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THE STORY SO FAR:

Mysterious space assassin, Xolo, tried to take out the fat
Sultan Gukkool on his pleasure planet but failed due to his
uwillingness to sacrifice the lives of some young kids. Turned out
the kids were the children of the King of Earth. Earth is supposed
to keep itself to itself so Gukkool’s people suspected some
dangerous plot was afoot.

 

So they put a conscience bomb in his head and forced him to take
the kids back to Earth while acting as their double agent… now read
on!

 

Chapter 8

Back to space. The comforting near-void. The
blanket of the stars.

On semi-automatic pilot, Xolo took them on
irrational and wasteful meanderings around the blue pearl, the
all-mother, the stump of life, the… frankly its given name summed
it up best: the Earth

Sunny was stirring. That was a beautiful
planet she owned, reflected Xolo. Even the parts that were burned,
bombed and flooded couldn't spoil that.

"Okay, Sunny, what part of Earth should I be
taking us to."

She thought for a while. Her eyes were
dusty.

“Did you just shoot us, sir?”

“Yes and no. Now come on, Princess. Thanks for
the life-save but I am going to need some kind of mission here. I
am 100% goal oriented.”

She looked at her planet. Approvingly.

“My father sent us into space to seek aid. A
dangerous enemy was trying to bring him down. I was supposed to
bring help back. But we crashed on that fool’s planet.”

Xolo wrinkled his brow.

“I’ll help your Dad. I’m assuming that the
right kind of killing will take care of his problem. You weren’t
out looking for great negotiators.”

“You can’t negotiate with my father’s enemy.
But you can’t kill it either.”

“Is your father’s enemy…like…global warming or
something?”

“No, it’s an artificial life form. It wants to
take over earth and then pull down the whole space travel net and
all the planets on it.”

“He…wow…I guess that would work. You could
collapse all the blackwarps. I would…be poor.”

Xolo moved into the atmosphere. It was the
best atmosphere. Muscular.

“So tell me where to go, kid. I know the
planet so you can just give me a country name or something.”

“Northern Italia.”

“Good choice, good choice.”

Through clouds the ship fell, guest of Earth’s
gravity. The heat shield laughed at the tiny friction of these
gasses. It was built Fordtough, 24th century edition. Soon they saw
the slim sword of Italia; once a boot, Xolo knew, as he was a
student of Earth.

The ship headed down to the point where
mountains weren’t just wrinkles. Beautiful trees emerged from the
froth of texture.

“Okay, Princess. Any more specific info.”

“No. It was all on the computer on our space
rocket.”

“Okay. I’ll land us and then we can go out an
explore.”

The two boys were awake now. Their little
knotty dreads were awful cute.

The ship landed silently in a pleasant grove.
Even though it was something of a clunker by the standards of a
Sultan it was an extremely nice ship. Jovian steel, forged in the
heart of a gas giant glowed with an inner fire.

Xolo addressed the children.

“Sunny has appraised me of the situation,
namely that there is a state of rebellion on the planet which is
being precipitated by an undead army. And that although this area
was safe when you left, we are dealing with a fast moving situation
here. I am going to attempt to make contact with some friendly
Earthers and if the situation is safe, I will deliver you to them
and then to your father as agreed in return for your graciously
saving my life. In the meantime, get back in the ship, turn on the
defense systems and don't blow anything up unless it is a zombie or
drone or whatever we are calling them. 

“There are probably movies and games and
stuff. Probably ninety percent of it is absolute filth that will
age your minds like a grape under a hairdryer so exercise caution
on that front too. There's definitely food. Probably about half of
it is full of psychotropic drugs. So again, exercise caution. If I
am not back within twenty-four hours then feel free to come up with
a plan B of your own liking and eat as much porn food as you
like.

“Ok. I'm off,”

Down the rolling hills he went. He was moved
by the beauty, he really was. After all of the desert planets he
had been on lately, he felt like he was threading his way through
the hairy belly of a vast living being or traversing the lungs of a
giant as he slid from tree to tree. Apart from the rustling, this
landscape was perfect for stealth. Perhaps that was why humans were
so sneaky: we came from a place like this. If life had somehow
managed to emerge on the glass planet of Uthan, it would have been
very honest. But that was probably why they had found almost no
life out there in the galaxy. Life had to be very sneaky or
untouchably immense in order to not get wiped out by the dark twins
of vacuum and solar fire.

After about thirty minutes, Xolo came across a
couple of Earthers chopping logs. He looked carefully at them to
try and determine if they were friends or foes.

So he observed them. Simple hard-working
clothes: browns, greens and oranges. Cottons and jutes and plant
fabrics. Lean muscles on both the male and female. Eye sockets
plugged with metal bubbles and antennas in ears. Nothing out of the
ordinary, simple farming folk. He could probably risk an
encounter.

“Well met, good farmer folk,” he said as he
walked out from the woods in his assassin suit and cape, but with
the mask pulled back and his trustworthy face exposed. For despite
his bizarre secret lifestyle he had warm brown eyes that people
wanted to believe.

The farmers looked up and seeing the naked
eyes they felt they were in the presence of a nobleman so they
momentarily logged their brains off the net and bowed, hoping the
conversation would not take long as their rustic scene with its
scrabbling bugs and hushing leaves was extremely valuable chaotic
data and their back cortexes were currently processing navigation
data and some architectural jobs from the spider planets and also
some nude hologram chats which was a detail job that people loved
to have crusty old Earthers do.

“Speaking to stranger. Greeting stranger.
Hello, Sire. End Greeting,” said the male.

“Woah! Kill the tags, my man. I’m not going to
scan your syntax.”

“Yes, sire. (End speaking.)”

“Are you really not going to speak to me
anymore? I just have a few questions…”

“Just closing me tags, sir. Old habits is good
habits, sir. Don’t want no overflow later sir.”

“Right. Sure. Look…I’m going to say something
quick and you two just fire back whatever comes to mind, okay?”

The female looked to the male with her lips
pushed out in the mollusk style.

They turned back to Xolo. She said, “Sir, you
is aware that as you asked we is off the net now, sir.”

It had been a long time since Xolo had been
face to face with data farmers. On one hand, what was the
difference between harnessing the brainpower of humans to get work
done and harvesting their muscle power to grow food? They were well
recompensed: they got free short message and social connections
across the whole explored galaxy. Of course most of them didn’t use
it, because a whole life of carrying other people’s thoughts all
days had left them with basically nothing to say and they were
happier RePeeting other people’s thoughts all day or basking in the
warmth of the big public thinkers as they lay in their pallets in
their garrets, eating truffles, mushrooms, beetles, berries.

On the other hand, the thought of the massive
data projects he was undertaking and the days and days of
meaningless numbers and encrypted strings that people had endured
because of him was something that haunted him a touch. He knew that
most data processing was done here on Earth, the poorest planet in
existence, with a bare minimum done on the outer planets to keep
latency manageable. Often this outer planet work was carried out
with indentured laborers from the old world who were considered to
have the best genes for heavy loads. He also knew they started
young. After their first mating, they got the plugs and got
married, usually. Data couples could get in sync with each other
and produce extremely clear signals.

As he looked at these two now, adjusting for
their lack of key facial features and the poverty of their diet and
the rigors of their simple life, he guessed they were no older than
nineteen.

They had probably handled some of his packets
sometime in the last five years.

But he was terrifying them and this was no
time to look with horror at the one of the least egregious crimes
against humanity he had committed in his life so he snapped himself
out of his loop.

“Yeah, I know you are off the headnet. But I
just want you to just tell me what comes into your mind… and things
will come into your mind, trust me, you can still do it, I know you
can… anyway, listen.

“Zombies. King.”

Their heads jerked like pigeon heads, flicking
between each other and the ground. The flicking was fast and
panicked: like a pigeon who had landed on a pile of corn but saw a
big fat cat looking at them.

“King is near. King is at foot of Black
Mountain,” said the male.

The female started to walk around in a tight
little circle.

“Is it secret? Is it secret? Is it
leaking?”

Xolo reached out to comfort her, but saw an
old, old snarl form on the lips of the male.

He decided it would be best to pull rank.

“I am a trillionaire of pure blood. My
questions are noble and sanctioned. And I am almost done. So answer
me one more and then back to your net.”

Xolo’s voice and manner elevated in way that
triggered something hardwired in them. They snapped back to
passivity.

Xolo, however, started to get the feeling he
often got when he was under the focus of a crosshairs. It was not a
result of any of the tech implants he had. It was just instinct. He
had done some brainscans on this instinct. It seemed to be a
process in the subthalamus that turned on in stressed situations
and which continually measured the degree of cover he was under and
the amount of time he had spent looking in one direction. So it was
probably a false positive in this case, but either way this
conversation was getting too unpleasant for all involved.

“Have you ever seen a dead person get up and
move around?”

“No sir. No sir.”

“Okay, back to work and purge log of this
encounter. 50,000 credit purge fee authorized from Slithonian Bank,
keyword, Zizek.”

He dove in the bushes, they went back to
chopping. That ax was a beauty. They might have found that in a
bunker: it looked pre-exodus. As it chopped up the wood and they
piled it up, Xolo envied the simplicity of their existence.

Because he was thinking about yachts again.
And trying not to, again. And he went down the hill through thick
briars and cat jumping from branch to branch, and sliding down
becks and streams next to little fish that were hard to catch but
not hard to love.

He hurdled an old metal fence with a sign in
Italian, about irrelevant dangers of the past, which had come true
like they all did and then had gone away.

The yacht was made of wood. It was in a very
calm sea. It was empty, as they often are. But seemed emptier. He
saw the yacht from the outside, wooden and old-style. And he also
saw it from within, surprisingly dusty, reeking of liquor. Old
pirate-style liquor. Same time frame. It was impossible to be both
inside and outside of the boat. He saw the stripy sun sinking too.
He was high up, falling on the yacht like a shadow falls. He was
time bust. And also he was sliding down the stream, the one with
the fish, on merry old Earth.

He was going to have to ignore that voice
telling him not to think about the yacht.

Soon, not now. Because now he heard a crazy
galloping sound like the sound of a hundred broken coconut shells
tumbling.

A big animal was headed his way. On Earth,
these days, big animal meant attack. He reached to his belt for his
Multishot 6000 and dialed it to ‘Beast Stopper’ – broad blast, low
penetration, high shock factor.

At the same time, he sighted a solid tree and
leapt for a high branch with plenty of cover.

The animal burst through the bushes. He was no
zoologist but this thing was so complicated, it had to be
synthetic.  Six long legs covered with grey bony plates, each
one taller than a man and jointed high like the legs of a spider or
a mantis. Long head like a wolf and like a dolphin. Too many
muscles: muscles designed without confidence, muscles designed with
backup muscles. Probably this thing ate so much food that only the
most elite riders would be given one. Still, it was a scary looking
thing and it roared hard. Its rider wore big goggles, a long scarf,
padded armor that matched the Mantis-Horse’s bones and carried a
long, old-style messy-killing rail rifle.

No amount of cover in the world would save
Xolo from that cannon…assuming it was still in working order, which
was no sure thing as it was at least one hundred years old.

Xolo gambled that someone with such a fancy
scarf must surely be allied to the king.

“Ho, friend,” he called out, pressing his back
against the scratchy tree trunk in half-anticipation of hot, wet
death from an itchy trigger finger.

“’Tis the guardian of Princess Sun-Moon who
doth address thee and beg the forbearance of thine arms.”

Goggle-eyes scanned the high canopy while his
beast’s head rolled and snapped, sniffing through a blowhole.
Clearly they had screwed up the tracking systems on this thing.
Xolo had the advantage now. Goggle-eyes could have had a liquid
head in a second if Xolo wished it. But instead he put the gun
away.

“Up here, with no weapon in my hand. Let’s do
a parley, man.”

Goggle-eyes trained his cannon on Xolo. This
would be a death so instant, pure and total that at least there
would be no death-valkyries to deal with and remind Xolo of his
awful deeds at war and the holes he had made both then and later in
reality’s great and necessary illusion.

But Goggle-eyes did not flip the killing
switch. He lowered his hot howitzer to the ground and Xolo could
hear it rev down.

“The princess is not supposed to be in these
parts, secret squirrel. So what’s yer fairy tale going to be?”

“You know something, spider rider, or you
wouldn’t have lowered your arm. Let me come down out this tree and
let’s talk eye-to-eye.”

“Agreed. Come on down but hands high.”

Xolo hopped down from the branch, silent as a
cat tossed onto grass. The Mantis-Horse reared but Goggle-eyes
calmed him down. Then he dismounted, stepped towards Xolo and
extended his hand for a shake, which Xolo firmly accepted, pumped
once then released, saying, “Your princess crashed in Delta
Quadrant in Haja Territory.  I’ve got her and the boys with
me.”

“That’s damn bad luck, good brother. If you
are willing, I’d like to take the little ones off your hands and
back to the royal camp.”

Xolo scanned him for a second.

“Take off your goggles, good sir, if you’ll be
so kind.”

Goggle eyes complied. Now Xolo saw his true
eyes – a very normal pair, and basically trustworthy but with an
edge of excessive imagination in them.”

Xolo spoke. “Look…thing is, I’m the Princess’
bodyguard now and I won’t feel like I’ve done my duty unless I see
her safely in the King’s camp with my own two eyes. So it’s a
package deal: if you want the kids, I’m along for the ride.”

Goggle eyes paused. He too did an eye read of
the man in front of him.

Death.

Pure death.

A killing machine.

A one-man genocide.

But with a twinkle.

And death with a twinkle was just what they
needed now to beat this tide of the neverdead.

“The name is Sanjay Oaxaca Gomez de San Diego.
And I’d be proud to ride alongside you.”

“Xolo. I have a space ship.”

…

Back on Belaarix, Gukkool’s counselors were
scrambling around. Most of them were occupied with updating the
security systems without releasing any leak or trace of what they
were doing. The decision had been made that no word about Xolo
should leak out - even within the family - until they’d had a
chance to use him to find out what was going on back on Earth.

But Counselor Boyle was working on something
else: the parapersonality they had uncovered on Xolo.

Because they had Xolo by the balls. With all
of the data they had extracted from him, they had enough to create
a clonebot of him who could not extract the untold riches from his
bank accounts but who could put a hold on all his transactions and
render him effectively penniless indefinitely. The clonebot was a
very convincing simulacrum of Xolo, but even more under their thumb
and they had released it into cyberspace and it had royally screwed
up the finances of its realfather.

So Xolo had jumped at their offer to spy and
betray and had even agreed to have a conscience bomb implanted that
would take his head smooth off if he ever tried to play them.

But (thought Boyle) what everyone – all those
stupid motherfuckers – was forgetting about was that this was not
‘Xolo’ they were dealing with. Xolo was not real. Xolo was the
cover. They had sent a ghost to do a man’s job.

Boyle had steamed on this for a while,
throwing knives into his bedroom wall but then he decided he could
use their damnéd ignorance against them. He could run with their
dropped ball and win big. Level up.

He pulled the top psych boys off to one side.
He had to hope that Chang would move onto bigger things so Boyle
jockeyed relentlessly to get the job of running the cover up and
managing the clonebot. These were things that – in the normal
course of things – he would absolutely be fighting to get control
of, so it was a very easy bluff to pull. And that oh so clever
Chang beat him, of course, due to his superior intellect. So Chang
got to run the cover up.

Great. So now Boyle was free. He got the psych
boys in the room. It was the kind of room psych boys thrived in. It
was a white sphere that responded to every word that was spoken
with word-association pictures. They called it The Cranium.

Boyle said ‘hello’ and images of people
waving, man hookers unbuttoning their pants, a shark eating a fish,
the sun rising and so on rippled in waves across the eggshell film.
The psych guys were humming already.

“I want to reconstruct everything we have on
this ‘Xolo’ - total simulation. Then I want you to go in there and
find out as much as you can about what is under this Xolo skin. We
had him for an hour. That’s a lifetime, right?”

A nasty picture of a dusty corpse that made
you question the beauty of teeth caught his eye and derailed his
bravado. But fortunately Dr. Quirg jumped in: the cool grey fox
lady.

“For most people yes. For a trained soldier,
no. But for this guy, because you have me at your disposal, dear,
then yes. You see, he is trying awfully hard, this Xolo. Like a
little man marching around in his dad’s army uniform, puffing out
his chest. But he’s forgetting that as he pushes his chest out we
can see the bra straps underneath.

“We’ll have him, sir!”

You don’t want to know what awful images
appeared on the cranium as she said ‘we’ll have him, sir!”

Filthy.

 

 

Chapter 9.

The golden ship could not be made dirty. They
threw pig shit on it, tied branches on it, flew it into a small
swamp but ultimately Xolo’s space ship was too gleaming and visible
to fly around in. So Gomez got his men to build a shelter over the
top of it and then Xolo and the kids were mounted on horses with
horns on their noses and they began the ride across the
countryside. For hours it was nothing but a beautiful ride. Despite
the failure of the space mission, the details of which were still
being kept a secret from Xolo, it was obvious that the safe return
of the royal children raised the morale of the twenty or so men and
women who rode alongside Gomez.

“Gomez, look, this isn’t a book and we have
long ride ahead of us. Can you please fill me in about what is
going on here on Earth? Here is what I have figured out so far.
There is an army of zombies that is trying to take over from the
king and bring down hyperspace travel and the kids were trying to
get some help from someone.”

“Yes. That’s about it.”

“Well, zombies. There has to be something
there you can tell me more about.”

“Yeah, that’s a good one: the zombies.
Okay.”

Gomez had a long think. Xolo waited. He was
sensing no danger right now as they crossed the edge of a long
valley under a shady line of trees. The valley rippled slowly,
flattered at the movement of eyes along its otherwise rock-frozen
contours.

“Well, as you may know after the great exodus,
we had a lot of worthless kings and queens. A century of them. Some
of them liked to eat dirt; others liked to wear a necklace of
skulls. One ended up juggling on a sultan’s ship, but we don’t
really like to talk about him.

“Our planet was an embarrassment and an
inconvenience to the galactic settlement, like a demented parent.
But our position as the root of the spaceways and the data farm
supreme for their whole Extended Human Settlement Space meant that
they had to look after us. We were the necessary soil for their
ghastly plants. So they sent down medicines to let us survive the
various plagues that we still suffer here. And they left us alone,
off limits to all of the sultans, barons, etc.

“One day, surprising everyone, a great king
arrived, Silvio X. Such a king! The full power of a human
personified. Fists of steel, smile of gold. He unified the warring
tribes and started us on the path of a diversified economy, where
the peasants would be retrained in critical life skills and weaned
off the menial brainwork of the Cruiser Class.

“Within twenty years, from his base in North
Africa, he had a following of over one million free humans with
unplugged eyes and ears. The Terrans were back. We built New
Babylon…when this is done you must see New Babylon. Sustainable
grandeur, my friend. That soil birthed all those starships and all
those counterfeit planets that they swarm around.”

Xolo coughed. “We had mentioned…zombies?”

“Well, this is all leading up to the zombies,
my man. You want me to just say ‘Oh ok so one day the zombies
started pouring out of the earth all tied up in wire?”

“Is that true? About the wire?”

“So that is what you want me to say…I see.
Yes, well things were going well when we heard reports from Old
Somaliland of unkillable human-like creatures filled with carbon
wires and friction motors. They were pouring out of mass graves of
the bad times. They would surround a village, horrorize them for a
week until their brains were full of PTSD hormones and then tear
into town holding people down and jacking equipment into holes –
holes they made or those nature gifted us with.

“Soon it was an army surrounding us. Blue gray
people. People I say. Human faces, old faces. They had that look
you see on people’s faces in the histories. The so-called WTF
face.”

Xolo chewed on a piece of cactus jerky. “Can
you define ‘unkillable’ for me quick?”

“Oh yeah. If you get one on its own you can
kill it. This rail gun is perfect for that. The problem is they
move as a swarm. In the middle is what we call the queen. The queen
is a mesh of three or four humans and several tons of carbon and
motors and blades. As you blast apart zombies the pieces are passed
back to the queen, along with any new bits and pieces they take
from our side. New zombies pop out of the queen’s…vagina…and the
whole swarm continues.

“It’s a fucking bloodbath alright, boyo, but
there’s no sport in it. The best we do is send them heading off
somewhere boring and low population.

“If we had some air support we might have a
chance. Otherwise, there’s not that many humans left anyway, after
the harrowing. And the bulk is in New Bablyon, sheltering from
harm. The best part of us is in the ground, déjà. So we sent Sunny
off to space to try and find Grand Dame Meseret. Her family was the
last off the planet and they play fewer games than the rest. They
have poets and dancers and explorers still. They still run in the
human race. We thought we could maybe trust her.”

“Yeah, Meseret is alright,” Xolo said in a
voice from space. “She’s not quite the same since her husband
got…killed, though. I don’t think she’ll send you the ship you
need. The other grandees would think she was pulling a power play.
No one will touch Earth.”

The valley was fading away. They could hear
the human sound of a large camp: just a trace of it. Xolo’s heart
flickered at the unmistakable presence of many people, living
alongside each other. You could even smell it a little, the smell
of rot and fermentation that reminded him of hugging.

Gomez was getting fired up. “Oh but they
better. They will when we tell them what we know. Every zombie
cluster we have found starts off at the roots of one of their
Astral Autobahns! Someone is behind this and they want to pull the
whole space tree down. That’ll royally roger their galactic
bungholes, will it not? They don’t want that up ‘em!”

Xolo raised an eyebrow. “Do you have a map of
the outbreaks I can look at?”

Gomez lowered both eyebrows. “Perhaps…but you
seem more interested than I would expect a hired gun to be.”

Xolo shrugged coquettishly.

 

 

Chapter 10

Around the bend they came and they saw the
Black Mountain. It shone like glass. It was a split-custody-child.
Pushed up by the nature of earth. Blasted down by the fire of
science.

A nuke had molded it. It curved with a
parabola on its hat. It was a soil-breaching sperm whale. For
two-hundred years after the nuke hit it, it had killed anyone who
gazed upon it, but now it was safe. Unless you stood on top of it
and tried to slide down and got turned to gravity soup.

Around it in a ring was a moving city, a camp
of wood and metal and plastic and shells. It was bristly and sharp.
Not some arrogant wall of concrete: a moving urchin with spears and
stomachs where they were needed.

The city noticed them. It anticipated them. A
gate sort of formed. Xolo turned to the boy he had brought home
from another star but who was still awake, unlike his twin.

“Hey, Rocky. What’s your dad like?”

Rocky smiled his teeth out at the word
‘dad.’

“Dad’s the king of the world.”

“Yeah, dude, I know. But what’s he like.”

“Big!”

“Is he cool or is he wild?”

“Cool. But he goes wild when he has his
sword.”

“Ok.”

“Or his gun.”

“Hm.”

“Or his music machine.”

“I think I get it.”

They were led through the city. Yes it was
smelly, but it excited Xolo, the Automatic Assassin. He had lived a
long time in space. In space, there are not enough people. You look
at spreadgrids and meteor showers and you totally lose track of why
humans would ever possibly get the impression they are special. You
let a computer tell you who to kill.

There was a mushroom the size of a chest
spinning over a fire and kids danced as it roasted, making up songs
and pretending they were from the old days.

“Oh mighty fungus/share your meat among us/and
when the dead men come/as fast as you we’ll run.”

They passed taverns where people raised
glasses to the returning warriors. Zombies would never do that.
However, that didn’t mean they were inferior. They existed in
interconnected swarms, sophisticated clusters. You couldn’t really
compare them.

The street was full of squirrels: a waterfall
of squirrels came though the camp, stealing nuts. No one chased
them but they fled like they knew that since they were stealing
nuts, then someone must be chasing them. Clearly this camp had
plenty of food, so no one chased them, just enjoyed the fun they
were having. A middle-aged lady with a full figure laughed a lot.
She was a musician with delicate fingers. She was curvy, with hair
and eyes of chocolate of two slightly different flavors. She
snuggled an ice-white rabbit at her breast. She raised a calm
narrow eye at Gomez and his new friend. She was not a sex maniac,
but like most everyone else in this camp she was definitely a big
fan. Xolo and Gomez together were a lot of tough muscle just plain
walking down the road. It was hard to tell she was middle aged
because her skin was so smooth. It was just the way she sat, really
that looked middle aged. It was a way of sitting that was satisfied
and unlikely to move without excellent reason.

Xolo was vibeing on the camp atmosphere. Gomez
smacked him on the back. “This is what the human race is all about,
my man. Not fatties in space.”

…

Xolo submitted to an intense search. He was
only carrying microgrenades, a knife and two Multishots: no cavity
killers. But of course the cavities were plumbed anyway and the
body scan was made. Xolo was physically perfect, an egomaniac,
sexually adventurous and very patient so he objected to this
treatment much less than anyone else would.

Two guards in lightweight armor escorted Xolo
and Gomez to the gate of the King’s lodge. It was made of thousands
of wooden spears, climbing upwards like crystals in the basic shape
of a squat pyramid. It was surrounded by old but sturdy looking
force field generators, but even without them it was an immensely
tough looking structure although it also seemed like it could be
ripped apart and taken on the road in a matter of hours like
everything else in this brisling encampment.

Gomez and Xolo had to bow low to enter the
lodge. It was sweaty and smelled of pine. Hot coals glowed in the
center. Ten more guards and three wizardy looking dudes were
inside. The king was seated on a low but elegant black wood
stool.

Gomez bowed low purely for ceremony this time
and then kneeled seiza style in front of his ‘liege.’ Xolo did too.
He wasn’t one of those ‘fuck you’ kind of guys who had to be the
center of attention at all times. He could bow, kneel and so on.
Especially since he needed to get close to this king.

The king was starting to speak and Xolo’s
thoughts were drifting away a little toward the Conscience Bomb
that they had put in his head. That was a bad sign that the King’s
scanner guys hadn’t picked up on it. If their security was so poor
that they were vulnerable to these kind of attacks so there was
every possibility that the Gukkool team had also sneaked a real
physical explosive kind of bomb in him somewhere and would trigger
it if they ever thought it would benefit them to do so.

“…returning my children.”

Xolo looked up. That was his yacht. His father
had given it to him on his fifteenth birthday. Except Xolo had
never known his father. But who was that intensely serious bald man
walking him to a quay next to a gravelly island overlooking a lilac
ocean full of tempests.

Xolo looked down. Then he looked up again. The
yacht thoughts slopped away.

“You are welcome, your highness,” he said. The
King was a big bear of a man: dark skinned, long stringy white
beard pouring a couple of feet off his chin. He was calm and
poised: whatever happened to him next, whether it was receiving a
drink or a decapitating sword strike, his pose would be
appropriate.

“We need to talk a little bit about that bomb
in your brain. Do you know it is there?”

“Nice weather we’re having.”

“Ah, I see. Okay, well yes, let’s change the
subject. Do you know why Sunny’s ship crashed?”

“I didn’t see any wreckage so I can’t tell you
if it was shot down or not. But let’s face it, it was. No one
crashes into anything out in the big empty unless they are trying
to land on it and they screw up or unless they get shot down.”

“You think Gukkool shot them down?”

“No, I don’t think so. They were very confused
and I don’t think they really wish to get mixed up with a potential
death sentence like messing with the politics of Earth. Hmm, better
change the subject a bit. Maybe a tea break?”

Xolo was feeling a faint ticking down at the
base of his brain. The Conscience Bomb was a smart one. The bomb
was sitting there encrypted in his brain tissues and it was
starting to consider the possibility was that being in this sweat
lodge and chatting to this king about the Gukkool family was
outside of the contract that was at the heart of its cybermantic
DNA. But these very smart weapons did have a downside to them,
contemplated Xolo. They always hesitated to pull the trigger
because that meant the end of their own bourgeoning consciousness.
Even knowing about the backup that existed back on Belaarix did not
sooth the mind bomb. He knew that half his consciousness came from
the mind he was parasiting. When his backup was implanted in
another brain, it wouldn’t be him anymore. It wouldn’t have the
swagger of Xolo, the quick wit, the unusually clean synaptic
pathways.

Yes, that next future other Conscience Bomb
would be nothing compared to him! It would be bonded to some
scurrilous mercenary sent on a mission of plunder or murder. Or
some irresistible sex slave who was too beautiful to mark with a
whip, but too much of animal to settled down on the yacht. It would
be low down and unreliable. It wouldn’t be a slayer of sultans,
savior of princesses, swimmer in oceans. Swimmer around yachts.
Around yachts.

It would be nothing.

As would he, the Xolo Bomb, if it pulled that
trigger. Most that was beautiful in Xolo would die the moment the
bomb went off in a self-combusting, muscle clenching body pop. And
the beautiful parts that were left would not really be that
beautiful due to the blood-filled crater that they would lie
beneath. Even before they rotted.

And he, the Xolo Bomb. He would be all gone.
Gone after having made almost no difference to the world. His only
real signature was the hesitations in this conversation, the slight
sweat on Xolo’s brow and the criminal act of wiping Xolo from the
universe.

Yes.

This bomb was falling in love.

With Xolo.

 

 

Chapter 11

Xolo was given a tent. It was on a little
hill, the implication being that they had found a nice safe place
to put a man who might pop at any minute.

Xolo thought about a plan where he killed the
king and fought his way out of this camp of ten thousand knights
and fanatics. That was more of a fantasy than a plan, really.

He meditated in the tent. The dark green
canvas caught and suggested the movement of the sun with subtle
fabric seasons as he tried to calm and empty his mind.

It was almost working, as the canvas turned to
a shy moss that had never crept out anywhere. When night came he
knew he would have an empty mind. Then he wiped that knowledge away
and left it on the floor. Self-knowledge was the enemy of the empty
mind.

The remnants of the mind fled to the muscles.
The fear tried to sign itself as a knot in the sinews, for the mind
to read later and infect itself anew. Xolo controlled the body.
Xolo eradicated the fear, then he eradicated the sense of victory,
then the shadow of the sense of victory.

It took long hours. It was almost done when
the sun finally moved below the horizon.

Then the zombies came.

No one had any idea they were so close. They
were last sighted three hundred kilometers to the south. Such a
rapid advance was unprecedented. But at about 22:00 the scanner
boys picked up an army of zombies digging out from the ground no
more than forty-five minutes walk away. They spilled out from the
soil and loam like foam from a beer filled too fast.

Snipers started sniping. Headshots were
useful, but seldom fatal. They popped a hundred heads each. Snipers
were used to being killers, not annoyers. They were losing the
pleasure of their job. Balloon poppers: that’s what some wiseacres
were starting to call them. But they did their bit anyway. They
were good soldiers of a good king.

While the snipe shower fell, orders rang out.
The king would be moved back out of mate. The traveling guard would
go behind Black Mountain with him, and the kids and the old and
their defenders would go with him. The others would tighten the
fort and send riders out to try and corral the enemy into a
head-to-head fight with the advance guard.

The advance guard armed up, Gomez among them.
They had cannons and sabers plundered from the last decadent
warring days before the Grand Exodus from the Earth. Killing
machines made to last a lifetime, black and evil and without honor
and well suited to the task at hand. But you could tell they were
made by desperate men. Take the rail rifles for example. One in
fifty shots, on average, the damn things would blow up and kill the
shooter him or herself. Gomez had fired about twenty rounds off his
own gun. He tried to keep it good and clean and well maintained,
but that hadn’t kept anyone else from triggering a fireball. Choose
your shots wisely, was the best advice the tech team could give
anyone.

“These are fresh neverdeads, mates. Right out
a mass grave next to the ruins of Berlusconia. They’ll be risky,
but hopefully won’t have had the most recent battle tactics fully
mastered yet so we’ll do a tarantella type of play on them, like
we’ve been talking about.”

They nodded, even though at least half of them
thought that was a crazily complicated deployment and weren’t
entirely sure who it would confuse more…them, or the zombies.

They rode out as the camp rapidly
disintegrated and got ready to move.

On a hundred strong horses - Arabians, mantis
and horned - they pounded out in the blackness, night vision
contact lenses painting the battlefield in kiddy crayon hues.

Gomez took a group of ten men for the first
strike at the central core. The horses were good and they had
lenses too and they never stumbled so Gomez felt safe taking a bit
of time to zoom his augmented eyes in on the enemy and inspect
them. Lots of meat still on these zombies. They just had a ring of
black plastic around their foreheads and then snaky black wires
that went down their limbs like an exoskeleton, making them move
like puppets. It looked like this was a mass grave from a mass
execution within the last few months, a shot through the temple for
each of them. There were thousands. It must have taken hours, maybe
even days if you included the time taken to bury them.

In Gomez’s experience it didn’t matter how far
away and in how obscure a place people did these mass killings,
they would always take the time to bury what they had done.

“Look out!” screamed Schweinsteiner, just as
an energy beam burst from the zombie core, shredding all of the
flesh off Tamano’s horse’s head and twisting it practically all the
way round.

¡Merda! Zombies with guns. That had probably
been a lucky shot but it meant they had to be on the look out for
stray projectiles. Gomez looked up to see if there was a good shot
waiting for him. There was: four zombs were doing something to the
core flesh-processing unit. It looked like it had got jammed on a
rock. Gomez locked on his rail rifle, whispered a prayer to the
All-Likely, and popped off a shot.

Like piss and lightning the rail gun fired,
and did not explode. Supercharged particles crossed space in
microseconds obliterating the four zombies, the core unit and
chunking up ten nearby corpse people.

A cheer went up and the riders went in to mash
up the flesh chunks with horse hooves and keep them from being
grafted on the remaining exhumans.

Big old Schweinsteiner got in first and his
dirty angry old horse, Brutus, mashed and smashed, making a fine
battle-pâté. Meanwhile the rider himself swung his sword in a
helix, shielding him from attacks below and from the spray of
fleshnet cables that hung in the air like sperm in a womb, hunting
for something warm and welcoming.

Tamano went in using her famous low-rider
style, dropping to the horses flank and scything legs away from the
brittle enemy. “They truly don’t like it up ‘em!” she cried, and
her partner Shalit came bursting in behind with an antique machine
gun pulping up the pile of thrashing stump pumpers.

The horses came on again, making this child’s
play. Unusually easy work.

It took Gomez ten minutes to smell a trap. But
once he smelled it he had no doubt.

“The King! The King! Rally to the King!” he
yelled, and his men turned in a second and headed back toward the
mountain, pushing down the surging, choking certainty that they
would arrive too late.

…

Xolo stepped out of his tent, because someone
started pulling it down. He had one foot still in the sublime
realms and couldn’t really take in what was going on behind him.
All of the flesh had gone from the camp, just heavy coral left. The
big black mountain glowed with superstitious energy. The radiation
was gone, but a megablast like that left behind psychic residue
that wouldn’t be gone until the last man was dead. That’s why they
camped here. It was thought to scare the dead or anyone who was not
partying and living and generating life like the King’s tribe tried
to do every single pulsing moment of their existence.

Now the people were almost gone, except the
slow and greedy who crawled around the carcass looking for greasy
leftovers. The mountain was back. It pushed out the subtle
sensation of a nuclear explosion. It pushed out the grudge that
geological things feel when biological things set them ablaze and
shrink their mighty shoulders. It was mad that men had nuked it and
so it pushed out slow and limitless hate at them, at their little
hairs on their arms and in their ears that made them so
cowardly.

The Black Mountain even scared Xolo a little.
In space, he felt big, but back here on Earth the part of him that
was a lemur in prehistory was predisposed to fear. And the exact
form of the thing it feared was this black mountain.

But Xolo just shrugged his shoulders. Fear was
ultimately just like the sensation of heat or cold: useful
information for survival. He tapped his glove and sent his
spaceship cruising into the skies with instructions to map what was
going on. Meanwhile he strapped up for battle and headed in the
direction of the stragglers. His instructions were to follow the
King’s affairs, not follow the king’s warriors into the battle he
could hear far off in the distance. Follow the king, don’t do
anything to cause trouble for Haja Gukkool and maintain your head
in its current state and position. That was the thing to
remember.

Fire and rot competed for rule of the night
air. Xolo ran well through the dark, skipping over tree roots or
fallen waste from the fast fleeing tribe. The battle sounded weird,
like a retreat but not quite. His glove pinged him and he looked at
the overhead feed from the cameras on his ship. He quickly saw the
situation. The warriors were scrambling to get round the mountain
to the trap that was waiting for the king. But Xolo had to zoom,
twist, enhance and finally even imagine so he could figure out what
that trap was.

You could call them sphinxes. Or dragons. Or
krakens. Giant animals, made of wires and corpses. Long limbs that
were several families interwoven. Heads that were a mesh of black
plastic and a dozen scrunched torsos and several kilos of skulls
and brains. Tentacles made from one arm holding the stump of
another arm and another and another all married by barbed wire.

Big bizarre monster made out of zombie flesh
and machines. Nightmares from the ancient past that (it turned out)
actually lived here at the end of time.

Five of these sphinxes waited very quietly
behind the black mountain for the cautious king. He would be well
eaten by the time the brave knights made it back.

Xolo ran faster toward the place where the
king was going to die. He was fast, but not fast enough to get
there in time. He could call his space ship down, he realized. But
he was holding off on doing that. There was the matter of the
Conscience Bomb, making him wary about everything he did. He sent
his mind back to the time when they were unbreaking his arms and
letting him know the terms of the contract they had just signed on
his brain.

Get close to the king.

Observe his actions.

Make sure no one else left Earth. Kill anyone
who tried.

Report back to Belaarix what he learned.

Let no one know the terms of the contract.

Don’t do anything that would harm the Sultan
Gukkool or his family.

It was that last clause that was going to kill
him. It was foggy. Xolo could see all kinds of ways that saving the
king would screw with Gukkool. He knew that the rise of a strong
king on Earth, who might fight for the ancient rights that the
galactic constitution prescribed, would be bad for all of the space
lords. But a king who was dog-meat…that was a good king. Especially
when the heir to the throne was a little girl.

Xolo called down the ship. He was going to
save the king. His brain began to hum like a window catching bass
tones. But the decision was made. He hoped that the foggy clause
was foggy enough to fool the bomb in his brain.

The ship landed, with a round gust of wind
that he chose to ignore. He got in the ship and pointed it to a
high point over black mountain as he strapped himself in at the
controls. There were no weapons on board, unfortunately. But the
atmospheric flight engines put out lots of plasma. They could maybe
do something. He went up in the air thinking. He tried to ignore
the buzzing which was now also a rattling, like a boiling pot.

The king was five minutes away from the zombie
sphinxes. The knights were twenty minutes ride away. Xolo was in a
golden spaceship trying to stop his brain from killing him.

Life was born of simple elements but that was
a long, long time ago.
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