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The double-decker car, with its teardrop shape and
slug-skin sheen crossed from dirt road between grazing cattle to
the gravel in front of the farmstead. It drew alongside Abraham who
continued to groom Barber, his old hork. Patiently sitting on its
haunches the giant horse-bat hybrid stretched out its leathery
wings so the man could tend to its short flank fur. Barber’s
muscles were not what they once were; its thin skin clung to the
weight-relieving holes in its equine skull. Soon there would be
only Abraham to remember what they had done.

‘I’m Doctor Chanti, Department of Health,’ the driver
announced cheerfully stepping out of his transport. He was a broad
man, powerfully built. City suit and shoes didn’t weather well on
the rough land and the heat of late afternoon made Chanti perspire
minutes out of his chilled vehicle. The doctor didn’t seem to mind,
ambling around the creature to proffer his hand.

Patting the beast, Abraham sent it to rejoin the herd.
Folding its wings to use as forelegs, it walked slowly from him. It
would never take to the sky again.

‘It’s an honour to meet you Mr Abraham.’

Abraham pushed the vac-brush into a pouch on the back of
his overalls.

‘If you say so.’

Abraham shook Chanti’s large hand. There was no contest of
strength. No point: the smaller Abraham would win.

‘I didn’t think they’d let those on this planet,’ Chanti
observed nodding in the direction of Barber. ‘Not one of God’s
creatures.’

‘What we create is by the grace of God; so it is God’s
own.’

‘I think that’s sophistry by the Elders.’

‘They allow machines, so why not horks.’

‘I’m glad they do. It takes two weeks to get
here

from Resolve Garrison by horse and cart. You do
hide

yourself away Mr Abraham.’

‘I’m registered.’

‘So you are, so you definitely are indeed,’ Chanti flashed
a smile. ‘A figure of speech that’s all. I would hate to get off on
the wrong foot by offending a Nestbuster. We all owe
you.’

‘No, you don’t.’ Abraham couldn’t read Chanti. He could
hear no change in heart rhythm. There were no eye motion betrayers.
There was no respect, nor was there fear, the other response to
finding out what he had been; what he forever was.

‘That’s not strictly true, but I respect your modesty. I
also truly, honestly respect your willingness to help the Colony
Section of the Department of Health. This survey is vital. It will
help us improve colony health and cure resurgent ailments. Research
on far worlds is vital. Testing on a man like yourself is
especially vital. You are like the ultimate Control subject,
resistance to so much that would make ordinary colonists
wilt.’

Abraham felt Chanti was irritating enough to be genuine,
but knew different.

‘What do you want?’

‘I’m sure you’ve read my missive. I need to do a full
medical on you, your wife -’ consulting his palm, he continued ‘-
and son. Oh, is wife OK? This is a mono world isn’t it? Wife’s the
right term. I don’t want to cause offence.’

‘She is my wife.’

‘Wife it is,’ he answered setting something right in his
hand. ‘I visit so many places. It can change from town to town let
alone from world to world. The post-war boon I guess. You can have
partner, significant other, mother of my children, current sexual
attractor, mature financial dependant, on and on.’

‘Mrs Abraham to you.’

‘Mrs Abraham it is,’ Chanti agreed.

‘We agreed to this only if it takes up no more than an
afternoon. I want you gone by shallow night.’

‘By shallow night I shall be gone,’ Chanti looked up. Two
thirds of the sky was occupied by a gas giant, Dutiful Father, half
in shadow. Its sunlight side raged in storm caused by the permanent
heating by its star.

‘Weird place, this,’ he shrugged. ‘I’m surprised you chose
it.’

‘You have about five hours.’

‘Plenty of time. Plenty of time indeed. Shall
we?’

Chanti waved to the farmstead where Rebecca Abraham
watched from a window. ‘I feel I should introduce myself properly
before we get down to the intrusive tests.’

Together they walked up to the front door. The sand
coloured building was a complex of living space, sheds, barns and
workshops, three storeys in places it appeared low as it spread
across the land. Designed to house a dynasty it was home to three.
Pushing through the front door Chanti didn’t wait for Abraham to
open it.

In the reception area were coats on a rack and a long
table. A bright vase with carnations took up centre spot on its
surface. Rebecca Abraham was resting against it. She wore an ankle
length dress of the same material as Abraham’s overalls. A bonnet
failed to restrain long hair spilling from the back. She flicked a
glance to the room from where she had watched.

‘Mrs Abraham,’ Chanti advanced shaking her hand. ‘I am Dr
Chanti, Department of Health, you can call me Jad,’ he smiled.
‘Ah,’ he breathed deeply, ‘I miss the smell of polished wood you
know. Anyway, I’m here to do some tests on your little
family.’

‘I know.’

‘I’m so glad you agreed to help us in these
tests.’

‘We don’t have much choice.’

‘Don’t be so defensive,’ Chanti said with mock hurt. ‘This
is all for the greater good.’

‘That’s what they said to my husband in the war, Dr
Chanti.’

‘It was for the greater good, wasn’t it?’

* * *

‘Thank you Mrs Abraham, you have been very patient. I
apologise for any discomfort.’

Rebecca didn’t answer as she ran her thumb up the open
central seam of her dress, which sealed right up to the
neck.

Chanti had brought his examination system into a spare
bedroom. It sat in an irregular ring about a high single bed, dark
boxes with articulated sensor booms rising from them. These
retracted on his command. Consulting his palm, he pursed his
lips.

‘Is that it?’ she asked retying her bonnet.

‘Oh yes, you are as fit as can be expected. More worn than
standard, but that’s to be expected labouring out here. I must say
you bear discomfort well.’

‘There is no discomfort.’

‘Come now, Mrs Abraham, this is not the easiest life,
especially for you.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘A city girl like yourself moving so far from the
Motherworld and its pleasant environs. Resolve isn’t much of a
town, not that you’re close to it.’

‘I like it here.’

‘That statement doesn’t fit with your profile. I don’t see
you submitting to be a farmer’s wife.’

‘The war changed my profile. After the war, I
decided my family needed to get away from the Motherworld. We all
needed peace.’

‘Quite so, quite so, Mrs Abraham, although I would have
thought it was your husband dragging you out here.’

‘It was my choice.’

‘That I find surprising. You really selected this
isolation?’

‘Yes.’

‘You have certainly changed. There are many farm worlds
with a cosmopolitan outlook and yet you committed yourself to this
one, the furthest from home, so to speak. I also note you have no
religious tendencies at all, unless that has changed too, and yet
you have had to submit to the codes and mores of a rather strict
faith. It’s noticeable at the garrison, not a single woman serves
here and few female spouses would put up with the
restrictions.’

‘I have not found them restrictive.’

‘Of course not, of course not, mind you, you do have a
number of advantages over most women.’

‘What do mean by that?’ Rebecca bristled.

‘Merely that some of the rules don’t apply to you and of
course, you are far from most population centres so you can do more
or less what you like.’

‘I respect and follow the Elders’ creed always. We are not
as isolated as you keep implying. It’s only an hour from Bulwark by
hork and I keep in touch with the rest of our community daily. And
you found us easily enough.’

‘Of course, of course,’ Chanti made a small bow. ‘Forgive
me. Shall we move on to check your delightful son?’

Abraham lay on the rafters in the ceiling above, one eye
to a pinhole. His breathing was slower than a coma patient, while
his surface temperature mimicked the surroundings. Already Abraham
had checked out Chanti’s vehicle discovering nothing. It was a
garrison car, but had no protection against a man like
Abraham.

Rebecca stayed with Chanti as he examined Isaac Junior.
The doctor gave him a wooden toy train. When the child pressed the
right spot it changed into a horse, another spot a car, a starship
and so on. Sitting on the bed, the three year old quietly explored
the surprises. Gently and respectfully, Chanti completed his tests.
‘A fine, fit healthy young man,’ he pronounced. ‘You should be very
proud.’

‘I am.’

‘It says he’s three, born soon after… do you know I never
know what to call it. It was all rather strange don’t you think?
The government call it ‘victory’. Do you know that never sits well
with me? Did we win? It all kind of just stopped didn’t it? Of
course men like your husband helped. What would you call
it?’

‘The Faithful call it ‘deliverance’, I won’t disagree with
that.’

‘Deliverance, deliverance… no, doesn’t feel right. I shall
have to ask your husband.’

‘Try it.’

‘I shall Mrs Abraham, I shall.’

‘Let us return to young junior here. My predictions are
that he’s going to be big, if I didn’t know he was three, I would
have said five.’

‘Runs in my family.’

‘Yes, it does. He’ll be some athlete; he should be closer
to the Motherworld. He has potential.’

‘He will be a farmer.’

‘Yes,’ Chanti said. ‘You’ll have to send him to the
schools here. He’ll become one of them.’

‘We are one of them.’

‘What I was trying to say, is, that the people of this
world will indoctrinate your boy with their beliefs. That is
perhaps not the best for any of you.’

‘It’s a good religion, it teaches love and peace
and

tolerance.’

‘Unless you’re female.’

‘Dr Chanti, women here are respected. Where I used to live
- on the Motherworld - there were places and times I wouldn’t have
been safe. Not here. Here, I can go anywhere at any
time.’

‘Still, I note you were wise enough not to give birth to
him here. All the usual damage has been repaired to the extent even
I couldn’t tell whether you bore Junior or not. That’s not how they
do it here. Apart from some pain control, a woman experiences
childbirth to the full with the accompanying stretches and tears.
Of course that’s something you’re never going to have to
suffer.’

‘You might not believe it, but I wish I could.’

‘I don’t, let’s move on shall we?’

‘You are a very rude man.’

‘I have to ask questions,’ he shrugged, ‘it’s my job.
Please forgive me if I cause offence. It’s not intentional. I have
one about your boy.’

Chanti felt along Isaac junior’s left leg. The boy
fascinated by the metamorphosing toy hardly bothered. ‘I noticed a
repair for talipes equinovarus.’

‘His club foot? Yes, it was fixed last year.’

‘That was late. It would have been done in
vivo

anywhere but here.’

‘We wanted to make sure he was strong enough.’ After a
pause she added, ‘He is our only child. He was

the of last Isaac’s genetic reserve. He was our last
chance.’

‘Ah yes, I understand.’

‘No, you don’t. No, you don’t understand. You keep
needling me and you don’t understand. You don’t understand how much
we wanted a family. You don’t understand how screwing around with
my husband’s genetics took that away. You don’t understand we
couldn’t take any more samples from Isaac as his own body is
classified. You don’t understand we can’t adopt because of what he
did for people like you, because you asked him to do it and he did
it. You don’t understand how much… how special our son
is.’

Abraham willed his wife not to get angry.

‘I don’t like your games! What are you after?’

Rebecca drew a breath. Her son had stopped playing and
attentively watched her.

‘This is just research, scientific research, that’s
all.’

‘After all your scientists’ promises we had one son, not
with your help. By the grace of God, we had one precious child-’
Rebecca collected her son resting him on her hip. ‘-now you come
here insulting me and questioning our actions. If I could take my
family any further from the Motherworld I would. My husband has
paid. I have paid now leave us alone.’

‘I’m sorry to have offended you, Mrs Abraham,’

Chanti raised his hands defensively. ‘I care about
people’s health, both physical and mental. You and your husband are
so out of place here, it’s a puzzle I must probe. For your own well
being that is.’

‘Hell is waiting for men like you, Dr Chanti.’ Rebecca
stormed from the room.

* * *

Abraham sat naked on the bed whilst the tips of Chanti’s
sensor booms followed the topology of his form. Reacting to the
hovering probes his skin rippled with unnatural colours.

‘Fascinating, Mr Abraham,’ Chanti referenced his palm.
‘There are so few of you. It is such an honour and, if I must
confess, professionally exciting to be given the chance to examine
a nestbuster.’

Sighing, Abraham felt tired, it had been four years since
his last systems check. The memory drained him as much as Chanti’s
questions.

‘Defence said this would be reversed. They
promised.’

‘You might be needed again, you know that.’

‘They could at least fix the poison flusher. I can’t get
drunk, at least fix that.’

The last examination had been after his squadron had
decided to drink themselves to death. A bar near the base always
welcomed Infiltrators, when the bar owner spotted the Nestbuster
insignia, it was free jugs of whatever, for twenty-four hours
straight. They’d chosen vodka. End results: the Nestbuster legend
grew bigger and bladder cramps. After that they picked the option
the other Nestbusters did - they wouldn’t be coming back from the
next mission.

‘Way beyond me, Mr Abraham, anyway you should be pleased.
The enhancements give you full resistance to the heightened
radiation on this planet. Your son too has the same resistance.
Sadly your wife does not and will die at best twenty years earlier
than if she were back on her Motherworld.’

‘We all die.’

‘Yes, Mr Abraham, yes, that is true.’ Chanti summoned a
stream of data into the air. ‘The mystery Mr Abraham, is that you
are still alive.’

Abraham studied Chanti deeply. His heartbeat remained that
same regular rhythm from his arrival, heat patterns normal, the hot
cybernetic strands between palms and brain were typical for a
medico.

Abraham said nothing.

Sensors swung into his view to explore his eyes like the
rest of him, a hundred percent natural, not necessarily
human.

‘Your squad is a mystery too.’

‘Not my squad.’

‘The squadron of Captain Waynes is a mystery. It’s members
don’t die. You should be following the statistics like I do.
Suicides, disappearances, succumbing to infections, cancers,
insanity are ten times the average for Infiltrator-Penetrators.
Nestbusters seem to lose that life spirit except all your squad
have none of these issues. It’s a mystery.’

‘Your mystery.’

Waynes had warned him this man would be coming. He had
visited, testing, toyed with all the squad. It was his turn for
silence.

‘Mr Abraham, it is a mystery for all of us. If you could
tell me anything, I could use it to save the lives of so many other
squads. What secret is it that keeps you going? My estimate is that
before this decade is out only your colleagues will remain. You
could save yet more lives.’

‘They don’t want to be saved.’

‘Think of their families, think of their potential
lives.’

‘Think of the military assets lost.’

‘No, Mr Abraham, these are people. People with lives, with
futures, people who need your help.’

‘To be used again,’ Abraham stated swiping away the arm
blocking his view.

At a silent command, the devices retracted and folded
ready for transportation.

‘You can dress,’ Chanti said. Turning from Abraham he
walked to the window and pulled away the blinds. Dutiful Father
fixed in the sky had changed phase as the moon he stood on,
Faithful Son, swung around its sunlight side. As the giant was
tidally locked to the sun, its moon was locked to it.

‘This is an unbelievable world,’ Chanti mused. ‘Near
standard gravity, comfortable fixed season, surface liquid water –
survivable radiation levels – and, on top of it all, a twenty-four
hour day of sorts.’

‘Forty-nine,’ Abraham corrected pulling on his
overalls.

‘This hemisphere sees night in its own shadow and halfway
round again - twenty-four hours later – night in Dutiful Father’s
shadow. A natural outcome of orbital dynamics and yet, seemingly
designed. Do you know there is an increasing movement on the
Motherworld that these places were artificially created especially
for us?’

‘Find a hundred thousand planetary bodies and a few of
them are going to be habitable.’

‘There’s a growing theory, that the War wasn’t a war at
all, but a test. They, whoever ‘they’ are, sent us against us and
we proved ourselves worthy. Our reward was these worlds. Many are
waiting for an invitation to join some kind of galactic
club.’

‘It was a war.’ Last button engaged with
finality.

‘Hear a theory enough times and it gets you thinking?
After almost four years of silence, of no hint of the enemy, I ask
myself was it all a test?’

‘It was war.’

‘Strange way to fight us don’t you think? Sending millions
of psychopathic superhumans to exterminate us face to
face.’

‘Big guns destroyed too much. Best way for minimal damage
to the real estate, send ‘fellas after fellows.’

‘Oh yes, badfellas; not heard that nickname for a while.
Ferrets after rabbits, a general once put it. We captured a lot of
their technology afterwards and that has helped the colonization
programme. Or did we earn it?’

‘By being more ruthless than their manufactured
killers?’

‘Perhaps.’ Chanti returned to his kit, lifting units into
self-propelled crates. ‘Forgive me, Mr Abraham, I’m sure it must
have been asked before, but I have to ask: did you see anything of
our real foe? You know, the creatures behind their army? You went
deeper into their hives than anyone else. Surely there must have
been some clue.’

Abraham slowly raised his head, hyper-perceptive eyes
blank, enhanced memory replaying the day he had planned to
die…

* * *

… fifty levels down in an iron asteroid the explosions on
the surface still reached them rumbling through the structure they
clung to. Another decoy ship. Ten in a crew. Abraham had counted
five hundred and thirty deaths so far, he had learnt on his four
missions to identify the difference between the notes of high-yield
surface detonations and a pressurised war machine bursting. A fair
cost was two thousand lives to cover the infiltrator-penetrator
entry. Sometimes it cost ten thousand.

Big Pac, Corporal Pec, Captain Waynes, Sergeant Chen and
Abraham had been selected for the final phase. Positioned like
relay runners through the construct were the rest of the squad
ready to draw fire if necessary to see the mission succeed. The
deepest penetrators held station by a vaulted entrance, blending
with clean rock melted into a wall. To be seen was to die. Every
badfella was a giant, lightening fast and very hard to kill. If
bested, but not dead, they would detonate a bomb all of them wore
killing anyone surrounding them. Attrition of their own didn’t
matter thanks to the nests.

Patrols swept the nest. It was clear that the enemy had a
good idea of how soldier production was being stopped. Whatever
minds ruled the enemy, they hadn’t worked out how ordinary humans
could enter their bases.

Abraham counted deaths pressed against a wall. He wore a
suit made of his own skin, thickened and layered, densely loaded
with ossicles to form pressure-suit armour. It sympathetically
changed with his natural camouflage beneath. On his back under
stretched flesh was his part of the bomb heavier than three
ordinary men could carry. Although it made him look like a turtle
it hardly hindered his agility.

Pulsing magnetic and electric fields neutered any kind of
sophisticated electrical technology. Infiltrator-penetrators were
one hundred percent biological and as natural as cyanide. Their
bomb was mechanics and chemistry. Over a thousand had died in the
assault to provoke a counter-attack, when Waynes signalled the
move.

His men slithered through the entrance and into the
birthing chamber. What everyone called a nest, Abraham’s commanders
labelled this as: Biological Production Facility XPX995. Abraham
had no name for the place. Those who thought they understood called
it Hell. Hell was later when the chemicals that wound up his
senses, enhanced his speed and subdued his fears ebbed leaving him
with picture perfect memories his military-gifted infallible brain
cursed him with. Nest and Production Facility were comfort words to
hide what was necessary.

Every production facility was identical: a circular bowl
six storeys high, broad enough for the slope to appear slight. The
floor above curved in on the one below. Light streamed though a
central circular opening. Across the whole surface were thousands
of shallow pits the size of double beds with only enough room to
crawl between them. Domes of distended flesh sat in the pits. These
were the mothers of the enemy. Slick tubes of living tissue laced
the volume. Waynes lead the way threading through them with his men
following attentive to threats.

Babies were being born faster than the ships died. Out
would slide mucus-coated packages struggling free as a womb-dome
collapsed. Ten, twelve, fourteen at a time would appear.

Distorted hands, on the ends of stretched human arms fused
to the mothers would gather each newborn and hand it on to the next
dome’s limbs. On would travel the child, dripping, like a bucket in
chain battling a fire. Mewing and crying was worse than explosions.
There was choking too.

Stopping, eyes screwed shut, Abraham’s received a punch
from Pec to keep moving. Pec was lucky, the only psycho on the
team, he never lost focus. Funny, Abraham thought, as they carried
on, how he’d agreed to die with the rest of them. Pec wasn’t
supposed to feel anything.

There were clearly two baby-chains. How they were sorted
so early was beyond Abraham. Healthy products travelled to the
central opening to be handed above for a life in the ranks of the
enemy. He guessed they were accelerated to adulthood because with
each nestbuster success fewer raids would be reported.

Abraham obsessed about baby-chain number two. Always in
his head, it tore at his heart from mission one onwards.

Captain Waynes arrived at the centre with heaven’s grace
glowing directly above. Upwards could be seen the seven other
birthing chambers. In the central void spidery limbs handed cherubs
upwards into the light where they vanished. Fluids dripping off
them glowed like a golden rain.

There was no space for the bomb.

Pec drew a ceramic knife from his forearm and sprang onto
the nearest dome.

Abraham looked away.

Every child drifting slowly upwards would become a man it
could take twenty to kill. He had seen towns empty of life,
slaughter delivered mercilessly. He had fought them too, until he
had no friends left, but that was their potential. Here, womb-fresh
there was only innocence.

Butchery done the team unpacked their device climbing onto
bloody leftovers.

The bomb was simple: diamond springs, released by chemical
erosion to ram segments into critical mass: fission then
fusion.

Once he had delivered his part for Waynes and Big Pac to
assemble Abraham pulled his pump-action crossbow from its
holster.

If discovered they would hold off the badfellas until
Waynes detonated. There would be no fighting their way out. Orders
were to set the bomb and then exit.

Agreed in a pointless drinking session, they would prepare
the bomb, defend it if necessary, but if all was quiet sit around
and vaporise.

Until then Abraham decided to follow baby-stream
two…

* * *

‘No, just humans,’ Abraham said.

‘I’ve always hoped there’d be some clue to who they are.
You’d think we’d find them in at least one resource
centre.’

‘Resource centre? Is that what they’re called
now?’

‘Weapons plants, ship yards, farms and other production
facilities. Yes, yes, I would call them resource
centres.’

‘Have we finished?’ Abraham put on his boots.

‘I suppose we are,’ Chanti smiled. ‘You couldn’t think of
why your squad has such a… one should say zest, let us say,
attachment to life.’

‘No.’

‘What do you have to live for Mr Abraham?’

‘What?’

‘Why do you breed your horks, till the soil, breath
the

next breath? What makes you live Mr Abraham?

‘My family.’

* * *

Abraham saw Chanti to his car.

The herd of horks had drifted in their unbalanced gait to
graze on a distant hill.

Looking over to them Chanti observed:

‘I’ve always wondered why those creatures never escape.
They can fly anywhere they want and yet I’ve never hear of them
flying off to eat some neighbour’s crop.’

‘They are bred to dislike flying without a human
on

their back.’

‘Ah yes programming, programming is everything. Anyway,
thank you Mr Abraham and thank your wife, I have learnt much. You
have a fine son, he is special, see he grows up true. Good-’ Chanti
glanced up. ‘- see its not yet shallow night.’

While the vehicle turned and silently raced away, Abraham
walked back to the house.

Rebecca came out.

Around her ears and wrists were hot lines from where
Rebecca’s body was reacting against new implants. They had not yet
reached her eyes.

Abraham put a finger to his lips.

She closed her mouth.

Leading Rebecca back into the house, he found a slate from
Issac’s scatter of toys. Switching on at his touch, rainbow ink
tracked his finger:

Say nothing. Monitors
have been seeded
everywhere.

Nodding she took the slate from her husband and

wrote:

He knows.

Silently Abraham agreed.

* * *

Above was the eternal turmoil of the storm on Dutiful
Father, bright in the full glare of its sun. The dot cast by
Faithful Son was visible.

Below, in strange hues from reflected light, were vast
fields of grain in all states of growth.

Between was Abraham riding Courier, Barber’s clone. He lay
against its thick neck. Cold air excited his bare skin, which had
blended into the twilight of shallow night. Courier’s skin obeyed
its rider’s and matched it. He had always had a talent for stealth,
Barber had been his favourite military transport when life was
simply hunting badfellas infiltrating the Motherworld.

Chanti’s car was travelling at speed surging by kilometre
long land-trains.

A hork was fast, but not enough to overhaul the bullet of
a car with a head start on a laser straight highway. Abraham only
needed to keep line of sight. Over the pumping shoulder joint of
Courier he watched the vehicle, waiting for it to arrive at the
bright arch of concrete spanning the shear-sided rift valley where
the first colony used to be. Not all the enemy’s weapons had been
biological.

Applying pressure with his knees made Courier still its
ribbed aerofoils. Aiming a thin cup at the car, Abraham imagined
the narrow beam and triggered the pulse the moment the car was on
the bridge and overtaking yet another road train.

It was heavily screened against interference, but
Abraham’s device was within its main shield and placed to
circumvent the rest of its protection.

Captain Waynes had given him a fist full of pulse
scramblers and a few weapons no one cared about counting when the
war ended. Waynes had made sure all his people were prepared after
what they had done.

Navigation lights winked out. All electrics died including
the brakes and the automatic systems that kept the vehicle safe.
Although slowing it was still travelling too quickly and spun off
the span.

Trained to be thorough Abraham circled the bridge gauging
the best way to approach the crash site and ensure Chanti was dead
and his records erased. Once he had sighted the wreckage Abraham
guided his mount to the valley floor, a couple of kilometres away
from his destination…

* * *

… what the hell are you doing!’ Pec hissed, ripping off
his blood speckled mask-face. Underneath his boyish face was
puzzled.

‘I can’t do this.’

Pec crawled up beside Abraham who cradled a child. ‘This
is insane,’ Pec said softly. He maintained a scan of the
surroundings.

‘I can’t do this.’

‘Abe, we’re ending it here. No more of this.’

‘No. I’m taking him.’

‘Abe, we’ve had this talk too many times.’

‘Do you know how long Becca and me have tried for a baby?
Years before I signed up for this.’

‘I know Abe, I know, it just wasn’t your luck
mate.’

‘Luck!’

At Abraham’s shout, all the adults in the chamber froze;
hands on weapons.

Pec signalled the all clear.

The construction of the bomb continued.

‘They’re throwing them away!’ Abraham moaned. ‘I’ve tried
so hard and they’re throwing them away!’

In stream two were all the stillborns and the imperfect.
Handed to a corner of the room and dropped into a giant greasy
funnel.

Abraham rested against its lip.

Playing with the weak grip of the boy clutching at his
finger, Abraham could see nothing else.

‘Look at him, only his foot is a little bent. There’s
nothing else wrong with him and they were going to throw him
away.’

‘One in billions, not worth the effort.’

‘We could take him home.’

‘We’re not going anywhere, Abe.’

‘Can you hear what happens to them at the bottom of that
chute? They don’t want him, they’ll not notice him. We could slip
way. It’s just one.’

‘Yeah, but you’re not going to are you?’ Pec asked palming
his knife.

‘No, not without the rest of you, we’re mates.’

‘Yeah mates,’ Pec agreed. ‘You sit there, Abe. Keep him
quiet…

* * *

It was an easy jog through shattered rocks, blending with
wild and mutated houseplants. Patches of grain from seed carried by
the wind grew where soil had collected against barren stone.
Saplings and tree stumps were rare, but enough for breaking up his
outline in the poor light. Approaching from the high ground built
up from rubble Abraham saw a trick of the light.

Corpse cold sat a human figure atop the mangled car.
Internal organs, blood vessels and nerves began to warm, the
glowing infrared tracery becoming complex as the different levels
of cybernetic introductions came to life far more than Abraham had
registered before.

‘Do you think they’ll try again?’ Chanti asked of the
shadows. ‘To exterminate us, that is.’

No sound.

‘Four years of silence,’ he said. ‘They are planning,
we’re sure of it, trying to understand how we stopped them. We plan
too. We scout, we think, we experiment. The trick is never to fight
the next war like the last, but still use what you have learnt.
We’re trying all sorts of things, like me for instance.’

No clue to the threat closing.

‘We know what you did. It was one off the discard stream
wasn’t it? It always is. You’re not the only one you know. We
estimate most of the lost Nestbusters were trying to smuggle out
children. And there you are, trying for years for a family,
surrounded by thousands of them. It’s always an imperfect one. It’s
that little feeling of humanity: you saved someone no one – no
thing – cared for. It’s why your squad live on like the others we
know of and well done to you. Perhaps that’s why we won the first
round. Perhaps they can’t kill each other and thought we couldn’t
either. But of course we have been slaughtering each other since
pre-history and yet will die trying to save a child we know nothing
about.’

Death could come unseen.

‘Trust me, we don’t want to hurt you or your son. Not you,
not your wife, not your, sorry, Captain Waynes’s squad are in
trouble.’

Chanti looked behind him – nothing.

‘We want you to live and be bountiful. Like you said, you
are an asset and you may be called upon again or, if you look at it
another way, you are the perfect person to raise your son. We want
him to love you, to love this planet, to love his fellows. It may
be him or his grandchildren we call upon to defend us.’

Abraham rose out of the ground not a metre in front of
Chanti.

‘You’re good,’ Chanti admitted.

‘You’ll leave us alone?’

‘If you let us watch, yes.’

Chanti stood up and began to walk away, turning he
said:

‘Enjoy your family Mr Abraham, it’s what we are all
fighting for.’
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