocent kid. But he was also an Irrat kid. 


A
dangerous kid.


His
name was Bill Iverson. I followed his family for a week, just to make certain. 


When
I got to close to him, the Designate who was coordinating my team assigned me a
Preceptor class asset, and we confirmed his abnormality. It was small— only 3
points below baseline Rationality, but it was enough.


The
boy was dangerous.


Perhaps
not yet, but soon he would accidentally do something; twist reality in
some small, strange way. Maybe the family would think it was a haunting in
their home, or maybe he would gain the ability to mentally “push” people, just
a little. Really the iterations were endless, although the endings were
typically the same. Somehow, the boy would learn that he had the power to bend
the world, just a touch. 


When
that happened, it would begin.


Other
things, monstrosities hidden behind the world, would notice him. These
abominations would be drawn to him, as if he were beckoning them. Every time he
used his power to shape the Rational world, it would be like a candle in the
infinite darkness, and their ancient eyes would turn to him.


Perhaps
they would grant him artifacts of distant worlds, or the talent to break the
minds of men. Perhaps they would merely whisper to him in his dreams, and show
him shadows of the infinite future.


Or
perhaps they would rend the veil and pour into our world, like burning maggots
and shadowed carrion crows. Perhaps everyone who looked into his eyes would
become blighted and insane.


I
had seen how this could go. More than once, the Facility had sent me to take
deal with someone just like Billy, someone who had grown into an adult. 


That
was
the stuff of nightmares. 


One
day, his mom took him to the park. I watched, waiting for my moment. Eventually
she was chatting up some other mothers, not paying attention. I engaged some of
the tech I had docked into my Crown, and completely faded from the sight of
anyone near.


 I
scooped the boy up, gave him an injection so that he would lose consciousness, and
disappeared with him. 


I
was like a ghost.


I
hated that I had to inject him; but that didn’t change protocols. I
had to haul him away before his mother saw, and before he got the chance
to pull some Irrational stunt.


It
could be my life if I took a misstep. That or worse.


 Most
Irrats first “awaken” under stress. It’s a well-documented fact, and it makes
extractions like this all the more difficult. There are hundreds of accounts of
a botched mission where the asset believed themselves to be in the clear, only
to find that things were spiraling far, far out of their control.


 There’s
almost nothing worse than believing you have some kid that you are taking in,
and suddenly he starts speaking words that make your mind melt, sounds the rip
into you like talons of blood and darkness. It can happen— that and far more.


There’s
a reason that protocols are in place.


I
ruined his parents’ lives forever. I check in. I can't help it. Eventually,
they’ll probably get a divorce. The mother has tried suicide, twice.


 Of
course, they’ll never see their son again. That door is shut forever. I took
him to his handler. The boy they remembered was lost the moment I took him.


His
handler was waiting for me in a fucking black van. How cliché is that?


I
wasn’t a half block away before I received the emergency communique, across all
channels. It was garbled, and wasn’t using Facility protocols. There was an
otherworldly shrieking that rent through my Crown, garbled with static and
electronic noise.


It
was the man in the van.


Immediately,
I had a second communique.


Asset
108.
It hadn’t been a system message; it had been one of the Designates. We require
your attention. Please advance to the following coordinates.  


Copy
that. I was already on the move, adrenaline souring my
stomach as I raced back to the van. 


I
hadn’t stepped three meters before the Designates patched the data to my Crown.
Because of the neural interface, the coordinates appeared in my field of
vision, a burning blue indicator of direction. Of course, it only existed in my
mind, but it could be damned useful.


Telemetry
reads local Rationality at negative five and sinking.
The Designate’s voice was calm, almost preternaturally so. Negative 6.


Can
you give me a direct telemetry reading to my Crown?
I was getting close; if the Irrat boy was going to cause any large shifts, I
wanted to know it.


Affirmative.
Be advised that non-local telemetry readings may vary by a factor—


I
am aware. Thank you.


The
Designate said nothing. In the upper left corner of my vision I saw the number flicker into existence, in a blazing orange.


Then,
I heard the screams.


They
were sounds that belonged nowhere in the human world, wet cries of agony and
terror, unlike anything I had ever heard. As I rounded the corner, the van tipped
up, over a foot off the ground, as something dented it from the inside.


I
drew the only weapons I had— two pistols with no real upgrades. This type of
mission really didn’t often call for weaponry, and so I hadn’t spec’d for it.


Foolish
me.


The
scream came again, along with a bellowing roar that made my bones shake. This
time, the scream cut off, with a sudden, wet finality.


Does
telemetry have a status on the operative in the vehicle?
One benefit of the Crown was communication at the speed of thought.


Negative.
The
Designate sounded almost placid, as if nothing was amiss. All Crown function
has ceased. Asset is assumed lost.


“Well,
gloves off then,” I muttered as I took aim at the van. I had equipped
packets that might help me here, things like neuralware that augmented speed
and reflexes. As I didn’t want to meet with whatever was bellowing within the
van, I riddled its sides with bullets, hoping to solve the problem before it
spilled into the streets.


That
is not what happened.


Instead,
the front window glass of the van exploded outwards, in a shower of shards and slivers.
With that explosion, amidst the sharpness and sound was…


Bill
Iverson?


The
tiny orange numeral in the upper field of my vision slipped to a ‘negative
seven’ as tentacles of mist and darkness thundered from the inside of the van.
There was an odd whispering sound that came with it, a sound like something
that the mad might whisper in the dark of night. I could see eyes, furious eyes
that burned with a feral hatred as the wisps of darkness coursed along on the
wind.


For
a moment, they looked squarely at me. I could hear the whispers more clearly
then, words of hatred and sharpness. I reeled backwards from the force of it,
dropping one of my guns. 


“The
EquATiOn is NoT cOmPlEtE.” The words were venomous, made my ears bleed. I
almost stumbled from the weight of them, crushing me. “It is BeCauSE of yOur kINd.
YoU wiLl rEPeNt, ManLInG. YoU wIlL kNow LAmEnTATiOn.”


Then,
the abomination that had been Bill Iverson swarmed around me, and the entire
world was hollow darkness and fanged mist. Every place it touched my skin was a
cold, empty twilight, and ten thousand wailings of the mad sliced at my mind.


Then,
he was gone.


Rationality
Zero, re-established. Baselines holding. The Designate’s voice
cascaded through me, and seemed sweet, almost calming. I realized that I had no
idea how long I had been lying on the ground.


The
target is lost. I looked at the van, swearing silently
to myself. Do you want me to pursue?


Negative,
Asset. The Designate’s tone was neither encouraging nor
damning. Your dossier is complete. I will give you the coordinates for
debriefing.


I
gave the van one last look as I left, and shuddered.


It
is events like those that make me content with sometimes forgetting who I am. I
couldn't live with certain kinds of knowledge twenty-four hours a day for the
rest of my life. I’d crack in no time. Billy Iverson is just one example, and
there are worse.


There
are definitely worse. 
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I
stepped out of the alleyway, trying not to pay attention to the large doorman eyeing
me as I left. I had been wrong. He couldn't break me in two.


I,
on the other hand, could make him disappear. Vanish and spend the rest of his
life screaming. There was an entire world behind the one he lived in, a world
that he knew nothing about. He did his best to seem tough and formidable, but
he was a child when compared to even a simple assignment of mine.


“Night,
buddy,” I nodded cheerily towards him as I walked away.


The
man did not smile.


The
nightly fog was rolling in and the city was aglow in muted light. As I wandered
I began to feel my way through the mist in my mind, looking for the initial
portions of the dossier.


Surely
the data had been ported to me by now.


As
I walked, it was as if there was a blazing flash of memory and recognition. I
smiled as I thought about the girl; the blonde I had been trying to remember. 


Anya.
Anya Petrova.


I
didn't have the full packet in my Crown yet, but I could call up parts of the
dossier. I would be in a three-person cadre: me, Anya, and one of my closest
friends, Wyatt Guthrie.


Of
course they were assets as well.


“Wyatt
Guthrie,” I mumbled to myself, smiling ruefully. “We’ll be lucky to get out
alive.”


People
like Wyatt, like Anya, were my real friends. That is to say, yes, I know
them in my regular life, and yes, we are quite close, even if none of us can
ever exactly recall why we are so close. 


There’s
simply a bond, one we cannot deny. It’s wound into our neural architecture, and
we all acknowledge it, it our own ways. Sometimes, when “active,” we all have a
laugh about the lengths our sleeping selves go to preserve the secret that we
are all hiding— a secret that none of us may acknowledge.


Our
lives are vastly different than most.


 That
was one reason why I knew I would probably never see Caprice again. She wasn’t
one of us. She was a backdrop, an extra. She was part of my life that didn’t
actually matter.


Even
if I did ever see her again, a woman like Caprice couldn’t ever be
anything more than a diversion. Non-assets cause problems. If I were to even
casually invite Caprice back to my place, she could a liability. 


A
danger.


This
was all in my training architecture, of course, stored in my Crown. We were
warned against ‘normal’ relationships, and our habitual subroutines would push
us away from that. After all, relationships could create no end of problems.


If
Caprice and I were serious, I would have her over often. Sooner or later, she
would be around and I would have a dossier imported to my Crown.


The
world would change, then.


There
would be no rhyme or reason, but it would be time for her to go. No explanations.
Get out, Caprice. I wouldn't care what we might have just been doing in bed.


Even
worse would be her coming in unannounced as I stepped from my white room. There
I would stand, armed to the gills. I might be wearing next-gen body armor, guns
synced with my nervous system, or have bags of tri-polymer explosives.
Depending upon what Facility architecture I had that day, I might be only
partially visible, extra-naturally graceful, or have almost any other
combination of odd, reality altering effects.


And
Caprice? Caprice will mean shit to me. Caprice will be a problem. Caprice will know
too much.


Caprice
will have to be liquidated.


God
damn, but I needed a cigarette. I stopped at one of the small shops that make
Nob Hill famous and bought a pack. I
didn't have any cash on me, but of course my card never runs out. I stepped
back into the mist, and lit up.


It
tasted like heaven. I leaned back against the wall of the shop, and simply
enjoyed it for a moment. This was probably the last moment of quiet I would
have for a few days,


It's
funny, because when I'm ‘asleep,’ I don't smoke.


When
I was finished, I walked through the mist, not really paying attention to where
my feet were taking me. My mind was still spinning, and I had learned, long
ago, to trust my subconscious in these situations.


I
usually ‘knew’ more than I realized. Already, the unconscious parts of me were
shifting into ‘active’ mode. For a bit, I would feel nudges, small intuitions
that were guiding me down the path.


I
had been trained for this. It was best to go with the flow. 


This
time, it seemed reasonable to wait at a MUNI station. I smiled at the thought,
and sat down next to an older woman and waited. The sky started to sprinkle,
just a little, but we were sheltered beneath the station. The woman chatted me
up about the job she hated, all the while obviously wondering at the man in the
expensively cut suit waiting for a Nob Hill bus. 


I
drive luxury cars, and I look the part. But here I was. Why? I wasn't certain.
It was almost a reflex action, like kicking a stone when you walk, or casually
fiddling with the worn button on your shirt. I knew I had free will; I could
stand up and walk away from the station. But this was where I belonged, it
seemed. I was right in the groove.


I
had a thought and checked my wallet. Yes, of course I had a bus pass. It was a
weekly pass; I had bought it… 


When
had I bought it? What story had I told myself when I bought it, and why
couldn’t I even remember the purchase?


This
was quite typical. I might have been walking around with this pass for a few
weeks now and not realized it.


The
bus wasn't long in coming, and had an ad for the newest late night spy drama
painted all along the side. There was a handsome actor, holding his pistol,
while a beautiful, red haired woman wrapped herself around his leg.


I
sighed.


I
stepped onto the bus, and showed the older man my pass. He smiled at me,
genuinely friendly.


That's
rare in a city this size.


I
wasn't alone, of course. The older woman sat across from me and down two. There
was a young couple at the end of the bus, and two skaters, next to each other,
but each lost in their headphones.


I
sat, choosing a seat that was equidistant from all of them. I could not say
why, truly, only that it seemed like my seat. I sat and watched out the
window, idly curious at where I was going.


 We
had only driven past three stops when I heard a Designate's voice in my Crown. As
always, her connection with me over the Lattice was like a cold river of ice
pouring through my mind.


Even
though her words could be coming from thousands of miles away, she sounded as
if she were right next to me.


I
will be joining you soon, Asset.


Understood,
Designate. I smiled at a young boy who stood with
his mother. He looked a lot like Bill Iverson. 


No.
Not worth thinking about.


Just
the fact of the Designate “touching” my system with hers left a lingering trace
of her in my neuralware— a ‘fingerprint’ after a fashion. As I waited, I pulled
up her trace in my Crown, mentally perusing the data more efficiently than one
might read a book.


Hmm.
We had worked together before.


We
never had any names on any Designate— Wyatt joked that they didn’t have names,
that they weren’t even human.


“You
ever see one when yer in the pisser, Hoss? Ever see a Designate smoke or cuss
or even get a little mad?”


This
was an old argument with him. I knew he didn’t believe it, and neither did I,
but it was all part of Wyatt. He loved hokey conspiracy theories, and delighted
in claiming that the Designates were all grey aliens or reptilians here to
secretly rule the Earth.


We
laughed, and that made it easier. We both knew it wasn’t true. The Designates
were odd, yes. But they were every bit as human as we were. They simply had
more tech— far more than a typical asset. As
such, their behavior was just a little different. Crisp. Perfect.


Too
perfect.


That
was what threw Wyatt, of course. My friend was a rough and tumble barbarian,
proud to have little class. Poking fun at the Designates was practically sport
for the man.


And,
well, when one added the fact that we didn’t actually know much about the
higher tier Designates, or what their agendas were…


“We’re
here to save the world. Obviously,” I muttered to myself, and the young boy
gave me an odd look. I smiled at him, and then returned to the actual thought
at hand.


I
had worked with this Designate on a few other occasions, according to the
records in my Crown. She had always given me high marks during debriefings, and
was fairly simple to work with— as far as such
things go. 


Although
it was also true that the last time I had worked with her had been something of
a small catastrophe.


For
that assignment, I had a much larger cadre with me. We were headed to rural Mexico
to take down a small cult that was growing there, “El Camino Oscuridad.” It was
the worst kind of job, and we took five assets with us into the Yucatan.


We
only brought three out.


The
group was centered around a young Irrat who had the somewhat unique power of
granting other Irrational gifts— at a terrible
price. Initial reports seemed to show that the young man could channel Irrationality
and chaos directly into the mind of another, irrefutably shattering their
sanity. 


Then,
depraved madness would seep into the crack of their consciousness. Eldritch
abominations from the shadows of the world would whisper lost secrets into the
mind of the broken one. They would learn forgotten names that no one should
ever have spoken, and master complex rituals and bindings involving creatures
that dwelt in the astral tides. 


These
poor souls were literally killed and born again, birthed into a life where they
were marionettes of forsaken monstrosities.


The
cult had a truly twisted cosmology, centered around numeric patterns and comet trajectories,
but their entire philosophy hinged on one horrifying fact.


The
world as we knew it would soon end, in blood and horror and madness. They
believed that only one-third of humanity would survive, and that one third
would live in a truly blighted world.


As
was typical, the cult had the means to stop such a catastrophe, but this
involved ritual slayings and beckoning otherworldly abominations into the
Rational world.


They
had to be stopped.


It
had been messy.


The
Designate had assigned my friend and once-mentor Gideon DuMarque as the Alpha
for that particular mission, and we dismantled the group in a few days. We lost
two good assets while in the Yucatan, and there was more than one point where
we thought the entire mission might go south, but in the end, the cult had been
liquidated.


Unfortunately,
the young Irrat escaped. As far as anyone knew, he was still at large.


It
was not a good memory. In fact, it was exactly the kind of memory that made me
pleased to live in blissful ignorance most of my life. 


This
assignment wouldn’t be like that one, I told myself.


But
of course, I had no way to be certain. 
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We
were almost across town before the Designate stepped onto the bus. She did not
meet my eye, did not smile. The Designate walked with an inhuman grace,
pointedly ignoring everyone on the bus. 


She
was beautiful, but efficient, cold. She sat directly across from me, and nodded
crisply.


Good
evening, Asset 108. The words were cool in my mind, like an
early spring breeze.


Good
evening, Designate.


The
Designate was a mandarin woman, with dark hair that gleamed. Her suit was
perfect, and she was beautiful, although impossibly distant. Her long legs were
crossed and she was looking at her tablet, probably reading the specifications
for my dossier.


This
was exactly as it always was. The Designates always met with me in the
strangest places: a bar, an abandoned warehouse, or a greasy spoon. Once, I had
met this one in a strip club in the Tenderloin. She had sat across the room, at
the bar, while I sat with one of the girls. The entire time, she was briefing
me through my Crown.


I
trust you have been ported the initial packet.


I
have, Designate. I was still sorting it out, however. My
mission details were already stored in my Crown, but I wouldn't really be able
to fully access it until everything was online.


You
should have full system access within the hour. Until then, I will give you the
basic dossier.


I
smiled, not looking directly at her. Understood.


This
is an atypical mission, Asset. For a few weeks now, Facility 17 has been
running deep telemetry testing. They are experimenting with bandwidths that
might allow more effective long range
monitoring of Rationality integrity.


I have heard. Wyatt
had told me. It was a good idea.


It was during one of these tests when the operatives there located
nigh-terminal levels of Irrationality; intense spikes of activity. At first it
was believed to be a systems error, but when these outliers returned, Facility
17 alerted their superiors.  


Nigh-terminal?
I
furrowed my brow. That was serious. Someone was bending reality almost to
breaking. It wasn’t subtle work either. 


Whoever
it was couldn’t help but be noticed. With Rationality spread that thin, some
abomination could break through, into our world.


“Bad”
didn’t begin to cover it.


Ambient
Rationality levels spiked for little more than nanoseconds, varying between R thirty-six
and R negative ninety. Then, typical Rationality resumed, albeit with some
lingering effects.


Such
as?
I glanced at the Designate. She gave a nearly imperceptible shrug.


Small
gravitational anomalies and variations in local space-time. There are no
locals, and the anomalies seem to resolve themselves. They are little more than
eddies in physics, and have been classified as non-threatening. 


That
was telling, just by itself. Typically, small variations like that would be
seen as a problem, even if they were short lived. Apparently, they were to be
overlooked. 


I
frowned. Where was this?


Sixty-seven
minutes southwest of Las Vegas. Not a populated area. It's the middle of the
Mojave Desert.


I
sat back and crossed my arms. This was an atypical mission.


Usually
I was little more than a courier, or maybe some muscle if things got hard with
some Irrats. Situations like the Yucatan were actually pretty rare. Most Irrats
had no control over their capabilities. Maybe it would be a girl who had some
extra-cognitive capabilities, or an insurance salesman who always seemed to
draw aces; typical, small, class IV stuff. They were people who were bending
reality without really realizing what they were toying with.


They
weren't actually criminals, but dangerous, nonetheless.


But nigh-terminal Irrationality? Hidden in the desert? That
was foreboding.


Where will the conduit insertion point be, that far in the
desert? That was something I hadn’t
considered. Typically, there were teams that shaped physics for our transport,
and that took time. Wyatt always teased about the sheer amount of time and
planning it took to create wormholes, as if it was baking a cake.


 You
will be flying. We were completely unprepared for this eventuality, and we
don't have any available conduits to the area.


That
spoke volumes. I didn’t remember a mission where a transport conduit had not
been arranged. The idea that the Facility was flying by the seat of their pants
was not comforting.


When
will I be meeting the rest of my cadre?


Preceptor
Petrova is well apprised of the situation, and has come straight from Facility
17. She will be at the airport when you arrive; she will take you to Asset
Guthrie. You will be leaving immediately.


I
frowned at that. All of my gear was in my white room. I knew I would be
outfitted, but my personalized stuff, the gear that had seen me through, was at
my apartment. Some of my own gear had some pretty specific alterations.
However, I knew that the Designate was unlikely to allow me the time to run
home.


Asset
Guthrie is on the ground. Your cadre will be able to equip once you are on site
in Las Vegas.


Understood,
Designate. The packet still wasn't quite sorted in
my head. Will this simply be reconnaissance? Or are we expected to pull an
incursion?


The
primary objective is to accompany Preceptor Petrova so that she may get further
readings regarding the levels of ambient Rationality. We need to understand the
cause of this event. The Designate paused. It is likely
that you will have Designate support on-site. Because of this, objectives may
change as the mission requires.


That
was
unusual. We never had on site support from a Designate.


The
bus was slowing. This was the airport. I realized with a dawning comprehension
that it was my stop.


You
will find all the pertinent details in your Crown. Your flight will be short,
so you should use your time to review the dossier.


I
will, Designate. I stood, grabbing at the handhold. I
will be prepared by the time I touch down. 


She
smiled at me. I’m certain you will be, 108. As I walked away, I heard
her one last time.


As
always, Asset, we wish you well in the days ahead.
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Of
course, airport security doesn't apply to me. Within an hour, I was seated in
first class.


Still,
just the fact that I had to fly irked me.


Typically,
there are conduits set up far before the Asset is even tapped, and they are one
of the first points of the dossier. They’re odd little things, locations like, “the
second story exit of the abandoned mattress warehouse on Fifth and Powell, from
11:38 PM to 11:40 PM.” There is a very short window for conduit usage, as their
creation bends Rationality far beyond its typical parameters. 


As
long as you were on time, all was well. You’d step into a sphere of twisted
light, and find yourself along a short path, or hallway, or moonlit road—
somewhere else. Conduits were rarely a long trek, but once at the other end you
might be a thousand miles away, or across the ocean, or in the white room at
one of the Facilities. 


I
didn’t understand the process that was used to create the instantaneous
transportation, but it was apparently a tricky thing.  Only certain times and
only certain places were appropriate, and their use can be difficult on the asset’s
Crown, at times. 


Still.
This was almost barbaric, in comparison.


However,
flying did give me time to peruse my dossier. I settled into my chair, waited
for take-off, and then opened the packet.


It
was an extensive one.


The
Solomon's Crown is an impressive piece of technology. It lines the inside of my
skull, and is constantly connected with the Lattice, the worldwide information
network used by the Facility. The Crown can hold a vast amount of data, in
addition to holding open ports for packets and neural software. It is a
seamless technology, something that can be used as effortlessly as my hand.
There is no pointer, or key input. It knows what I want, and how I want it,
faster than I could possibly give voice to the desire.


As
the packet opened, I chose a visual overlay. I almost always do when I'm
opening a packet. I could just port the data to my memory, but dossier
packets were often large, and the sensation was jarring.


I
had time. I could take it slowly.


I
felt the smooth vibration in my head as it meshed with my cerebral cortex.
I
relaxed my gaze, looking only at the back of the seat in front of me.


Welcome,
Asset. The familiar
voice was soothing. I watched as the packet's visual interface opened before
me, a series of colored spheres that only I could see.


 I
mentally thumbed through them until I found the one marked Overview.
I didn’t even have to think to select the sphere. The Crown knew what I
wanted the instant I chose.


Approximately
twenty three hours ago, assets being trained in the Death Valley region noticed
several sharp spikes of terminal grade Irrationality. These spikes were at the
edge of their data range, but were still significant. This report lead to
Facility 17 doing axiomatic telemetry scans on the area, as part of new
protocols.


The
interface was resolving to a map of the American southwest, superimposed over
my vision. I could still see the cabin, of course, it was a similar eye shift
as when one looked near, and then far away.


As
the map clarified, I could see the location of the team, the readouts on their
gear, and the Irrational spikes.


Something’s
wrong. The asset who was speaking was equipped with
Veracitor class neuralware, which was glitching in time with the spikes. I
think my gear is mis-queueing.


That’s
exactly what was happening. As I watched both the readouts and the spiking
levels of Irrationality, the two seemed intimately connected. The spikes were
incredibly focused, intensely powerful, and only occurred in extremely short
bursts.


Wait.
What was—


The
bursts were nanoseconds, in some cases picoseconds long. They came seemingly randomly
over the course of an hour and twenty minutes, with no discernible patter—


I
stopped the playback of the data, and stepped it back a few seconds. In 1/10000
time frame, I watched as the bursts occurred in the middle of the desert. It
was odd both in how high the Irrationality spiked, and in how it did not ripple
throughout the area. It did cause small anomalies, but I was surprised
that it didn’t “echo,” creating other, smaller spikes.


Strong
and localized. It had almost been enough to rip through the fragile veil
of our reality, almost enough to expose us to whatever was on the other side.
This was a Class IX in the making. I rubbed my sweating palms on my slacks. 


It
was more than odd. No single Irrat could cause bursts that large. Furthermore,
I had seen spikes that were 1/10th that size cascade and ripple. Something of
this strength should have created other bursts that spread across the Mojave
Desert, leaving inhuman aberrations and small rifts in its wake.


The
fact that it had not done that meant something. It meant that this was
controlled.


It
meant that someone was behind it.


Facility
17 and Facility 6 have both lent their efforts to monitoring ambient
Rationality in the area since these spikes, but there have been no further
alterations.


As
the voice spoke, I scrolled through the dossier until I found satellite
pictures of the location. It only took a few moments to enhance the photos to
the point that I could see there was an old structure, almost hidden in the
shadow of a cliff.


A
missile silo? Perhaps. 


“Would
you like something to drink?” I was moving on to the next part of the dossier
when the young woman startled me. 


“Oh,”
I looked up at her. The stewardess was cute. A touch young for me, but I loved
red hair.


“Anything?”
I found her eyes fascinating. 


“Not
just now.” I smiled at her. “Could I get something later?” My smile became a
sharp grin. “If there is something I want?”


She
smiled back. It was nuanced with meaning. “I'll be around.”


I
sighed as she walked away.


Not
now.


Full
profiles on Anya and Wyatt were present in the dossier, but I didn't need them.
Of more interest however... 


There.
The third sphere. Known Irrationals and Their Locations. I chose
that selection.


There
are no current known Irrationals in the selected area. Would you like to
expand?


Of
course. I was still looking at the missile silo, and so the program had only
searched that region. Apparently there were no known Irrats sighted in that
small area. I re-selected Las Vegas.


 


The
listing of known and wanted Irrationals seen in the Las Vegas area in the last
month include:


 


Clyde
D. Gordon- Irrational 1854


Harij
Nasan- Irrational 1458


Thomas
LeManns Irrational 7704


William
Eidon- Irrational 0081


Leticia
Del Toro- Irrational 6723


Unnamed
Crimson Dedicant- Irrational 1108


Earl
Princely- “The Masque” Irrational 3420


Rebecca
Thorne- Irrational 9108


Rudolfo
Firenzei- Irrational 2187


Aberration
# 51894


Aberration
# 13563


 


Hmm.
That was a lot of data. The Facility certainly had a lot of info on each of
them— and I had no way of knowing if any of them were even involved. 


Almost
randomly, I expanded the final selection.


 


Aberration
# 13563, or “the Gaunt Man,” has been frequently reported since 1974, although
it may have been in existence longer. It has a basic humanoid appearance,
although is unnaturally slender. It wears a grey suit that is several years out
of date, and can easily pass for an older man by any who do not pay him special
heed.


Aberration
# 13563 is a collector, both of rare items and creatures. He was first
encountered by Asset 71, Leo Telesco, in Romania in March of 1974. The
aberration was pursuing a trader who had found an item of particular rarity, a
small statuette with unknown origins that was rumored to possess an odd
affinity for Type L astral aberrations. As a result of this—


 


 I
scrolled down, letting my vision drift across the page as I attempted to
surmise how much information was available. After learning about the Gaunt Man’s
tendencies toward flight rather than confrontation, and perusing Leo
Telsco’s accounts of ‘The Menagerie’ (some kind of extra dimensional realm
where the Gaunt Man kept living prisoners.) I frowned.


It
was too much.


I
briefly thought again about simply porting the packet to my Crown’s memory, so
that I could draw on it as simply as I could any other recollections I wished.
It’s what Wyatt would have done, probably Gideon too, but…


But
it was a lot of space to take up, space I might need for other neuralware. 


I
needed to keep things simple. 


I
closed the Irrat data, and went back to look at those spikes, laid over the
map. It was incredible how tight they were. That much Irrationality should have
had some effect. I dug deeper into my Crown's database and looked at the
telemetry data.


There
have been no further reported Irrational readings as a result of the events of
June 21.


That
was just strange.


Once
I had been on the trail of an Irrat in Saskatchewan. It was an aberration, a
creature of the astral tides that had somehow slipped through. In the distant
wilds of Canada, I had spoken to native Inuit, who believed the creature to be
a Wendigo, a ravenous, cannibalistic spirit.


Of
course, that was horseshit. Entire mythologies are built by people who try to
tell stories, to make sense of what they have seen.


By
the time I found the creature, she had a small village in her thrall. She was
drinking life and sanity from them, and had grown into a creature capable of
creating small Irrational spikes similar to ones I was looking at. Nothing near
so large, of course. Still, the aftereffects and echoes of those spikes were
causing “hauntings” and weird occurrences months after I destroyed her.


Irrationality
is a like a cancer in the world. It spreads. The fact that there had been this
enormous surge and then nothing, was troubling, to say the least.


It
seemed like someone was hiding… something.


I
flagged the cute stewardess only a few rows up from me.


“Could
I get that drink, now?” I gave her my most charming smile.


The
stewardess smiled back, and poured for me.


I
took a sip and settled in, preparing for a long trawl through my dossier.
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It
was morning before we had touched down, and were ready to disembark. 


“Nothing.”
I'm certain that if anyone had been looking, I would have seemed cracked. I was
staring intently at the back of the seat in front of me, muttering my dismay
under my breath.


Yes,
completely normal.


I
was more than a little frustrated. My Crown was wonder of modern technology,
but I was awfully limited by available intel. There was plenty of data, but
none that truly seemed to matter.


I
could pull up topographic maps of the area, and look around in three
dimensions. That confirmed that, yes, the small structure was an abandoned
missile silo, but there was no other helpful data. I could view ambient
Rationality, which was well into the green. No problem there.


I
had gone through the profiles of every Irrat which had been sighted locally,
but none were higher than a Class III. I doubted if they could have created
spikes like this even if they had all worked together. Even if they could, the
precision and the speed at which the spikes had occurred were absolutely
monstrous, and impossible to comprehend.


I
didn't think this was an Irrat at all. My mind drifted to the aberration I had
destroyed, the “Wendigo.”


We
hadn't come close to classifying the abominations of the astral tides. Could it
be something behind the veil? Something trying to punch through?


I
closed the dossier. There was so little data that conjecture was pointless.
Hopefully, Anya or Wyatt would have something I didn't.


The
cute stewardess was looking my way as I made my way off the plane. I smiled at
her, wistfully wishing that I wasn't on assignment.


There
would be time, later.


Of
course, later my Crown would be in torpor mode and I wouldn't remember who I
actually was. It was too bad. Some small part of me enjoyed women more when I
was awake and online. Then, it was all actually me. My debonair charm.


It
felt like seducing women was just part of my Crown architecture when I was
offline. No skill, nothing to lose. 


She
smiled back, and continued her duties. 


No
time.


I
made my way off of the plane and into the airport. Of course, everything
checked out and I was moved along smoothly. I had no bags, so I didn't need to—


Bishop,
we have a small concern. It was Anya. 


You
sound worried, Preceptor. I just made it off the plane.  I
smiled, knowing that the feel of my emotion would translate through the Crown. What's
going on? Is Wyatt in the airport bar?


Nothing
so simple, Michael. Even though she knew me well, Anya's
tone contained no true warmth. This was typical of Preceptor class assets. They
were all female and all seemed to have their emotions subdued.


There
was a reason that Wyatt called her the “ice princess” behind her back.


I
sighed. This was going to be all about work. Fine. Apprise me, Anya.


Her
tone softened a touch. Michael, there is an aberration of an unknown type
within two hundred yards of your current position. It has been motionless for
at least the past half hour.


An
aberration, here in the airport? Suddenly, I was pleased that she was in work
mode. Unknown type?


I
have been running it through the systems. No known classification.


That's
fucking brilliant. I am completely zero-geared, Anya. I don't suppose Wyatt
chose to come with you?


Asset
Guthrie is not present, Michael. We are to meet him at a different location.


I
knew that was the plan, but I had held onto hope. Can you put in a request
for tech disbursement? Otherwise, we really aren't equipped.


That
request has been filed and approved, Michael. She seemed
pleased with herself. 


That's
something at least. Where do I need to go?


Ahead
you should see the airport bookstore. There is a small restaurant next to it.


I
see it. I smiled at a young boy who was looking at me as I
passed.


Between
the two of them is a grey access door. It is marked “Janitorial.” You will find
it unlocked.


Perfect.
What's my time frame?


The
conduit will be available for the next four minutes and thirteen seconds. I
would advise—


Got
it. Thanks, Anya. I broke into a run. People around me
gaped as I suddenly sprinted, with no apparent cause.


I
didn't have time to worry about them.


Four
minutes, Michael.


I
got it, Anya. Thanks.  I reached for the handle. Of
course, it wasn't locked.


For
just a moment, I wondered how many times this location had been used. Conduits
typically only existed in locations that had been previously set up.


Then,
I opened the door.


I
felt the subtle click in my Crown as it opened. Nothing else. No great
flash of light or dimension-rending sound; simply the click of my Crown
acknowledging the conduit. It was only coded to me of course.


Then
I stepped into the white room. 


It
was always difficult to ascertain, exactly, how large the white rooms were.
Wyatt claimed that they weren’t in any of the Facilities, but that they actually
existed in some kind of non-Euclidian space, and that accounted for the odd
sense of distortion one always had while within them. 


It
looked like every white room I had even seen. It was a lab, with white tile on
the floor, white walls, stainless metal tables and counters. There were several
different workstations, each with various pieces of equipment that would carry
forth humanity’s scientific knowledge by decades. 


There
was no light source, yet the room was lit, brilliantly so.


I
had never been able to determine exactly what it was that the white rooms
smelled like. They smelled clean, but not harsh like disinfectant. The scent
was comforting, almost calming.


This
was probably by design.


There
were a couple of weapon cabinets, typically used to house menacing black firearms.
The other cabinet held various bits of body armor and tools. There were a
couple of duffel bags hanging on the wall, some luggage and briefcases on the
shelf beneath.


Some
were normal; others were set to hold guns.


Bishop,
Michael. Asset #108. The voice in my
Crown was decidedly neutral. Welcome, Asset.


I
glanced around, frowning. My choices were quite limited. It was understandable;
no one wanted me charging around an airport with full Facility gear. Still, this
was almost sparse.


Perhaps
I was just spoiled.


The
white room connected to my apartment is always fully spec'd. There’s a drawer
with cash, credit cards, and various bits of ID: passports, drivers’ licenses,
national ID cards. If there’s something special needed for a mission, there’s a
computer and an ultra-high quality printer where I can download and print
pretty much any piece of government paperwork possible. You don’t have to feed
it any paper, it “prints” that too. Pretty fancy. They might be on the market
in fifteen years or so.


Usually,
my supplies are practically unlimited. 


But
this...


My
choices were short, to put it kindly. No guns at all, neither general class nor
Facility specialized. No blades of any kind, either. Not even the smallest
knife. No body armor.


This
was mostly passive weapons, axiomatic tools, and injectables. There was a
plethora of them laid out on the steel table. Frowning, I turned and opened on
of the cabinets. There were dampening grenades. I smiled. At least there was
that.


Designate,
I need guidance.


Her
voice was December in my mind. This aberration is not our primary objective
at this time, Michael. Use the dampeners to simply restore ambient Rationality.
Take the creature if you can, but if the dampeners eject the creature to the
astral tides, you are to let it go. No extraction team is prepared. In 88% of all
simulations, ejection is the preferred outcome in this situation. This is a
random event, and you are not to jeopardize your primary mission to resolve it.


I
bit my lip. I hated letting the creature loose. Understood, Designate.


Then,
she was gone, like a whisper on the wind.


Looking
around, I weighed my limited options. I grabbed four of the dampener grenades,
knowing that for their size, they contained quite a punch. They weren’t explosives;
instead they reasserted the axioms and laws of Rational physics, creating a
burst of stability within a certain sphere. 


Quite
handy indeed.


There
was a Neural Lacuna— a device designed to stun the memory of a human target,
causing them a type of amnesia. There was also a set of axiomatic shackles. I
almost took a photic baton, figuring that it would be simple to conceal, but
then realized that engaging the aberration was not my goal.


Then
I saw a smooth, small disk, no larger than my fist. There were several dials
along the surface, and I was certain it was already queued to me. 


The
Tabula Rasa.


That
was a surprising inclusion. The Tabula Rasa was used to completely obliterate
all matter within a certain radius, leaving a spherical void in its place. In
an instant, there would be a sphere of nothingness, and then thunder as the air
around the sphere slammed back into place.


A
bit of overkill, for one aberration, I thought. It could come in handy, but…


Reluctantly,
I left it behind at looked at the injectable cooler.


Three
minutes, twelve seconds, Michael.


Injectables
were small pressurized syringes of nano machines, a specialized type that were
classified as “viral mecha.” They were designed to interface with the Solomon’s
Crown, giving short-lived boosts to the human body. Oftentimes, these boosts
were far more than were possible using simple chemistry, which is why the viral
mecha were geared to be able to create small axiomatic changes within the human
body.


I
took seven of them, checking the encoding to make certain I had what I needed.


I
poked around some more and my gaze settled on the Tabula Rasa again. I grabbed
it, just in case. 


There
really was nothing else.


I
had never been in a white room that was so spartan. I used one of the small,
white injectables, making certain I noted the code on the side. There were
dozens of different kinds, but this one was pretty typical. It augmented speed
and grace, allowing shorts bursts of each, all at the cost of a little muscle
soreness.


Useful
in a pinch.


I
thrust it against my bare arm. There was a tiny hissing noise as thousands of
dormant viral mecha flowed into my bloodstream.


Two
minutes, Michael. 


Understood,
Anya. Thank you. I walked towards the door. There's
little to be had here. 


Acknowledged,
Michael. I will be standing by if you require me.


Do
we have a visual overlay of the aberration’s location? Already,
I felt the effects of the mecha as thousands of the tiny devices stimulated my
neurons and endocrine system. Everything felt faster; my head was clearer.


I
can bring that up now, Michael. I felt a subtle
shifting in my Crown. Patching you the intel.


Thank
you, Anya. I stepped through the door, back into
the busy airport.


The
Crown is intricately designed, and contains thousands of connections to each
hemisphere of the human brain. As Anya patched me what I needed, my visual
cortex created a burning red marker over my field of vision, one hundred and
eighty-seven yards away. It wasn't moving, just as Anya had said. It simply
seemed to hang in the air, shaped like an odd letter “J.”


Advancing
towards target. I had two of the dampeners in each
pocket. Hopefully, the aberration was in some out of the way place, and I could
trigger the devices without drawing too much attention to myself. If I was
lucky, I could bolster ambient Rationality and the thing would be ejected back
to the astral tides.


Then,
we could be on to find Wyatt.


I'm
reading target in the airport men's room. Can you confirm?


Affirmative,
Michael.


That
was somewhat out of the way, at least. I reached into my jacket pocket, and
thumbed open the top of the dampening grenade. More cautiously than might seem
typical, I crept into the restroom.


There
was no one inside. For the scantest moment, I thought I heard the howling of
wind, but—


But
no.


I
checked under the stalls to be certain. It seemed as if I was clear. I flipped
through the optic settings on my Crown, but still saw nothing.


Wyatt
will love hearing about the aberration that got caught in the john.
I was teasing, but only to stave off my nerves. I could feel the hair rising on
the back of my neck, and my heart was pounding in my chest. 


Something
was wrong.


The
glowing red marker was larger now, clearly designating the third stall down.


Focus,
Michael. Your adrenaline levels are—


Yes.
I’m sure. I cut her off, almost testily. I'm honestly
wondering if you are reading a glitch, Anya. Are you reading any residual
Irrationality, other than what the marker shows? Slowly, I walked towards
the third stall down.


Ambient
Rationality readings are nominal to .0026%. She paused, but
there was just a touch of uncertainty in her cool tone. Yet the reading
remains, Michael. The data seems accurate. 


Understood.
 I
placed my hand on the outside of the stall door, my thumb still on the
dampener. I could set it off in an instant if I needed to. 


Carefully,
I pushed the door open, my heart thundering.


It
was empty.


Nothing,
Anya. I peered at the strange bent marker hanging in
midair. It was odd. Usually, when showing an aberration, it would give an
outline of the creature. This was just a curved marker, somewhat in the shape
of a letter “J.”


Whatever
it was wasn't physical in any way; the only way I saw anything at all was
through my Crown. I peered closer, knowing that my crown was recording
everything.


Ambient
Rationality fluctuating, Bishop. Rationality negative point seven five.


Copy
that, Anya. I stepped closer pulling the dampener
from my pocket. The indicator was slowly moving, now that I paid it attention.
It almost undulated in the air.


Suddenly,
it struck, like an angry serpent. Quicker than thought, it hooked around
towards me burying itself in my chest.  I screamed, expecting pain and gore.


No.
Nothing.  I gaped at it, stunned. 


Michael!
Use the damp--


Then
it pulled, as if hooked between my ribs, and the agony began.


Michael!
You—
Anya was suddenly cut short, as if torn from my mind. She was torn from me,
so suddenly that it was like losing part of myself.


All
I could hear was wind; howling, screaming wind. It was wind that had wailed
since the beginning of time. It cried my name, and whispered things best
forgotten. 


Cold.



I
fell.


Stunned,
I grabbed at my chest, my hands seeking where the hook had me.


Nothing.
No pain, no wound. 


Anya?
She wasn't there; I knew it before I opened the link. Designate? Do you have
my position?


Nothing.
There was only emptiness in my mind. The Lattice and everything connected to
that network was gone.


I
blinked, looking upwards into a strangely tilted night sky. The stars overhead
were mad, screaming eyes that looked as if they sought to burn away the world.
The ground was a sharp, angled sea of jagged obsidian. I had landed hard and
broken several of the crystalline structures. My leg was bleeding.


The
wind was fierce and cold. I would freeze in it, if I didn’t find shelter. At my feet was a bent, barbed hook.
Still in shock, I reached for it. An otherworldly black filament stretched out
behind the hook, into the unseen distance.


I
dropped it in horror, and logic returned.


This
was a trap.


Only
assets would have noticed the wicked hook-aberration. Specifically, only a
Preceptor, with their hard-wired axiomatic neuralware, could have come close to
discovering the abnormality. Something so small would never have been found
with deep telemetry.


It
was left here. Someone knew we would be coming. Now, they had caught me, and I
had been pulled—


Where?


I
pushed myself up, still wobbling and checking my chest for a wound where the
hook had been. I couldn’t quite believe I was whole. It seemed as if there
wasn't one; the hook must not have been fully solid in my own Rational world.


That
was a blessing, at least.


Anya,
I'd love a response. I sent again, with little hope.


Nothing,
of course. I wasn't anywhere close to within range. I looked around in a stupor
at my otherworldly surroundings.


 I
stood on a vast plain, where obsidian and other unknown minerals jutted from
the ground in gleaming, razor shards. In the far flung distance, outlined by
violet stars and a bloated, angry moon, I could see several ziggurat styled
pyramids, lost in the shadowed darkness. 


I
could also hear something skittering in the darkness. There was an odd clicking
sound, echoing from far to my left, as if something was scrambling along the
stone.


But
that wasn’t all I heard.


When
I listened closely, I could almost imagine lost whispers within the howling
wind, whispers of names and words so foul that they made me shudder to consider
them. They were angry words, words of spite and barbed flame, and they seemed
to drag through my mind, cutting as they did.


No.
I was imagining things. It was my imagination, desperately scrambling trying to
make something whole and sane out of this place, seeking any touchstone that
would let me hold onto Rationality.


Rationality.


At
the thought, I put my hands back into my pockets. Three of the dampener
grenades were still there, along with the Tabula Rasa. Only a brief casting
about showed me the location of the fourth grenade, which I had apparently
dropped as I came through. Just that thought gave me a small, hard smile.


Came
through.


 There
was obviously some kind of cleft or crack at this spot that led from this world
into the airport restroom. It was part of the snare. If the hole was still
there…


I
ran the spectrum of optics in my crown, just to see if I could see the cleft,
but the readings all came back twisted and wrong.  Infrared showed shifting,
ominous shapes around me, lost specters that drifted on the forsaken wind. The
x-ray spectrum actually made my head ache, pain lancing through me as I looked
into nothingness. 


“Damnit,”
I swore softly to myself. This wouldn’t do. Something was clouding my mind so I
couldn't see the way back.


Which
led me back to the dampeners.


The
dampeners weren't explosives, not in the traditional sense. No, they were
anchors of a sort, reinforcing and strengthening the local axioms of reality so
that they matched Rationality. This was of great use when dealing with Irrats
or Aberrations, as the devices made it exponentially more difficult to alter
the Rational world, at least within the dampener’s range. 


I
furrowed my brow. If I had only thought to trigger one while in the stall, the
cleft between places probably would have closed. It was unnatural, and the
axioms of normal physics wouldn’t allow it.


But
what would happened if I used one here, at a place that was so... other?


There
were mathematical equations that could answer that very question, but I didn’t
exactly have all the resources at hand to perform them. The Solomon’s Crown was
a miraculous device, but without my connections to the Lattice, it was quite
limited. Anya could have rattled off the numbers by rote and Wyatt might have
been able to figure them just in his head…


I
was not so blessed.


Then,
there was coldness, like a great looming shadow in my mind. I stumbled backward,
raising my arm against something that wasn’t there.


My
heart was pounding in my chest. Nothing. I was alone. 


But
something was with me. I could feel it, scrabbling around in the back of
my head, all hair and gangled leg. It was in the places where the waking mind
never went, hiding behind memory and dream, casting forth threads of terror.


 It
was a spider, huge and bloated. Each leg was longer than my arm. 


“Show
yourself!” I screamed into the wind, though it stole my voice. I spun wildly,
looking all around me for the creature, with a dampener in one hand, and the Tabula
Rasa in the other.


I
had no idea if they would be of help.


I
turned again, still seeing nothing. Yet I felt it, as if the shape of it
cast a shadow in my mind. It was like a spider and a scorpion had birthed some
abomination, and gifted it with feral intelligence.  It had scrabbling legs, a
hairy carapace, and a wicked pincered tail. It was as if I could see it on the
edge of my imagination. It was a female, with only a maw on her face and eight
shiny eyes.


“Nothing.”
I bit the word short, gritting my teeth and glaring into the gloaming darkness.
“There’s nothing there.”


My
heart was pounding in my chest. My breath was coming in great, shuddering
gasps. No matter what I said, I knew the truth.


I
was hunted.


I
knew that she wanted more than sustenance. I could feel it, feel her desire
like warm oil pouring over me.


More
than flesh, more than food. She does not want, she desires.


I
almost retched at the raw force of the lustful sexuality that flooded my mind,
burned in my veins. It was a physical sensation, like burning honey drizzled
across my flesh. 


She wanted to drag me away and take me to mate. It would take
hours, days of coupling in the darkness to fertilize her. Then, and only then,
would she sink fang into flesh. She would eat my eyes while I screamed in the
dark, making certain I could not escape.


I would be alive when the eggs hatched inside me… 


“Come on!” I pocketed the dampener for the moment, and reached
for one of the broken shards of obsidian. “You've got me here, bitch! Come take
what you want!”


Nothing
answered. There was only darkness and wind. I turned again. I knew—


There!


 She
skittered in the shadows, on more legs than I could count. When she opened her
mouth to scream, I could see that teeth lined the throat, all the way down.


The
horror of it struck me, like a maul in the face. I scrambled backwards, falling
as she rushed forward, her many legs scrabbling against the unyielding stone.


I
was screaming.


Her
maw lunged for me, yellow, wicked teeth seeking my flesh. Her breath was a
miasma of despair; was rot, hopelessness, and loss.


Blindly,
wildly, I was swinging with the obsidian shard. I couldn't seem to touch her.
It was as if she wasn't truly solid, was some astral predator created only of
nightmares and mad visions.


Yet
she was real. Her wicked pincer tail arched up behind her.


It's
what she'll tear into me with. I couldn't say how I
knew. I could see the scythe-like tip of it, cutting the wind. She'll tear
into my stomach and that’s where her eggs will go. I won't be dead, though, not
until they hatch—


She
emanated fear and broken imaginings. It was as if, without words, she was able
to tell me exactly what would become of me.


I
swung the shard toward her face. This time, I felt something, some vague
connection. It was like stabbing a butter knife at porcelain.


She
lunged again, her scrabbling, twisting legs propelling her forward.


I
screamed in blind panic and terror.


Has
me. She has me, oh—


I
hurled myself backwards, cutting my arms on more of the obsidian. The wind was
frigid against my skin, was scouring my flesh.


I
did not notice either of these things. All I could see were her mad, twisted
eyes, and the mesmerizing dance of the pincer at the end of her tail.


She
gave a harsh rasp, an inhuman, chittering cry of victory. Stringy mucus drooled
from her mouth, brown and thick like old grease. She reared on her back legs,
and then lunged at me, all horror and insectine grace.


I
waited. I held until the last possible second, the obsidian shard held tightly
in my trembling hand. When she was so close that her stench was practically a
living thing, I pushed the button.


In
my pocket, the dampening grenade thundered. 


I
felt the world tremble around me as Rationality cascaded into this bent, dark
world. The local axioms trembled as they underwent instantaneous adjustment.


The
screaming wind ceased around us.  The ground seemed to become softer, and I
could suddenly breathe easier. Gravity shifted, and the stars twinkled. The
creature itself—


Light.
God, there’s light! I could see an odd, bright crevice
behind the abomination. The light filtering through was the thin, antiseptic
light of the men's washroom.


It
had been hiding the rift from me, using some fell power. It had dangled its
lure through, but the way had been open. I just hadn't been able to see it, not
with the mind bending physics of this place. But the dampener—


I
did not waste a breath. Even as the spider-scorpion-bitch reached for me, I
rolled to the side and stood. Then, with animal panic and deep, unreasoning
fear, I sprinted toward that sliver of light. The viral-mecha in my blood sang,
allowing me to push just a touch harder…


I
hoped it would be enough. 


It
wasn’t.  One of the creature's legs caught me across the back, striking with
razor sharpness. I felt a brief sliver of fire and pain.


It
did not matter. That light was the only light in the world.


I
could feel the creature turn, almost sense it chasing me. It was monstrously
fast, and I could hear its hard carapace clicking against the stone as it
scrabbled after me.


I
hurled myself into that light, and slammed into the tiled floor. My back
screamed where the thing had ripped at me.


 


—twenty-seven
minutes. Asset 108. Please respond. You are location-unknown and tech adrift.
You have been offline for twenty-seven minutes and nine seconds. Asset 108—


 


Anya!
I linked her a panicked scream. The rift is still open! I turned and
looked, and the aberration was pulling herself through the crack. The air that
sang through from that other place was dead, and smelled of lost things.


Michael?


I
paid Anya no heed. The spider-creature had three legs through the cleft. As I
watched, she lowered her maw to the rift, and began to pull herself through.


The
creature was fully in Rational space. Between the dampener and the parts of her
that were through the rift, she was no longer in her shadowed, shattered world.


She
was in mine. Rational physics applied.


I
still held the obsidian shard I had used to defend myself in my hand. I
clenched at it, my hand trembling.


She
lunged at me.


I
plunged the shard into her gaping, tooth-filled maw. This time, she was not
some half-physical astral monstrosity. She was meat and bone, blood and
gristle. She screamed and sprayed gore as the shard tore through the top of her
mouth, exploding out the top of her head. Brown stinking viscera splattered all
over me and the white walls of the stall.


Her
screams were no longer only in my mind. Now they were rasping, howling wails.
As her body convulsed, the creature dragged herself back away from me. Her legs
twitched madly. I tried to pull the shard free, so I could attack her again,
but it was slippery and covered in her gore. Quickly, she retracted into the
rift, and it faded from sight.


Another
instant and I could have jammed the Tabula Rasa down her throat. That would
have been lovely.


I
sank down the side of the stall, covered in viscera and my own blood. It
smelled like grim death. 


Michael,
I need you to respond.


We
are at Rationality zero, Preceptor. I am wounded, but whole.


Your
Crown is reading blood loss, fatigue, shock, and several torn muscles.
Recommend immediate inoculation of type IV viral mecha.


I
pulled the injector from my shirt pocket. 


Copy
that, Preceptor. The device hissed slightly as I
injected the mecha into my leg.


The
door to the restroom opened, and I heard someone exclaim, and then gag.


“Are
you—” The voice choked. “Are you alright in there?”


I
couldn't decide whether to laugh or cry.
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The
fortunate thing was, not too much time had passed. That was one of the things
about slipping into other, sub-rational places. Sometimes, there was slippage. 


Of
course, Anya already had the clean-up crew en route. There was the matter of
the mess that the aberration’s gore had left, as well as the three people who
walked into the restroom before I made it up and out. There were authorities to
be delegated and memories to be modified. I had patched my Crown's phaneric
recordings to the Designate, who then made it available to Wyatt and Anya.


It
was left for us. I was still stinking of filth and gore
as I walked through the airport. Only a Facility Preceptor would have found
that snare. It's not a coincidence that it was here, in the airport restroom.


Unlikely.
Anya’s
coolness was sometimes maddening. Facility assets do not typically use
citizen transportation. Leaving such a snare here seems inefficient.


I
frowned, knowing she could “feel” my frown over the link. Except that it did,
in fact, catch me, didn't it? I'm not suggesting that this is the only location,
Anya. I think it might have been one of several. I stopped and took a drink
at a water fountain, trying to wash the taste of that awful wind from my mouth.


You
believe that the Irrats responsible for our strange telemetry readings summoned
an aberration for surveillance?


I
do. It was a predator, and was not immediately on scene when the snare pulled
me driftways into its topia. I think it has a web of those snares, likely
across the city. That fact that we have triggered one might already be known to
our Irrats.


She
was silent for a long moment. When she did link, it was cautious. If what
you are saying is true, then the implications are that we are dealing with a
higher sophistication level than we are accustomed to.


I
nodded, even though anyone around me would see me nodding at no one in
particular. Correct. If true, it means that our Irrats know of the existence
of the Facility, and understand well enough how we work to be able to lay a
trap.


I
will bring this consideration to the Designate, and patch the details of our
conversation to Wyatt's Crown. She paused. Do you
have anything you would like to add to the packet?


Only
that I need a wash. 


That
seems unrelated. We can stop and get you clean clothing if you require.


I
do require. Also about a gallon of cologne. I headed down
the steps, ignoring the stares and disgust of the people I passed.


I
am pulling around to the south terminal now.


I
skipped the luggage terminal, as I had none with me. Once to the door, I
reached into my pocket for a cigarette and lit up.


The
viral mecha in your bloodstream only have you at 88% efficiency, Michael. You
might consider waiting before smok-


I
don't care, Anya. I took a long, satisfying drag. Pick
me up. Let's get Guthrie and get this done.


Her
tone was cold. Anya hated it when her advice was ignored. Affirmative,
Asset.
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Anya
was driving a black sedan, no doubt one of the many Facility vehicles with odd
axiomatic upgrades that were unknown to the world at large. As she pulled up, I
put out my cigarette and hopped in shotgun.


She
said nothing, but gave the slightest crinkle of her nose. She shook her head,
as if to clear the scent from her sinuses, and her straight blonde hair bounced
partially over her face. She pushed it back, and looked at me with winter-blue
eyes.


For
my ice princess, this spoke volumes.


Anya
was a Preceptor, a class of Asset with permanent enhancements. Unlike Wyatt and
myself, she never got to “take off” her life with the Facility. For Anya, this
was a full time gig.


I
would say I felt sorry for her, but I genuinely didn’t know if she could
suffer. Emotions weren’t her strong suit.


The
Preceptors were living diagnostic operatives, capable of coordinating a team
and keeping them apprised at all times of their statuses. Anya was particularly
skilled, capable of watching my vitality statistics even as she read ambient
Rationality levels and worked to sustain them. She was a marvel to have in a
tight spot.


But.


Wyatt
and I had noticed several things in common regarding the Preceptors. For one
thing, they were all hyper intelligent, and wonderfully fit in all the correct
ways. They were all Russian— and they were all women. Stunningly beautiful
women, to be exact.


“It’s
Facility 8,” Wyatt grinned. We had been chatting about it while waiting to be
debriefed, once. “I know it’s somewhere in Moscow, I just don’t know where.
That must be where the Preceptors are geared up.”


“Why
all women?” I had furrowed my brow, trying to sort it out.


“Why
are they all gorgeous?” Wyatt chuckled. “I wager they have to be genetically
perfect to accept the neural architecture. Whatever the reason, I’ve never seen
an ugly Preceptor.”


“I’ve
never seen an ‘average’ looking Preceptor.” I smiled at him, and he nodded.


So
yes. Anya was a wonderful person— but there were some ways that she wasn’t quite
a person at all. She practically never got any of my wonderful and quite funny
jokes, and she was so beautiful as to almost seem unreal.


 “Stop
at a gas station or something, and I'll wash.” My jacket was ruined, I was
certain. I held it on my lap, and used one of the cleaner parts to wipe my
face.


I'm
certain we will be fine until we get to Asset Guthrie's location. She
cracked her window.


I
will not. I gave her an ingratiating smile. If we don’t
stop, I’ll be sitting in this filth far too long.


Understood.
She seemed exasperated. There is a small convenience store .23
kilometers ahead.


Yes.
That one. As soon as possible. I shifted a channel
open to include Wyatt. We're en route, Wyatt. 


Wyatt
Guthrie is currently unavailable. Anya's head twitched,
just the slightest amount, as the link came in.


I
rolled my eyes and linked to her. Seriously?


Asset
Guthrie's behavioral quirks are well documented.
She pushed stray strand of blonde hair from her face. Even though he is
link-offline, his beacon remains active.


“That's
quite responsible actually.” I gave her a glance. “For Wyatt, anyway.”


I
can contact the Designate if you feel that your link to Asset Guthrie is an
emergency. I am certain she would allow me to override his Crown settings.


I
sighed. “No, that's fine. I'm certain Wyatt considers it the height of courtesy
that he even let us know where he is.”


Asset
Guthrie is currently located approximately fifteen kilometers west of town, in
a small restaurant named 'the Booby Trap.'


I
snorted. “I doubt that it’s a restaurant.”


Anya
didn't even blink. It is possible that my intel needs updating. Regardless,
it will take us approximately twenty-three minutes to arrive at the Booby Trap.


I
had nothing to say to that.


We
stopped at the small convenience store, only to find the restroom was closed.
After some loud discussion, the attendant agreed to let me wash up at one of
the sinks, his nose crinkled the entire time. When I was finished, I had the
gore off of me, but some of the scent remained.


I
wasn’t even finished when Anya linked me. Michael, I had hoped I could show
you some analysis I did on the dossier while you were on the plane. I compiled
some data that I believe you will find fascinating.


I’ll
be right there. I truly preferred to actually speak
when I had the chance. I finished up and stepped outside.


I
left my suit jacket in the trash. 


“It
sounds like you got more done than I did.” I gave her a smile as I slid into
the seat. “Send the patch, and I'll review.”


Patch
12.7A is not as large as the dossier. I've configured it to load to your
memory, for simplicity.


“Thanks
for the warning.” I had scarcely finished the sentence when I felt the odd jolt
on the left side of my Crown. It was uncomfortable, as much as it was jarring.


I
disliked the sensation.


It's
easy to take for granted the simplicity of our Crown’s communication systems.
When Anya sent me her patch, or when I sent the records of what happened in the
airport, the data could be config'd for memory, if the patch was small enough.
That made it different from the dossier. The dossier was something that had to
be perused, studied. There was just too much data to upload it all to memory at
once. Smaller patches, however, or bits of the dossier, could be
directly config'd for memory. 


That
meant that the instant you received them, you knew. You knew the data as if it
were something that you had always known, as if it had happened when you were a
child.


“Patch
received Anya.” I blinked as the data meshed with what I already knew. “That is
interesting.”


Anya
had caught something I never would have in the series of Irrational spikes. When
I looked at how far above Rationality zero those spikes had occurred, I saw a
pattern materialize.


“Are
these Fibonacci numbers?” I didn’t actually need to ask. The mathematical
pattern was obvious; each number was the equal of the two before it. I had
noticed that they were intense, exact bursts, but this was more than this
exactness. This was computer perfect precision.


Indeed.
It is possible that the Fibonacci sequence is natural in its occurrence.
I knew she was feeling the shape of my thoughts before I linked. It is a
pattern that occurs often enough in nature. 


“Of
course. I know that it occurs in nature. This just seems too coincidental.”


If
you look at time frame 13:05, you will notice that the spike comes close to
overwhelming the localized axioms, and creating alterations to reality. At
13:23, the spike only reaches the next Fibonacci level down. Because of the
previous spike, Rationality is weaker at this location. Still, this spike is as
strong as it can possibly be, without quite creating a rift in the local veil.


“The
next is the same.” It was an odd realization. “The first weakened ambient
Rationality, almost to the tearing point. The second struck again, almost to
the tearing point, but was much smaller, and much faster.”


They
were picoseconds long, in some cases.


I
nodded. “The odd thing is that it seems as if our Irrats could have created a
rift, if they had chosen to. A large one. It seems as if they could have, and
chose not to.”


It
is confusing. They create spikes so massive that we cannot help but see, but at
the same time, seem careful not to damage the veil. 


Was
it a warning? A challenge? 


“They
obviously know about the Facility, if my theory about the snare in the airport
holds true. Do you think they are just toying with us? Showing some teeth?”


There
simply isn't enough information, Michael. I watched her
fingers twitch in the odd way they sometimes did when she was compiling data. Once
I get my readings, we may be able to draw a conclusion. 


I
hoped so. 


In
my line of work, few things were as dangerous as mysteries.
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I
paid careful attention to Anya as we pulled into the parking lot of the Booby
Trap. It seemed as if she took no particular note of the buxom woman in neon
and thought nothing amiss of the large number of pickup trucks and motorcycles.


When
she stopped the car, she made to get out and come in with me.


“Anya,
I wondered if you would take another look at the data while I corralled Wyatt?”
I gave a hopeful look. “I’m really impressed at the patterns you found. I found
nothing of real import on my entire trip.”


If
you think that’s best, Michael. I was interested in running some area
background checks, as well. Perhaps other assets have documented data that
could help us.


“That
sounds great. I’ll step inside. If we are going to be a moment, I’ll let you
know.”


Affirmative.


I
breathed a sigh of relief as I stepped from the car.


The
Booby Trap was exactly what I expected on the inside. It wasn’t that I had a pre-formed
idea of gentlemen’s clubs; it was that I knew Wyatt. So no, I wasn’t surprised
at the haze of cigarette smoke, or the men sitting at the bar. I expected
half-clad girls to meet me at the door, and two did.


I
ignored the way that one of them, the blonde, wrinkled her nose.


“You
look like you’ve had an interesting day.” The shorter one, a pretty brunette,
smiled through my stench.


“Sadly,
I’m looking for a friend, and don’t have the time to relax.” I sent a quick
link, even as I said it.


Wyatt
Guthrie is currently unavailable.


“We
can be friends.” She was dark haired, and had it in a ponytail. I appreciated
that she was fresh-faced, in the way so few dancers actually are.


 I
gave her my best smile. “My friend is hairy, and has a loud mouth.” I put my
hand on her waist. “I’ll tell you what. Let me get settled in, and I promise
that I’ll give you some attention.”


Her
blonde friend smiled. “We’re supposed to give you the attention.” She bit her
lip.


“Maybe
you’ll get that chance. For now, can you bring me some bourbon?”


She
nodded, and I walked into the club.


The
girl on stage was dancing to “Friends in Low Places,” which I found eminently
amusing. Like the two who had met me at the door, she wasn’t broken, or worn
seeming. She swayed her hips, and mouthed the words as she danced. The men at
the stage sang with her, yelling the last word.


“I'm not big on social graces-” 


“Think I'll slip on down to the OASIS-” 


“Seven
dollars.”


 I
looked at the blonde girl, taken aback by the price. She had slipped up beside
me.


“Are
you kidding me?”


“Nope.”
She gave me a winsome smile. 


“Seriously.”
I handed her my card. Moments later, she was back, and I was sipping the best
watered down bourbon the county had to offer. 


As
pretty as the girl on stage was, I wasn’t here for her dancing or her creamy
skin. I peered through the crowd, looking for the hairiest man I could—


There.


Wyatt
Guthrie was in the back, sitting in one of the large plush chairs there. A
young Asian woman was on his lap, rubbing herself all over him.


I
walked over to a table nearby. I hoped there might be a moment where he saw me,
without me needing to actually walk over and interrupt them.


No.
He was paying her for the next song as well, a large grin on his goofy face.


Wyatt
Guthrie is currently unavailable.


Damn
it.


Anya,
I have decided to take you up on your offer. Can you get the Designate to let
you override his Crown settings?


Of
course, Michael. There was a pause. Then, I felt a
momentary whirring in my Crown, and a click. His channel is open. There
was another pause, this one longer. You should be aware that his current
blood alcohol levels are .027%. I would suggest the use of—


Type
III viral mecha. Yes, Anya, Thank you.  I cut the link.


I
grinned and turned so I could see the look on his face the moment I linked him.


Hey
there, buddy.


His
dismay was priceless; truly a work of art. Right in the middle of a truly
perfect moment, where the dancer was rubbing his hairy face onto her chest, I
heard him exclaim.


“Oh,
God dammit.” He looked at me, and I raised my glass to him.


You
could let a man finish up. His irritation was plain.


You
do what you have to. Just remember, this entire incident is being recorded on
my Crown. The Designates will see my phaneric record.


Bishop,
you are a piece of work. He began talking to the dancer,
and pointed at me. I raised my glass to her as well. I clearly saw that one of
the words he had used was “asshole.”


Wyatt
Guthrie walked over to my table.


Wyatt
was a bear of a man, standing almost a head above me. He was broad shouldered
as well, and always wore some version of “good ol’ country boy.” Today's was
jeans, a beat up cowboy hat, and wide sunglasses that looked like they were ten
years old.


He
reached out and took the shoulder of the dark haired woman who had been dancing
for him. 


“Two
fingers of Jack.” He held up a twenty and turned back to me.


“You’ll
want this.” I slid one of my injectors across the table. He looked at it,
scowling, but took it. He put it in his pocket.


I
guess the ice princess is waiting outside?


You
know she is. We have to get moving. I’ve already had a rough day.


You
and me both. He smiled at me. Almost got into a
bar fight.


You’ve
been offline, so I couldn’t send you my day. I took a
swallow of my drink. Let me catch you up. I sent him the patch, porting
it to memory.


Wyatt’s
eyes momentarily widened. There was a moment of silence, then, That’s a
truly fucked up day. He took his liquor from the girl and waved her on. You
aren’t the only one, though. Here.


I
felt the slight whir as he in-patched me. Suddenly, as if the memories were
mine, I had a sharp, clear recollection of Wyatt’s last six hours in the Booby
Trap.


It
was horrifyingly intimate.


There
wasn't sight, scent, or sound that I didn’t remember in full, three dimensional
techni-color. Every drink he had, every woman he had dallied with…


And
yes, he had almost gotten into a bar fight. It was a lean guy, with a shock of
red hair. Apparently Wyatt had thought the guy was staring at him, and then the
guy had been rough with one of the ladies. Wyatt and the bouncer had thrown the
guy out.


Then,
Wyatt had celebrated.


My
friend had certainly made use of his time and money, and I experienced every
second, as if it had been my afternoon instead of his.


Wyatt's
tastes were eclectic, to put things mildly.


He
grinned widely at me.


Dude.
Not cool.


You
just try to forget that, motherfucker. He finished
his drink and stood. Let’s get out of here. He put the injector in his
pocket. I’ll take my medicine in the car.


I
blinked, trying to push the images of Wyatt’s afternoon to the back of my mind.
When I stood, he recoiled, his nose wrinkled.


Bishop.
You absolutely reek.


I
sighed, and followed him out of the bar.


 


“This
is not my place of employment.” Anya's voice always sounded so strange when she
actually spoke. It was soft, and nothing like the sterile utility of her links.


I
thought it was beautiful. 


“All
I'm sayin' is, maybe you should. It should be. That's what I mean.” The man
leaning up against the car had obviously spent too much time inside. His words
were slurred, and I was certain he was in no shape to drive.


“She'll
take your idea under consideration, I'm certain.” I walked around the side of
the man and opened the back door.


“Hey,
I was just—”


“We
don't care, pal. We gots to go.” Wyatt tipped his hat at the man as he got in
the passenger side.


That
man wanted to offer me a job in the restaurant.


Wyatt
looked at me, incredulously, and I gave him a grin. 


It's
not funny. He told me he thought I could do just as well as any of the other
women in there.


Wyatt
laughed, and put his hand on her leg. “You could, Petrova. I just bet you
could.”


Anya
moved his hand, and he laughed again.


Let's
go.
I linked them both. Anya, do you have white rooms for us?


Affirmative,
Michael. I have also seen to it that you will be equipped with a shower and
clothing exchange.


Thank
God for that. Wyatt rolled down his window.


We
drove into the desert then, and left the known world behind.
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Miles
outside of Las Vegas, Anya pulled into a small, abandoned gas station.  Wyatt
had been half asleep, but now he sat up and pulled his hat back.


How
about a beer run? His link was just for me.


I'm
pretty certain I haven't seen you take your injection yet. I'd say now's the
time.


I
could feel his scowl over the link, but he pulled his pant leg up and took the
shot.


Anya
linked in. For the next fifteen minutes, the washroom behind the station
will function as our white room.


I
rolled my eyes. All of my stories about today seem to involve extra-dimensional
restrooms.


Anya
continued, as if I haven't linked. From here, it's less than twenty-five
minutes to the hot site. We have extraction teams that are being set up now,
but there is currently no conduit support for this location.


Still?
Like
myself, Wyatt had held out for the hope that a Facility team might be able to
set up an extraction conduit. 


The
unstable Rationality levels of this region have made that a no-go. She
seemed firm. No matter how the topiatic coordinates were run, it could not
be guaranteed that a conduit would remain stable.


That's
just brilliant. Wyatt was genuinely annoyed. So when
we’re in the thick of it, and some ‘rat’s hurling flaming spears at us, we just
gotta... what, run out?


No
Irrational has been confirmed on site with that extra-Rational capability,
Wyatt. Her head twitched, just the smallest amount. Primary
dossier objectives remain allowing me to get close enough to structure alpha to
read ambient Rationality. If there are further directives, the Designate will
update as required.


“This
is all old news to me.” I smiled at Wyatt. “I haven't spent the last six hours
offline at the Booby Trap.” I opened the car door. “I do, however, smell like
unwashed spider viscera, so I'll just step along.”


Wyatt
opened his door as well. “I'm there with you. If I have to listen to mission
specs for five more minutes, I think I'll be ill.”


More
likely that sensation is the alcohol in your system, Wyatt. Is the viral mecha
not functioning quickly enough?  She paused. I show
cognition and neurogenic connectivity within standard markers, although—


“Christ.”
Wyatt shut the door. “Let’s just get this over with.”


The
station was about what I had expected. The grit and dust of Nevada had drawn
the color from everything, and one of the windows had a crack all the way
across the top.


“Will
you gearing the tangler?” For all of his rough charm, Wyatt was one of the few
men I knew with the intellect for that piece of work. I hoped he’d take it; the
man was an artist.


“If
I can get it. I'd love to walk in there and see a couple of pistols, just in
case, though. Maybe axiomatic blanks.”


I
nodded. “I’ll probably take kinetic disrupters. It's a sneak mission though, so
I'll look around for an emitter.”


Wyatt
shuddered. “Can't stand the things. I don't know what they do to my metabolism,
but I'm always starving afterwards.”


“It's
what keeps me trim.” I stopped before the door. “After you, my good man.”


He
grinned. “Anything to get away from that smell.” Wyatt opened the door. Inside,
I could see brilliant white light and metallic tabletops. 


Then
he shut it behind him, stepping into the conduit geared to his Crown. Wyatt
vanished into his white room.


Wyatt's
gearing up, Anya. I'm going in.


Affirmative,
Michael. Remember, we only have fourteen minutes remaining on that conduit.


Understood.


I
opened the door, and stepped into my own white room.


This
one had been set up differently than the last. I saw that Anya had indeed
requisitioned me a shower, and there was a fresh set of clothes hanging neatly
to its side. The suit wasn’t exactly in my traditional colors, but it looked a
perfect fit, with lots of flexibility.


Offhandedly,
I wondered how much thought Anya had given to the clothing she requisitioned. 


Probably
none, of course,


I
stripped off my slacks and button-up, and happily stepped into the steaming
water.


Oh.
Oh, wonderful warmth. I didn't dally, however. I showered up, put on some expensive
cologne that had been left (was that Anya's idea of a joke?), and redressed. I
knew that Wyatt always giggled at my tendency to wear a suit jacket and slacks,
regardless of the mission, but it seemed appropriate.


It
was hard to play spy without the proper look.


I
walked over to the storage area and already was far more pleased than I had
been at the airport.


“This,”
I smiled to myself, “is more like it.”


The
back wall was loaded with different kinds of firearms, both mundane and
Facility specialized. There were also various kinds of melee weapons. I looked
longingly at the pair of katana on the wall, but wasn't certain if I would have
the neural space.


Maybe.


I
went for the kinetic disruptors, exactly as I told Wyatt I would. They were
sleek, black pistols that felt right in my hand. In the hilt of each was a small,
blue injector, exactly like the ones that were used for the viral mecha. I
popped them each out and used them. Both hissed as the specialized mecha went
into my bloodstream.


The
moment they hit my Crown, I heard the system prompt.


Bishop,
Michael. Asset 108. Do you wish to initiate weapon synchronization?


“I
do,” I spoke out loud. “Please synchronize both for item possession and neural
link.” It wasn’t required that the mecha be used for the gun to function— it
simply became far more accurate when synced with my nervous system. 


Synchronization
initiated.


I
could feel a tingle in my Crown as the mecha altered the parameters of my
nervous system. Knowing that the sync would progress regardless of what I did,
I peered into one of the cabinets. 


No
dampening grenades. No Wrath-class explosives either. I shut the door,
and looked in the next one. No, this was only ammunition for traditional
weaponry. I preferred weapons that wouldn't run dry, thank you.


Synchronization
complete.


Oh,
good. With that done, I walked over to where the Cradle sat against the wall,
humming its otherworldly, high pitched whir.


I
always hated this part.


The
Cradle was an odd device that took up the far end of the room. To a glance, it
looked to be a stainless steel table, standing up on one end. Closer
inspection, however, revealed that it had handholds, and was designed to
swivel. 


Around
the Cradle was a circle of white metal, engraved on the surface with grooves
for the metallic swing arm that could move almost freely. Offsetting the white
was a polished chrome, with odd markings in obsidian on the surface.


I
couldn't read the markings; I had never met an asset who could.


I
walked over to it, moving the swing arm around. At the end of it was a silver
and blue rod, sleek and about the size of a ballpoint pen.


When
I brought it close, I felt the subtle snick as it meshed with my
Solomon's Crown. I leaned against the table, holding on to the side handles.


Noiselessly,
the table began to shift beneath me, laying me backwards. The arm began moving
of its own accord, as it calibrated with my settings and system. It was fast;
insectine fast. It moved the rod to various positions around my head, stopped,
and then chose another.


Bishop,
Michael. Asset 108. With each word, the end of the rod
pulsed a brilliant cobalt blue. Would you like to peruse sanctioned
neuralware? Your current classification will allow for three packets.


Please.
I
noted the system time. I had eight minutes.


A
collection of spheres appeared in my mind’s eye, each a different packet of
Facility firmware. Depending upon what was available, they would grant me
limited control over localized axioms.


Not
complete control, of course. The Facility would never license us to behave as
Irrats ourselves.


Mentally,
I thumbed through the packets. There was a Veracitor class packet, which
was similar to a low-function dampener, only constantly active. There was also
a Caduceus packet, designed for directing and bolstering the viral mecha
in our bloodstreams. It was nice, but would take up more than one of my Crown
slots.


That
was ok. Neither was really my gig.


The
more I perused, the more I realized that the Facility had given me an unusually
wide range of choices. There were packets designated Fury, Adept, and Raptor.
I even found a Seraph class packet. That was one I almost never saw.


Many
were the missions where there were one or perhaps two possibilities.
Oftentimes, the Designate selected packets for the asset pre-incursion.


This
was… odd.


I
saw a Spectre packet, and considered it a moment. I hadn’t ever used
one, but I knew the specs. The idea of being physically insubstantial was
appealing, but I needed to be on hand if Anya needed assistance. 


It
was close to one of my more traditional picks, but this wasn’t the time to
experiment. 


In
seconds, I drifted through the array of choices. Titan, Rapier, Tempest… 
It
was interesting seeing the variety, but slightly unnerving at the same time.
After all, I wasn't typically given so many options. What did this mean
regarding our mission? Did the fact that there were so many choices mean
anything regarding the expected danger of this dossier?


There.
The Wraith.


It
only took up one of my slots, and was well worth it. The diaphanic emitter
alone had saved me on more than one occasion. It’s a simple axiomatic change,
but a potent one.


After
all, when you can't interact with light, it's identical to being invisible. 


 It
was more than simply that, of course. The emitter was geared for stealth and
subterfuge. It dampened noise as well as bent light. The specific specs I could
not say, but on more than one occasion it had seemed as if the packet had ‘looked
out for me’ in different ways. Guards would become distracted by odd noises,
and choose to go another way. Something about the setup of the emitter did more
than simply axiomatic alteration, it was as if it ‘knew’ how to assist me in
being stealthy, as if it was programmed to make choices on its own, and alter
appropriate axioms.


Wyatt,
of course, claimed I was simply the luckiest son of a bitch alive, and that I
was an idiot for claiming that the emitter did more than the packet claimed.


Either
way, he did have one point; it seemed to stoke the metabolism. It was worse
while it was actually activated, therefore protocol dictated that the emitter
not be active for longer than fifteen minutes at a time.


One
choice down.


I
looked longingly at the Gatekeeper packet. Typically, Gatekeeper
was geared for teams which were initially setting up Facility Conduits.
That was always the way it worked. An asset, geared with Gatekeeper, would
be deposited into a hot zone. From within, a conduit would be established, and
the asset could either use it for extraction, or reinforcements could come and
assist.


I
remembered what Anya had said, however, and knew her to be right. If the area
was unstable, a conduit might not open into a Facility-friendly
location. It could open anywhere at all. I remembered the deafening, screaming
wind of the aberration’s lair, and shuddered.


So
no, not today.


Instead
I accessed the Adept.


This
packet requires two slots to function. Do you wish to—


“Yes.
Continue.” I was running short on time.


The
Adept packet altered reaction times and concentration, as well as made
the user superhumanly fast. There were even proteins that it generated that
helped keep the user alert and intensely focused. Wyatt and I theorized it was naturally
produced caffeine, or perhaps an adrenaline alternative.


Of
course, Wyatt also theorized that the intense rush was the only reason that I
ever geared the Adept, and that I needed professional help.


It
came with a plethora of pre-programmed combat routines, most of which focused
on various hand to hand styles, or melee weaponry.


Weaponry
like the katana.


Wyatt
would never be caught dead wearing the Adept. 


“I
prefer fighting the ‘rats as far away as possible.” I could imagine his grin. “I
prefer not fighting at all, actually. Set it up so you win before you start.
Sun Tzu and all that shit.”


It
was different for me. I had never learned any true martial art, but with the Adept
packet, I never had to. When it was plugged in, everything courses through your
body like sweet quicksilver: speed, muscle memory, styles.


With
the Adept and the Wraith cybergeared into my Crown, I could be
devastating. It was like being a character in a bad anime, without the need to
power up.


One
minute, Michael. Wyatt has finished equipping.


I'm
finished. I grabbed the katana on my way out, as well as a
few more injectables. When I stepped into the brilliant desert sun, Wyatt
laughed at the swords.


You’re
going as a ninja again, I see. What is the sound of one hand clapping?


I
grinned at him. What is the sound of one man handing you your ass?


Chuckling,
we walked back to the car. I gave him a look as we walked. Tangler again,
huh? 


Wyatt
was wearing an odd, sleek backpack, with several readouts along the side. There
was a semi-circular keyboard on his right hip, hanging from his belt. The keys
were in no tongue I could understand. It was important, however, for
calibrating the cannon-like attachment that hung over his right shoulder.


He
grinned. I stick with what I know.


Technically,
it wasn’t named the ‘tangler’. It was the “T-90- Axiomatic Redistribution Algorithm,”
and it was the single most complex piece of equipment at the disposal of an
asset. With it, Wyatt could temporarily alter Rationality within a given
radius, to almost any specification. This allowed him to set up safe zones and
fall back locations for us, or literally change the laws of physics on the
battlefield.


The
tangler was truly an awesome piece of technology.


You
go ahead and get close to some ‘rat and swing your sword. I’ll stay back,
thanks.


You’re
cheating. At least I engage straightaway. Making your opponent’s blood boil
seems unfair.


He
grinned at me. Whatever gets me home.


It
was simple to assume it odd that Wyatt was the asset to wield such a complex
device. To look at him, or even speak with him for a few moments, a person
might walk away believing he was little more than a man who loved beer, stock
car races, and strip clubs with names like “Plan B.” But the tangler required a
near-genius grasp of mathematics. I had seen him do all manner of things, from
altering the rate at which wounds healed, to shifting the direction of gravity
right underneath an Irrat’s feet.


Suddenly
I realized that Wyatt didn’t even have any guns.


What
happened to those pistols you wanted? Axiomatic blanks, wasn’t it?


The
look he gave me was oddly grim. Apparently not today. There was an entirely
new Artisan packet available for the tangler, but it required all my Crown
slots. He paused. I also have to be cautious what mecha I use with it.


That
seemed odd. Most of our weaponry either required a Crown synch or used viral
mecha. So today—


He
nodded. Tangler only. It’s an odd packet. I don’t need near the Designate
clearances that I typically do. Means I’ll be able to mix things up more
quickly, have more authority on the fly.


There
was something he wasn’t saying. That’s good for us, at least.


He
smiled, but it was a rueful grin. Sure. Sure it is. Just makes a man think.
Interesting time to let up on the reins a bit. 


I
thought back to all the packets I had available. It did feel like the
Facility was allowing us more than standard resources. Feels a bit like this
is more than a standard insertion, doesn’t it?


Wyatt
nodded. I kinda figgered you’d go all ninja on me, and so I took the
upgrade. It means that if I wanted a gun, I’d be shootin’ offa skill alone, no
fancy tech. He shrugged. Didn’t seem like it'd be worth the weight, not
when Rosie here could just as easily take someone out.


It
made sense. I had seen Wyatt take down Irrats with the tangler alone plenty of
times. We walked in silence back to the sedan. Anya popped the truck for
Wyatt’s gear. I set the katana in the back as well.


I
thought Michael might drive. Anya’s link seemed a
touch distracted. I’ve been looking over telemetry readings, and I’d like to
continue that as we approach.


Fine
by me. I could feel Wyatt’s grin over the link. As long
as I can nap out on the way, I don’t care.


If
you’re asleep, I won’t have to listen to your rambling.
I grinned at him. Seems perfect all around.
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“Stop!”
We were literally in the middle of nowhere when Anya screamed. 


It
was strange. I could easily count the number of times I had actually heard
Anya’s voice. Like most Preceptors, it seemed as if she were far more
comfortable using the link. As the world shifted around us, the thing that
stuck in my mind was her voice. It was full of fear, of confusion. 


Hearing
emotion in Anya’s voice was something that simply never happened. Somehow, her
voice made even those things lovely. 


“Axiomatic
trigger!”  Anya was twisting madly in her seat, her eyes closed. “It’s a hidden
snare! Bishop, you were—”


Her
cry was punctuated with a ringing cacophony, and my skull split open. For a
moment, it was as if the world wavered around us. 


It
was all the more shocking for its suddenness. Wyatt was in the back, snoring as
promised. I was driving, on my second cigarette, looking amazingly cool as I
smoked and drove beneath a sunset sky. Moments before, Anya had been silently
sitting at my side, with the occasional head twitch and that marionette-like
finger motion that all Preceptors did, while viewing telemetry. It was almost
as if she were playing a harp that wasn’t there.


Then,
screaming.


I
jerked, almost spinning the car to the side. I felt the change. It was
as if, for a moment, we were all underwater, and had embers in our bones.
Everything slowed, and my mind felt full of mud.


Bishop!
Wyatt’s link was confused, half-jerked from sleep. Where are—


Then
we were through. For an instant, we were driving somewhere else entirely. The
world flickered around us, between the desert and— somewhere empty.


Somewhere
forlorn. Somewhere dark, with fires in the distance.


“Rationality
negative thirteen! Negative twenty-one! Negative thirty-four!” Hearing Anya
screaming axiomatic statistics at us didn’t seem to matter, or mean anything.
If I had given it a moment’s thought, I would have realized that her panic, her
voicing them aloud, probably did as much to throw me off my center as anything
else.


I
had never seen Anya afraid.


Even
given all that, I couldn’t comfort her now. All my focus was on the road in
front of us.


It
was as if the air was boiling. It writhed and swirled in front of us, with the
sky momentarily darkening to a sickening violet and then a smothering darkness.
For an instant, there were broken trees, colossal limbless things reached for
the sky.


Then
we were shrouded in hungry, oppressive night. I flicked on the car’s
headlights, but it took my eyes a moment to adjust.


No,
not night. We were underground, in a cavern.


The
trees weren’t trees at all, but thick, black stone columns that stretched to a
ceiling far out of sight. There was almost no light, save for a gargantuan
chasm off in the distance. A hungry, orange light flickered from within it. I
could hear the loud grinding of machinery, but did not see it anywhere.


No,
I was trying to keep the car under control. I slammed on the breaks, trying to
skid away from one of the columns, looming in front of us. 


Bishop!
Wyatt’s link was panicked, but I truly didn’t have time to listen. I spun the
wheel as hard as I could, but it was no use.


The
front of our car crumbled into one of the columns, and we stopped
catastrophically short. Anya and I were buckled in, but Wyatt rolled forward
and hit the seat with a hard thump.


Then,
I saw the gleaming, furious eyes. They shone with hatred, stark burning coals
in the darkness. 


I
shook my head, peering through the windshield to try and get my bearings. 


It
was dark, darker now that one of the headlights was smashed. I couldn’t see the
walls of the cavern, although I could see the chasm, burning with a hungry fire
off in the distance. The sounds of machinery were still loud, but I could not
see where it was.


My
focus was on the creatures, appearing from the gloom around us.


There
was one of them directly in front of us, peering at us with hateful eyes. It
was a horrifying, gorilla-shaped creature lumbering at the car, with burning,
fiery eyes.  They seemed empty, hollow, mad.


The
creature was at least four meters high. 


It
was grey, with thick, knotted muscle. It must have weighed five or six hundred
kilograms. There were twisting brands, burned into the creature’s skin. They
were no writing I had ever seen, but there was a pattern to them, a hypnotic
shifting that caught the eye.


It
only wore a long loincloth, tattered and dirty. It was brandishing a vaguely
hammer-shaped object, something that looked the size of a small tree.


-Sub-topia!
 Anya was linking madly, but I was not following. Life forms detected,
classification unknown! We are back to negative thirty-two… thirty one—


“Fuck
this.” Wyatt opened the door and started to step from the backseat. I
remembered suddenly that all his gear was in the trunk, and hit the release.


Unfortunately,
one of the lumbering creatures was moving towards the car. Wyatt hurled himself
back inside, pulling the door shut just as a massive fist caved in the side of
the door.


Yer
the only one geared, hoss.


Right.
I glanced into the mirror as one of them shoved Wyatt’s door, and the car slid
a few feet. Because kinetic disruptors are going to do more than tickle
something that size. 


For
just a moment, the entire world flickered. It was still Nevada for an instant,
all red sand and open sky. Then, like changing stations on the radio, we were
back in the darkness. 


It
was nauseating.


We
are at negative thirty-one. It’s stabilizing. Anya’s link was
cool, almost calm. We are not fully immersed in the secondary topia. If
Wyatt can secure his equipment, together we can possibly shift ourselves back
to Rational space.


The
car slid again with another strike from one of the creatures.


I
have dampener grenades? I sent the link almost hopefully. They
helped me with the first snare…


Not
the same. I could feel the certainty in Anya’s link. You
simply altered Rationality so you could find your way back through. We’re much
further than you were from baseline. We need to create a stasis zone where the
axioms average to Rationality zero. This place will reject that axiomatic
ratio, and we will drift to rational space.


She’s
right, Hoss. We’ll separate, like oil and water. Wyatt’s
link was grim. It’s complex, but we can do it. I just need my gear. 


I
pulled my kinetic disruptors, one in each hand. I eased my latch open, not
quite opening the door.


Fine.
But I don't know that I can do much. Whatever they are,   I bet they are capable
of taking a hit. I might be a distraction, at best.


Be
a good one. Wyatt was solemn. Keep them busy,
and I’ll grab the tangler. From here, me and the princess should be able to get
us home.


I
sighed.


Copy
that.


I
opened the door, and sprung outside. At the last possible second, I remembered
the diaphanic emitter. 


I
desperately hoped it would work.


It
was mostly a matter of axiomatic differences. The laws of reality could
function drastically different in alternate topias. I had no way of knowing if
light even functioned the same way. What if it didn’t and the emitter couldn’t
quite handle it? What if I burned out part of my Crown because light was a
little bit more wave than particle in this place?


Well,
that would mean that one of these gargantuan mutant Lord of the Rings rejects
would likely put his fist through my head.


So
I leapt, tucked, and rolled. I felt the Adept kick in with more grace
and dexterity than plain ol' non-smoking Michael Bishop could ever call on.


I
engaged the emitter.


It
worked.


It
was interesting in that once the emitter functioned, I could still see myself.
I had spent many an hour wondering how that was; after all, I wasn't supposed
to interact with light while it was engaged. Did the emitter simply make an
exception for my own eyes? Or was it the Crown creating a visual representation
for me?


In
the end, it didn't matter.


There
was always a slight coolness when the emitter was functioning, almost as if
light itself no longer heated the skin. I felt it wash over me, and took a few
steps left. Two of the creatures, which had been closing on me, stopped,
confused.


“Beh
leii. Hamnd.” One of them spoke to the other, his
voice like stones grating together. “Orris ruut bhaad.”


They
looked again, at where I had just been. The one that had spoken sniffed at the
still, sour air.


For
a moment, the eldritch markings on the creature’s skin caught my attention.
They did seem to shift, to writhe, of their own accord, and yet they
were brands, burnt into the creature’s hide.


Anya,
do we have any intel on these markings on their skin?


No,
Michael. Her link was patronizing. There are over
seventeen thousand classifications of aberrations, and without access to the Lattice—


Then,
I saw the creature’s hide squirm. My eyes widened.


Anya,
I think—


I
cut off my own link as if happened again, and I stared in horror.


There
was something beneath the creature’s skin.


It
was moving between the muscle and the flesh, a thick, serpent like movement. I
watched in horror as it writhed along the behemoth’s side, before disappearing
into its abdomen.


Then,
the one that was sniffing the air turned its flat face towards me, its eyes
searching.


Oh
fuck no.


I
aimed one of the disruptors at the ground, between them. I used my thumb,
kicked the force to its highest setting, and most focused field. I fired.


I
was taking no chances. An invisible bolt of kinetic force tore into the ground,
and there was a small explosion between the two. It blew a hole the size of a
basketball in the ground.


Both
of the creatures roared, and leapt away from the hole. A third turned to look
on, and I spun, almost without thinking. I fired one of the disrupters,
squarely at its chest.


The
thing flew backward five yards. It lay on the ground, moving weakly.


The
disruptors are far more powerful with the focus so sharp, Michael.
Anya's link was maddeningly calm. You likely just liquefied some internal
organs.


Your
physics lessons are always appreciated, Anya. I was, moving
to the side of one of the creatures, doing my best to be slow, and cautious.
This wasn't home; I had no guarantee that the emitter would properly mask
sound. That aside, there’s something else here… something inside
them. I knew the link would convey my horror. 


Copy
that, Bishop. Wyatt’s link was filled with awe and
disgust. I can see it in one over here. It’s like thick cables running
through them, just below the skin. It’s moving.


Assets.
Anya’s link was crisp, almost curt. These aberrations may be host bodies for
some kind of phage. I could feel her specifically maintain calm as she
linked. Many Irrational species seek host bodies and—


And
they can fuck right off. My heart was pounding in my
chest. Of all the fates that could befall an asset, being a “host body” was one
of the more horrifying choices. 


I
suddenly felt quite vulnerable.


I
quietly stepped behind the behemoth I had downed and aimed both pistols at the
back of its head. When I fired, I heard its skull crack.


The
monstrosity jerked twice, then collapsed against the dark stone ground.


The
car was much less interesting to the creatures at this point. They were all
watching, rapt, as one of their own was murdered by invisible kinetic
explosions. When he shuddered and fell to the ground, one of them began a
hoarse, bellowing cry that echoed through the cavern.


“QARVAAA!!”
The word was impossibly loud. “QARVAAA DIM’LO!”


Bishop…
I could feel the warning in Wyatt’s link.


Copy
that, Wyatt. If you’re going to get your gear, now might be the time.


 I
hadn’t even finished the thought before he was on the move. Wyatt opened the
door, and then was creeping back towards the back of the car. Two more of the
gigantic creatures took up the strange cry, and the world flickered around us again.
It was be the desert for a moment, and then back to the deep darkness.


They'll
hear me the moment I set off ol' Rosie. Wyatt was ducked
behind the car. Tangler's reading that we're still at neg thirty one. I need
to place about five spikes to get us back to Rationality.


It’s
not just the spikes, Wyatt. You’ll need them spaced properly.
I felt the small twitch as Anya sent a patch. This should help.


Five
glowing green indicators settled within my field of vision.


Copy
that, Anya. I could feel the grudging respect through my Crown.


What
are they doing?  I turned to look at the thick, powerful
creatures. There were six of them with their heads thrown back, making the
forlorn cry. Are they mourning?


I
had just finished the thought when the corpse of the one I had killed caught my
eye. There was a movement that made my skin crawl.


 Involuntarily,
I took one horrified step back. 


 Anya
was concise as ever. We aren't truly stable at this level of Rationality. I
have concerns that we need to act as quickly as possible.


Right.
Wyatt moved a few feet around the side of the car. Let's just end this,
Bishop, then we'll move on.


Wyatt?
Do you see this? I took another step back from the
corpse.


Anya
cut in. Wyatt, I don't know how this topia was interspaced with ours, but
it's extremely unstable .If we have any axiomatic drift, we’ll need more than
the tangler to return.


Copy
that. Wyatt looked around, trying to gauge the creature’s
movements. Any kind of time frame regarding drift?


Wyatt,
I strongly suggest you do whatever you must to place your spikes as quickly as
possible.


That
was the moment that the corpse exploded in a spray of warm, crimson viscera.


I
cried out in surprise, leaping backwards as I was partially coated in the warm
globs of thick wetness. I stumbled as I did, and it was probably only the Adept
that kept me from landing on my ass.


What—
Wyatt’s link went dead as he got a good look on what was happening.


I
thought I might retch.


Bursting
from the corpse were sinewy black tentacles, some thin strands and others as thick
as my wrist. At first, I couldn’t make out any center body, only hooked and
fanged feelers as they ripped their way free from the chest, or tore their way
from the mouth and nostrils. 


Vyriim!
Class seven aberrations— Anya’s link hit my crown hard. Bishop
you need—


I
was already sprinting away from the mass of tentacles gathering above the
corpse. There was a body, it seemed, but it was only a body of the
individual lengths, twisting and forming together. Some had writhing hooks on
the end, while others had tiny little maws, or pods that held ancient, mad eyes.


The
stench of it was revolting, nauseous.


I
was so focused on getting away from the Vyriim that it never occurred to me
that I might be splattered with gore, and therefore slightly visible. As I ran
towards the car, one of the first of the creatures I had seen swung at me with his
maul, a great wooden thing the size of a tree.


Only
the speed and grace of the Adept kept me from being killed with that
single stroke.  With no further concern for caution or subtlety, I began firing
on the lumbering grey behemoths. 


Then,
I heard the keening, high pitched whirring of Wyatt's tangler. It built up
power, and then made a loud WHUF as he set the first spike,
shooting directly into the ground.


The
world rippled around him.


The
tangler's spikes were created from a tungsten alloy, yet were axiomatically
programmed to disintegrate after a certain period of time. Until they did, the
spike would subtly alter the axioms around it, in a given range. There was a
lot of complexity and mathematics that I didn't understand, but Wyatt was an
artist with the device.


That's
negative eleven. I could almost hear relief in Anya's
link. You need a larger range on the next one, Wyatt. The anomaly is wider
than the car.


I
know my business. Wyatt wasn't being gruff with Anya; he
was simply intently focused on his readouts. I'm gonna have to step away
from the car, hoss.


I
grit my teeth. I don't know how wise that is. Two of the creatures had
noticed him after he had placed the first spike. One of them was snarling at
Wyatt with a huge maw full of long teeth.


I
shot the creature between the shoulder blades, hurling it forward. This
actually sent it slightly in Wyatt's direction, but it was injured and startled
and began that high pitched keen again.


Bishop!
I could hear the intense alarm in Anya’s link, and I spun. As I did, I saw the
tentacles.


They
were swimming right for me.


It
was difficult to describe their movement through the air; it was beautiful,
after a fashion. They were thickest in their center, where they all seemed to
intertwine together. There were five— no, six— of them with maw apertures that
were crowded together, snapping and hissing. Other tentacles reached for me as
it came, reminding me of a nightmarish squid.


Panic
spun me towards it, and I raised my displacer pistols. I fired and fired and
fired and fired, squeezing of bolts of kinetic force that rippled through the
air. The Vyriim— if that’s actually what they were—  responded as a fish might
to a strong current, sliding upwards or sideways, riding the force.


They
simply slipped around my shots, with no apparent effect. 


I
turned and ran for the car. The trunk was still open, and I dodged one of the
tentacles grasping for me as I reached inside. 


For
my katanas. 


Wyatt…
Anya’s link said many things, all at once, but the overwhelming message was one
of haste.


Yes,
ma'am. Wyatt stepped to the front of the car. Bishop, I
need to place my next spike a few meters behind you. He sent a small patch,
allowing my Crown to overlay which location the spike needed to be in.


Copy.
I swung at one of the rubbery tentacles, and strike true, severing it from the
rest. As I did, I heard, more felt a scream of inarticulate rage, fury that seemed
to burn into my mind. Then, the sensation was replaced by Anya.


Bishop?


Yes.
Sorry. There were two of the creatures between him and the
location. I held a disrupter in one hand, and a blade in the other. I fired the
disrupter three times, driving them back and away from the spot.


Bishop,
I think— Anya's link was cut short as one of the creatures
slammed back into the car. It moved the entire vehicle with its strike,
spinning the car and knocking Wyatt backwards. 


Its
fist was through the window. 


That
was when Anya stabbed it with one of the injectables.


No
matter which viral mecha one is using, their safety protocols are the same—
they are not intended for use by anyone without a Soloman’s Crown. As a
precaution, they tend to come equipped with all kinds of nasty safety protocols
included.


Moments
after she injected the behemoth, the viral mecha came online. Without a Crown
to synch with, they initiated their defense variables. 


As
the tentacles swarmed around me again, I heard the unfortunate creature scream,
as the viral mecha heated to two hundred fifty degrees centigrade. 


The
smell was atrocious, like seared rotten meat, but I scarcely noticed it.
Another of the great creatures was lumbering towards me, and the knot of
tentacle horror swam through the air around me, just waiting for a moment where
I and my sword were caught unaware. 


Apparently
the thing learned, and quickly. It wasn’t going to tempt my blade again.


That
was the moment that, dying from being cooked from within, the second Vyriim
burst from a corpse, showering Anya and the car with gore. 


Shit.
I shot at it as Wyatt moved forward. He ran past the two behemoths I had just
hit, and set the next spike right where he needed it. The moment I heard it WHUF,
I felt a ripple of warmth across my body.


Wyatt’s
eyes went wide.


Oh.
Oh no.


Moments
before, it had only been truly possible to see the crimson and black fluids I
had been splattered with— and there weren’t a lot of them. The Vyriim seemed to
have some idea where I was standing, but their hulking hosts hadn’t had it so
simple. 


Fall
back, Bishop! In line with me! Wyatt was scrambling,
trying to get to me. 


What
he was trying to do was restore baseline Rationality. The spikes he was setting
were strong anchors, beacons of normal, stable axioms to counter the strange
physics of this small topia. The idea was that if he restored baseline physics,
that we would be ejected back into the Rational world. The tangler’s spikes
took priority over all else.


His
calculations hadn't taken my emitter into account.


Suddenly,
we were standing there, side by side, surrounded by aberrations. There was a
moment of silence.


I
was completely visible.


Shit.
Wyatt's link was full of regret.


I
turned the pistol on one of the creatures, and fired. 


I
shot two as Wyatt set another spike. With a muted WHUF he
instantly and catastrophically changed the direction of gravity beneath one of
the creatures, just for a few moments. It flew fifteen meters straight into the
air, and then crashed back down. I spun and leapt back from the seeking
tendrils of the second Vyriim, trying to wrap around my arm. One swipe from my
blade, and I could feel that otherworldly scream again as I sliced one strand
in two.


I
turned towards another of the behemoths, just in time for one of its maul-like
fists to crash into my chest. Pain exploded in my body. 


Michael!
Anya’s link was filled with dread.


I
landed almost seven meters away, gasping. I could not breathe, and the world
seemed to spin. The madly flickering sky did little to help me focus. I was
nauseated, and my stomach felt like I had been hit by a truck.


My
back hurt. Had I done something to my back?


I
could hear some of the creatures screaming, amidst a flurry of muted WHUF
sounds. It all seemed very far away, almost unreal.


Michael!
It was a woman. She seemed insistent about something.


Then,
a monstrosity filled my vision.


The
creature was hanging in the air, as if it lightly swayed in the breeze. It was
a mass of black and violet tentacles, with a gaping maw at one end. The way it
writhed its appendages was almost hypnotic, soothing. 


My
disruptors. Where—


There.
I saw one six feet away, glinting forlornly. I had lost it when I was hit.


I
rolled and flipped up, not nearly as quickly as I should have, having the Adept.
I scrambled for the pistol as I heard another WHUF somewhere
in the distance.


I
turned. The creature was reaching for me, its monstrous tentacles grasping. Some
distant, logical part of my mind noted its truly awful scent.


It
had me. My heart pounded in my chest, and I could taste sour adrenaline.


I
fired.


Simultaneously,
the creature grasped for me, wrapping one wet appendage around my arm. I
discharged my disrupter, set on high, into its center mass. We were both
knocked backwards. It hissed, and I could feel fury radiating from it.


WHUF.


I
landed on my ass, sitting in desert dust and Nevada sandstone. Frantically, I
looked around as the sky trembled and sang.


What—


It
was knocked backwards, but I never saw how far. I heard one last WHUF,
and the desert around me stopped wavering and flickering into another world.


Rationality
negative six. Negative three. I could feel
the smile in Anya's link. Rationality zero, gentlemen. All is well.


Her
grin was almost smug.


Bet
yer ass all is well. Wyatt stepped over to me, offering me a
hand up. You broken, Bishop?


I
gave him a friendly scowl. It'll take a lot more than one of your colossal
fuck-ups to put me down.  I took his hand, and he pulled me up.


He
scoffed. Like I ever make mistakes with Rosie. It's not my fault that place
was all bent out of shape. How could I have known?


If
you had cleared your spikes with the Designate, the Facility systems would have
double checked your algorithms, Wyatt.


 He
rolled his eyes. Not exactly possible, while in another topia, with Hugo the
troll chasing you around the car—


Realization
washed through us both.


The
car.


Anya
was getting out of the vehicle now, her face a blank mask. We all realized the
truth at the exact same moment.


Yes,
we were back in the Rational world. No longer were we plagued by otherworldly,
tainted aberrations.


Time.
The moment Wyatt sent the link, I checked the system time.


We
had to be gone longer than 16 seconds. I looked at Anya. I
know there is usually some dilation, but—


Dilation
confirmed. She leveled a look at each of us. This is not
our largest difficulty at present, Michael.


She
was right, of course.


We
were in the middle of the desert, near what we believed was an Irrational
installation, with no vehicle. It had been smashed beyond use.


No
conduit.


No
extraction.


For
a long moment, we looked at each other in silence, dread and despair settling
into our bones.


Then,
we began the long walk.


 










13


 


Wyatt,
of course, had the heaviest load. The heat was oppressive, and he was being
true to form.


I'm
just saying those fancy swords don't look as heavy as the tangler.



Sixty-five
pounds isn't that much. I gave him a sideways grin. Doesn't
the Artisan packet give you the strength to carry that thing?


It's
thirty-eight Celsius in the shade. Wyatt spat.


Forty.
Anya
looked at him. If you are having difficulty, Wyatt, I have the appropriate
injectables—


Yes,
Wyatt. I smiled. Let her shoot you up, and then you
might be strong enough to carry your equipment.


You
can go to hell.


We
had been on the move for over an hour. After we had hit the snare, we decided
it was best to stay away from marked roads. Between the events of the airport
and the trap along the road, it was obvious.


They
knew we were coming.


Anya
was fascinated at the thought. Topiatic disturbances at this level have
never been recorded in the Facility systems. They are precision events. It is
interesting to consider how long it must have taken to prepare them.


It
was a thought I had as well. It's more interesting, for me, to question how
a cell of Irrats would know about us in the first place. The amount of planning
here seems staggering.


Wyatt
shifted the tangler on his back. I've never encountered ‘rats that expected
I was coming.


This
is more than expectation. I ground my teeth. There's
something out here, something well hidden. Whoever is responsible has bound
small topias in our way. They've left pocket dimensions as traps.
I gave Anya a look. Has our updated report been received by Facility 17?


The
packet was marked received twenty-seven minutes ago. It is still in process.


Figures.
Wyatt was transitioning from faux-surly to actually surly.  System time
shows we've been walking for almost forty-five minutes. I'm glad we aren't
under fire. Or, you know, baking alive in the closest thing to hell Earth has
to offer.


At
current rate of travel, we will be on site in less than an hour.
Anya patched us a small red marker overlaying our site. If required, we can
use viral mecha to assist in hydration and stamina augmentation.


I'll
tell you what I requir— Wyatt's link was cut off in
transmission.


Good
afternoon, Assets. The cool sensation that always came with
the Designate washed soothingly through our minds. I would like to apprise
you on alterations to the dossier, given the intelligence that you have
gathered.


Wyatt
gave me a look. He mouthed, “About time.”


I
grinned wryly.


Perceptor
Petrova is correct in the assertion that these are, in fact topiatic
disturbances. It would seem that a trigger of unknown composition specifically
targets Facility neuralware and viral mecha. Currently, we are analyzing all
available data to determine if there is a method of detecting the triggers.


Wyatt's
link was more than a touch sarcastic. Which in the meantime, means we're
completely in the wind on this. He kicked at a stone as we walked.


Correct.
The best method for combating this particular phenomenon is as of yet unknown
to us. Therefore, it is best to remain as mentally prepared as possible. I will
send to your Crowns a schedule of required viral mecha injections, based upon
what Bishop and Anya have on hand. It is preferred for you to be over
augmented, yet prepared, than caught unawares again.


That
seems reasonable, Designate. I was cutting in before
Wyatt got the chance to mouth off again. Given that we know so little, what
are the current recommended protocols? I kicked the same stone Wyatt had,
as now we had caught up to it. I put in square in his path and raised my
eyebrows at him.


In
both cases, Anya detected the triggers. The Designate paused. In
the airport, she thought it was reading as an unknown type of aberration. On
the highway, the changes came so quickly that the readings were unclear.
Attempting to read the axiomatic changes at the speed of a moving car
overloaded part of the axial base of her Crown, and caused pain.


I
had not known that. That must have been why she screamed.


Recommended
protocol is for Perceptor Petrova to axiomatically scan as you advance. While
this will slow your advance by approximately thirty percent, it will guarantee
that if you encounter another of these phenomena, you will have as much warning
as possible.


My
eyebrows rose at that. So did Wyatt's. Standard procedure did not allow Anya to
axiomatically scan for longer than a ten minute burst, as processing that much
data would be wearing on her Crown.


Wyatt
had a different concern however. If we are slowed, then we cannot arrive at
Locale One until dark. He kicked the stone back towards me. That is
after the dossier protocols.


Correct.
This is why you will immediately take the course of viral mecha patched to your
Crown. Between what Asset Bishop and Preceptor Petrova have stowed, it will be
more than enough for all of you to remain augmented through the rigors of the
desert. These alterations will also allow the extraction effort more time.


My
heart leapt. So there is an extraction plan?  I had doubted
seriously that we would be abandoned, but the lack of a conduit made things a
touch dicey.


Affirmative.
I am personally seeing to the options. If a conduit should prove impossible, we
will rely on more mundane means. Rest assured, however, extraction options are
on the table.


Anya
linked in. If I am axiomatically scanning as we advance, how am I to store
and correlate that amount of data?


I
am going to keep my Designate access link open with you, Preceptor. Skip deep
telemetry and axiomatic weave analysis. Preceptor Stoyavich is online at
Facility 17 and will handle the correlations. Simply patch the data as you
receive it, through my link, and focus on getting good readings.


Understood.
Anya’s
brow furrowed. Am I to infer that all scan and patch activities are to
continue, even if we encounter Irrational targets?


Correct.
If you find another trigger, then we particularly want your scans to be
accurate. If past experience proves true, the topias involved will involve
violent and dangerous aberrations. It will be Asset Bishop and Guthrie who
handle these targets; your objective is the data.


 Wyatt
looked at me and rolled his eyes. He mouthed the words “Oh, good.” I kicked the
stone towards him, and kept walking.


I
felt the click in my Crown as the Designate patched us the list of required
injector stims. Just perusing it showed that she would have me use everything I
had.


As
a final notation, I would like to inform you that Preceptor Petrova’s spot
analysis was correct. Those were indeed aberrant phage you were facing, of a
subtype known as Vyriim. They are considered a level six threat, and you will
all need to be retroscanned once the dossier is complete, to make certain you
are not infected. 


That
was something I hadn’t considered. One of those creatures could be in Wyatt or
Anya either one, biding their time—


Because
of the nature of these creatures, the Designate continued,
it becomes even more important to be cautious when meeting hostiles. Any of
them could be an aberrant phage.


Wait.
I actually stopped in place. I assumed that the Vyriim were just Irrational
wildlife set in our path, like my incident at the airport.


Negative,
Asset. I could feel how serious, almost stern the
Designate was in my mind. The Vyriim are a hyper-intelligent species that is
constantly seeking to create new colonies for themselves. Encountering them is
never considered to be chance, as they are a highly invasive species. She
paused, just a moment, before continuing. You should know that we are
tracking a 92% likelihood that they are directly limed to the Irrational events
you are investigating.


To
what purpose, Designate? Anya was reading telemetry even as
she linked, her fingers twitching. Do we have any more data regarding the
spikes?


No,
Preceptor. It’s simply a precaution based upon past encounters with the
species. If there is anything new to report, you will be apprised.
She paused. Do you have any other questions, Assets,
Preceptor?


We
didn't. It all seemed cut and dry. Make Locale One, collecting data the entire
way. Avoid invisible snares. If we triggered any snares, destroy monstrous
abominations, while protecting the Preceptor. Oh, and, by the way, anyone you
meet could be a tentacled monster from beyond reality. 


Don't
die. 


As
the Designate pulled her link from my Crown, I felt the fading of the cool,
soothing sensation.


As
always, Asset, we wish you well in the days ahead. 
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It
was getting close to dark. We were miles from anywhere, walking. Wyatt was
burdened with his gear. Anya was all but crawling along so that she could get
her data. Fortunately, I was practically high on viral mecha.


In
fact, we were all feelin' fine.


Between
Anya and me, we had enough injectors for each of us to get four stims. We each
had different requirements, of course. Wyatt had received mecha that would
augment the oxygen in his bloodstream, as well as repair worn muscles from our
long hike. I had some of that myself, as well as a host of pain-killing VM and
another injector to assist in knitting up the damage previously done to my
back. By the time we reached Locale One, I should be almost whole physically.


Anya's
injectors were vastly different.


The
Preceptor-class viral mecha weren't as physical as ours were. Most involved
upgrading her capability to process data in her Crown, or added extra memory
capabilities in the mecha themselves. Whatever her cocktail was today, Anya was
even more detached than typical, her blue eyes and head twitching as she
processed what had to be a huge amount of Axiomatic data. As we walked along,
she held her hands out, sometimes in front of her, sometimes to the side. Her
fingers plucked at nothingness, as if the world was constructed of some great
string instrument or perhaps a loom that only she could see.


We
need to decrease speed twenty-seven percent. Her link felt clipped,
robotic. Locale One is less than one-hundred yards away, and the area is not
quite Rationality zero. I need to do some quick analysis.


You
do what you need to, princess. Wyatt leaned against
an outcropping. My dogs are barkin'. I don't mind sitting a spell.


Locale
One was at the base of a mesa. We were around the other side of it. Briefly, I
looked over the topographics in my Crown, while Anya worked. Her sudden link
startled me.


I
have a single male on my readings. He's patrolling the edge of the mesa, at
north 38 degrees, fourteen tack 537, by west 88 degrees, eighteen tack 372. He
is moving in our direction.


I
drew the kinetic disruptors, keeping my gaze sharp. I'd like a marker on the
Irrat, rather than Locale One, Anya. She said nothing, but the red marker
faded, and another smaller green one appeared. 


She
was right. He was moving towards us.


Do
we have an ID on the ‘rat? The tangler hummed as Wyatt geared
up.


Live
satellite feed has provided a clear profile. I will send the data to Facility—
she cut herself off. I lost him.


She
was right. The green marker had vanished from my visual. Of course, the marker
had only approximated Anya's mark on the man. Without that we had nothing. 


He
is unmarked, both on my telemetry and on the satellite feed.


A
long, tense moment passed. Then, as quickly as he had vanished, he appeared
again.


I
have him. Updating your Crowns. The updated location
was well over a thousand yards south of where he had been.


I
gave Wyatt a long look. Temporal displacement?


He
shrugged. Mebbe. He started making adjustments to the tangler, and input
a series of numbers on his crescent shaped keyboard.


As
if toying with us, the marker vanished again. Anya didn't say anything, but I
could feel her irritation over the link.


Then
we saw the man.


He
was lean, but quite tall. He had unruly, fiery hair and he wore thick, dark
canvas pants. His shirt hung open, revealing a well-muscled physique and a
holster on his chest. Another hung around his waist. 


The
man spit on the ground as he walked towards us. If he thought anything odd
about our presence, or appearance, he didn't show it.


I
had seen him before. Where?


“Yer
not welcome here.” His grin was almost lurid. “Private property an' all.”


“We're
here on official business.” I nodded towards him. “As I think you well know.”


“Official
business,” the man muttered. He spat again. “We're a little outside your
jurisdiction here, I think. It’ll prolly be better if you just stepped along.
Maybe there's a psychic on the telly you can go harass, or some poor kid you
can take from his fam.”


The
man's words hit me like a bulldozer. Little Bill Iverson flashed through my
mind. I focused, trying to remember where I knew him from. 


Anya's
words were crisp, succinct. “Officially, you are not outside our jurisdiction.
According to Facility sanctions and guidelines, you are officially within
Rational space, performing actions of disruption and malfeasance. We have—”


“Oh,
Christ, won't you shut up?” The man gave us a condescending look. “Yer trespassin'.
Leave.”


“You!”
Wyatt practically bellowed the word. “You little shit-eater! What are you doing
out here?”


That’s
when I realized. It was the man Wyatt had scrapped with in the bar.


“My
own business,” the man grinned at Wyatt. “I wouldn’t go thinking that our past
encounter has any merit here, cowboy. I didn’t try too awful hard earlier; I
was just checking out the competition.”


My
heart beat faster in my chest. How had he known where to find Wyatt? Then, my
mind took the next step, and the icy fingers of fear trickled down my back. 


What
if this man was one of them, one of the body- stealing Vyriim? Wyatt
wouldn’t have known who he was… could my friend have been infected? I
remembered a certain woman, intimately in contact with him… 


“Now,”
the man took another step forward. “It’s time to leave.”


“Not
happening.” My eyes were steel. I had my disruptors drawn, and his guns were
still holstered. “I suggest you stand
down and relinquish your weapons. The Facility shows leniency—”


“No.”
The man enunciated the word, as if I were simple. “The Facility does no such
thing. I know it. You know it.” 


The
tangler hummed louder, and at a higher pitch. 


I
glanced at Wyatt and Anya. After all, there were three of us and one of him. My
voice was a thin whisper. “You know we can't do that. Stand down, or I'm afraid—”



The
man was nonplussed. “You should be afraid.” That grin again. “If you'd
like to go round up some friends, I'll allow it.”


I
decided.


Quicker
than breath, I drew down on the man. The Adept packet guided my every
move. I was like quicksilver, faster than thought. Before he was even done
speaking, I was moving, bringing both disruptors to bear on the man's face.


He
was gone. 


When
Anya linked again, I felt the barest traces of satisfaction in her words. ID
confirmed. Patching to you. 


I
felt the electric twitch in my Crown as the patch came in.


Suddenly,
I knew the man.


I
knew he had fought in conflicts on three continents, that he was renowned both
as a decorated Soviet sniper and an Iraqi intelligence agent. I had data on his
service record, both official and classified Facility data. He was a mercenary.
An assassin.


 He
was Rudolfo Firenzei— Irrational 2187.


 I
knew everything about him. My Crown stored the data in my memory, as if I had
hunted the man my entire life. I had dozens of pictures and sub-dossiers at my
fingertips. It was as if every conflict a man had ever been in, every contract
he had been known to take, I had been there. 


 Rudolfo
Firenzi was deadly.


 I
switched on the Wraith packet, and felt the diaphanic emitter hum to
life. I rolled to the side, kneeling at the same moment.


WHUF.
Wyatt
was already placing spikes.


Stasis
fields. Wyatt's link had a hint of warning to it. I'll
patch you both their location and radius. They're dangerous. They won't last
long but they should stop him cold if he hits one. Might be our best chance.


What's
the trigger, Wyatt? I kept peering across the horizon.
Nothing was there. Yet. As Wyatt patched the location of his first spike, it
blossomed as a yellow field on my visual.


More
than one pound of matter that doesn't currently exist in the field, or matter
traveling faster than 500 feet per second. That should handle it.


I
grinned. That won't stop my disruptors. Good thinking.


 I'm
not tracking him. Anya seems distant. The moment I
have him I will patch you—


A
crack like thunder. Anya cried out, and fell.


I
whirled in the direction of the shots and fired twice from each weapon. Nothing.
I was literally firing into the desert's emptiness and darkness.


My
left arm. I am still operational, however. I have no Crown or bioware damage.



Despite
that, I could feel echoes of her pain through the link.


 Stay
low. I peered across the horizon, looking for the tiniest clue, for any
indication at all.


Nothing.
Only the desert wastes and the haunted wind.


WHUF.
WHUF. WHUF. Wyatt was laying spikes all around us,
which burst into yellow blossoms in the visual of my Crown. He kept as low as
possible, but cover was hard to track when you didn't know what direction your
assailant was coming from.


Then,
three more gunshots sounded behind us. I swung the pistols around and fired,
but there was nothing there. As I did, I saw one of Wyatt's fields brighten to
a brilliant silver. This was actual color, not just in the visual field of my Crown.



That's
a hit. 


He
was right. Wyatt's field had triggered the moment the bullets came within
range, trapping them like amber.  The field was partially reflective now, due
to light and energy not being able to enter.


How
long will it last? Being an asset meant that you had an
education in physics. The moment that field fell, the bullets would carry on.
Conservation of energy, and all that.


Fifteen
minutes or so. I'll lay another behind it, just in case.


WHUF.



I
could see ten separate spikes around us, in a rough circle. We were covered on
all sides.


I
have him. Anya returned the marker to my Crown. He's
approximately two hundred fifty yards away, and stationary.


I
grinned. He knows he should have hit us. The man is an expert. He can see
the field he triggered, and is planning. Still, that's out of range for the
disruptors.


If
he's patient, he has us. Wyatt stopped and adjusted his
settings. I can only keep so many spikes going at once, and temporal stasis
is nasty business. You can't keep the emitter on forever. If he just waits us
out, he wins.


He
won't. I shook my head. The profile Anya had ported us
said that much. Firenzei is impatient and cocky. He'll test our boundaries,
and when he can't get through, he'll force things.


Let’s
hope. Wyatt peered into the darkness. Anya, I'm placing
a spike that augments the capability of the viral mecha for your injuries. 


WHUF.



She
moved within its range, staying low. Appreciated, Asset Guthrie.


I
would do something about your pain process, but I know that Casper here is
already a bit doped up. We can’t risk a field effect that he stumbles into.


The
pain is nominal. My mecha have stopped the bleeding, and I am well within
efficiency parame—


Three
more shots, then a second set of three. The first set was due north, and the
second slightly southwest. Almost instantly, two of Wyatt's fields burst
silver.


Shit.
Wyatt stepped closer and reset one of the spikes. Mere seconds after he did, it
and another flared, as shots came from different directions.


He's
pinning us in with the fields. Wyatt spat. I can
either drop them, or we can sit behind a circular wall and wait for them to go
down.


We
could probably get down and then release them. I'm certain he was aiming for
middle mass. I reached out and touched one of the
triggered temporal fields. It was cold, and about as twice as tall as I was. Is
this thing safe for me to climb up on?


If
you can. Wyatt's link was wry. It'll give you a good
view, but it's frictionless.


 He
was right. I struggled for a moment, but there was no way I could pull myself
up over the smooth dome.


Anya
suddenly linked in. I have a pattern on Fiernzei's leaps. It's not perfect,
but I'm sending you a patch.


It
was a large one, full of numerical analysis. My head twitched the slightest
amount as it came in.


She
was right.


It
wasn't perfect, but it seemed that Firenzei's teleportation did follow a
pattern of geometrical alignment. I couldn't believe it was something he had
planned. More likely, his particular Irrationality made it ‘simpler’ to leap to
certain locations, depending upon where he was. He was far out now, so the ‘shape’
he was leaping in was a large one. But if we fought him in close quarters, and if
the form held true...


That
was a lot of “ifs.”


Another
shot, and another of Wyatt's fields triggered. We were now surrounded on
several sides by active temporal fields, with only a few paths out.


Anya,
have you done any analysis on the predictability—


Firenzei
appeared, standing on one of Wyatt’s fields. He wasn’t quite on top however;
he was partially on one of the sloped sides. His guns were out in front of him,
and the look on his face when he realized that he was sliding down the side was
stunning. He fell and fired wildly. At the same moment, Anya ported a small
packet to my Crown.


It
was the place he would jump to, if his pattern held. I knew it like I knew my
mother’s name. The geometric form was smaller, and there was no room for error…


I
turned and fired and fired and fired.


When
he appeared, three steps to the left of Wyatt, one of my kinetic blasts struck
him square in his pinched, shit-eating, little face.


Duck,
hoss! Get the fuck down! 


Without
thought, I dropped when I heard Wyatt’s link. Anya was already down, and I saw
Wyatt hit the deck, his fingers flying on his keypad.


Every
field released at once.


I
saw the look on Fiernzei’s face as one of his own bullets caught him in the
side. He was absolutely stunned. He caught my gaze for the tiniest moment, and
then was gone.


He
left blood on the ground where he had stood.
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We
waited, in the emptiness of the desert, to see if Firenzei would reappear.
Wyatt laid a few more spikes just in case, but as twilight gave way to dusk
gave way to darkness, it was apparent that we were alone.


I
think it's time to move. I had long ago let the Wraith
go inactive, and just lay low. 


Anya
was still distracted with her readings. 2187 is nowhere on my telemetry. His
range would seem to indicate that we would have him on telemetry before he
could target us. His displacement is proven to be trackable. 


I’m
up. Let’s get in, get out, and go home. Wyatt grinned at me.


I
feel as if you neglected something. Anya’s link was a
touch distant. That Irrational seemed to know you, Wyatt.


He
was in the Booby Trap. I thought he was just some jackass.
Wyatt spat into the dust. We got into a bit of a scrap; he didn’t pull
anything Irrational, though. Asshole must have just been scoping me out.


But,
I hated even bring this up, how did he know where you were? Or who?


I
don’t know, Hoss. I could feel Wyatt’s confusion over the
link. I truly don’t.  


In
the darkness, the old silo building was truly a dilapidated piece of work. It
was a single-story building that had been abandoned long ago. So long ago that
the windows were out and the front door hung askew. To look at it, the building
was a ruin, and not very large.


We,
however, had the schematics.


The
building actually extended back into the mesa, and had several small
laboratories as well as three launch tubes. Officially, it hadn’t seen active
use in over twenty years, but we had evidence to the contrary.


Unofficially.


Anya’s
link had a level of confusion that I had never felt from her. I’m not
reading anything. She looked at me, her eyes wide. For once, she lacked the
odd, vacant expression that one came to associate with Preceptors. It’s as
if there’s nothing here.


Wyatt
spat and peered around. So Locale One is at Rationality zero?


She
shook her head. That’s not it at all. I’m not reading any Rationality
levels, neither ambient nor artificial. No Telemetry. No readings on the
axiomatic weave. The fingers on her left hand were twitching, almost
spastic, as if reaching for something that wasn’t there. There aren’t any
readings here at all.


Wyatt
and I exchanged a glance. As much as we enjoyed teasing Anya, her data was
invaluable. There was a reason that every cadre of assets always had a Preceptor.
Without them, we were all but blind.


Wyatt
began to calibrate the tangler.


Right.
I glanced at her. I’ll engage the Wraith, and scout ahead. Do you
want me to patch my visual to one of you?


Negative.
Wyatt
spat. I’m going to set us a perimeter here, and Anya can keep trying to
calibrate. 


If
nothing changes, I will contact the Designate.
Her link was still shaky, although better. Dossier specifications may change
if I cannot take readings.


I
nodded in agreement, and then engaged the Wraith. It was like a cool
breeze tickling my skin. Obviously, I won’t be gone longer than fifteen
minutes. I’ll be back before I have to disengage my tech.


Copy
that. I heard the high pitched whine of the tangler.


I
walked inside.


The
interior of the building was as broken down as I had expected. At one point in
time, it had been a waiting area, complete with '70s style chairs and a spot
behind a window for security personnel.  Today, there was broken glass, and old
couch someone had dragged in, and a fine layer of dust covering everything. One
of the walls was a mural of spray paint and graffiti, and someone had tried to
cover the art with flat whitewash. Over time, however, the graffiti had bled
through.


There
was only one way forward. It was a dark, empty hallway next to the security
window. There were several old magazines scattered on the floor, but then the
hall simply faded into blackness.


I’m
switching to optics. It gets dark pretty quickly.


Copy
that, Bishop. Anya’s voice seemed distant.


Our
enhanced optics weren’t actually night-vision or infrared, but was an odd
combination of both. The Crown had the capability of reading visual data, and
it used both technologies to create an accurate picture of the world around an
asset. Then, it used its connections to my visual cortex to provide the full
picture, in the same way that it added location markers or interface controls. 


It
also tended to make a person headachy, after a while. Like the Wraith,
it wasn’t something that was left on for long.


Once
they were active, the passageway wasn’t nearly as foreboding. It was, however,
still a mess. I crept forward, with both disruptors drawn. The floor was
littered with broken bottles, folders of scattered papers, and stuffing from
unfashionable cushions. I came to a doorway on the side, and peered in.


An
abandoned office. That was all. There were the remnants of a bookshelf and an
old, broken down desk, but nothing that seemed threatening.


Still,
I kept my guard up. Without Anya’s readings, an Irrat could be anywhere.
Firenzei could jaunt in and have a bullet in my head before I had time to even
think. 


This
all seemed strange, however. It was an odd setup for an Irrat headquarters. Why
leave all the debris? Were they simply trying to make it seem abandoned?
If so, they had done a perfect job. The air smelled stale, and everything was
covered in dust.


I
stepped into the small office, peering about. Surely, if someone had been here,
there would be something. A footprint in the dust. Something too clean. 


No.
It was simply a mess. It was a mess someone hadn’t touched in years. I glanced around,
and nudged a pile of papers with my foot. It looked to be a series of
inspection records, all faded ink and yellowed paper. I took another step inside,
peering about for anything; even the smallest thing out of place might matter.


You
need to come back, hoss. We have something.


You
got me beat then. I kicked over the papers. There’s
nothing here. Everything’s covered in dust, and it looks as if no one has been
around in a while.


I
bet. Come on back, I think we can account for that.


By
the time I returned to them, Wyatt was about twenty feet from Anya, calibrating
a spike. She was kneeling, picking at thin air and peering intently at
nothingness in front of her as she did.


It’s
a very small axiomatic change, Michael. Someone attempted to hide it from us,
but they ended up hiding EVERYTHING, at least right here. That’s why my readings
were showing nothing at all.


What
is it? I knelt next to her, even though I couldn’t see
what she was looking at.


Things
are knotted, right at this spot. I’ll send you the same patch I sent Wyatt. 


I
winced as it hit me. It was a large one, and entirely visual data. I opened the
packet, and it immediately laid itself, semi-transparently, across my vision.


It
looked as if the world was constructed of corded filaments. Hundreds.
Thousands. Everything was tied together, wound about with threads of different
color and size. They stretched into infinity, going through the ground, through
us, and into the sky.


This
is a close approximation as to what my visual interface looks like when I am
taking readings. Each thread is representative of a local axiom. It’s not
factual in anyway, simply the interface that the system uses. 


 I
nodded, thinking about the way her fingers twitched like she was playing an
invisible guitar. Then, I saw what she was crouched in front of. 


Three
of the threads intersected there. It looked as if they had been cut, and an
entirely different thread had been tied on to hold them together. That thread
pulsed a lurid, violent red.


I
didn’t read it, not at first. Wyatt was using the tangler to set up a safe
zone, and I noticed that when he altered Rationality, I could get readings
again.


I
smiled. Seeing these threads, I understood why Wyatt’s gear was nicknamed “the
tangler.”


The
moment I could get readings, I saw this. It’s more than just altering axioms.
This is representative of a small piece of Rationality being cut away, and
replaced with something else. The fact that it occurs right at the door of
Locale One seems indicative.


I
stood, stretching my legs. There’s nothing inside. It’s exactly as abandoned
and derelict as we might have expected. 


Done
laying spikes. Wyatt walked over to where we stood. Let
me know when and where you want the last one. 


Anya
was plucking at the threads in front of her, looking for all the world as if
she were cracking a safe, or picking a lock. Fifteen-point-five meters to
Bishop’s right. Set a spike with the parameters I am patching to your Crown.


Wyatt’s
head twitched as he received the packet. Copy.


I
watched Anya work; fascinated now that I could see what she was doing. Each
axiomatic strand tied to each other in thousands of ways, and the slightest
alterations to one would pull and twist the others around it. Of course, I
wasn’t looking at a live feed from her Crown or anything, this was only an
overlay. Still, as her fingers worked at the unnatural knotted spot in the
weave, I could see that she was trying to unknot it, trying to get a good read
on that pulsing red strand.


WHUF.


The
moment Wyatt placed the spike, Anya’s fingers began to move faster. Her eyes
narrowed as she worked at the snarl.


Then
the world melted.


I
switched Anya’s visual off; it only got in the way of my own eyes could tell me.
For a moment, everything around us ran like wax, and then hardened into its
original shape. In front of us, where the door to the silo stood, was a curtain
where the world never stopped melting. We couldn’t see through it, but it only
covered the spot that was a door.


Anya
stood, her fingers twirling and twitching madly. Her eyes were wide.


The
knot was representative of one of the triggers. A far more complex one,
however. It was meant to be triggered on purpose.
She looked to Wyatt, and then me. It’s another topia. It just wasn’t a snare;
it was meant to not be found.


Wyatt
stepped closer, peering at the veil. Maybe that’s where that little shit
Firenzie kept stepping off to. He glanced at her. You wouldn’t be able
to read him if he stepped into another topia.


It
was true. Much of our Facility gear relied on the Lattice, a vast satellite
communications network. It simply didn’t reach into other topias, so much of
our communications and gear went down inside them, as mine had in the airport
men’s room.


It
also meant that whoever went inside would be out of touch with the others and
the Designate.


I
stepped forward. I’ll re-engage Wraith and reconnoiter.
Most installed packets and viral mecha did not require the Lattice. I’m the
only one that makes sense. You are both needed to operate the door. I
grinned at them, faking a cheer I did not feel. Make certain the Designate
knows where I am, and I will time-stamp my Crown when I enter. We can offload
the phaneric data later, even though I won’t be in touch in real time.


Anya
looked uncomfortable. The entire point of the dossier was for me to take
readings, Michael.


It
will all be protocol. I gave her a grin. I’ll step inside
and scout. I’ll be back within fifteen minutes. We can check in with the
Designate, and I’ll offload a patch to you both on the layout. Then, we go in
together.


It
really is the best plan. Wyatt let his gear power down. In
order to open that thing, we need you to figure out what we are doing, and me
to make the proper alterations. We need to always stay on the same side of that
door.


Now
Anya seemed more certain. You must follow those parameters, Michael. Don’t
go in longer than fifteen minutes. Don’t engage unless you must. Scout, and
record layout data for all of us. She looked
at Wyatt. I will check in with the Designate now.


He tipped an imaginary hat at me, and I nodded, engaging the Wraith.
The veil felt like burning silk as I stepped through it.


For a brief moment, everything was crystalline fire. I gasped
at the sensation, and for a moment was afraid it was burning away my memory—strange thought though that was. 


There was nothing on the other side.


I
fell.
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The
ground was soft and oddly spongy where I landed, covered in an odd mossy
substance. I landed hard, and knocked all the breath out of me when I hit.


Fuck.
It was habit to link, but there was no one there. I knew it the moment I sent.
It was like calling into a large, empty room, and only hearing your own voice
echo back.


The
loneliness was instant; the tickling spider legs of fear. One of the upsides to
being an asset is always being connected to your cadre, or at least to a Designate
on solo missions. Being adrift from the Lattice was a terrifying,
claustrophobic feeling. I slowed my breathing, and forcibly relaxed.


Then,
I pushed myself up, and looked around. 


It
was misty, and the air seemed heavy and hard to breathe. Everything was dark,
except for the haunted mist which hung thick in the air. It had an odd, yellow
cast and it glowed softly. For a moment, I was terrified of the deep breaths I
had just been taking. What if this wasn't oxygen? Breathing in the glowing mist
didn't seem wise, and yet I had no way of knowing what it was. Without Anya, I
couldn't even tell what levels of Rationality might be ambient, or know what
the effects of the mist might be. After a moment of paralysis, I realized it
didn't matter.


I had fallen here. The door that Anya had opened specifically
let out somewhere about ten meters above this soft spot. It was a simple, but
elegant trap. I had no means of getting back up, even if it was still open.


I doubted it was still open, at least from my side.


I was trapped.


I had no way to know the nature of the mist, and no way to
calibrate my viral mecha against it. It seemed somewhat breathable, however. 


It simply wasn't a problem I could do anything about.


I pulled one of the katana in my right hand, and held a
disruptor in my left. I wasn't the best southpaw shot, but I had no idea what
local axioms might do to my kinetic weapon. I did not intend to discover
that it was useless as some abomination bore down on me.


Timestamp:
Bishop Alpha. Even without the Lattice, my Crown was
an amazing tool. It simply lacked its connection to the system. Using a
timestamp would allow me to patch all reconnaissance data, if I touched the
Lattice again.


When.
When I touched the Lattice again.


Carefully,
I crept forward.


The
spongy ground quickly gave way to a metallic floor. The entire tunnel was a otherworldly,
dark metal the likes of which I had never seen. It felt similar to cast iron,
but had no spots of rust, or pits on its surface. It was octagon shaped, but
when I tried to count the sides, to confirm this, I had a difficult time. It
wasn't that I could not count to eight; it was that the hallway seemed to tilt,
strangely, as if the world was subtly moving beneath my feet. The closest thing
I can approximate it to is the kind of motion one feels when on a ship,
although instead of rocking, this felt like tilting.


It
was as if the world was bending, tipping over. I couldn't count the sides of
the hallway, because it was hard to focus. I was dizzy, but only a touch.


Was
it the world, or was it me?


Oxygen
levels analysis. My Crown brought up data showing the
oxygen levels in my system. They weren't dangerously low, but they seemed
abnormal. They had altered significantly in the last few minutes.


I
pulled up the interface dealing with my viral mecha. It seemed that I had a
good number of them idle; they had been tasked with knitting up my injuries
from earlier, and that task was complete.


Without
Anya, however, it was difficult to know what to tell them to do. Yes, I needed
my oxygen levels moderated, but how much? What rate did I need replenishment
with the local axiomatic set up? There was no way to know.


As
a shot in the dark, I set several groupings to task at producing oxygen, and
removing any buildup of lactic acid in my muscles. I quickly reviewed the
system standard entries on Hypoxia in the brain, and wished, just for a moment,
that I had actually taken the Caduceus module, just so I could
get a better idea of what was happening. After watching the system readouts for
a moment, I decided that it would have to do. I would keep an eye on things as
I needed.


The
world was still tilted, however. It wasn't just my mind. The space here was
different, somehow, thicker, and holding an odd shape that I couldn't quite
perceive. Knowing I had done all that I could, I slipped forward into the misty
shadows.


The
tunnel was long, but I couldn't see far in front of myself due to the mist. Its
light helped a small amount, but it was obscuring as well, in the way that
looking into a light source can be blinding. I reached out and ran a hand along
the wall as I walked. It both helped with my slight dizziness and made certain
that I was properly tracking the hallway.


Very
soon, I was glad I had. The passageway branched off into three separate ways
after about a hundred yards. It seemed as if the branches were at right angles
to each other, even though there were only three of them. I knew that was
impossible, yet every corner I touched seemed like a right angle.


I
stopped for a moment and checked my oxygen levels. They were within parameter,
but my Crown showed that I was overproducing monoamines and thyroid stimulating
hormones. Really, it was far beyond my expertise to do anything about, but I
allocated some more of my mecha towards stabilizing my optimum baselines. 


It
was all I knew to do. I kept my hand on the wall as I turned down the first of
the branches.


It
wasn't long until I came to the first of the hatches. It was large, like the
kind of door one might see in a noir bank robbery flick. The primary difference
was that it was set in the floor, and I could not find an obvious handle. It
looked to be made of worked metal, brushed steel and brass, and seemed
completely different than the odd not-quite-iron walls of the tunnels.


That
caught me for a moment. I peered around the edge of the hatch, looking for a
stamp, or company name.  There.  It was made by a Sadhana Corporation.
Definitely produced in the Rational world, and then brought here. 


Still,
no handle. Did it only open from the opposite side?


I
checked my time. I had been in for nine minutes. I only had another seven or so
before the emitter would begin having a physiological effect. 


It
had been one thing when I knew I was going to come in and step right back out.
But now, that was impossible. I only guessed that I had fallen ten feet
when I stepped through, it could have been fifteen or twenty. There was no
ladder, no way back to Anya and Wyatt.


I
powered the Wraith down. Best save it for an emergency. If I let my
system rest for a bit, I could likely re-engage it for the full duration if I
found any trouble.


As
it was, I was only using it to hide from the nobody who seemed to be here.


No
sooner had I made that decision then I heard a crushing, grinding sound down
the passageway. It echoed hollowly, and then seemed to lurch into a whirring
roar. It was reminiscent of machinery, but incredibly loud.


I
crept forward, wincing at the sound, peering through the mist.


It
was not long before I saw that my initial assessment was correct. There was
machinery all along the edge of the hallway, turbines that pulled at convoluted
systems of belts, and enough dials and needles to recreate the inside of one of
the early Apollo rockets. That was an interesting thought, I realized. There
were no digital readouts, no computer screens or terminals. The technology was
outdated, and seemed to use gears and steam as often as not.


Soon,
the hallway ended, opening into a slightly larger room. Here, every wall was
covered in the clockwork machinery, looking in some instances as if different
systems had been patched in over time. Grease dripped into shimmering pools on
the floor, and where I looked, I could occasionally find serial models or
manufacturer stamps on the equipment. Smoke and steam escaped from various
valves, and I could smell burning oil in the air.


All
of it was very mundane, Rational technology brought into an Irrational world.


I
had been here for well over fifteen minutes now. This was the point where Anya
and Wyatt realized that something was wrong. I switched my Crown's
communication channels, in case they had stepped through. It was like the
difference between a cell phone and a walkie-talkie; this channel did not
require the Lattice.


 This
is a comm check. Are there any assets within my range? I knew the answer
even as I linked. There is a very subtle sensation when you connect, and here,
there was nothing to connect to.


Only
silence. Only loneliness.


I
spent a moment recording a repeating general-purpose broadcast for any assets
who came within range, and then muted the outflow on my end. 


 This
is Michael Bishop, Asset 108. I am alive. My systems are currently operational.
Atmospheric axioms are sub-Rational. Make certain that a Preceptor immediately
gives you a reading before you proceed.


It
would have to be enough.


I
turned and walked back the way I had come, ready to explore the other two
passages.
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The
second tunnel was very similar to the first, it opened up sooner, and had far
more machinery in it, but these machines were silent; dead as the grave. It
didn't seem as if there were any oil drippings on the ground near these, and
the air didn't smell of hot machinery and steam. All the dials were to one
side, and none of the gears moved.


There
was another hatch, however. This one was in the center of the machine room. It
was slightly smaller than the first, but was constructed in the exact same way.
This passageway continued after the machine room, and there were three more of
the hatches, hidden in the glowing mist.


I
was searching for a handle, a switch, even a fucking doorbell when the
link came.


Hoss,
I assume that you're still vertical since you've got that message runnin'. The
message was a touch scratchy, and not as clear as a Lattice-link, but just then
it was like a raft to a drowning man.


I
grinned. It always surprises me to be happy to hear from you, Wyatt.


Had
to come. I could feel his grin over the link. Figgered
whatever was keepin' ya must be something you wanted to have all to yerself.
You have an Irrat hottie somewhere in this hole?


I
started to reply, but Anya cut in. I have ambient data. Several axiomatic
strands are far sub-Rational. Clear the line for a moment, and I will
send directives for your viral mecha.


Wyatt
and I linked our assent at the same time. Clear/Understood. They seemed
to come at the exact same time. Unlike a Lattice link, our secondary comms
wouldn't sequence out our links and force them to make sense.


For
a moment, there was only a series of high pitched whines and seemingly random
tones in my Crown. I pulled up my mecha interface, and watched the parameters
that Anya had set. A few of them weren't that different from my own, but she
also had a unit of VM's strengthening my neural pathways.


Interesting.


Do
any of the local axioms interfere with our gear, Anya? I don't want to find out
that the disrupters don't work, and that the Adept
actually slows me down here, all at the exact wrong moment.


Your
gear is fine, Michael, but Wyatt will have to recalibrate his baselines for the
tangler.


How
far afield are you, stranger? We gonna have to walk an hour to find you?


My
eyes narrowed. How long have I been gone?


According
to our systems, Michael, we last tracked you at two hours forty-eight minutes
ago.
Anya paused. We would have been dispatched sooner, but the Designate wanted
to get secondary protocols in place.


Wyatt
cut in. Easy enough to see why you didn't show. I'm only glad I didn't land
on Rosie when I came through.


Initial
diagnostics seems to show no lasting damage to my systems, Anya
continued. Although without the Lattice, my readings will be limited. We are
without deep telemetry, and data on axiomatic weaving will not be uploaded. She
paused. I show your systems are undamaged as well, Michael, although I would
like to run a local check.


I'm
not far. If you come forward the passageway will split. I'll meet you there.
I turned and headed back to the junction.


Wyatt
gave me a big grin when I walked through the mists. “I was afraid we'd lost
you, hoss.”


I
grinned back. “Not yet. Closest thing to kill me here is boredom.” 


It
was an unwritten rule that, without the Lattice, we would be speaking more than
linking. The second comm took far more energy than our typical Lattice
communications, and we had no idea how long we would be here. Of course, the
viral mecha could be tasked to create bioenergy, but we didn't want to push
things.


“We've
got antiquated machinery and dead ends down those two.” I pointed down the
passages. “Also, there are hatches in the floor, but they don't open from this
side.”


“That
sounds lovely.” Wyatt grimaced. “If we're lucky, perhaps they are all dead ends
and we can be stuck here.”


Anya's
fingers were twitching, and she looked distracted. I noticed that her fingers
seemed to move a touch slower without the Lattice. “Dossier specifics would ask
me to get readings in those areas you've already been in, Michael.” I always
forgot how tiny and delicate her voice was.


“I
time stamped my Crown. If you want, I can patch you that information. Then, we
can see if the third passage is different in any way.”


Her
nod came slowly. “I won't be able to get any readings from your patch, but
please do send it.”


I
closed my eyes. Without the Lattice, patching data was difficult, and took an
onerous seven seconds. When I was finished, it felt as if I had been lifting
weights with my grey matter.


“Let's
move along.” Wyatt calibrated his keys as he started to walk. “Sooner begun,
sooner done.”


We
walked slowly through the mists, with Wyatt and me on either side of Anya as
she took her readings. It was slow going, and made our speed from earlier in
the desert seem positively fast-paced.


It
wasn't long before we found the first of the machines.


“Are
they all like this?” Wyatt ran his finger along one of the greasy gears. “Last
century, I mean?”


I
nodded. “All dials and gears. I haven't seen a computer screen or a keyboard
anywhere.”


“It
might be indicative of axiomatic shifts.” Anya arched an eyebrow. “Like your
katana, Michael. You might encounter a topia where your disrupters don't
function, but a sharp piece of metal is dangerous almost anywhere.”


I
nodded slowly. “So you think that they might commonly shift axioms in these
rooms, and when they do, computer equipment might not be viable.”


Anya
shrugged distractedly, as her fingers plucked at the air. “It's possible.
There's no way to really say.”


“This
one of yer hatches?” Wyatt was slightly ahead of us, wreathed in glowing mist.
As I stepped forward, I saw he was tracing a finger around its edge.


“It
is.” I crossed my arms and gave him a wry smile. “And I'm betting you won't
find a latch on it, either. It wasn't designed to be opened from this side.”


He
chuckled. “Good thing I don't care much about design. Step back.” He began
calibrating the tangler, and it sang a lower pitch than I was accustomed to
hearing.


“Unless
you wanna go back to the tunnels my boy here found, I'm saying we go forward.”
He looked at Anya.


“From
the data he provided, these tunnels seem quite similar. I imagine it is
unlikely that we find significant axiomatic differences. I doubt the trip is
required.”


Wyatt
grinned. “Good.” He pulled the trigger.


WHUF.


“I'd
step back. Dunno how this one will react to the Crown, or some of yer gear.” He
spat. 


In
front of us, the hatch was crumbling to dust. I stepped back quickly, even
though I expected that I was out of range of his spike.


“I
targeted the steel.” He struck a few keys. “Altered the way that
electromagnetic force binds the iron and carbon.”


“That's
brilliant.” 


“It'll
only be active for five minutes or so. Hopefully, that's enough. If not, I'll
do it again.”


Five
minutes was more than enough. The hatch crumbled downwards. Even though the
brass fittings and bolts were unaffected by his spike, there was nothing for
them to attach to. Long before the spike was inactive, the door had collapsed
in.


“I'm
killing it.” Wyatt struck a few of his keys. “Ok. We are clear.”


“Ambient
axioms have returned to their previous levels.” Anya nodded at him.


I
stepped forward. “I can scout ahead.”


Wyatt
shook his head. “No separating, not here.”


Anya
had a puzzled look on her face. Her fingers moved more quickly, and then her
eyes widened. “It's another topia.” She crouched down next to the hatch, and
peered over the edge. 


“The
fuck you say.” Wyatt crouched down and looked in as well. He blinked, and
looked away. “Vertigo.”


I
looked in, and immediately understood what he meant.


Wherever
this hatch came out at, it was not “down.” In this other topia, the hatch had
been installed in a wall. Where the dust from the door had fallen in, it had
all gathered to one ‘side,’ which in that place was the floor. 


I
looked at Anya. “Readings?”


She
nodded slowly, her fingers twitching. “It's vastly different than this topia.
We will have to be very careful in our mecha calibrations.” Her fingers stopped
for a moment, and then started again. “There are easily a dozen small axiomatic
conflicts. Folic acid will break down, serotonin seems to become an unbonding
molecule, and there will be endocrine system issues.” She gave us both a look. “I'm
not reading nearly enough oxygen. We can't stay inside longer
than four hours, even with mecha calibrations.”


“Understood.”
I drew my disruptors.


As
Wyatt shouldered the tangler. “Will our gear function, Anya?”


Her
brow was furrowed. “I don't know about Michael's disruptors. They rely on
null-point energy to create kinetic force.” She looked at me. “Some of the very
basic forces are different in there.” She turned to Wyatt. “I also cannot say
you will experience the level of field control you are accustomed to, for
similar reasons.”


We
both nodded slowly. 


“Understood.”
I looked at Wyatt. “You ready?”


The
large man grinned. “Born to raise hell.”


Together,
we stepped into a world that was sideways to everything we knew.
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The carpet was green, and belonged somewhere in 1973. Next to
the hatch, it was covered in grey particulates and brass fittings; all that
remained of the door.


The carpet caught my eye, as did the paneling. Just like the
silo, the décor seemed to be caught a couple of decades in the past. 


“We
all clear?” I kept my voice low, not wanting to attract attention. Wyatt
nodded.


“Incoming
mecha specs.” Anya's blue eyes were unfocused. As it had earlier, my Crown
filled with the odd whines and clicks that calibrated the viral mecha.


It
was an annoying sound. I much preferred the Crown’s workings when we had the
Lattice.


When
it was over, Anya bit her lip. “It's not enough. Not really. The mecha were
built to supplement and augment your existing bodily processes. They will
create your required oxygen, but they weren't designed to keep your endocrine
system functioning. They cannot alter axiomatic processes to such a vast degree
for the time we would require.”


I
nodded at her. “We'll do the best we can. Worst case scenario, we'll fall back.”


That
was death too, but I didn't say so. There was no other way out of those corridors,
except for these hatches. It was as if it were built as a go-between, or a
foyer of some kind.


Wait.


That
was an interesting idea. As I had the thought, I froze in place, my eyes wide. 


Was
it possible that every hatch had led to a different topia? That the whole
construction was some kind of way station? The concept was mind boggling.
Typically, the creation of different topias was seen as incredibly complex. Yet
today, I had been inside more than a handful.


“Wyatt,”
I looked at him slowly. “I had a thought.”


“Have
another. You can rub them together and see if they’ll make a spark.” He gave me
a wide grin, which fell when he saw the look on my face.


“I
know Anya patched you the phaneric record of our mission, even though you were
drunk at the time.”


“Yes,”
he nodded affably. “Although I wasn’t drunk.”


“Your
blood alcohol levels were 0.27%, Wyatt.” Anya seemed almost confused.  “I would
most assuredly say you were—”


“Whatcher
point, Hoss?”


“I
had a thought,” I was already accessing the data in my crown, although it came
a bit slow without the Lattice, “that the Irrationality spikes might not have
been targeting our topia. As in, may not have been trying to break through our
veil.”


“What
would be the purpose…” Anya let her question trail as I held up a hand. 


“They
could have rent the veil, it’s obvious.” I was looking at the visual of
Anya’s Fibonacci numbers. “But they didn’t. Also, strangely, there were no
after echoes of Irrationality.” I gave them a grave look. “What if that’s
because those were the after echoes? What if all we picked up were the
echoes of some gargantuan event that didn’t take place in the Rational world at
all?”


“That’s,”
Wyatt paused. I watched him juggling numbers as he looked at the data in his
crown. “An odd idea. What would be the point?”


I glanced upward, indicating the topia we had just dropped
from. 


“What if it wasn’t a change being created in Rationality, but
was something else? Say several topias being connected together, like some kind
of—”


“Like a goddamned dimensional train station?” Wyatt was both
surprised at the idea and somehow offended, as if he found the thought
personally insulting. “Hoss, that’s just…” his voice trailed off as he
contemplated the thought.


“The theory does answer some questions regarding the lack of
Irrational echoes.” Anya’s tone was oddly musing. “There are known instances of
large Irrational events creating harmonic reflections in nearby Rational
space.”


“I’m
not the numbers man,” I glanced at Wyatt, and then to Anya. “But I wager
there’s math that shows what would happen if a topia, say this one, was forced
to make an incursion on another. And if each of those hatches has a different
topia behind them…”


“Each
of them?” Wyatt ran his fingers through his hair, an oddly familiar gesture of
his frustration. “Fuckall, Bishop, that’s just monstrous. Why would any ‘rats
have any cause for such a thing?”


“The
Vyriim are
a hyper-intelligent species that is constantly seeking to create new colonies
for themselves.” Anya quoted the Designate back to us, meeting each of our eyes
briefly. “Everything we know about them indicates that their primary goals
involve invasively spreading as far through the myriad topias as possible.” She
gave the tiniest of shrugs. “This could fit that goal.”


There
was nothing to say to that. We looked at each other for a moment, all
pretending that we weren’t avoiding the topic of genius-level aberrations
invading Rationality.


“Not
for us to make that call.” Wyatt cleared his throat. “If we don’t get out of
here, no one else will be able to either.”


“Agreed,”
I nodded. “I’ll take point.”


“No
slipping off too far.” Wyatt looked at Anya. “Can he use the Wraith in
here without it melting his eyeballs, or making his tongue explode?”


Her
gaze drifted off, and Anya calculated. She nodded slowly. “My readings indicate
that neither of those things would happen.”


I
thought Wyatt’s head was going to explode, right there.


“I’m
initiating Wraith. Keep a good bead on my systems, please, Anya.”


“Understood,
Michael.”


Coolness
washed over my skin as I vanished from their sight. Carefully, I crept from the
small room, and then down the hallway, soft green carpet beneath my feet.


The
carpet wasn't the only thing from the era of funk. The hallway was lined with
wood paneling, and the lights overhead seemed to be halogens. After
approximately four yards, there was a door on the left. It had a small window
set in it, and a brass plate on its front.


 


Mister
Oglemeyer


Associate
Director


 


As
I looked at the nameplate, a man walked into view through the window. He came
from another door; if this had been anywhere else, I might have assumed it was
a small washroom. He wore khaki pants, and a suit jacket that might have been
at home in my closet.


He
also wore a gas mask.


It
was old, perhaps from the Second World War. He had a small tank hanging on his
side, and I could see various tubes running from the tank into the mask. He sat
at his desk, and began to go through a folder of papers.


It
was positively surreal.


I
stood, almost entranced, watching the man. He could have been in any office
building in any large city in the world. He could have been an insurance
adjustor, or an accountant.


Except
that he had to wear a gas mask just so he could breathe. Apparently, he had
been in here a long time. Whatever this operation was, they had adapted to the
local axioms well enough.


I
have visual contact. Anya and since Wyatt were still behind
me. This seemed worth using the link. 


Armed?
Irrat? I could feel Wyatt's eagerness. I knew it wasn't
exactly that he was spoiling for a fight, Wyatt was just tired of feeling
powerless, and ready for something he could control, could make decisions over.


Unarmed.
Unless you count business prospectus' as deadly weapons.


Anya's
concerns were more down to earth. Will the contact see us as we pass, or do
we need to eliminate him?


 I
glanced down at the door. We can slip by, if we want. He shouldn't be too
difficult for us to take out if we need to.


Perhaps
we should hold our position. Anya's link seemed
tentative. It wouldn't do for us to engage the contact without knowing more.


I
think I agree with twitchy, here. I'd hate to have ’rats swarming us while we
focus on one guy.


I
grinned. Understood. 


I
slipped down the hallway.


There
were two more offices, both of them with brass nameplates. They were empty, but
looked similar to the first. After deciding that they didn't warrant much
attention, I crept to the end of the hallway, where it ended in a T and a
metallic blue door, with a cobalt sheen.


There’s
an odd blue door at the end of the hallway. I pressed my
ear against it, trying to listen. It was shockingly cold.


Do
you see ‘rats anywhere?


I
pulled my ear from the door and looked down the T hallway, first right and then
left. 


Negative.
That
wasn't quite true, however. There was a door to the left, and I heard rustling
coming from behind it. Check that. Potential contact. Carefully, I
stepped close to the door, and pressed my ear against it.


That's
when the door opened. It slammed into the side of my head, and threw me
backwards on my ass. I cursed, and not inwardly, or over the link. My katana,
previously held in my left hand, flew from my grasp and clattered on the floor.


Fuck.
I turned and looked up at who had come through the door.


She
was positively surreal.


Her
hair was styled meticulously, at least what I could see of it. Just like the
man in the office, she had a relic of a gas mask on her face. All I could see
was curled hair and a figure to die for all wrapped up in a power suit.


Her
gaze dropped to my katana. Even without being able to make out her eyes through
the insectine goggles of the mask, I could see her wheels turning. Slowly, she
reached underneath her jacket. I could see a holster she was wearing there,
across her chest.


Wyatt.
Get ready. I tensed.


She
wrapped her hand around her pistol. As she peered into the hallway, I struck,
all grace and data from the Adept. 


I
had one chance to do this, and be quiet about it.


I
swept her leg, and as she went down, lunged at her, hoping to silence her
before she screamed. The idea was that this would be over before she knew what
happened.


Nope.


She
was far quicker than I expected. As she went down, she pulled the gun. She
managed to fire once, then twice as she fell. The bullets tore into the ceiling
and the wooden paneling, and sounded like thunder in the small space. 


Excellent.
 I
could feel the eagerness in Wyatt’s comm. Let's rock.


WHUF.


If
“catching the woman gracefully” had been the concept, I fell far short.
Instead, I caught her forehead, which I slammed into the doorframe. The gun
dropped from her unconscious fingers. No sooner had I grabbed for it than
someone else shot, from inside the room. I looked up, and saw four more people,
in business attire and creepy gas masks. One of them had an old, World War II era
machine gun, while another was emptying his pistol in the air over my head.


Quickly,
I grabbed my katana as well, and threw my back against the wall, staying low. 


We
have four more. Two with guns that I can see, I linked.


Got
this “Mister Oglemeyer” trapped in his room, Hoss.


Anya
chimed in. We have no axiomatic disturbances yet. No data on Irrational
capabilities.


Right.
I glanced back through the door. The two with guns were advancing slowly, while
another was slipping out the back door.


Dammit.
I had to move before they could get more.


I
was in this.


Advancing.
I spun into the room, doing my best to keep low and remain silent. From
everything I could see, it was a simple office. There were desks with reams of
paper on them. Four clocks hung on the wall, and there was a window on the far
wall. From here, it looked as if the window looked out into nighttime.


I
let the men get just a touch closer. The one with the pistol was in front, and
I could see his hand tremble, just the smallest amount.


Then
I struck.


I’ve
said it before. The Wraith combined with the Adept is a lethal
setup. Unseen, I spun towards the first man, slicing with the katana. I opened
his neck before he even knew what was happening and turned to the second man.


He
was only horrified for a moment. Then, he turned the machine gun straight
toward me and opened fire. 


Target
may be able to see past the Wraith, I linked as I rolled
to the side, coming up behind one of the desks. From there, I aimed the gun
that I still had from the first woman, and caught him in his side.


As
he went down, I felt one of his bullets hit my shoulder. I spun from the
impact, and went down.


I’m
hit. Shoulder shot. Still operational.


You
still have mecha on standby, Michael. I suggest tasking them for pain and
tissue repair.


It
was hard to believe I still had untasked mecha. Copy that, Anya. No time for
that just now, however.


Someone
was yelling. Was it Russian? If I had been connected to the Lattice, I could
have translated in real time. Anya would know, I thought to myself. Pushing
myself up, I aimed the pistol at one of the others, and shot twice. One went
through the gas mask, the other caught him in the neck.


The
fourth man was gone. He had run out the other door.


God
dammit.


Michael,
I’m sending Wyatt in. There are some odd readings out here. I’m trying to make
sense of them.


Be
careful, Preceptor. I disengaged the Wraith.


“Looks
clear.” Wyatt stepped into the room. He walked across the way and shut the
door. Then, he placed a spike on our side, beyond the door.


WHUF.



“Just
in case?” I raised an eyebrow at him.


Wyatt
gave a devious grin. “It’s ‘nother handy use for stasis spikes. Some ’rat walks
in, and suddenly the hallway is blocked. No one will be coming this way for a
bit.”


I
shut down the Wraith, and made a momentary adjustment to my
untasked mecha. Moments later, soothing painkillers were in my veins.


We
have a target down. Injured, but not dead. I nodded to
where the man lay groaning on the floor.


Wyatt
nodded once, and walked over towards the man. He kicked the machine gun so it
was good and out of reach, and pulled the mask from his face.


“Mornin’
buddy.” He glanced over at the window. “Or evenin’. What the hell ever.” 


“Who—”
There were flecks of blood on the man’s lips. His eyes were wide as his gaze
went between Wyatt and me. He was gasping for air. “You’re… them. Oh. Oh, God.”
He looked as if he might start to cry.


Wyatt
gave the man his friendliest smile and set the mask back where it had been. The
Irrat took a deep gulp of air.


“Now.
We ain’t that bad. Just looking for some answers is all.” He looked about. “Seems
like there’s only one left who can give us those.”


The
man’s voice was a reedy whisper. “No. No answers for you. They’ll—” The man
shut his mouth, as if realizing something. 


I
gave the man a dark look. “You assume we won’t do worse.” I glanced over
my shoulder, at the man whose throat I had opened. “That is a dangerous
assumption.”


“I…”
The man was trying to get a grasp on himself. “I know you’ll do whatever you
feel is necessary, Michael Bishop.”


A
chill ran down my back at the calm certainty in the man’s voice. The world
seemed to bend around me, just a touch. The room smelled like rancid meat.


You
have a small spike in ambient Irrationality within that room. Anya’s
voice was matter of fact. You are currently at negative one Rationality.


Wyatt
knocked the man in the side of the head. “Knock that shit off. You’re not doing
anything that we haven’t seen a thousand times before.”


“The
thing is, this is probably your last day on the job unless we can give you a
hand.” I pushed at the man’s side. His clothing was sticky with blood. “So
whoever you are protecting, he’s not really going to be able to do that much
for you. On the other hand,” I shrugged, “a Facility hospital might be better
than dead.”


The
man laughed. It was a winding, meandering laugh, made all the stranger by the
gas mask. 


“I’ve
known men who got re-educated, spook. They weren’t the same.” He coughed then.
It was wet and rasping. “Seems like I’m dead here on the floor, or I go with a
couple of black suits and get gentled. Then my gift is dead inside me and I’m
just another blind idiot.” He coughed again. “No. I’m a believer, asshole. I’ll
die doing what’s right.”


Watch
it up here, Bishop. We have a zealot. He won’t be giving us shit.


Agreed.


This
was often the case. Sometimes, it seemed as if all Irrats were the same. Give
some hillbilly reality shaping powers, and it becomes a religious experience.
You can’t convince them that they aren't God's chosen.


I
sighed. “Last chance, friend. We detected irregular readings in the Mojave
Desert. They were dangerous, and executed with precision. Following up on those
led us here. Do you have any information for us?”


Even
though I could not see his face, the smile was in his voice. “Eat shit. You’ll
know soon enough. I’ll die a free man.”


I
exchanged a look with my best friend, and nodded.


“That you will.” Wyatt pulled the mask from his face, and
hurled it across the room. Parts of it shattered against the wall. Almost
immediately upon breathing the air, the man began to gasp.


“It was your call, sir.” I nodded at him as he sank to the
ground.


We’re
coming back, Anya. I glanced at my system time. We had three
hours forty-eight minutes remaining.


Copy
that, Michael. I hated the way the secondary comm made
the link feel so heavy and slow. I have some new data here.


When
Wyatt and I stepped back into the hallway, Anya seemed pleased with herself. “It’s
as if they’ve built a new technology. It was axiomatically locked. Similar to
the door at the silo.”


Obviously,
we had missed something. I smiled a little at her. “What?”


“The
blue door.” She rested her hand against it. “I was getting odd readings in this
spot. I thought they might be originating behind the door, but they
weren’t. Someone has literally altered the way mass and motion function, in the
very small space of this door. It’s a lock of sorts.”


“An
axiomatic lock?” That was interesting.


“Anyone
could open it, but only if you knew how it had been done.” 


My
smile grew wider as she spoke. I wondered if I would ever get used to hearing
her speak out loud.


“You
didn’t even need me this time.” Wyatt was teasing. “Next thing you know, you’ll
be taking up katanas and the tangler yourself.”


She
gave him an odd look. “I don’t have the requisite slot space, Wyatt. The Preceptor
class packet is a permanent installation—”


He
laughed out loud. “Christ, Anya. This never gets old.”


I
cut in. “Do you know what’s behind the door?”


She
shook her head. “Dossier parameters indicate that I am to allow for escort, and
focus on my readings. Exploration without my cadre seems unwise, at best.”


I
smiled at her. “Fair enough.” I gave Wyatt a glance. “Shall we see what was
important enough to try and keep this door closed?”


He
grinned, and powered up Rosie. “Seems reasonable.”


I
reached for the door handle. It was still cold. As it turned in my hand, I had
a sudden thought.


“Let's
be careful. Our last two doors have led to different topias.”


“It's
like an Irrat travel agency.” Wyatt chuckled. “Maybe we can collect souvenirs.”


“I
already have a bullet hole in my shoulder. That's enough for me.” I gently
pushed at the door. It slowly swung inward, almost ominously.


I
nodded at Wyatt, and then at Anya, and I stepped into the room.


None
of us had any idea that what we were going to find was going to change the
course of human history.
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The
first thing I noticed about the room was the overwhelming, horrific scent. Anya
stepped up next to me, her fingers plucking and twitching. 


“Nothing
new. The axioms within are the same.”


“Good
to know.”


Inside,
there were only twisted shadows and murmurs in the darkness. I reached behind
me and opened the door completely, letting the light of the hallway splash into
the room. From the doorway, all we could see were looming shadows. They were
tall, cylindrical things, scattered across the room. Some of them gave off the
faintest bit of light.


The
room absolutely reeked. It was an earthy, sour scent that cloyed. 


“Oh,
Oh God!” Wyatt waved a hand in the air, as if he could wave it away, but it
persisted.


If
there was anyone inside, they would have known the moment the door opened a
crack, from the light, much less from Wyatt’s interjections. As there was no
gunfire the moment I opened the door, I felt relatively safe.


“I’m
switching to optics.” I accessed the infra- and ultra-spectrums through my Crown.
As the data synched with my visual cortex, I blinked, trying to get things in
focus.


“Understood.”
Wyatt powered the tangler back up, and the three of us crept into the room.


Once
inside, the shadowed cylinders became far easier to make out. They were metallic,
and uniform in size. Once I got close enough, I realized that they had a thick glass
door in one side. Most were dark, but towards the center of the room, several
of them shone with an odd light within.


“Do
you hear that?” Wyatt’s voice was a sharp whisper. “It sounds like wet breathing.”


I
hadn’t heard it, but now that he brought it to my attention, I did. He was
right. It was like the great inbreath of some huge creature, looming in the
darkness. 


“It’s
like a bellows.” I looked up. My optics were having a hard time getting a
focus, but it seemed like it was in front of us. The more I looked, however,
the more my visual readout seemed to jump and glitch.


“Can
you see anything?” Wyatt sounded irritated. He must have been having the same
experience. 


“Optics
aren’t working well. Must be some kind of interference. I’m altering my
parameters.” No sooner had I begun cycling through the Crown’s settings than I
saw it— a murky, somewhat circular area on the floor, hidden in the gloom.


A
liquid? From the way it seemed to shift and bubble, it might be.


Wyatt
had walked around the side of one of the cylinders. He had his hand on the
glass door, and was peering inside. A soft, greenish glow emanated from within.


“It's—”
His eyes were wide. “There's a person in here.”


Anya
and I stepped around to look. Sure enough, the vat was filled with what seemed
like a thick, liquid gel of some kind. From below the woman, a greenish light
illuminated her naked form. Tubes ran into her nose, ears, and several points
on her arms. 


Anya
was taking readings. “I can't say what all of this is, but—”


“I
can.” I could hear the horror in my whisper. “Look. Look in the liquid.”


As
one, we all peered into the metallic cylinder. Wyatt and Anya saw what I had
seen at the exact same moment. I saw the cold horror drift into Wyatt’s eyes; I
watched as Anya’s breath caught.


“Oh.
Oh fuck me.” Wyatt’s tone held the heavy weariness of despair. I watched him
deflate, just a touch.


It
was for their young.


Inside
the cylinder, swimming in the goo, were
dozens, hundreds of pitch black larvae, the largest no bigger
than an earthworm. They undulated in the liquid, some of them winding around
each other, forming impossible bodies before releasing and joining up with
others.


As
I watched, a thick strand swam out from the woman’s nose.


 “She's
not the only one.” Wyatt was peering into the gloom, looking at the other
cylinders. “There are people in several of these.”


“I'm
reading an odd spike. It's small, but—” Anya was looking behind me. “Michael.”


I
turned, and looked the woman we had first seen. Her black hair floated around
her in the liquid, and her eyes were open. Open, aware, and filled with an
alien blackness.


She
screamed. 


The
sound was muffled, but it rippled into oddly shaped bubbles within the liquid. It
was something I felt as much as I heard, as a weight in my mind. The woman’s
eyes were huge, and dark. I couldn't see any white within them.


“Rationality
negative two.” Anya looked at me. “That's from the ambient Rationality, mind
you. We were already sub-Rational.” She paused. “Negative three.”


Then,
the world around us rippled, undulated like a serpent. 


“Fuck!”
Wyatt yelled as a dark tentacle writhed out of the gloom. I spun and saw it,
all shadow and talon, rising from the shrouded center of the room. There were
no eyes on the creature, just knotted strands of corded tendril, many ending
with wicked hooks or small, hungry suckers.


He
stumbled backwards, in a blind panic, and fell against another of the
cylinders. There was a man within it, a naked, Asian man with hauntingly pale
skin. 


The
moment Wyatt slammed against his small chamber, the man’s eyes opened. Like the
woman’s, they were like haunted midnight. 


The
man’s mouth opened in a feral cry that bubbled through the liquid and sliced at
my mind.


I
stepped toward the center of the room, pulling the katana off my back. Almost
immediately, another pair of the hungry, shining tendrils appeared in the
darkness. I swung with one of my blades, but felt nothing.


They
were gone.


It
was liquid in the center of the room, a viscous, bubbling pool. As I
stepped closed, I could see that the tubes
that ran into the cylinders all ended in the foul-smelling liquid.


I could hear the Vyriim in my mind.
It was like the buzzing of furious hornets, like the whispers of the long mad.


“Negative
five, gentlemen.” Anya’s voice was tight.


The
woman and the man were still screaming; gurgling cries of anger and horror all
rolled into one. I glanced at Anya, and then at the Irrat. 


“Can
we shut them up?” Wyatt glanced at the odd dials and switches at the base of
the male’s cylinder, even as he watched the shadows.


“We
have no way of knowing what these do, Wyatt.” Anya was checking her readings.


Then,
one of the cold, hooked tentacles reached for me from the brine. I leapt back,
swinging both katana, but missed.
As I watched that one, a second swiped at my leg, and I felt the hooks tear
through the fabric of my slacks.


“Fuck!”
It was agony, was deep, unreasoning terror.
I cried out, rolling away from the tentacle even as it tried to curl around my
leg.


Engaging
Wraith.
I had already begun the process as I linked.


“Oh,
fuck this.” The high pitched whine of the tangler amped up, and I lunged again
for the place in the shadows where the tentacle had just been.


There
was nothing there. 


My
leg was throbbing agony where those hooks had shredded my slacks and carved
coldness into my body. My heart thundered with terror as I wondered if those
hooks were how they injected a subject with larvae.


No
time.


I could feel the aberration laughing, mocking us. It was like
knives in my mind.


“I’ll
stop her. You want to move, Anya,” Wyatt’s voice was gruff. I heard him typing.
“Over here.”


Then,
WHUF.


I
didn't even turn and look. My eyes were only for those strands of coiled
darkness. I watched, my blades held high.


Then
I heard the woman's scream.


It
changed in pitch, from rage to agonizing terror.  Wyatt was keying something
up, his fingers flying. As he did, her screams choked off, liquid and wet.


I
knew I didn’t want to see what was happening. I had seen Wyatt boil the blood
of people while alive. I had seen him reduce the water in their body to
absolute zero or force their bones into a gaseous state.


He
was taking care of business, that was all.


As
the woman’s cries choked off, however, I saw the briny pool ripple; I felt the muttering
in the back of my mind shatter into angry shards.


Wyatt,
that may not have been—


I
hadn’t even finished my link when the aberration exploded from the brine. It
splashed its stinking filth all across us.


It
was like the Vyriim we had seen before, only
much larger.
As it dragged itself from the pool, it swam into the air, a vaguely squid-shaped
mass of bundled tentacles. 


It
was horrific grace. It screamed into our minds.


With
less than a thought, the Adept was already in play. I tumbled across the
floor, aiming to be directly beneath the bundled mass. Perhaps if I struck at
its center with my blades—


But
it was already moving, arcing through the air like some terrible denizen of the
deep ocean. It writhed through the air, with a few of the tentacles breaking
off, forming smaller clusters, and then rejoining the whole.


With
an urgent intensity, it bore down on Wyatt, dozens of hungry tendrils writhing.


He
didn’t have a chance. 


I
watched in horror as one tentacle wrapped around his waist, and two more
grabbed the same leg. 


You
can fuck right off! I could feel fury and unreasoning
terror in his link. The tangler whirred, and then it went off.


WHUF.
WHUF. WHUF. One of the spikes flew wild, piercing
the side of another of the glass and metal cylinders. Wyatt’s link devolved
into mental agony as the barbed tentacles shredded both clothing and flesh. 


Then
it swam back towards the pool of bubbling brine, dragging Wyatt along with it. 


I
could feel the adrenaline in his body, the agony of the hooks and the terror of
death.


Still
beneath the Wraith, I leapt forward, blades flashing. I couldn’t
possibly reach the tentacles that held Wyatt, but I sliced squarely through another
one, my blades cutting cleanly. A yellowish ichor splashed against the floor,
and the severed tentacle continued to writhe, undulating where it lay.


In
my mind, the creature screamed. Its body turned towards me, several tendrils
hungrily seeking.


I
had felt before that the aberrations
could sense me through the Wraith, and I still wasn’t certain how that
was possible. Now, however, when the creature
turned towards me, it didn’t behave as if it immediately noticed me.


Instead,
it focused upon Anya, swarming towards her, appendages hungrily writhing.


No!
I spun towards it, slicing as I came. Three more of the aberrant tentacles fell
before my blade, spraying a mist of otherworldly viscera. 


I
was swinging again when I felt Anya’s scream through my crown. It was like
shards of ice, cutting me to the quick. 


Michael!
The link carried with it terror and sensation. I could feel the pain as it
wrapped itself around her, as it shredded part of her tactical gear and the
skin on her arms and legs. The sensation was crushing, and I was horrified to
realize that the hooks had a terrible purpose.


They
shredded any barrier between the creature and any orifices that it could use to
claim a body as its own.


It
was all happening so quickly. My connection to my friends was so intimate that
I couldn’t help but partially experience their pain and terror as smaller
tendrils sought ingress to their bodies. I could hear Wyatt as a slender strand
was snaking its way up his leg—


No.
No! No! Nooo!


I
lunged forward, attempting to reach for the tentacles that had him, but the
entire tangle moved, again swimming back towards the pool of mucous. In a
shining moment of clarity, I realized what was about to happen. It would
retreat into the brine, dragging my friends with it to those murky depths. 


Then,
they were truly lost.


I
only had a moment to think. Anya and Wyatt were across the room from each other;
there was no way I could get to both of them. Every time I struck with my
blades, it seemed as if more tentacles simply took the place of what I cut
away. No, I needed something different—


The
dampener grenades.


Frantically,
I scoured through my pockets. I had no way of knowing if baseline
Rationality would slow the creatures, but I knew they had altered things before
striking, both times. They were fast, perhaps even too fast for the Adept,
but if I could just tilt things, even just a little—


That was when my hand came to rest on the cool disk of the Tabula
Rasa.


The Tabula was often a last ditch device, and would utterly
obliterate all matter within its radius. For a moment I hesitated, uncertain. After
all, it could kill us just as easily. 


Then,
I heard Anya’s cry cut off. I looked, and saw that the Vyriim had her in the air,
carrying her towards the pool. It was suffocating her, forcing one of its
tentacles down her throat. She gagged around its filth, tears streaming down
her face. 


Fuck
this. I’d rather us all be dead than this. 


I
grasped the small disk and pulled it out, twisting dials as I did. I knew that
some of the settings weren’t exact, but exact wasn’t something I had time for.


As
it began to heat in my hand, I leapt towards the main body of the monstrosity.
When I was close enough, I plunged the device into its center mass, trying not
to retch.


The
scent, combined with the sensation of dozens of them slithering against me, was
mind rending. I pushed as deeply as I could, screaming with horror. I buried my
arm to my shoulder, before releasing the Rasa.


Then,
with revulsion burning in my blood, I yanked my arm free.


For
a terrifying moment, I thought I was stuck.


The
second I had touched the strands, of course, they had felt my presence. Some
began wrapping themselves around my arm, tiny barbs sinking into my jacket.
Still, I had the strength of a man gripped by horror, and I tore free,
shredding portions of my inner arm as I did.


Frantically,
I stumbled and hurled myself away from the creature. I could hear Wyatt,
screaming in my mind, but Anya had gone silent.


I
didn’t even know what radius the device had been set for, as I couldn’t exactly
make out the dials in the misty gloom. It could take the entire room, for all I
knew, but that would be better, far better than—


It
felt like thunder in my bones. There was a writhing, screaming silence. I
glanced over my shoulder, at the abomination hanging in the air, but all I
could see was brilliance, burning magnesium white, as the Tabula Rasa
obliterated everything in a sphere around it.


Too
large. The thought was maddening, frantic. I set it too
large. It will swallow us—


Then,
the field collapsed.


In
an instant, the air in the room crashed into the center of what was now a
vacuum, and I was tossed forward, head over heels. The collapse was followed by
a loud pealing rumble that I could feel in my skull,
and I hit my head against the stone floor, pain blossoming sharply in my skull.



I slumped forwards, feeling the dark curtain of
unconsciousness slipped around me, soft and inviting. 


“No…” I tried pushing myself up, tried biting my tongue
hoping that the pain would keep me awake.


Now initiating type III emergency resuscitation protocols. I could hear the prompt in my crown, but it seemed impossibly
far away. Rerouting viral mecha operating parameters.


My heart seemed to explode as the adrenaline poured through
my system. I pushed myself up, gasping, with my eyes wide.


 I could hear Anya, gagging and retching. When I opened my
eyes, I saw her on all fours, sicking up a good two feet of writhing tentacle.
It was severed from the whole, and the ground was covered with similar, still
writhing appendages. They were dying, strands that had been left, sliced neatly
in two when the body of the aberration has ceased to exist.


Then I felt Wyatt over the link.


He was broadcasting, but not words. Instead, it was a panicky
mix of pain and terror, laced with horrified bewilderment. I turned towards
him, and saw him frantically prying one of the severed tentacles off of his
face. The tendrils were twitching reflexively, pulling at the barbs embedded in
his flesh.


The left side of his face was a ruin.


Wyatt! Horrified, I
sprinted to him. He cautiously peeled the tendril from his head, and I felt my
heart fall to somewhere around my knees.


Wyatt’s left eye was completely sliced from his face.


Hoss. I could feel his searing
pain, and knew his heart was hammering in his chest, but also feel him trying
to steady himself. He threw the tendril in disgust and cold fury. Glad to
see you. 


Fuck. I gaped at him,
completely lost for words. Wyatt, I—


I’m sending calibrations for your viral mecha. Anya’s link felt… weary, exhausted in a way I had never
heard from her. These are suggestions for tissue regeneration and pain
management.


I heard the whirring as the packet hit my crown. A brief
perusal showed almost half of my mecha being geared for pain management.


Anya. Wyatt groaned in
agony as he sat up. His shredded face was macabre. These settings—


Will not restore your loss, Wyatt. She retched again, bringing up a small, writhing tendril.


No. He shook his head. You’re
suggesting that we recalibrate using viral mecha that we need for survival. We
still need oxygen, need basic biological  requirements.


“Yes.” She sat up, wiping her mouth. Her voice sounded
positively dainty in the cavernous room. “These settings will reduce us from
having three hours twenty-three operational minutes to fifty-three operational
minutes. However, we will be pain free and capable of almost full operational
standards.” She gave the tiniest of smiles. “We will conserve energy further by
not using the comm. It’s the best we can do. If we must, we can use the dampener
grenades and the tangler to create save havens for ourselves as we traverse the
topia.”


It still sounded dire. 


Still, there was little choice. We were all about to topple
over, and Wyatt was probably in shock, even though he still had the strength to
snark. 


If we didn’t make the calibrations, we wouldn’t make it much
further than this room, regardless. 


“We can go back.” I let the words hang in the air for a long
moment before speaking again. “We were closer to Rationality on the other side
of that hatch.”


“I wager my right eye that the intel we need is on this side
of the hatch.” Wyatt’s tone was flat. “I think Anya needs to get all the
readings that she can.”


“Our life expectancy,” Anya’s eyes were distant, but then she
looked at me, “will not increase by a great deal on the far side of that
hatch.” 


We were all silent for a moment, and I knew that the choice
was made. I made the appropriate alterations to my viral mecha, and the burning
pain where I had been struck with the tentacles faded into a numbness.


It was perhaps the only way we would survive.


I was the first to stand. The room was still dim, but the
screaming from the cylinders had stopped. Peering through the darkened glass, I
could see that the young woman inside was dead, surrounded by tiny filaments of
blackness, floating lifelessly in the water. 


In fact, every strand in the room seemed to be dead or dying.


The Tabula Rasa had worked just as intended— the parts of the
creature caught in the blast radius had simple ceased to be, as the device
obliterated everything within range. In the floor, beneath where the aberration
had been floating, was a hemispheric shaped bowl, part of the floor that had been
carved into nonexistence.


“The room looks clear.” My voice echoed oddly in the gloom. I
let my vision drift through the various spectra of light, but couldn’t see
anything moving except for us.


“I’ll take your word for it.” Wyatt was fastening a
Confederate flag handkerchief around his head, covering his eye and stanching
the bleeding.


Then, he stood, shouldering the tangler again. He stepped to
the edge of the pool, and I heard his gear start to whine. 


“Let’s make certain that no more squigglies can have their
happy birthday in here.” He fired one, then a second spike into the pool, his
fingers gleefully keying in some destructive spite.


“There will be dozens of these rooms, Wyatt.” Anya’s voice
sounded so… tired. “The intel we have on the creatures is that when they invade
a topia, they come in swarms of thousands. This one pool isn’t remotely enough.”


“Invade?” I turned towards her. “Is that the assumption now?
That the Vyriim are invading Rationality?”


She looked towards me. The tiniest bit of a patient smile
teased the edge of her lips.


“It’s not an assumption, Michael.” She stood. “Every piece of
tactical data we have on the creatures states that colonization is their
primary goal. They’ve never been encountered in these numbers so close to
Rationality.” She shrugged. “I think it’s apparent.”


I hated that she was correct. Still, all logic pointed in the
same direction. There had been hundreds of the creatures in just one of the
cylinders. Positioned this close to Rationality, this wasn’t just a simple
incursion.


It was invasion. 


It was all out war.


“Well, they can’t use this one.” Wyatt his one final key. “We
should move, though. I bet this stuff smells even worse while boiling.”


“Roger that.” I picked up one of my katana from where I had
apparently dropped it. “There’s another door, it’s just on the far side of the
room. I glimpsed it while saving everyone from a horrific fate.”


Faster next time, yeah? I
could feel Wyatt’s playful grin over the link, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.


He amazed me. I knew his viral mecha were cloaking his pain, but
the fact that he could still tease, even in the face of having his eye ripped
out…


Wyatt wasn’t defeated. Even in the face of physical
disfigurement, of only being alive for another few hours, and the invasion of
our world, he was still himself, still refused to stay down.


That was who we were.


We weren’t out of this yet, but we were a long way from
beaten.
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We wandered through several small rooms after that. Most of
them seemed dedicated to equipment of various types; Anya believed they were
used to power the machinery in the spawning room. Regardless, we saw no one as
we went, and Anya took readings the entire time.


Still, the building reminded me far more of an old office
building than a hideout for Irrational terrorists, or a breeding ground for any
human aberrations.


It was about three minutes later that we came across the
first of the massive doors. It reminded me of the bank vault style door that we
had dropped through to come here. Above it, there was a brass plaque that
looked as if it had been installed yesterday.


 


Dhire Lith


 


“What language is that in, Anya?” I remembered, then, that I
had forgotten to tell her about the Russian I had overheard.


She peered at the letters. “None that I know. We can analyze
it if we contact the Lattice again, but without it, I cannot say.”


“When.” I put my hand on her slight shoulder. “When we
contact the Lattice.”


She smiled up at me sweetly. “Of course.”


We decided to ignore the large round door for the moment and continued
down the hallway, passing another window. Like before, it looked out onto a
night sky.


“Not home, that's for sure.” Wyatt peered through the glass.
The sky was more violet than black, and there were millions of visible stars.
The land around us was a desolate waste, and the moon hung low, its light
orange and sickly.


It gave me nausea just looking at it. The sky seemed to
writhe, and bleed.  It was bent.


It was wrong.


At the end of the hallway was another set of double doors,
still looking like any doors one might encounter in an office.


Anya was already taking readings. “Still at ambient zero.”


I nodded at Wyatt, and cracked open the door. His fingers
were tense on his keys.


No one.


Inside was a laboratory. It looked quite sterile, with
several metallic surfaces. There were worktables with unfamiliar gear, and a
shelf with binders of notes on lined, yellow paper.


Anya's fingers were twitching rapidly. “Zero. But,” she
tilted her head, as if listening to echoes that only she could hear, “I have
traces of Irrational activity. I can't do a weave analysis without the Lattice.
If I could, however, I believe that it would show that Rationality is often
altered in this room.”


A
chart on the wall caught my eye. It was a series of numbers along one side that
spiraled into a symmetrical curve. It seemed as if it were a recording of data
analysis.


“Anya.”
My voice was quiet, but I was excited. This was something… something familiar. “Look
here.”


She
stepped to me, her eyes distant. As she looked at the chart, I watched as recognition
blossomed in her eyes.


“Fibonacci
numbers.”


“What?”
Wyatt was confused.


“While
you were enjoying yourself at the Booby Trap, our Preceptor noticed something
in the packet. Whatever Irrat tech was creating the spikes in Irrationality, it
did so in waves of Fibonacci numbers.”


“It
was here.” Her voice was soft. “Whatever they were working on, they were doing it here.”


I scowled. “So, the idea is that whatever Irrationality they
were doing reached not only through this topia, but through the one we
passed through to get here. Those were the echoes registered
by Facility 17.”


She gave me a look. “I think you're thinking about it wrong,
Michael. I don't think this was a separate topia at the time. Does the
architecture of place look anything like the inside of the missile silo, the
little you saw of it, anyway?”


My
eyes were wide. “Some of it does.” I thought of the thick shag carpets, and the
office décor.


 Her
voice was quiet. “Look at the blueprints.”


I
pulled up the dossier, and found the schematics we had on the silo.


Yes.
We were in the exact same building. I could see the lab we were in, as well as
the hallways and room and s we had passed through.


“That's
impossible.” Wyatt was looking at the
same schematics. “So ‘rats just plucked a building out of
Rationality and left it here?”


“Something
like that.” I was looking at the data. It matched on every point. “The interior
is different than it is on the schematic, but yeah. Architecturally it is
identical.”


“This is axiomatic weaving at an unprecedented level.” Anya
picked one of the binders, and was paging through it. “With this technology, the
Vyriim could create conduits into any point of Rationality. The desert in
Nevada was a test—”


Two
men opened the door on the far side of the room.


“Told
you to leave.” Even though I couldn't see Firenzei's face through the gas mask,
I could see his shock of red hair, and recognized his clothing. He had blood
stains on his side, and held a sawed off shotgun.


“I
told you we couldn't do that.” I narrowed my eyes at the man..


“Well,
you are now thoroughly,” he grinned, “outside your jurisdiction. I'm afraid you
need to come with us.”


“You
should be afraid.” I gave him a tight smile. “If you'd like to go round up some
friends, I'll allow it.”


The
smile fell from his face as he swung the shotgun towards me. 


“My
friends are already here, Bishop.”


I
engaged the Wraith the moment before he opened fire. Then, Firenzei
vanished.


The
man he came in with ran to the side of the room, and flipped up a metal table.
He opened fire, the gun barking as Wyatt and Anya hit the ground.


Firenzei
appeared right on top of Wyatt. He swung down with the butt of his gun, and
struck Wyatt in the face. Wyatt grunted in pain, stumbling backwards.


 Then
Firenzei was gone again.


“You
won't do that twice, you little fuck!” WHUF. WHUF. WHUF.


Anya,
can I get an overlay on his pattern again?


Acknowledged,
Michael. She placed small points of light over my visual
input, located in several places throughout the room. He hasn't leapt as
much so far this time. These are only probabil—


“Hello,
bitch.” Firenzei brought the gun against Anya's face, hard. I felt her
link suddenly cut off. He wrapped an arm around her, and then they both
were gone.


“You
did not!” Wyatt was enraged. He fired a spike into the metal table that
the other Irrat was using for cover. In less than a second, it was white hot
and starting to melt. The man screamed. He hurled himself backwards, but I
could see that his mask had melted against his face.


Firenzei
appeared again, behind us. In his left hand, he held a fire extinguisher. He
threw it towards Wyatt, and shot it in midair.


It
exploded. White, foamy powder coated everything.


Including
me.


Shit.
Wraith ain't doing you any good now, hoss.


Acknowledged.
I disengaged my gear.


We
gotta get out of here. I ran across the room to where the
burnt man was wailing. I could see that most of his skin had melted away.
Still, he held his weapon, swinging it towards me.


I
struck him once, squarely behind the ear. He dropped like a stone.


Wyatt
was on the move as well, his fingers madly scrambling on the keys.


Recalibrating.
These three spikes were to be stasis fields, but if we're moving on...
There was a burst of intense heat. We'll just mimic the last spike we set and
move on.


I
threw the door open as the room caught fire. She's got to be close.
Surely he couldn't risk taking her far.


“We're
not done.” Firenzei was at the end of the hallway. He raised his shotgun. 


WHUF.
Wyatt’s spike came at the exact same time as the thunder from the gun.
Instantly, his stasis field turned silver in front of us.


I
glanced to the left. Side door.
I sent the link and opened the metallic door. It was dark within. 


Michael,
Wyatt. Anya's link was weak. Firenzei is a distraction.
There is another axiomatic snare in the hallway ahead, as well as one just
inside that side door.


Wyatt
chimed in. What are the parameters of the snare, Princess?


We
can't exactly go back, Anya. Wyatt started a fire.


Then,
Firenzei, appeared behind Wyatt. He was two steps to my left, and raising his
gun towards my friend.


He
had made the Wraith useless, that was true. But being covered in fire
retardant had no effect on the Adept.


In
the space of a breath, quicker than I fully realized, I was turning. I moved
like a serpent strikes, like a storm in winter. I raised my blade, the Adept
pronouncing judgment before I fully consciously realized what was happening.


Firenzei
screamed. A scarlet blossom of blood spattered against the wall. 


The
gun hit the wall and fell.


Part
of his hand fell to the floor. 


For
a moment, all I could see were his eyes. They burned through me, afire with
shock and malice and hate.


Then
he was gone.


He
had me. Wyatt looked at me, shaken. He was too stunned to speak
aloud, and so linked over the secondary comm. I was focusing on Anya's link,
and trying to get a location on her.


I
put my hand on his shoulder. We have to go.


We
are within one hundred feet of each other, although of course all I have is
signal strength, not direction. Anya sounded
apologetic. 


I
could sense pain through the link.


Anya?
Are you injured?


She
paused, just the tiniest bit. It was telling. I am operational, but will
need assistance. She paused again. Hold one moment while I patch Wyatt
the Axiomatic specs he will need to pass the snares.


Understood.
 I
was worried about her. I couldn't shake the feeling that she wasn't being
completely honest.


Wyatt
twitched from the size of the patch. Immediately, he disengaged the static
field. The bullet caught within tore through the air and buried itself in
office wall.


“There's
not too much to this.” He smiled at me but it was still shaky. “If we alter the
Axioms around the snares, then they don't have their prerequisites to go off.” 


WHUF.
He
placed one in the center of the hallway, and then walked over to the side door
I had opened. WHUF.


I
sent a link to Anya. He set the spikes. Are we clear here? I paid very
close attention, trying to determine how badly she was hurt.


She
took just a moment to respond. Readings are ambient Rationality zero,
Michael. 


I
peered into the room. 


It
seemed little more than storage. I stepped inside, brushing some of the white
powder from my body as I did.


It
was dim inside. Shadowy.


Seems
clear in here. There is another door on the far side.


Wyatt
linked back. Understood. I've got yer six.


I
slipped to the next door, listening at it carefully.


Nothing.
I cracked it open, peeking through the crack. Beyond, I saw ragged green
carpet. A light flickered overhead, as if it were about to go out, and—


Anya.


She
was crouched on the floor, in a small pool of blood. In the dim light, her fair
hair seemed almost angelic. When she looked up at me, I could see pain in her
eyes.


 “Anya?”
I stepped closer. There was blood on her leg. 


It
was her knee. She had torn her shirtsleeve and was using it as a makeshift
bandage, but there was a lot of blood.


 The
asshole had brought her here, shot her kneecap, and then came back to deal with
us.


I
won’t be able to walk. Her voice was completely matter of
fact. I’ll have to lean on you, but all my gear is still operational.


That
wasn’t what mattered to me. I was just happy she was alive.


“Come
on. Let’s get you up.” I linked to Wyatt as I helped her stand. She’s
injured. Asshole shot her kneecap.


 I
could feel Wyatt’s anger. I’m glad you took his hand off. I’m glad.


“My
right leg is fine, if you can support me on the left one, then we can move.”
She smiled briefly, and that pained me most of all. It was truly awful that
Anya needed to have her kneecap shot before I could see so much of her smile.


It
was beautiful.


“I
have you.” I put an arm around her. I started to say something else, but was
startled by the sound that suddenly rumbled through the room.


It
was ominous. It was a machine, like a giant engine. I gave her a look.


“That’s
the second time.” She nodded across the room at a wooden door. “It was a little
louder last time.”


Wyatt,
I’m moving ahead here.


Copy
that.


I’m
leaving Anya here. She’s not walking without help.


He
said nothing, but I could feel his fury with Firenze over the link.


Slowly,
I limped Anya towards the door. When we got there, I leaned her against the wall.
I was alarmed at how pale she looked.


“I’m
going in first. Wyatt is running backpoint. He’ll be along in a moment.”


She
only nodded. Her pale face looked so tired.


I
opened the door. The system time showed we had been down here too long already.
Twenty-seven minutes remained. 


The
sound rolled over me the moment I opened the door, along with the smell of
burning oil and hot metal. Steam and smoke were everywhere. Moving frantically
among the machines were several men, wearing white coats, rubber aprons and
gloves. As soon as one saw me, he yelled something unintelligible. Russian
again? Maybe. 


They
all panicked.


Three
of them ran for a door on the other side of the room. Two stayed behind, one of
those cursing at the men who ran. The one who was cursing was working at a
gigantic gear. It seemed stuck, but then, he got it to move, just a few inches.
It whirred, somewhere deep within.


The
world trembled.  


The
fuck? Wyatt was succinct as ever.


A
large spike in Irrationality. We just stepped to neg 23 and back, all in a
matter of a few milliseconds.


Right
then.


I
sprinted across the room, drawing my weapons as I did. I must have looked like
a madman. 


I
had been shot in the shoulder, and was covered in blood, my own and Firenzei’s.
Further, I still had white fire extinguisher powder in my hair and clothing. I
charged across the room, screaming, and holding two swords over my head.


So,
yeah.


Neither
of the men decided they had what it took to take on a screaming maniac. They
followed their fellows, only to find that their friends had somehow sealed the
metal door from the other side.


“Vot
blin zasranec!” One of them yelled. The other turned on
me, his fists clenching. Behind his antiquated gas mask, I could see nothing of
his face.


Then,
wasps. 


Another
small spike. What is your status, Michael?


Not
good!


There
was a small cloud of wasps angrily buzzing around me. They weren't your garden
variety wasp either; they seemed longer than my finger. I waved my arms wildly,
stumbling backwards in an attempt to not be stung.


WASPS!
It was all I had time to link. I tripped over a small table and flailed onto my
back, trying to keep my face covered.


I'm
incoming. Wyatt's link was gruff. Hold on, hoss.


I
didn't even see Wyatt come in. I was focused on keeping my face covered, and
trying not to get stung. I didn't even know that he was close until I heard the
WHUF.


Somewhere,
a man screamed. The gigantic wasps vanished.


Here.
Wyatt stood over me, holding a hand out. Some kind of hallucination. I
couldn't even see what you were flailing at.


I
pulled myself to my feet, and looked around. Wyatt had shot one of the men
through the foot, spiking him to the floor. The other one was nowhere in sight.


There
was another one. Wyatt raised one eyebrow. He just
stepped through that door like it was nothing.


You
got any effects on that spike?


Nothing
yet. It's just holding him there. I can dial something up if we need to.


I
picked my katana up off of the ground where I had dropped them, and sheathed
them on my back. Then, I turned to the Irrat that Wyatt had caught. The man was
in obvious agony from the spike through his foot, and had pissed his pants.


“You're
on the wrong side of this one.” I made my eyes hard. “Maybe we can have a talk
and this doesn't have to end poorly.”


“Maybe
I no talk you.” The man's voice was muffled from the mask. “Maybe I tell fuck
yourself. Maybe you die here.”


I
sighed. “That's not the kind of talk I meant.” I reached for him, and pulled
his mask away from his face.


The
man's eyes went wide with horror.


He
was middle aged, with a shock of white hair. Tiny scars ran down one side of
his face.


“No.
Please, you don't.” He wrung his hands together in supplication. “Please, you
don't.”


“Fine.”
I let the mask snap back onto his face. “But you're coming with us.”


That
was a problem. I didn't have any axiomatic binders or even plain old zip-cuffs.
Taking him along was going to be a problem.


This
machinery is binding and weaving local axiomatic strands.
Anya had hopped into the room, and was leaning against the wall. Her face was
pained, but her fingers twitched as she worked. Whatever this device is, it
might be what created the axioms that split this topia from ours.


I
linked back to her. We have an Irrat here who was part of the crew running
this thing. If we can take him along, the Designate might be able to get
answers. I have no binders though.


That
is a problem. I’m already concerned about the speed of our progress.


This
door is a steel composite. I can melt our way through when you give the go-on.
Wyatt spat on the floor. Time's a tickin'. He gave me a glance.


Wyatt
was right. There was only so much time we had, exposed to the strange axioms of
this place. Eventually, our viral mecha would stop producing oxygen. We were
already slowed up by Anya's injury, and here I was taking an Irrat prisoner.


“Present
for ya, pal.” I stepped up to the Irrat.


 “What
you do?” He was horrified. 


“No
time, friend.” I drew back and then punched him in the face. The man doubled
over, and lay unconscious. 


“Classy.”
Wyatt gave me a grin. But practical. 


Should
just end him. I glared at the unconscious Irrat,
irritated. Protocols stated that known Irrational targets were to be taken for
reconditioning, or killed. 


But
then, protocols didn’t really cover much about this operation. I was more
interested in getting home alive, and for the moment, the man was removed from
play.


If
Wyatt judged my action, he didn’t give any sign of it.


“We
need to move along.” Wyatt was adjusting his gear. The spike through the man's
foot hissed as Wyatt altered its makeup. It simply seemed to vanish as the
metal became oxygen and water. 


I
held an arm out for Anya, who leaned on me again. I could tell she hated
feeling so powerless.


You
well enough?  I looked at her as I linked. I thought
she might prefer the privacy.


I
am in considerable pain, but handling it with my mecha. She
gave a short nod. 


We
stepped forward as Wyatt reduced the door to slag. Let's move along. We need
to find our way to an extraction.


She
didn't say anything, but I could still feel her emotions through the link.


Despair.


Anya
didn't think there would be an extraction for us.
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The
hallway beyond the gear room was long, with thick red shag carpet. The lights
overhead flickered, and more than a few were out. Wyatt was pulling point,
keeping the tangler at ready. I had no doubt that he had some nastiness keyed
up in case we made contact.


We
didn't, however. We crept down the passage, coming to another series of the
wide round vault doors, all along the left side.


 “‘Second
Circle, Ǣtern,’” Wyatt squinted as he read the small brass plate next to
the first door. Then he glanced at the second. “‘Din D'lorr.’ The fuck?”


They
went on and on. Some of the names were simply nonsensical, such as “Modriin” or
“Lucimiir.” Others were more descriptive such as “The Last City of Man” and
“The Labyrinth of Isowyr." One was even listed as “The
Starsailed City of Mür,” which I found intriguing.


Then,
Wyatt stopped in his tracks. He was staring at one of the small plates.


“I…
” He peered closer, as if trying to make certain. “I prefer the sound of this
one.” He tapped third brass plate. “Manhattan, New York.”


“You’re
shitting me!” I felt hope rise in my chest. “No way, there is no way…”


 Wyatt
gave me an unbelieving grin. “Surely not. Too simple, right?”


I
shrugged. “I don't think we have an option other than to try. We can't stay
here much longer.”


Agreed.
Anya wasn't even making the pretense of speaking out loud, not in her current
state. Their technology seems centered around topiatic manipulation. Also,
the men who ran through here are gone, without a trace. It's terribly
convenient, but not unlikely.


“They're
new brass plates.” I mused as I ran a hand around the edge of them. “Because
this place hasn't been here for long.”


“Maybe
we weren't so far off.” Wyatt pushed the button marked 'Manhattan.' “Maybe not
a travel agency for Irrats, but a Grand Central Station.”


When
the door opened, there were three of the gas masks hanging on hooks in the back
of the elevator. Wyatt gave them a long look, and then winked at me.


I
couldn’t stop grinning.


The
elevator went up, and seemed to go on forever. Wyatt started working with his
keypad.


Anya's
eyes were wide. We are back to Rationality Zero. She smiled. Not ambient
Rationality zero; this is home.


Wyatt's
gear was humming. “Be that as it may, I'm not—”


The
Designate was like frost covered knives in our minds.


I
require confirmation and access code check in.


I
grinned like a kid on Christmas. It's us, Designate. I am Michael Bishop,
108.  I felt my Crown whir as it synced with the Lattice. We need an
immediate extr—


The
door opened into a shadowed room. The moment it did, two men with automatic
weapons turned towards us.


 “Fuck!”
Wyatt's fingers frantically typed as they opened fire.


WHUF.
 Almost
instantly, he had a stasis field queued up and a hemisphere of opaque silver
appeared three strides in front of the elevator. Wyatt was turning to look at
me, but I already had the Emitter gearing up. I felt the coolness on my skin as
I faded from sight.


“I've
got us under cover. Go,” Wyatt snarled.


I
knew he couldn't see me nod. I was drawing the katana as I stepped from the
elevator.


The
stench of the room hit me in the face. I felt a deep despairing in the pit of
my stomach as I recognized it.


Four
of them, Michael. There was a distinctive pause as Anya
correlated her readings. None of them are baseline humans. I’m reading
Vyriim in each of them. 


I
heard her, but my attention was riveted elsewhere. In the dim light of the room
I could already see the column-shaped canisters lining one of the walls. Three
of them were emitting a soft green light, and I could see the human forms
within them.


Designate,
I made certain that my cadre could hear me as well, our local coordinates
are indicative of a breeding chamber for the aberrant species known as the Vyriim.
We request immediate extraction, and advise the Facility to use extreme
caution regarding this location.


Another
one?
I could feel Wyatt’s despair. Here? In Manhattan?


I
moved gracefully around the edge of Wyatt's globular field. I could see one of
them. He was approaching, his weapon held out in front of him. If he could see
me, he made no show of it.


Affirmative.
I rolled my neck, loosening up. I’m going in.


As
the first of the guards came closer, I spun towards him. I was pure grace and
invisible blades, and he was on the floor in a scarlet pool before he even
realized what was happening. 


I
saw the thick tentacles spill out of his gut through one of the gashes I had
left in him. It was sluggish, almost seeming confused.


I
sliced into four pieces before it was even entirely out of its host


I'm
at yer 4 o'clock, hoss. Coming around the other side. They know I'm here, and
are trying to triangulate.


Copy
that. I could make this quick, and I needed to. The less
automatic gunfire that was going off in the building, the quieter things
stayed.


“Hello,
Michael.” I turned, surprised I hadn’t seen the man standing in the shadows to
my right.


It
was Rudolfo Firenzei.


I
was only stunned for a moment, but I knew that was all he would need. With the
Adept engaged, I swung towards him hoping to have him on the end of my katana
before he had the opportunity to say another word.


I
wasn’t fast enough.


Firenzei
lunged for me, reaching with his one good hand. As I swung on him, his fingers
clasped the front of my jacket.


Then,
for an eternal instant, I was cold. It was a frigidness that clawed to the
center of me. I could not catch my breath and then…


Then
I was falling.


Later
I would realize that he had simply used his temporal drifting with me, same as
he had Anya. We appeared across the room, several feet off the floor. While I
floundered, he knew exactly where we were and what to expect. As such he was
able to slam me to the ground, stunning me.


I
dropped my swords. He brought his face inches from mine so that I could see the
madness dancing his eyes, could smell his fetid breath.


“We
keep talking about who should be afraid, you and I.” His leer was wide, dancing
with madness. “I thought perhaps it was something we should settle, once and
for all.”


Then,
they came for me.


The
strands were tiny at first, things that did not look much thicker than a hair
that wriggled around his eyeballs and towards me, reaching for my face. When I
saw the tendril slithering from his nostril, the thing as thick around as my
pinky, I felt terror clutch at my heart.


I
began to scream.


Even
in my adrenaline fueled horror, I could not push him off of me. I had to watch
as the hungry aberrations squirmed their way for my eyes, my ears, my nose and
mouth.


The
sensation of the small tentacles as they twisted and oozed into my body almost
drove me mad. I had never stopped screaming, but as I felt their warm wetness
in my ears and nostrils my cries became so loud that my voice cracked and I
could scream no more.


It
was pain unlike anything I had ever known. I could feel the serpentine movement
in my sinuses, could hear the wetness of the tentacles in my ears.


Hoss—


Then,
with a blindingly painful burst of wetness, somewhere at the base of my spine,
I felt the Vyriim in a way I never could have dreamt.


Wordless
sensations drifted through my mind. Things that were more like concepts, primal
ideas that felt older than the world I lived in.


Space
was shaped differently than I had ever known. It was as if there were
directions that my mind could not bend themselves around, ideas that I didn’t
have enough senses to perceive.


One.


The
Vyriim were one. One organism. In the same way the hairs on my body might look
like different things, but were not, the Vyriim were a single mind.


It
was a single, ancient mind. A mind that was driven, insatiable.


They
weren’t invading; it wasn’t as if they were carrion crows. They were not our
predators. There were ancient and secret names for what they did, names that
were forgotten ten thousand years before man stumbled out of the jungles.


No,
the Vyriim were like moths, only instead of being attracted to light, they were
attracted to a mad, undulating darkness that beat like a heart between all
worlds. And when that darkness began to seep into a world—


“No!”
The cry came from impossibly far away. I felt as if I should care about that
sound, but I did not. It seemed petty, small.


There
were words that sounded like music that moved through my mind. An incredible
peace fell over me, a happiness that I had no name for. 


My
life had been a shadow, had been a whisper striving to be a song. Compared to
this—


Existence
shattered around me, and I felt burning shards of slivered fire in my mind. I
opened my eyes, and saw the remnants of Firenze’s face.


It
looked as if something had sliced into him, say the blades of some next-gen
katanas. His skin hung loose, and I could see the mass of writhing tentacles
pouring into my body.


A
stranger’s voice swam between my thoughts.


Anya,
we gotta move. I’m done here. If you can’t—


I
can.
It felt like it was a woman and for a moment I thought how strange that was,
that there should be male and female. It seemed like an abomination to live
that way, split in twain and not in blissful unity.


That
was when Anya, her face splattered with blood and her hair like a wild
Amazon’s, speared one of my katana through Firenze’s neck. The pain was like a
symphony of agony in my body, and I began to retch.


I
realized she was screaming. It wasn’t through the link, but I could hear the
fear and fury in her voice.


“NO,
NO, NO, NO!”


Then,
with one smooth slice, she severed the body of the creatures where it stretched
between us. I was splattered in thick liquid warmth, but I did not care.


I
was alive. I was myself.


Frantically,
I rolled to the side onto all fours, and began to vomit up writhing tentacles.
I pulled them from my ears and nose, the horror almost shattering my mind.


Bishop!?
Wyatt was there, was frantically typing on his Crescent shaped keyboard. Tell
me you’re good to go Hoss, Designate wants this entire room to be a heap of
slag.


I
held up one finger to him nodding. One moment just let me— my stomach
clenched again, and I retched up another of the squiggling aberrations.


As
I looked around, I saw that Wyatt and Anya had done well enough in my absence.
Apparently the moment they stepped into the room they also realized it was a
breeding pit, and Wyatt had used his spikes to immediately seal things off.
From there, there was still a firefight, but it looked as if we had come out on
top.


As
I pushed myself up, I saw one of the breeding chambers had fallen over, and its
glass it shattered on the floor. There was a young woman inside, and I could
see that she was moving.


She
was alive.


What
about that one? I stood, stumbling towards the young
woman. I drew my kinetic disruptors, but quickly realized I wouldn’t need them.


She
was barely conscious. I saw one of the larvae squirm out of her nose, seeking
the liquid puddled around her. I brought a boot down on the creature and felt
it satisfactorily squish.


No
time, Hoss. If she’s not a ‘rat, then she’s already dead. These spikes go off
in less than a minute.


The
young woman opened her eyes, looking up at. They were the brilliant blue of a
winter sky, and her black hair hung in rivulets all around her face. She was
gasping, like she couldn’t breathe, or was trying to say something.


Death
was a mercy for her. She was young and beautiful. In my other life I would have
a hard time saying no to a woman like her.


But
life had brought her here. If it hadn’t been for us, she had been fated to be
of vessel for madness and depravity.


Her
entire life would have been bedlam. We had at least saved her from that.


That
was not a fate I would wish on anyone.


I
turned towards the rest of my cadre, and we left the room.


Less
than a minute later, we felt the thunder as the breeding chamber was reduced to
molten metal and liquid stone.
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We
were sprinting down the hall when the link came in.


The
extraction Conduit is in place. The Designate linked
us all at once. There is nothing of use in that building, the axioms within
are altered by some Irrational technology.


Certainly
altered. Wyatt’s link was smug


 We
have a conduit three blocks away. It has been used multiple times, and
therefore is quite secure. It is in an alleyway. I'm sending you the location
now. Haste is prescribed.


“Good.”
Wyatt was muttering under his breath. “I'm glad she told us. I wanted to hit
the conduit all lackadaisical.”


The
stairwell was little more than a fire exit, but it seemed safer than making use
of elevators. After all, elevators could be stopped in place, or be pinned down
as a target for automatic weapons. Hell, some Irrat could throw a grenade down
the shaft, which could land right on top.


Anya
wasn't enjoying the stairwell with her kneecap. I was helping her as best as I
could, while Wyatt was guarding point. Only once did we encounter anyone else
in the stairwell; a young woman who looked far more like a secretary than a
dangerous Irrational criminal.


Baseline
human. I could still feel the caution in Anya's link.


Doesn't
mean she can't just shoot us. Got it.


The
woman seemed far from threatening, however. Wyatt nodded her as we went by.


“Ma'am.”


She
only nodded briskly, obviously horrified at his gore coated face. I doubted she
even knew who we were, or what was happening in this building. I nodded as she
went by. I was all but carrying Anya, and bleeding from my shoulder. I don't
know what the woman thought, but I couldn't care.


We
had to go.


The
stairwell led straight into the front foyer of the building. The security guard
seemed stunned to watch us, limping and bleeding, crawl out of the side door.
He lifted his walkie-talkie to his mouth.


“Do
not.” I swung my disruptor towards his face. Fancy tech aside, it looked like a
gun. “Put it down, or be shot. That simple.”


The
man dropped the walkie-talkie.


Once
outside, we made our way towards the extraction point. On one hand, we were
very conspicuous and torn apart. On the other—


This
was New York City.


“Here.”
I jerked my head toward the alleyway. “Almost home.”


Wyatt
grinned wearily. “Are you sure you don’t want to stop and get a drink?” He
chuckled, but did not slow.


Location
achieved, Designate. I looked down the alleyway. We were
clear. There were some teenagers a little ways away, practicing free-runners,
it looked like. They wouldn't know anything, not other than they had seen three
battered people go through a door.


I
looked at the youths, but linked Wyatt. Take Anya. I’ll be right behind.


Only
the slightest pause. Copy, hoss. See you in Neverland. He gave me a nod
before stepping through the door.


I
looked around, already hearing the fire sirens. The building we had come out of
was catching quite magnificently, partially because of the spikes we had left
every few yards as we fled.


It
seemed as if we were not being followed. We were in the clear. 


I
turned and made my way into the conduit.


The
moment I stepped through, I felt white light flash in my mind.


Michael
Bishop. Asset number 108. Welcome to Facility 17.
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I
don't remember being patched up. Upon return to any Facility, there are always
assets available with the Caduceus packet installed. Within moments of
my arrival, I was dispatched to the infirmary, and my shoulder (mostly patched
up by my overworked mecha) was taken care of. They saw the need to briefly put
me out, something about excess fluids in my spinal cord after the strange
axioms of that place. I didn't know any of this until they woke me, however.


“Where…”
My throat sounded and felt as if had been assaulted by tentacle aberrations.
“Where are the other members of my cadre?” It was the first thing I asked when
I woke.


Wyatt
Guthrie is in surgery, of course. The damage done to his face and ocular nerve
were extensive. She paused.  His stats imply that he
was intoxicated for much of the dossier.


I
looked at the mousy haired woman who was tending to me. Her name-tag said
'Rachel.' Currently, she was using a small tablet to modify the viral mecha
still in my system. And Anya?


Your
Preceptor will require a knee replacement. That procedure is due to take place
this afternoon. She is being prepped now. Rachel fluffed
my pillow. Relax, 108. Your cadre is well. You are set to be released in
less than an hour. I'm certain your Designate will be briefing you soon.


“Thank
you, Rachel.” I smiled at her. She gave me a thin smile back, and then left me.


I
lay back.


I
slept.
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When
I was discharged from the infirmary, the Designate had a short debriefing with
me. We met in a small office room in Facility 17, which was as white and sparse
as the rest of the Facility. The Designate herself had linked me the location
of the room, and when I arrived, she was waiting. As always, the Designate was
crisp, neat, and professional.


Good
evening, 108.


I
smiled. “Is it evening?” I checked my system time. Christ. It was nearly ten at
night. Stepping inside, I took a seat.


The
Designate looked at a packet of papers, and then smiled at me. As always,
Michael, you have performed to specification and beyond. This dossier was
difficult, and yet our reviews of your phaneric records indicate that you
performed admirably.


 I
smiled at her. It was an unusual mission.


The
extensive action of your cadre should provide everything we need regarding the
source of the Irrationality spikes and the technology used. Based upon our
current telemetry, it seems as if the conclusions that your cadre reached on
assignment are mostly accurate. 


I’d
like to say that I’m glad. However, the things that we uncovered here have
far-reaching ramifications.


The
Vyriim. Yes. Her smile was quite small. It reminded
me of a mandarin version of Anya's smile. During your unfortunate...
experience with them you were still connected with me through the Lattice. As a
result, we have vastly more information regarding that aberrant species than we
did before this dossier.


There
were so many things that I wanted to ask. It seemed obvious that the creatures
were planning an invasion, but I knew that asking would do no good. Even if the
Designate decided that I was on a need to know basis, I would certainly forget
as soon as I was removed from duty.


If
there was anything important that I need to know, I could rest assured that I
would be updated the next time my crown went active.


Therefore,
I kept it simple.


I
trust that there are plans in place to deal with this threat, and that I was a
vital part in assisting with the Intel on those plans.


There
are, and you were. She gave me that small smile again.
For now, however, you are to be placed on inactive immediately. Before you
leave, a white room will be provided to decommission all of your packets and
remove your neuralware. Do you have any other questions for me?


The
truth was, most of my questions would never matter. The Facility was as dodgy
with its own assets as it was with the outside world.


“None
I can think of, Designate.” I smiled. “I'm just ready to be dormant for a
while.”


She
nodded. Easily arranged. She picked up her papers and shuffled them. As
she did, she linked to me the location of my Conduit door. It wasn't far from
here.


Thank
you, Michael. As always, we wish you well in the days ahead.
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Sometime
around one in the morning, I was back on Nob Hill. I was exhausted. More than
anything else, I wanted to get back to my flat, maybe cuddle up with something
sweet. My head felt foggy and headachy, and I was still bandaged up.


From
the accident, of course. I couldn't believe I didn't even get the son-of-a
bitch’s license plate.


I
was meandering around, trying to figure out where I had parked, when I reached
into my pocket. My cell was buzzing, as if it had somehow just received several
messages at once.


Nine
missed calls. All from Caprice.


“Michael,
I don't know where you went, but I can't believe you stepped out on us like
that—”


“Me
neither.” It was almost worth laughing. I had stepped out for just a moment to
make a call. Caprice had set up a legendary evening for us, and I didn't want
my buddy Wyatt interrupting me. He and I had previous plans, but when Caprice
called, I knew that my plans would change.


With
Caprice, it was important to stay fluid.


When
I told him what was going on, Wyatt had totally understood. He had wanted in on
whatever was going down of course, but then Wyatt always did.


That
was when that drunken asshole had plowed me over in his Prius. I was lucky to
be alive. An ambulance took me to the hospital and patched me up, but still, I
had missed out. Her voicemails told me that much.


“Last
call, sexy.” Her voice was a purr. “Let me tell you what we are doing, right
now—”


“Fuck.
Of all the luck.” As I listened to the call, I found my car.


“Finally.
First good luck all evening.” I rummaged for my keys. In my jacket pocket, I
found a packet of cigarettes.


“Who
do you belong to?” I stared at them stupidly for a moment. Where these mine?
Something in my mind—


No.
I didn't smoke. The EMT must have thought they were mine and put them in my
pocket. I crumpled them and threw them in a bin by my car. 


Once
inside the car and on my way, I hit redial on my phone. I hoped she wasn't too
mad. Maybe tonight—


“Michael?”
Her voice was the perfect combination of desire and concern.


“Hey,
sweetling.”


I
smiled as I drove into the night. 


 


 


###










Author’s Note


 


I
wanted to take this moment to thank you for reading Rationality Zero.
 Michael Bishop has a long history in my mind, and I’m so pleased to
finally bring this short story to light. There are many secrets in his shadowed
world, and I hope to soon add more to this series.


This setting was once worked
on with one of my best friends, a brilliant guy by the name of Justin. Soon,
Justin will be publishing his own works, and I will be screaming on the
rooftops for you to read them.


If you enjoyed this story on
any level (or even if it made you wish someone would carve out your eyes) few
things could help me more than reviews online. I can promise that anyone who
takes the time to leave me an Amazon review will not be harvested for DNA. 


Guaranteed*.














 





 


What are people saying about 


“The Herald of Autumn”?


 


“Beautiful. It whisks you along with all the grace and power
of an autumn wind, biting at times with its chill and whispering always at more
to come. The blend of myth and modern, action and love, was superbly done.
Definitely want to read more.”


“The story is compelling. It is
brisk. It hints at other and deeper stories. It is, in all the senses of the
word, captivating. If you don't think you like myth, legend and stories, this
one - with ancient roots but a modern touch in the telling - might be a nice place
to start.”


 "I can honestly say this is one of my favorite books that I
have read this year - and it's November so I've read a good many books. The
Herald of Autumn earns a place on a very exclusive bookshelf - the one with
books I will read over and over. I suspect each time I read it, I will find
more I did not perceive before. There is no doubt that I will be buying more
books by this author.”


The Herald of Autumn


 














 


Also
from Irrational Worlds comes 


ZS: Exodus





Could
you survive the zombie apocalypse? Dave Stewart had a plan for almost
everything, but zombies were the one thing he wasn’t prepared for. When the
dead start to devour the living, he’s pushed to his limits as he tries to get
his friends and family to safety. But the living are as dangerous as the dead,
and Dave must fight opportunistic scavengers and a government conspiracy as he
struggles to get his family out of Springfield, Missouri. With more than 100
five star reviews, Zompoc Survivor: Exodus is consistently rated as one of the
best zombie books in the genre. See why readers can’t wait for more in this
exciting series.


 


Zompoc Survivor: Exodus
















 





JM Guillen was a
normal, mild mannered Midwesterner until he achieved his lifelong dream of
being a full-time writer in the summer of 2011. When one of his stories,
"The Herald of Autumn," was nominated for a Nebula Award, it was the
final straw for his mundanity.



He immediately went mad with a miniscule,
insignificant amount of power.



Soon he was declaring himself to be "exempt
from the laws of men, regarding pants," and conducting mad experiments
regarding human tolerance for rum. In between attempts at taking over Strafford,
Missouri, he also dabbles in weird fiction. Besides science fiction, fantasy,
and horror, he is best known for implementing schemes, plots, and ploys.



Today, the self-described supervillain spends
his days luring fools into joining Irrational Worlds LLC, which he describes as
"an evil publishing consortium." By night, he scrawls brilliant,
incomprehensible stories and expects to be lauded for his genius.
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