
        
            
                
            
        

    
  

	
		Copyright © 2019 Grave Blackened. All Rights Reserved.
	

	
	



All rights reserved under the Digital Millennium Copyright Act, the Universal Copyright Convention and the Berne Convention For The Protection Of Literary And Artistic Works. The author of this book secures all rights to this book, including the right to reproduce this book in whole or in part, in any form whatsoever, and extends such privileges to absolutely no other parties, individuals or companies. Not including eBook exemptions of the Digital Millennium Copyright Act, no part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, in whole or in part, by any electronic, mechanical, or other means including, but not limited to, all existing and yet to be invented information duplicating, storage or retrieval systems, without specific permission in writing from the author, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages.
                    
	


	
	PUBLISHED AND MANUFACTURED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

	
	

		
	First International eBook Printing: August 2019




  


       Table Of Contents 

      
  
      Chapter One - You Made The Right Decision
      Chapter Two - (Not Yet!) Past His Bedtime
      Chapter Three - Dopefiend Soldiers
      Chapter Four - Two Fools Who Laugh At Death
      Chapter Five - A Peculiar Conversation Between Old Friends
      Chapter Six - All Fled, All Done
      Chapter Seven - Hello, Alone
      Chapter Eight - Monk Mode Rhapsody
      Chapter Nine - C-Type
      Chapter Ten - Don't Question The Light
      Chapter Eleven - Girls In White Dresses
      Chapter Twelve - Through A Holocauster, Darkly
      Chapter Thirteen - Aftermath
      Glossary
      

  

  
    Chapter One

    You Made The Right Decision

  

    
  call sign: Six-by
unit type: space marine
location : The Good Shepherd (launch bay)

  
  “CONGRATULATIONS! YOU WON!” The voice belongs to Hangman and he is laughing when he says it. Yes, the Hangman. Heavy Weapons from Sect Most Vicious, laughing in my face, patting me on the shoulder, welcoming me to the team. It’s the stuff of legend, every puke marine’s dream is to make one of the first line fire teams.

 I’m not kidding when I say I’m sure I don’t deserve the honor.

 Hangman laughs again. There is no mirth in his laughter, but there is camaraderie. Something that is wholly alien to me.

 How I got glad-handed into Most Vicious is a long story and it’s time consuming. The one sentence version is this: my first day in combat everything went horribly wrong, the rest of my unit was killed and my right leg was blown off from the knee down, I had the honor of witnessing the most heroic act I could possibly imagine, then half of Most Vicious got killed and I banded together with the surviving members and we fought our way back to the safety of The Good Shepherd then folded to the other side of the galaxy.

 That was fifteen minutes ago.

 Now, back aboard The Good Shepherd we are anywhere but safe and the fight is anything but over.

 I, with my new teammates, am rushing down a darkened corridor, there is nothing to see but the path forward, slowly revealing itself in the muted blues and soft greens of the guidance lights that twinkle on and off as we rush past. We are heading from the recovery bay that just hauled us out of the shit to the launch platform. I have no clue where we’re being sent next but the voice of Fleet booms from the ship’s squawk box, apprising us of the situation.

 “I will not bullshit you. Our situation is dire, is it ever not?” says Fleet, no hint of humor in his amplified voice. 

 “The space fold operation was a mixed success. We have evaded the Krag Subjugation forces and achieved irregular orbit around the target planet of Debron IV. However, the maneuver was not without issue. Our kernel engineers have calculated a significant over usage of energy. Estimated at more than three times the projected energy allotment. Further depleting our already dangerously low fuel stores.”

 Fleet continues, the news, not surprisingly, doesn’t get better.

 “In addition to our pressing lack of energy, the space fold drives cracked and will need immediate repair. A team of kernels is combing the historical databases looking for a restoration procedure. Due to the recent shortages of material even with a valid procedure it is unlikely we will be able to repair the drive. As a last resort we will attempt the cannibalization of the remaining vestigial areas aboard The Good Shepherd.”

 He pauses a moment to let that sink in. We’re outta gas. The engines are broken. We’re not sure we can fix them.

 “We are not without recourse.” 

 You gotta love Fleet’s optimism. I mean that. Sincerely. I’m not too far gone that I don’t wish I could muster some myself.

 “Fortunately, Debron IV is an excellent candidate to harvest both material and energy from. The next synchronization opportunity is in five minutes. We are sending down an advance team of vurkers to scout the planet’s surface then construct a base of operations and establish our supply chain.”

 To be honest my balls could use some more pubic hairs but I’m old enough that my days of making sarcastic comments between statements of my superiors are behind me. So I just keep my mouth shut and gimp leg be damned hustle down the dark corridors as best as I can.

 Wasting no more time, Fleet wraps up his broadcast. “To escort the vurkers we are tasking 1st Marine fire team, Most Vicious. Supporting them will be 3rd Marine fire team, That Aggressive. As always, the situation remains both highly fluid and extremely precarious, I will update the Apocalypse with your mission objectives before you jump.”

 And that’s how I made the cut. Not because I was good. Or because I deserved it. But because we had five minutes to sync, and I was still in my pathogen armor ready for combat and already heading towards the launch platform. I didn’t earn my place, I wasn’t chosen by fate, there just wasn’t anybody else available.

 I’m not going to shame myself. The ship is dying. We have no choice. This must be done.

 But I know I’m not the right person for the job. I’m fatigued. Probably traumatized. Just barely able to hobble on this stumpy thing that’s all that remains of my leg. But there you have it. Life sucks and the facts are I’m all out of excuses.

 Nor am I alone. 

 A corpuscler dogs my every not-a-step. The little freaky fuck sets my teeth on edge. Yes, he’s human, but doesn’t look it at all. An unnerving glint in his evil damn eye. His white nursing suit still caked gray with ash and gore from the battlefield.

 He is either the bravest, or the stupidest person I have ever met. I know this because the last of the fighting on Tranquility was ferocious. Something big, nasty and extremely violent had gotten very close. Close enough to rip through pathogen armor and tear my leg off. With only minutes before the sync back to The Good Shepherd the corpuscler had detached himself from the lander and at great risk to himself crawled across the battlefield unsupported. His bitch tits–the two enormous white barrels strapped across his chest–bulge where just under half an hour ago I’d seen him stuff my leg after scavenging it from the battleground. Then pick his way back through the carnage and attach himself to the lander scant moments before we sync’d the hell off that shithole planet.

 Now, as I hobble after the rest of Most Vicious, he massages the stump of my missing knee, rubbing it with some sort of clear medical smelling liquid–probably a disinfectant or a painkiller draught.

 “Six-by…” 

 The corpuscler looks at me. Then at my knee. Then back to me.

 A strange look on that strange face of his. Those damn eyes of his…

 I am convinced he is trying to tell me something. I’m not the best at reading people, I simply have no clue what he’s trying to say.

 The moment passes.

 “No good,” he says finally.

 There are certain times in life where you just don’t want to hear those two words. When someone is trying to reattach the bottom half of your leg is near the top of that list.

 “You need to see a traumist,” he says instead.

 The corpuscler continues, telling me he has no choice. My leg won’t set in time, he has to use a substitute. I stop paying attention. We are falling behind the others. I struggle to catch up.

 Following me, the corpuscler spreads a glop of gray goop between his hands and rubs them together. Then smears the medical grease where my knee should be, talking to me in a low, heavily accented tone. His voice calm, reassuring. He never misses a beat. Muttering a stream of medical advice at me that I mostly ignore and entirely don’t understand. He acts as though it’s the most natural thing in the world to snatch someone’s leg from the heat of battle and then follow him down an unlit corridor of a dying spaceship trying to replace it in the hasty moments just before he syncs for the next fight.

 Medical types. Their dedication to the job cannot be questioned. If you can just overlook those off glinting eyes that I’m pretty sure mean something is not right in their head.

 We near the launch bay, where the lander that will send us down to the new theater on Debron IV is waiting. 

 The battlefield is still being prepped.

 We have a few minutes while the kernels get the Trumpets up. Until they’re online we’re not going anywhere. Leaving irregular orbit without them would just be jumping to our deaths.

 The launch bay itself is enormous, we are swallowed by its endless darkness. Once again I am humbled at the mammoth size of the The Good Shepherd. A reminder of the glory of another age, and of how far we have fallen.

 Fifty thousand people could easily fit in here. Not that there will ever be that many humans alive again. Almost everyone who isn’t on duty or integral to the sync is here to see us off. Their gaunt, sallow faces greet our arrival. Precious few. We, the sole surviving members of the human race. The men mill about. Aimlessly. A scared, dazed look on their faces, unable to make eye contact.

 I am haunted by a nagging feeling, I should know these people. I should recognize these faces. And though they should be familiar, they are not.

 Men I don’t recognize call out to me. They know my name, but I don’t know theirs. Maybe it’s the blood loss. Maybe fatigue. Maybe the unreal amount of drugs my pathogen armor is surely pumping into me. My head’s not right. I might be traumatized. Have I said that already? I’m not sure. 

 Nah, I’m shore of it. I’m traumatized. I know this because even though pathogen armor seems magical they aren’t magic. Dump enough blood in a bucket and even a marine will traumatize. And I lost a helluva lot more than a bucket.

 It has to be the drugs. Every not-a-step I take is an easy reminder something horrific must have happened to me. My suit knows this too, and so it is surely pumping cc after cc of an intoxicating mixture of fucking-no-regrets mixed with with you-won’t-feel-a-thing plus a hundred other chemicals I have no idea the name of through my bloodstream, forcing me to forget the horrors and ignore the pain. My addicted nervous system laps it up, eager to please. Of this there is absolutely no question.

 “Just go down there and make something happen,” a voice calls out.

 “Make something happen!” Someone else repeats.

 “Just make something happen!” A third voice takes up the mantra.

 I get it, they’re scared. We’re all scared. 

 Fleet didn’t sugar coat, but he also didn’t spell it out. Humanity is doomed and the ship… 

 Man, we can’t even keep the damn lights on.

 We all know this mission is only so much masturbation. Positioning men and material as quickly as possible then hoping a strategy will present itself before the next sync.

 Fuck it. I’ll say it. Since no one else will.

 The truth is–

 “Yo, Six-by! Whatever happens, man.” The shouts continue.

 “That’s all that matters. Just make something happen.”

 It’s like walking the gauntlet. They know I don’t belong here. I know I don’t belong here. Their shouts of encouragement are for their own sake. 

 There is not much to see. The lights are off to save power, and it’s cold. I’ve breathed fresher air, but it’s nothing to complain about. In the center of the launch bay is a platform. With a lander. The loading ramps leading up to the lander are alive with a bustle of activity.

 I am neither a vurker nor a kernel and other than the obvious–they are loading heavy gear and cargo onto the lander–I’m honestly not exactly sure what they’re doing. Something to do with miles and miles of cable. And pipe.

 One vurker is hauling massive reinforced steel canisters–frosted so they look like kegs of beer, but sadly are not–one by one up the ramp and onto the lander.

 I see two other vurkers pulling a heavily loaded bulkloader up the ramp, crammed with I couldn’t tell you what but it looked impressive. Industrial shit you use to make cool stuff. The two vurkers have misjudged the weight, the load is too heavy for them, they stagger under the load and take a step back. The hauler they are lugging twists, then tips dangerously. It’s not threatening to fall over, it is falling over. 

 Before the bulkloader collapses two men step up and lend a hand. They are quickly joined by two more and working together they right the cargo and help the vurkers finish pushing the over burdened hauler up the ramp. 

 Fuck yeah, good looking out for. Never ask if you can help, just do it. Get the job done.

 A lesson I shoulda learned a long time ago. 

 “Hup. Hup. Hup. Hup.” There is a huddle of twenty or so vurkers on the platform. They’re piloting multi-purpose construction vehicles. No surprise there. Arms entwined they move in a slow circle, chanting in unison.

 As each vurker finishes his loading duty he joins the huddle. Their circle grows a little larger. The hup-hup-hup chant grows a little louder.

 I assume these are the vurkers we’ll be escorting. Pumping themselves up for the mission to come. None of them carry a weapon. They aren’t wearing armor. They were going to build.

 Third Marine fire team, That Aggressive, comes bumfucking up the ramp. Just a team of space marines and their ethicist, trying to get their shit squared away. It’s not my place to point out I’ve seen monkeys shit fighting at the circus more organized. Nothing to be ashamed of. They’re just sober and scared, they weren’t on Tranquility. They’ll get it together.

 Now. Time for Most Vicious. First Marine fire team.

 First up is Omen, of course. He vaults to the platform of the lander, sleek and graceful. In his fist he holds his holocauster rifle. Wrath scrawled across the barrel, like he didn’t give a damn.

 From the assembled men there is mad cheering. There should be. The guy’s a fucking legend and man does he look the part. Omen has something I haven’t seen in years. Muscle tone. Impossibly broad shoulders. A muscular back that tapers to his waist. This is what human men are supposed to look like. Across the chest of his black pathogen armor a skull is splattered, the color of faded Krag ichor. He is either a world class artist or touched by the gods. Maybe both, he is Omen after all.

 Next, is Hangman. He looks like the rest of us. Emaciated, stunted, hunchbacked. Malnourished. Slowly rotting away on an improper diet of old wounds that won’t heal and nightmares that won’t go away. His pathogen armor is battle scarred, the protective plating bashed and dented from heavy use. Lurking deep in their sockets are two bright furtive eyes that desperately wanted to conceal, ignore and deflect the horror show his life had been. 

 Hangman carries an Ouroboros Cannon. The gigantic serpentine gun sodomy locked tight so he didn’t fuck his own ass up. With a dull blade Your. Turn. To. Die. had been hacked into four of the cannon’s five massive firing tubes. The fifth tube… sickening is the only way I can describe what he’s done to it.

 I’ve never seen anyone carry so many gencels. Duct taped all over him, they cover his pathogen armor. He wasn’t taking any chances, he probably has gencels taped to his gencels. When the techs had run out of power supplies everyone else had pitched in filling any gaps in his pathogen they could find. Or imagined they could.

 Handwritten messages to the Krag are scribbled on the makeshift power supplies. Everything from the traditional Getsome to the cryptic Invade with me to my personal favorite, I hope this hurts.

 On his feet are a pair of pontoon boots, taken to absurd levels even for pontoon boots. You could storm the gates of hell in those things and float home on Noah’s flood, high and dry. 

 For a little guy with a big gun he moves quick, scampering up the platform to join the others on the lander. You gotta admire the guy’s style. One big gun and all the ammo he can carry. If he would just do something about those goddamn pontoon boots.

 Following Hangman up the platform is Big Bro, team leader and ethicist of Most Vicious. He doesn’t have a gun and doesn’t need one. There is a reason why Most Vicious is the top rated fire team in the entire force, and he’s it. He bounds across the platform in exaggerated movements. You can read these damn apocalypses all day long and you’ll still never understand until you’re with him. He just has this fucking presence, man. Some men have it and the rest of us are just in fucking awe of it.

 I can only imagine the effect he is having on the others–guys who actually give a shit and believe in being a team player and all that crap. I have it on good authority I’m a pretty selfish, petty and evil minded guy but even I get caught up in the moment a little myself.

 “Hey friends!” Big Bro addresses us all. “Are we having some fucking fun down there or what?”

 The mood in the air begins to turn. Not even I am immune to it. Banishing the feelings of desperation. Letting go from resignation. Replacing them with a primal will to live, to fight, to protect what is ours.

 It’s not his words, for they are simple in the extreme. Just his fucking presence. We come alive with the feeling to kill. It’s a good time to be alive.

 I would be lying if I didn’t finish the job and include this:

 Far across on the other side of the launch bay a man stares at me. I absolutely and completely have no clue what the expression on his face means, but I acknowledge it is there.

 He is stripped to the waist. Thin, no fat, but not skeletal. A sheen of sweat and oil covers his skin. A streaking nasty rash wraps around him like a whirlwind of pain and suffering. Surely the result of spending too much time in pathogen armor.

 Of course I know him. We all do. With the exception of Omen there isn’t a more storied marine in the force. He’d been with us at Tranquility’s End, his pathogen armor is still smoking from the beating it took. I wasn’t lying when I said it had been an honor to witness the most heroic act I could possibly imagine.

 Back in the day he’d been a part of Most Vicious. Fleet had broken them up and built 2nd Marine fire team Sect Now Venomous up around him. Rumors swirled that he wanted his old job back.

 The only reason he wasn’t going in with them now was because he’d evac’d off Tranquility’s End in the sync 30 minutes before our last haul out. His techs, who had busily been stripping him for space and downtime, were now hastily plating his armor back on, rubbing lubricants and salves into the dead spots on his arms and skin, trying to restore blood flow to the reddened splotches that cover him. He will surely lead the next wave that will be sent at the earliest second sync opportunity. 

 I don’t need to be able to read his expression to know what he is thinking. 

 He is Deamos. The personification of fear and terror on the battlefield. He has earned what I have not. And been denied what I have been given. He wants what I have taken–the place where he belongs and I do not–to be on the battlefield beside Most Vicious once again. 

 He’s almost certainly an asshole, most men are, and there will surely be bad blood between us but he is a professional. He throws back his head, long curling blonde hair cascading around his shoulders and down his back.

 “Ayooooooooah,” he belts out a long bloodfreezing howl and raises his holocauster, First Strike inscribed on the firing barrel. Every groove of the lettering sculpted with extreme care and intense precision. The most precious expression of a soul. 

 The men join in. A long slow howl lifts from the assembly as a pack mentality takes hold. Their voices full of belonging, brotherhood and a bunch of other things that are wholly alien and completely have no meaning to me.

 My turn. I’m the only one left. Everyone else is already aboard. What am I waiting for? I move towards the platform. Cautiously. So damn scared.

 That’s when I spot the kid. 

 Fuck me. 

 He hovered at the fringe, where the others couldn’t see. Dipping in and out of the darkness like a shadow. Desperately wanting to be a part of something, but afraid he didn’t belong. You know the feeling.

 Scarecrow little mother fucker. Raggedy ass pair of ripped shorts and a long sleeve shirt with a collar. Full captain insignia on the sleeve. Class A’s. Real military. Not some pogue playing pretend like the rest of us. 

 Not that it matters, but it wasn’t stolen valor, and he wasn’t looting graves.  Probably from a dead older brother, maybe his father.  

 Though I wouldn’t blame him if he had been, it gets cold at night. I did far worse when I was his age.

 Not a damn wrinkle one in either of the rags he wore. Good taking care of. No way he was pressing that flea bag for a uniform. My guess is he probably was hanging out down near the generators or the engine room. Draping it over the reactor heat release pipes, shivering naked in the cold while letting his precious threads hang in the steam. I know how it’s done. I’ve been there myself.

 Who gives a shit about what he was wearing, I’ll tell you what is important.

 He stood by himself. More lesions on his face than a leper. Spine ramrod straight. His left arm held at attention. His right arm an empty sleeve fluttering next to his side. Amputee. What hell that kid had been through I can only imagine.

 He looked five, maybe six but he coulda been as young as eight maybe as old as twelve. Nutrition is so lousy and getting adequate calories is so hard to come by it’s difficult to tell. It’s especially hard on the really young.

 It’s not much but I stop my woe-is-me-shuffle and stand beside him.

 I searched for the right words.

 …

 Apparently I didn’t find them.

 I reached down and scooped up some of the gray medical shit the corpuscler had been spreading on my knee. With my finger I spread the goo in a thick line under his eye.

 “Warpaint.” I tell it like it is.

 His eyes grow wide. 

 I made a fist. “Fuck yeah–” I caught myself before I called him ‘kid’. 

 “Grim Sleeveless,” I say instead, giving him a callsign his dead mother would surely hate but I can hear his grandmother’s ghost cackle her approval.

 “Captain!” I raise my fist. “Of the Empty Sleeves Brigade!” 

 We bump fists in salute.

 Kids not careful those eyes are going to bug right out of his head. With my thumb I dab a bit of the goo on the end of his nose. “Welcome to the Marines.”

 I didn’t think the kid could stand any straighter. He surprised me and managed to somehow. Fucking fire shone in that kid’s eyes. A toothy grin split across his face.

 “Uh… Six-by?”

 How the fuck did he know my name?

 “They’re waiting for you.”

 Oh. Shit.

 I must have stumbled because the corpuscler rights me, touches my chest, then my mouth with his fist. I stare back. I might be a little off.

 The corpuscler flashes to me again, he’s using the fingersign language we use to communicate on a tainted battlefield.

 “Am I breathing,” he says it this time. 

 It wasn’t a question, but I answer it anyways. “Yeah, of course you’re breathing.” Dumb ass. 

 He shakes his head, and flashes once more. Fist to chest, fist to mouth. Then flashes do you understand?

 Oops. I get it this time. He was asking me if I was breathing. Check. Breathing is one thing I can do.

 Feeling a little stupid, I flash back affirmative, then I copy.

 “Six-by is clear to jump!” He announces out loud. 

 What? That was my medcheck? That’s it? That’s all?

 The corpuscler, he’s pointing at his patch. “My callsign is Leather Apron.” He says it like it means something.

 I try and walk. My knee won’t support my weight yet. Fuck it. I’ll walk with a limp. I won’t be the first.

 “Not to worry.” Leather Apron double taps his bitch tits. “Your leg is fine with me.” 

 His tone is upbeat, almost jovial as he continues. “You need to see a traumist. I’ll talk to Whitechapel.” That word scares the shit out of me but I couldn’t tell you why. “Whitechapel’s gonna see The Light. I don’t know how yet, but he’s gonna try and jump the build order.” 

 In the standard build order, blood wagons don’t come until the fifth sync or sometimes even later. Despite being a very unpopular strategy there are very good reasons for this. 

 I must have looked unconvinced because Leather Apron’s tone sharpens considerably.

 “There’s gonna be blood wagon down there early. You hear me? This is important. You be there for it.” 

 I will say this. Those little freaks are fucking hard core. That corpuscler–Leather Apron–acted like he’d follow me down to Debron IV, patching my knee all the way and muttering I really need to see a traumist soon.

 I hear a familiar tearing sound. I recognize that sound. I look down at my knee. 

 What the fuck? 

 The corpuscler is cross wrapping the stump and artificial substitute with duct tape. 

 I must have had a quizzical expression because he asks, “You want it to stay on don’t you?”

 I take back every nice thing I said about him. 

 Damn quack.

 The mission objectives have been finalized, and the Apocalypse updated. Everything halts as to a man we all take a moment to read Fleet’s apocalypse.


	Scout the planet surface.



	Establish a base of operations.



	Construct an extractor.



	Construct a gassery.



	Begin mining materials and energy.



	Construct a garrison before Thredfall.



	Protect the vurkers (the vurkers must survive!).

Until the next sync, you have your orders, it’s been a helluva war,

–Fleet






 There you have it. Pretty standard stuff. Build a barracks and get a supply chain going. The first day planetside is always the easiest. It’s not until after the thred falls that things get hairy.

 “The Trumpets are up!” Couldn’t tell you who said that. 

 The lander’s lights cycle from red to soft blue. It’s starting the transport sequence.

 My incompetent ass needs to quit fucking around. It’s showtime. I have only a few seconds to get up onto the platform next to the others.

 The corpuscler is pushing me up the loading ramp. Gibbering critical last minute medical shit I’m already forgetting.

 I shake the duct-taping-bastard’s help off. I can get my own damn self up there. Nothing proud in my step because there is nothing to be proud of. I didn’t bound, run or scramble. Instead, leaking gray goo I sorta limp dick hobbled like a useless prick up to where the others stood.

 They just looked at me. Everyone was looking at me.

 Honestly, I can’t read their expressions so I don’t even bother to try.

 With one arm I raise my holocauster above my head. Girls in White Dresses is scarred deep into the barrel. I know what I was thinking when I wrote that, but… What the hell was I thinking?

 The apes go apeshit. Can you blame them? Most of us have never been laid, and never will be. Their incel dicks get hard if the wind blows. Off to the side in his lonely shadow even Grim Sleeveless joins in, hopping up and down and pumping his only fist in the air.

 Six-by, corrupter of youth.

 A little whisper in the back of my thoughts. If you can’t believe in yourself. Believe in the kid who does.

 Fuck that. I might play dumb, but I’m not that dumb.

 My last thought before we make the jump. Seditious in the extreme.

 Everyone knows there are two types of New Guys. Type A–the fresh faced recruit who survives but loses his innocence and in doing so learns to become a man.

 No dice. That’s not me. Can’t be. I’m probably too young to call a man yet but I’ve definitely lost my innocence. Which means… 

 Shit. I’m a goner for sure. I know why they wanted me for this mission. Poor ‘ole Six-by, he’s obviously a Type B. Just a faceless, nameless expendable who dies horribly to show how awful the war is.

 Damn. I hope we get pussy in hell. Visions of all the vaginas I never got to fuck dance in my thoughts.

 No time for regrets. The lander starts the final launch sequence. Two marine fire teams, our ethicists and twenty vurkers. We make our weight. The mission’s a go. 

 More growled thank spoken, Big Bro gets the last word in, “Alright friends! Yeah!”

 I think it’s time to–

  


  
    Chapter Two

    (Not Yet!) Past His Bedtime

  

    
  call sign: Plumb Useless Grim Sleeveless
unit type: currently untrained
location : The Good Shepherd

  
  ONE OF THE FEW BENEFITS OF LIVING AFTER THE COLLAPSE OF ALL CIVILIZATION is that there are no bedtimes anymore. I’m a man’s man. Always have been, always will be. I sleep when I want.

 Yup.

 I sped down the corridors of our ship at top speed, looking good, feeling great, not ashamed who knew it. Heading to my pocket of hidey space everyone else calls a hellhole but I know affectionately as:

 Home Sweet Home of the He-Man Future Kernel Society!

 With my lucky hand I reach up and touch the sign that reads just that, then push the wedge open that blocks the entrance to my fort. 

 First order of business is to take a picture of myself with my warpaint.

 Ayoooah!

 I strike a couple of poses and then fiddle with the lighting a bit. In the right light I have a six-pack like Omen. I’ve got good news, I’m still handsome!

 I’m so excited I fall to floor and roll back and forth across the rotten lumps I pretend is a bed and call my sleeping pallet. I kick my feet in the air and thump my lucky hand into the roll of metallic shielding I use for a pillow.

 Next to the bed is the unrecycled scrap mirror sheeting I use to keep score.

   Plumb Useless I

   Rats     IIII 

 I cross out “Plumb Useless” and update the board with my new callsign. Grim Sleeveless. 

 Without thinking I rub my arm where while I was sleeping the rats had bitten me last time. Whitechapel had said it wasn’t infected but still… Those rats are getting ahead of me. I needed to get a joss piece. And sleep lighter.

 I live down here in the engine ward near the hazardous waste recyclers. It’s great, we get plenty of warmth when the recyclers are operating. And steam. And on the weekends if I wake up early enough I can usually get some water. The air is pretty clean considering how close we are to the engines and their waste recyclers and it doesn’t smell that bad. And best of all I can connect to the ship’s computer at almost full speed no problem and read the Apocalypse as much as I want.

 Sure, my space is small and everyone laughs at me and say I smell bad because [a sewage line runs overhead and tends to drip] of all the waste, but I still love it. It’s long enough that I can almost stretch out my legs without touching the walls. And it’s wide enough I can roll over twice. I can’t stand up though, but if I bend my back and neck I can usually sit up but it’s too uncomfortable to stay like that. Mostly I just lie down in the sleeping pallet and read the Apocalypse and dream.

 It’s a great life! What more could a man want?

 Well. Maybe proper radiation shielding. I get sick a lot down here, but whenever I do I just go to Whitechapel and he takes care of it. He says he is a sucker for a one armed bandit. That’s me!

 Yup, some guys get all the luck. Ha!

 Anyways, the stuff we picked up when we salvaged The Good Shepherd is pretty amazing. There’s no way they’ll ever let me anywhere near any of that. Not that I mind. I’m a pathogen fan. Yup, a man’s gotta follow his heart and I love this stuff. I’m pretty sure it’s in the blood.

 I never knew my parents, but I like to think they were kernels. Maybe Dad designed the clever catch-and-release mechanism that holds the gencels in a holocauster. Nobody ever thinks about stuff like that, but I bet my Dad did. He was just that kind of guy. Sometimes I think I’m just like my dad, you gotta have an eye for the little things that everyone else is overlooking.

 And Mom must have been something cool. Like in the good old days before I was born, when Fleet still had a fleet to command. And together The Darkness and The Light waged war against the enemy, fighting across the galaxy.

 I bet Mom was a real hero, like Lansing. She was probably an expert on light and physics too but just like Lansing she chose to become a kernel instead of a rationalist. And she was probably real good at designing space interceptors. And before important missions Fleet and The Light would ask her for advice. And she would tell them and then they would win.

 That’s my mom for ya. She was one of the best, I’m sure of it. Sometimes I think I’m just like my Mom. Looking at the big picture, sharing it with everyone else.

 Anyways…

 I’ve been looking at everyone’s pathogen armor. Poring over everything in the Apocalypse I can find on them. Why is Omen so much stronger than everyone else? 

 The problem is Omen is so quiet. I’ve read everything he’s ever written but he hardly writes anything in his apocalypses. I think his longest entry was “Everyone else is dead, I’m pulling back.” It doesn’t exactly give me much to work with.

 I can’t wait to see if Six-by writes more in his. Before I go to sleep tonight I need to bookmark his apocalypses. 

 I wanted to watch the sendoff so I really haven’t had a chance to read anyone’s apocalypse from what happened on Tranquility’s End, but did you see how bashed in they looked? Six-by looked like he’d been on fire.. Half his armor was the color of charcoal the rest of him was as splattered with Krag ichor [as Omen]. It was like they bathed in it. I wish I had a tape measure with me. I would have measured the indentions on his face plate and neck guards – those are some of the biggest [bite spreads] I’ve ever seen. he might have set a record. You can’t fight hand to hand with a [unit] and survive. No one has ever done it.  How did he survive something that big?

 I pulled up the schematics on Six-by’s armor. It was definitely a [non-standard] design.
 It was fascinating. I could study this stuff forever.

 Did you see that look on his face when Deamos was staring at him? Oh, man, epic! Deamos! You know what the means. The personification of fear and terror on the battlefield. And Six-by just stared at him like he wasn’t even there. That might be the scariest thing I’ve seen in my life.

 I doubt anyone’s reading this but I really miss my grandma. I think I’ve always been an orphan, but she was the one who raised me. I remember when I used to run and jump in her lap and she would catch me. we had such fun together. Until one day…

 One day…

 …

 I think maybe I had better get back to the suits.

  


  
    Chapter Three

    Dopefiend Soldiers

  

    
  call sign: Six-by
unit type: space marine
location : The Battlefield (Debron IV)

  
  THE SURFACE OF DEBRON IV IS A TERRIFYING PLACE TO BE. A world of dark and gray, bathed in an eerie almost glowing blue fog. The kernels detonated a terminatus bomb before our jump, blasting everything it its kill radius to ash. The ground beneath our boots still smolders, burned gray-black granules of grit, it reminds me of sand but off-colored and rough, its texture is almost sharp. You could shave with it and probably leave your face rubbed raw and bleeding.

 We stand at the center of a large crater, facing the low sweeping horizon ringed by the mountains of ash.  Piled high in towering drifts that gently slope away from the epicenter of the explosion. This is by design. The Krag, like fire, spread faster and stronger when moving up. They are more dangerous when attacking from below.

 Mayhem broke loose all around. We hadn’t even cleared the lander before the Krag hit us. They came in hard, as always. The stream from the pelt, a massive wave of enthusiastic killers desperate for the blood of a marine.

 I kept firing.

 All hints of fatigue are long forgotten. Our pathogens dosing us with generous amounts of cowboy-the-fuck-up. I can’t feel my face. I might be smiling. I don’t know.

 If I am, it’s not because it’s funny but because an endless stream of kill-every-mother-fucker-that-gets-in-my-way is ripping through my bloodstream, interfering with the normal operation of my nervous system. Making me feel…

 I don’t know how to describe it. It’s like being let out of an unlocked cage at last… Time doesn’t slow down, my nervous system speeds up.

 The pathogen-holocauster weapons platform is a simple, yet elegant piece of engineering. Each stimulus on the battlefield–say the sight of a Krag shitlord in desperate need of a glory killing, is detected by sensors in my eyes. Sensory neurons take the message to my spinal cord, which routes the response not to my brain but back through my arm to my trigger finger, the response:

 A happy caress. Tok.  The energy-to-mass equivalencer of my holocauster converts another percentage of the remaining energy in my gencel and it is propelled across the battlefield where something dies.

 Tok. Tok. Tok. A thing of beauty in my hands, Girls in White Dresses spits out tight spirals of death, insanely accurate. They go where I want, and I want them to kill.

 Without thought, my holocauster and I are already tracking the next target.

 The kernels who designed the system insist it must be this way.

 Under normal conditions, a full bandwidth signal can traverse my nervous system at two-hundred-and-sixty-eight miles per hour. This is thanks to the naturally occurring myelin sheath coating the axons that run throughout my body. 

 However, wearing a pathogen, I am not under normal conditions. Instead, as the signal propagates down the axon in an ion cascade, the pathogen cheats–increasing the maximized discharge rate of motor neurons, amplifying the signal, insulating the pathway, removing redundant or irrelevant noise from the system, and ultimately increasing the potential conduction velocity of the nervous system.

 tok-tok-tok.

 The mind doesn’t shut off. It moves out of the way. The pathogen slowly ramps up the rate of fire until we reach reflex state. It’s not a place, it’s a condition. 

 tok-tok-tok.

 If the kernels are right, and they always are, my mind is now out of the equation. My nervous system has been successfully hijacked.

 Despite the obvious advantages as anyone who knows the joys of being lost in the depravity a merciless killing spree can assure you, given the opportunity, then tendency is to push it. As far as you can.

 My pathogen is special equipped with an experimental super-weapon-module. A one-of-a-kind marvel of modern technology salvaged from the wreckage of an advanced research laboratory long ago.

 Peekaboo logic peers into the immediate future, then pokes the resultant calculations into multiple predicative speculative execution pipelines whose what-if logic pre-computes
 a response based on a quantum reading of the future.

 The effect, if you believe the rationalists, and no one ever does, is that my pathogen-holocauster platform can kill targets in the slightly near future. With an unspecified and always changing definition of the word slightly.

 Brainless shits who need a name to drop for everything call it neuromorphic wet-ware. I call it what it really is. My eyes. My fucking nervous system. My insidious fucking desire to kill everything. 

 And a great fucking gun.

 Murder! Murder! Murder! Nothing is coming off this battlefield alive.

 The real truth is this. If it’s on the battlefield it’s going down and I’m the one who’s taking it.

 Hence my smile. It’s great. 

 I am well aware that there is nothing special in what I do. Anyone wearing pathogen armor would do the same. by taking “me” out of the loop, I move faster. I react faster. I kill faster.

 There are, of course, trade offs.

 Severe ones.

 Let’s not kid ourselves, no one gives a shit about me. What everyone back on The Good Shepherd reading this wants to know is…

 What’s it like down there?

 Sadly, I’ll never know. I’m destined to die a virgin. Still I’ve always imagined it’s quite lovely down there. But down here, on this miserable little crapsack of a planet called Debron IV, the slow march of evil shit is creeping me the fuck out.

 The first twelve hours planetside are supposed to be calm. Until Thredfall, which under standard conditions, should happen 10-12 hours after the Trumpets go online, the only units on the battlefield are human. 

 Once thred falls, the Krag begin to appear in userspace. Quickly turning the battlefield into a hellground.

 I have no clue what, but something has gone horribly wrong.

 Krag are everywhere, seconds after we land. The first rush were the kraggit. Skirmishers. They are small, thin, quick moving and quick biting. Roughly the size of a standard trash can tilted on its side. They have fourteen legs that make a scratching noise when they move and ten jagged spikes of varying size that they use to attack. Their bite is strong enough to pierce armor.

 The kraggit share the same general complexion as all Krags. I have read papers, written by idiots I don’t respect and don’t believe, who claim that because of the FTL nature of the Krag, when they are entrapped in the protective field of the Trumpets of Jericho they spend an eternity in horror and pain.

 Good.

 Apparently some eternities are longer than others as depending on the mass of the Krag they spend longer arriving on the battlefield. Kraggits are always the first units to arrive, and under standard conditions  just after first threadfall. Other units, larger units, more powerful units, more intelligent and dangerous units begin to appear after the subsequent thread cycles.

 All Krag share one thing in common. Their texture. It’s hard to describe the texture of their–I wouldn’t call it skin–exterior. It’s an unnaturally hardened substance, closer to shale or rock or washed out bones. The closest thing I can think of is a stalagmite or stalactite the color of dead bones. Imagine if horror and pain was made real, then melted and slowly dripped over millions of years atop itself one drop after another. Piling the torment in hideous misshapen forms completely devoid of reason and symmetry.

 Waves of these alien killers come for us.  The stuff of raging nightmare no man ever suffered. Only to destroy themselves in the end.

 Tok. Tok. Tok.

 Something primal burns inside each of us. Our dicks have been through the grinder. We are tired, fatigued. Confused. Out of our element. Uncertain of what is happening.

 Despite this, we silently do what must be done. Wordlessly.  A whiny bitch is a weak element, and a weak element will drag the entire tribe down. The tribe will not tolerate a weak element. 

 I keep my mouth shut and keep firing.

 But the truth is … I never cared about this. Being a part of the top rated fire team.  I never wanted to be a part of something bigger than myself. This was never my fucking dream. No one lives forever. All my friends are dead. 

 For me life was never about the climb. It’s not how high you aspire. It’s how many of the motherfuckers you take with you when you fall.

 And we all fall here. 

 My mind is not right. I’m supposed to be thinking about the team, following orders, being a part of something bigger than myself.

 It’s surreal. I might be traumatized. I’m not sure.

 There are rankers on the battlefield. Unseen observers lurking in the shadows of the pelt, commanding their kraggit units, directing the battle.

 Explosions, not of fire, surround me. Pieces of kraggit, like shrapnel shower us.  The rankers are hurling the kraggit at us. They explode on impact, shards of whatever the fuck the alien bastards are made of. Sharp punctures that can kill a man. Bite through pathogen armor.

 We blast them in the air or dodge them on the ground.

 *BOOM* *BOOM* *BOOM* The rankers have an unlimited supply of their own troops to throw at us.

 Hiding in the pelt, they appear for moments to hurl the next kraggit and then disappear into its thick cover. 

 Good communication skills are not part of the job description. No marine alive can describe the horrors of the pelt properly. There are no words in a language understood by humans to capture its odious luster of foreboding wrongfulness.

 This is only so much bullshit. We have to root them out. Strike at the heart. Stalk them down in their hiding holes and spoor them where they live.

 Everything that has ever terrified me in my life. Compounded. Recursed. Overpowering. Overwhelming. Unspeakable. Indescribable.  It washes over the battlefield, a nausea we can not flee.

 Everyone who has ever fought the Krag has commented on it. The stink of it. The most ungodly stink you could imagine. The sheer visceral unacceptableness of their closeness. The rotting meat stench of their being.

 Kernels and rationlists insist our pathogen armor are perfect hermetic seals, that we can not possibly be smelling anything. That anyone who has seen combat is suffering sort of battlefield delusion. A mass fear induced placebo, we smell it because we want to smell it.

 Clearly, they are fucking retarded.

 The time for divine intervention is passed.  What should have been fear is replaced by a deep seated need to hurt, maim and destroy the enemy.  The enemy has committed the gravest sin of them all. Here on this field, in this place of death, he has placed himself within my reach. Where marines go to kill and Krag go to die.

 They come, rushing over quick to their own doom.

 Time plays its subtle games. Between the tiny moments all is destruction and violence. Spooring the enemy. Ichor slung across the battlefield marking their deaths. The harsh scratching of their rent bodies as holocauster rounds tear through them, splattering the rocks and dust with the bile-like ichor of their innards.

 Thought bleeds into something else, truth and the ideal coalesce absolutely. Barrage after barrage from my holocauster. Screaming louder, more painful and more effective than any insult I could ever imagine. Murderous death and more. Calling down their death in a hailstorm of.

 Embrace the horror, embrace the madness. Embrace the destruction of the enemy.

 The evil part of my brain that I reserve for moments like these lights up. 

 Here, in this place, stalks an angel of death.  Most Vicious is home.

 We do not fall back. We do not hold the line. We take the fight and all of its remorseless pains to the enemy where he lies.

 Hangman devastates with the Ouroboros. Sodomy lock thrown clear, a thunder spewing cataclysm spreading well fucked krag-asses all across the battlefield.  

 I swear he could punch a hole through the planet with that fucking thing. 

 Omen is in his own world. He has transcended the field of battle. Now a spectre. Hunched over in a deadly slouch, holocauster barking fire in coordination with Hangman’s massive blasts.

 Instinctively listening for the blast cadence to guide my own… Contribution. Ripping massive holes into the enemy’s formation. The wet sound from the splashing of whatever unwholesomeness they are made of,  the clicks and clacks of their dripped horror appendages grating upon the rush of their dead. The vocalized screeches and skree! of their dying. The crunch and squish of the near dead that come to close to our pontoon boots. 

 Spoored in the footsteps of domination and violence. 

 The limp and jittery segmented scratching in the dirt and the dust and the sound of scraping flagstones. Gargantuan swaths of payback thrown indiscriminately into their ranks.

 The blasting roars across the battlefield, like a braying animal several octaves lower and more desperate.

 The pace quickens. Hangman begins bursting volleys of rapid fire.

 No one takes cover. We advance in the open. Where the way forward is blocked we blast a path clear. 

 The Trumpets and their twisted wails of dead children fill my ears and chill my soul. Somewhere in the background music of my mind girls in white dresses sing to me, urging me to match the haunting melodies of their dying voices with the thunder of my holocauster.

 We fight in the spaces between right and wrong. Filling the gaps with violence.

 Big Bro is lighting signal flares. Globes of red and pink float softly into the sky.

 The rankers are forced to retreat. Pulling back into the protective confines of the pelt. Seeking to change tactics. To hide, whether to await stronger units and reinforcements we do not know.

 Must have been knocked on my ass. Big Bro is shouting at me, his voice in my ear, shouting at me “Get up!” 

 His face slick with sweat. Intensity holds his eyes.

 “Six-by. You’re up.” He points to Omen, already disappearing into the darkness of the Krag pelt. 

 Holy shit. I’m not terrified. I’m petrified.

 I realize what he means.

 “We’re gonna hunt those mother fuckers down. We’re gonna rip those mother fuckers to pieces.”

 Wait no.

 Oh man, we’re gonna–

  


  
    Chapter Four

    Two Fools Who Laugh At Death

  

    
  call sign: Six-by
unit type: space marine
location : The Battlefield (Debron IV)

  
  EVERY BATTLEFIELD IS DIFFERENT. This one is increasingly strange.

 Omen is firing in triplets. 

 Tok. Tok. Tok.

 Bursts of three. I recognize what he is doing. Pruning back the largest of the obstructions in the pelt. Creating a path of sorts into their lines.

 Like I said, I might play dumb, but I’m not that dumb.

 Tok. Tok. I clear the other side, opening a narrow lane.

 BOOM!

 Hangman on the Ouroboros Cannon blasts a corridor the enemy, slagging everything in the field between our firing lanes.

 Now we are sprinting through the open lanes. Well. Omen is sprinting. I’m doing my peg leg limp dick hobbling act. It’s great fun. I missed my calling in life. I shoulda joined the circus.

 Big Bro is flashing a continuous stream of signals to us as he and Hangman move slowly up the middle.

 We’re hunting for the rankers.

 I have never seen one live before, but I am familiar enough with the concept. Rankers have two known, well studied actions on the battlefield. One, and probably the most dangerous, they can merge with other Krag units and create augmented super units. Two, they seem to shape the pelt itself, extending and guiding its expansion across the battlefield.  

 If there has ever been a battle where the pelt was this far forward, this quickly into a drop I have never read of it. Big Bro wants to buy the vurkers back at the base time. To build. To prepare defenses. 

 The more rankers we can destroy, the slower the Pelt expands, the longer they can build without being overrun by the Krag.

 We are looking for small, almost waist-high grayish, serpent like things. They move upright, balanced on their tails. They have no eyes, no ears, no mouths. But they do have one appendage, much like an arm without a hand that they insert into their brethren when they merge. Their grayish shells blend almost perfectly into the Pelt. They are more likely to hide than attack unless they merge with another unit. In which case they will strike without mercy.

 Taking advantage of these facts, our strategy is simple. Omen and I create firing lanes on either side of a swath of the Pelt. If there is a ranker between us, it should retreat into the space between us.

 Which Hangman will clear out with heavy blasts from the Ouroboros.

 Devastatingly effective.

 If not particularly safe for the two marines who are boxing in the rankers.

  


  
    Chapter Five

    A Peculiar Conversation Between Old Friends

  

    
  call sign: Leather Apron
unit type: corpuscler
location : The Good Shepherd (Medical Ward)

  
  THE BOSS HAS A BIT OF A FETISH HE DOES. So after showering, I wash my hands real good. Two, three times. Using the extra strength soap. And I make sure to be wearing my surgical mask, it won’t do to breathe on The Boss.

 I quickly make way through the ship to the medical ward where he keeps his quarters. 

 There are a handful of patients waiting to see him. All of them from the younger generation, probably none of them older than twenty five. I’ve worked for The Boss longer than most of these kids have been alive. 

 They immediately recognize me.  

 I seem to have made a name for myself, Leather Apron, corpuscler for Whitechapel.  Of course they don’t call The Boss, the boss. They call him Whitechapel like everyone else does. Whitechapel is an elder of the ship. Chief Medical Officer.  I’m of his generation.

 The temperature in the room drops several degrees.  You can feel their discomfort at being around someone as old as me.

 The Boss was expecting me, so I didn’t have to wait long before he ushered me into his work area.

 His professional space looks like what you’d expect a traumist’s work area to look like. Tables mostly filled with the odd medical gear and the entire space is piled with medical bits and pieces of recycled humans stored in vessels of preservative. I’ve brought him more than my fair share of the recycled parts.

 He’s a tall thin man who can’t seem to make up his mind. He never looks the same way twice. Some days he has long black hair, a smart black beard and is wearing a black top hat and a long medical coat. Today he’s wearing a white surgical gown. A shock of dirty blonde hair cropped close, a long pointy nose on a long pointy face, it looks like The Boss was stretched as a child it does. Today he wears no beard. As always  his long, supple bony fingers–the hands of an artist–are protected by spotless white surgical gloves. Always spotless.

 The Boss is a man of many terrors and phobias. The Traumist’s Affliction I call it–often working with germs and disease has made him into a hypochondriac. Constantly washing his hands. Constantly checking himself for signs of dysentery, salmonella poisoning, diarrhea, foot rot, bedsores, sleep apnea, irregular heartbeat, irregular breathing, indigestion, fevers and plagues, cancers, cavities and the occasional odd ‘auge in the small of his back.

 “Ahh, Leather Apron, what have you brought us today?” The Boss looks at me, his eyes eager and expectant.

 I unsling my bitch-tits and begin to unpack the treasures I brought back from Debron IV.

 Blood, bone, hair, internal organs. As always he is both pleased and delighted with my work.

 I have saved the best for last. Vacuum sealed, floating in a solution of preservative and disinfectant I pull the recycling-pouch that holds Six-by’s leg out of the barrel. It is cool to the touch.

 “He’s the one.” I says.

 “Are you sure of it?” asks The Boss.

 I handed him the kid’s leg in response.

 He eagerly accepted the leg and nodded. “I’ll test it.”

 We both know there is no need for that. However, there is no rush. We’ve been looking for that kid for nearly twenty years. It won’t hurt to make certain.

 The Boss inspects the leg, and then asks me “Was he in any condition to protect himself?”

 “Absolutely not, sir.” I reply without hesitation. “He was at death’s door. Traumatized, shell shocked, missing a limb. He’d hemorrhaged so much blood I’m surprised he was conscious. I wasn’t there to see it but I’m fairly certain he’d caught on fire at some point during the fighting.” 

 The Boss doesn’t say a word. Just looks at me. 

 “I gave him a dab of the business for that knee. Then pushed him back into the fight.”

 The Boss raises an eyebrow. Not exactly a reproach but not approving what I had done either.

 “You probably saved his life.” He says.

 “Well, no one’s perfect.” I reply.

 The Boss knows me too well.

  


  
    Chapter Six

    All Fled, All Done

  

    
  call sign: Propaganda Officer III
unit type: propaganda officer
location : The Apocalypse (historical record)

  
  OURS IS NOT A SPIRITUAL WAR. There is no virtue in what we do, why we fight, how we die. The ethicists of the Third Space Marine Recon Expeditionary Force have no illusions. They will be judged harshly for their crimes.

 The first thing the Krag did was massacre all of the women. The old, the young, the weak–none were spared their bloodlust. The Last Woman Fell, and with her passing all hope fled. There will be no more sons, no more daughters, no one to follow in our footsteps.

 We are Generation Incel. 

 The orphaned misfit children of a murdered race. Sons without mothers. Brothers without sisters. And we are to be the last of our kind. 

 Among our ranks you will not find well trained, well fed, well disciplined professional soldiers. We are not young men in our prime, hearty and hale, six-feet tall and one-hundred-and-eighty pounds of muscle and grit, flush with the esprit de corps and eager to kill for a cause we believe in. 

 No, we are not the stuff of heroes. 

 We are the dregs. We are all that is left. Our lives a grief induced wasteland. Malnourished dopefiend soldiers hopped up on amphetamines, maxed out on synthetic testosterone and strung out on painkillers and healing draughts. Discouraged by empty promises of a better tomorrow we know can never come.

 Our numbers dwindle. Never far from starvation’s maw, we are without a home. We are dirty, hungry, smothered in our own shit, constantly beset by horror, tormented by madness and stalked by our murderous enemy. 

 Words fail. Useless and lame, I do not wish to speak the language that could describe our anguish. We witnessed the worst catastrophe humanity will ever know, the collapse of all order, the descent into ruin, the final destruction of everything. Our worlds, our colonies, our history, our civilizations, our cultures, our homes, our lives, our families, our future–nothing remains. Save the will to live, and the fight to survive.

 This fight–our fight–is the last fight, the hard scrabble. In the mud. In the shit.  Chemtrailed eyes groping blind in the filth for severed limbs, scavenging our fallen comrades’ bloody skins and vital organs from the dirt where they lie, grist for the blood wagons to spin once more into the fight. This long, hard slow grind kills in pieces. Our defeat torn from us, our lives lost in chunks of vomit and gutters of blood.

 This grisly business, the recording of the carnage of the last days of the human race, falls to us, the propaganda officers. And so we created this Apocalypse. A suicide note for humanity. A place to share our final thoughts before the end. Our final wish, a quiet proof that we were here.

 We once were, and we too mattered.

   –a reading from The Ravings, Propaganda Officer III (deceased), Founder of the Apocalypse, and earliest extant entry therein

  


  
    Chapter Seven

    Hello, Alone

  

    
  call sign: Six-by
unit type: space marine
location : The Battlefield (Debron IV)

  
  CRAZY PEOPLE DON’T REALIZE THEY’RE CRAZY. They think they are doing something else. They think what they are doing makes sense. 

 I’ve seen some strange shit in my life. I grew up in the middle of the slaughter. Same as the rest as Generation Incel.

 You get used to the horrors of war quick enough. Melted eyes. Dribbling lips. Skinless walking corpses. The smoking ruins of bodies stacked high.  The descriptions of the dead quickly become a medical textbook or anatomy lesson.

 It was the story and the emotions of the slaughter that stuck with me.

 I remember the last days of Alina Moedra.  The city was on fire. We were evacuating. Refugees, stragglers and the sick and wounded clogged the roads.  I was waiting in line on a mass transit platform.  People were scared. Jostling and pushing each other for position. Why I do not know, it wouldn’t make a difference. A man carrying a suitcase got knocked into a kiosk. The suitcase popped open and the cadaver of his wife fell out. He was going to save her by killing her then hiding the body. I’ll never forget the look on his face when he was shoving her back into the suitcase.

 Madness.

 I think that was where I learned how to not be able to read people faces.

 I write this because I know my grasp on reality has slipped a bit further. Perhaps tenuously so. Time is up to its old tricks. Chunks of (something I don’t know what) perception/memory/time are missing from my memory. I’m just popping in and out of awareness at key moments.

 It could be a million things. Fatigue. Blood loss. Passing out from total exhaustion. Something internal might have given up the ghost and shut down. Could be Omen’s not the only one with yellow eyes out here on the battlefield. Or maybe I have to face the truth. Maybe I’m just a big pussy and gave up somewhere along the way without realizing it. Couldn’t hack it and now I’m just trying to hide my shame.  

 It also could be the pathogen. Clearing my short term memory so the horrors I have seen this day do not permanently psychologically damage me. One of the true beauties of the holocauster-pathogen platform, you can’t be hurt by what it won’t let you remember.

 My nervous system is compromised. My judgement can no longer be trusted. I am not receiving nor sending valid nerve impulses. The game has been broken, I can not play. Weary past the point of fatigue.

 There is a quitting point, we have been pushed unreasonably beyond that. Here is where you stop believing in yourself and you believe in those around you and when that too is lost.. You quit, you fail, you die.

 The war is now entirely in our minds. It comes as no surprise this is where its final battle will take place. And that I am its weakest link.

 We fight now for each other. This is morale. Keeping your mouth shut no matter the toll. Because the first of us to crack will drag all of the others down with us.

 Regardless of the cost. I hold my silence. This must be done.

 These thoughts are quickly brushed aside. Big Bro is talking.

 “How does it feel to be alive?” His eyes are bright, eager. A hint of challenge to his voice, as though daring us to prove him wrong and die.  He does not expect an answer and we do not disappoint.

 He spreads his arms wide, “Come on man!”

 “You want some fucking more or something?”

 My hand must be frozen or petrified in the I copy position. 

 “Alright, so no excuses for not keeping up.” Big Bro is teasing out big ideas from small beginnings.  “We sync in two. Get your apocalypses in order.”

 The thought of thinking is too painful. 

 Anyways. I lean back. Against some rock jutting out from the eternal gray dust of the planet’s surface. Start breathing. Just so happy to breathe. 

 It’s difficult to appreciate just how wonderful it was. The taste of blood in the mouth. Having gone down to the cellar and drained that last bit of energy. How utterly exhausted we are. And now, these good refreshing gulps of air.

 I couldn’t tell you how long I sat like that. Just breathing. Happy, maybe for the first time in my life. Just happy to be alive.

 Nothing lasts forever and eventually my thoughts turned.

 My apocalypse?

 What the hell do I want to include? I consider the question carefully but it slides away from me, unanswered.

 I have a noble confession to make. I might have attended a bugfuck festival once. But I didn’t enjoy it.

 Nah. No good. Sounds contrived, ‘sides anybody who knows me knows that’s a damn lie. I’ve never been to a bugfuck festival.

 The truth is something has been bugging me. Tugging at my mind since before we made the jump. The only thing I want to include in my apocalypse is…

 Youth is a myth.

 And that’s why, when we get back aboard The Good Shepherd the first thing I’m going to do is kill that damn annoying little kid.

 Other than that… All I have to report is the obvious.

 Me? I have no qualms about relating… I’ve seen piles of shit that are more attractive than me. And there is a smell of wrongfulness coming off my knee that frankly I should be ashamed of.  An ancient and wicked stink of death drawing near. Which is great if you’re getting a blowjob from someone’s grandma. But entirely inappropriate when it’s coming from your own damn knee.

 I’m not the only one having problems.

 I don’t like writing it this way, but the truth is Omen doesn’t look so good. No, he’s not collapsed in the dirt like I am, but he stands to the side, resting heavily on First Strike. His breath comes in ragged gasps, his eyes are werewolf yellow. Gross jaundice. Something important–Liver? Kidney? I don’t know–inside of him isn’t working anymore.

 The muscles in the back of his right leg are cramping for all they are worth. You can see them spasm like strands of limp spaghetti or worms crawling mercilessly in his quads.  He appears to have lost control of it. I imagine the muscle will tear itself from the bone soon. And assume his suit has pumped him full of muscle relaxant to no avail and now is just smoothing over the incident with hush, hush… don’t say a word. 

 Hangman has started shaking again. He collapses in front me. He looks like wiggling shit, and lets out a long low sigh.

 His shaking is not a nervous twitch. It’s fear or worse. I can not imagine what his suit must be pumping him full of to keep that big phat motherfucker of a weapon useful. He’s probably not too happy about breathing great big gulpfuls of my ass-smelling-knee.

 He’s shaking bad. Better get that down. We all are. Nervous wrecks.

 [Did I say that already? I think I’m contradicting myself. Fuck, my suit might be stealth pumping me full of something. No telling what its trying to compensate for. I’m beyond caring, truth to tell.]

 My god, that fuggin smell. I’m going to have to chop my knee off again just to be free of my own stench.

 Personally, things aren’t going so good. Little downward spiral is catching up with me.
 I’m going to lose consciousness soon. I’m pretty sure of it. Just too damn tired to move my lungs anymore. Omen might not be the only one with jaundiced eyes, important stuff is gonna start shutting down soon.  Organ failure.

 Look, this isn’t the kind of thing I should be thinking, much less writing but… Well…

 He’s sitting across from me. Pointing those ridiculously oversized damn things he calls boots at me. 

 Nope, Hangman is provoking me. I’m sure of it. 

 Why would he do that? Not unless he wants me to make fun of him…

 Maybe it’s his way of breaking the ice. It must be. An impossible thought, he wants to be friends. No one has ever wanted to be my friend before. This is complicated. I am unsure how to respond.

 I’m just some pogued out New Guy. I better watch myself.

 I’m not gonna look at my hands because they’ll just disappoint me. There is a clattering sound coming from my lap. I’m not fapping, I assume my hands are just involuntarily contracting, thrashing and banging against my armor.

 My teeth itch. That’s a hell of a feeling, itchy teeth. And they’re jittery. I don’t mean chattering like I just saw a ghost. No, I mean all 32 teeth jerking helter skelter up and down and out of sync like an undulating sea monster in my mouth.

 My nervous system has known happier times.

 Instead of bitching, I just lean with my back against the rock. A respite. Girls in White Dresses propped up beside me. Taking a break. Breathing, just breathing. Seemed like the right thing to do. So fucking tired.

 Hangman shifts and sits up across from me. I’m sure of it now, he’s provoking me. His huge boots pointed right at me. I want to tease him about his boots so goddamn bad. Isn’t that what teammates do in situations like these? Take a breather, a short respite. Indulge in some light hearted banter. Threaten to fuck each other’s dead sisters and then go die together in a ferocious display of glorious brotherhood?

 I open my mouth then shut it. Tranquility seems like a world away because it was but he just lost half his fire team there. Him, Omen and Big Bro…

 They’re probably grieving. The last thing they want is some New Guy going buddy-buddy on them, trying to make a good impression. Thinking he’s part of something he’s not. Cracking jokes like they have something in common.

 No, there is a distance between us and all the good intentions in the world aren’t enough to cross it. I respect that distance. It belongs there. Between myself and the others. Instead, I go back to breathing. Highly impressed with myself and my ability to deduce the mood. To make the right decision.

 I’m down to my last hand but that doesn’t stop me from reaching into my boot and pulling out my joss piece. It’s just a twerp gun, not much more than a slim firing tube and a trigger attached to a sliver of a gencel, if that. Etched into its barrel is muh knife. Don’t throw stones. I, too, was young once. I don’t know what I was thinking when I named it.

 I’ve had it since I was a boy. I’ve slept in some strange places in my life and sometimes… Late at night, alone in the dark, when I’m trying to sleep and I hear some spooky shit… 

 I’m not always as brave as I wish I was.

 Anyways, fuck it all, I’ve had all I can take of Hangman and his damn boots. In the name of friendship I point the twerp gun at Hangman and pull the trigger–

 KABOOM!

 –killing the kraggit over his shoulder that was about to sink its killing spikes into his shoulder.

 I tuck muh knife back into my boot and close my eyes then go back to breathing. Focusing on just being a part of the team.

 Behind Hangman, the kraggit scratches in the dirt, maybe dying. Maybe not. I thought I’d killed it but I’m just too damn tired to get up and check. Omen doesn’t take any chances and spoors the little fucker.

 Is this teamwork? It’s been ages since I’ve used my twerp gun. I’m secretly proud.

 Hangman’s nervous laughter breaks the silence.  For a small guy with a big gun he has very expressive laughter.

 “You fucking psychopath!” Hangman shivers.

 I’ll have to look up the meaning of that word in a dictionary.

 “You could have shot me.” We get another shiver from Hangman then he laughs it off.

 I am 47% sure he is joking. 26% sure I just scared the shit out of him. Maybe 18% sure that is his way of thanking me. And whatever percent is left sure I suck at math.

 Even though I don’t really know what a psychopath is those words still sting. If anyone is reading this, I’m pretty sure there is a good chance I’m not one.

 Despite this I decide I’ll tease him about those goddamn boots another time.

 Omen laughs. Like we’re pure fucking entertainment. I don’t join in his laughter and I’m not sure if he thinks Hangman getting killed would be funny. There might be some complex fuck-you going on here that I can’t follow.

 “Told you,” Big Bro smiles like he’s proud of me, “He’d fit right in.”

 And if you are thinking he said it with a voice laden with brotherly love and the feelgood acceptance of teamplay and togetherness then you are completely wrong. As he speaks he overrides my suit and hits me with a massive dose of get-up-get-on-your-feet.

 Before I know it, break time is over and we are moving again.

 Everyone gets scared and for good reason. Kraggit are too small to travel alone and there was only one way it could wander so far from the pelt on its own. Some unseen terror lurks on the battlefield.

 Some unseen horror that–

  


  
    Chapter Eight

    Monk Mode Rhapsody

  

    
  call sign: Callstack
unit type: kernel engineer
location : Trumpets of Jericho (orbiting Debron IV)

  
  “YOU WANNA SEE TITTIES? I’LL SHOW YOU TITTIES.”

 Talk about the magic fucking words.

 Regrettably no one has ever said them to me.

 I find it’s hard to say I’ve lived a fulfilled life when I’ve never even seen titties.

 Mammaries. Yeah, both of ‘em. Two great big bags of such wonderful fun. 

 The good ‘ole days. Not like now. 

 Life back then was just titties, titties, titties galore! They were everywhere.

 Couldn’t walk down the street without seeing titties. 

 Titties in your face!

 Titties in your drink!

 Damn, can you imagine?

 Titties and beer at the same time. Did they know how good they had it?

 I think I missed my calling in life. I would have made a great titty-washer.

 Just kick back with a cold one and a washcloth with some sudsy water, do what comes natural.

 I know I got the talent for it. It’s in the blood, man. Just an aptitude for the vocation, like how some men excel at sports or math. Surely my uncanny titty-washing skills would have been recognized from a young age.

 Woulda gone to a good trade school, probably gotten a scholarship. Studied under the masters, dedicating years of my life to the craft.

 Perfecting my technique.

 Maybe even invent a few of my own. 

 Revolutionized the industry with the under-the-nub-scrub.

 I’m sure all my job performance evaluations would be glowing. Noted for my unwavering devotion for the job. Praised for my rigorous pursuit of perfection.

 Instead…

 Sigh.

 Instead, I’m just trapped in here in this orbiter without any beer.

 Monk mode my ass. Call this what is is. Incel Paradise.

 Fuck no I don’t feel a damn bit more productive. The only thing I feel is pissed off. And kinda horny.

 Ah well fuck it.

 Break time’s over. Back to the shit code. 

 This life sucks.

  


  
    Chapter Nine

    C-Type

  

    
  call sign: Grim Sleeveless
unit type: currently untrained
location : The Good Shepherd (Grim Sleeveless quarters)

  
  I HAVEN’T BEEN ABLE TO SLEEP ALL NIGHT. It’s not surprising. When you are doing something you love it fills you with an energy. Even if your body is tired and wants to rest your mind keeps pushing you to do your best and work even harder.

 I get like that when I work on this pathogen stuff. I can read about them all night. I never want to stop. Always thinking, just one more page. Just one more chapter.

 Still, I took a little break and skimmed some of the apocalypses that just sync’d from the first wave on Debron IV. Wow!  It sounds dangerous down there.

 I wonder who the scrawny little scarecrow guy that bothered Six-by so much is? I thought I was the only young kid aboard The Good Shepherd. I better find that little guy quick, he’s in danger!

 We could be friends. I’ve never had a friend before. The first thing I would do is make sure he’s eating okay. Put some meat on that annoying little guy’s bones. I don’t have much, but I’m happy to share. 

 We all have to stick together, help each other out. That’s what we’re here to do, help each other out. My Grandma taught me that.

 So I’ll do just that. I’ll help him out. I’ll find that annoying little guy and explain to him how important Six-by is for the war effort. We need to keep Six-by in the best fighting shape possible. So no more annoying him!

 I wish I had a way to message Six-by. I’d let him know that he can count on me! 

 Speaking of wishing I could message Six-by…

 Everyone does know about Type-A and Type-B New Guys. But not so well known are the C-Types. They are very rare, but they do exist.

 My Grandma used to tell me stories about them.

 Hidden deep inside their heart, where they never knew it existed, lies the strength of the hero they didn’t know they were.  And only in times of great difficulty can their inner strength be drawn forth to awaken the hero within. Just when it seems all hope is gone and things are at their worst the hero will rise, defeat the bad guys and change the world. Their heroic actions and brave deeds inspire those around them to do great things.

 They’re my favorites.

 Six-by, I think you have it in you to be a C-Type. That’s what I would say to you if I could send you a message.

 Well, I would tell you that and maybe to smile more. No matter how heroic your great deeds are I think you’re going to have a hard time inspiring people to do great things with that scowl on your face all the time. You are a seriously very scary looking guy and I think a nice smile would go a long way towards helping people see the heroic side of you.

 Okay, I gotta get back to the pathogen studies. I’m a busy man, with a lot on my plate!

  


  
    Chapter Ten

    Don't Question The Light

  

    
  call sign: Leather Apron
unit type: corpuscler
location : The Good Shepherd (The Light's refuge)

  
  IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO NOT BE IN AWE. He is The Light, Supreme Unified Commander of all human forces. And you must look up to him. He is our leader and he is unquestionably not entirely human. Not anymore.

 His personal chambers are spartan. No furniture, no personal effects. It’s a small room, filled with the quiet hum of electricity and automaton.

 The Light himself is an old man. His face cracked with wrinkles, his hair gray. His body, his human body, what is left of it, is stretched out prone, facing the floor. He is suspended from the ceiling, hanging above us by thick cables that pump energy and fluids into him. A maze of wiring and circuitry surrounds him, extends him, completes him. Although he appears to have two arms, two legs, and all his fingers and toes, parts of him are missing. Many parts. A segment of leg here, a chunk of finger there. A kidney is missing, half of his left lung.  Some of his missing pieces have been patched with machine replacements. Others left absent. To my professional eye he looks to be in grueling pain–why The Light would choose to live like this is a mystery to me.

 It is rumored Whitechapel has asked him many times to let him restore The Light’s human body and each time he has been refused. Why, I can not say. Whitechapel has secrets, even from me.

 There are just the four of us in the room. The Light ensconced in his mainframe that keeps him alive. Fleet, his expression dour. Whitechapel quietly demurring. And me.

 “We will dispense with formalities.” Fleet wastes no time. “I would like for your opinion on this.” He passes a link to Whitechapel, it’s an assessment from the rationalists. With the relevant parts highlighted.

 
 Based upon our preliminary analysis of the first set of apocalypses received from Debron IV, we hazard the following: 

 It has long been suspected that the mass of a Krag unit is proportional to the amount of time it takes for it to traverse the barrier. It is conjectured this is why smaller, weaker units enter the battlefield from the first few cycles, and with each cycle progressively more powerful units break through.

 We theorize one of the phase disruptors malfunctioned, creating an inconsistency in the protective field it establishes. In essence it appears to have allowed Krag units and structures that normally take several thred cycles to penetrate the protective barrier of the Trumpets of Jericho to do so nearly instantaneously.

 The phase disruptor malfunction and it’s corresponding solution–the successful formation of a Dark Triad, which until now was only a theoretical conjecture–was an unexpected phenomena, however despite the hardships endured by the advance team this does present an unexpected opportunity.

 This opportunity, however comes at significant cost…
 


 Whitechapel scanned it quickly, as did myself.

 “The kernels have made their final assessment of the cracked fold drive.” says Fleet when we finish reading. “As it stands now the ship will last five more sync cycles before it tears itself apart. That’s not theory.” He smiles, echoing the rationalist’s assessment. “That’s just math.”

 “If we maximize our supply chain operations on Debron IV–sending down nothing but vurkers and sending back nothing but material and energy–we can expand that to twelve cycles. Essentially sacrificing material and energy for time.”

 “Twelve cycles.” Fleet spells it out, nice and easy, just in case anyone misunderstood. “I assure you, best case scenario, in twelve more syncs, The Good Shepherd will be no more.”

 “Of course, this is impossible.” Fleet’s voice is surprisingly calm for someone who just spelled out doom for the human race. “If we only sent vurkers to the planet surface in a few cycles our defenses there would be wholly inadequate. After a few thred cycles it is reasonable to assume that as the larger, more advanced and powerful Krag units cross the protective barrier they would easily overpower the marines defending our operations, and destroy our supply chain. Cutting us off from the material and energy we so desperately need to evacuate the ship.”

 “Evacuate the ship?” asks Whitechapel. My ears prick up as well. This was getting interesting.

 “Correct.” The Light speaks for the first time.

 I like it. His is the voice of command. 

 “If,” The Light emphasizes the word, “we exploit this opportunity,” The Light can not move his hand so Fleet gestures for him, indicating the abstract we just read, “intentionally creating Dark Triads and using the fourth disruptor as a kind of wild card…  Think of it as a tunnel or a temporary extension of the battlefield. A safe zone we can drill through userspace to encompass previously unreachable sync locations.  We can double, possibly triple the number of syncs opportunities before the damaged fold drives destroy The Good Shepherd.”

 “Operation Tick Tock Bootstrap Slingshot Hail Mary.” finishes The Light.

 I can’t believe they have given a name to such madness. I never expected someone so close to death to have such a sense of humor.

 The Light is oblivious to my disappointment. He continues, “We evacuate the entire ship. We salvage enough gear and transport it, along with everyone still alive to the planet’s surface. There we establish a true colony. Mine for energy and materials. Scuttle The Good Shepherd. Fabricate armaments, defend the colony, rebuild our forces and return to the stars.”

 I want to laugh out loud. They are talking madness. This is beyond lunacy. Do they truly not know when to give up and admit they are beat?

 “As much as I appreciate your confidence, it is outside of my area of expertise.” says Whitechapel. I am impressed at how calm he keeps his voice. “I’m not involved with war strategy.”

 I’m glad that Whitechapel said that, because I’m not anywhere near high enough rank to open my mouth in a meeting like this. And I have no clue why they would want his opinion on their strategy. As bat shit crazy as it is.

 The Light says, “The space fold drives are leaking contaminant and will continue to do so for some time. After the fifth sync any man who still remains aboard The Good Shepherd will have been exposed to lethal levels. We have two choices. Either triage the men into two groups, those who live and those who die or…”

 Now we know why Fleet wanted to speak with Whitechapel. This opportunity, however comes at significant cost? The rationalists who wrote that had no idea. Whitechapel and I have dedicated our lives to the search. Now, when it is finally in our grasp…

 “You are asking me to volunteer.” From his voice you would never suspect how much those words torment Whitechapel. “You need a traumist. To stay here, with the remaining men, and treat them until the last cycle.”  

 “Correct.” The Light makes it clear what he expects the answer to be.

 Well now we are in a pickle. Aren’t we?

  


  
    Chapter Eleven

    Girls In White Dresses

  

    
  call sign: Six-by
unit type: field marine
location : The Maggot Colony, makeshift medical ward (Debron IV)

  
  I DO NOT HAVE TIME TO FUCK AROUND.

 I am not wearing my armor. In fact, I’m naked. I assume whoever stripped me did so for good reason. Everything aches. I’m scared. There is nothing more frightening than fear. And I’ve forgotten damn near everything that’s going on. 

 I don’t care. It’s not important. Everyone gets scared. I’ve been scared my whole damn life.

 Can’t move. There’s a binding across my chest. Sitting up isn’t happening. My arms are strapped down to my sides. I’m on some kind of cot. Room I’m in has a bunch of cargo and gear. The usual miscellaneous stuff everyone thinks they need that gets shoved into a store room kept out of the way until it is needed.

 I’m not going to sit here in the dark, shaking. Wondering what might happen.

 That’s not me. This isn’t me. It’s what you do in the face of fear that defines you.

 Yeah. Everything hurts. Nothing works out like I’d hoped. My leg is gone. My hand is gone.

 Whoever stripped my armor left the bracer on my fore arm–wrist to elbow. I’m sure I bled all over the place. Probably saved my life. My arm–in its bracer–tapers at the end to a crude point. Even strapped down like this I can see that’s bone. My bone. Chipped and ground like something was chewing on it.

 What kind of a twisted psychopathic mother fucker would gnaw the bones of my arm into a point?

 Let the winner out. Free the animal. Quit hiding behind what’s supposed to be.

 I trust instinct.

 So I am not gonna lay here like this. Scared. And hope everything works out.

 I’m getting up. I’m getting back on my foot. I’m getting off this damn cot. I’m getting back into the fight.

 I just gotta figure out a way to get whatever the hell this is that has me strapped down off of me.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve

    Through A Holocauster, Darkly

  

    
  call sign: Hangman
unit type: space marine (heavy weapons specialist)
location : The Maggot Colony garrison (Debron IV)

  
  The ground shakes. The garrison wasn’t built for something of its size. We can hear it approaching. Its footsteps make deep booming noises that echo down the prefabbed hallways. Tiny dust clouds swirl from the ground as the heavy tread of its passing shakes and disturbs the ground.

 The four of us stop. Alert. Listening for clues of where it may be lurking.

 We hear the groans and shrieks of metal as it squeezes through the passageways. The sounds of it moving reverberate eerily through the Maggot Colony. Harrowing twisted sounds, confusing our attempt to pinpoint its location.

 Best guess, it’s dead ahead. Maybe 50 meters. The corridor ends in an intersection. Branching left and right. There is a rough scratching sound from the far wall ahead. It’s on the other side. 

 From the sounds of it, waiting.

 Big Bro flashes Omen and Deamos. 

 They copy. Immediately, like twin ghosts, they fall back silently. Then disappear down alternate side passages. They’re going to try approach from the side passages and flank it.

 Big Bro and I are the bait. We’ll hold its attention here in the main passageway.

 I’m three steps behind him.

 I have enough energy remaining in my gencel for one last shot. I ratchet up the target reticle and aim it where I think the Fist will break through the wall. The tip of the charged Ouroboros glows pink casting a haunting pallor. 

 I get jumpy sometimes. Even nervous. And it’s true what the others will tell you. I’m naturally a trigger happy guy.

 I hold steady. One shot. Wait for the signal.

 It begins.

 A thick pole of off-colored shale punctures the thick steel wall like it was paper. One of its leg like things scrapes through the hole. Another smash, and another chunk of the steel walls rips free. Widening the aperture.

 It’s coming through.

 Big Bro’s hand is extended. Ready to give signal.

 Rock steady. I’m not going to fuck this up.

 Another of its leg things smashes through. 

 It’s now more on this side of the wall than the other. 

 It begins to pull the torso through, expanding as it comes like a balloon shoved through a tight hole. It is dripping long strands of vetchy nastiness–likely from where we shot it earlier–thrashing wildly about. 

 Instead, I wait. Patiently. Blanking all thoughts. Letting all fears slip away. Ignoring the world around me. Reality shrinks into the targeting crosshairs and the Fist. Waiting for enough of it to crawl through the wall it is destroying. 

 Waiting for Big Bro to give the signal.

 The Ouroboros blast will not kill it, of this we are certain. It will only send it spiraling into thick strands of vetch that will reform and attempt to burn and scrape us as the regrowth lashes about seeking to protect itself.

 The beast pulls itself through the wall. Into the corridor with me and Big Bro.

 Fuck. The gun makes a sound I’ve never heard it make before. There is a red warning light flashing.  A rumbling, almost mechanical sound. It’s a failure sound.  Big Bro notices it as well. He takes his eye off the beast and turns to look at me, signing a question.

 Vetch trailing from one of its blank faces, its back side and under its abdomen.

 FUCK!

 Surreal. The gooey body slurps through the hole, and balances on two of its three haunches. Then the six fingers extend, on a giant bone like shaft that reaches further than seemed possible. Crossing the distance at a blinding speed unexpected of something so large and brutish. 

 The hand moves with fluid and elegant grace. The fingerish things of the Fist reach out and encircle him. It clutches him tight in a six fingered claw.

 I can’t shoot it. A blast from the Ouroboros at this range would kill Big Bro for sure. I hold my fire and charge forward.

 The Fist wastes no time, first it smashes Big Bro into a wall. Then the ceiling, and finally the floor. Blood stains them all.

 Big Bro’s pathogen armor is hard enough to punch through the metal walls, exposing chunks of utility foam sandwiched between the outer layers of metal. Puffs of steel-gray and utility-fog yellow blossom in the air where the Fist slams him into the walls, his pathogen armor pulverizing the steel and utility foam.

 Already the slurping mass is retreating back through the hole in the wall.

 I shove the muzzle of Your. Turn. To. Die. into the joint where the retractable arm meets the abdomen.

 Not a word from Big Bro. I’m close enough to see into his eyes. This is how we lost Six-by.  His eyes are open, glassy. I can’t say if he’s alive or dead.

 “NO!” I am screaming at the top of my lungs. 

 One of the Fist’s two misshapen skull like heads is focused on me. Its flat, impossibly smooth featureless slate-for-a -ace stares at me. Deep within its body it is making a weird gibbering clickety-noise. I swear it’s laughing at me.  And then the skull melts, losing its rigid form, turning to some thick clay that squishes into its body and presses through the hole in the wall.

 I pull the trigger, 

 KA-BOOM!

 Firing into the joint. Blasting the fucking thing to holy hell.  The blast rips through it and tears through a chunk of the ceiling and wall behind it as well.

 The Fist pivots on one of its great haunches and kicks me, full in the chest. Too quick to block. I fly, ass over elbows back down the hall. The thing disappears through the hole I just blasted in the wall. Hauling what I’m all too afraid is the cadaver of Big Bro clenched tight in its doom grip.

 The structural integrity must be compromised because directly to my left the wall collapses.  Behind me and to the right a section of wall falls inwards. The ceiling above caves in. 

 The vurkers must have stored something on the level above us. Barrels and vats of whatever the hell they had up there crash down.Some roll down the corridor. Some break open and spill their contents.

 Holy shit. The stuff is igniting on contact with the air.  Chemical fire erupts around me. Liquid fire is falling from the ceiling, pooling on the ground. 

 My pathogen is throwing alarms I’ve never seen. The temperatures are insane. 2400 degrees C.  4352 F.  2673.15 Kelvin.

 This place is turning into a fucking inferno.

 The fucking steel of the flooring catches fire. Fucking steel. I didn’t know steel could catch fire.

 It’s hot enough not even a pathogen is safe.

 The gencel is empty. The Ouroboros is a useless waste of matter in this state. It’s not equipped with razor wire or a secondary weapons system. When the power runs out its just another lump of metal and composite. 

 As it is, I’m not sure what I could do with it. Maybe get in a biggest dick contest and win first prize? Other than that, it’s not much use here.

 If I was ever going to pogue out, this would be a great time to do it.

 If it is my fate to spend what remains of my life crying myself to sleep wishing I was the person I was meant to be, but too afraid to become… Now is my chance.

 Fuck that. 

 I wish I’d paid more attention in school. I grip the Ouroboros by the firing tubes and drag the stock through some of the super-hot flaming liquid pouring from the vurker’s chemical vats, coating the butt of the gun.

 Super fuck. As I’d hoped, the metal and composite catch fire. Burning at some insane temperature that redlines even a pathogen’s protection.

 Fuck yeah, two-handed I swing what was once Your. Turn. To. Die. Now rechristened deadweapon, a fiery demon’s sword. How long its fire will rage I have no idea. No time to waste.

 There is only one path, the path forward. 

 I charge ahead. Full speed. Screaming at the top of my lungs. 

 Screaming for violence. Screaming for hell. Screaming for Omen and Deamos to find me.

 More than a little scared. More than a little berserk.

 Hoping against hope my fucking pathogen can withstand the flames.

 I storm through the flames. My pathogen is having a shit fit–

 Some part of me disconnects. Secretly disappointed about the big dick contest. I could have been a contender.

 If you want to know what it felt like to be set on fire, fuck you. If it’s so important to you that you have to know what it feels like to writhe in agony and pain then stick your own damn hand in a fire and you can write about it all you want in your own shitty apocalypse.

 When I snap back I’m out of the flames. The heaviest dose of you won’t feel a thing and that’ll do little monkey, that’ll do I’ve ever felt in my life coursing through my veins.

 Fuck, fuck, fuck. I’m on fire. But I’m alive.

 Behind me the fire still rages. Intense.

 Ahead I hear the buzz of razor wire. I recognize Omen. He’s practically buried into the thing’s gut. Carving away with violent swings of his holocauster, seeking ichor, Wrath burrowing deep into one of its haunches. Malevolent strands of vetch whipping at random. Some seek to kill, others to repair the heavily damaged Fist.

 Deamos is here as well. His razor wire biting into the arm that holds Big Bro. As precise as a traumist’s scalpel, First Strike slicing it lengthwise. Once more, seeking ichor.

 There is blood everywhere and piles of ropy vetch litter the hall. But there is no spoor. Already the vetch is coming together, reforming.

 Somewhere in this foul monster there is ichor. And we will find it. We’re gonna spoor this fucker now. We’re gonna rip that motherfucker apart.

 I leap onto the back of the Fist, deadweapon in hand, its chemical fire still burning hot. Pull myself up to straddle one of the faceless skulls. I raise deadweapon above my head, a two-handed stroke.

 “Regenerate this, asshole!” I bash away, pounding it’s other fucking head. Raining blows one after the other until the skull thing caves in. Splattering vetch and fire everywhere. 

 None of us were unscathed. Slowly dying as this fucking Fist refused to spoor and die. I have no idea how long it would have lasted. Forever if we had the stamina, but we didn’t.

 I’m not making this up. Damnedest thing I ever saw. 

 I didn’t know what it was. It was like something out of a nightmare. A wet gurgling wrongful thing slithering on its belly along the ground. Too scared to live, too angry to die. 

 Bleeding from the chest down–hardcore fucker no doubt if that’s how he freed himself from the gurney–screaming for all he was worth:

 “Everyday is a bugfuck festival!”

 It was Six-by.

 I have no clue what he was yelling about. I don’t know what a bugfuck festival is either. And I don’t intend to find out.

 Six-by crawled to us. One of the devil’s own failures. Cast into the forgotten pit of the Abyss where the devil hides his worse mistakes. A vile creature of slime and shadow and eternal vicious hatred. 

 He hadn’t come to die. He came to join the fight. He wasn’t wearing his pathogen. He didn’t carry Girls In White Dresses. He was barehanded.

 Armed with only the most psychotic look I’ve ever seen in a man’s eyes. And that hellish thing that had once been his arm bone, gnawed to a grotesquely sharp point.

 He wrapped his legs around one of its foul haunches, hugging tightly with his one hand. Six-by stabs the thing, piercing the base of its haunch. It’s not a foot, just a tremendous bulk of hardened shale.

 Six-by stabs on. Pounding the base of the haunch with his mutilated arm.

 This is the madness.

 He is sitting naked, tortured in spools of vetch slowly killing his exposed flesh.

 Vetch lacerates into his skull. His skin purple and the color of blood. His skin foams before blistering then popping. The vetch travels beneath his skin, pulling it off his face.

 His face contorts, twisting in horrible fucking anguish.

 He’s not giving up… Six-by’s fingers open and close.

 Fuck me but that vicious bastard refused to die. Six-by stabs on. Shouting the same word, over and over again.

 “Die.. Die…DIE!”

 I have never seen anything so horrifying in my life.  The cilia penetrate his skin and the abhorrent sounds of his subcutaneous tissues being vacuumed as they devour him fill the air, loud and sickening. His face a shrivels like a wet bag as they suck collagen and fat from beneath his skin.

 Six-by is still stabbing with the mutilated nastiness that was once his hand

 Ichor spills out.

 His ferocious stabbing is frenzied now.

 “Die! Die! DIE! *DIE!*”

 He’s killing the fucking thing with his ruined hands. Trading hunks of his bloody bone for its ichor blackened vetch, ripped from its carcass, the alien cilia wiggling and wrapping around his arm. He keeps stabbing, almost obscured by a veil of deadly vetch, he is reduced to a ghostly, tormented thing that refuses to die.

 Spoor, glorious spoor!

 How long we tarried there I do not know.

 Finally Omen broke the spell. 

 “Easy friend, leave off.” Omen said, putting his hand on Six-by’s shoulder. “It is finished. We won.”

 I know who the real hero was that day. Six-by collapsed, comatose. 

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen

    Aftermath

  

    
  call sign: Deamos
unit type: space marine
location : Debron IV

  
  THE FIST OF DOOM?

 It’s dead.

 Not dreaming. Not playing dead. Not lurking in the shadows. Not coming back when you let your guard down. Dead as in all life failed. Dead as in gone and never coming back.

 If you are wondering what I did after Six-by spoored the Fist of Doom, I did exactly what anyone would have done in that situation.

 I roused 4Skin and Ironside from That Aggressive and together we gathered the carcass and all of the vetch and ichor. Burned its death spot with chlorine fire.  A corpuscler couldn’t have done a better job.  Then we carted the remains to a far corner of the base and lit it on fire. 

 Then burned the ashes again.

 We ruined that bastard for all eternity.

 The vurkers rebuilt both the extractor and the gassery, then worked through Thredfall. They hit quota for both energy and material, plus a little extra.

 Thred was a bitch for first fall, and some of them are busted pretty bad, but every single one survived.

 We’re here by the skin of our teeth, but the base is up and the supply chain is established.

 Most Vicious… Was wrecked.

 Omen can’t walk unless he’s wearing his pathogen to deaden the pain. His hamstring completely tore free from the femur. It’s just muscle tissue. Nasty, but he’ll be back in action once a blood wagon arrives. Somehow I don’t think anyone reading this will be shocked to hear that. Of course, he chafes at being kept out of the action, but it’s good for him. Keeps him hungry.

 Big Bro is alive, breathing on his own even. I think he broke every bone in his body. We moved him to a makeshift medical ward some of the vurkers built after they got the fires under control. He’s not getting out of bed until he sees a traumist, but he’s about as tough as they come. I think he’ll pull through.

 Hangman. Is alive. He’s burned to hell and back. When we tried to pull him out of his armor all that came out was his skin. It just slid right off his flesh. He’s not going to make it unless he gets immediate major medical attention. How long he has, I can not say. I have to stress there’s not a damn thing we can do for him but keep his armor powered and hope it’s keeping him alive and putting him to sleep until he gets medical care. He hasn’t attempted to communicate with anyone since the fight.

 Get a blood wagon down in the next sync and Six-by might survive. Your call. No promises.

 …

 And Six-by… 

 I am an asshole. There will be bad blood between us.

 But if you don’t pull through…

 “You did good, brother. You did real good.”

  


  
    Glossary

      

    
  
 Apocalypse, The • aka Humanity’s Suicide Note, a community generated wiki containing the stories of the daily lives of the men of the Third Space Marine Recon Expeditionary Force. 

 
 blood wagon • a medical vehicle unit, the blood wagons are two-man medical teams of traumist and corpuscler. The traumist is the senior most medical unit on the battlefield and using their vast collections of donor material can regenerate human units from even the most heinous injuries. The corpuscler scours the battlefield(s) looking for human tissues, organs and other recyclable parts to provide an easy source of raw materials for use by the traumist in their surgeries.

 
 corpuscler • a medical unit, assigned to a blood-wagon, working under the supervision of a traumist. The corpuscler’s chief responsibility is scavenging the battlefield for any biological matter that can be stored and recycled for later medical procedures/resuscitation efforts. In addition to their primary duties, corpusclers can perform basic first aid during battle, stabilize wounded combat units, transport them to a blood wagon and assist a traumist with more complex recoveries, greatly increasing the efficiency of a blood wagon unit.

 
 Dark Triad • a failed Jericho Trumpets structure where one of the four matrix endpoints malfunctions, collapsing the protective area of the quad and greatly diminishing the zone of safety on the battlefield to a small triangular area around a central focal point.

 
 ethicist • a non-combatant unit that accompanies every Marine fire team.  An ethicist coordinator unit is required or the Marines in the fire team will go berserk and can not be controlled. A berserk marine is harmful to anything and everything on the battlefield (himself, his friends, the Kraggit, …). Ideally, every fire team has 5 marines and their ethicist.  The 5:1 ratio is optimal, a 10:1 ratio is standard, and a minimum 25:1 ratio is mandatory. Any ethicist attempting to coordinate more than 25 marines is susceptible to madness and will cause all of the marines in his care to go berserk.  This descent into madness can not be reversed.

 
 extractor • a generic structure and the foundation of a material acquisition supply chain. The accumulated material can be used to build new vehicles, ships and structures or repair existing ones that have been damaged or worn from overuse. Different types of specialized extractors are required to accumulate mass from various environments (atmospheric, oceanic, arctic, surface, subterranean, deep space etc.) and in harmony can speed the acquisition rate of the supply chain.

 
 garrison • a structure to house combat units during Thredfall, aka maggot colony, garrisons are built with protective shielding to block the harmful effects of thred.

 
 gassery • a generic structure and the foundation of a energy acquisition supply chain. The accumulated energy can be used to power weapons, vehicles, structures etc. The efficiency of the supply chain can be enhanced with a variety of upgrades (condenser, clarifier/purifier, distillery, mint).

 
 gencel • generator cell, incredibly dense power supply shared by most Marine weapons/structures/devices.

 
 irregular orbit • aka protected-space, any coincident orbit balanced between kernel-space and user-space. Items, ships, units etc,. in an irregular orbit can not interact with or be detected by units in either kernel-space or user-space.

 
 Jericho Trumpets • aka Trumpets of Jericho, a structure deployed in matrices of four overlapping fields of concentrated pitch shifted signals called “quads”.  Krag units entering a quad and exposed to these frequencies become ‘Corrupted’ and are forcibly pulled from protected-space into real-space.  Any Human unit daring to venture outside of the protective confines of a quad perishes immediately from faster-than-light Krag massacre units.

 
 kernel engineer • a non-combatant unit, aka kernels, are an absolutely essential knowledge worker, can also perform any action a vurker can, though at 1/2 the speed. The presence of an unassigned kernel engineer (not actively researching an upgrade/repair procedure) will speed vurker activity by 50%.

 
 propaganda officer • a non-combatant unit, librarians of The Apocalypse.

 
 thredfall • a by-product of the Trumpets of Jericho. The exact phenomena that causes thred to fall is still not well understood. As the thred-cycle progresses during thredfall the actual strands of thred change color from quicksilver to a dirty gray hue, causing some observers to refer to it as “failed light”.  Thred is both a toxic as well as a corrosive substance and inflicts severe damage to both Krag and humans alike.

 
 traumist • the most competent and highest ranking medical unit on the battlefield, from the vast troves of human body parts stored in their blood wagons, traumists can restore the health of virtually any still living human no matter how damaged, back to fighting condition. 

 
 vurker • a non-combatant unit, aka 100% ‘ers, Virtual Workers are highly customizable construction units that can build and repair most buildings and vehicles. Vurker units are also required to operate most supply chain operations (mass extraction, gassery purification, minting etc).
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