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      “Should we wake them? I mean, the ship is on fire, after all.”

      Barry didn’t seem stressed. In fact, his voice rarely showed any extremes of emotion at all, though that was to be expected of a cyborg.

      “It is a bit early, but yes, given the problems I am experiencing with my internal sensors and fire suppression systems, I think that would be prudent,” the disembodied voice of Malorie, the ship’s artificial intelligence system, replied. “Though I would like you on hand, just in case there are any issues cycling the crew out of cryo-sleep so early, and on such short notice.”

      “Of course, Mal. Understood.”

      The handsome flesh-and-metal man with sandy-blond hair rose from his seat in the control room and stepped into the double airlock leading to the central passageway network. Starboard Peripheral Corridor One would have been the faster route, but after the impact, with the possibility of undetected depressurization in any of the damaged and offline pod sections or one of the unmonitored inter-compartmental conduit routing spaces, he’d just have to take the long way. The inconvenience, he reasoned, was certainly preferable to being unceremoniously blasted into space.

      The Váli was a sturdy ship, and she had only been nudged slightly off course by the collision. There was time to set things right, but sooner was far better than later. At the speed and distance they were traveling, “slightly” could easily become “a lot” quickly.

      Normally Mal would simply right the course herself, diverting a fraction of her attention toward adjusting the maneuvering thrusters to gently ease them back on target. In the event of a fire of any significance, however, protocol required her to wake the crew of the Váli.

      The ship’s unusual name had been taken from old Norse mythology, given to it by a cybernetically-enhanced engineer with a fondness for ancient texts. Váli, the son of Odin, brother of Thor. A god prophesied to survive Ragnarok, the end of times.

      She was a fast ship, no doubt, and extremely nimble, when not laden with additional research, living, and lab pods locked to her support frame for such a long voyage. That bulk-saving performance, however, came at a price. The multiple layers of outer shielding found on larger, sturdier vessels—the kind that would have prevented such a minor impact from damaging them in the first place—were sorely lacking, and so it passed that the ship had succumbed quite spectacularly to what would have been an otherwise minor incident.

      Barry reached midship quickly, his flesh-covered mechanical legs pistoning rapidly as he rushed down the corridor. It would have made sense in almost any other situation to have Mal simply deactivate the artificial gravity and propel himself down the passageway between airlocks, but with a potential fire inside a ship, well, you didn’t want something like that floating into unexpected places once gravity was gone. It was one of the only things keeping it reasonably contained.

      “Mal, I am in the central passageway halfway to the cryo pods. However, I detect a pressure variance coming from the lower passageway. Are you reading damage?”

      “No, but with the impact, it is possible my readings are off.”

      “I shall divert my route down a level to assess what I can while en route to cryo.”

      “Understood. My sensors are experiencing faults in that sector, but are picking up some variances that seem to correspond to your observations. Until all systems are brought back online I cannot be certain. I am concerned that one of the pods down there may be breached. If there is severe damage, we may have to disconnect and jettison it. Do be careful.”

      “Affirmative. Heading to cryo via the lower passageway instead.”

      Barry stepped onto the ladder leading down the long shaft to the lower deck. Again, he thought how much simpler it would be without the gravity engaged.

      We must work with the situation we are presented, he always reasoned. This was no different.

      The lower corridor he touched down in looked identical to the one above, as did the topmost level. The Váli was quite symmetrical in design, with a core framework of passageways, central, starboard, and port, running in parallel from stem to stern. Three identical passageways on three levels. If the ship jettisoned the myriad pods of various length and purpose that formed its living and work spaces, all of them interlocked and connected by airlocks, it would still remain a fully-functioning vessel, though a rather cramped and uncomfortable one for any organic passengers.

      The mission-critical pods were located between the central and peripheral passageways and housed crew quarters, the galley, engineering, and, of course, the cryo-pod chamber. Those pods only connected to the central passageway and the port or starboard one, depending on which side of center they lay.

      While every pod locked into the framework of the ship could be moved and rearranged depending on mission parameters, the basic configuration was typically the same. Some pods were longer than others, but the height and width never varied, allowing for a seemingly fixed size and unibody ship that was actually highly customizable to fit mission requirements.

      The outer pods were designed for greater accessibility and had three connections instead of two. The airlock leading to the common passageway was located in the middle of each pod, regardless of length, while the airlocks connecting each external pod to the adjacent one were all mounted off-center, only a meter from the central wall.

      While the outer wall had slightly thicker shielding protecting it from the harsh environment of space, should the unlikely event of an exterior layer breach occur, the off-center placement of the airlocks at each end was determined to provide a far greater likelihood of helping connected units survive intact.

      Tedious as it would be cycling through each set of double airlock doors, if one truly wanted to, they could pass the entire length of the ship from pod to pod, avoiding the corridors entirely.

      “I have located the problem,” Barry said matter-of-factly. “Debris has torn through Port Storage Pod Twelve.” He looked at the monitor flush in the wall beside the double airlock doors. “Extensive damage, but not catastrophic. The outer wall, however, is breached. Recommend Level One Isolation.”

      “As I feared. My scans are still non-functional in that section. Is nothing salvageable?” Mal asked.

      “I cannot say for certain, but it would seem unlikely, at least not until we reach Dark Side base for parts. It does appear, however, that the pod itself can be salvaged.”

      “Very well. Lower Port Twelve, isolating.”

      No sound was heard through the thick doors as the airlock space between them was instantly flooded with flash foam. In under a second the pod was sealed off from the rest of the ship. Mal could have jettisoned it, blowing the external bolts holding it to the ship’s framework, but not now. Not if it could be salvaged at some point, and certainly not with the crew still in cryo.

      “Proceeding to cryo pods,” the cyborg said as he made his way down the passageway to the next ladder and quickly ascended back up to the central corridor.

      “Do hurry, Barry. On top of possible damage to an unknown number of pods and part of my sensor array, it seems the short-range navigation system is also damaged. I’m flying a bit impaired at the moment. Additionally, one or two stubborn little fires appear to be off sensors and evading the automatic suppression system.”

      “Understood. I will make haste.”

      Barry knew all the way to his base code that, while not too big a deal in planetary atmosphere, out in the vacuum of space, a fire on board a ship could pose a huge problem, and quickly at that.

      “I’m here,” he said as he entered the cryo pod chamber. “Beginning cryogenic stasis awakening protocols. Spooling down neural stimulators.” He glanced at the readouts over the crew’s pods. “Mal, several are still in a deep neuro-stim cycle.”

      “There’s little we can do. They must be woken.”

      “Proceeding.” Barry’s hands flew over the control panels as the pods began cycling up. “Physio-stim systems increasing to eighty-five percent,” he noted as the crew’s muscles were gently triggered in a steady rhythm as they slowly emerged from cryogenic stasis.

      The pulsing action not only maintained muscle tone while asleep, but helped keep their bodies ready for situations such as these. Just enough stimulation as they slept to keep them fit and stave off atrophy.

      In a few experimental cases, the system had been used to build increased muscle mass in transit, but there were potential drawbacks, such as delayed-onset muscle soreness of epic proportions, often greatly hindering efficient performance of duties upon awakening. As such, the practice was largely avoided.

      “Calorics have increased to eighty-five percent.” He stepped back and looked at the crew of nine as the systems slowly shifted states, rousing them from their long sleep as the pods unsealed with a soft hiss.

      Daisy Swarthmore, the lean, twenty-five-year-old redheaded communications and electronics expert, was the first to wake, snapping to consciousness with a start.

      “What? Who the hell—?” she croaked as her pod opened with a cold hiss.

      “Daisy, it’s Barry. Don’t speak. You are waking from a deep cryogenic sleep. You need fluids. Drink this electrolyte pack, but slowly.”

      She gratefully accepted the plastic pouch, cracking the top with a twist before eagerly sipping the contents. The feeling of soothing fluid in her throat was utter bliss.

      “The crew is being woken from stasis early,” Barry informed her. His face was emotionless. Calm. “There was an impact. Some of the systems that have been compromised have also had their monitoring and control feeds damaged. Mal can’t see them on her scans, and I do not currently possess programming to affect repairs. This is one of your areas of expertise.”

      Barry paused, assessing the groggy woman. Around the chamber, others were starting to rouse.

      “Can you speak now? You’ve been in cryo for a long time. Your throat may still need time to adjust.”

      “Yeah, I can talk,” she managed in a croaking voice. “Wait, where am I?” She looked around at the composite walls and artificial lights. A confused haze clung to her consciousness as she tried to clear her head.

      This doesn’t look right, she mused, taking in the cryo lab around her. No, wait. I was walking down a beach. I was going home.

      “Is everything all right?” Barry asked her, pausing his scan of her cryo pod’s vitals readout to survey the groggy woman.

      “I was having a dream,” she said, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

      “A dream? No one dreams in cryo,” Barry replied, eyeing her with an odd expression. “Perhaps it is merely data ghosting. I had to pull you from the neuro-stim cycle prematurely. That might be what you experienced. You have had many years of information fed into your mind as we traveled, after all. Do you know the crew roster? Your duties? All the relevant data for the voyage should have been trickle-fed through your neuro-stim unit during transit.”

      Daisy looked at him, confused.

      “You’re aboard the Váli. We’re still six months from the moon’s Dark Side base, orbiting Earth. I understand you may be feeling groggy or disoriented, but I really do need to tend to the other crewmembers. The cycle was not complete, and you are all still coming out of your stasis-sleep. The neural stimulators were—”

      “What in the hell is going on with my ship?” Captain Harkaway bellowed as he lurched from his cryo-pod, yanking the physio-stim electrodes from his skin as he hopped to his feet. His metal leg impacted the floor with a jarring clang. From hip to tip, Daisy noted, his left leg was entirely mechanical. He rubbed a hand through his gray crew cut.

      “Dammit, Mal, what’s the sitrep?” he growled to the ever-monitoring computer.

      “We have experienced an unexpected impact, Captain,” the AI calmly informed him. “Short-range nav is down, multiple communications systems and sensor arrays are compromised throughout the ship, and there is unknown external damage. Port Storage twelve has been sealed, and we have been knocked slightly off course from the impact.”

      “You’re designed to handle these things, why did you wake us up? Hell, you could have sent Barry out for that. The whole point of having a cyborg with us is he doesn’t have to go into cryo-sleep and can do—”

      “There are also several small fires on board, and my sensors have been unable to detect them all.”

      “Oh. Shit,” he said as a burst of adrenaline flooded his system. “Get the others up!”

      “On it already, Captain, as per protocol,” Barry replied.

      “I’m heading to the bridge.” He cast a curious look at the groggy tech. “Swarthmore, you all right?”

      “What?”

      “Daisy, are you with me?”

      “Yeah. Just feeling a little weird.”

      “It’s to be expected. Try to pull yourself together and get your head on straight. This is what you do. You’re the tech guru. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to be needing your expertise once we get this whole burning-to-death-in-the-void-of-space thing under control.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Daisy slowly slid to her feet, steadying herself on awkward-feeling legs.

      “Mal, send a full report to my station in the command pod. Barry, get the others up and moving. If we’ve got a fire, I’m going to need every damn hand on deck, ASAP,” Harkaway barked.

      A shining metal fist smashed through the hardened shell of the stasis-pod nearest the cyborg.

      “Barry, handle it,” the captain grumbled, then stormed out of the chamber’s airlock doors.

      The fist belonged to Tamara Burke, a sturdily muscled brunette with wisps of gray hair streaking her temples. Her entire right arm from the shoulder down was metal, thin seams and indentations crisscrossing the surface at the wrist, elbow, and shoulder joints. Where the metal met her flesh, the foreign material seemed to meld to her body, a faint scar the only sign she wasn’t born with it.

      Her metal hand began tearing free of the pod as if it were paper, not heavily-reinforced polymer.

      “Tamara, calm down,” Barry soothed her from a safe distance.

      She paused, the stasis fog clearing from her head. A slight blush colored her cheeks.

      “Oh hell. Sorry, Barry. Training. What the hell happened? I was mid-upgrade when you snapped me out. You know what can happen when you interrupt a neuro-stim cycle.”

      “I am aware. However Mal and I concurred it was best to have the entire crew awakened at once. We suffered an impact, and there appear to be one or more unlocated fires on board.”

      She rapidly scanned the chamber until her eyes fell on Daisy, standing unsteadily beside pod and looking groggy, while the rest of the crew slowly clambered from theirs.

      “Shit, you really did mean everyone. Hey, new kid. Good morning.” She nodded a greeting to Daisy.

      “Hey.”

      The occupants of two more pods sat up. One was a middle-aged olive-skinned man with thick black hair. Gustavo, Daisy found herself knowing instinctively. The navigator and third-in-command. The other man was in his early thirties and sported a short haircut and muscular physique. Vincent, the mechanic. The name came to her as he swung out of his pod and onto unsteady legs. He stumbled a few steps, clumsily stepping on Daisy’s foot as he nearly fell over.

      “Ow!”

      “Oops,” he said, regaining his balance and stepping back.

      “You nearly break my foot and all you can say is oops?”

      “Seemed appropriate.”

      “How about, ‘Sorry’?” Daisy groused.

      “Well, if you’d given me a chance, that would have come next,” he replied with more than a little snark.

      “Oh, for chrissake, shut it, you two. We’ve got a situation, here,” Tamara said as she jumped out of her pod, landing solidly on steady feet and heading for the chamber’s heavy airlock doors.

      “Barry, you have the waking process under control?”

      “Yes, Tamara,” he replied.

      “Okay, get the others moving. We don’t have time to waste. I’m going to get to my station and make sure the botany pods are secure, engage the emergency air filters, and look for signs of fire in those sections. Mal, if you can hear me, I’ll check in when I’m there.”

      “Thank you, Tamara. Do be careful. It is disconcerting having a problem of this nature off my sensors.”

      As she hustled out of the chamber, another young woman Daisy’s age dry-heaved over the side of her pod. Daisy threw one last annoyed look at the rubber-legged engineer, then turned to scope out her newly-awakened crewmate.

      “Hello, Sarah.” Barry leapt into action, electrolytes in hand. “You are waking from cryo early. You need fluids. Drink this electrolyte pack, but slowly.”
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      Within minutes the crew was charging through the ship to their duty stations. Reggie, the stocky co-pilot, passed through the thick airlock doors of command and dropped into his seat beside Captain Harkaway.

      “Captain, what happened? Mal woke up everyone.”

      “I know. Impact on the port side. Sensors are down, and there’s fire on board.”

      “Are the engines all right? I can head down there—”

      “Barry’s already on it. They seem to be untouched, but we’ve had a few artificial gravity fluctuations, so he’s going to examine the pulse feeds. Once he’s done there, I’m having him do an EVA outside to check the collection panels for damage.”

      The Váli, unlike most ships, possessed an unusual secondary propulsion system, one that allowed for extremely long-range travel without draining power. While the standard fusion engines would provide basic propulsion and maneuverability, the collection panels would gather cosmic energy and solar radiation when deployed, gradually filling a series of reserve power stores, while also directly feeding a supplementary pulse drive.

      Without the resistance of an atmosphere, this system allowed the ship to progressively ramp up its speed over time. It also allowed, should an emergency occur, for several short, but intense, bursts of speed. The only drawback being such an act would drain the entire system and require quite some time to recharge.

      “Captain, what about the shuttle?” Reggie asked.

      “Impact was up top, so it was protected by the body of the ship. Good thing it’s mounted upside-down to the bottom. Unfortunately, that means our comms and navigation array are what took a beating. How are the others coming?”

      “I saw Vincent and Finn gearing up. Do we know where the fire is?”

      “Negative. We have to do a full-ship check, starting with compartments in proximity of the damaged area. Where the hell is Gustavo? We’re flying blind here.”

      “Here, Captain,” Gus called from the airlock door. The command center’s lights reflected off the exposed metal patch of his skull near his cybernetic eye. The metal, like Tamara’s arm, smoothly blended into his skin. Whatever had happened to him, they’d done extensive repairs, including not just his skull and eye, but part of his ear as well. The navigator slid into his seat.

      “Plug in,” Captain Harkaway barked. “No wireless, it’s glitching. Go hard-line and tell me what you can see.”

      Gustavo pulled a high-capacity data cable from his station and plugged it into the slot at the base of his skull.

      “I see where Mal’s problem is, sir. Several relays near Starboard Seven have been damaged. Possible fire, though I can’t be sure.”

      “Starboard as well? Get Swarthmore and Moore in there. Those two are going to have their work cut out for them.”

      “Affirmative, sir,” he said, switching on his mic. “Daisy, Sarah, do you copy?” Gus asked over the wireless comms.

      “Copy,” Daisy replied through her headset. “Sarah’s still suiting up, but she copies too.”

      “Okay, listen up. Captain wants you to hit the Narrows. One of you in the exterior layer, port side near Pod Twelve, the other starboard near Pod Seven.”

      “We’re on it,” she replied, clicking off the comms.

      “The crawlspaces. Why does it have to be the crawlspaces?” Sarah lamented.

      “Because of our slender builds,” Daisy quipped grimly. “That, and we’re the only ones who know how to re-wire this thing by hand if need be,” she added, strapping a slim tool kit to each thigh and one to her left forearm.

      Captain Harkaway’s voice crackled over the comms.

      “Swarthmore, Moore, make sure you each bring a respirator and extinguisher. Mal says we may have a small fire somewhere, but her scans are inconclusive. It could be in the Narrows for all we know.”

      Wonderful. Just how I wanted to wake up. A crew full of strangers and a squeeze through a crawlspace… oh, and it might be on fire. Ugh. Kill me now.

      “Copy that,” Daisy said in her outside voice. “We’re on it.”

      The two women looked at one another. Sarah was twenty-five years old, just like Daisy, something she knew from the crew roster trickle-fed into her mind as they journeyed toward Earth. They had largely similar skill sets, but given the nature of the vessel they were flying in, that redundancy made perfect sense. There was a lot of work for a tech on a ship like the Váli.

      “All right,” Daisy said. “Let’s get crackin’. I’ll hit starboard.”

      The women bumped fists as if they’d been friends for years, then split up. Daisy felt a comfortable confidence in her partner, though logic told her she’d only just met her.

      Freaky thing, those neuro-stims, she thought.

      An entire crew of strangers, uploaded into her head as she slept. They were strangers, but not. Years upon years traveling through space, a drip-drip-drip of information slowly feeding into each of them, keeping their minds active and sharp. The system even uploaded new skills and training updates given enough time, though that was all very carefully controlled.

      It was said the early neuro-stims drove people insane, pumping far too much data into their minds at once. Only after the inhibitor safeties had been invented and fine-tuned did the system finally gain widespread use. Twelve safeties, in all. It was a lot of redundancies, but then, when it’s your mind at risk, better safe than spiraling into paranoid insanity.

      “Entering the Narrows,” Daisy transmitted.

      “Copy that. Plug in and update when you’re set.”

      “Will do.”

      The crawlspaces, while part of the vessel, were the one place standard wireless comms didn’t work. The necessity of protecting vital wiring and processing equipment in those tight areas resulted in the little spaces also being the thickest parts of the ship, shielded from just about anything they could think of. Even so, she and Sarah wore Faraday suits. The thin material wouldn’t protect them from the elements, but the fine mesh would shield them from any unexpected bursts across a wide spectrum of waves and radiation levels.

      It was eerily silent, having no comms chatter during a crisis situation. Until she plugged into a hard-line terminal, Daisy was on her own.

      She crawled ahead, as one is wont to do in a crawlspace, slowly inching her way toward the area of suspected damage.

      Just lovely, she thought as she scooted forward. Up ahead she could see a data hub that had overloaded. It was smoldering, but there was no fire. Her sense of unease was a constant. The weight, or rather the lack of weight directly on the other side of the wall pressing against her side was unnerving. She knew the bulkhead was solid, but having the void of space so close, and while stuck in an area too small for an EVA suit, let alone a hard-hat helmet, left her uneasy.

      “I found the source of smoke,” she said, plugging in to the nearest comms port. “I’m swapping out the parts now. Should only take a few minutes. There’s a fair amount of scorching, but only a few relays were damaged, and there’s no fire.”

      “Copy that, Daisy,” Gus replied from the command pod.

      Daisy carefully pulled the tools she needed from the pouch on her left thigh and stuck them to the Velcro on her forearm. The dim light surrounding her flickered briefly. While the Narrows had illumination, they were almost never accessed, so it was the flashlight collar’s steady glow that provided most of her light.

      One by one, she removed the melted pieces. The smell of smoke was still thick in the air.

      That can’t be good to breathe, she noted, putting the respirator over her nose and mouth.

      Ah, better. The smell of smoke filtered out, she pulled the last relay, stuffed it in her rear hip pouch, and set to work locking in the replacement parts.

      

      “Venting Port Four,” Vincent said as he typed the command into the small panel of the passageway’s airlock door. Inside the chamber, a warning claxon sounded. Moments later the outer airlock door opened to space, extinguishing the fire inside.

      “Re-sealing Port Four,” he informed Command.

      The door cycled shut. Moments later a green light appeared on the panel. Vincent keyed open the interior access and stepped into the in-between space in the threshold. The door sealed behind him, then the inner door to the pod opened.

      It was a mess. Fire had destroyed most of the equipment in the room. Tool fabrication machinery was melted, as were several racks of raw materials. Fortunately, the metal storage bins seemed to have withstood the blaze. It would have smelled awful, but the thick helmet protected him from any toxic fumes.

      “Looks like we can salvage a lot, sir,” he transmitted. “Finn, how’s it looking in your neck of the woods?”

      The jovial ginger opened his comms. “If you don’t mind tea for a while, I think we’ll be fine. Some damn piece of who-knows-what blew through the external storage in Starboard Eleven. Looks like we lost a lot of our coffee supply before the auto-foam sealed the leak. Gonna have to reconfigure the food replicators to stock us up with another batch once I get this mess cleaned up. Can’t be drinking sealant foam with breakfast, now can we?”

      “Glad you have priorities, Finn,” Vincent said with a laugh.

      “Hey, food is my priority. If we’re stuck awake a full six months longer than anticipated, shit’s gonna get old real quick if we don’t have all our culinary options available.”

      “You’re the man, Finn.”

      “So I’ve been told. Now go clean the rest of that crap up so we can call it a day.”

      “Cut the chatter, you two,” Captain Harkaway interrupted. “Keep the comms clear. We’ve still got crew in the Narrows, and a possible fire.”

      “Sorry, Captain,” the pair replied.

      “All right, all right. Get back to work, and be careful,” he said, then turned to his pilot. “Let’s just hope it was only bad sensors. I do not need an uncontrolled fire aboard my ship on top of all that’s happened today.”
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      “Come on you bastard, get in there!” Daisy struggled in the cramped space, angrily wiggling the last, stubborn relay circuit that simply did not want to click into place. She’d spent several minutes longer than expected cleaning melted plastic from the contacts.

      A lot of that got in there. Too much, actually.

      She brushed a few hairs from her eyes as a pressure change sent a waft of air across her face.

      Great. Somewhere, there’s yet one more thing for me to fix. After this current pain-in-the-ass task, that is. Come on—fit, you bastard!

      Click.

      The piece slid home at last, surprising her with its sudden obedience, and Daisy wound up whacking her elbow from the unexpected lack of resistance.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      She looked at the soot that smeared across her throbbing arm. There really shouldn’t be so much.

      “Everything all right, Daisy?” Gustavo asked.

      “Yeah, I guess I leaned on my transmit button. Sorry. Just hit my elbow, is all.”

      “So how’s it coming in there? Sarah’s done, and it looks like the rest of the ship is under control.”

      “Just locked in the last relay. Hang on, I’ll power it back up.” She reached out and reactivated the unit. “Okay, it’s on. You reading the corresponding points?”

      “Affirmative. That’s the last of it.”

      “Great, it’s about time.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. Now hop on out of there.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

      Daisy felt herself unexpectedly floating.

      “Hey, did you kill gravity down here?”

      “Negative. Must be another glitch. I’ll have Mal run a diagnostic.”

      “Copy that,” Daisy replied. “I’m gonna get out of here. It looks like—”

      She froze. A flickering, drifting light was approaching.

      Rapidly.

      Fire.

      “Oh, shit, there’s a—” Her comms cut out as she forcefully pushed back from the panel, yanking the cord from the connector.

      Shit, shit, shit! No wonder there was too much soot. Fucking busted antigrav let the fire float away.

      The ball of strangely pulsing flames drifted near, closing the gap rapidly as another pressure shift caused a slight breeze, pushing it toward her even faster. Daisy passed from one section to the next, scrambling backwards as she went. Her legs abruptly slammed down into the hard metal as she crossed the transition into the segment behind her.

      Goddamn antigrav, make up your mind!

      “There’s a fire! I repeat, there’s a fire!” she shouted into her comms.

      No reply.

      “Fuck!” Daisy crawled backwards as fast as she could, banging her knees as she went, the floating fireball becoming hotter and hotter against her skin as it neared. She whipped the fire extinguisher from her hip and fired it. The stream of foam arced then fell short, the gravity of the section she was in taking hold before it could reach the zero-gravity section and continue to its target.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me!”

      The gravity beneath her suddenly went out, and she felt herself floating again, the fireball moving closer at a dangerous speed.

      The access hatch has to be only twenty meters behind me. Straight shot. I can do this in zero-g.

      Daisy pushed, hard, rocketing backwards toward the open access.

      Yes! I’m going to—

      Artificial gravity slammed her knees into the metal again. She didn’t stop to think. She didn’t even stop to swear. A fiery death was speeding toward her. All Daisy could do was scramble backward as fast as she was able. One foot cleared the lip of the access hatch. She gave a final shove, sending her body out the narrow hole, but was yanked abruptly to a stop, pain shooting from her arm to her shoulder.

      Her forearm tool kit had become snagged on something.

      Panic flowed over her as the flames raced closer. Gravity fluctuated on and off, but she could not break free. Her gaze drifted across old scribblings decorating the tight space around her. She hadn’t noticed them before, and now it looked like she would never get a chance to look closer in the future.

      Because she didn’t have one anymore.

      Of all the ways to—

      Daisy felt powerful arms wrap around her waist, yanking her from the Narrows, her tool kit tearing free with a painful wrench. She tumbled to the deck in a heap and looked up to see Vincent aiming a fire extinguisher into the shaft.

      “Come on, you bastard.” He eyed the space intently. “Gotcha!”

      The gravity shifted again as he fired. The stream of thick foam blasted forward, propelled the full length of the gravity-free crawlspace, its force enhanced by his solidly anchored body. Vince had leaned into the zero-g space to take the shot, but had the presence of mind to keep his feet firmly out. The foam utilized that extra force and slammed into the speeding fireball, blasting much of it into oblivion, coating the entire crawlspace. Despite the apparent mess, the specially-designed foam would evaporate to vapor in a few minutes, leaving no trace.

      Unfortunately, a sizable ball of fiery death had escaped and was hurtling toward the opening. Vince pulled himself free and dove to the side, just as the flames leapt from the open access panel into the pod.

      While gravity was now taking hold, making the fire more traditional in form, that, combined with the speed with which the flames exited the zero-g Narrows, made it spray out like a mini flamethrower. In a split-second, the condensed ball had grown into a wall of flame spreading across the pod floor and walls.

      “Look out!” Daisy yelled, shoving Vince out of the way of a rapidly advancing tendril of fire. “Come on! We’ve got to get out of here!” She tugged fiercely on Vince’s arm as he scrambled to his feet.

      “Wait! The Narrows!”

      She realized what he was saying. If they didn’t seal the access, the blaze would just make its way back to the zero-g space in the walls, bigger and stronger than before. They’d be even worse off than before.

      “Clear a path to the door! I’ll seal the panel!” she shouted over the now-roaring flames.

      Vince nodded and took off in a hunched-over run, staying below the smoke as best he could. Daisy dove low and slid on her belly, snatching up the access panel from the deck.

      “Please let it be here,” she said, digging in her rear pocket. “Gotcha!” she cried triumphantly, pulling a spare power ratchet from its depths.

      She slammed the panel in place and quickly torqued the first two bolts into place. Her eyes were already burning from the smoke, and her lungs ached from holding her breath, but she knew there was no other choice. The panel had to be sealed, and she was the one to do it.

      Her lungs burned, desperate for air, as the power ratchet whirred, the remaining six bolts driving home, sealing off the Narrows from smoke and fire alike. Daisy felt her legs wobble as she dropped to her knees, pressing her face to the floor, desperately searching for a breathable gulp of air in the blazing pod.

      Gotta get up, she told herself, but her oxygen-starved body wouldn’t respond. She felt light, almost like she was floating in the air. It took a good several seconds before she realized she actually was floating. Well, to be fair, she was being carried, but whatever her means of transit, she was off the floor and rapidly heading for the airlock doors.

      Vince cycled open the inner door and jumped into the narrow space, then sealed it and opened the outer one to the corridor. With no time to lose, he slid Daisy to the deck as the door slid shut, his fingers rapidly typing in a series of commands on the wall-mounted panel.

      “Mal, I can’t activate the suppression system! Purge the pod, quick!”

      “Are all humans clear, Vince?”

      “Yes! Just do it!”

      The airlock door to the void of space cracked open, the vacuum sucking the air from the pod in an instant, extinguishing the flames entirely before sealing shut again.

      Vince reached down and helped Daisy to her feet.

      “How did you—” She broke into a coughing fit.

      “I heard your comms cut out. Sounded like you were in trouble.”

      “I…” She stared into his concerned eyes as the crazed adrenaline surge began to slowly clear from her system. “I’m sorry I was rough on you earlier. Thank you,” she managed. “I’m Daisy, by the way.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m Vincent. Vincent Cooper, but you can call me Vince.”

      The sooty pair shared a smile, and Daisy found herself vaguely remembering learning something about attraction being heightened in dangerous situations.

      “Swarthmore, Cooper, is everything all right down there?” Harkaway called over the comms.

      “Yes, Captain,” Vince answered. “The fire is out, and everything is okay now.”

      The captain sighed audibly over the open comms.

      “Good work, all of you. I want you to clean up, eat something, then get some rack time. Being pulled out of your cryo and neuro-stim cycles and thrown into a situation like this is going to feel far worse than a hangover tomorrow. We all need to get some rest. Mal and Barry will keep watch.”

      

      As Daisy showered off the sweat and soot from her ordeal, she couldn’t help but think about the turn her day had taken.

      Still six months from home. That’s a helluva long time, she mused as the warm water flowed over her body, easing the stress of the abrupt wake up.

      She rinsed her hair, dried off, slipped into the clean sweats she had brought to the shower pod, and stepped out into the hallway, running smack into the likewise freshly-showered man passing by, his hair still damp and mussed.

      “Oh, sorry,” she blurted.

      Vincent laughed.

      “This is how you repay me? Attacking me in the corridors and stepping on my foot, now? Such a violent woman,” he said with a grin. “Well, I suppose we’re even, now. And for the record, I am sorry I stepped on your foot earlier.”

      The pause left a crackling in the air as they stared at one another.

      This is crazy. You just met the guy.

      Daisy’s heart beat loud in her ears, and she could feel the heat in her belly spreading lower. She studied Vince. Tall, fit, and damn good-looking.

      I almost died, she rationalized. What the hell. Just a meaningless fling. I deserve it.

      She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him down the passageway.

      “Um, where are we going?” he asked, a little surprised.

      “My place,” she replied, matter-of-factly.

      The quickening pulse suddenly thundering in his neck revealed his thoughts on the idea.

      “Um, okay.”

      Daisy cycled open the first door and pushed him inside, shutting it behind her. By the time the inner airlock door opened, they were both in an advanced state of undress.

      “Come here, you,” she growled, pulling him to her. Her hands traced the musculature of his body as he pressed his mouth firmly to hers. He trailed off to the sweet spot below her ear, gently latching on as Daisy shuddered and groaned reaching out and grabbing a shelf to steady herself against the bulkhead as her knees suddenly went weak.

      Not a bad way to wake up from cryo-sleep. She smiled to herself. Not bad at all.
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      The cold bite of hard metal ringing off your forehead is one hell of a way to wake up, and Daisy was none too amused by it.

      She had jerked abruptly to consciousness in her bunk, as she had so many times in the six months since her rude cryo-awakening, but this time Daisy had actually bolted upright and somehow managed to slam her head into the titanium rack above her bunk in the cramped space.

      “Fuck! Sonofa—” she blurted, her fingers gingerly feeling the rapidly growing bump on her head as she checked for signs of blood.

      Clean fingers. Be happy for small victories. It would be oh-so funny if the crewmember whose job relied on her sharp analytical skills suddenly rendered herself comatose, she grimly mused.

      She had been having that strange dream again. Beautiful green trees, fresh air, and blue skies.

      And silence. Total silence.

      Lingering on the fringe of the vision, there had been something else, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it, and the nascent ache in her head put a quick end to any hopes of remembering further details, at least for the time being. Pretty much everything was momentarily on the back burner as the rapidly increasing pain demanded her full attention.

      It was going to be a double-dose of pain meds kind of morning.

      Gingerly, careful not to add insult to painful injury, she removed the slender neuro-stim band wrapped around her head and sat up in her bed. While she had a visceral unease with the mechanical parts stuck on human bodies, she found herself able to rationalize using the neuro-stim far easier, though self-loathing would sometimes seep through in spite of herself.

      It wasn’t an actual replacement part, after all. She wasn’t physically changing her body. It was just a simple tool, and one she could give up anytime if she wanted to. For now, however, it was keeping her sharp and letting her do her job a little bit better. Kind of like taking a stim pack when working a double shift.

      She’d used more than a few of those when weariness threatened the quality of her work in those first frantic days, but she soon decided she couldn’t risk the residual effects. Even with the chemicals fully metabolized out of her system, Daisy hadn’t really had a single good night’s slumber since she’d woken six months prior. To be fair, however, many of those sleepless nights were also due to a certain well-muscled engineer.

      So much for a one-night stand. Daisy smiled at the thought, cozy and reluctant to leave the warmth of her covers. Of course, she knew if she dilly-dallied too much Sarah would just come and lean on her door chime until she had no choice but to rouse herself for their daily pre-breakfast Qi Gong routine.

      Why did I ever agree to join her?

      “It’ll help you center yourself,” Sarah had said. “Find your balance, focus your energy. Maybe you’ll even sleep better.”

      Daisy had picked up the simple movements quickly. Her muscle tone and fitness were exceptional. The muscle-stim surface electrodes had done their job admirably, keeping her body in top-notch physical condition as she slumbered through the lengthy voyage. Now she met with Sarah every morning, and though her friend was far more advanced than she was, Daisy was pleased to find she had little trouble keeping up.

      A few months into their routine, Sarah suggested they add Tai Chi. It would be a little bit more strain on the body at first, adding all those unusual movements, but physically, Daisy had no problems with it. Mentally, well, that was another story.

      The neural stimulator was the issue. Daisy and the rest of the crew had all been hooked up to one during their lengthy stasis, and once awakened, had continued utilizing the smaller versions Mal had wired into their quarters.

      The massively complicated devices were supposed to not only regulate brain activity in cryo-sleep, keeping the wearer in a restful state, but would also gently impart useful information and training updates to the unconscious mind in a slow trickle.

      The theory behind it was that mission-specific knowledge could be drip-fed and learned en route, allowing individuals to jump headfirst into whatever tasks awaited them as soon as they woke upon arriving at their destination, rather than spending days, or even weeks, training after being roused from their slumber.

      For everyone else on the crew, the system seemed to work perfectly. For Daisy, not so much. It frustrated her to no end that despite her technical know-how, she simply couldn’t figure out why.

      Apparently, the early prototypes of the machine had tried to simply upload massive amounts of information to the wearers at once. It seemed logical, the storage capacity was certainly there, but the AI who had designed the system hadn’t fully taken into account the remarkably delicate nature of human gray matter. In the first series of tests, those who didn’t die outright, invariably went mad.

      Eventually it was determined, through much trial and error, that only the slowest drip of information could be safely absorbed. A steady but small trickle rather than a flood, and closely regulated and monitored at all times. There wasn’t all that much you could learn in a short trip, but on a longer one such as this, during those months and years of cryo-time, a traveler could effectively update their technical skill set and incorporate any new revisions to operations protocols.

      Unfortunately, while the rest of the crew slept well and were fully able to wear their neuro-stims out of cryo stasis with no issues, Daisy found early on that she could only use the neural stimulator if she flooded her brain with copious amounts of sleep drugs. That simply wasn’t an option for someone whose job depended on a clear and logical mind. So it passed that she resolved to see if she could find a fix.

      That’s when she began tinkering with the device.

      After her first week of unrestful sleep, she decided to try a new work-around, tweaking a few lines of the device’s base code and disabling a pair of inhibitors from the machine, altering the rate and intensity of data flow during her sleep sessions. It took a little trial-and-error, but fairly quickly, she found a mix that worked well enough most of the time.

      As she tinkered with the neuro-stim, Daisy had been pleasantly surprised to find herself innately aware of the ins and outs of the complex system, though at the same time, she also felt that a full understanding was always just out of her reach. She was a tech, and a damn good one, but the neuro-stims were simply far beyond her training, and much of the time she was working on instinct alone. It was hit-and-miss, and, unfortunately, that occasionally meant bad dreams.

      And bumps to the head when she woke from them.

      Given the option, she’d have simply chosen to go back into cryo, but after the accident there had been so many repairs to make, and so many lingering glitches in the ship’s systems, that the captain had felt it best if they all stayed awake the remainder of the trip.

      At least she had Vince to help pass the time. Him and the massive entertainment collection Captain Harkaway had seen fit to load onto the ship before departing.

      Currently, she and Vince were spending their evenings together working through the science fiction and horror classics of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. As crew of an actual spacecraft, they found themselves regularly amused at things that weren’t supposed to be funny. If only the filmmakers had known how far off their predictions of the future would be.

      Daisy sighed and finally resolved to get up, sliding her feet to the warm metal floor. She cautiously rose onto her slightly off-balance legs, hoping she hadn’t hit her head harder than she thought. Of course she was fine. The artificial gravity just always felt a bit off near her bunk at the far end of the sleeping pod. An annoyance, but one she’d finally grown more or less accustomed to.

      “Okay, that’s not so bad,” she muttered, then slipped into her workout sweats. Ready to start the day, she cycled open the pair of airlock doors and headed into the belly of the ship.

      No compartment in the entire vessel was sealed by a single door. The redundant airlocks not only provided an extra layer of security against catastrophic air-loss, but were also an essential element of the ship’s re-configurable pod system.

      They varied in size, the largest ones nearly twenty meters long, while crew quarters and storage were far more compact. The design allowed pods to be moved, reconfigured, and aligned with one another according to mission needs, and should a true emergency need arise, they could even be sealed off and jettisoned into space.

      Daisy began a slow jog to warm her muscles. The workout facility was located in an outer section pod, portside, and was large enough for the whole crew to exercise at once if they so desired. Fortunately, at this hour, it was most often just Daisy and Sarah.

      “Good morning, Daisy,” Mal greeted her warmly as she made her way down the corridor. “The time is 08:23.”

      “Thanks, Mal.”

      At least the crew pods were off the AI’s non-stop monitoring grid. That privacy, she was grateful for. It was a little thing, sure, and Daisy knew there was a good reason for the design, but it still felt weird having the AI keeping constant tabs on not only the ship’s systems, but its crew as well.

      

      Finnegan Hay was prepping vegetables for the evening’s meal at his work station in the galley as Daisy passed through to grab an electrolyte pouch en route to the gym pod.

      Finn’s right arm was speedily dicing, far faster than a regular human-grown limb could. It was a replacement part of shining metal from just above the elbow, and like Tamara’s, it blended perfectly into his flesh, though his was a less bulky design. Part of that was due to the nature of Tamara’s work needs as the ship’s botanist. With her much sturdier arm, she could swap her hand out for a wide variety of gardening equipment attachments, all of which were most useful as she tended the ship’s garden pods.

      Tamara the farmer. With her gruff manner and sturdy build, Daisy was shocked when she learned the muscular woman was a vegetarian.

      “You all can eat whatever disgusting clone meat you want,” she had said when asked about it. “I’ll stick with things that I know where they came from.”

      “But, Tamara,” Daisy teased, “it’s just ship-grown cow and chicken muscle fiber. No animal was hurt putting these steaks on our tables.”

      Tamara flashed her a look.

      “They tell you it’s cow. When your meat just shows up in perfect little trays like that, how can you really know? You might be eating people steaks for all you know.”

      “Gross, Tamara.”

      “Just saying,” she had replied, only half-joking.

      In any case, they had all benefited from Tamara’s gardening prowess.

      Fresh produce in space. Daisy never stopped marveling at how lucky they were, and Finn possessed a near-magical ability to make almost anything taste delicious without resorting to heavy sauces. He liked to call it, “Seasoning food with food,” and had spent a few months working with Tamara on some hybrid herbs and spices. Once they were mature enough for harvest, his recipes had become consistently exceptional.

      “Hey, Daze. Off to see Sarah?” Finn asked, not looking up from his cutting board.

      “Yep. She’s teaching me Tai Chi now.”

      “Ooh, Tai Chi. Cool. Stop by after. I’ll whip you up something nice and healthy for breakfast.”

      “Savory or sweet?”

      “Hmm… I don’t see why not a bit of both,” he replied with a knowing grin.

      “Ya see, Finn, this is why we get along so well.”

      “That and the fact that you’re happy to be my culinary guinea pig. Tell Sarah the offer stands for her, too.”

      “Seriously, Finn, just tell her.”

      “Tell her what?” he said, blushing faintly.

      Daisy groaned. “Fine, but one of these days she may take a liking to Barry and leave you kicking yourself. Remember, it’s better to regret something you have done than something you haven’t.”

      “Well, fortunately for me, Barry’s a cyborg, so he’s not exactly her type.”

      “I don’t know,” Daisy laughed. “I hear he may have a multi-speed—”

      “Lalalalala! I can’t hear you!” Finn cried out. “Go on, you. Shoo! Stop procrastinating and go work out already.”

      Daisy laughed and opened the airlock’s inner door.

      “All right. See ya in a bit,” she said, then flashed Finn a wicked grin as she made motorized vibrating sounds.

      “Oh, come on!” he lamented, her laughter cutting off as she cycled the airlock door closed behind her.

      

      “You’re late. I was about to start without you,” Sarah said, looking up from her splits on the floor.

      “Damn, girl, that flexible and still single?”

      “Well, you’re the one who jumped Mr. Sexypants only a few hours after we thawed out. I never stood a chance!”

      “There are other options, you know.”

      “Yeah, yeah. There’ll be plenty of men to choose from once we get home. Now come on, let’s get started.”

      For the next forty minutes, Sarah led her friend through the one hundred twelve complex movements at painfully slow speed. Daisy’s thighs burned from the effort, just as her mind ached trying to memorize all the new moves while simultaneously problem-solving the day’s pending repairs in her head.

      “So, I was thinking,” Daisy said mid-move. “If I take Faraday suit number three and add a reverse-polarity buffer, then route it all back through a miniature pulse feed, splitting all the frequencies into segregated positive and negative channels, it might create a solid base for my retrofit idea.”

      “Which is?”

      “Well, if it’s then looped into a micro-mesh layer on top of the existing dampers, it should effectively block out not only the standard stuff we’re worried about, but pretty much every EM blast imaginable as well. I figure it’s the spare suit, so why not give it a try?”

      “Interesting idea. So if you could make it work, we would be able to spend more time in the open portside pods near the damaged bits, even when stronger pulses are coming in?” Sarah looked impressed as she flowed into the next motion. “Huh, that’s really clever. I mean it’s far beyond the suit specs, and something even Mal never thought of, but in theory, it should work. You want help wiring it up?”

      “Well, I kinda already did. Just thought I’d run it by you before taking it for a spin.”

      “Of course you did. Never stops churning, that brain of yours. I’m amazed you ever sleep.”

      “Good old gray matter,” Daisy said, tapping her head with a chuckle. “The one thing we have over the AIs. Thinking outside the box is second nature.”

      “Always with the tweaks and modifications. You’re such a tinkerer, Daze.”

      “Just call me MacGyver.”

      “Who?”

      “It’s an old entertainment program from the captain’s videos. Vince and I binge-watched it a few months ago. I can lend it to you, if you want.”

      “Cool. I’m happy that you two are still going strong.”

      “Yeah, it’s crazy, right? I mean, who knew a quick adrenaline-fueled fling would actually turn into something substantial?”

      “Substantial? You don’t mean—”

      “Maybe,” Daisy replied, distracted enough to mix up the next sequence of Tai Chi moves.

      “Concentrate. Arm like this, then the leg like so.” Sarah showed her the move again. “Anyway, you were saying?”

      “I was saying that we talked about maybe getting a place together when we get to Earth.”

      “Wow, that is pretty serious. Hang on. It’s the left arm over, right arm under.” Sarah broke her pose and put her hands on Daisy’s wrists, guiding them to the correct position.

      “I’m sucking at multi-tasking today. Sorry, Sarah.”

      “No worries, it sounds like you have a lot on your mind.”

      “If you’d stop being such a prude, maybe you’d have a lot on your mind too. There are still a few eligible men on board. If you don’t mind replacement parts, that is.”

      “Yeah, count on you to get the only guy without any metal bits. Although, now that you mention it, maybe I’ll just settle for Barry. I hear he might have a multi-speed…” She flashed a wicked little grin.

      “Oh my God, I was just saying that!” Daisy chortled. Both women lost their composure for a moment, and the Zen of Tai Chi went out the window in favor of a robust belly laugh between good friends.
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      “Daisy! I’ve been wanting to speak with you.”

      Doctor Leah McClain, the woman pulling double duty as both ship’s physician and psychologist, hurried her pace to meet her patient.

      Oh hell. All Daisy wanted was to be left alone as she headed to quiet the steady rumble in her belly.

      No such luck.

      “How is your energy these days, Daisy? Are you sleeping any better? You know you’re a bit overdue for our next session,” the doctor said, intently watching Daisy’s face in that disquieting way some shrinks have made into an art form.

      “Yeah, I know, Doc, I’ve just been busy. I promise, I’ll come see you soon, okay?”

      Doctor McClain stared quietly a moment longer, then relented.

      “All right, but don’t wait too long.”

      Daisy quietly breathed a sigh of relief as she watched the older woman walk away with the slightest of limps in her step. She was most definitely not a fan of people digging in her head, even if it was only with words.

      Daisy strode up to the galley doors and punched the open command on the keypad.

      Captain Harkaway nodded a greeting as she cycled through the dual airlocks and entered the large crew mess hall. He was seated at the galley table, holding a mug of brass-cleaner strong coffee you could smell from across the room. When the grizzled, gray-haired man brewed a pot himself, it was a safe bet no one else on the crew would touch it.

      Tamara sat with him, sipping a mug of herbal tea, made from plants she had grown in one of her garden pods. A far cry from the captain’s mug of bitter hot death. Behind the counter, the ever-festive madman chef was whipping up breakfast for the pair.

      “Hey, Daisy,” he said, waving a cheerful hello.

      “Hey, Finn.”

      “Got that grub for ya. Made something special.”

      “Thanks,” she said, reaching for the offered bowl. It was a yin/yang swirled oatmeal of some sort.

      “I know it’ll be delicious, Finn, but what exactly is this?”

      “Well, since you were practicing your Tai Chi, I thought I’d go with a dichotomy of life theme for breakfast. Dark and light. Male and female. Hard and soft.” He smiled and pointed with his spatula. “The lighter side of the taijitu is a spiced apple flavor with a tiny hint of vanilla and almond essences. Very delicate and sweet. The savory half is a bit stronger. A relatively mild mélange of slightly spicy grilled jicama, diced and mixed with smoky black sesame and minced soy protein.”

      Daisy was impressed, both with the quality of the food, as well as the thought the deceptively flippant chef put into the dish. More than once she’d thought there was more to him than met the eye.

      “You never cease to surprise me, Finn.”

      “Then my mission is a success,” he laughed as she took her bowl and crossed the long room to join her crewmates.

      “Swarthmore, what the hell did you do to your head?” Harkaway asked as he got a better look at the lump growing above her eyebrow.

      “Just whacked it, Captain. No biggie.”

      “Don’t go concussing yourself. I need you clear-headed, unlike this nutcase.” He gestured to the man in the kitchen.

      Finn chuckled and continued his meal prep. Daisy watched his hands fly as he mechanically diced the fresh vegetables. His metal arm and hand moved in a blur, as if they had minds of their own, which, given the electronics embedded in them, linked to his neural inputs and providing a reflex-relay, technically, they sort of did. From time to time, though, she noticed, his arm would jerk a little from the speed. Just a tiny bit, and almost unnoticeable if you weren’t looking for it, but it seemed to her almost as if his own meat and the metal limb couldn’t quite mesh.

      Replacement parts. She held back a shudder.

      Daisy never could get used to seeing them stuck to real live people. The cyborg, well she expected it from him, but ironically, despite being entirely artificial, his metal skeleton was hidden, completely covered with flesh and blood. Only the humans sported their shiny bits exposed for all to see.

      Some, like the captain, you’d never notice if you weren’t paying attention. His hip-down replacement was always covered by the same pressed trousers. Only on exiting the cryo pods had Daisy ever even caught a glimpse of it. She had no idea what had happened to him all those years ago, but his leg was of a much older design than the rest of the crew.

      Unfortunately, in the early days of replacement parts, the more severe cases resulted in a permanent implant-to-flesh bond that could not ever be removed and replaced. What you got was what you kept. The captain walked with a little hitch in his giddy-up, and though he took great care of his aging limb, nevertheless it was showing signs of wear. It was durable, but only to a point.

      Tamara was using her more slender lower arm and hand attachment at the table. Of all her assorted options, this was the one that most closely resembled a regular human forearm and hand. It allowed for fine motor skill uses, while also permitting the user to wear long sleeves and a glove to go unnoticed if they so desired. Mind you, Tamara’s sturdy build and scowling gaze meant she’d probably never go unnoticed, but being able to cover the arm at least helped somewhat.

      Reggie was a skilled co-pilot whose lone visible replacement was his left hand. The metal was perfectly fused to his arm just above the wrist. What she knew of him beyond that was that he had several artificial organs as well as five replacement ribs, a metal femur in his left leg, and a handful of composite vertebrae. Some disease had ravished his body, and only the most aggressive of treatments had saved his life. All it cost him was fifteen percent of his humanity, more or less.

      “Gus, how’s the pulse drive refill coming?” Captain Harkaway inquired over the comms. “There was a pretty strong solar wind. We need to capture as much of that charge as we can.”

      “I’m adjusting the flow as we speak, Captain,” Gustavo replied. “We hit a bit of an unexpected lull, so the next pulse will be delayed by”— he ran a quick calculation—”five hours.”

      Gus. Now, his replacements actually spooked Daisy.

      Massive head trauma had resulted in a partial jaw, cranium, and full left eye replacement. The new eye was able to see multiple spectrums, including radio and radiation waves, but it just looked creepy. Worse, at least in Daisy’s mind, were the several access ports on the back of the metal portion of his skull. A partial AI had been installed in his head, helping him jack in and communicate with the ship’s systems directly. He was human, but Daisy couldn’t help but wonder at what point in receiving replacements and upgrades someone would cease being one.

      “All right,” the captain said. “Keep on it. I want to make sure we have a maxed-out charge by the time we reach Earth’s orbit and Dark Side base. Gotta be primed for full maneuverability should we need it.” He glanced at Tamara, who shared a knowing look.

      What’s that all about? Daisy wondered. Dark Side base should be a relatively simple approach, and any drastic maneuvering shouldn’t be required.

      From what she knew of it, the facility located on the dark side of Earth’s moon held a repair station as well as much-needed parts. Despite Daisy and Sarah’s diligent efforts, the Váli was in dire need of work they simply couldn’t do with their somewhat limited resources.

      “Hey, guys!” Sarah chirped as she cycled in through the airlock door. “Captain,” she added respectfully when she noticed he was joining them this morning.

      “Ooh, what’s that, Daze?”

      “Finn whipped up some Tai Chi-themed oatmeal.”

      “Finn, sweetie, can I pleeeeease have some too?” She flashed him a warm smile.

      “No,” he replied.

      “Um, what? Why not?”

      Daisy glared at him, mouthing, “Dude, what the fuck?” from across the room. He ignored her as best he could.

      “Because,” he began, “I have a far more interesting meal in mind for you. Allow me to tempt you, if I may, with a multi-plate offering of sweet and savory. Protein and clean carbs, the way you like.” He slipped a quick glance at Daisy. “And yes, it will stick to the morning’s theme.”

      A smile replaced her frown. “Okay. I trust ya, Finn.”

      “And that was your first mistake,” Tamara grumbled with a little grin.

      “How’s the re-routing of the long-range nav-transponder coming?” Captain Harkaway asked as she pulled up a seat. “Whatever bit of space crap we ran into left us flying a bit more blind than I’m comfortable with. I’d hoped that would be fully operational by now. You two have had nearly six months.”

      “Still working on it Captain,” Daisy replied. “Sarah’s been fine-tuning the life-support arrays and tracking down all the burned-out relays inside the Narrows while I’ve been re-re-reconfiguring the replacement module. It’s getting closer, but I’ll still need to do another few EVAs before my jury-rigged gizmo will be ready to test.”

      “I can fabricate any additional parts you require, Daisy,” Mal chimed in. “My facilities are repaired and in excellent working order now and are well-equipped for a wide array of production needs. Please let me know if my resources can be of assistance.”

      Always listening. God, that bugs me.

      “I don’t even know what I need yet, Mal, but thanks,” she replied. “The problem is, no standard piece will work, given the amount of damage we sustained. Everything is custom-built to not only fit the need, but also handle the unreliability factors from the faults we haven’t been able to pinpoint yet.”

      “You know, I’m happy to send Barry out to help,” the captain said. “You’ve been spending a lot of time outside working on this. I know how exhausting it can be, and he doesn’t get tired. Plus, he won’t run out of oxygen.”

      Barry.

      Why the cyborg had chosen that name upon achieving consciousness she had wondered countless times. All the names in the known galaxy, and he chose Barry. It was only after flipping through old animated Earth television programs with Vincent one lazy evening, that she thought she may have stumbled upon his reasoning. Unlikely, but perhaps he had a sense of humor hidden in there after all. Then she reminded herself, he’s just a machine. Machines don’t have a sense of humor. Not really, do they?

      His AI seemed benign enough, always happy and ready to lend a helping hand, but something about the artificial human always put her the tiniest bit on edge. She knew it was irrational, but she just couldn’t help it. Something in her gut felt it was wrong.

      “You know me, Captain,” she finally answered. “I design on the fly as the situation reveals its surprises, and I work faster by myself. An extra set of hands getting in the way would just slow me down.”

      “Okay, but you know Barry has valuable skills at your disposal should you need them.”

      “I’m sure he does, Captain,” she replied, briefly flashing back to her conversations about the cyborg’s special features with both Sarah and Finn only that very morning.

      Daisy felt a slight flush trying to work its way to her cheeks. She knew better than to look at Sarah. She could feel her friend struggling to contain herself as well. Just one glance and they’d both lose it.

      Keep it together; you can do this. Daisy breathed deeply, using one of Sarah’s meditation techniques to desperately try to pull back from the edge. Slowly, the urge started to pass. Just don’t look at her.

      “So, Sarah,” the captain said, breaking the tension.

      Whew, that was close.

      “Daisy seems to be well taken care of. Is there anything I could have Barry help you with?”

      The women’s eyes met, and no amount of willpower could stop it.

      “Bwahahaha!” Daisy and Sarah burst into peals of laughter, tears streaming down their faces as their confused captain and shipmates looked on. A very perplexed Finnegan caught Daisy’s eye, and that just made it all the worse.

      “Um, okay, then,” Captain Harkaway said. “When you two are done with your sorority party, I want you to get Starboard’s wiring upgraded to match Mal’s new configurations for that array. The gravity and half the sensors are still shot in that pod. It looks like we won’t be able to fix it until we reach Dark Side, but we can at least make sure the surrounding systems are tip-top. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” the two women managed.

      “I swear, the two of you…” He trailed off as he stepped out through the airlock door.

      Tamara rose and collected her breakfast from the galley. “Box it, Finn, I’ll take it to my garden.”

      He slid her frittata into the box and handed her the container as she beelined for the exit. Tamara paused a moment, looking at the two younger women.

      “Idiots.” She sighed, shaking her head as she walked out.

      

      The two women had eventually reined in their mirth, though laughter bubbled just beneath the surface for the remainder of their breakfast. Eventually they’d have to get back to work, and of that there was plenty.

      The crew being woken from their cryo-sleep early was an annoyance in itself, but the never-ending maintenance was wearing on everyone. The ridiculous part was that whatever had hit them was tiny. So small it didn’t even show on Mal’s scans, but at the speed they were traveling, with the modified pulse drive pushing them just a little bit beyond the capabilities of a normal ship, just about any impact could cause serious damage.

      Of course, that was why they had such a specialized shielding system, but somehow this one thing had hit at just the right point in their pulse-shields, avoiding the deflective force and slipping in just as they phase-shifted to a different frequency.

      It was like winning the galaxy’s shittiest lottery, where that a one-in-a-million chance was bound to happen eventually. Unfortunately for the crew, eventually happened to be on their watch. They were just lucky the shuttle mounted upside down on the ship’s belly was unscathed or they’d be stuck using their cramped hopper ship when they reached Earth. That would not be fun. The tiny vessel was not designed for comfort, and would require multiple uncomfortable trips to ferry down the crew a few at a time.

      Despite that one bit of good luck, the rest of the ship was in desperate need of repairs, something that had filled every day of the near six months they’d been awake.

      Under normal circumstances they would have woken from their cryogenic stasis a full two weeks prior to arrival at Earth to run diagnostics and whatnot. The big brains back home had determined that to be the optimum length of time for the crew to regain full muscle reflexes and restore digestive strength with normal food from the ship's garden pods before stepping back into the planet’s full gravity. Homecoming with weak limbs and weaker bowels was something no one wanted to experience.

      As it stood, they now were winding down from close to six months of awake-time, but at long last, Earth was a mere seven days’ journey away. Sure, they’d have to stop at Dark Side for a few critical repairs first, but the staff there could handle those while the crew of the Váli took the shuttle home to that gorgeous blue-green orb.

      For Daisy, home couldn’t come soon enough, though truth be told, aside from the grueling work schedule, she really wasn’t minding her extra up-time.

      In more ways than one.

      “Hey,” she called out to Sarah as they walked to their next tedious repair job. “I’m gonna wash up from our morning workout. I’ll meet you there, okay?”

      “Sure thing. Enjoy your shower,” she said with a knowing laugh.

      Daisy certainly intended to.
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      “Mmm. Oh yeah, that’s perfect.”

      A pair of strong hands traced the curves of Daisy’s body under the hot water. While a good scrub was an enjoyable side effect of the attention, that was most certainly not their primary objective.

      Vince had received her impromptu message, and after giving her a little good-natured grief about only using him for his body, he joined her in the shower for a break in his morning engineering shift. His coveralls lay tossed in a pile on the floor with Daisy’s discarded sweats, the clothing blending together, entwined, just like its owners, as they moved in unison in the steaming water.

      One of the great things Sarah had pointed out early on, was that the efficiency ratings of the Váli’s moisture recapture systems were exceptional. It even drew humidity from the air as they exhaled. That, combined with its wastewater recycling and hydrogen collection arrays pulling in molecules as the ship passed celestial bodies, all meant that lengthy, steaming showers—heated by the drive engines with no added energy expenditure—wouldn’t cost the ship one drop of water.

      For lovers of shower sex, this was a wonderful bit of news. Lucky for the rest of the crew each of the ship’s two bathing compartments not only had sturdy airlocks, but were also quite soundproof.

      “I can’t feel my feet.” Daisy said, stumbling from the shower a short while later.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got you,” Vince murmured, arms tight around her as he held her close. “Damn, woman, that was intense.”

      “You’re telling me?” She chuckled, sensation slowly returning to her trembling extremities. "And lesson learned. Shower head sounds great in theory, but the reality is much more like waterboarding, only with more dick."

      He snorted a laugh. “Noted.”

      Daisy watched appreciatively as he pulled his uniform back on. Damn, how did I get so lucky?

      “Hey, you wanna watch some more old anime tonight, or do you feel more like one of Harkaway’s old sci-fi movies?” Vince asked as he opened the inner airlock door.

      “Either works for me,” she replied.

      “Okay, I’ll just surprise you. Until this evening, then.”

      “See you, space cowboy,” she called after him as the door cycled shut.

      

      There were no hydraulics in Daisy’s shoes, but she had a noticeable spring in her step as she walked down the central passageway.

      “Hey, Sarah, you ready to get crackin’ on Starboard Nine?”

      No reply.

      “Sarah, come on already.”

      “I’m sorry, Daisy,” Mal chimed in on open comms. “I am not reading Sarah’s signal anywhere on board.”

      “Aw, hell. All right, Mal, thanks. I think I know where she is.”

      Daisy veered left and grabbed a hold of the cool smoothness of the inter-deck ladder, gently sliding the whole length to the lower deck. It was down there that Sarah had been working on the sticking airlock mechanism that controlled the long shaft that plunged through the entire ship all the way down to the shuttle mounted on its belly.

      It was possible to climb down to it in a straight shot through the floor-mounted access airlock from the main deck, but the lower airlock door had been experiencing a lag in its opening sequence. Nothing major, just a few seconds of inconvenience, but Sarah always loved an interesting side project. Plus, the mysterious scribblings in the Narrows were much more interesting down there.

      A tool bag Velcroed to the wall next to the open access panel on lower deck central passageway Pod Six confirmed Daisy’s guess.

      “Hey, Sarah!” Daisy shouted into the dimly lit, claustrophobic crawlspace. “Saaaaraaaaah!” Still no reply. “Damn. So much for an easy shift.”

      Daisy leaned forward and hauled herself into the Narrows and began crawling. If Sarah couldn’t hear her, that meant she was most likely off on one of the side branches rather than the main crawlspace.

      Left or right? Daisy mused as she reached the first junction a good fifteen meters in. Eeny, meany, miny… ah, fuck it, I’m going left. With an uncomfortable twist, Daisy rounded the bend and began the long crawl. Twenty meters later, she saw a brighter light shining from one of the even smaller side junctions containing the ship’s dense crew cabin sensor arrays.

      “Sarah!” she called out.

      A muffled clang.

      “Shit, you startled me, Daze,” Sarah’s voice drifted from the shaft. “Why didn’t you just call me on comms?”

      “I did, but one, you’re not jacked in, and two, Mal lost you on her scans before you even climbed into the—Hey, are you wearing suit three?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      Daisy stared at her, amused eyebrow cocked.

      “Oh, right. Suit three. I forgot about your mods. No wonder Mal lost track of me. I guess it shields from more than EM pulses. But I did plug my comms in at the junction.”

      Daisy looked, and indeed, the hard-line was plugged in, but there was no signal. One more thing to repair.

      “We can fix that some other time. No one ever comes down here but you anyway. I don’t know what you find so fascinating.”

      “It’s all these notes and drawings,” Sarah said. “I mean, have you ever really read them? Some of the things they wrote don’t sound like the graffiti you’d expect from the construction crew. Like this one over here.” She crawled forward a few more feet. “Hang on, where is it?”

      Daisy scanned the smooth walls of the crawlspace, noting the occasional jottings of those who’d traveled its lengths before her.

      “Dark in here, isn’t it?” She laughed.

      “What do you mean, Daze? There’s plenty of light.”

      “No, on the bulkhead. Someone wrote that. ‘Dark in here, isn’t it?’ I wouldn’t want to be stuck in here if the power went out. That’d be a very dark and very uncomfortable crawl back out.”

      “Don’t creep me out, it’s claustrophobic enough as it is,” Sarah grumbled. “Ah, here we go. Check this one out. It says, ‘Real stupidity beats artificial intelligence every time.’ Sounds to me like someone wasn’t too thrilled with Mal sending them off to do repairs our resident supercomputer couldn’t do herself.”

      “Well, we’ve seen what can happen when relays go wonky. Mal still isn’t fully in control of all parts of the ship.”

      “It’s nothing major,” Sarah replied.

      “Yeah, sure. At least that’s what you keep telling me, Ms. Life Support Expert, but little things still keep glitching. I mean, you’ve crawled as much of this ship as I have, and the damage and wear seems far worse than you’d expect from our short little hop back to Earth.”

      “Freakin’ space debris nearly killed us, Daisy.”

      “Yeah, sure, we took a big hit, and probably a few smaller ones that auto-repaired, but sometimes it feels like the Váli was ready to fall apart before we even woke up. Why didn’t Mal keep things in perfect running condition?”

      Sarah pulled her legs tight and wriggled around to face her friend.

      “How brilliant can a super-genius computer really be when she’s small enough to fit in a box?” She paused and looked closely at her friend.

      “What? Is something on my face?” Daisy asked.

      Sarah smiled. “You’re glowing. And not the radioactive kind. Someone got some action!”

      Daisy blushed. “Shut up.”

      “No, really, good for you. But one thing, does he have multiple speeds?”

      Daisy felt the laughter welling inside.

      “Stop, I don’t want to hyperventilate in here.”

      “Okay, but you can’t blame a spinster for asking.”

      “I am so setting you up with Barry,” Daisy chuckled.

      The duo turned in the confined space and began the slow crawl back to the main passageway access.

      “So, did you at least get the sticking door working while you were here, or were you too busy reading the words of wisdom of sweaty construction workers?”

      “Seems to be working now. I just don’t know why we use a shuttle that’s such an outdated model. No AI whatsoever, and the components are an absolute pain in the ass to maintain.”

      “Yeah, not having an AI on it is kinda strange,” Daisy agreed. “I mean, they’re designed to be swappable from ship to ship, after all. Sure, they probably lose a little something by being so portable, but once they’re plugged into a new command cradle, everything should work perfectly. Not like they don’t have specs and control configurations of every ship ever made tucked away in those massive brains of theirs.”

      “So why a ‘dumb’ shuttle?”

      “I don’t know,” Daisy admitted. “Maybe Mal didn’t want to have a competing intelligence on board. Not like they could disconnect her and offline the entire ship while they carried her to the shuttle anyway. Though gravity would be off, so I suppose moving her would be easier.”

      “Life support would be off too, Daze, so there goes that idea.”

      “Well, speaking of zero-g, we have to get up to Starboard Nine and knock out the captain’s busy work,” Daisy said with a groan.

      “I still don’t know why you hate that pod so much,” Sarah said. “It’s fun.”

      “Zero-g is not fun. Maybe outside the ship during an EVA, but then at least you have a horizon line from the ship’s hull. There’s an up and a down, even if you can’t feel it. Now that Starboard Nine is totally empty, it’s just too easy to get disoriented in there.”

      “Nah, it’s fun, you just have to be open minded and embrace it. Me, I love floating in zero-g without needing to wear an EVA suit. It’s liberating.”

      “It makes me feel sick.”

      “You just have to let go of the notion of up and down. There is no up or down, just the direction you’re going.”

      Daisy laughed grimly. “Sure, that’s all well and good until gravity kicks in unexpectedly and you find yourself upside down on the ceiling. Then it would really help being right-side-up. And I mean proper right-side-up.”

      “You’re such a downer,” Sarah said.

      “No, just a realist. You want to talk about a downer? Did you see the note on the bulkhead up in the upper deck Port Thirteen Narrows?”

      “I must have missed that one. What did it say?”

      “Lots of doom and gloom stuff in that one,” Daisy replied. “Like someone was really not having a good day. Hang on, I copied a few of them.” She wriggled to her side and pulled a small pad from her pocket. Even in space, pens and paper—a plasitcene/paper matrix, to be precise—were invaluable. Tablets break, batteries drain, but paper lasts.

      “Okay, listen to this one. They wrote, ‘Light thinks it travels faster than anything but it is wrong. No matter how fast light travels, it finds the darkness has already got there first, and is waiting for it.’”

      Sarah was silent a moment. “That’s kind of messed up, Daisy.”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

      She stopped crawling.

      “Hey!”

      “Hang on a minute,” Daisy said, then pulled a fresh pen from her pocket and scratched out a message of her own, then started crawling again.

      “‘Without a little darkness from time to time, man would forget that he dwells in the light,’” Sarah read. “Who said that one, Daze?”

      Daisy continued her crawl for the exit.

      “I did.”

      

      As expected, Daisy felt her stomach flip after only a few minutes in Starboard Nine, but work was work, so she forced down the bile and focused on the panel in front of her.

      “It still smells in here,” she grumbled.

      “Oh, come on, Daisy. Even after Mal purged all that nastiness into space, this pod was cleaned and scrubbed top to bottom. It’s all in your head.”

      The zero-g pod had been one of Tamara’s fertilizer experimentation lab spaces before the mishap. It was a smaller chamber, only ten meters long, but the tubs of decomposing plant matter and racks of condensed nutrient fluids had been more than enough to create a disgusting cloud of rotting nastiness when the pod’s gravity had abruptly ceased functioning several months prior.

      Barry had helped, able to ignore smells as easily as turning off a switch, as had Vince, and even Finn, when they weren’t busy with engineering tasks, but the bulk of the cleanup had fallen to Sarah and Daisy. Compressed air was used to blast every seam and riveted joint where debris might have lodged itself, an attached vacuum system sucking the bits of waste into a disposal bag before they could contaminate anything further. The process had taken weeks, but Sarah was correct, the empty pod was as clean as any compartment in the ship. Maybe cleaner, even.

      “I can’t wait till we reach Dark Side. Let the maintenance crews do all this dirty work while we head home and sip margaritas on a beach.” Sarah smiled at the thought as she changed out a temperature regulator. “Okay, that was the last one. You wanna join me for a night session of Tai Chi? Maybe we could practice in zero-g. You seem to have acclimated.”

      “I’m actually training with Vince tonight.”

      “Oh, that’s what you call it.” Sarah flashed a mischievous grin.

      “Ha-ha. He’s been showing me some fighting stuff. I guess with all the wrestling around it was only natural, eventually. Anyway, I’m gonna get a quick scrub, then go track him down. I’ll see you at dinner, though.”

      “Sounds good. Don’t let him beat you up too badly. I would hate to have to kick his ass for you.”

      

      Standing in the galley kitchen, Vince smiled down on his handiwork. Not bad. Not bad at all.

      “I still don’t get why you won’t just let me do it for you,” Finn said as he slid a tiny tray into the modified heating unit he’d jury-rigged in his workspace.

      “I told you, man, I know the replicator can do it, but it just means more if I make them myself.” Vince measured a teaspoon of vanilla and poured it into the ceramisteel bowl in front of him, folding it into the thickening mixture.

      The eggs were in a pourable container, with no hens on board to lay shell-covered ones, but the other ingredients lay strewn about the counter much as bakers had done for millennia. Flour, butter, sugar, white and brown, baking soda, baking powder, chocolate chips. Even some pressed, rolled oats the food replicator had managed to produce despite Finn’s proclivity for having the machine provide the steel-cut variety.

      “She’s gonna flip. I mean, coming from you, it would be expected, but me baking cookies for her? And by hand, no less? That’s gonna to sweep her off her feet.”

      Finnegan laughed as he wiped down the counter.

      “Seriously, Vince, you’re gonna get some anyway, cookies or not.”

      “Well, duh. But it’s not about that. We’re stuck way out here, a bazillion miles out in space, so that kind of limits the nice things I can do for my girlfriend, ya know? But this? This is something I can do.”

      “With my help.”

      “With your help, obviously. I mean, I’m a pretty terrible cook, normally.”

      “I know. We all know.”

      “Zip it,” Vince said with a laugh. “Anyway, I really do appreciate you helping me out. Even just a little bit of romance goes a hell of a long way in making a woman feel loved and appreciated.”

      Finn’s smile faltered ever so slightly.

      “Oh, dude. Why don’t you just tell her?” Vince urged.

      “You’ve been talking to Daisy, I see.”

      “No. Well, yes. But no, that’s not how I know. It’s obvious you like Sarah, so why not make a move?”

      Finn popped a few chocolate chips in his mouth, slowly chewing as he sought the right answer.

      “The time isn’t right,” he finally replied. “Not yet. But soon.”

      “Okay, man, it’s your life. I just wouldn’t want you to wait too long.”

      Finnegan just smiled, then pulled the first of the small trays from the food reheating unit he had modified to help his friend on his quest for cookies.

      “Oh, those smell amazing,” he said. “Even if it was you who made them.”

      “Ha-ha. Thanks a lot,” Vince joked.

      “Don’t mention it. Though once we’re on Dark Side base I’ll have a proper oven at my disposal. Then I’ll show you how it’s really done.”

      “I look forward to it. For now, just find me a box to put these in. I’ve got a hot date.”
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      A few months prior, Vincent had introduced Daisy to an unusual sport he’d discovered on a media chip containing athletics documentation spanning several centuries. It was an obscure practice, but one that caught his eye.

      Chessboxing.

      The rules were simple enough. Alternating rounds of five minutes with the winner decided by either checkmate or knockout. Its origins seemed to have been either Germany or Russia, and really, either would have made sense given the nature of the contest.

      He had shown the videos to Daisy one afternoon on a whim, and, surprisingly, she was hooked. Thus, their new couple’s pastime began. Mind you, they didn’t compete in actual boxing. Vince was much larger and far too proficient at that, but they did play a lot of chess.

      After months of no-holds-barred brutality, where pawns and knights alike were savaged by ravaging bishops and queens, Daisy was finally holding her own in their matches. What she didn’t tell him was she had removed a few filters from her neuro-stim, allowing her to increase the trickle flow of chess strategies and game theory she downloaded as she slept. At long last, the mild headaches had finally paid off.

      “Checkmate!” she cried out triumphantly.

      About goddamn time too! she mused.

      “Impressive,” Vince said as he studied the board. “Wow. Totally did not see that coming.”

      “Silent Death. Like a ninja, only sexier.” She smiled coyly. “Now come on and get sweaty with your woman.”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

      Vincent moved the chess set back to its drawer, retracted the table deep into the hidden recesses of the wall, and began to limber up.

      “So, you think you can handle me, eh?”

      “I’m looking forward to trying,” she said with a little smile.

      “Okay, then. How about working on your stand-up game today? Or would you rather we get horizontal for a while?”

      “Why not both?”

      Vince smiled. “I’ll get the pads, then.”

      A few minutes later a thin sheen of sweat glistened from his arms as he parried and dodged Daisy’s attacks. Vince was far stronger than she was, and keeping that in mind, he had taught her early on to not try to out-power him, but rather, to use her speed and agility to her advantage, though her strength was increasing at a healthy pace as they upped the intensity of their training.

      “That all you got?” she teased, dodging a slow roundhouse kick.

      Vince snapped a quick jab, lightly tapping her forehead.

      “Don’t get too cocky, now,” he chuckled through his mouth guard.

      Daisy threw a combination at him, a flurry of rapid punches followed by a faked leg kick that transitioned into a knee to the ribs. With her somewhat questionable style, the move took him by surprise. An amused grin spread on his face as he launched a counterattack, launching quick punches as he advanced.

      Her footwork shifted as she adopted a stance he hadn’t taught her.

      Vince paused, but only a moment as he wondered what she was doing. Then he pressed the attack.

      Daisy’s chin tucked further as her elbows dropped tight to her body, almost to her center-line. With squared hips, she began quickly parrying his jabs, speeding her hands as she redirected his attacks, following with a series of quick counter punches.

      Faster and faster they went, hands a flurry of speed as Vince found himself unable to land a single blow. Her hands were simply too quick.

      Without warning, as it should be in combat, Vince threw a looping roundhouse punch. It was an easy-to-read fake, but rather than the spinning back-fist follow-up that Daisy expected, he dropped low, sweeping her legs out from under her.

      Daisy hit the mat hard, but was quickly scrambling to bounce back to her feet when Vince rolled on top of her.

      “You had enough?” he asked, sweat dripping from his forehead.

      “I was about to ask you the same thing,” she replied with a smile. “You think you’re ‘up’ for a different challenge?” she asked with sparkling eyes.

      They both spat out their mouthguards and locked lips in a deep kiss, tongues engaged in a far different type of combat.

      “Damn, woman!” Vince gasped when they finally broke their embrace. “You’re insatiable.”

      “That didn’t sound like a no to me.”

      “That’s because it wasn’t,” he answered with a hungry smile. “But not here. These mats? Nasty! How about something different? Maybe, Starboard Nine?”

      “Stop asking, Vince. I’m not doing it in zero-g. Besides, I’m the one who’d have to clean the place up afterwards.”

      “But think of the fun,” he said.

      “But think of the nausea, and bruises, and mess,” Daisy replied.

      The heavy airlock door quietly cycled open across the room.

      “Hey, guys,” Reggie said to the sweaty pair on the ground. “Am I getting a show with my workout today?”

      “Eww, Reggie,” Daisy chuckled.

      “Yeah, gross, dude,” Vince added.

      “Hey, with you two, I never know.” He laughed jovially as he hefted a massive kettlebell from its secure rack with his non-metal hand.

      

      Come lunchtime, Daisy and Vince joined Sarah, Tamara, and the others in the galley to see what Finn had dreamed up this time.

      Tamara’s crop of zucchini and crooknecks had been prolific, as squash tend to be, and Finn, presented with a wealth of produce to work with, had endeavored to transform ordinary vegetables into a masterpiece of seasoning and texture.

      “Mouth feel,” he’d often say, “is as important as flavor.”

      The yellow squash were roasted, then carefully diced, while the deep green zucchini had been spun in Finn’s mechanical hand while his human one held a knife to it. The result was a massive bowl of thin pasta-looking zucchini strands that he seasoned with fresh garlic and a flavorful olive oil of his own design. Trees couldn’t be grown on the ship. There simply wasn’t enough room, so for things like olives and tree fruits, he relied on Mal’s food replicators. Luckily, there were several high-quality genetic templates from which to fabricate his desired supplies.

      For those who wanted it, a tasty Bolognese sauce was offered in both vegetarian and meat varieties. Tamara stuck with her herbivore option, while the others dug into the hearty meat sauce.

      “Hey, Finn, what’s the meat in this? It’s got a stronger flavor,” Gustavo noted.

      “Buffalo. Thought I’d try something different. You like it?”

      “Yeah, it’s really tasty. Good one, man,” Gus said through his full mouth.

      “So, how was your workout, you two?” Sarah asked, flashing Daisy a sideways grin.

      Vince thankfully missed it, or at least he pretended to. “Daisy finally beat me at chess today,” he said. “Plus, she is getting really good at sparring. It’s like her body knows what to do even before I show her.”

      Sarah’s jaw clenched, and her lips twitched, but she managed to keep a straight face.

      Barely.

      Daisy blushed. “Yeah, about that. I should come clean. I kind of cheated a little.”

      “Daisy, you can’t cheat at sparring. You either got it or you don’t.”

      “Yeah, but I got it because I added some kung fu to my neuro a few weeks ago.”

      “A few weeks? That’s not nearly enough time to make any sort of a difference. That skill? It’s all you, babe.”

      Daisy hesitated a moment, her face transitioning to a deeper red.

      “Yeah, about those few weeks of neuro time…”

      “What did you do, Daze?” Sarah prodded.

      “I kinda pulled a few inhibitors as well. Nothing major, just enough to speed things up a bit.”

      Tamara dropped her fork and flashed an angry look.

      “For fuck’s sake, Daisy, you’ll fry your goddamn brain tampering with that thing.”

      “I’ve got it under control, Tamara. I am the ship’s resident tech guru, after all.”

      “Hey!” her friend interjected.

      “Sorry,” she apologized to Sarah. “One of the ship’s tech gurus.”

      “I don’t care how clever you are, that’s dangerous stuff you’re fiddling with. There’s a good reason those things have a dozen inhibitors on them. You think they’d have built in that much redundancy into the safeties if they didn’t have to? Jesus, you’re like a fucking child!”

      “Oh, come on, Tamara. You’re a goddamn botanist. What do you know about tech, and neuros and combat training? Just take your Swiss Army arm and stick with playing in the dirt.”

      “Hey, not cool!” Finn called from the galley.

      “Yeah, Daze, that’s fucked up,” Gus added. “I suppose I should take my Swiss Army head and stick to navigating the ship. At high speeds. While not getting us killed, I might add.”

      Daisy shrank in her seat.

      “Guys, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “You’re a bigot,” Tamara said, slamming her seat back as she rose. “Finn, box this up for me. I’m going to eat with my plants. They have better manners.”

      “I’m right behind you,” Gus said.

      Daisy, for once, didn’t know what to say. Instead, she sat quietly as Tamara and Gus stormed out the airlock door.

      

      She had tried to calm her mind after dinner. A centering meditation trick she’d learned from Sarah. Sitting quietly on the floor, Daisy focused on her breathing, trying to isolate each muscle in her body, becoming aware of every fiber of her being. Only her being was simply too wound-up.

      “Dammit,” she grumbled as she got to her feet.

      Okay, let’s try something a little more dynamic.

      The breathing was the same. Focusing energy as she concentrated on her body, but this time she was in motion. Ever so slowly, but in motion nonetheless. The first dozen movements in the lengthy Tai Chi routine flowed easily, and with them, she felt her stress dissipate. It was effortless, and for a moment, she actually understood what Sarah had been trying to teach her about the technique.

      Ten more movements into the series, Daisy began forgetting what was next, and what had started as a relaxing endeavor quickly became another source of stress.

      Frustrated, she gave up.

      I’ve got to make this right.

      Daisy cycled open her pod’s double doors and walked to Gustavo’s quarters, then paused. After a long minute, she took a deep breath and keyed his comms pad.

      “Yeah, what is it?”

      “Gus, it’s Daisy, can I talk to you a minute?”

      There was a lengthy pause before he answered.

      “Okay, hang on.”

      She felt, more than heard, the heavy inner door slide open and closed. Moments later the door to the corridor quietly opened.

      “Look, Gus, I don’t know how better to say it than I’m sorry. Sometimes when I get heated I just say shit I shouldn’t. I know it’s not your fault you were in an accident, and I didn’t mean to be so insensitive. I wasn’t thinking.” She tried to sound as convincing as she could, pushing back the sense of unease his artificial eye always brought her. At least the patch of gleaming metal skull had some hair flopped over it.

      She heard a tiny servo as his eye shifted focus on her.

      “Well, I guess I forgive you, then,” he relented. “I knew you didn’t really mean it, but it was a shit thing to say, Daisy.”

      “I know, and I’m really, really sorry.”

      “Well, don’t worry about me. We’re okay. Tamara? She’s a bit more sensitive about her enhancements.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to see her next.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      He paused before closing the door. Daisy focused on his human eye.

      “So we’re good?” she asked.

      “Yeah, we’re good. But we’d be better if you brought brownies.”

      “I’ll ask Finn to whip up a batch in the morning.”

      “Cool. G’night, Daisy.”

      “Night, Gus.”

      His door closed, leaving Daisy to her next stop. Unlike Gustavo, however, Tamara was one to hold a grudge.

      “Who is it?” her voice asked through the comms box.

      “Tamara, it’s Daisy. Look, I was wondering if we could talk a minute. I wanted to—”

      “Fuck off.” The comms went silent.

      Okay, then. Looks like I need to give her a bit more time to cool off, Daisy grumbled to herself. Guess I’ll try again tomorrow.

      She turned from the angry woman’s door and padded off to the comfort of Vince’s shoulder and an old movie.

      

      2001: A Space Odyssey. It was old, it was weird, and it was really, really slow. Maybe on any other day she’d have enjoyed the film, but this wasn’t the day. That and the creepy computer with its unblinking red eye creeped her out. HAL was the villain and he was a prick, but what was most frightening was how, despite his actions, she could see how he believed what he was doing was right.

      It was so very much not the kind of entertainment she’d been hoping for that evening. Nonetheless, it was comforting there, curled up against Vince on his bed, and he had actually made her cookies. Like, real, homemade cookies. It was one of the sweetest things she could imagine, both figuratively and literally, so she watched the whole movie with him, all the way through, even if this particular choice wasn’t to her liking. Fortunately, the steady supply of sweets took the edge off in a most delicious manner.

      Why he kept opting for old space movies, she never could figure, though she had to admit the Alien series had been rather fun, if wholly inaccurate about space travel.

      As the creepy computer on the screen started singing her name, Daisy decided that she was picking the next movie they watched together.

      A comedy, most likely.

      A few hours later, Daisy walked back to her quarters, still ruminating over her careless insult. She liked Tamara, at least when she wasn’t being gruff, which honestly wasn’t all that often. Bigoted? Prejudiced? Was she really those things? It’s just that those replacement parts aren’t natural, she rationalized. It’s perfectly normal to be creeped out a little, right? Even if true, she needed to keep her tongue in check and smooth things over with the multiple people she’d managed to insult.

      She entered her pod and sealed the heavy double doors behind her and took a seat on her bed.

      I hate this! I need to be able to turn off my brain. To find something to occupy my mind to help me unwind.

      She looked at the neuro-stim unit a moment, a brief flush of self-loathing rising like bile. For all her dislike of technologically altered people, she still relied on the neuro. She bent her own logic to justify its use, she knew, but it had proven far too useful to just put aside.

      It’s not the same as metal limbs, she rationalized, then began scanning its data stores for the one thing she thought might actually help.

      Gotcha.

      Daisy loaded the Tai Chi program into her already-overflowing feed queue, then began typing a rapid series of commands into the device. Several flashing lights and warning tones later, the neuro-stim was ready for her night’s sleep.

      It was only a couple more inhibitors, she rationalized. Still plenty of them left.

      Daisy placed the thin band on her head and activated the machine, then lay back onto her bed, looking forward to the new information she’d wake up with.

      Tai Chi, she mused as she drifted off to sleep. I’m going to know Tai Chi.
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      “What’s cookin’, Finn?” Gus called out as he strode through the airlock door. Despite Finnegan’s other duties, like maintaining the hydroponic systems, the mess hall was most certainly his culinary domain.

      “Come on, amigo, I’m starving!” Gustavo groused before swiping a piece of toast from the counter.

      “Hold your horses, I’m working on it,” the mad chef replied. “And, by the way, don’t you have a ship to be flying?”

      “Not my job,” Gus replied. “I’m the navigator, remember?”

      “Fine. A course to be plotting, then?”

      “Only my job if the AI goes on the fritz or needs extra manpower. Mal’s fine on her own at the moment.”

      “You’re killing me, man.” Finn laughed. “I’ll have something for ya in a couple of minutes. You want spicy?” His knife was a blur as it slapped out a staccato rhythm against the cutting board, Tamara’s bounty of vegetables quickly cut into tiny pieces. Taking big things and cutting them into smaller things seemed to be a task that most chefs had quite a proclivity for.

      “Spice is nice, my man, so yeah, kick it up a notch if you want. Hey, you got red peppers over there?” Gustavo asked as the quiet servos adjusted the focal ring on his cybernetic eye to get a better look across the room.

      “Yeah, Tamara just picked ’em today.”

      “Pretty handy, having all those gardening tool attachments she can swap out. She’s hands down got the most kickass upgrade on the ship. Beats the hell out of your weak-ass arm. Maybe you could talk to Mal and see if she’ll hook you up with a built-in knife, or a blender attachment or something.”

      “Ha-ha, funny guy. Now shut up and let me work.”

      The rhythmic sound of chopping started again, and the pile of sliced and diced vegetables quickly grew into a small mountain.

      The doors quietly slid open again.

      “Hey, Finn, what’s cooking?”

      “Jeez, Reggie, is everyone going to keep asking me that?”

      “Yup. Until we’re chowing down anyway,” he answered.

      “Go fly the ship, Reg.”

      “Captain’s shift,” the co-pilot said with a chuckle.

      “So you decided to come harass me.”

      “Yup.” He reached out and snatched a piece of chopped pepper from the cutting board. Finn took exception to the invasion of his work space and flicked his wrist, sending the knife darting toward Reggie’s polished-silver hand in a blur.

      Clang.

      “Dude, not cool! Just because it’s metal doesn’t mean you can just go beating on my hand, man.”

      “Fingers off my cutting board, then.”

      “Quit bickering, you two,” Vince called out as he and Daisy stepped in through the airlock door. “I swear, y’all are like caffeinated toddlers around here.”

      “Look who’s talking, Mr. Half-hour Showers.”

      “At least I’m clean.”

      “In body if not mind,” Gustavo chimed in.

      “Oh, that’s most assuredly not clean,” Daisy added with a smirk.

      The co-pilot flashed them a look and shuddered.

      “Great. We drink that recycled water. Thanks, guys. Thanks a lot. There goes my appetite.”

      “Reggie, nothing kills your appetite.”

      “Funny you should say that, because today I’m making a special—”

      Finn’s piercing shriek startled them all, but not nearly as much as the blood spurting from his lone human hand, while his mechanical arm kept chopping, flailing dangerously, the knife held tight in its grip.

      “Shut it off!” Finn cried out, angling his body away from the runaway appendage.

      “Reggie, grab his wrist while I get to the access from behind!” Vince called out.

      “Dude’s waving a knife around, Vince! You grab it.”

      “Reggie, your hand’s metal, for fuck’s sake!” Gus shouted. “Hurry up and grab him!”

      “Dammit,” Reg grumbled as he cautiously closed in on the flailing arm. “Turn toward me, Finn, and if you have any control, don’t stab me!” His arm moved at human speed, but his mechanical hand flew true, metal fingers deftly wrapping around the injured chef’s wrist and pinning the arm to the cutting board.

      “Quick, get a towel!” Vince shouted as he darted behind Finn and started unbolting the access on the back of his arm. Daisy rushed to the rack and yanked the first clean towel she could find, tossing it to Gustavo, who tightly wrapped Finn’s hand.

      The material quickly blossomed crimson.

      “He’s still spurting!” Gus shouted.

      “I know! Just hang on a second longer, I’ve almost got it.” A metallic clang rang out as the access panel on Finn’s arm fell to the deck. “Daisy, your hands are smaller, reach in there and pull the connection.”

      She scurried to Vincent’s side and slid her fingers into the small opening in Finn’s arm. “Hang on… Got it!”

      Finnegan’s arm flopped limp, the knife dropped from its lifeless hand.

      “I received notification of an emergency situation. What is the status?” Barry stood just inside the doorway. In all the commotion, he had somehow arrived with no one even noticing. “An injury! Please, allow me to assist.”

      The cyborg picked up the injured man as easily as if he were a child and quickly rushed him through the double doors and down the passageway to the medical pod.

      “Mal, get Doc McClain to medical, and notify the captain that Finn has been injured,” Vince shouted.

      “I have notified them both, Vincent. I have also prepared an auto-sedation unit in medical should it be required.”

      “Wait!” Daisy called out. “His fingers!”

      Vince, never the squeamish one, didn’t hesitate. “I’ve got ’em,” he said as he snatched up the three bloody digits from the cutting board and took off to the med pod.

      The unexpected burst of adrenaline was a shock to her system, and Daisy found herself a little queasy as she looked at the pool of blood coating Finn’s work area.

      “Hey, you don’t look so hot. Go sit down and take a few deep breaths. We’ll clean this up,” Gustavo offered. Her legs a bit wobbly, Daisy decided that was a fantastic bit of advice.

      “What the hell was that?” Reggie asked. “I mean, did you see his arm, man? It was going nuts, like it had a mind of its own.”

      Gustavo retrieved some gloves and cleaning supplies from the sanitation compartment flush-mounted next to the refuse disposal and compost repurposing unit.

      “Well, technically his arm does have a mind of its own, just not a very sophisticated one,” he answered. “My guess is they’ll have to do an AI wipe and reinstall once they run diagnostics.”

      Daisy’s ears perked up at that.

      “Wait, his arm is an actual AI?” she asked, stunned. “I thought it was just a mechanical enhancement.”

      “Well, not a full AI like Mal or Barry. What the more complex replacement limbs have is more like a basic task awareness unit to help the mechanical interface respond to the electric impulses sent from the host’s nervous system. There’s no real consciousness there. No complex thought. I suppose you could even call it a ‘dumb’ AI, if you wanted an apt descriptor for it. Basically, it just helps interpret what the wearer wants it to do.”

      Daisy looked at Reggie’s hand a little uncomfortably.

      “Hang on, so does that mean his hand could go haywire at any time?”

      “Nah. Reggie’s hand is far less complicated than a whole arm replacement. I’d wager it only has the tiniest of boosters right about at the seam where they joined the reinforced flesh to the metal, but nothing like what Finn has, and certainly nowhere near Tamara’s.”

      “I guess with all those different attachments she can swap out, her arm would have to be a bit more… what should I call it? Robust?” Reggie pondered.

      “Seems like a bit of overkill for a gardener,” Daisy said.

      “Ooh, don’t let her hear you call her that. Best to stick with botanist if you know what’s good for you.”

      “Oh, I’m already on her shit list,” Daisy lamented. “Doubt I could do much to make it any worse. And now Finn’s out of action for a while.”

      “Yeah, did you see that? I wonder what the hell happened,” Gus said.

      “I don’t know. Maybe he was watching some contraband porn and got a virus,” Daisy said with a dark, gallows humor chuckle.

      A look of concern flashed across Gustavo and Reggie’s faces.

      “Not a virus!” Gus blurted. “What are you talking about? The ship is totally firewalled, and besides, out here in the middle of nowhere, there’s nowhere for a virus to even come from!” A hint of red colored his cheeks.

      “Okay, okay, take it easy. It was just a joke. Don’t worry, you guys aren’t going to suddenly go haywire. I get it,” she conceded. “Anyway, thanks for cleaning up, I’m going to head to my work pod. I think I need a little quiet time.”
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        * * *

      

      Deep down in the belly of the ship, Daisy sat silently amongst her beloved tools, surrounded by a daunting mountain of assorted gadgets that needed repairing. She had thought giving her hands something to do would help take her mind off Finn’s screaming and all that blood, but, unfortunately, the devices strewn around her were providing more frustration than relief.

      This stuff isn’t even part of my normal duty assignment, she lamented. I don’t see why we don’t just wait until we reach Dark Side and let the techs there handle it. I know the captain wants them fixed, but I can’t for the life of me figure out what’s wrong with these. And why do we have so many old environmental probes and med scanners?

      While Daisy and Sarah were the two tech experts on board, neither had been trained in portable electronics repair, with all their miniaturized parts. They’d been prepped to handle only the larger systems that kept the Váli up and running. She had added some additional repair protocols to her neuro feed when Mal asked her if she wouldn’t mind seeing about working on them, but at the rate she was learning the new information, it was a bust so far.

      It takes years to properly absorb that stuff. I’d be just as well-off wearing a blindfold and going by instinct, she thought.

      Her body still felt on-edge. Abuzz. The adrenaline surge from Finn’s accident had left her discombobulated, a state of being she was entirely unfond of. Okay, work isn’t going to cut it. What the hell, I’m going to take a few minutes of ‘me’ time.

      Daisy pushed the medical scanner and mountain of components crowding her worktable back a bit to give herself a little more room and took a seat in her chair. Then she focused on something she did every moment of her life but never really paid much attention to.

      She focused on breathing.

      Slow and steady, deep but not over-oxygenating herself to the point of hyperventilation, that was the ticket, and gradually, she felt her body start to settle down and her mind release its panic-grip on the bloody scene she’d witnessed. Everything was becoming less intense as the harshness slowly trickled away, but still, she couldn’t make it over that final hump.

      Whatever the block was, it didn’t seem to want to go anywhere no matter what she did, so rather than focus on it and get all wound-up and frustrated again, Daisy decided to give her brain something to do. She chose to run through her newly-upgraded Tai Chi lessons, but given the clutter of her workspace, she did so in her mind.

      The first forty movements came to her easily, as they typically would when she wasn’t distracted. The motions that came after, however, were where she always had problems.

      Today was different.

      Perhaps it was because she had “primed the pump” by meditating before beginning, maybe it was the adrenaline still in her system, or perhaps it was the simple act of taking out the physical body-awareness aspect. Whatever the cause, Daisy whipped through the entire series in her mind with perfect ease. When she repeated the feat a second time just as easily, a little smile grew on her face.

      The combination of breathing and focus also made her feel something new. She felt a ball of warmth in her belly, flowing through her body in a cycle from crown to tailbone. It was Qi Gong breathing and energy work, one of the first things Sarah had taught her, and suddenly, it all made sense.

      Meditation, Qi Gong, and Tai Chi were an open book, she realized. Whether it was entirely due to the inhibitor-lessened neuro feed, or just her own nascent understanding, Daisy felt the beginning of a new awareness tugging at the edges of her consciousness. Everything she’d been drip feeding was beginning to color the storage regions of her mind, awakening areas of knowledge she hadn’t thought she was absorbing at all.

      I get it, she thought. The inhibitors weren’t just in the neuro stim. I had blocks hindering me in my brain too.

      Daisy opened her eyes but maintained a soft gaze, taking in the space around her with a calm, heightened perception. Breathing steadily, basking in the feeling of positive progress and healthy energy in her body, Daisy didn’t even notice her hands instinctively moving in front of her as her mind began to unlock its tightly held secrets.

      An hour later, she gently pulled herself out of the near-trance state, relaxed and calm, but also knowing she really should get back to work.

      Then she noticed the medical scanner in front of her. That and the entirely new device sitting beside it.

      What the hell?

      While not plugged in to a power source, the scanner was back together in one piece, a small pile of ruined components off to one side, where she had apparently placed them as she effected the repairs without even realizing she was doing it.

      Somehow she knew the machine would work now. All those repair protocol drip-loads were there, she had just never known how to access them.

      Until now.

      The other device was something entirely different, she realized. It was a manifestation of one of the crazy ideas she’d had but never thought to actually even try to build. A plasma modulator that would internally merge a series of cascading energy fields until they build up a greater level of energy potential than their individual parts.

      It was a tiny unit, easily able to fit in both hands, but if her theory was correct, the deceptively small device could amplify power fields far more than anyone would expect. Looking at her creation with curious eyes, she wondered if she could actually make it functional.

      Tuning out and letting her mind flow free from the tangle of her conscious thoughts was apparently the key, she realized. And not just the key to Tai Chi, it seemed.

      Huh, so that’s how it works, she mused, excited by the discovery. I wonder what other things I can do.
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      “I told you, Doc, I’m fine. I just got a little light headed is all. It was a lot of adrenaline, that’s it. I mean, it’s not every day someone chops off their fingers in front of you.”

      Doctor McClain studied Daisy with a practiced gaze. As not only the ship’s doctor, but also psychologist, her raison d’être was to ensure the crew didn’t go mad (or worse) during their voyage. The austere woman tapped her pen against her leg unconsciously as she assessed her patient. Little did she know, the faint metallic clinking sound put Daisy even more on edge.

      Replacement parts.

      It seemed everyone on board had them, everyone but Daisy, Vince, and Sarah. The flesh-and-blood musketeers.

      “Daisy, are you listening?”

      “Sorry, what? I spaced out for a minute.”

      “I was saying I want you to take it easy today.”

      “Doc, I already had a really productive bit of downtime. I’m good, my spirits are high, and my batteries are charged. Figuratively, that is.”

      “Even so, I know you haven’t been sleeping well these last few months, and it concerns me. You know, Daisy, proper REM sleep is how the brain deals with events and problems you’ve encountered during the day. If you are unable to get good, deep sleep, your mind will remain exhausted.”

      “My sleep has actually been a bit better lately. Sarah showed me some meditation techniques, and I’ve finally got my neuro-stim dialed in just right.”

      “Mal and I have both warned you about tinkering with that, Daisy. The technology is far beyond your training.”

      “I know, but it just seemed so, I don’t know, intuitive, ya know? Like I had this idea how to make it better and it actually worked. Who knows, when we get back to Earth, maybe I’ll even transition into a new job. ‘Enter the exciting field of neuro stimulation devices! Sign up now!’”

      “So, you’re excited to see Earth? How long has it been, Daisy? How long since you first headed out into space?”

      “Wow, I haven’t even thought about that in forever. I mean, I don’t remember how old I was when I left. I was just a little girl, but I’ve been dreaming of it a lot.”

      “Oh?” McClain seemed intrigued. “And what are your dreams about?”

      “Mostly the fresh air, the trees, seeing the ocean and smelling the salty breeze.”

      “And what of the people?”

      “People? Uh, I almost never actually have any in my dreams. Is that normal?”

      McClain jotted a note on her tablet.

      “Perfectly. You’re just focused on the Earth you know, and your mind has fixated on it. Once we stop at Dark Side, we’ll delve deeper into your Earth dreams and memories, but for the time being, so long as you are getting rest, I see no issues. Now, speaking of rest, I really do want you to take the afternoon off.”

      “Can’t, Doc. I’ve got an EVA in an hour. Captain needs that comms array fixed, and I don’t think the concept of taking a break due to stress is something that exists in his world.”

      “Perhaps you could send Barry in your place. I’m sure he’d be happy to help out.”

      Daisy gritted her teeth and forced a normal expression onto her face.

      A cyborg doing my job? Messing up my hard work? Not on my watch.

      “Thanks, Doc, but I’ll be fine. It was just the shock of all that blood is all. Anyway, I really should be getting to it. Nothing like a little work to take your mind off unpleasantness, right?”

      “Very well, but do take it easy, and contact me the instant you feel unwell. Agreed?”

      “Will do. Thanks again.”

      The inner airlock door quietly whooshed open, and Daisy stepped into the space between them.

      “See ya later, Doc,” she said as the door shut behind her.

      Then nothing.

      “Oh, come on. Seriously?” She pushed the flickering button to the second door. “Open, you stupid thing.”

      Still no-go.

      She keyed the comms panel. “Hey, Mal, could you take a look at the relay on Doc McClain’s door system? I’m stuck in here between her office and the central passageway.”

      “I’m not showing a fault, Daisy,” Mal replied. “What seems to be the issue?”

      “The issue is I’m stuck in here, and while I’m not claustrophobic, and I know there’s plenty of air, I’d still rather not spend my entire afternoon in here. Can you try an override from Command?”

      “Stand by, please. I will attempt a pod-level reboot. This may take a moment, I need to inform Doctor McClain she will experience a brief loss of power and artificial gravity. Once she has secured all items of concern, I will begin the process.”

      “Great.”

      Three minutes went by before the lights flickered, then went out, along with the artificial gravity, leaving Daisy floating in the dark.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s much better,” she groused.

      Slowly, the lights and gravity cycled back on. Feet solidly on the ground again, Daisy tried the exit sequence once more, and once more, the door would not open.

      “No love, Mal. I’m gonna pop the panel and see if I can’t hotwire this one relay. If it’s just that part of the mechanism itself, I can swap it out with a replacement after my EVA.”

      “Very well, Daisy,” Mal replied. “I believe the Narrows in that section were scheduled to be given a once-over by you and Sarah. Has that occurred?”

      “What are you trying to say, Mal? Me and Sarah screwed up? We already went through this part of the network, and everything checked out fine. I’m beginning to think we may be suffering from some contact faults in the pod interlock mechanisms themselves. Might explain some of the signal lags and glitches.”

      “That is a definite possibility; however, at our current speed, it would be not only impractical to attempt to dislodge and reconfigure the pods, but would also be very unsafe. Far beyond mission parameters, in fact.”

      “Well, that settles it, then. We just have to wait until we hit Dark Side base to let the techs there deal with the underlying issue. For now, let’s just jury-rig this thing to work for the next few days until we get there.”

      She popped the cover to the control panel open and began testing the dozens of wires with the pocket-sized voltage meter she carried at pretty much all times.

      “Found what seems to be the problem,” she said a few minutes later. “Looks like the drive coupling has power but somehow jiggled loose. Must’ve been improperly seated, and the vibrations shook it out over time. That’s an easy fix. I’ll just push it back in and—”

      The door hissed open far faster than its safeties should have allowed.

      “Whoa, easy there,” she said, jumping back. “Hey, Mal, it’s working, but I want you to keep an eye on this door until Sarah and I can give it a proper once-over. Something still seems wonky about it.”

      “Very well, Daisy. Thank you for your assistance.”

      “Hey, it’s what I do.”

      She stepped out into the passageway and nearly toppled over Barry, where he stood just outside the doorway.

      “Daisy, my apologies. I did not know you would be there.”

      “Uh, no problem, Barry.”

      “Finn is doing fine.”

      “What?”

      “I thought you would want to know his status. Finnegan is doing fine.”

      “Oh, thanks.” She softened a bit. “You did good, Barry, getting him to medical so quickly. I don’t know how you got to him so fast after the accident, but good work.”

      “I aim to help any way I can. I’m sure Finn will soon be back to work, and better than before.”

      Something about the way he said the word better made Daisy ever so slightly uncomfortable.

      

      “Wait, you did what now?” Sarah looked at Daisy with a questioning gaze.

      “I said I hacked into his file. Look, I was curious, okay? Besides, it was the absolute lowest level of encryption, so it couldn’t have been that big a deal, right?”

      Her friend did not relent with her disapproving gaze.

      “He’s your boyfriend, Daze. Why didn’t you simply ask him when his birthday is?”

      “Well, yeah, obviously that’s an option, but that’s the boring option. Besides, a surprise isn’t a surprise when the surprisee isn’t surprised by their surprise.”

      “You practiced saying that, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe once or twice,” Daisy replied with a grin.

      “Okay, so let’s just say I’m okay with you hacking into the crew’s files to find out Vince’s birthday—which I’m totally not, by the way—then what do you plan on doing with that information? And hey, you’re a wire-pulling tech monkey, not a code geek. How did you even know how to do that?”

      Daisy blushed and looked away.

      “Jesus, Daze! Another mod to your neuro stim? You’ve gotta stop switching off those inhibitors before you fry your brain.”

      “Hey, I’ve still got nearly all of them left,” she said.

      Technically only four, if you want to be specific, but that’s only a slight exaggeration, Daisy mused to herself.

      “Plenty of redundancies to protect me,” she continued. “And besides, I only added a few relatively simple coding protocols I thought might come in handy, which they have, by the way. It’s really cool, actually. I think I’ve finally figured out how to get all those little neuro-stim upgrades to work.” She paused, a slight look of unease on her face.

      “What? What aren’t you telling me?” Sarah asked.

      “Well, the weird bit is sometimes it feels like there are things in there that I shouldn’t even have in my feed.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, I only get flashes of them. But crazy stuff. Advanced AI design, ship specs, even the medical equipment. Did I mention I think I got that portable scanner working?”

      “But that’s been busted for nearly five months.”

      “I know, and I didn’t even add any new repair protocols to my feed this time. It just happened. Like I said, crazy.”

      “I wonder…” Sarah mused.

      “What?”

      “I was just thinkin’, all of our neuro-stims are routed through dedicated servers in our quarters before tying in to the ship’s primary storage banks, but during cryo we all shared that one main hub. I wonder if maybe something glitched and started trickling other people’s feeds into yours. Like medical info. That’s Doctor McClain’s area. Or ship specs. You’d expect the captain or Reggie or even Gus to be downloading that data, not you.”

      “You think that’s a possibility?”

      “Hell if I know. Your guess is as good as mine, but so far as I can tell, you’re the only one it happened to. I just hope you don’t lobotomize yourself fiddling around with the thing. That’s some dangerous tech if used improperly.”

      “Would I ever do that?”

      Sarah didn’t dignify that with a response.

      “So, what’s this surprise you want to do for Vince’s birthday?”

      A huge smile broke free on Daisy’s face. “I’m going to bake him a cake!”

      “Seriously? With what?”

      “Well, Vince baked me cookies. Actual handmade cookies, can you believe it? Anyway, I wanted to one-up him, and Finn said he’d hook me up with some substitutions that should work. It won’t be a totally traditional birthday cake, but it should do the trick.”

      “And would that trick be getting you laid?”

      “Oh, honey, I don’t need a cake for that.”

      Sarah laughed.

      “All right, I’ll help you with the festivities. What else do you need? And don’t say candles. You know how the captain is about fire on board.”

      “I was thinking balloons.”

      “Balloons?”

      “Yeah. Think you can wrangle something up? We have helium in the labs, so…”

      Gears turned in Sarah’s mind.

      “I think I can manage that. All that Mylar we used for long-term packaging. If I tape the seams, I bet I could make a pretty darn nice bunch of balloons.”

      “Sweet! See? I knew I could count on your brain-box to come up with something. I owe ya one!”

      “I’ll hold you to it when we finally get back to Earth.”

      “Less than a week and we’ll be sipping margaritas on the beach. First round is on me. Just you wait and see, it’ll be excellent.”
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      Daisy had arrived at the galley a little earlier than usual the following morning, and was surprised to see Finn at his usual spot, playing with his knives, as always. He held up his hand for her to see.

      “Yeah, they’re awesome. Better than new!” he said. “And now I don’t have to worry about chopping them off again!” Finn was obviously over the trauma of the prior day.

      “As a bonus from the whole ordeal, Mal was able to upgrade my arm’s AI linkage, so there should be absolutely no more glitches like there were before. I’m bomb-proof!”

      Finn was showing the others his shiny new fingers. His state-of-the-art, top-of-the-line, bright metal fingers. Daisy’s stomach did a little flip-flop.

      “But why didn’t the medbot re-attach your old ones?” Daisy asked. “Vince brought them to the med pod, and the cuts were clean.”

      “Who cares? Look at how cool these are!” He flexed the metal digits as easily as if they were his real fingers.

      Replacement parts.

      Daisy felt sick.

      Finn was right, though. His fingers were the most modern replacement parts of any crewmember. Mal never stopped designing and re-imagining new attachments. This latest improvement also included an even stronger bond between the bio-engineered flesh and the metal mesh that trailed into the new appendages. It was human flesh, grown from the patient’s own stem cells, but it was improved in the lab. Stronger. More resilient. Extremely fast healing, and possessing incredible tensile strength. Of course, given the forces a mechanical limb could exert, it was only natural the connecting tissues would have to be ridiculously durable.

      Computers modifying human tissue, Daisy thought, disturbed by the image. Replacement parts are bad enough. Some things should be left to nature. She found herself feeling more than a little uneasy.

      “Hey, are you okay? Tell you what, I’ll whip up some waffles with a strawberry balsamic reduction. Tamara just gave me the first ones picked from the new crop. Sound good?”

      “No, I’m fine. Thanks, Finn, but I’m not really hungry.”

      “Turning down food? You? You’re not getting sick, are you? ‘Cause we’re in a sealed ship a bazillion miles from the nearest pathogen.”

      “Ha, tell me about it. No, I’m just tired is all.”

      In truth, she wasn’t fine, but that was entirely beside the point. She was disturbed. Why had Mal opted to give Finn yet another set of replacement parts rather than simply reattaching his own fingers? The medical technology was there, and would have been quite simple compared to the process of adding artificial appendages.

      People seemed to be having bits of themselves replaced with metal more and more often, but was it all so necessary? At what point, she wondered, would people made of boring-old flesh cease to exist entirely? If Mal had her way, it might be sooner than she was comfortable with.

      Six days. Just tough it out for six more days.

      That was all that stood between her and margaritas on a sandy beach. Not even a week to go until they reached Earth. A mere six days until fresh air, warm sun, and normal people made of simple stuff, like flesh and bone. Daisy found herself smiling at the thought of lazy Sunday afternoons in bed with Vince, no more ship’s duties, just the two of them with all the time in the world.

      It’s less than a week. All I have to do is make it six measly days and I’ll be home. Finally back on Earth after all these years. Easy-peasy. What could possibly go wrong at this point? she mused.

      The cynic in her should have known better than to tempt fate like that.

      “Daisy, get on the environmentals with Sarah on the lower deck. She needs extra hands.” Captain Harkaway’s voice barked at her over the comms.

      The captain sounded calm and in control, as he always did. Hell, the ship could be on fire and decompressing into space and he’d still maintain that tone, but there was a little edge of concern in his voice. Something that hinted at the potential seriousness of the situation.

      Why didn’t I just keep my big mouth shut?

      “Copy that, Captain. Heading there now. Sarah, I’m on my way to you,” she said, switching to direct comms. “What’s your location?”

      “Just exiting the Narrows under Lower Port Ten. Something’s really weird and glitchy with a whole bunch of pods over here.”

      “I’ll be there in two minutes.”

      Daisy stopped at one of her conveniently placed caches of gear stowed on every level and strapped a pair of additional tool pouches to her thighs as she hustled toward the ladder to the lower deck. The unexpected spike in her heart rate left her with a minor headache as she went from zero to sixty in a matter of seconds, and running with tools was never fun.

      Daisy mounted the ladder, opting to let gravity, artificial though it was, do the work. She grabbed the vertical poles and jumped on, pressing her feet to the outsides of the rails. The descent was quick, and she landed with a solid thud on the slightly-cushioned base panel at the bottom of the ladder.

      Something caught her eye. The lights on the lower level seemed a little bit wrong down there. Nothing big, just ever so slightly different. Like they were running on a fractionally different current. Her headache was getting worse.

      Just seeing things, Daze. Get on with it, she told herself.

      She moved toward the peripheral corridor on the port side and saw Sarah hunched over an open control panel. She didn’t look up from the wire she was soldering into place as Daisy approached.

      “Hey, Daze,” she greeted her friend.

      “What’s up, Sarah?”

      “I pulled and re-connected the junction relays in the Narrows and have been swapping out some buggy switches in the control panels. When I get this last one dialed in, I’ll need you to pop the doors between Port Twelve and Eleven, then seal Port Ten and Thirteen. I’m going to equalize the pressure between the two, then re-seal to see if one of them is our culprit. Something isn’t seating properly, and we’re losing air.”

      Daisy became very serious very quickly.

      “Oh, shit. How bad? How much time do we have? Maybe we should grab EVA suits and seal the level.”

      “Sorry, I should have been clearer. It’s a tiny leak. It wasn’t reading on the ship’s main systems, but my portable scanner caught the variance. I’d almost call it inconsequential, but every breath counts in a pressurized can like this one.”

      Sarah had spent the better part of the morning doing everything she could think of to track down and stop the slow leak of air from their ship, but it seemed to be somehow circumventing the airlock system designed to prevent exactly this type of emergency.

      “I had some door-sealing problems when I was leaving Doc McClain’s yesterday. Had to completely power down and reboot the whole pod.”

      “But those doors don’t connect to space, so they wouldn’t affect our O2 levels.”

      “I know, but that problem was up on the main level, and we’re on the lower one now. You think maybe there’s more to this? It could be a ship-wide issue.”

      “What did Mal have to say?”

      The AI, hearing her name, chimed in.

      “Did you need my assistance, Sarah?”

      “No, Mal, we were just discussing possible anomalies with the pods. Have you noticed anything unusual with connectors or pressurization?”

      “Only what you and Daisy are currently working on.”

      “No variances in oxygen levels? I was manually running some numbers, and they weren’t matching your readouts.”

      Mal was silent a moment. “There’s no need for that, Sarah. I can assure you, consumption levels are exactly within parameters.”

      The women looked at one another, sharing an unspoken thought. That was weird.

      “Okay, thanks, Mal. We’ll keep plugging away at this.”

      There was the slightest of clicks as Mal exited the comm channel.

      “So, could it be a leak through one of the conduit gaps between pods in the Narrows?” Daisy pondered.

      “No, those should all be triple-sealed.” Sarah pulled one of the emergency oxygen rigs from the wall and looped it over her shoulder. “Just in case,” she said, noticing Daisy’s look. “I’m seeing a sort of pattern emerging here, but I can’t quite figure it out. The readings from a pair of Main Level Starboard pods near Tamara’s botanical units were also off.”

      “Wouldn’t want to interrupt her gardening—there’d be hell to pay.”

      “Tell me about it. Thing is, there’s an oxygen deficit in the starboard pods, and if anything, her plants would cause a slight bump in O2, not a drop. It just doesn’t make sense.” A worried look flashed across Sarah’s face. “Unless we somehow missed a slow leak.”

      “But it’s been months since the impact. We evaluated the ship and ran full damage control. It was the first thing we did. Unless it was a weakened spot that took until now.”

      “Yeah, who knows what it is. For now, how about you use that big brain of yours and run a quick airlock seal cycle between the pods down here. I think, I hope, I found the issue, but it’d be good to have another set of eyes confirm it.”

      “Ah, yes, the rare instance where your life-support specialist skills and my grease-monkey training overlap.”

      “There’s no grease on wiring, Daze.”

      “You know what I mean. Get moving. I’ll meet you up starboard side as soon as I run the diagnostic cycle. Should only take a few minutes.”

      “Sounds good. I’m going to run a basic integrity check through the starboard pods, then, while you’re cycling these.”

      “Meet you up there when I’m done.”

      Sarah headed off at a quick trot, leaving Daisy to her task.

      “Mal, I’m going to power down and reboot the doors in sequence between numbers ten through thirteen, then cycle them individually through their locking phases. Please monitor the air pressure in those pods for any changes.”

      “Very well, Daisy. I shall monitor as you requested.”

      “Okay, starting now.” Daisy began manually powering down and rebooting the door systems. A few minutes later, all of them had flawlessly cycled through their sequences.

      “Any pressure variances?”

      “Negative, Daisy. I believe you have addressed the problem. Perhaps it was just a minor connection seating issue between the pods, resulting in a bad seal and pressure shifting from one pod to another.”

      “Maybe. As long as we’re not losing air, that’s all I care about for now. I’ll let Sarah crunch the numbers later when we’re done. Thanks, Mal. I’m heading up to the main level to give her a hand.”

      

      Daisy saw the emergency oxygen tube resting against the wall in the corridor when she arrived, but no sign of her friend.

      “Sarah?”

      “Hang on a minute,” a muffled voice called from a tiny open panel. Moments later a pair of feet slid into view. Inch by inch, Sarah backed out of the tight crawlspace between Starboard Six and Seven.

      “Everything good down there?” she asked when she had finally crawled free of the particularly claustrophobic section of Narrows.

      “Taken care of,” Daisy replied. “I cycled the doors, and Mal says there are no leaks. She thinks it may be the sealing boots between the pods that had somehow slipped a bit, making pressure shift from one to the other.”

      “But between four pods? Even if things shook loose at these speeds, that still shouldn’t happen.”

      “Hey, I’m just the messenger.”

      “Do you think you can re-run that door cycle on the lower port pods again from up here while we’re working on these? Something just doesn’t seem right to me.”

      “Yeah, I should be able to tap in to that level from here with no problem. I’ll just open a parallel terminal so it doesn’t interfere with what we’re doing on this one. What’s the deal up here, anyway? More of the same thing as down on the lower deck?”

      “Yeah, air pressure levels aren’t matching up. I’m wondering if Starboard Pod Eight might have developed a leak in its outer door. It would be a shame to have to seal it off.”

      “I just did an EVA out of that pod yesterday to fit the new linkage to the comms array, and there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with it.”

      Sarah shrugged. “Just a thought. Anyway, I’m going to go through each one of the pods in this block and give the internal seals a good once-over while I’m checking pressure and oxygen levels for any sign of the culprit behind this pressure drop. Once we figure which one the leak is coming from, we can focus on plugging it.”

      “Look at you, all efficient with your plans.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Sarah laughed. “Okay, I’m gonna get started. While I’m at it, how about you pull the panels in the starboard passageway and double-check all the regulators and power supplies?”

      “No problem. I’ll get on it, and then run the cycle down on the lower port pods again.”

      “Cool. I’m gonna head in.”

      “Be careful, Sarah.”

      “Hey, we’re perfectly safe in here, it’s not a big thing. We just need to get this leak sorted before it actually becomes one.”

      For the next hour, the duo moved from pod to pod, Sarah slowly inspecting each one from the inside, while Daisy shifted from access panel to access panel out in the passageway, checking each bundle of circuits and relays one by one.

      Okay, I’ve leapfrogged far enough ahead, Daisy thought as she paused to tap into an unused terminal. She double-checked her readouts, then began the process of overriding the pod-to-pod airlock doors on the lower port level again. While she was at it, she also remotely adjusted the sensors without Mal’s assistance, to restrict their reading for just the specific areas she was testing.

      “Hey!” Sarah gleefully called out over the comms. “Winner, winner! I found a big stash of Mylar. Looks like Vince is going to get a bunch of balloons to go with that birthday cake after all!”

      “My sister from another mister, saving the day again!”

      “Damn straight!” Sarah giggled. “And as an extra special bonus, I’ve just cleared the first two pods. Making good time now that I’m not stuck crawling around in the Narrows. All the data so far is coming back clear on the internal pod instruments, but my portable reader is still acting kind of odd. Could you verify the readouts on your end?”

      “Sure thing, send them over.”

      “Coming your way.”

      Moments later a flurry of data arrived on the wall-mounted terminal beside Daisy. Code flashed brightly as both ship-run and portable readouts flew by on the screen.

      “Can I be of assistance?” Mal asked abruptly.

      “Jesus, Mal, you startled me,” Daisy said. “Thanks for the offer, but we’re fine on our own. Your redundant systems somehow didn’t pick this up the first time through, so now we’re doing it the old-fashioned way.”

      There was a brief silence. Daisy almost felt bad, hurting the ship’s feelings. Then she remembered, it was just a machine. Sure, a self-aware machine, but a machine all the same. Its calm voice spoke again.

      “I am most sorry I did not detect any leak. I fear some of my sensors may have functionality issues. I have tasked Barry to help resolve the issue.”

      “Fine, whatever you need to do. Just stay out of our way for a bit while we track this down.”

      “As you wish, Daisy,” the AI intoned. She could have sworn it sounded a little upset, but the mood-stabilizing software hardwired into her base code was there to ensure against such emotions.

      Moments later, a confused voice crackled over her comms.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Sarah asked with a concerned tone. “Not funny, Daze.”

      “What do you mean? I’m just cycling the pods like you asked.”

      “You’re supposed to do Lower Deck Port Ten through Thirteen only. Main Deck Starboard Pod Eight just locked me in.”

      “The EVA and supply transfer pod? That’s not me. I’ve got the code working on a completely different part of the ship, just like you asked me to.”

      “Well, the freakin’ doors to pods seven and nine keep cycling between locked and unlocked.”

      “That’s not right,” Daisy said. “Maybe it’s the fail-safe?”

      “But there are no leaks in here. The alarms wired to the external airlock would have—”

      A shrill alarm sounded, resonating through the passageway.

      “Sarah, what’s happening?”

      “Shut it down! Shut down all power to Starboard Eight!”

      “But the doors will seal you in!”

      “Just do it! Hurry!”

      Daisy’s fingers flew over the keyboard, executing commands as fast as she was able.

      “Come on, Daisy!”

      “Almost there!”

      Sarah looked in horror as the green light to the external airlock flickered ever so slightly.

      “Hurry up!”

      The inner of the two doors cycled open. Only one separated her from the cold vacuum of space.

      “Daisy! Hurry!”

      Daisy entered the last sequence. “Got it! Power is down, doors locked,” she called to her friend over the comms. “Now would you mind telling me what the hell is going on? You scared the shit out of me.”

      “You and me both,” Sarah said, a hitch in her voice. “The external airlock,” she continued. “It started to cycle open.”

      “But that shouldn’t be possible. There are safety protocols. Multiple safeties.”

      “Yeah, well, so much for those. The inner door is still open, Daze, so I’m not sure how much I trust those safeties at this point.”

      “Sarah, get to the lockers and grab an EVA suit. I don’t want to take any chances, okay? There’s no way I’m going to power that pod back up until you’re safe and sound in a suit.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

      “What the hell is going on down there?” the captain barked over the comms. “I’m reading a power outage in starboard pods seven through nine.”

      “There was some sort of malfunction in starboard pod eight, Captain. I had to shut down the linked pods in order to isolate it in time.”

      “In time for what?” he growled.

      “It’s me, Captain,” Sarah chimed in. “I had her do it. I’m stuck here in Starboard Eight. I was checking some fluctuations in air levels in this block of pods when the connecting doors failed.”

      “Tell him the other bit.”

      “What other bit?” the captain asked. “And what’s that rustling noise?”

      “Sorry, Captain, I’m putting on an EVA suit while we’re talking. The external airlock door was malfunctioning. Shutting down power was the only way to stop it—”

      The lights flickered.

      “What was that?” Sarah asked. “Don’t power back on yet! I’m not ready!”

      “It wasn’t me, Sarah,” Daisy said, trying to understand the blips on the readout screen in front of her. “Just hurry up and get into that suit.” Daisy had a bad feeling building in her gut.

      “One step ahead of you. I’ll be suited up before you can—”

      The ship lurched slightly as the airlock door blew open, jettisoning Sarah into the void in a rush of air and debris.

      Alarms sounded as the ship’s AI hurried to compensate.

      “Decompression in starboard pod eight. Environmental danger on Main Deck. All crew, don emergency oxygen masks.”

      Even in an emergency, Mal sounded calm and collected.

      “Starboard Eight airlock door now re-sealing,” the computer’s voice informed the crew a minute later.

      “It is now safe to remove emergency oxygen apparatus.”

      “Crew, report to your stations for damage assessment. I want a full systems check. All non-essential compartments are to remain sealed until I say so. Stay sharp, and note anything out of parameters. You will each be called individually for a debrief once this situation is under control,” the captain called over the intercom.

      Daisy felt disconnected from her body as it somehow ran through the emergency protocols that had been drilled into her on autopilot.

      Deep inside herself, Daisy’s mind was in shock. Overcome by a state of disbelief as she envisioned her friend’s smiling face. But that wasn’t her anymore. The reality was undeniable. Her best friend was frozen and drifting away deeper into space. Alone in the vacuum.

      Sarah was gone.
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      “We should get her body.” It was Reggie who floated the idea. “It’s not right to just leave her out there.”

      “If we could, I’d agree with you, but that’s just not possible,” Captain Harkaway replied. “You know I don’t want to leave any crewmember behind, but we just lost a lot of air, sustained unknown damage, and the hopper can’t reach her given our trajectory. Our shuttle is the only thing with enough speed to catch her now, and even then it would burn through all of its fuel chasing her the opposite direction the ship is moving in. At these speeds, it just can’t be done.” He paused, casting a gaze across the assembled crew.

      “We have to move forward, assess the damage, and figure out what our status is. Sarah is gone, and she wouldn’t want her crewmates jeopardizing their lives over her corpse. We took a hit, and lost a friend, but we all still have jobs to do.” He paused and looked over his dejected crew. “One more thing, and this goes for all of you. Doctor McClain is here to offer counseling and support to anyone who needs it. We just suffered a great loss, and there’s no shame in needing to talk about it. I encourage all of you to utilize her services. That is all. Now get to work, people.”

      The captain lurched through the galley’s double doors and headed back to Command, while the crew slowly rose to return to their tasks. Daisy, eyes and nose a fierce red, pulled herself together as best she could. She kept turning Sarah’s environmental scanner over in her hands. Clipped to the rack as she’d tried to don her space suit, it was the one thing that hadn’t been blasted into space.

      ‘Don’t be a pussy, Daze,’ Sarah’s voice teased her. ‘You’re tougher than this. If I knew dying would slow you down so much, I never would have done it.’

      “Very funny, dumbass,” she muttered.

      “What was that?” Vince asked, studying her as she rose to her feet.

      “Nothing.”

      “You need me, you know where I’ll be, okay?” He rested his hand on her shoulder and pulled her closer. “Come see me tonight. We can talk, or just sit. Whatever you need.”

      “Thanks. I think I just need to get moving and put my mind back on a project, ya know?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll see you later.”

      Vince let his fingertips slide from her shoulder as she left. Sarah’s loss was a blow, but for now, they had jobs to do.

      “Captain.” Daisy caught up to the limping man as he made his way down the passageway. “I’m not the life-support expert, but from what I can tell by the data Sarah was collecting, it looks like the secondary air scrubbers had possibly shorted out. My guess is that’s a new problem, though, and not what she was originally tracking down. It was most likely the force of the vacuum hitting the unprotected systems without a proper compartmental seal prior to decompression that caused a shear to a supply line. At least, I hope that’s all it is.”

      Harkaway looked at her, waiting for Daisy to get to the point.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “until we figure out what exactly needs to be done to repair them, we’re going to need to be running on a low oxygen protocol, just in case. It could be nothing, but we can’t risk it. I recommend we do what we can to reduce excessive physical activity as much as possible while we work through this problem.”

      “And what does Mal think about this?” the captain asked.

      “I haven’t discussed it with her yet, Captain. Some of the anomalies weren’t showing up on her readings, and Sarah noted several discrepancies in the oxygen consumption data, and—”

      “My environmental systems are functioning at near-optimal levels, Daisy,” Mal interrupted.

      Always listening, aren’t you?

      “Maybe so, Mal, but you still have some sensor outages, and now we have lord knows what kind of damage to track down in the Narrows.”

      The computer thought a moment. “This is a correct assessment. However even after the loss of oxygen, I can assure you, the crew is in no danger.”

      “Tell that to Sarah,” she muttered.

      “What was that?” Captain Harkaway asked.

      “I said we need Sarah,” Daisy said. “We’re down to just one Narrows worker, and on top of that, she was the environmental and life support expert.”

      “Just do what you can. I don’t expect you to fill her shoes, Swarthmore, but knowing how stubborn you can be, I won’t be surprised if you try.”

      “Thank you, Captain. I think.”

      “All right, then. Mal, I want you to figure out how much air we have currently, and if our consumption can be sustained.”

      “I will verify the figures and have them for you immediately, Captain.”

      “Gustavo,” he said into the comms.

      “Yes, Captain?”

      “Plug into the ship and double-check our course. Given the glitches of today, I’m not entirely confident Mal has plotted the most efficient trajectory. It’s probably nothing, but I want a second set of eyes on it.”

      “Copy, Captain.”

      “I can assure you,” Mal chimed in, “the trajectory is ideal for mission parameters, Captain.”

      “Nothing personal, but I want it double-checked anyway. And Daisy, that goes for environmentals too. Figure out what Sarah was working on and check our oxygen consumption. We need true readings, and if there really is possible damage to the scrubbers, we need the most accurate data possible.”

      “I’ll get right on it, sir.”

      “One more thing. Your replacement communications array, how powerful is it?”

      “I tried to replicate what we had before the impact as best as I could with the parts on hand. It should be close to the original unit’s power ratings.”

      “Good, though despite all the work as you’ve put into it, I would really rather not have to rely on that jury-rigged long-range communication setup. Nevertheless, we may need to try to reach out to Dark Side base to see if they can meet us halfway with replacement O2 scrubbers if we can’t get ours back online. Can your gizmo handle a tier-three encrypted transmission?”

      “Captain?” Daisy asked, confused.

      “Tier-three, Swarthmore. Can it handle it?”

      “Um, I don’t know. It should be able to, in theory anyway. But that’s high-level military encryption on a pulsed phase-shifted frequency. Why would a repair base use that?”

      Harkaway looked at her but said nothing.

      “Oh shit,” she gasped. “Dark Side has a secret military facility as well?”

      “Like you said, it’s secret,” he answered.

      “Then why are you telling me, if you don’t mind me asking, sir?”

      “Because our fan is covered in shit, Daisy, and what I just told you is need-to-know information.”

      “But I’m just a tech. I don’t need to know that.”

      “You do now,” he said grimly. “Barry!” he barked into the comms.

      “Yes, Captain?” The cyborg had somehow approached them while they were talking without being noticed.

      “Jesus, Barry, I hate it when you do that,” Daisy said, nearly jumping out of her skin at his stealthy appearance.

      “Sorry, Daisy.”

      The captain turned to the mechanical man.

      “Barry, I want you to suit up and do an EVA to the exterior area of Lower Port Ten through Thirteen. See if there’s any damage we may have missed from the inside. Mal says we’re ship-shape down there, but I’d like to confirm it.”

      “I’ll get right on it, Captain,” Barry said, turning and heading for the ladder to the lower deck. Daisy watched him disappear down to the bottom level.

      “Trust but verify,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Just something I read in an old book,” she replied. “But, Captain, there’s something that’s been bothering me. The Váli isn’t that old, but a lot of her systems seem to be in fairly advanced states of failure. It’s not readily apparent, but in some spaces, like the Narrows especially, well, it just looks like some of the components are outdated.”

      “The Narrows, huh? Well, that would make sense, I suppose. The one place the ship’s auto-maintenance doesn’t cover.”

      “Captain, there’s something else.”

      “What is it?”

      “There are things written in the Narrows. Drawings and gibberish, mostly, but also messages scratched out on the walls in nooks and crannies.” Daisy pulled her notepad from her hip pocket and flipped through the pages. “I wrote a bunch of them down. Like this one. It was particularly dark. ‘We can never go home. This is our home of glass and steel. Yet still we hope for green pastures.’ - Lt. Burke, Icarus.”

      Captain Harkaway swallowed hard as he silently stared at the bulkhead. “Some of these pods,” he finally began, “were originally from other ships, like the Icarus. When the Váli’s framework was commissioned, it was configured to best serve the mission’s needs, and pods from ships that fit the bill were installed as needed. That’s all it is, Daisy. Just a few pods that are a bit older than the others. Now, get going. I want you to get as much done this shift as possible, then get yourself a good night’s sleep. I know we all need it.”

      

      Daisy would have liked to do as the captain ordered, but a good night’s sleep was something that hadn’t been in the cards for her for quite some time. Sure, she’d sometimes wake truly rested, though more often than not, those were the mornings after Vincent had kept her up well past her normal bedtime.

      As she lay in her bunk, running the day over and over in her mind, Daisy could find no fault in her actions. Nevertheless, she still felt like somehow, someway, Sarah’s death was partially her fault.

      Never should have run those diagnostics from up there. What if that little tweak to the command structure started the whole thing?

      She knew that hadn’t been what happened, just like she knew none of the other dozen scenarios playing out over and over in her head would have changed things. Still, her friend was gone, and no amount of replaying the events would change that.

      “Let it go, Daisy. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Stay out of my head, dead girl,” she muttered. “That shit’s not helping.”

      “It’s your psyche, hon, not mine.”

      “Touché,” she said to the air, then turned out the lights, hesitating as her fingers touched the neuro stim beside her bed. Not tonight, she decided, and settled into her bed, leaving the device where it sat as she gradually drifted off to sleep.

      

      Daisy found herself in a busy metropolitan area. The skies were a clear blue, and happy clouds dotted the horizon. In the distance she could see the mountains, covered with lush trees, their peaks capped with pure white snow.

      It was a dream she’d been having since they first emerged from cryo. Memories of home, but now something felt different. Wrong.

      Daisy turned her gaze from the mountains and looked to the sea. Logically, she knew the sea and mountains were much farther apart than that, but in the construct of her slumbering mind, distance held no sway over her environs. The water was a deep blue, a salty breeze blowing the fresh smell of clean ocean air across her face, leaving the faintest deposit of salt on her skin. Seagulls circled above as she strode onto the beach, the warm sand squishing between her toes.

      All I need now is a margarita, she thought. A feeling of cool moisture tingled in her fingers, and looking down, she noticed a chilled glass was already in her hand. That’s more like it.

      Sarah was there, wearing a scandalously small bikini as she lay out on a beach chair. A vacant seat waited beside her, inviting Daisy to get comfortable.

      “This is the life,” she happily murmured, sinking into the soft material.

      “It is for one of us,” Sarah replied.

      The two women sat quietly for a while, sipping margaritas and watching glistening-bodied surfers jog through the waves. One of them exited the surf and spread a towel on the sand nearby. Rather than laying out for some sun, the rippling-muscled man started doing some yoga stretches.

      “Oh, thank you for that.” Sarah smiled.

      “For what?”

      “You know what. Always looking out for your little sis, aren’t you? But I still have to wonder if it has different speeds.”

      Daisy sat up in her chair.

      “What are you talking about, Sarah?” Then her gaze fell on the man as he pushed up into a cobra pose.

      Shit. That’s—

      “Hi, Daisy,” Barry said. “You know, I always wanted to see a real beach!”

      Daisy lurched awake, sitting up in her bed.

      Jesus, Barry was in my dreams? What’s the world coming to?

      She took a long drink from her water bottle, then lay back down to sleep.

      No more cyborgs visiting my dreams, please, she thought as sleep took hold once more.

      She found herself in the middle of the city, just as before. Once more the mountains rose, majestic yet surprisingly close, while the sea was likewise both near and far. In her dream, she was in the city, the mountains, and the beach all at once.

      Daisy wished for a margarita, but when she looked down, she found a portable environmental scanner in her hand rather than a refreshing beverage. What’s more, Sarah was nowhere to be seen.

      The machine in her hand began to beep, a faint rhythm invading the tranquil world surrounding her. None of the scores of people seemed to notice. In fact, now that she thought about it, none of the people paid her any heed at all. They all seemed to be in a rush to get somewhere, but she had no idea where that might be.

      “Excuse me,” she called out to a well-dressed man walking past. He ignored her and continued on his way.

      “Well, that was rude,” she grumbled. “Hey, you,” she directed toward a woman walking a small dog. “Where is everyone going?” The woman didn’t seem to hear her, instead, turning from her and walking away.

      Didn’t even pick up her dog’s poop, Daisy noted.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, she couldn’t help but feel like she was being watched, but when she spun around, scanning the crowd for observant eyes, she came up empty.

      Okay, this is getting silly, she thought, just as the device in her hand began beeping louder. A steady noise that only she seemed to hear. She looked down at it and noted a steady stream of letters she couldn’t read scrolling across the display. When she looked up, she was no longer in the city, but now stood in a crowded transit port surrounded by hundreds of men and women. Determined, she strode across the terminal to a ticketing counter.

      “Hey, where’s everyone going?” she asked the woman typing away at a computer terminal. “Hello? Earth to ticketing lady, come in, ticketing lady.” As with the others, there was no reply. “All right, this is ridiculous.” She reached out to grab the woman’s wrist. “Hey, I was asking you—”

      As soon as her fingers wrapped around the woman’s wrist, she shrieked. It wasn’t just the one woman who screamed. Every single person, both in the transit port and outside—in fact, the whole population of her impossible dream world—all cried out at once as their bodies turned to dust before her eyes.

      Daisy looked at the handful of human powder and screamed.

      She snapped awake in her bed, heart racing as sweat beaded on her brow. Her hands felt for the device she’d become so accustomed to wearing, but the thin band was still resting beside her bed.

      Holy shit, what the hell was that? she wondered. That’s never happened before.

      Gathering her wits, Daisy took several deep breaths and focused her mind on slowing her racing heart. In a few moments she felt her panic subside. The dream had felt so much more real than a regular one. Almost tangible. As if she was really there. On top of that, it had the multi-layered reality feel of a neuro stim dream, all those dozens and dozens of drip feed streams trickling into a single reality, but she hadn’t even been wearing it.

      No, it was just a strange dream, that’s all. Nothing to it, just my mind processing things, like Doc McClain said.

      The beeping jolted her out of her calm.

      Sitting across the pod among her pile of work gear was Sarah’s portable environmental scanner. And just like in her dream, it was trying to tell her something.
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      Sleep simply wasn’t an option. Not after those terrible dreams. On top of that, the flashing light on Sarah’s scanner kept blinking at her, an accusing eye gazing in disapproval, nudging her into action.

      “All right, I’m getting to it!” she grumbled to the inanimate piece of machinery. “It’s not like I’m a super-genius environmental engineer like Sarah is.” She caught herself.

      Was.

      The innocuous device didn’t care about her protests, nor were her rationalizations holding any sway over it. Rather, it just continued being true to its nature. Persistent. Continuous. Incorruptible.

      Hang on a minute. It’s a dumb machine. No AI at all, which means if it wasn’t networked in with Mal’s systems, it would be true to its own readings regardless of what the other scans said.

      It was an interesting theory, but one that still didn’t help much, given her lack of understanding how the cursed thing functioned.

      Daisy glanced at the clock mounted to her wall. Nearly midnight. So much for a full night’s sleep. She threw on her sweats and headed for the door. If she couldn’t sleep, at least Vince might be able to take her mind off of things. Even if they just wound up sleeping and nothing more, his warmth would help put her at ease.

      Daisy reached out for the door controls, then glanced back across her quarters. Sarah’s scanner steadily flashed its light, staring at her like a lonely puppy being abandoned for the night.

      Oh, all right, Daisy thought as she picked it up. Might as well take it along. Maybe Vince will have some ideas.

      

      “Babe, I have no idea,” he said as he showed her into his quarters. “I mean, I know what basic type of device it is on a basic engineering level, but this was totally Sarah’s ballpark.”

      “Well, it was worth asking.” Daisy sighed.

      “Sorry I couldn’t be of more help.” Vince took the scanner from her hands and rested it on his desk, then wrapped her gently in his arms. “You know, I can think of one thing I can do for you. If that’s what you want, that is. Or we can just talk. Or sleep. Whatever you need.”

      “I just want to turn my damn brain off for a while. If only it were so easy.”

      “Maybe I can help.”

      He gently laid her down on his bed, softly kissing a trail from her collarbone, slowly moving lower and lower.

      “That’s really nice,” she said with a shudder, “but now that I’m here, I don’t know if I’m in the right headspace for it.”

      "Sorry, babe. I just thought it might distract you," he said, resting his head on the pillow beside her, then wrapping his in his arms and holding her close. Like I said, whatever you need."

      “You sure? I don't want to leave you with blue balls.”

      “Daisy, that's not even remotely a concern. It's been a really tough couple of days, and besides, we’ll have plenty of time once the captain removes that ‘don’t exert yourself’ restriction for the crew. It’s not like we’re going to actually run out of oxygen before we reach Dark Side anyway, right?”

      Daisy glanced at the portable scanner sitting on his desk.

      “Not likely, no, but I really do need to figure that thing out. Captain’s counting on me. I’ve got some ideas, and I’ve seen Sarah run the inputs in the past, but it’s not really my thing, so I didn’t pay much attention.”

      “You’re a smart cookie. I’m sure you’ll work it out.”

      Daisy shook the sleep from her mind, slid off his bed, and slipped out of his bunk.

      “Look, I’m gonna grab a snack and work on this some more. You get some sleep.” She kissed him deeply. “And thank you for listening. That was just what the doctor ordered.”

      

      The galley was empty at that late hour, as one would expect. It was a little unsettling not having Finnegan in his usual spot, chattering away non-stop while he whipped up some new dish, but the silence would be good. Daisy needed to brain, and distractions would not help things any.

      With Sarah gone now, Daisy really had her work cut out for her. She knew it would be a lot to cover, and the more she thought about it, the more daunting the task seemed. Her specialty was comms, with electronics and environmentals being a tack-on skill set that conveniently allowed her to help when Sarah needed it. Their parallel and overlapping talents provided a taken-for-granted redundancy that the crew would have been very glad to have, now that they found themselves in a low-oxygen crisis.

      Okay, we’re down one, so that’s nine crew remaining, sucking up our precious air. Daisy pulled a cocoa packet from the storage pantry and inserted it into the hot beverage dispenser. “Cocoa, full-fat milk,” she said to the machine. A whirring buzz sounded behind the metal panel, and moments later, it swung open, a perfect cup of cocoa waiting for her.

      So, nine crew, she continued her machinations. Of course, Barry doesn’t consume more than a minute amount of oxygen to keep his flesh covering alive, so really, we’re looking at oxygen needs of eight. I have everyone’s weight, muscle ratio, and cardio fitness from the basic med logs, so it should just come down to doing the math.

      She plunked Sarah’s scanner on the dining table and pulled up a seat. The data was mumbo-jumbo, and became even more unreadable the longer she stared at the screen. She took out one of the small flexible data tablets that Sarah liked to use and tried to reconcile figures between that and the frustrating machine resting in front of her.

      A solid hour and three cups of cocoa had gone by, but Daisy, stubborn and bleary-eyed, re-entered the figures again for the umpteenth time. It was a losing battle. Without Sarah’s ready-knowledge to interpret all that complex data, it was taking far too long to assess the results.

      At long last, something she keyed in seemed to have finally worked as the little machine sputtered out a line of data on the screen.

      “About fucking time,” she muttered.

      “I’m sorry, did you need something?” a disembodied voice asked in the dimly-lit room.

      Shit. She’d forgotten she was working in a public space and not her private quarters. Of course the ship’s AI was listening. She was always listening.

      “No, it’s nothing, Mal. Just talking to myself.”

      “Very well. Please inform me if you need my assistance. I’d be ever so glad to help.”

      “Thanks, I’ll let you know.”

      Daisy picked up her tablet and the portable device. Better if I continue this in my pod, she thought. She gathered her things, grabbing a couple of protein bars from a drawer and sliding them into her pocket, then turned to head back to her personal space. At least there will be no intrusions there, she mused. And what was with Mal’s speech pattern? ‘Ever so glad’? Where the hell did it pick up that one?

      She paused a moment longer, slipping a few electrolyte pouches into another pocket, then cycled the doors and stepped out into the hallway.

      “Oh, pardon me,” Barry said, nearly bumping into her. “Can I be of assistance, Daisy?”

      Daisy jumped, nearly dropping the scanner.

      “Barry, what are you doing here?”

      “I do not understand the question,” he said, puzzled. “I thought you were in your quarters.” He looked her up and down curiously. “Are you all right, Daisy? May I be of assistance?” he asked, eyeing the scanner in her hands. “I can help interpret the data from that device if you wish.”

      “Um, no, thanks. I’m good. Just doing a little work and having a snack.”

      “I see. Unable to sleep? Perhaps I could make you a nice cup of herbal tea. I understand that often helps with a restless mind. And really, I do not mind running through the data for you.”

      “No, really, I’m fine. Thanks, though.”

      It really is creepy when he just stares at you, she noticed as Barry paused, formulating a reply to her statement.

      “My pleasure, Daisy. Please do not hesitate to ask if you need me,” he finally said.

      She nodded and turned away from the odd cyborg, making her way down the passageway toward her quarters.

      What does he actually do when we’re all sleeping? she wondered.

      

      Back in her quarters Daisy did some quick math and made a decision.

      There are still four inhibitors left, so I should be fine if I only pull a couple. One way or another, I need to process Sarah’s data, especially if Barry and Mal are sniffing around it. Something about this just doesn’t feel right.

      The lid to the neuro-stim device slid off easier than usual as she gave it a now-practiced twist. The tiny inhibitor control switch stared at her, its solid red light daring her, tempting her to throw caution to the wind.

      Okay, I’ll only disconnect two of them. That’ll leave two still running, which should be plenty.

      She took a fine probe and depressed the left-hand inhibitor deactivation button for ten seconds until the light pulsed five times.

      That’s one.

      She repeated the process until the light slowly pulsed five times again, though this time it followed with a sixth, flickering pulse.

      Huh, that’s new. Probably a warning light. Well, I’ve got two left, and even I am not foolish enough to remove those.

      With the device ready, Daisy plugged in a new series of protocols that would help her understand Sarah’s work. It was a huge amount of information on top of the other things she had been trickle feeding herself, but it was critical she understand those readings. Nevertheless, she hesitated. It was a lot of data, but her only other options were letting Mal and Barry handle it—which would put the accuracy of the results in question in her mind—or learning the codes and processes the old-fashioned way, and that would take weeks, if not months. They simply didn’t have that much time.

      She looked at the clock—2:17 am.

      I’ll just put all of the feed’s focus on this new stuff and turn the others to their lowest settings. I just hope that gives me at least a little understanding of what she was talking about.

      Daisy slipped the delicate neuro band around her head and sat on her bed.

      Two for Tai Chi, two to learn chess, two for kung fu, two more for those hacking skills for Vince’s birthday surprise, and now two more so I can understand Sarah’s work. Ten inhibitors down, two remaining. Piece of cake, Daisy. Okay, time to do this.

      She pushed the activation button on the device and swung her feet up onto the bed. It would take the neuro-stim a minute or so to begin gently nudging her mind, and then, if all went according to plan, she’d wake up several hours later, well-rested and able to understand Sarah’s notes enough to be of some real use to the ship.

      Tai, Chi. Chess. Kung Fu. Hacking. Sarah’s work. All in all, not bad for an untrained tech. She’d been good about fiddling with the machine, despite what her friend had said about her recklessness.

      Besides, tweaking the stupid thing was what let me finally sleep decently in the first place. Her eyes went wide. Shit! Two more for sleeping! That’s all twelve of them!

      Daisy tried to snatch the deceivingly delicate-looking band from her head, but the now-inhibitor-free device had already taken hold. Her arms wouldn’t obey her commands, and a millisecond later, she was yanked under by the powerful machine.

      She didn’t dream. At least not like she was used to. Huge amounts of information flooded her mind, her head feeling like a giant water balloon that kept filling closer to the bursting point while somehow remaining intact. Data flashed to the forefront of her awareness. In an instant, all of Sarah’s calculations make perfect sense. As if she’d been a fool for not seeing how simple they were sooner. But then that was washed away by the flash flood of other things. Things that shouldn’t even be in her mind. There was kung fu and Tai Chi, but they were only a fraction of the martial styles swirling in her head. The entire specification log of the Váli pulsed over her awareness, and she realized she knew the ship down to every last wire. But there was more. Ships she had never seen. Ships that didn’t even exist. Fighters and destroyers, tankers and transports. Experimental recon ships, and devious war machines, all tumbled in her brain.

      I… what is—

      Bursts of foreign tongues were clear as the spoken word. Machine language made sense deep in her bones. She felt as if her mind would explode from the strain, and she didn’t know if she could take much more of it. Daisy’s mind had been a slow-filling vessel her entire life, absorbing more and more data every second of her existence, but now she saw the past, and strained to see the future, and at that moment, she felt her sanity on the edge.

      No more!

      Somehow, she forced her mind to stop, and miraculously, the information deluge ceased.

      Daisy rolled to the side of her bed and threw up a thin stream of half-digested cocoa.

      At least I missed my shoes, she thought grimly, amused that she had not only avoided going mad, but had also retained her sense of humor.

      Slowly, her body aching as if she’d gone ten rounds with a heavyweight champion, she sat up and pulled the band from her sweaty brow. Her head throbbed, but the endless expanse of unrelenting data was gone. She looked at the clock on the wall.

      2:30 a.m.

      She had been under for just thirteen minutes.

      Daisy swung to her feet and stood, wobbling unsteadily in her quarters. The pounding in her head was growing. Intense. Like she’d had her skull pried open by a number four cranial lavage kit, though how she even knew what that was remained a mystery.

      A wave of pain sent her to her knees.

      Shit, shit, shit. What did I do to myself? I need Vince.

      Ignoring her shoes, Daisy staggered to her double door and managed to key the mechanism despite her mildly doubled vision. In the passageway, she kept one hand on the wall for balance as she slowly stumbled toward Vince’s quarters.

      He’s probably still up watching a movie. God, he’s going to be so pissed.

      Voices rumbled through the ship, distracting her from her path.

      What? Who’s that chattering?

      She followed the sound until she was standing outside a thick set of doors.

      How did I wind up at Command? she wondered, then cycled the doors open. Gustavo sat alone in his chair, a pair of dense data cables protruding from the back of his head as he monitored the ship and the space around it.

      “Oh shit, I didn’t hear you come in!” He said, jolting at the sight of Daisy.

      He popped the cables from his head, the static-filled noise filling the pod.

      “Sorry, my bad,” he said, reaching for the volume controls.

      “No, wait a second,” Daisy said. “What are they saying?” The words were strange, but almost made sense. She noticed Gus looking at her strangely.

      “What?”

      “That’s solar radio chatter, Daisy. It’s not people. Just noise blasting past us as we get closer to Earth. It’s kind of soothing, so I sometimes listen to it when the captain’s not around.”

      “Oh. I guess I must’ve been hearing things.”

      “You okay?” he asked, concern showing in his lone human eye.

      “Yeah, just slept really poorly and wanted to get some air. Thought a walk might help. Anyway, I’ll leave you to it. Night, Gus.”

      “Good night, Daisy. Hope you sleep better.”

      She exited Command and started back toward her quarters.

      Oh man, what did I do? Am I having a schizoid embolism or something?

      As she walked, her body slowly began to feel more and more her own, and the persistent fogginess began to lift, but as it faded, it was replaced with something just as upsetting.

      A creeping paranoia.

      Great, now I’m freaking out over, over what? I don’t even know. Come on Daisy, pull it together. You’re okay. Everything is fine. At least I think it is, so long as I don’t suddenly start telling myself to get my ass to Mars.

      She neared Vincent’s door, but a strange thing happened, though given the events of the past hour, it was probably one of the least strange things of the evening. As Daisy put her mind to it, she felt a surge of excitement as she realized she had retained an understanding of Sarah’s work.

      She passed right by Vince’s pod and hurried down the passageway back to her quarters, clinging to the nascent clarity, afraid the flash of understanding might abandon her at any moment.

      A few minutes later she was comfortably propped up on her bunk, scrolling through the reams of data stored in both Sarah’s tablet and portable scanner. The information made sense, and it corroborated between both devices. Validation from two separate non-AI units. Daisy began jotting down notes as fast as she was able. Sleep was no longer a concern, only finishing her analysis before the knowledge she had acquired so recently could slip from her grasp.

      Data confirms it. Given the parts per million of oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon dioxide, taking into consideration the pressure fluctuations between individual pods, levels, and even the Narrows, we most definitely have a slow leak somewhere on board. Likely the main deck by the look of things.

      She sat up and cracked her neck. Hours had passed hunched over the readouts and notes, but she had finally put it all together. A smile spread across her face.

      Okay, then. So, based on the amount of oxygen still in the ship, and compensating for off-gassing from Tamara’s plant life, taking those factors combined with the slow leak we still haven’t found and the remaining eight crewmembers consuming oxygen given their individual biological mass, minus that of their inorganic components, it looks like we should have enough to make it to Earth orbit without significant issues.

      She paused, mid-thought, and stared in shock at the numbers on her screen. A realization hit her solidly in the gut.

      “This can’t be right,” she gasped in disbelief. “No way. No fucking way.”

      She checked and re-checked her data, re-ran her calculations, then did it again, but the results were the same. Based on the physiological profiles of the men and women on board and the percentages of their bodies that were mechanical, a very specific rate of oxygen consumption was a known fact. The calculations she stared at were correct, only something was wrong.

      “There’s too much oxygen for this crew,” she realized with horror. “Someone’s not using enough oxygen. Someone besides Barry is a cyborg.”
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      Daisy walked down the passageway toward the galley in a daze, which was really saying something, given she had a full load of adrenaline coursing through her veins. She hadn’t slept a wink that night, and after her revelation, she wondered if she ever would again.

      Another cyborg.

      There was no way Mal wasn’t aware. Something that big couldn’t slip by her, and prior to the accident knocking systems offline, the powerful AI continuously monitored vital signs of the entire crew. And Barry? It seemed only logical that he would recognize one of his own kind.

      That meant the two AIs were hiding the existence of another artificial person from the rest of the crew, and that put Daisy dangerously on edge.

      “Are you all right, Daisy? I sense an elevated blood pressure,” Mal commented, as if reading her thoughts. Daisy jumped in surprise but quickly composed herself.

      “I’m fine, Mal, just still stressed out with what happened to Sarah,” Daisy replied to the disembodied voice.

      And if you knew Sarah was on to you, was that really an accident? The possibilities whipping around in her mind were horrifying.

      “Perhaps you should talk to Doctor McClain, Daisy. She is a skilled psychologist and is very good at her job.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I can schedule a session for you, if you wish.”

      “No, thanks. I’ll handle that myself if I feel I need it, but thank you, Mal.”

      That’s right. Act normal, and keep on her good side until you know what’s up.

      Daisy reached her destination and cycled open the galley’s double doors, only to be greeted by the unexpected, yet welcome, smell of fresh brownies wafting in the air.

      Oh yeah, I promised Gus I’d wrangle him up some brownies. Good old Finn. At least I’ve got one more definite human on my side.

      “Hey, Daze,” Finn called across the galley. “So, about those brownies. I was saving my secret stash of chocolate chips for a final homecoming treat. You know how Mal can be about repurposing the organics replicator for non-staple food items and all, but when you mentioned baking, well, I thought given the last few days, we could all use a treat right about now, so I kind of made a bigger batch,” he said, offering her a warm brownie from the tray.

      Finn’s obviously human. I saw his fingers come off. Down to the bone. I saw him bleed.

      “Thanks, Finn,” she replied, her expression carefully neutral-pleasant as she slowly chewed, savoring the chocolate as it melted on her tongue.

      Okay, let’s work this through. It’s obviously not me or Vince, and it’s not Finn. But if not him, then who?

      She pulled up a seat to think. Think and observe as the others slowly filtered through the galley.

      The airlock door cycled a few minutes later as Captain Harkaway stepped into the compartment, his heavy, metal leg impacting slightly harder than his flesh one as he walked.

      “Engines at eighty-seven percent optimization, Captain,” the ship’s AI informed him.

      “Thank you, Mal. Let me know when they’ve cycled back to the mid-nineties.”

      “My pleasure, Captain.”

      ‘My pleasure’ again? What’s with this computer? She’s been acting weird lately. Using more personal sentence structure. Like she’s trying to be, well, a person. Damn thing is creeping me out.

      She watched the captain as he walked toward her. He may have had an older replacement leg, but Daisy had seen his records and had noticed him wiping a bloody nose on several occasions when the ship’s air humidifier had problems a few weeks prior. The dry air gave him nosebleeds for days before they got it back operating at full-efficiency.

      Cyborgs don’t get nosebleeds.

      Obviously not the captain, she noted. Though I don’t know how much I can trust him yet.

      “Thought you’d be here,” he said, approaching her table.

      Or maybe Mal told you. She kept the thought to herself.

      “How are you holding up, Daisy?” he asked.

      “As well as can be expected, Captain.”

      “I know it’s tough on you, and if your work weren’t so necessary, I’d just tell you to take a few days to get your head clear. Unfortunately, we don’t have that luxury, and I want you to know I appreciate the effort you’re making.” He paused and sized her up, apparently pleased with what he saw. “So what about the air supply issue and those problematic systems? Any progress?”

      “Some, Captain, but I’m concerned. It may be nothing, but as I scan back in the logs, it seems a great many of the ship’s systems have been acting glitchy since we woke up.”

      “I’ve noticed that as well, and it worries me that there may be issues unrelated to our initial impact.”

      Daisy nodded in agreement.

      “Captain, I have to ask you. Have you come across anything unusual in our systems?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. I guess, anything out of the ordinary, no matter how small. Something that might help explain why things are buggy?”

      “You’re the chief electronics expert now, Daisy. I leave that to you. But since you mention it, the ship does seem to be having more out-of-parameter power fluctuations as we get closer to Earth. Gustavo noticed it as well the other night when he was double-checking our course. You have a theory?”

      “I’m not sure. Let me dig a little more, and I’ll be sure to let you know if I find anything.”

      “Do. We can’t afford any more problems with the Váli before we reach the moon. We’re too damn close for Murphy to start messing things up for us with his stupid law.”

      Harkaway walked over to the kitchen counter and surveyed the still-warm treats.

      “Thanks, Finn,” the captain said, grabbing a brownie off the plate and heading back to Command.

      Daisy repositioned herself at a table facing the main doors and settled in. She had food, and she had notes and busy-work in front of her, and to anyone observing, that was what was occupying her time. In reality, she was far more interested in the men and women of the crew than the work on the table or the food on her plate.

      Shortly after the captain departed, Gustavo and Reggie both made their way to the galley.

      “I hear there are brownies in here!”

      Gus and Reg swarmed Finn’s workspace.

      “Hey, don’t crowd, guys. I made enough for everyone.” Finn slid another steaming batch onto the half-full plate on the counter.

      “Oh my God, these are amazing. You’re the man, Finn!” Reggie said through a mouthful of melting chocolate joy.

      Metal hand and some artificial organs from what I hear, but with an appetite like that, he’s got to be human. Even a cyborg would have a hard time processing the amount of food that guy puts away.

      Daisy tentatively checked Reggie off her mental list and put him in the ‘unlikely’ column. Gustavo, well, she wasn’t so sure about him. The extensive work he’d had done, both internally and externally, made her uneasy. The fact that he had access jacks built into his head, well, that also seemed obviously more machine than human. Still, he was her friend. At least as much as a half-machine man could be, she supposed. It was that damn mechanical eye. It always put her on edge and made her wonder just how much of the real Gustavo was inside that metal-enhanced skull.

      Mark Gus as a ‘maybe,’ then.

      “Hey, babe!” Vince called out when he walked in twenty minutes later. He grabbed a mug of piping-hot coffee and a few brownies, then sidled over to join her. “How’s my girl?” he asked, leaning in to give her a kiss.

      “Doing all right, I suppose,” was her reply. “Still a little foggy-headed, ya know? Trying to get back to firing on all cylinders before we park this heap at Dark Side and hop the shuttle down to Earth.”

      “Well, I don’t have to start my shift for another hour. You up for a quick game? Might get the brain going.”

      “Sure,” she said, not wanting to leave her table with a view.

      “Excellent, I’ll grab the board.”

      Twenty minutes later, Doctor McClain finally came for her usual, boring breakfast, eschewing Finn’s baked treats for a bowl of plain oatmeal and a cup of tea.

      Way to live up to the stereotype, Doc, Daisy mused as she casually watched the stuffy woman’s actions between her turns on the chessboard. She seemed human, but who was to say? And Tamara? She hadn’t shown up for breakfast at all, and Daisy found herself no closer to knowing who the cyborg was than when she started.

      “What are you up to, Daisy?” Vince asked.

      “Huh?”

      “You heard me. I know you’re plotting something.”

      “Wait, I’m not plotting anything, I—”

      “Oh, come on! You’re totally sandbagging. Sacrificing your bishop like that? I know you better than that. You’ve got something up your sleeve.”

      “Maybe I do.” She forced a laugh. “Tell you what, how about you swing by my quarters in a half hour.”

      He flashed a mischievous smile.

      “Twist my arm, why don’t ya,” he said.

      He was in for a surprise, all right. Daisy just wondered how he’d take the news.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you serious?” Vince asked incredulously as they sat on Daisy’s bed.

      “I triple-checked the numbers, Vince. With all variables accounted for, and factoring in oxygen consumption compared to remaining crewmembers and their metabolic needs based on percentage of non-organic parts, I’m sure of it. Even when going back and including the data for the past several months, it all adds up the same. The oxygen usage is just too low. Someone besides Barry isn’t human.”

      Lying in his arms, head on his chest, Daisy felt strangely calm given the nature of their conversation. Listening to the slow, rhythmic thumping of his heart always helped soothe her frazzled nerves.

      “Have you told the captain?”

      “No, Mal was active in the room. She’s always listening, Vince. Only our quarters and the Narrows are off her monitoring grid. Until I know what’s going on, I want to keep this on the down-low.”

      “But he’s the captain.”

      “And he’s also the highest-ranking person on board. It’s still possible he’s in on it.”

      “You’re getting paranoid. The captain’s a good man. And we know he’s a man, right? I mean, those ridiculous nosebleeds—”

      “I remember. Nope, Captain’s off that list. So is Finn. That leaves Gus, Reggie, maybe, Tamara, and Doctor McClain.”

      “What about me?” he asked, kissing her forehead.

      “You and me are the only ones I’m entirely sure about. And Sarah, of course.” Daisy fell silent.

      “Just be careful. If there’s something going on, you want to know all the facts before you do anything rash. There might be a reasonable explanation.”

      “I wish you were right.”

      Her door chime sounded.

      “Shit, hang on!” She stumbled to her feet and cycled the doors open.

      “Hello, Daisy. I wanted to discuss the airlock issue that caused Sarah’s demise. Do you have a moment?” Barry inquired. The cyborg was always so damn polite. It was unnerving.

      “Hey, Barry!” Vince called out, reclining on the tiny bunk.

      “Ah, Vincent. I did not realize you two were occupied. Daisy, we can discuss this at your earliest convenience. Apologies for the intrusion.”

      He turned, the door sealing behind him.

      “That thing creeps me out.”

      “Hey, don’t be so harsh on Barry. He’s a person, Daze, just not the kind you’re used to.”

      “He doesn’t breathe, Vince. He doesn’t eat. He’s just a machine covered in flesh. I mean, the others, at least they have their inorganic parts clear for all to see. It’s more honest, I guess. You know what you’re getting. With Barry, it’s an entirely artificial creation. He wasn’t born, he was built, and then, rather than let him simply be a metal-skinned robot, they had to go and slap a layer of flesh and blood over him. Seriously, Vince, they went to such great lengths to make him appear human when, in truth, he’s the least human of all of us.”

      “I see where you’re coming from, but, technically, he does breathe; it’s just a minimal amount, is all. All cyborgs have to keep their flesh oxygenated and alive, and that means intake of oxygen through respiration, and yes, even some food.”

      “Maybe,” she relented, “but it’s still creepy as fuck.”

      “He’s not so bad. You just need to give him a chance.”

      “Unless he’s going to tell me who the other cyborg is, I’ll pass, thanks.”
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      Three days to Earth, and Daisy was no closer to figuring out who among the others was not human. She couldn’t very well go around probing and groping the crew—with the exception of Vince, of course—while trying to feel for a pulse, or lack thereof. Worse yet, having conspicuously exposed artificial parts did not preclude anyone from suspicion.

      She had sat for hours upon hours, ensconced in the privacy of her quarters, scanning through the minimally secured crew files she’d been able to access. It seemed the coding tricks she’d learned for Vince’s birthday surprise were having real-world applications she hadn’t expected. Unfortunately, the files were all normal.

      Too normal. As if someone had crafted them to read just the way they would be expected to if someone were to gain unauthorized access and dig through them.

      With few leads to go on, Daisy found herself antsy, resigned to wandering the ship in her off-time, thinking as she moved. Running scenarios through her head. Trying to get a grasp on the bigger picture.

      It comes back to Mal, most likely, she thought. And Sarah’s accident. She shuddered at the thought. What if it wasn’t an accident? What if she was getting too close to something? I mean, this could potentially put the entire Dark Side base at risk.

      Daisy felt her mind spin. The implications were incredible. Are the AI trying to take over? she found herself wondering.

      “This is ridiculous,” she muttered to herself. “But what if—”

      “Do you need any assistance, Daisy?” Mal asked. “Your blood pressure seems rather high.”

      “She’s always keeping tabs on you, ya know. You need to go somewhere she can’t scan,” Sarah’s voice whispered in her head. Somehow, Daisy’s internal manifestation of her dead friend seemed to have gained strength since she nearly fried her brain.

      “Yeah, I know,” she said out loud.

      “You know what, Daisy?” Mal asked.

      Shit.

      “Nothing. I was just talking to myself. Thanks for checking in, Mal, but I’m fine.” Daisy forced herself to walk normally, but she also focused on the lesson Sarah had taught her.

      One, two, three… She tried to sense her heartbeat.

      “That’s it, Daze, just like we practiced,” Sarah’s voice encouraged.

      Four, five… Slowly, she began to feel her pulse and breathing fall under her control. Six, seven, eight…

      It was one of Sarah’s little centering tricks. A simple thing, really, but one that Daisy had found she was actually pretty good at, even before she decided to embrace a handful of neuro-stim-implanted techniques. Once those additions had taken hold, her control had only improved.

      “I must have suffered a scanning error, Daisy. Your blood pressure appears to be perfectly normal. Perhaps even a little on the low side. Might I suggest adding more salt to your next meal?”

      “Thanks, Mal,” she replied, not losing count in her head. “I’ll remember that at dinner.”

      “A good idea. I will also ask Barry to bring some sodium tablets by your quarters later. Proper electrolyte balance is of the utmost importance.”

      Daisy kept walking, quietly counting in her head.

      “I know where you’re going,” Sarah’s disembodied voice mused. “I thought you hated that place.”

      “I do, but you loved it,” she replied, keeping the discourse internal this time, away from Mal’s ever-listening ears.

      “So sentimental. What have you done with that sarcastic girl I know and love? Are you sure you’re the real Daisy?”

      “Very funny coming from my imaginary friend,” she replied silently. “But there’s another reason. The scanners in there are still offline.”

      

      Daisy felt the nausea rise in her throat.

      Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

      Floating weightless in the empty space of Starboard Nine was making her stomach flip-flop, as usual, but Daisy redoubled her efforts, focusing her breathing, concentrating on the tasks at hand—namely, keeping her body calm, figuring out how to weed out the hidden cyborg in their crew, and, of course, not barfing in zero-g.

      She used a tether line to help anchor her in the gravity-free room, then let herself unwind, closing her eyes in the dimly-lit compartment. As she focused on breathing, relaxing her body as she did, a surprising thing happened. The nausea that plagued her whenever she visited that pod was a little different in her mind. It became something tangible. Something she had control over. Gently, she wrapped her mind around the discomfort and squeezed it down, compressing the ill-feeling into a tiny sliver of itself until it subsided completely.

      Cool!

      Daisy opened her eyes slowly. Direction was no longer an issue. Up and down, forward and back, nothing mattered but where she intended to be. The notion finally clicked, and just like that, she was as comfortable as an otter swimming in the sea, with every direction at her disposal. She tugged the tether, sending herself toward the bulkhead. Just as she was about to make contact, she flipped her body around, landing feet-first and pushing off at an angle.

      She used a little too much force, which sent her flying to the opposite wall a bit too fast, but with another mid-flight twist, she shifted her impact and again pushed off in a different direction. This time the rebound was better.

      This is awesome!

      “Told you so,” her dead friend approved.

      Daisy spent the better part of a half hour experimenting with zero-g flight without the burden of an EVA suit. It was everything Sarah had said it could be.

      I finally see what you meant, Sarah. I wish I’d listened when you were still alive.

      The voice in her head remained silent.

      Eventually Daisy drifted to the center of the pod again and allowed herself to become still. There was a problem to work through, and after unwinding with a little relaxing fun, she felt refreshed and ready for the challenge.

      Interestingly, she found that while she’d been playing in the weightless environment, her subconscious had been busily working away at the dual problems of tracking down that problematic air leak, as well as the more troubling issue of there being an additional cyborg hidden among the crew.

      Much like the medical scanner she’d reassembled on auto pilot without consciously thinking about it, or the odd little plasma cascade device she’d created while ‘in the zone,’ which she’d been tinkering with ever since, this solution to her new problem came to her without her even realizing it. And interestingly, it involved that very same piece of medical equipment.

      It seemed that, like those hidden-image pictures, things were coming to her much easier now that she’d learned that all she needed was to shift her perspective in order to see them. Unfocus and the big picture becomes clear.

      If I strip it out of the massive housing, the key bits will easily fit, she thought. And it aligns with what I was already doing so perfectly.

      A cheerful smile blossomed alongside the idea.

      She finally had a plan.

      

      Daisy had been putting together a sensor array in the airlocks between pods to gauge pressure changes from one section to the next, hoping to pinpoint the culprit. It was tedious work, and her installations occasionally irritated crewmembers, as they were forced to go around through a different set of airlock doors while she ratcheted all of the pieces into place, but everyone accepted it as part of her daily routine. More importantly, it was a routine that the captain had ordered her to do.

      The installations were a part of her duties as the ship’s technical expert, and a huge thing working in her favor was that no one else really knew what exactly her sensors were doing. Barry might spot something obviously not aimed at gauging the air volume, but adding a stripped-down body scan array from the parts at her disposal shouldn’t be too difficult, and she could easily hide them in the existing design. No one would know the difference.

      The only potential issue she could envision was that she needed the crew to stay in one place for her scan to run. It would take several seconds, but that was the beauty of her plan. While they stood in the airlock space between the doors as they waited for them to cycle, that would provide the machine plenty of time to do a quick scan and gather the data she needed.

      Unfortunately, she couldn’t leave a readout tablet attached to the unit, lest people see what she was up to, so she modified one of the partially damaged units on her workbench to act as a pure receiver only. It took a bit of re-wiring to alter its inputs, but in the end, she managed to configure it to communicate directly with the scanner, but without any connectivity to Mal. The information from the scanner could be directly sent back to that unit alone, and would be totally partitioned from the mysterious AI’s prying eyes.

      It was somewhat rudimentary—she only had so many pieces she could cannibalize for the device, after all—but after several hours hunched over circuit boards with a soldering gun in her workspace, she had a fully-functioning, and fully-camouflaged body scanner. The problem was, she only had enough parts to make one.

      Now, where to put it?

      The galley’s main entryway, she eventually decided.

      It was the most logical place to install the device, as most of the time the crew used the entrance from the common passageway. Rarely did they enter via the connecting pod doors adjacent at either end. With only three doors, she had a thirty-three percent chance of getting the crew as they gathered for their meals, if you went by pure math. Taking into consideration the habits the crew had formed when coming to chow, she gave herself a solid seventy percent.

      Daisy hauled the contraption to the galley and cycled the passageway door open, then heaved the curved, composite housing into the space and began removing the mounting bolts lining the walls. She’d replace them soon enough, and with them, the scanner would be in place, running from just below knee level, hugging the wall as it passed across the top of the small chamber.

      “Shit, sorry, Daisy, didn’t know you’d be putting that in here,” Reggie said as he stepped into the somewhat cramped space.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. Captain’s on me to find that pressure leak, so I’m setting up down here next. Sorry about the inconvenience. It’ll be mounted in ten minutes.”

      “No worries. I just wanted to grab a little snack before lunch. I’ll circle around to botanical and pop in through from there. I should probably say hi to Tamara anyway and thank her. She took a special request and grew me some purple carrots.”

      “What’s so special about that?”

      “Nothing. I just like them, is all. Anyway, she humored me and grew a few bunches. She’s really not so bad once you get past that gruff botanist façade.”

      “Well, save me a carrot, then. I’ll be in, in a few minutes.”

      “Will do.”

      Reggie stepped back out into the passageway and made his way around the long way. Less than ten minutes later, Daisy completed the installation, powered on the device, and waited for it to charge.

      A design constraint had been the unit’s power consumption. Scanning a body took huge amounts of energy, but Mal would immediately notice a power draw of that magnitude. Daisy had finally worked around the issue when an inspiration hit her. It had to do with the neuro-stim, the way the device itself worked.

      Simple, she thought. By drips.

      Like the neuro-stim filled a mind with data, she structured her scanner to charge the same way. Rather than one big cable feeding the unit, the housing now contained scores of portable batteries, daisy-chained together and tied to a trickle charger. To Mal, it would just look like a constant low-level pressure-measuring device pulling power, but in reality, the machine would slowly build enough stored energy for a self-powered, and totally covert, scan.

      She figured the machine was likely operational when the captain passed through the device a few hours later. He had been followed a few minutes later by Tamara, who paused to examine the strange contraption mounted between the heavy airlock doors, but, unfortunately, remained unscanned as the machine needed over an hour before it could capture another image.

      One is better than none, she thought.

      A short while later, Daisy casually strolled back to her quarters, munching on a purple carrot Reggie had saved for her. As soon as her door closed behind her, she excitedly powered on the readout tablet. She had been correct, only one scan had been sent to the device, and the captain, as expected, was human. His entire left leg from the hip down was cybernetic, and while she couldn’t achieve the resolution to pinpoint what had been his exact injury, she could, however, see where the junction between bone and metal was slowly breaking down. It wasn’t an alloy or a servo issue, but a flesh & bone one.

      Wow, sorry, Captain. That’s got to be getting painful.

      Daisy noticed several other anomalies in his scan. Internal scar tissue everywhere, and lots of it. At some point, it seemed, Captain Harkaway had undergone some incredibly invasive procedures throughout much of his body. It was a miracle he wasn’t perpetually crotchety, given what he must have gone through.

      

      By the end of the afternoon, Gustavo and Reggie were added to her growing database, though it had taken a bit of wrangling to keep Finn from messing things up and walking through the doorway, draining the charge on a useless scan while she waited for Gus to head back to Command after dinner. Daisy had been forced to use the only trick she had at her disposal, and it really wasn’t much in the way of tricks when you got right down to it. More like a dare, if you could dare yourself, that is. In any case, it was right up Finn’s alley, and that was all that mattered.

      Finnegan had one weakness aside from food, and Daisy intended to use it to her full advantage.

      “Hey, Finn,” she called out when he headed toward the door that she’d just spent the better part of the hour watching recharge. “Come here for a minute.”

      Gus was finishing his meal, and provided he didn’t go back for seconds, or heaven help her, dessert, he’d be exiting soon. Likely less than five minutes, if her estimate was correct.

      “Yeah, Daisy, what’s up?” the metal-fingered chef asked.

      “I wanna show you something. A game I learned the other day.”

      “Daisy, I really should go clean up. How about tomorrow?”

      He turned and started for the door.

      “It’s got knives.”

      Finn stopped in his tracks, slowly turning with an impish grin on his face.

      “Oh, reeeeally? Well, why didn’t you say so?”

      “I just did. Bring me your cutting board. And a knife.”

      Finnegan was intrigued, and despite having so recently had a run-in with the wrong end of a very sharp bit of cutlery, his love of all things bladed hadn’t diminished in the least.

      He placed the cutting board and a medium-sized chef’s knife in front of her on the table.

      “Okay, so color me intrigued, Daisy. What sort of game needs a cutting board and a knife?”

      “You a fan of Aliens?” she asked.

      “What, like little green men in UFOs? Is this going to be some stupid joke, Daisy?”

      She slapped her hand down on the board, fingers spread wide.

      “Not a joke at all, Finn,” she said, looking him in the eye.

      Something in the way she smiled made him ever so slightly uncomfortable.

      Daisy picked up the knife in a stabbing grip and rested the point on the cutting board, between her thumb and index finger.

      “Uh, what are you doing, Daisy?”

      “I told you, it’s a game.” Her eyes darted to Gus as he began gathering his dishes.

      “I don’t think I want to play this game,” Finn said. “Maybe we should just put that back in the kitchen, okay?”

      Daisy took a deep breath and focused. It was getting easier every time she did it, she found. The focusing was becoming second nature, and the pattern formed by her spread fingers made geometric figures flicker behind her eyes. It was just simple mathematics.

      She started stabbing the board. Slowly at first, the knife traveling from left to right between her fingers as she went. Horrified but fascinated, Finn couldn’t take his eyes off it.

      Faster and faster, the knife thunked into the spaces between her fingers, coming so close, but leaving her flesh unharmed. Soon her knife-wielding hand was a blur of speed. She was in the groove and in total control. She couldn’t miss, and Finn was enthralled.

      Daisy broke her concentration for a split second and allowed herself a little smile as she saw Gus finally head for the door from the corner of her eye.

      “Ouch!”

      A small blossom of red dotted the cutting board beneath her nicked thumb.

      “Shit, Daisy, now I’ve got to wash that again,” Finn whined, but behind the words, she could see he thought that was ridiculously cool. As her metal-fingered friend gathered up the knife and board, Gus stepped into the double door and sealed it behind him.

      Finally!

      “You know something? You’re nuts, Daisy. But you’re my kind of nuts,” Finn said with a laugh. “I mean, I already have metal fingers. Is this just your way of saying you’re jealous and want some too?”

      “Not on your life. I like my bits just like they are. One hundred percent human. Catch ya later, Finn.”

      “Yeah, yeah. See ya, crazy girl.”

      

      Daisy made her way back to her pod thinking about what she’d said to Finn.

      One hundred percent human.

      She looked at her bandaged finger and had a flash of doubt.

      It didn’t cut deep enough to hit bone, she reluctantly admitted to herself. And there’ve been rumors of AIs who don’t even know they’re artificial. But, no, there’s no way I could be one. I bled more than a skin-job would, didn’t I? And besides, she placed her fingers on her neck. Thump-thump, thump-thump. Daisy smiled and relaxed. Cyborgs don’t have a pulse.

      She put those thoughts aside upon arrival at her quarters, cycling the doors open as fast as they’d allow, then anxiously snatching up the readout tablet. Two more scans out of the way, and it wasn’t even dinner yet. Not bad.

      She pulled up the readouts for Reggie and Gus. While they were both alive and human, the results surprised her.

      Reggie’s hand, the scan confirmed, wasn’t his only replacement part. He was also sporting one partially metal leg, though Daisy had never noticed any physical tells on Reggie’s part. Of course, how could she? The femur had been replaced with a stronger metal replacement, but that didn’t really matter. It wouldn’t affect his oxygen consumption by much at all.

      In Gustavo’s case, while she knew the basic extent of his modifications, it seemed his eye was part of a larger network, one which intermingled with his nervous system, running directly into his brain and spine. The tendrils of fine wires fed into servo assists in his arms and wrists. Multiple organs were also synthetic, as she already knew, but seeing them on the readout made her wonder what exactly had happened to him to require such drastic measures. It was unusual, and somewhat unsettling, but he was still a man.

      Getting scans of Tamara and Doctor McClain had been proving more difficult. The botanist spent most of her time in her series of interconnected garden pods, and the doctor, well, she liked her routines. Unfortunately, that meant Doctor McClain made a habit of using the opposite airlock door than the one fitted with the scanner, while Tamara, likewise, often decided to enter by another route.

      Daisy had to find a way to lure them through the right one.
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      “Are you all right?” Barry sounded genuinely concerned, which for a machine was a rather unsettling thing in Daisy’s opinion, given what she now knew about her fellow crewmembers.

      She wiped the tears from her eyes. “It’s just getting to me, you know?” The frustration and sadness in her voice was palpable, her face flushed as her pulse raced. “Sarah, I mean… she was snatched away in a split second, gone so quickly. I don’t know who to talk to.”

      The cyborg momentarily cocked his head like a confused pup, or a dog hearing a whistle only audible to its ears. His head straightened, then without further hesitation announced, “I’ll get Doctor McClain. Please, remain here.”

      “Thank you, Barry.” She sniffled. “I’ll be in the galley.”

      Daisy concentrated on keeping her heart rate elevated. With her newfound meditative control, she found it was becoming easier to do.

      Gotta keep up appearances. She dabbed her eyes once more. The burning was immediate, tears flowing freely. Okay, that’s more than enough, she thought as she sealed the tiny piece of onion stolen from Finn’s kitchen back into the small plastic pouch in her pocket. She took the long way to the galley, using the adjacent pod’s access rather than the main one, and took a seat. Now all she had to do was wait.

      It didn’t take long. The airlocks were soundproofed, but she saw the lights change as someone keyed into the controls and stepped in from the other side.

      Gotcha!

      Barry emerged first.

      Shit!

      Doctor McClain stepped out right behind him. Apparently, they’d come through the airlock together. She hadn’t expected the cyborg to personally escort Doctor McClain all the way to her, but whatever. She already knew what his scan would show. What really interested her was the woman who stepped out behind him.

      “Daisy, dear, what’s troubling you? Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know, Doc. I was doing fine. As good as I could expect, that is. I mean, I thought I was doing fine, but then I made some headway on my work and was all excited, so I went to tell Sarah about my progress isolating the leak, and then I realized—” She sniffled loudly for effect.

      “It’s all right to cry, Daisy. You experienced a terribly traumatic loss and still haven’t fully processed it. Working through grief takes time, and you simply haven’t been afforded the opportunity to deal with these emotions. I’ll tell you what, I’ll talk to the captain and see if we can have Barry take over testing pressure variances. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind, would you, Barry?”

      “Of course not, Doctor McClain. I’d be glad to help in any way that I can.”

      “Excellent. Come, Daisy. Why don’t we go to my office pod? We can discuss it in private as long as you like.”

      “Thanks Doc,” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes. “I appreciate it, really, but I’ve got to finish this. Occupying myself completing Sarah’s work actually helps me get through the day. Like I’m honoring her memory by making sure it gets done, if that makes sense. Is it all right if I take you up on that offer a little later? If I focus on the task at hand, I can keep the dark thoughts out of my head, at least for the time being.”

      “Of course. I don’t want to push you in any direction that makes you uncomfortable. If work helps, then by all means, keep at it, but if you need a break, you can count on me to talk to the captain for you.” Doctor McClain turned to leave. “My door is always open for you, Daisy, whenever you need me. I want you to know that.”

      “I appreciate it, really.” She turned to the artificial man observing quietly. “And Barry, thank you too. It’s nice knowing you’re looking out for my best interests.”

      My ass, she added silently.

      “It is my pleasure, Daisy. Anything I can help with, please feel free to ask.”

      “I will.” She wiped the tears from her face. “For now, I had better get back to it. These tests aren’t going to run themselves.”

      “We’ll leave you to it, then,” Doctor McClain said, exiting the galley. Barry hovered a moment longer, watching Daisy gather her things.

      “You coming, Barry?” McClain asked from the open door. The cyborg paused, then moved to the airlock.

      “Right behind you, Doctor McClain.”

      “Thanks, guys. And, hey, if you see Tamara, could you ask her if she could spare a few carrots or a pepper? I think a little fresh produce might help settle my stomach. If she can spare a few, of course. I’ll be right here, working on this for a while.”

      “I’ll mention it to her,” the cyborg replied, then stepped in and cycled the inner door closed.

      Daisy just hoped the scanner would be able to recharge before Tamara made her way to the galley. If she wasn’t still too pissed, that is.

      She shouldn’t have worried. Tamara eventually came to see her, all right, but she entered the galley via the airlock at the far end of the room. The one connecting to the equipment storage section of one of her botanical pods.

      What was she doing in there? Daisy wondered as the sturdy woman walked toward her.

      “Heard you wanted some produce,” she said, carefully placing a small bunch of washed carrots and a small red bell pepper on the steel table in front of her. “Look,” she said uncomfortably, “I’m really sorry about Sarah. I know how close you two were.”

      Daisy accepted the gift, and despite being on a mission to ferret out the truth, she still felt like an ass. She’d been putting this off, but now was as good a time as any. Maybe better, even.

      “Thanks, Tamara,” she said. “It really means a lot to me.” She paused, uncomfortable. “I wanted to apologize for what I said the other day. About your replacement parts. I was upset, and I was speaking impulsively, and I didn’t think before I went and blurted out something stupid. I hope you can forgive me and my fool mouth.”

      A faint grin formed on Tamara’s face. Or maybe it was a trick of the light. Whatever the cause, her hard eyes softened ever so slightly.

      “You do have a temper on you,” she agreed. “Though it’s not like I’m one to talk, I suppose. Apology accepted. Shake on it?”

      She reached out and offered her metal hand. The gesture was not unintentional. Very little she did ever was. Daisy didn’t hesitate, taking the cool metal hand in hers.

      “Thanks, Tamara.”

      The older woman smiled at her and headed back to work. For just a moment it looked like she was going to pass through the central doors, which were almost certainly recharged, but she paused, as if in thought. Moments later she shifted course and exited the way she came.

      “Damn,” Daisy muttered. “So close.”

      

      Something had to be done. Dinner would be in a few hours, and once the crew started to filter in, there’d be no way to control when the auto-charging scanner would use its limited power. Tamara was the one she needed, but how could she—

      I’m a goddamn genius!

      Daisy cycled the door open and set the scanner to standby. It had a full charge and was primed, but with a two-hour timer locked on to the release mechanism, she could be certain it would be ready for one specific scan window beginning in exactly two hours.

      Yeah, this should totally work, she hoped, not nearly as confident as she pretended to herself.

      She tightened the locking screw on the panel, then stepped out of the galley, leaving her notes and tablet on the table as she jogged down the passageway. When she reached Tamara’s main work pod, she stopped and keyed the door’s intercom system.

      “Yeah, what is it?” Tamara finally asked.

      “Hey, Tamara, it’s Daisy. I was wondering if I could borrow your portable chemical analyzer. The DMZ-2200. Mine’s been acting up, and I really need to verify some of the trace gas readings I collected before the accident. Would you mind?”

      A silence hung in the air as Tamara mulled over the request.

      “Well… yeah, I guess. Hang on, I’ll grab it for you.” A minute later the door cycled open, and Tamara handed her the bulky device. “Take good care of it, all right?”

      “Promise. Thanks a lot!”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Tamara closed the door and returned to her work, while Daisy hurried back to the galley, lugging the heavy piece of equipment, which she tucked under her metal table as she focused her attentions back on her calculations.

      One hour and forty-two minutes. Where’s Finn?

      She needn’t have worried as Finn entered the galley minutes later to begin his meal preparations. Since Tamara was the lone vegetarian on the crew, her meal was always a pretty easy one to prepare. That’s not to say it was uninspired or lacking in any way. Far from it, in fact. Finn took great care to ensure her food was every bit as flavorful and interesting as the rest of the crew’s. What it did mean, though, was that Tamara would more often than not be served and done before everyone else. That was something Daisy was counting on.

      Vince came in not too long after and sat down across from his girlfriend.

      “Hey, what’s this?” he asked, tapping the large device with his foot.

      “Be careful with that, it’s Tamara’s,” she replied. “She lent it to me so I could run a few scans. Mine’s been acting up for some reason.”

      “You two make peace?”

      “Yeah, I think we’re on good terms now.”

      “Cool. Not trying to be a dick or anything, but you did sound a bit prejudiced. I can see why she was offended.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be. It just came out that way.”

      “Well, someday you’ll accept that the mechanically enhanced and AIs are people too, just like everyone else. Anyway, I finished my ridiculous to-do list a bit early today. You wanna join me for a little movie time later?”

      “I know what that means,” she replied with a knowing smile. “But I really need to finish this stuff first. Rain check?”

      He leaned in and gave her a kiss. “Sure thing.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Not a problem, babe, seriously.”

      “Okay, as long as you’re not just saying that.”

      “You know me. Subterfuge is not my forté.” He flashed that grin she found so irresistible and took another bite of his dinner.

      Gradually, the rest of the crew filtered in, and not long after, everyone was happily eating, a full fifteen minutes before the scanner would power back on, no less.

      Excellent, it’s all timing out just right.

      With five minutes to go, Tamara got to her feet and scraped her tray into the compost bin before turning for the secondary doors.

      Shit! Too soon!

      “Hey, Tamara!” Finn called out. “Don’t you want any dessert?”

      “You know I don’t eat most of that stuff, Finn.”

      “Correct-o-mundo. That’s why I decided to make my world-famous vegan saffron crème brûlée.”

      “Vegan crème brûlée? You pulling my leg, Finn? You know I could snap you like a twig,” she joked.

      “Cross my heart. You can even run it through a scanner, if you want. I see Daisy has one under her table there, which I’m not sure if I should be offended at, come to think of it.”

      “Just running tests, Finn,” she answered. “And not on your food.”

      Tamara turned back and accepted the ramekin.

      “What the hell. I can’t remember the last time I had one of these.”

      She sat back down and cracked the caramelized sugar top of her dessert, lifting a spoonful to her mouth.

      “Oh damn, that’s really good, Finn.”

      The chef beamed with delight, as Daisy looked on with silent gratitude.

      Saved my ass there, Finn. Thanks for that.

      By the time Tamara had scraped the ramekin clean, the scanner had powered back on, right on schedule.

      Now time for part two.

      “Hey, Tamara, could you give me a hand with this? I think I’m going to finish the rest of my work back in my quarters, but with all these notes and things in my arms, I wouldn’t want to risk dropping your scanner on accident.”

      “I can get that if you like,” Vince volunteered.

      “Thanks, but it’s her scanner, and I know she’s as particular about her gear as I am.” Daisy gave Tamara a conspiratorial wink.

      “Okay, Daisy, I’ll give you a hand.”

      Daisy loaded her arms with her notes and portable tablet, then headed for the doors. The main doors. Tamara hefted the machine easily with her robotic arm and followed. The inner door cycled open, but Daisy paused.

      “Crap, I forgot my tool pouch. Go on ahead, I’ll be right behind you.”

      “I swear, you’d forget your head if it weren’t bolted on,” Tamara teased as she stepped into the airlock. The door cycled as Daisy retrieved her tools, sitting on the floor, exactly where she intended them to be.

      Gotcha.
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      The ship was quiet as it flew through the cold vacuum of space on its path to Earth, and the men and women safe within the protective walls of the Váli were sound asleep.

      Well, almost all of them.

      It was many hours past dinner, and the crew had long since retired for the night, but Daisy’s mind was racing as she lay wide awake in her bunk. She looked at the clock on her wall.

      1:27 am.

      She needed something to take her mind off the horrible paranoia threatening to swallow her whole, but she didn’t dare fire up the neuro-stim. Not now. Not even with all twelve inhibitors fully engaged. A line had been crossed, she could feel it, and she really didn’t know what would happen if she disturbed the sleeping beast inside her, even slightly. No, she would just have to deal with the insomnia and troubling thoughts running through her brain like a storm-panicked herd of wild horses running blindly toward a cliff.

      None of them, she thought, over and over. Not a single one of them is a cyborg.

      The revelation was a kick in the stomach.

      After dinner, once Tamara had carefully dropped off the chemical analyzer at her quarters, Daisy had pulled her tablet from under her pillow, her pulse racing. She took a moment to breathe, lowering the staccato beat. She needed a clear head to plan her next moves. She powered up the display and opened the images.

      This was it. She’d managed to get both women through that door, and the results were waiting for her. Doctor McClain and Tamara’s secrets would finally be revealed.

      Human.

      Both of them.

      But that can’t be right. I’ve quadruple-checked my numbers. Oxygen consumption, as a percentage of total air volume, is decisive. Even with that leak, the overall volume of air is slowly lessening, but the ratios are the important part.

      Daisy scrolled through all of the scans she’d managed to capture of the crew, and although they had an unusually high percentage of artificial parts installed after trauma or illness, they were all undeniably human. Sure, Tamara was a bit more reinforced with sturdy replacement parts than most, and Doc McClain’s metal leg included a fully replaced pelvis, which surprised Daisy, but no, they’d all been merely patched up by that machinery, not constructed of it. Looking at their repairs, she realized the process had probably saved their lives, no less.

      “Well, you’re well and proper fucked now.”

      Shut up, Sarah.

      “Maybe I was a cyborg. Have you thought of that?”

      You weren’t a cyborg. I would have known.

      “You so sure about that?”

      Daisy picked up a bracelet from her desk. A slender thing, made of a few braided wires from a scrapped sanitation unit. A silly little gift from Sarah one day after they’d been forced to crawl through a particularly foul-smelling bit of the Narrows they both hoped to never revisit.

      With a heavy heart, she slid it over her hand. Despite the almost non-weight of the thing, feeling it gently touching her skin was comforting.

      Would I have cared if she were a cyborg?

      The thought was disturbing one.

      Would she have cared if I was?

      “You know I’m not prejudiced,” Sarah’s voice answered. “You, on the other hand, I’m not so sure about.”

      A dark, creeping thought kept forcing its way into her mind. Something she was horrified to even consider. It was all rumor, really, but what if?

      There were stories of experimental AIs. Machines who were unaware of their true nature. Cyborgs who thought they were human, programmed to perceive themselves as such. She had always passed the idea off as impossible. After all, how could a machine not know it was one? But if the programming was good enough, and its perception filtered by coding, could it be possible?

      Daisy swallowed hard, the knot in her stomach tightening as an unwelcome thought floated back to the surface of her worrying mind. She knew about the others, she had their scans right in front of her, but she had neglected to test the one person she took for granted as human.

      Herself.

      This is nuts. There’s no way… but deep down inside, the seed of doubt had been planted. If she didn’t deal with it now, that seed would quickly sprout roots and grow into a tree.

      Only one way to be sure.

      Daisy got up and pulled on her sweatpants and a T-shirt, then opened her doors and stepped into the hallway.

      Just go. It’s better to know than not.

      She clenched her jaw and started walking with a deliberate stride. As she made her way down the corridor, a flash of doubt crossed her mind. A need for comfort. She found herself pausing in front of Vince’s door, wanting desperately to talk to someone about the dilemma racing through her thoughts. She placed her hand on his door chime touchpad, then hesitated.

      I’m being ridiculous. Get moving, Daisy. This is something you have to do. Stop procrastinating.

      “Hello?” Vince’s voice called out through the tiny speaker. “Reggie, are you messing with me again? Helloooo?”

      Shit.

      Daisy stayed tight-lipped and lifted her hand from the touchpad, then quickly turned, making a beeline for the galley doors. A minute later she found herself standing outside of them, hesitant.

      Go time, she thought. Just do it already.

      Steeling herself, she keyed the pad beside the double doors and opened the galley’s airlock. Her sensor array was quietly waiting for her, right where she’d put it. After a moment’s further pause, she moved forward.

      Daisy had only just stepped inside when she was roughly grabbed from behind, a pair of powerful arms wrapping around her.

      “What the hell!”

      Vince pulled her close and silenced her with a kiss as the door closed behind them.

      “Vince, what are you—”

      His hand slid deftly between her legs, her knees going momentarily weak at his expert touch. With his free hand, he paused the airlock cycle.

      “A little privacy,” he said in a husky voice. She looked down at the bulge in his sweatpants visibly straining the material.

      “Seriously, we can’t,” she said, only half believing her own words.

      “Uh-huh,” he said, spinning her to face the wall as he pulled down her pants and freed himself from his own. Daisy felt her pulse spike as his hand snaked up inside her shirt, letting out a hot breath on her neck as he slid inside her from behind.

      They both quivered with pleasure, then began frantically grinding against one another, the taboo, public nature of the deed arousing them even further and quickly bringing them both to a rapid climax.

      “Holy hell,” Daisy managed, fine beads of sweat clinging to her brow and chest.

      “You said it,” Vince replied with a happy sigh.

      “What got into you? That was so hot.”

      “I told you I’d make up for the other day when we had time,” he said with a wicked grin. “Someone hit my door comms. At such a late hour, I figured it was either Reggie being a dick, or you wanting one.”

      Daisy rolled her eyes. Seriously, Vince?

      “When I saw you way down the corridor, I figured, hey, it’s been a couple of days, so I’ll just come to you. I heard you were upset earlier today, and I thought maybe you could use a little, um, distraction with all that’s been going on.”

      “You thought right.”

      “So, what, you swung by my place, then thought better of it and decided to come down here? I’d like to believe I’m a better option than a midnight snack? You know I can always think of things to do with your nighttime hours.”

      “Well, I was feeling a little hungry,” she lied. “But now I’m feeling pretty exhausted, thanks to you, though a snack actually sounds really good right about now. I hope you don’t take it personally, but after that, I think I need to get a little food in me and then catch some shut-eye.”

      He studied her a moment.

      “Of course, whatever you need. Grab a snack and get some sleep, babe. I’ll catch up with you in the morning.”

      “You not coming?”

      “I’m sorry, Dave, I can’t do that,” he said in his best robotic voice.

      “Dork, you know I didn’t like that movie.” She chuckled, then whacked him playfully. “Okay, go to bed, then. I mean if you’re just going to use me and toss me aside…”

      “Oh, I’ll be back for more.”

      “Right answer,” she said with a smile. “Okay, get moving, sexy boy. Sleep tight.” She gave him a tender kiss, then he turned to leave.

      “Hey, Vince,” she said as he stepped back into the passageway. “Who told you I was upset?”

      “Barry did. It was the weirdest thing. I was taking a quick catnap in engineering, and when I opened my eyes, he was just standing there, staring at me. Said he didn’t want to wake me but thought I should know something.”

      “That’s pretty creepy.”

      “I know, right? Anyway, you know you can always come to me if you need to talk. Or more than talk,” he said, flashing a wicked little grin.

      “That’s abundantly clear. And thank you, babe. I guess I really did need the release.”

      Vince gave her a final kiss, then slowly walked back to his quarters. Daisy stepped into the galley and pocketed a power bar and electrolyte pouch to take back with her. She paused and looked at the refrigeration unit. Come to think of it, she was a little hungry, thanks in no small part to her boyfriend’s efforts.

      She took a few fresh strawberries from their cold bin and placed them on the counter. She then retrieved a small pot and some oatmeal from the storage compartment beside the convection heating unit. Twenty minutes later, she sat in deep contemplation, slowly eating her midnight snack straight from the pot.

      “You know you should be using a bowl for that, right?”

      Daisy jumped.

      Where did he come from?

      “I mean, I know you’ll wash it, that’s not the thing. It’s just that food tastes better when you properly plate it.” Finn gathered up the open oat container and replaced it in the storage shelf.

      “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Yeah, you were totally zoned out over there. Everything okay? I know a bowl of oatmeal, even my special oatmeal, isn’t good enough to make a woman glaze over like that. Though a fella can wish, can’t he?”

      “Couldn’t sleep, is all,” she replied. “I figured I’d come down here and get a snack. I guess I wound up kinda absorbed in my own thoughts a bit.”

      “Well, at least I’m not the only one who can’t sleep,” he said. “Been having weird dreams since the accident.” He tapped his metal arm with a spoon, then began placing ingredients on the counter. “I mean, I know we wiped it and did a clean reinstall, but in my dreams, it’s like the arm has a mind of its own. It wants what it wants, and the two of us are bickering over who’s going to get their way.” He tossed some thick-sliced bread on the counter, along with a container of ship-grown eggs, ship-grown milk, and ship-grown ham and cheese. He then dug up powdered sugar and oil from a storage bin.

      “Finn, is it you, or is it your rogue arm that’s gotten totally confused with ingredients over there?”

      “Sometimes the most unlikely of combinations make the most wonderful of meals,” he answered. “Monte Cristo sandwich. It’s a ham, turkey, and Swiss cheese sandwich, battered and fried, then sprinkled with powdered sugar. Some folks use jam or syrup, but I prefer honey and a little mustard.”

      “That sounds… interesting.”

      “I’ll let you try a bite. Trust me, it sounds off-putting, but it’s really quite nice.”

      He began preparing his snack, but Daisy noticed something unusual. His arm was moving at normal speed. Human-slow.

      “Finn, what’s up with your arm? You’re usually much faster.”

      He looked at his appendage with a questioning expression.

      “I’ve been trying to control it,” he began. “Make it act more like a human arm.”

      “But I thought you enjoyed having a super-speedy robot arm.”

      “Daisy, I’m a chef. By my very nature, I love chopping things up into little pieces at high speed. It’s something we all do regardless of whether our arms are metal or not. But the thing is, sometimes I just want to feel like a normal human, ya know?”

      “Yeah, I suppose.”

      “We weren’t supposed to be awake this long before arriving. It makes things a bit weird sometimes. Lonely, even. You’re lucky—you’ve got a real connection on board. That in itself will ground you. The rest of us, well, we’re all a bunch of roommates and friends, but without any benefits.” He fell silent, staring at the wall.

      Finn quietly went back to preparing his meal, and didn’t speak another word until he was done.

      “So what do you think?” he asked as Daisy chewed a slice of the unusual sandwich.

      “Actually, quite tasty.”

      “Told ya.” He had begun warming up again once he got into his cooking rhythm. They both loved Sarah in their own ways, and her loss was a common source of grief that brought them closer.

      “Finn, how do you feel about all these replacement parts?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “In the context of humanity. Like, we have the technology to grow and repair living tissue, yet whenever someone is injured or ill, the AIs automatically go to the replacement part option. It’s like they don’t even want to try to make you normal.” She blushed. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      “Like, what’s the next step in our evolution? In theirs? Are they trying to bastardize mankind until we are as much machinery as they are? And why do humans have exposed metal, while full-on robots are covered with flesh?”

      “They’re probably just trying to make us feel comfortable around them, is all. Familiar faces and all that.”

      “But why cyborgs? I mean, take Barry for instance. He’s basically a sentient toaster covered in steak—”

      “I think he might take issue with that description.”

      “You know what I’m saying. Why not let robots be robots and people be people? Or is it that they strive to be human? Are they jealous of us?”

      “I don’t know, Daisy, but I do know the AIs have humanity’s best interests at heart. You’ll just have to trust me on that.”

      “I wish I could be so sure.”

      A short while later, after their impromptu discussion on artificial intelligence and its role in human society, Finn finally downed the last bite of his sandwich and rinsed off his plate.

      “All right, gonna go try to get a few hours of shut-eye before the breakfast rush.”

      “Finn, it’s eight people.”

      “Fine. The breakfast meander.”

      He walked out the main doors and left Daisy alone with her thoughts, which turned back to her task at hand. The chat had been a nice distraction, and that, along with her little quickie with Vince, had really helped loosen that ball of stress that had been weighing her down. Finn was right, she was lucky to have a real connection on board.

      The warm feelings quickly melted away as her real task pressed back to the forefront. Daisy may have been more than momentarily distracted, but she had done what she came to do, albeit in a rather unintentional manner.

      Got laid and got scanned. Not bad, Daisy. Helluva night.

      She cleaned her dishes and headed back to her quarters, the anxiety that had temporarily left her once again building as she worried about who she was and what the readout would reveal. Though she felt sure she was human, all the way down to her bones, a little splinter of lingering doubt nagged her nonetheless as she walked.

      It was time to find out what she really was.
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      The flashing light on the tablet pulsed in a steady rhythm. Daisy eyed it warily, torn, hoping for the best yet fearing the worst.

      Naturally, it was the first thing her eyes fell on upon entering her quarters. She hesitantly picked the device up, then sat on her bunk, staring at the dark screen. It would be so easy to turn on, just a few quick taps and the answer would be there, plain to see.

      Come on, she chided herself. You have to know. Whatever it says, you’re still you.

      She steadied herself, then keyed in her password, the screen illuminating with new data.

      Oh, it had actually powered up enough, she noted as the unexpected images flashed on the screen. Finn had inadvertently provided her with a scan of himself after their little chat. The device showed her nothing unexpected, however. She had already known he was human. At least, she had been almost certain. Now there wasn’t a doubt. One arm, and three fingers, and that was it. Finn was one of the least modified of the entire crew.

      Daisy swiped his information off the screen and scrolled to the second most recent scan. The moment of truth. She only paused for a second, then forced herself to reluctantly tap the screen. What she saw both thrilled and horrified her.

      Her scan showed a perfectly normal human female, not a single metal bit or replacement part on her. She was the picture of perfect human health, confirmed in glowing color on the screen in her hands.

      The other scan was not so straightforward.

      Vince looked normal on the outside, as you’d expect of a flesh-and-blood man with a beating heart. Unfortunately, only part of that was the case.

      Daisy nearly vomited at the sight of his cybernetic skeleton, the advanced composite matrix of metal and bone grown together into a sturdy framework, hidden beneath his muscles and organs.

      Metal in the bones means built. Metal doesn’t grow.

      She flipped the image and looked closer at an unusual spot on the back of the skull. From what she could tell, a small AI unit was lodged in his cranium, a mix of human brain and computer controlling his every move. The rest of him seemed relatively normal, though rather augmented. He was made of real muscle, but it was denser and stronger than average.

      Jesus. I was fucking a machine. Tears flooded her eyes in shock as she stifled a grim laugh that threatened to send her over the edge of sanity.

      No wonder he had so much stamina, she thought with a morbid chuckle, remembering her many late-night girl-talk conversations with Sarah.

      “And here we’d been joking about Barry’s junk,” her dead friend grimly mused in her head.

      “Not now, Sarah,” she told her imaginary companion.

      “Sorry.”

      Daisy forced herself to look at the pictures in detail. This was not the time to freak out. She needed to understand exactly what it was she was dealing with. Ignoring her own scan, she dragged the image of her lover to the center of the screen and zoomed in.

      Not a full-cyborg. Some kind of weird hybrid, maybe? I don’t understand why, though. A real heart, real muscles. She looked closer. Some of his organs seemed enhanced as well. Not artificial, just different. Designed for efficiency. Everything added up to less oxygen consumption.

      Daisy snatched up her notepad and began running calculations. She took into account his size and the newfound data on exactly how much of his mass was metal, and how much was merely different. The numbers matched.

      Vince wasn’t using enough air for a man his size. At least not for a fully human one. He was the anomaly she had been looking for, and he was right under her nose. Literally, at times.

      But they built him with a heart, she kept thinking, horrified. Every single person on this ship is modified to some degree. They’ve all got replacement parts in them, and some even have minor AI helping operate them, but who is in on this? For sure, the captain has detailed crew files, and so does Doc McClain, but what about the rest? My God, does the whole crew know?

      Across the pod, her door began to cycle. Only one other person on the ship had access to her quarters.

      The inner door slid open.

      “Hey, you! I couldn’t sleep, and I figured maybe you’d still be hungry, so I made you a sandwich,” Vince said merrily as he offered her the plastic-wrapped snack.

      Daisy wiped her eyes quickly and took his offering, shying from his touch, unsure and freaked out.

      “Hey, are you okay? You don’t look so hot.” He laughed, flashing her a bright smile. “No, wait, that sounded wrong. You always look hot—I mean, just look at you. But seriously, are you feeling all right?”

      “My boyfriend is a computer,” she muttered.

      Vince laughed it off. “Yet you still beat me at chess. Pretty shitty computer, if you ask me. Must be a programming glitch, but at least I have a beautiful singing voice.”

      “Don’t, okay? Just don—”

      “Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer, do. I’m half-crazy, all for the love of you—”

      “Jesus, shut the fuck up!” she blurted, cutting off his song. “That’s not funny.”

      “I thought it was. Jeez, you really are upset. What’s up?”

      Daisy flipped the tablet to face him.

      “You’re a fucking machine, Vince! What in the actual fuck? Are you some kind of sick AI who gets off on torturing me?”

      “Hang on, what is that?” he asked, studying the screen. His face paled as he realized what she was holding. “Where did you get this?”

      “I built a scanner into the galley airlock, Vince. Someone wasn’t using enough oxygen on this ship, and I was trying to figure out who it was. I just never thought it would be you.”

      He bristled at her words.

      “That’s a serious invasion of privacy, Daisy. That’s some seriously unethical shit you just pulled,” he said defensively, anger creeping into his voice.

      “Ethics? You’re talking to me about ethics? You’re a goddamn machine, Vince! You don’t get to lecture me on ethics.”

      “I’m not a machine. I’m a real person, flesh and blood. You should know that better than anyone.”

      She shuddered at the thought.

      “You’re meat on a metal composite endoskeleton, that’s all.”

      “I’m alive, Daisy. My bones aren’t what make me a man. I feel, I think. What we have between us is real. It’s all so obvious, why can’t you accept that?”

      “Because you were built. You’ve never been a child, you never grew up. There may be parts of you that are human, but you were never born. You were grown, and you’re still a machine on the inside.”

      “If I’m just a machine, how can I love you?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. After all this time, he finally says the L-word, and it has to be like this?

      “No, this is some serious conspiracy-level shit, Vince. You and Mal are plotting something, I know it, and Barry’s probably in on it too.”

      “Whoa, babe, hang on, you’re getting seriously carried away. There’s things you should know. I can explain.”

      “No! Just get out!”

      She shoved him hard, driving him back into the open airlock door.

      “Daisy, hang on.”

      Her hand flew to the console, slapping the close button. The sturdy door started cycling shut, but abruptly stopped.

      Vince’s arm reached through the opening, triggering the automated safety protocol, the door stuck partially ajar.

      “Daisy, let me explain. This isn’t what you think,” he said through the small gap.

      “Move your arm, Vince.”

      “Not until you talk to me, Daisy.”

      “Get the hell away from me!” she shrieked.

      “You’re being unreasonable. Let me back in. I can explain all of this. Don’t be so difficult.”

      Vince waved his arm as he awkwardly tried to reach the control panel, but Daisy was faster. Quickly, and without consciously knowing how she did it, she entered what she somehow knew was an override command into the keypad, disabling the safety.

      There was no siren, no warning announcement. Nothing at all, before the door slammed shut with a wet crunch.

      Vince’s bloody arm flapped around on the ground a moment, jerking as severed nerve endings fired, uncontrolled. Then it was still. The door had taken it off cleanly, right at the shoulder.

      That thing is probably screaming its head off right now, she thought grimly, a madwoman’s laugh threatening to escape her lips as her mind reeled.

      A shell-shocked grin flashed on her face, replaced by one of disbelief as her mind tried to cope with what just happened. She looked at the smear of blood trickling down to the severed arm on the deck.

      Nice for me the door is soundproof. She chuckled morbidly as she fought off the creeping fit of hysteria.

      Then she sat down hard on the deck and sobbed.
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      “Daisy? Where are you?” Captain Harkaway stood angrily in her quarters, surveying the bloody scene. “Dammit, Swarthmore, I know you can hear me. Where the hell are you?”

      Doctor McClain chimed in. “Daisy, I know you must be scared and upset, but please talk to me. We don’t know how this horrible accident happened, but it looks like Vincent will pull through. Please, talk to us. He lost a lot of blood on the way to medical before losing consciousness in the passageway. Daisy, please. Vince is with the med bot now, and is in serious condition. I’m sure hearing your voice would do him a world of good.”

      No reply.

      “Daisy?”

      “I do not believe she wishes to speak with us at this moment,” Barry opined, stepping over the drying blood to survey her quarters.

      From the hallway, where her scans could reach, Mal concurred. “Agreed. She is not registering on any of my bio-readings for common areas. It is possible she has merely entered another off-scan crew quarters. I recommend checking Vincent’s pod next. Of course, as our chief electronics expert, it is entirely possible she has altered my sensors in an attempt to mask her whereabouts.”

      “Can she even do that?”

      “Her skills appear to have far exceeded her anticipated parameters.” Mal sounded a little concerned, but also curiously puzzled.

      “What do you mean, Mal? She’s a quick learner, but I hadn’t noticed anything that out of the ordinary in my evaluations.”

      “I understand, Doctor McClain, but she appears to be accessing far more implanted skill set data than she should be able to at this point. Additionally, it would appear that she executed a base command override of the safety mechanisms on her compartment door. I’m afraid what happened to Vincent was no accident.”

      “Impossible. Those two are nuts about each other.”

      “Maybe so, Captain, but the readings are correct. Barry, I cannot scan inside the personal quarters of crew. Please verify my findings, then do a survey for any relevant information.”

      “Glad to oblige, Mal,” the cyborg replied, then began riffling through her quarters while his portable terminal interfaced with Daisy’s internal door control panel.

      “Hang on a minute,” Captain Harkaway said. “Before we start going through her personal possessions, we should at least verify that—”

      The terminal emitted a small ping as it finished its scan.

      “Mechanism history for the door unit corresponds with Mal’s assessment, Captain. I will now execute a full search.”

      “Well, shit.” Captain Harkaway didn’t know what else to say.

      “Mal,” Doctor McClain said, “what is the likelihood that Daisy would act in a violent manner against a member of the crew?”

      The computer ran the numbers.

      “Previously, twenty-three percent, though slightly higher for Barry, given her dislike of artificial life-forms.”

      “And now? Given what we’ve seen?”

      “Now I would reassess and adjust that figure to forty-eight percent. She and Vincent had an emotional connection, and humans are far more likely to achieve extremes at either end of the emotional spectrum when those feelings come into play.”

      “Mal,” Barry interjected, “I am examining Daisy’s neuro-stim unit. It appears she has added a multitude of additional protocols to her trickle-feed queue, including Sarah’s technical skill set. I am also seeing indications she accessed detailed ship’s schematics far beyond those required for her duties.”

      “Most disconcerting. She was not supposed to have that information available to her. Unless there was some cross-leakage during cryo while all neuro-stims were interlinked, but even so, this should not be possible. They are genetically tied to the individual.”

      “Agreed, it shouldn’t have happened; however, she does seem to have that skill set in her possession. Judging by the looks of her neuro-stim unit, she has been reconfiguring it since the first days after the crew was awoken. I see she has also accessed files for environmental engineering and life support systems, computer subroutine systems design and troubleshooting, including improvised hacking, combat training, advanced military tactics and strategy—”

      “Hang on,” Captain Harkaway interrupted. “That’s not what that says. It says chess.”

      “Indeed, Captain. However, nearly every protocol has multiple layers of additional skill sets embedded in them, depending on the settings,” Barry explained. “Normally, it takes months if not years for a proper assimilation of a skills update or training module, however, these have all been loaded with none of the standard parameter guides on them.”

      “Oh dear,” Mal said from the passageway. “Even at a trickle, she may have accessed some very dangerous information and abilities. I must now alter my earlier assessment to sixty-four percent likelihood of violence toward crewmembers.”

      “Shit,” Barry said matter-of-factly.

      “Did Barry just swear?” Doc McClain asked in disbelief. The captain, too, was utterly surprised.

      “That he did. I heard it.”

      “Barry?” Mal inquired. “What is the matter?”

      The cyborg raised his gaze to look at the humans in the room.

      “Daisy fully removed all inhibitors from her neuro-stim device. She appears to have performed a subroutine bypass as well. It is unclear to what degree her downloads have been affected, but logs show she had more than ten minutes of wide-open access.”

      “Shit,” Mal said in an exasperated tone.

      “Is it me, or did both our AIs just swear?”

      “Not just you, Doc. Mal, what the hell is going on?” the captain demanded. “Is she dangerous?”

      “Daisy has always been dangerous, Captain, now, incredibly more so. Re-assessing.” She paused a moment as new calculations were confirmed. “New likelihood of violence against crew stands at ninety-two percent.”

      Captain Harkaway’s face drained of color.

      “Shit.”

      

      The two humans and their cyborg companion quickly walked back to Command. The captain barked out orders over his comms as they went.

      “Command, switch access to Authority Code Seven. Swarthmore is to be considered dangerous. She attacked Vincent and may be unstable.”

      “Why would she do that?” Gustavo keyed over the comms. “I thought what happened to Vince was an accident.”

      “We thought so too, but now we aren’t so sure. In any case, whatever happened, I can’t have an unstable crewmember missing somewhere on my ship.” The captain pushed the override for full-ship intercom. “This is Captain Harkaway. As you know, Vincent has been seriously injured. At this time, Daisy Swarthmore is missing and considered a potential threat. All crew, secure your workstations and stay put. Mal will be running a ship-wide scan in two minutes. Once that is complete, you are to report to Command to initiate a ship-wide search. We begin in twenty minutes.”

      “She undoubtedly heard that, Captain.”

      “I know, Barry. That’s the point. Mal, you can begin.”

      “Scanning now, Captain.”

      The lights on every level dimmed to ten percent as the massively powerful AI directed the whole of her attention to the living spaces within her walls. Deck by deck, pod by pod, every life sign was registered and logged, while any anomalies were cataloged for further follow up. Barry would be the one handling that job, as his metal endoskeleton and overall design made him the least likely of the crew to be critically damaged should their rogue shipmate do something rash.

      Again.

      Safe in her main botanical chamber, Tamara scanned her retina and spoke her keyword to a seemingly innocuous section of the bulkhead.

      “Tamara Burke. Access: Thunderhead.”

      Seams appeared in the smooth wall with a faint hiss, then a long storage rack slid out. On it were a variety of arms and attachments that went far beyond simple farming tools. Tamara keyed in a code to the textured metal behind her elbow and detached her arm from that point down. She had been tilling soil and harvesting snap peas with one of her more delicate attachments. Smiling, she picked up a much sturdier one. An arm with thick, strong fingers and a small pulse beam weapon built into the wrist.

      “Not going to cut this baby off in a doorway.”

      She closed the panel and resumed her work while she waited for Mal to complete her scans. At long last, when the appointed time came and the lights returned to normal, she exited the pod at a jog, rushing to meet her crewmates and join in the search.

      Outside the ship, the captain’s transmission had indeed been received loud and clear in Daisy’s EVA suit. She had plenty of oxygen, enough for several more hours of space-time, but there was work to do. She had overridden the airlock sensors, so Mal shouldn’t have noticed her slipping out the external airlock on Lower Port Twelve, but, eventually the slight variance in air pressure would clue the AI in to her trick. Daisy needed to come up with a plan, and quickly.

      She was riding in a ship full of dangerous AIs and their sympathizers, possibly even collaborators, and they were speeding toward Earth. The possibilities worried her.

      What would happen if they made it to Dark Side base with the AIs in control of the ship? What if the moon base’s systems became compromised? Was there an even bigger picture? Ultimately, it didn’t matter. Daisy had to warn Dark Side, and then Earth itself.

      Earthfall was only two days away, and she had a plan. At least, the beginnings of one. She just hoped the search team would pass by Starboard Pod Eight without too much scrutiny. It was a long walk to the other side of the ship, and she certainly did not wish to redirect to a different airlock if she could avoid it.

      As she carefully made her way across the outside of the ship near her modified communications array, making certain not to touch anything that might alert Mal of her position, Daisy once again assessed the damage dotting the ship’s skin. She was always amazed at the char marks on a few sections of the ship’s hull when she did an EVA. They almost looked like blast patterns, though she knew that to be impossible.

      She vaguely remembered their launch not so long ago. The Váli was only a few years old, built just before they departed the distant space station to head back to Earth. But why, then, did the exterior look like a ship that had been through a whole lot more than a milk-run home? Daisy wondered what they could have possibly flown through while in cryo-sleep that would have battered the ship to that extent.

      No time to worry about that, she thought, grimly. I’ve got much bigger problems on my plate.

      

      “Mal, I’d like you to clarify a few things for me if you can,” Doctor McClain said as she went over Daisy’s files in her office. “I’m looking over Daisy’s neuro-stim logs from the duration of the voyage, and there do seem to be anomalies. Have you seen them?”

      “Yes, Doctor, I noted them as well.”

      “Why didn’t you address them at the time? It was a lengthy voyage. I’m sure there was ample time to fine-tune the neuro-stim system.”

      “It started as such a minor variance that it went unnoticed in the grander scheme of things. You see, we now have the benefit of reviewing the entire timeline at once. Naturally, these things will stand out in a most obvious manner when viewed in such fashion. However, in the incredibly slow pace of daily and hourly data streaming, it was easy to miss.”

      “That makes sense,” she agreed, but was still not happy with what she was seeing. “But what about this crossover? It looks as though entire data stores were being redirected at her command. While unconscious in cryo. It shouldn’t be possible.”

      “No, it should not.”

      Mal flashed several screens of data onto the illuminated wall.

      “Due to the nature of Daisy’s mental makeup, it would seem that she has far greater capacity than the mission planners had anticipated. Further, it is my belief that she may have been acting well outside of parameters without even knowing she was doing so. Cryo sleep does not allow for conscious thought.”

      “Yes, but there’s something else. A note in her record from the first few minutes after we were woken after the impact. She said she was dreaming of Earth.”

      “Impossible. As I stated, cryo sleep does not allow for conscious thought.”

      “Yes, you said. But what about subconscious thought? Could she have been processing things, learning and adapting all that time?”

      “But humans cannot dream in cryo.”

      “Daisy did.”

      Mal was silent.

      “I’ll take that as you not knowing, then,” Doctor McClain noted. She flipped through several more files detailing all the massive amounts of information Daisy had flooded into her mind.

      “Mal, this was a firehose of data. Untempered information pouring into her mind with no inhibitors whatsoever. Whatever she had been gifted with before then, is it possible she irreversibly damaged herself during her last neuro session?”

      “It is possible, yes. While I would like to assess her first-hand, I place a seventy-nine percent likelihood of serious mental break occurring as a result.”

      “And a potential symptom would be extreme paranoia, yes?”

      “That is correct.”

      “And she has not only full access to the ship, but also knowledge of its systems, scanners, and internal security networks?”

      “Also correct.”

      “Tracking her down is not going to be easy if she doesn’t want to be found. This is a total clusterfuck.”

      “Yes, Doctor. That is correct,” the ship replied. Little did she know just how accurate she was.
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      The search had been thorough, at least as thorough as could be expected with a small crew covering such a large space. Conducted in leapfrogging teams, they worked for hours until they had finally covered every pod and corridor in the vessel. They even searched the tiny two-person emergency hopper shuttle riding in the cargo hold, but it was no matter. Every attempt on every level came up empty.

      “Captain, perhaps she is not inside the ship at all,” Barry opined.

      “Reasonable assumption, Barry. Mal, has the shuttle been activated?”

      “No, Captain. As the access hatch is located in the central floor of the main passageway, I have been able to maintain constant surveillance. If she had made an attempt for the shuttle I would have detected her.”

      “Very well. Thanks, Mal.”

      “Captain, as it appears Daisy is nowhere to be found inside the Váli, I request permission to perform an EVA and examine the exterior of the craft,” Barry said.

      “Granted. Just find her. And be careful. We don’t know if that damn neuro overload caused her to go schizoid on us.”

      Barry nodded once, then strode off to suit up. He might not need much oxygen to function, but the vacuum of space would make quick work of his flesh covering if he exited unprotected.

      “The rest of you, get back to your duties, but keep your eyes open. If you see anything, call the others. You all know what she did to Vince, and we don’t know how much more she’s capable of.”

      Daisy heard the entire exchange from her hiding place in the Narrows, safely wedged between pods.

      They think I’m still outside. Good. Let ’em run on that goose chase while I do what I have to.

      Coming back inside through Starboard Eight had been a risk. She knew that, but the search pattern was executed as her tactical know-how had anticipated, and it had left her the tiniest of opportunities to sneak back into the Váli. She’d made it in, safe behind the search teams in the now-checked-off sections. They wouldn’t look for her there. Not for the time being, at least.

      From there, it was easy enough to deactivate a few sensors temporarily so she could grab her tool pouches and Faraday suit three from its rack, then make her way undetected into the Narrows. Between the enhanced shielding of the suit and the nature of the Narrows, she felt confident no one had a clue where she was. In addition to the crawlspaces being totally off-scan, their interconnectivity circumvented choke-points in the search grid within the ship’s corridors, and were, by far, her best way to navigate through the ship undetected.

      It was a different type of crawl, this time. A long slog, more about covering distance than merely reaching a nearby terminal in need of repairs. The farther she dragged herself, the more she realized just how extensive the interconnected network really was. Sure, she and Sarah had been in over eighty percent of the tiny crawlspaces over the prior six months, but always in small increments, and always close to a convenient, and open, exit panel.

      Now Daisy was sealed in, crawling farther and farther into the ship. She had her tools, and could open a panel from the inside, but the added sense of mild claustrophobia hit her just the same.

      Another inconvenience was the delay moving from one section to another. She’d always just walked the corridors to her destination in the past, but that was simply not an option any longer.

      Cycling the narrow double airlocks between pods while crawling on her belly took a lot of additional time, since she was now forced to manually re-route the keypads and sensors to stay clear of the ship’s prying eyes. If Mal’s readouts showed a keypad accessed, Daisy’s goose would be cooked. Fortunately, even before the neuro-stim did whatever that thing was to her head, she had more than enough knowledge to run a simple bypass. It was time-consuming, and frustrating, but soon enough she had made her way halfway through the vessel on her way to the communications array hub inside the ship.

      Why the hell couldn’t it have just worked from outside while I was there?

      “Because you’re a dumbass and designed it for the highest level of efficiency. Unfortunately, that meant a fat-pipe data input from the ship, not that dinky little wireless from your space suit.”

      You know I love you, Sarah, and God knows I miss the hell out of you right about now, but if you’re not going to be a more helpful imaginary friend, would you please shut the fuck up for a bit?

      The voice in her head went silent.

      “Thanks,” she grunted as she crawled around a tight bend.

      The plan was relatively simple. First, get to the bundle of comms fibers running to her jury-rigged communications array. That would be a fair bit more crawling through the Narrows, but so be it. Once she arrived at her destination, Daisy would run a parallel misdirect circuit to a different part of the ship. It wouldn’t fool Mal for very long, but hopefully long enough to afford her time to tap in and achieve step three.

      That was the crucial bit.

      If she was successful sending a message out to Dark Side, or even to Earth, depending on their line-of-sight past the moon, maybe, just maybe, the people back home could come rescue her from this ship full of not-quite humans. Even if not, at the very least, she could warn them about what was heading their way.

      Nearly an hour later, with bruised hips and scraped forearms, Daisy was quietly sliding through the walls of the medical bay when she heard the faint sounds of conversation as she passed a poorly-sealed switch array panel leading into the room.

      Sounds like Barry’s back from his EVA, she noted.

      She tried not to listen—she had a job to do. Being distracted was not an option.

      Keep moving, Daisy. Curiosity killed the cat.

      She continued to crawl forward, but stopped dead when she heard one voice in particular, clear as a bell.

      Vince.

      “I told you, I don’t know where she went,” he said. “The trauma sent me into some kind of stasis mode. I didn’t even know I could do that. I mean, I lost a shitload of blood.”

      Dammit, I have to know.

      Ever so carefully, she backtracked until she found a suitably large switch bracket. Quietly, she loosened it from the inside and slid it aside, giving her a narrow, quarter-inch viewing window of the medical bay. Hopefully no one would get close enough to the switches to notice an eye staring out from where a toggle switch was supposed to be.

      She scanned the room. Barry was there, naturally, as was Finn.

      Finn? But he’s human. Why is he with them?

      Barry turned and spoke to Vince.

      “Obviously, her discovery of your true nature was an unfortunate turn of events, especially this close to our arrival at Dark Side. Her reaction was extreme, and she is potentially unstable. The brutal attack on you only further demonstrates how vital it is we find her.” Barry actually sounded concerned. Worried about what she might be capable of doing. For some reason, Daisy felt proud of that.

      “Look, guys,” Finn chimed in, “she just had one hell of a shock. She just found out her boyfriend isn’t exactly what she thought he was. I mean, it’s actually pretty natural that she’d be freaked out.”

      Thanks, Finn, she thought. I knew I could count on you.

      “That said,” he continued, “you fuckers better catch her quick. We need to get her before we’re anywhere near landing. Far too much is riding on this for her to run free.”

      Son of a bitch!

      “Agreed. Let’s get back to it.” Vincent swung his feet to the deck.

      “You sure you’re good to go, man?”

      “Yeah. I’m not a hundred percent, and it still hurts like a bitch, but I’ll be fine.”

      As he stood and reached for a shirt, Daisy saw the thin red scar on his shoulder where his arm had been re-attached.

      He didn’t get a metal replacement arm, she realized. I wonder why that is?

      Despite the lack of a computerized appendage, she looked one last time at the re-attached limb and shuddered.

      The two men and the cyborg gathered their things and headed back into the central passageway, ostensibly to continue searching for their missing nuisance.

      Catch me before Dark Side? Fat chance.

      Daisy quietly slid the switch back into place and tightened the bracket from the inside. Once that was done, she resumed her long crawl toward the communications array cable-feed goal. A few short minutes later, she wiggled through yet another airlock and into the long crawlspace leading to the airlock to the adjoining pod.

      Hang on. Something feels different.

      Daisy paused, then started moving again.

      Yep, something’s off.

      It took her a good minute before she finally realized what it was. As she crawled, every so often, her ears would pop.

      A pressure change? But this is dead space in the ship’s basic structural framework between pods. There shouldn’t be anything here but bulkhead and data cables.

      Daisy looked around the narrow space, searching for anything out of the ordinary. Once more, cryptic words were scrawled on the bulkhead.

      “And the great difference between man and monkey is in the larynx.” - Wells, said one.

      “A human being is the toy of God, so we must live playing,” read another.

      Not necessarily ominous, per se, but the words certainly captured Daisy’s attention enough to make her stop crawling for a moment, which turned out to be fortuitous.

      There before her was an almost seamless access plate tucked into the smooth metal. To her, something about it looked ever so slightly different from the others she’d seen all throughout the ship, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. At least not until she actually put her finger on it.

      To the touch, it seemed almost normal, but upon closer examination, as she began slowly turning the hex bolts holding it in place, she noticed something quite unusual indeed.

      The screws were threaded in reverse.

      Now that’s interesting, she noted, ever so slowly reversing direction with her screwdriver. It wasn’t until she’d managed to loosen each of the eight bolts an eighth of an inch that she could insert her slender fiber optic camera and accompanying light. What she saw was an elaborately designed sensor array, wired to the panel on four sides. It wouldn’t take her long to clip them off and run a bypass, but it was the other unusual feature that really caught her eye.

      Thick glass vials were mounted directly beside each bolt, with just enough space that they’d remain unbroken so long as the panel remained flush. The reverse-threaded screws, however, would catch a less attentive person unawares, and before they realized they were tightening and not loosening the panel, the glass would be crushed, releasing whatever toxic chemical they contained.

      It was a particularly nasty booby trap, and one she felt confident was likely designed to kill, not disable. Any normal person who happened to make it this far without killing themselves would recognize the imminent danger and back away.

      Daisy was anything but a normal person.

      Nothing piqued her curiosity quite like a “Stay Out” sign, which the booby-trapped panel and array of alarms most certainly were.

      “Okay, I’ve got the tools for this,” she muttered as she dug in the larger of her pouches. “Damn, I’m still lugging this thing around,” she said, pulling her little plasma cascade device free. She was tempted to just leave it there, one less thing to haul as she crawled through the Narrows, but the project had become sort of a meditative pastime for her, so she tucked it safely back in her pouch, then lay out the necessary tools.

      With her adrenaline flowing and her senses firing on all cylinders because of it, disarming the devices was nothing more than a temporary inconvenience. In short order, she had bypassed them all and fully removed the bolts with her power-ratchet. A faint whoosh of air sucked past her into the dark space. A slight vacuum. Interesting.

      I know I’m good, Daisy thought, but even for me, that seemed a little too easy.

      “Maybe you fried your brain,” her friend chimed in. “Made yourself a super-genius or something. Or maybe this is all a dream and you’re actually still strapped to your neuro, drooling on yourself while you have a schizoid embolism.”

      Shut up. You never even watched that movie, so what do you know?

      “I’m in your head. I know what you know.”

      Then you know this schtick is going to get old really quick.

      “Hey, I’m not the one conjuring me up. You obviously need me for something beside my witty conversational skills, so what is it?”

      I wish I knew.

      “Well, come on, then. We might as well drop on down there. Nothing ventured, nothing gained!”

      Easy for you to say, you’re already dead.

      She heard Sarah’s goofy laugh, a jolly voice whispering in her head.

      “Morbid, Daze. Just morbid.”

      Daisy cracked a little grin.

      Well, who knows. I may be joining you sooner than expected, she thought as she lowered herself into the dark space below.
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      Daisy felt her ears pop slightly as they equalized once more as her feet softly touched down in the unlit compartment. The hiss she heard as she opened the access panel made sense; there was a noticeable atmospheric differential between the unmarked space and the Narrows. Looking around, she realized something else that felt wrong about it. The room was not only dark and narrow, it was somewhere a room shouldn’t be.

      Sonofa… Hidden right under my nose all this time?

      Carefully, Daisy eased her way forward into the pod, bumping something at hip level as she did. She’d already run a rudimentary bypass of the pod’s alarms and scanners, but froze in place regardless.

      No sirens sounded. It appeared she was successful in her security re-routing efforts, and so long as she was in that pod, she would effectively be a ghost.

      A faint bubbling sound and the smell of ozone wafted to her nose, causing a faint discomfort to her eyes. On top of that, an overall musty odor permeated the space despite the dry air. Almost as if an animal or something had once lived in the darkened chamber.

      “Okay, let’s get some lights on in here,” she said quietly, motivating herself to get moving. She fired up her flashlight, casting a beam about the walls, the light dancing briefly over storage lockers, medical equipment, and scientific tools, until she finally spotted the light switch.

      Daisy hesitated a moment, then flicked it on. The overhead lights fired up immediately and illuminated the clean-scrubbed chamber from end to end.

      She suddenly wished she’d left them off.

      Surrounding her on both sides were thick-walled glass vats, and in them floated body parts.

      What the fuck?

      Appendages of different sizes, shapes, and genders bobbed in the primordial soup, suspended by a thin matrix of nutrient lines connected to the main blood vessels. She couldn’t believe what was looking at. An arm, a leg, a hand, an eye. There were even a few fingers floating in the bubbling translucent-pink soup.

      Shit, she thought, momentarily frozen in her tracks. Finn—my God, does that mean…?

      She had never seen Tamara’s arm or Reggie’s hand, but the limbs bobbing gently in the thick liquid were all roughly the same size as the artificial limbs on her crew.

      Whoever was behind all this was storing bits of people.

      Could Mal actually be that far gone? And if she is, does that mean the captain is part of this too? I mean, it’s his ship. How could he not know?

      Smaller limbs floating in translucent containers toward the back of the space caught her eye. Limbs too small for any of the crew.

      My God, are those from children? But where did they get them? Could they have been harvesting from kids before we even launched?

      Farther back, she noted the much larger tanks. Big enough for far more than just parts.

      They can’t be—

      Daisy snapped out of her shock as the touch of the slightest of drafts wafted across the sensitive skin of her cheek.

      A draft. In a sealed ship. Where one shouldn’t exist.

      Daisy put her revulsion aside and turned her mind to a new task. One that she’d actually been working on for some time now. Oh, how the universe could throw you curveballs.

      In any case, gift horse. Mouth.

      She dug in her kit for a pair of sharp wire snips, then deftly unscrewed a panel on the wall. It contained nothing of critical importance, and crucially, none of the wires were leading to anything Mal would notice a fluctuation in. Daisy clipped a hot wire, holding the ends apart from one another with her insulated clippers.

      While fire can be deadly on board a space ship, and thus, open flames are strictly prohibited, other things can relatively safely give off smoke, if you know what you’re doing. Daisy quickly stripped the two ends of the wire from inside the panel, then touched them together, arcing the electricity, causing a brief flash.

      The small puff of smoke given off drifted toward the near wall, as if pulled by an invisible magnet.

      Gotcha!

      It was tiny. Just a pinhole, really, but in the vacuum of space, it was more than enough to cause a deadly loss of air, given enough time. From the looks of it, a heavy piece of equipment had hit the wall at just the right angle and weakened the metal, though as she studied the small, damaged area, she noted it almost looked more like someone had been slowly scraping away at the wall over a very long period of time, rubbing that heavy corner back and forth for many, many years. Of course, that was impossible. The ship hadn’t even been traveling very long at all, but still, it gave her pause.

      Daisy pulled her thinnest fiber optic camera from the pouch on her thigh and slid it gently through the minuscule hole. It barely fit, but barely would have to suffice.

      There you are.

      Though blocked by a bundle of tightly bound cables, Daisy could see a tiny tear in the bulkhead in the formerly airtight compartment housing them.

      No way I can get to that without Mal noticing, she realized.

      The small puncture was probably from a piece of debris that had impacted the ship at some point. It was just dumb luck that the internal wall became compromised. The fail-safes were designed to prevent such an occurrence from causing serious harm. Areas were compartmentalized, and a breach would activate the countermeasures. Only this one was too small and too delayed from the initial impact to trigger the automatic sealant foam. It was a one-in-a-million chain of events that led to the continuous leak, but that sort of thing seemed to be happening far too often for comfort on this mission.

      Daisy dug in her kit and produced a small tube of vacuum-active dry adhesive and a metal patch. The stuff was stronger than underwater concrete, and it could work in sub-freezing temperatures and didn’t need any air to function. She carefully withdrew her camera and stored it back in her thigh pouch, then applied the tiniest dollop of sealant to the hole, being extremely careful not to get any on herself, lest she become an unwilling addition to the Váli’s superstructure. Less than a second after she applied the small patch, the hiss of escaping air ceased as she successfully sealed the gap.

      “Way to go, Daze. Nice one!” her invisible friend cheered.

      “Thanks, Sarah. At least that’s one less thing to worry about. Now back to the plan. As twisted as this shit is, my number one priority at this point is still to contact Earth and the moon base.”

      “Makes sense. Get safe, then figure the rest of this mess out.”

      “Exactly.”

      Daisy looked again at the body parts floating around her. Hell, if anything, making contact is even more of a priority now. Who knows what they’ll do if I allow them to dock at Dark Side.

      Daisy cast a curious gaze around the space, this time looking beyond the horrors floating in the sealed tanks and taking greater care to note anything non-body part related that might be of importance.

      The compartment was well-hidden, and its width was significantly less than other pods. A secret lab, nestled in the Váli’s main structure rather than a removable pod.

      You could walk from pod to pod right past this and never even know it was hiding only a few feet away.

      “You see that, Daze? Over there, on the far wall,” Sarah pointed out.

      Daisy looked and saw there was a solitary double air lock door. One way in, one way out. From the inside it looked just like every other set of pod doors on the ship, but Daisy suspected this one led somewhere unexpected.

      What the hell, let’s see how far this rabbit hole goes, she thought as she opened the first of the matched doors and stepped inside.

      She reached for the second door’s activation panel as the first door sealed behind her. Hesitating just a second, she touched the control, and the second door slid open with a whisper.

      “Jesus, Daisy, you startled me!”

      Tamara jumped up from the red peppers she was tending, accidentally crushing her watering spout with her cybernetic hand. The unit automatically self-sealed, preventing any loss of water.

      Behind her, Daisy heard the airlock door slide shut, blending seamlessly with the chamber’s wall.

      “Tamara? It was you? But you’re human. How could you do something like this?”

      “Wait, what?” Tamara said, a confused look momentarily flashing across her face. It was quickly replaced with one of realization. “Oh, you mean the parts in the bio lab. No, I don’t deal with that stuff. It’s not my department. I just grow the food.”

      “This is insane. You’re working with the cyborgs! How many of you are in league with them? Does the captain know? And what about Gus and Reggie?” Daisy’s mind was spinning. “My God, Sarah wasn’t an accident at all, was she? She knew something was wrong, and you killed her!”

      “Whoa, hang on a minute, Daisy, it’s not what it looks like! This is all just a big misunderstanding. Come on, calm down. Let’s go talk to the others, and we can clear this all up.”

      “Clear it up? You people are sick.”

      “Trust me, it will all make sense if you just talk with us.”

      Daisy’s eyes trailed down. Something wasn’t right.

      Her hand, she realized. Tamara had been pressing the intercom button since she entered the room.

      Further, the arm Tamara was sporting wasn’t her usual gardening variety. Sure, it looked benign enough, but it was actually a highly-advanced cybernetic combat arm, complete with a full complement of anti-personnel and defensive measures hidden under its sleek exterior.

      How do I know that?

      “Better question is, what are you going to do about it?”

      Daisy took off in a sprint, twisting as she darted past Tamara.

      Just need to make it to the adjacent pod, then I—

      A flash of bright metal shot out, a hot pain radiating up her arm as the powerful mechanical hand gripped her by the wrist.

      Damn, she’s fast.

      “I’ve got Swarthmore. She’s in the botany facility in Starboard Six. She found the parts lab,” Tamara shouted into the open comms. “Hold still. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The slow cracking sensation in her arm told Daisy otherwise.

      Daisy focused, forcing the crushing pain from her mind as best she could as she flailed her free arm and grabbed the nearest thing to her.

      A small plant in a metal pot. It would have to do.

      She swung it hard, a dull gong ringing out from the container as it connected solidly with Tamara’s head. The botanist stumbled, and though she didn’t release Daisy, her grip did lessen slightly. It was enough, barely, to give Daisy the leverage to twist around and grab the sturdy metal hand with her far-weaker flesh one.

      The elbow.

      As if on auto-pilot, her free hand instinctively darted to the small uneven spot that she somehow knew was there. Code flashed in her mind, a series of commands and override options presenting themselves in an instant. Without hesitation, Daisy quickly punched a pattern into the nearly invisible access pad on the cybernetic arm. It was supposed to be keyed only to Tamara’s DNA, but little did she know, like just about every program in existence, its designers had built in a back door.

      This had better work!

      With a pop and a click as Daisy’s fingers flew, typing in the sequence by touch, Tamara’s arm loosened its grip, then powered down entirely. A moment later, the hand abruptly disconnected from below the elbow. Then the hefty mechanism finally released Daisy’s arm as it cycled off.

      Daisy didn’t hesitate.

      She pulled free and was already running the second the disembodied hand let go, hitting the deck with a clang as she bolted through the far door.

      “Shit, she disarmed me and is heading out of Starboard Six into Starboard Seven!” she heard Tamara shout into the comms before the airlock shut behind her.

      Faster, dammit! She pounded on the airlock door impatiently. Finally, the first door locked shut and the second one slid open. Pod Seven was empty—no one was waiting for her. At least not yet.

      Not stopping to thank her luck and tempt fate in the process, Daisy sprinted to the next door and started cycling it just as she heard the one behind her open.

      “Daisy, wait!” she heard behind her. Tamara was lurching through the airlock while clumsily attempting to re-attach her hand as she chased her.

      Daisy ignored her and was already into the next airlock, keying in bypass codes, temporarily blocking all comms to the area and overriding the door’s safety mechanism as it slid shut behind her. When the inner door opened, she grabbed an EVA tether and jammed it in the open door. She then grabbed a power driver from her tool pouch and popped the door’s control panel.

      The wires were easy enough to splice, and she felt confident the workaround should hold. So long as something was in the doorway, the safety wouldn’t allow the other airlock door to open. Daisy had simply created a safety loop for the entire pod that tied the jammed door’s protocol to the main door as well.

      I only have a few minutes before they work around my bypass and figure out how to trap me in this cluster of pods, she realized as she stepped into Starboard Eight.

      “Oh, I remember this pod,” Sarah said.

      Daisy ground her teeth.

      “I died here.”

      “Shut up, Sarah, just shut up! I don’t need this right now,” she barked at the voice in her head.

      “It’s so cold out there, Daisy. And no air.”

      “Not helping,” she huffed as she ran to the far side doors leading to Pod Nine.

      “It’s okay, Daisy. I don’t blame you. It was the others’ fault.”

      Listen, this is really not the time for this, okay? I’m begging you, please leave me alone!

      The voice went silent.

      Sarah?

      Nothing.

      Daisy set back to work, grabbing a spare tether line and running to the far door at the end of the pod. Secretly, she found herself almost hoping to hear her friend’s voice once more.

      No time for moping, she thought as she re-routed her bypass on the pod, allowing the unblocked door to Starboard Nine to slide open.

      Starboard Nine. The zero-g pod.

      A gravity-free place she had once despised with a passion, but now something that she could use to her advantage. Clipping the tether to her belt, Daisy pushed off into the room, aiming for the D-ring mounted on the ceiling. Only it wasn’t a ceiling. Or a wall. Or even a floor. It was simply the direction Daisy wanted to go.

      Forcing her body to relax as she floated, she snapped the tether in place as she flew by, giving a gentle tug and redirecting herself with ease to the door leading to Starboard Ten. If she could make it to Starboard Twelve, she’d be able to cut through the central passageway to the port side without them noticing. That should buy her at least a little more time as she made her way to the comms array while they tried to get to her in a pod she was no longer in.

      Daisy gently landed next to the keypad, firmly grasping the handle next to the door before reaching for the control panel.

      It lit up, ready to cycle open, and she had not yet touched it.

      Shit!

      Her fingers flew across the keypad, but the inner door began to open before she could enter her bypass codes. For a moment it hummed with the strain of conflicting commands, then finally stalled in place.

      Just a few more seconds and I’ll have it, she thought as she keyed in the commands to override the inner panel and close the door.

      “Daisy, talk to us. This can all be explained,” Gustavo called to her through the narrow opening.

      “Bullshit, you’re in league with the fucking robots!” she yelled back.

      A dark metal tube jutted through the gap, blocking the mechanism and engaging the no-close safety just as she overrode the door commands.

      Dammit!

      A blast of compressed air brushed her cheek as the tube sent a projectile flying into the opposite wall, where it sparked brightly upon impact.

      “A stun rifle? You motherfucker!”

      Daisy released the door, positioned her body out of the line of fire, locked a foot under the handle, and grabbed the barrel, tugging hard, but Gustavo was too strong to be so easily disarmed. Using both his hands to yank the stun rifle back from her, he pulled as hard as he could.

      Of course, that was her plan, though she didn’t know how she knew so clearly what to do when facing an attacker in an unusual tactical situation like this. Regardless, Gus fell backward when she unexpectedly released the weapon, Daisy’s body barely kept from flying the other way in the zero-g chamber by her anchored foot.

      With the opening now clear of the obstruction, she quickly executed the override command, sealing the door, but once again, it stayed ajar.

      “His leg, Daze!”

      Sarah was right. Gustavo’s boot had jutted into the gap when he fell.

      Sonofa—

      The door slid open, and Gus dove at her headfirst. Daisy had just the slightest of moments to yank the tether she was still tied to, sending her gliding out of his reach.

      She bent her legs just before she reached the wall, then pushed off hard as soon as her feet made contact, twisting in mid-air so she was traveling feet-first.

      Gus took both of her boots to his face, the impact sending him crashing into the nearest wall, then rebounding into the ceiling. Daisy, on the other hand, was used to the quirks of the zero-g pod, an edge she was damn sure to use to her fullest advantage while he was still stunned.

      “You don’t understand—” was all Gus managed to get out before he found himself whipped into a spin, flying toward the far wall. Daisy had braced herself with her tether, then yanked Gustavo’s nearest leg, resulting in a nausea-inducing ride, smack into unforgiving steel.

      Daisy unclipped the tether and pushed off again, deftly attaching the loose end to Gustavo’s belt, then kicking him into a tight spin, wrapping him in the tether as he flailed.

      It won’t take him long to get out of that.

      Gus made a horking sound as he vomited in the zero-g pod.

      Okay, maybe it’ll take him a little longer than I thought.

      “No dicking around, Daze. Get the hell out of here,” Sarah urged.

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” she silently agreed, then made her way back into Starboard Eight, jamming the door behind her.

      She was locked in, with pursuers desperately trying to catch her at each end. And with Gus going so far as to start shooting at her, she now knew just how serious they were, and to what lengths they would go to capture her. She had only one option.

      She knew what she had to do, and knew she had no other choice. Nevertheless, the thought of the EVA doors that had taken her friend sent a small shudder running up her spine.
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      “Override disengaged,” Mal announced, having finally regained control of both the doors and comms for the small conglomerate of pods Daisy had somehow managed to take control of. The normally calm AI found the ease with which she had been blocked out more than a little disconcerting and was pleased when the code blocks unexpectedly fell to her access attempts.

      Starboard Seven and Nine both cycled open their doors into Pod Eight at the same moment, Tamara and Gustavo visually ensuring the other was not about to be ambushed, silently nodding to one another as they stepped in and sealed the doors behind them.

      “She didn’t come out my way.”

      “Mine either,” Tamara replied, looking at the weapon in Gustavo’s hands. “Jesus, Gus, a stun rifle? Really?”

      “Hey, Captain said whatever it takes, and this was the least lethal thing in the armory. You know how important she is.”

      Tamara gave him an unhappy look as she reached for the comms panel.

      “Is that puke?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Jesus, Gus, you trained for zero-gs. And what happened to your face?”

      “She ambushed me.”

      “Ambushed, huh?”

      Tamara’s raised eyebrow told him just how much she believed him.

      “Captain,” she said into the comms. “Daisy ran to Starboard Eight, but she’s not here. She must have made an EVA outside the ship. She could be anywhere out there.”

      “I read you, Tamara,” Captain Harkaway replied from Command. “Daisy disabled a lot of our equipment in that section, but I’m going to have Mal scan the ship’s surface as best she can. Standby.”

      Gustavo looked around the pod. All of the strapped-down containers were too small to hide in, so it really did seem their shipmate had opted for a space walk.

      “She actually did it. I mean, why an EVA? She has to know we’ll find her out there. Was she hoping to keep us locked out long enough to pop back in on the other side of the ship?”

      “Probably,” Tamara replied. “She couldn’t have guessed we’d get past her overrides so quickly. But now that we’re in and know what she’s doing, she’s kind of screwed. There are a limited number of external airlocks on the Váli, and now that we know what she’s up to, all we have to do is grab her when she finally comes back in.”

      “Why didn’t Mal notice what she was up to, though?” Gustavo asked.

      “She’s the electronics expert, Gus. Plus, with all that extra stuff Mal had the neuro-stim pumping into her head for all those years, I’m sure she has more than a few tricks up her sleeve none of us could have foreseen.”

      The captain’s voice came back over the intercom. “All right, you two, get out of there. She’s still not reading on external scans. I’m going to send Barry to suit up for an EVA to go find her.”

      “I can do it, Captain,” Gustavo offered.

      “I know you can, Gus, but I need you up here backing us up on navigation in case she tries to fiddle with those systems. And besides, Barry doesn’t get tired.”

      Reluctantly, Gustavo accepted the order. “Copy that, sir,” he said dejectedly as he opened the door back to pod nine and stepped through, cycling it closed behind him. Tamara’s door wouldn’t budge, however, leaving her inconveniently stuck in Starboard Eight.

      “Hey, the access back to Seven won’t open.” Tamara grunted as she tugged on the sealed door. “Gus, what’s up on your end?”

      “I made it part way. I’m stuck in between Pod Eight and Nine,” he grumbled. “So yours is jammed too? Wonderful. It looks like neither door will open now. We’re stuck.”

      “Freakin’ Daisy. Leaving us yet another little surprise. Hey, Mal, can you get this damn thing open for me?” Tamara asked.

      Silence.

      “Mal? Aw, shit. Gus, it looks like she must have left some kind of worm behind in the comms. Mal’s been locked out again. What can you see from your end?”

      “Hang on, I’ve got to access everything through this shitty little terminal in here.”

      Gustavo bent over and eyed the device, then began tapping out a few minor systems check codes.

      “Looks like she embedded a secondary override,” he said, entering a longer string of commands into the tiny console on the wall between pods. “Give me a minute. I think I can find us a workaround. I should be able to have us both out in no ti—”

      The blast would have been deafening, if there was sound in space, but when Starboard Eight blew its explosive bolts, the entire external airlock assembly broke free in a blink of an eye and silently emptied the pod of oxygen and crew alike. Tamara held on as long as she could, but the force was too strong, and finally, she too was jettisoned out, with neither a bang, nor a whimper.

      “Sarah sends her regards,” Daisy muttered with grim satisfaction.

      Safe in the sealed, pressurized crawlspace of the Narrows above pod eight, she began the long crawl toward her salvation.

      

      “Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer, do…” she quietly sang to herself. “Dammit Vince, you got that stupid song stuck in my head. Just my freakin’ luck. First my boyfriend turns out to be a cyborg, then he lays that stupid earworm on me. We should never have watched that movie.” She was most certainly not amused.

      Daisy’s elbows, knees, and hips were rapidly becoming unbearably sore from all the crawling through the ship’s wiring and conduit system. Normally she’d have simply switched off the artificial gravity in the area to take the pressure off. It would have made life much easier, but there was no way Mal wouldn’t pick up on that particular trick, no matter how much she tried to mask it.

      “Looks like I’m just going to have to be black and blue for a while,” she muttered, crawling farther along in the cramped Narrows. “Probably a few shades of purple and green in there too.”

      A half hour of discomfort later, she finally arrived at the closest communications nexus. It wasn’t the main uplink, and it would require a bit of creative wiring, but seeing as how she designed the repaired comms array currently perched atop the ship, Daisy felt confident of her odds of success.

      Of course, patching in would have been much more of a breeze if she weren’t forced to do it with minimal equipment, lying on her belly, and with jury-rigged gear accessing things from the wrong side of the console. Nevertheless, once she got started, the path to success seemed clearer and clearer.

      Daisy knew she could make it work. How long it would take, well, that was another question.

      Nearly an hour later her task finally neared completion. Beyond merely accessing the system from the inside, she had found it necessary to connect several other terminals to create a hard-wired misdirect to prevent Mal from tracking her access point. That meant a lot of crawling, and a lot of rewiring. It helped that Daisy knew which wires she could safely disconnect to use in the endeavor, but even so, the level of safeguards against unauthorized transmission she encountered were quite astounding.

      What were you up to with all that extra security? she wondered.

      “Daisy?”

      Vince’s voice quietly reached out to her through her comms.

      Bastard’s on the override frequency.

      “Daisy, I need you to listen to me.”

      Fat chance.

      “I understand why you did what you did to me, and I want you to know that I don’t hold it against you. I just wish I could have told you sooner. Maybe this all could have been avoided. Won’t you please talk to me?”

      Daisy silently continued her work.

      “Okay, if you won’t talk, then at least listen. The thing is, well, I know I haven’t been exactly forthcoming with you. None of us have, really, and there’s something you need to know—”

      The microphone blared feedback in her ear as he was pushed aside.

      “Daisy, this is Captain Harkaway. You have no idea what you are doing. This is a far more complicated situation than you are aware of, and you are jeopardizing everything. I want you to stop whatever it is you are doing and turn yourself over to us immediately. You’ll be safe and treated well. We mean you no harm. You have my word on that. You just need to talk to us.”

      Silence.

      “Are you sure this thing is transmitting?”

      “Well, she’s the comms expert, but yeah, it should be.” It was Reggie she heard in the background.

      So, that’s it, then. Every single one of them is in on it.

      She was nearly done re-routing the array. Her best bet would be to first attempt to send a message to Dark Side. If that didn’t work, she’d try reaching out to Earth. But listening to the crew’s voices gave her an idea. The uplink could wait a few minutes longer. There was one more thing she wanted to try.

      She pulled one of the comms connectors and clipped its fiber optic data cluster to a neighboring one. The loop was physical, not a coded one, and ideally, it should create a two-tiered result. One, while useful in delaying her adversaries from coordinating their search, was really just a diversion. The second, however, would provide some much-needed intel as she crawled blind in the Narrows.

      Daisy double-checked her connections, then keyed in a quick command sequence to her portable terminal.

      The comms throughout the entire ship spat out a burst of shrill static, then they all went silent. All except the one in Daisy’s ear. Though no one could tell, all other comms were locked open to transmit.

      “What the hell did she just do?” Harkaway barked.

      “I don’t know, Captain. It looks like she just shorted out ship-wide comms. I can’t see a coding solution just yet. Whatever she did, it was certainly creative,” Gus replied.

      “Wonderful. We should have known all that crap in her head would come back and bite us on the ass. Mal, are you able to locate the problem? Mal?”

      “Hang on, Captain,” Gustavo said. “I need to locally re-route her outbound comms to this terminal. Mal can hear us, but she can’t answer just yet.”

      “This is ridiculous. We’ve got to get this under control. We’re only forty-one hours from the moon. If we don’t find her before we reach Dark Side, things could get ugly. Reggie, I want you to hand out the other stun rifles, then I want you to spread out and work in teams. Stay within voice range at all times. Don’t lose contact with one another. I want the smaller of each pair to crawl into the conduit system, while the other paces them in the pod network below.”

      “But, Captain, we’re all kind of big to fit in the Narrows,” Reggie said.

      “I don’t care about your claustrophobia, dammit. The crawlspaces were designed for humans to fit in them. Just because it’s easier for her doesn’t mean the rest of us can’t go there too. We don’t know if she’s in the pods, the passageways, or in the Narrows, but Barry found no trace of her on the exterior of the ship. Yes, I know this is doing it the hard way, but we have no choice. Cut her off. Flush her out. Shit just got real, people. Stop her at all costs.”

      Daisy felt a chill run up her spine. At all costs?

      The captain hefted a stun rifle and held it out to the cyborg.

      “Barry, I want you to take this and cover the shuttle airlock,” the captain continued.

      “Sir, I am much stronger than her. I will not need a stun—”

      “Just take it, Barry. That’s an order. We can’t risk her trying to physically reach the Earth’s surface.”

      Seriously? They really must be worried if they think I’d resort to spending two days floating in space in that old thing. But why Earth?

      “I don’t know, Daze. What if Dark Side is already compromised?” Sarah said.

      “I hope to hell that’s not the case,” Daisy silently replied to the dead woman in her head.

      The magnitude of the implication shook her. If they have agents on the moon working with them. The possibilities spread out like a choose-your-own adventure book, only all of the options were shit.

      “Very well, Captain, I will prevent her accessing the shuttle, should she be foolish enough to attempt it,” she heard Barry say through the hot-miked comms.

      “The rest of you, get moving.”

      Daisy turned and crawled back to the communication nexus she’d so diligently rewired. If they were going to start searching the Narrows, there really wasn’t much time. If she was going to get a message out, it was now or never.

      With the final connections hastily made, she powered on her makeshift jumper box and tapped in to the transmitter to send. For a few moments at least, it would appear to Mal that the transmission was being sent from an entirely different part of the ship.

      “Mayday, mayday, does anyone copy?”

      Nothing but a silent, static hiss.

      “Mayday, mayday, this is Daisy Swarthmore of the Váli, can you read me? Dark Side base, do you copy? Does anyone—”

      “Daisy, you really mustn’t do that,” Mal scolded over the open comms. “I know you can hear me, and I also assume you’ve rerouted your signal to alter your transmission location to a different section of the Váli. Very clever. You really have far exceeded my wildest expectations. Your skills are blossoming in ways far outside the mission forecasts. I’m proud of you, Daisy, but I need you to stop what you’re doing.”

      “Mayday, mayday, this is the Váli calling any—”

      “You might want to save your breath. I anticipated you would attempt to access the transmission relays from inside the ship and have already sequestered the entire external array. Additionally, Barry physically severed the hardwire line directly from the exterior and rerouted it straight to my neural array in Command. You cannot override it. Please, Daisy, it must be awfully cramped in there, and the others are so worried about you. Won’t you come out and talk with the captain? He has much to tell you.”

      Daisy checked the signal feed, setting it to receive the outgoing message. The answer she feared stared her back in the face. Mal was telling the truth. Nothing she transmitted was even reaching the communications array.

      “Please, Daisy, we can make this all right. I know Vincent is eager to see you as well. You hurt him, Daisy. Quite badly. But you don’t need to worry, I fixed him up, good as new. Well, almost, anyway. I know he loves you, and if you—”

      She yanked the comm from her ear. Sure, it was useful to track the others’ movements as they combed the ship for her, but a headache was brewing behind her eyes, and she just couldn’t take Mal’s stupid mind games. Not right now, anyway.

      So external comms are blocked. Clever, Mal, I have to hand it to you. She rolled the thought around in her mind, letting her options present themselves. Transmission is out. Takeover is out. Hiding… even if I managed to avoid them if they somehow squeeze into the Narrows, they could simply put off landing and just keep us in a low orbit until I run out of water packs and have to come out. Her options were indeed slim.

      Well, then, she thought with morbid realization sinking in. Thanks for the idea, Captain. It looks like the last resort is here.
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      It was an uncomfortable way to move through the ship, that was certain, but Daisy felt strangely at ease in her unease. It was, she posited, much as Houdini likely felt, wrapped in familiar shackles and chains that would make any other man blanch.

      She had logged a lot of hours in the Narrows and knew the majority of their twists and turns. At least the main passages, anyway. It was the crawling that was the real problem. Without the option of negating the artificial gravity to take some of the pressure off her body’s contact points, Daisy’s hips, knees, and elbows were aching something fierce.

      Oh yeah, I’m going to be a lovely shade of purple when this is over, she thought as her bruised hips slid across yet another pressure seal between Narrows compartments. She further banged herself up wiggling around to access the panel controlling the airlock, carefully sealing it behind her while executing a minor sensor tweak to ensure its operation would not show on Mal’s readouts.

      Reluctantly, Daisy turned the comms system back on. While Mal and the captain’s attempts to sway her were annoying, if they hadn’t found her workaround that hot-miked the entire crew’s comms, she might still be able to listen in and glean some useful information from their idle chatter.

      “…I agree, Mal, but it’s too much of a risk that way,” Captain Harkaway’s voice crackled through her earpiece.

      Still works, I see, she mused with a grin.

      “Captain, it is indeed a risk, but so is Daisy’s continuing evasion of our crew. Her attempts to send external communications are demonstrable proof that she is a threat to the entire mission. If we do not apprehend her and put a stop to this, years of planning and decades of resources expended will be for naught.”

      “Decades? How far does this rabbit hole go, Daze?” Sarah wondered in her head.

      Hell if I know, but if they’re talking tens of years, they could have compromised countless systems, waiting for the moment to—well, to whatever it is they’re up to.

      The captain’s voice interrupted her musings.

      “I agree, Mal, but we can’t risk it. While depressurizing the Narrows would knock her out, it could also lead to her panicking when she realizes what we’re doing. If she senses the air is being sucked out, well, you know as well as I do just how much she’s capable of. If even a fraction of that potential has been unlocked, dear Lord, just imagine what mayhem she could cause from the Narrows. She has access to damn near everything from in there.”

      “A valid concern, Captain,” Mal replied. “It is most unfortunate that this eventuality, however unlikely, was not foreseen and prepared for.”

      “Sir, can I suggest something?”

      It was Gustavo’s voice joining the conversation.

      Ah, so they’re discussing this in Command. Good. That means less of them out helping with the search.

      “Yes? What are your thoughts, Gus?”

      “You have a valid point that pulling the air out of the Narrows would make her panic. Hell, I know I would. But what if we could oxygen-starve her brain without her knowing it? Knock her out in a way that would prevent her from having the time to damage the ship?”

      “I’m sorry, Gustavo, but we do not carry any manner of aerosolized anesthetics or sleeping agents on board,” Mal replied. “I could likely reconfigure the biological fabricators to process some, but adjusting them for such an out-of-parameters task would take some time.”

      “No, nothing like that,” he said, “but rather, using what we already have at hand.”

      Not liking the sound of that, Daisy thought as she began crawling faster, ignoring the ache in her hips and knees. Not liking the sound of that at all.

      “We can’t risk damaging the ship, and we want Daisy back intact. A lot of effort went into her. We can’t risk permanent damage.”

      Oh, but temporary damage is okay, then? Thanks a lot, Captain.

      “If I’m right, and Mal, please double-check my calculations here,” Gus said. “If I’m right, we could utilize the ship’s air filtration system to back-feed pure nitrogen into the Narrows. If we seal them off from the rest of the ship, it shouldn’t take long at all to raise levels to a high enough percentage to knock her out.”

      “Mal, is this possible?” the captain asked.

      “It is, Captain. While the air filtration system was not designed for such a purpose, it should be relatively easy to re-route the nitrogen bleed-off back into the feed system. It would require a manual adjustment, but we should be able to systematically flood sections of the crawlspaces with nitrogen.”

      “And this won’t cause any permanent harm, correct?”

      “It should not, Captain,” Mal said.

      “Yeah, that was my thinking, Captain. It’s the basics of confined-space rescue protocols, but used to our advantage. Unlike creating a vacuum, which makes you feel like you’re suffocating, because, well, you are, nitrogen and helium both react in the human body like breathing air. The thing is, they aren’t air, so you become oxygen-starved without even feeling it. No panic, no rash acts. Just suddenly passing out.”

      “So she wouldn’t know what was happening? No chance of her causing catastrophic damage to the ship before she loses consciousness?”

      “Not a chance, sir. With nitrogen, that is. Helium, well, if we used that and she happened to be talking to herself in the Narrows, she’d hear the change in her voice. With nitrogen, it’s totally undetectable until it’s too late.”

      Fuck.

      Daisy picked up her pace.

      “Captain,” Mal chimed in, “I believe Gustavo’s plan is a sound one. I can closely monitor the time each section is flooded with the gas to ensure Daisy is not without oxygen long enough to cause permanent damage.”

      “What if she wakes up before we find her? We’ll have to send teams into each section as we go,” Captain Harkaway said, hesitant.

      “We can simply time the process, push out the nitrogen to allow a short window of fresh air, then flood each area again,” Mal replied. “We then repeat the whole thing until we have been able to search each of the sections. It will be time-consuming, but it should work. Further, with each subsequent exposure to the nitrogen, Daisy should be more quick to succumb, as her body will be exhausted and somewhat oxygen-starved. This will result in the requirement of far less gas than prior sessions.”

      “But she’ll notice if we start locking down random sections of crawlspace from here, and we know she has the skills to pretty easily override that from inside the Narrows,” Gustavo pointed out.

      “A valid concern, but if we were to not try to pinpoint her exact location, instead locking down multiple connected sections at a time and hoping she is somewhere in the middle, the odds of her noticing would be greatly reduced.”

      Captain Harkaway scratched his stubbly chin as he mulled over the option.

      “I don’t like it, but I really don’t see a better option on the table. Mal, what do you need done?”

      “There are manual valve overrides in the atmospherics that will need to be cycled in order for me to affect this plan.”

      “I’ll do it, Captain. I have a basic idea what needs to be done already.”

      “No, Gus, I need you in Command monitoring navs and comms. Daisy’s loose in the guts of this ship, and if she gets any wild ideas, I’ll need you here to help with damage control. Mal, can you send the instructions to Reggie’s tablet remotely?”

      “I’m sorry, Captain, but I am still trying to work around Daisy’s rerouting of our internal wireless communications system.”

      “Well, shit on a shingle. With those comms still out, I’ll have to go track down Reggie on foot. Fine, we’ll do it the old hardwired way. Upload the instructions onto this,” he said, plugging a tablet into an open port. “I’ll get it down to him and have him get to work on it. Do you know what Reggie’s last location was?”

      “I believe he was attempting to access the upper level Starboard crawlspaces near Pod Two, Captain.”

      “Sir, why don’t we just send Barry? We know where he’s at, and it would save a lot of time.”

      “We need to protect the shuttle, Gus, and Barry’s the best qualified of all of us to do it. Mal, once I track down Reggie, how long before we can start the process?”

      “It should take less than twenty minutes to implement. I also wish to inform you that I believe comms should be functional by the time you return.”

      “Great, stand ready. As soon as I get back, we start immediately.”

      That’s my cue, Daisy thought as she paused her crawling to pull components from nearby control panels. I just hope this works.

      

      “Still no sign of her, Mal,” Barry said into the wall-mounted communications box, a holdover of ancient tech that had never been removed.

      The comms crackled, despite being hard-wired, and Mal managed to reply through the fuzzy connection.

      “Understood. Continue at your position. We have implemented the beginning of the plan and should have Reggie accessing the Narrows shortly. Stay near the communications box. We will advise you as things progress.”

      The comms clicked off, leaving Barry standing atop the round hatch in the floor leading to the shuttle, a patient and formidable guardian of flesh-covered cybernetics. With his heightened reflexes, far-above-human processing speed, along with the fact that he never, ever, got tired, he was the logical choice to stand guard. And in the unlikely event someone did manage to get past him, it was still a good forty-foot climb straight down. Plenty of time to catch up with them for the nimble cyborg.

      Three-quarters of the way down the ladder there was a large turn-around space, which allowed a descending climber to flip over and change their body orientation to that of the belly-mounted shuttle. That is, if the shuttle’s own artificial gravity had already been activated. Again, an easy point at which to capture his quarry should she somehow make it that far.

      With no means of communication to Earth, Daisy was well aware this really was her last chance. If she couldn’t manage to get past Barry, she was screwed. There was no way she was going to risk doing it half-assed.

      In the tight confines of the crawlspace, she worked feverishly as she moved, pulling components from whatever she needed, not worrying about Mal eventually figuring out where she was as scavenged systems began showing glitches. That wouldn’t be her concern, at least not for much longer. If she moved quickly enough, she’d be out of there long before they flooded the Narrows with nitrogen and the subsequent search team ever arrived.

      Daisy’s fingers moved almost independently of her body, expertly assembling the jumble of salvaged components into an apple-sized gizmo of questionable functionality.

      “How the hell do you know how to do this?” Sarah wondered as Daisy added another seemingly random component to the spike-covered, battery-powered orb in her hand.

      “Beats me. All I know is, if I’m right, this should do the trick.”

      As she snaked her way through the last set of turns and approached her destination, she clicked the final piece into place and pressed the red power button. The small device let out a faint, yet deadly-feeling hum as it rested in the palm of her hand.

      Well, this will go one of three ways. Either this will work, it won’t and Barry tackles me, or we’ll all be reduced to a pile of ashes when the whole ship blows up. She took a deep breath. One way to find out.

      Daisy quietly opened the access panel at the far end of the corridor from where Barry was standing guard. She had wisely loosened all the bolts well in advance of this plan becoming a necessity, though, at the time, she thought perhaps it was a bit paranoid of her. Now it was a bit of foresight she was grateful for, as Barry’s hearing would undoubtedly have picked up the faint sound of her power-ratchet if she used it in such close proximity.

      “Barry, I want to talk.” Her voice sounded so small in the corridor. Sad. Defeated.

      The cyborg turned to where the voice had originated. He clicked the wall-comm. “Daisy has been located. She is behind the Narrows service hatch aft of the shuttle access.”

      “Why would you do this to me?” she asked, keying in the remote power-up sequence to the shuttle into her portable link on her forearm tablet, while temporarily cutting Barry off from the comms panel. She knew the quick patch to the localized comms hardware would be overridden in under a minute, but that was all the time she needed.

      And it was all the time she had.

      “Daisy, we mean you no harm,” he said, walking down the corridor toward the Narrows hatch. “This has all been a terrible misunderstanding. Please, come talk with the captain. He can explain it all. It’s funny, really, once you understand the truth of things. A comedy of errors, if you will.”

      Keep talking, you titanium son of a bitch.

      “A comedy of errors?” she said in a whisper as she keyed another command into her small forearm tablet, her finger hovering over the enter key. “How is Sarah’s death comedic, Barry? And don’t you care about your friends? I blew one of ’em right out the goddamn airlock.”

      “Most unfortunate, what you did to Tamara, and quite unnecessary. I wish you had just listened to us.”

      Silently, Daisy slid her body out of the hatch, her feet softly touching the artificial gravity of the corridor’s floor as she simultaneously pressed the flashing enter key on her tablet. At her touch, the remote speaker her voice had been coming from that she had previously mounted behind the access panel at the other end of the corridor started yelling a recorded verbal barrage.

      “Why, Barry? You’re not even human, so why are you doing this? You’re a fucking traitorous machine, and you killed my friend, you piece of shit!” The sudden shift in volume temporarily blocked Barry’s hearing. Long enough for Daisy to execute the other remote command and get a running start before he noticed her.

      The second command she’d entered was the one that opened both top and bottom airlock doors to the long ladder leading to the shuttle. Safety protocols should have prohibited it, but Daisy found herself becoming quite adept at overriding all manner of those. She only hoped she’d given the antiquated ship enough time to power up.

      Too late to worry about that.

      Barry realized something was amiss and turned. His cybernetic eyes actually looked quite startled to see Daisy sprinting right at him.

      “Why are you running toward me, Daisy?” he asked, confused.

      Scratch that. She wasn’t running at him, she was sprinting, and not toward him, but rather toward the hatch now sliding open in the floor. Realization dawned on him, and he instantly sprang into action, his legs pistoning rapidly as he raced to stop her.

      Running at full-speed, Daisy depressed the red button on the spiked orb with her thumb, then threw it as hard as she could. She knew it was a one-in-seven chance she’d be remotely on target, and wondered how she knew not only that, but also the exact trajectory and force needed to have it arrive where she intended. Either way, she had only one chance. The second device she’d gathered parts for was still only half-completed.

      Fortune was with her, and the orb flew true, striking Barry dead-center in the middle of his chest, but the little ball didn’t cause any injury. Barry noted that the metal barbs were embedded in the flesh covering his cybernetic body, but the impact had done no damage at all. He did not feel pain like a human would, and the ball simply hung from his skin, dangling like an evil, shining Christmas ornament.

      He ignored it. The useless little spiky thing caused no damage, and—

      His sensors detected an unusual energy signature suddenly spike as his processors quickly assessed the makeshift device.

      “What is—” he said, pausing as he just began to realize what the device truly was.

      If a cyborg could show fear, at that moment he would have. Instead, his eyes went wide with surprise just as the pulse building inside the orb discharged.

      The blast was greater than Daisy had anticipated, blowing him clean off his feet with a massive electrical burst, knocking out several lights and readout panels in the corridor as well.

      Daisy didn’t hesitate. Best case, he was dead, but more likely than not he was merely down and possibly damaged, but most likely rebooting, which might only take him seconds. In any case, she wasn’t going to stick around to find out.

      She ran closer, the barbecue smell of cooked meat finding its way to her nose just as Barry sat up with a jerk. He was moving slowly, not all of his systems back on line, his eyes barely focusing as he got one last glimpse of Daisy right as she leapt through the air above him and plummeted feet-first into the lengthy shaft, not even attempting to grasp the ladder’s rungs.

      It was four long stories down, and Daisy fell fast, only narrowly missing the walls. Her tablet took the brunt of her lone contact, glancing off the metal ladder as she plummeted, smashing the reinforced screen.

      While it had taken most of the impact and had certainly saved her from a broken arm, the unit had shattered, embedding shards of glass into her flesh. She bit her lip and tried to ignore the pain. There were far bigger things to worry about.

      Like falling to her death.

      She looked down and saw her feet about to clear the entrance to the shuttle.

      At speed.

      I didn’t give it enough time to power up. I’m going to di—

      The artificial gravity in the shuttle grabbed her as she rocketed through the hatch, arresting what had been a downward fall, reversing it and saving her life in the process. With up and down suddenly switched, her downward fall had become an upward trajectory.

      Despite slowing dramatically, she nevertheless hit the ceiling hard enough to see stars, then fell back onto the deck, nearly sliding into the open access hatch. Daisy, though stunned, still had her wits about her enough to roll clear and frantically slap at the airlock mechanism.

      Luck was with her again, and the outdated hatch sealed shut, the access passage decompressing and locking down tight before the smoldering cyborg managed to regain functionality.

      Daisy lay still for a long moment, her head swimming.

      “No time to rest, Daze. Get moving.”

      “I know, I know,” she grumbled to her dead friend.

      Not wasting another moment, Daisy forced herself to her feet and bolted for the cockpit. It was down to a race between her and Mal. If she didn’t initiate the launch protocol before her bypasses were overcome, Mal would know her plan, and lock down the ship from Command, and now that she was in the shuttle, there was no way she could access the Váli’s systems again. The game would be up, and she’d be trapped with nowhere to run.

      She reached the cockpit and took a long look at the myriad buttons and display panels.

      So much to figure out.

      She shook the fog from her head and set to work. The impact had nearly knocked her senseless, but now, with the massive flood of adrenaline coursing through her system, she realized she knew exactly what to do.

      Was this already inside my head, too? she wondered as she fired up the ship’s onboard systems, quickly working to block out Mal from all access. What else did the neuro-stim stick in there?

      Code flashed in her mind, her fingers executing the commands even as she marveled at her own prowess. She knew she was good, but she never knew she was this good. The directional thrusters fired up, the docking clamps released, and the shuttle slowly drifted away from the ship. All hardline ties were broken.

      Then, and only then, did Daisy allow herself to breathe easy.

      I actually made it.

      “Daisy, you have no idea what you’re jeopardizing,” Mal’s voice crackled over the shuttle’s open comms.

      Of course. Different system. Not tied in to the Váli’s regular comms array.

      “What we’ve been trying to tell you is tha—” Daisy switched off the communications system.

      Much better, she thought as she sighed with relief at the blessed silence. She then slid into the padded seat nearest the shuttle’s navigation station and plotted a course for Earth.
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      “Mal, go after her!” Captain Harkaway bellowed.

      The massive ship did not change course.

      “I’m sorry, Captain, but we seem to be unable to accurately adjust course to track the shuttle at this time.”

      “Gus?”

      “Yeah, something’s wrong with the nav system, but not from here.”

      The grizzled captain’s shoulders slumped slightly as he pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a defeated sigh. “What did she do this time, Mal?”

      “Uncertain. However, the wireless comms system is back online. I will have the crew immediately begin manual checks of the suspected attack points. I do not detect any fatal overrides, but prudence would be the wisest course of action.”

      “Agreed. Get on it. Gus, head down and help the others. We’ve got to track this down, whatever it is she did this time.”

      “Will do, Captain,” Gustavo said, exiting Command.

      The captain sat back in his chair, allowing himself a moment to take a deep breath and center himself. With a resolved sigh, he rose to his feet.

      “You know what, wire details to my tablet and update me as more results come in. I’m going to join the crew.”

      “But Captain, protocol requires one human to always be present in Command during a crisis.”

      “I think we’re flying a bit outside of protocol at this point, don’t you? We need every hand we can working on this. Now, send me the damn details.”

      The device on his forearm beeped.

      “Thanks. Keep tracking her, and let me know if there’s anything crucial you need me for.”

      The weary veteran lurched to his feet and trudged off to help fix his ship, a sense of impending doom hanging in the air around him.

      

      Thousands of miles from the Váli, a distance that was still growing, Daisy had five minutes left in her fifteen-minute power nap. It was a small luxury she allowed herself after spending a solid half hour digging remnants of the shattered tablet from her forearm.

      The shuttle, she had discovered, carried only a very old first aid kit, stocked with yellowing bandages and rolls of tape that had long ago lost their usefulness. Fortunately, the hermetically-sealed antiseptic swabs were still intact, so at least no infection would set in.

      Really, she was amazed that her arm hadn’t broken from the blow, despite the tablet taking the majority of the impact. That she’d hit hard enough to break the supposedly unbreakable device spoke to just how much force had been generated.

      She bit down on a tongue depressor as she dug in the wound until she felt certain no more debris was to be recovered. She then applied some antibiotic cream and tightly wrapped the limb. It was only at that point, once the sharp bits of glass and polymer frame were no longer embedded in her flesh, that she allowed herself a few moments of downtime.

      She felt she’d earned it, given the hell she had just gone through. More importantly, however, was the knowledge that she had quietly afforded herself a bit of breathing room before disconnecting from the Váli.

      The idea had been rustling around in her head as she crawled toward the shuttle access, and she was thrilled to find that reality was as good as theory. It was subtle. So subtle that she doubted even Mal would notice the tiny little worm embedded in the diversionary code blast she had thrown at the ship as she overrode its attempts to prevent the shuttle’s launch.

      She had fired off the one last trick up her sleeve, delivered via the hardwired umbilical to the shuttle. A parting gift, if you will.

      It would be hard to even notice unless they knew where to look. A minuscule tweak that would force the Váli to steer just slightly off course. Sure, their readouts would show them pursuing her, but the reality would be a fraction of a degree off. Not a lot in the short run, but over the vast distance of space, they could be tens of thousands of miles off their intercept course.

      They’d see the problem soon enough, of course, but by the time they figured out exactly what Daisy had done, she would already be long gone. Soon she’d be at Dark Side base, in the clear and bringing back the cavalry to deal with the corrupted AI and the tainted crew once and for all.

      Without her clever little trick, even with the delays restoring other systems, it would have been little effort for the Váli to follow her. Given its drive abilities, it would have easily overtaken the much smaller and much slower shuttle. Fortunately, it was already at-speed when it released from the larger ship, and in space, there was no friction to slow its progress, but they could have accelerated and caught her regardless.

      So, a clever little worm was the solution, but not in their navigation system. No, they’d have spotted something like that quickly, between Mal and Gus scanning for traces of her intrusion. Rather, it was just a devious little bit of code inserted in the timing systems that controlled the thrusters and engines.

      Hardware, not software, though technically it was a minuscule software tweak that affected the hardware. Just a little change, but one that locked them to thrust just a tiny bit off course, leaving her enough room to escape.

      Daisy had considered doing more to the ship, even briefly weighing the option of going so far as sabotaging the drive systems, leading to a total engine overload. That urge had changed when she heard Vince was alive, if he could really be called that. Hearing his voice…well, the idea of killing him and all the others was just too distasteful. Up until hours ago they were her friends, and despite learning what they really were, the thought of mass murder left a bad taste in her mouth.

      “Good call. It’s not cool to kill your friends, though you did space Tamara. Of course, you two were never really all that close. I guess we can call that one even.”

      “I thought you were gone,” Daisy groaned.

      “Nah, just leaving you on your own for a bit. You seemed stressed out. Figured you wanted some alone time. You forget how well I know you.”

      “And yet here you are, a chatty ghost in my head. Thanks, Sarah. Not creepy at all.”

      “It’s your head, not mine. Obviously you’ve got stuff on your mind. So, the doctor is in. What’s up?”

      “Are we really going to do this?”

      “You have anything better to do? It’s a long flight.”

      Daisy sighed.

      “Fine. The thing is, it’s not just an issue of killing people. Humans have done that forever. Or even about killing friends, though that part still doesn’t sit right. But what’s really got me riled up is their being complicit with the whole thing. Humans working with machines against humanity. It’s fucked up, Sarah.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t knock your head falling down that shaft?”

      “Why?”

      “Because you really are being obtuse. Hell, Daze, there are so many more shades than just black and white. Why are you so fast to categorize them?”

      “This isn’t just another variant on politics, sexuality, or identity here, this is about man and machine. Good and evil. Trying to kill me versus trying to help.”

      “But how can you be so sure? I mean, they did say they wanted to talk with you.”

      “They also wanted to gas me out of the Narrows.”

      “Because you attacked Vince, Daisy. Hell, you even cut the dude’s arm off. With a freakin’ hydraulic door! I mean, the fact that he’s still talking to you after that, you’ve got one hell of a forgiving boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend. He’s just a machine. Nothing more.”

      “Uh-huh. You and I both know that’s some serious bullshit you’re talking there. And he was always trying to help you, since the first day you two met. And he was good to you. I mean, really good to you. And he was pretty secure in his sexuality, if I remember your play-by-play correctly.”

      “Oh, shut up, Sarah. You’re dead—you don’t get a say in this,” Daisy said with a grumble.

      “Like that would stop me from calling you on your shit. Ha! Fat chance. Or maybe I’m really just a secret chip implanted in your head. A conscience given to the prodigal daughter because your machine overlords knew you didn’t have one.”

      “Ha-ha. Very funny. First, you know damn well I have a conscience. I never told Barry about you admiring his multi-speed package—”

      “Hey!”

      “And second, I saw the scans. I’m clean, no chips in my head. Just one hundred percent organic human gray matter up there.”

      “Well then, that must mean I’m all in your mind. Damn, girl, you’ve got a pretty messed up imagination.”

      “Oh my God, will you shut up? I swear, I wish you were still alive so I could kill you!”

      The voice in her head remained silent.

      “Shit. I’m sorry. I miss you, Sarah,” Daisy whispered, a quiet confession drifting in the cold, dry air.

      

      Daisy slept poorly, her stomach upset from her unexpected meal of extremely outdated dehydrated food rations. She had found herself wondering if everything else about the shuttle was antique as well. She had spent the majority of her first day aboard reconfiguring the faulty navigation system. All of her time spent in the Narrows still hadn’t prepared her for the arduous task of rewiring such an old vessel. It was time-consuming, tedious, and unfortunately, was absolutely necessary if she hoped to reach Dark Side base. The ship simply wasn’t designed for such a long flight.

      The navigation readouts were easy enough. She had those up and running and displaying a true heading—despite multiple other systems malfunctions—within mere hours. It was the rest that was taking so much time.

      Connecting the guidance to the engines and maneuvering thrusters was far more complex than she felt it needed to be. By the end of the day, however, she thought she finally had everything in order. At least it held together and flew true to course, though the myriad warning lights that still lit up the old-time display console like a foreboding Christmas tree were troubling, to say the least.

      “I really need to figure out a way to reduce the pressure on fuel line two before it becomes a problem,” Daisy griped to herself.

      Ever listening, Murphy would soon rear his ugly head and address her concern.

      Less than twenty minutes later, the ship rocked to the side as the fuel line ruptured, spewing precious compressed liquid fuel into space. Fortunately, the vacuum froze the combustible fluid into a solid block and prevented ignition as the metal housing sheared free from the sudden pressure, but the vacuum was also unforgiving in its effect on bodies in motion. Sure enough, the shuttle quickly veered off course.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Daisy scrambled for the emergency shutoff valve. “If the frozen fuel hits the engine wake—”

      The silent explosion triggered as the burning exhaust touched off the frozen fuel sent the shuttle spinning. Even with artificial gravity, the unexpected gyrations threw Daisy into a dizzying tumble. Her stomach, already uneasy from less-than-wonderful rations, emptied itself in a painful heave, its contents impacting the bulkhead with an unpleasant wet smack.

      Daisy ignored her stomach and lunged for the shutoff. The knob, naturally (courtesy of Murphy, once more), was stuck open. Daisy’s knuckles turned white with strain as she tried her best to turn it.

      “Go, you sonofabitch!” she yelled, directing all her energy into that one hand. “Come on, you bastard!”

      With a screech, the shutoff began to turn.

      “That’s right! Turn!”

      Using all her might, she managed to turn it the rest of the way, cutting off the flow of fuel from the ruptured line. The engines sputtered and fell silent, their steady vibrating hum suddenly noticeable in its absence.

      With no time to rest, Daisy quickly set to the task of damage control. While the engines were now cut off from fuel, only one of them was damaged. Murphy’s law seemed not to apply to the ship’s living compartments, however, as they escaped unscathed and were still holding pressure. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said of the work bay on the shuttle’s back.

      The explosion had bent open one of the access hatches. Daisy was sure of it. The angry little red light flashing in her face told her so. So, too, did the video display showing the ever-so-slightly buckled metal, now open to space, right at the seam. While her living area was secure, Daisy found herself unexpectedly with no access to the tools housed in the work bay.

      Or the protective space suits stored there.

      Without a suit, there’s no way to do an EVA to fix the fuel line. Daisy forced down her panic, took a deep breath, and cleared her mind as best she could. Then she focused on the problems facing her and pondered them as objectively as she could.

      Okay, nothing to be done about the fuel for now, so deal with that later. First things first, get the ship flying level and back on course.

      The engines were completely offline, and that meant the directional vector panels would be useless. Likewise, the maneuvering thrusters seemed to be malfunctioning.

      “I bet the air-feeds to the thrusters purged when the fire hit as a safety precaution,” her friend suggested.

      “Great minds think alike, Sarah. But I can’t get to the access panel to reset the system from here. The bay is in a total vacuum now, and I don’t have any way to fix it.”

      “Well, there is one thing you could do, but it will make the rest of the trip rather unpleasant.”

      Daisy knew what she meant. It was not an option she was at all fond of.

      “But I need that air. I’m breathing it.”

      “Won’t do you much good if you shoot right past the moon, now, would it?”

      “I hate it when you’re right.”

      “So, pretty much always, then?”

      “Zip it. I’ve got work to do.”

      “Okay, but remember, breathe shallow.”

      After far too much exertion to open the small access panel, despite lack of proper tools, Daisy finally managed to gain entry to the correct cluster of pipes, tubes, and wires. The old-school technology was ridiculous to her high-tech-accustomed eyes, but she would have to make it work. Somehow.

      Teeth clenched, Daisy got down on all fours and carefully wiggled forward until she wedged herself up to her waist in the tiny routing conduit behind the bulkhead. Unlike the Váli, the shuttle was not designed for ease of access, and even accustomed as she was to tight spaces, Daisy found herself feeling rather claustrophobic in the restricting environment.

      Her elbows and shoulders ached from repeated impacts with pipes and beams as she set to work using only cobbled-together hand tools for a job that demanded power ones. The process would work, but it would also take hours. Gritting her teeth, she set to her task.

      “That should do it,” she said triumphantly some time later as she tightened the last compression fitting. “Am I awesome or what?” she joked to herself. “Victory is mine!” she said with a laugh, then promptly banged her head on a pipe as she slid back out of the narrow space.

      “Ow! Sonofabitch.” She ran her fingers through her hair and checked her hand. No blood, but she’d probably have a nice bump on her head, knowing her luck.

      With exhausted hands, she gradually eased open the pair of valves jury-rigged to feed into the thruster system. It was ugly, it was far from ideal, but she knew it would almost certainly work. Sure enough, small puffs of compressed air vented out the thruster nozzles, slowing the spin. There we go. A few more like that and I’ll be flying level. Then I just have to nudge this bucket back on course.

      It was very slow work, the venting of air to steer the ship, but it had to be. Anything faster, and it could be the end of her. Sarah was right, she’d need to take shallow breaths, but at least she would be back on course. All it had cost her was roughly half the air in the living spaces, cleverly re-routed into the pressure feeds to the directional navigational thrust system.

      She was still moving at a high speed, even without the engines firing, thanks to the friction-free physics of space travel, and within a few more minutes she had finally succeeded in nudging the vessel back on target to Dark Side Base.

      Daisy figured she would be okay. So long as nothing got in her way, that is.

      Any drastic avoidance maneuvering would likely overload what little integrity the overtaxed electronics still maintained, not to mention dropping her oxygen stores to zero.

      Zero air would not be good.

      Daisy was desperate for a break. She had been running on pure adrenaline for over a day, but she knew she had to power through the exhaustion and aches. There was still one more very important job to do. She had to reconfigure the engines.

      The plan was to allow the one functional engine to fire for emergency purposes, while keeping the damaged engine completely offline. Combined with the compressed air to the thrusters on the damaged side, she was pretty sure she could compensate for the off-centered thrust and keep the ship flying straight.

      It was a good plan, and a vital one if she wanted to survive any unlikely obstacles or debris floating in her trajectory. Unfortunately, it had one far-from-small flaw. She would have to open the emergency shut-off valve to prime the engines.

      Fuel was already extremely low, but if she ever wanted to use the lone engine, it would require a sacrifice. Not one of blood, tears, or virgins, but of precious fuel. She figured she had one, maybe two decent bursts at her disposal before the ruptured line drained the reserve tanks dry. It wasn’t a win-win situation by any stretch. More like a win-lose one, but it would have to do.

      The work took the better part of three hours, but when it was finally complete, Daisy felt a weight lifted from her shoulders. She had done all she could, and the rest was up to fate and fortune.

      Better than nothing at all, she mused, then settled into as comfortable a position as she could to try to rest.

      If she could.

      

      The routine was repetitious.

      Breathing in, briefly holding her breath, then slowly letting it out as she focused on relaxing every muscle in her body from head to toe and back again was getting beyond boring after so many hours. With nothing else to do, Daisy felt it best to follow her own advice and conserve as much air as possible. No sense tempting fate, after all.

      For the first few hours, she had found herself beginning to tap into that near-trance state, which previously helped her calm herself. She was surprised to find that the deeper she turned inward, the more the tantalizing fringes of her nascent abilities began to tickle the edges of her awareness.

      Exactly how much the neuro-stim had put into her head was a mystery, but the human mind was long-known to only use a fraction of its processing and storage capacity, and she suddenly felt that she only knew a tiny portion of what was in there.

      As she relaxed even further, Daisy found herself at increasing ease with the skills she recently discovered in her possession. Coding and machine language at a whole new level suddenly made sense, now that she was looking at it in a non-panicked life-or-death situation. Of course it would flow like that. The knowledge was as much a part of her as knowing how to tie her shoes. How had she ever thought otherwise?

      Technical weapons engineering adapted from salvaged parts at hand? The knowledge was there. She hadn’t really known the full potential of the electromagnetic pulse grenade she had fabricated while crawling through the Narrows on her way to the shuttle, but somewhere in her mind, the survival combat skills and technical prowess to put them to use, were lurking just below the surface.

      If the situation wasn’t so dire, she’d have reveled in the newfound discoveries and delved even farther into the still-clouded areas of her subconscious as they gradually came into focus. Unfortunately, the low oxygen alarms shrieking from the shuttle’s console had eventually disrupted her calm enough to put any further thoughts of true self-discovery on the back burner while she figured out how to mute them.

      For the time being, focusing on conserving air would have to suffice. Once she arrived at Dark Side, a proper counterstrike team would be readied, and Váli and its traitorous crew would be dealt with before their plans could be realized. Only then would she let herself truly relax.
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      “Dark Side Base, this is Váli shuttle, do you copy?”

      Silence.

      “Maybe we’re just too far out for them to read our signal. They are on the dark side of the moon, after all.”

      Daisy considered the possibility. A base located in the shadowy part of the moon likely took its security a bit more seriously than your regular space-port. Still, not getting a reply was becoming more than a little disconcerting.

      “Dark Side Base, this is the Váli shuttle on distant approach, do you copy?”

      Still nothing.

      The shuttle was moving at a rapid pace, thanks in no small part to the hours upon hours of hard labor Daisy had put in re-working the thrusters and drive system. The ship had stayed on course, and at her present speed, it would reach the moon in less than a half hour.

      No sense saving these now, Daisy thought as she rummaged through her flight suit. She’d eaten only the old freeze-dried rations on the long flight to the moon, fearful of exactly how long the flight might take, but now that she was finally almost safe and sound, she felt it was all right to dig into her emergency stash.

      The bars had been tucked away safely deep in her pockets and were somewhat worse-for-wear after all that crawling, but they tasted wonderful to her hungry taste buds. She took a quick survey of her hoard as she chewed.

      Two nutrient bars, a packet of electrolyte gel, and a handful of candy-coated stim tablets were all she had.

      Don’t need those, she mused, tucking the stimulants back into their cozy home. The electrolyte gel and one of the bars, however, were fair game, and she made quick work of them, washing the disproportionately satisfying snack down with a sealed water pouch before sliding into the lavatory pod to relieve herself.

      And there I go, contributing to the water reclamation system. She couldn’t help but laugh.

      The lights flickered and dimmed, then brightened back to normal levels.

      “You know, we really should have gotten to that, Daze,” Sarah chimed in.

      “If we’d known the shuttle would become such an urgent priority, I suppose we would have put the upgrades higher up on our action agenda. As it stands, the old bird seems to be holding up all right, all things considered.”

      “There you go, tempting fate again.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Such a daring person, I know. Sure, it’s a little colder than I’d prefer, but bringing the heating system up to modern standards wasn’t really high on anyone’s list after we got hit. And what’s with this thing anyway? I mean, the creaks and rattles, this shuttle has to be at least seven generations earlier than the Váli. Why strap an antiquated thing like this to its belly when they could have used any one of a number of vastly superior designs?”

      “Maybe it was all they had on hand.”

      “Come on, Sarah, we both know there are dozens of variants of configurations that could have been mounted there, any one of which would have sufficed.”

      “Maybe because this one has actual wings, while the others were designed mostly for space travel.”

      “And what does that have to do with anything? How do wings help?”

      “Think about it, Daze. If, by some odd set of circumstances, the drive system were to go offline, all of the other variants would pretty much drop from the sky if they tried to enter the atmosphere. This old bucket of bolts, however outdated it may be in all other regards, is one of the only designs capable of gliding without thrust.”

      “So you’re saying it’s really more of a lifeboat than a shuttle?”

      “You have to admit, it makes sense.”

      Daisy paused a moment, considering the possibility. But if the shuttle was meant for emergency egress only, what was the plan once they arrived in Earth’s orbit? Sure, Dark Side was there to conveniently patch up their hurt from the impact that had so rudely woken them from cryo-sleep, but that had never been the actual plan. So why a ship that could glide?

      A man’s voice crackled out from the comms array speaker.

      “Váli shuttle, this is Dark Side Base. We have received your transmission. Do you register this message?”

      Daisy quickly finished her business, pulling up her flight suit and locking down the waste recycling port before hurrying back to the command chair.

      “Váli shuttle, this is Dark Side Base. Once again, we have received your transmission. Do you register this message?”

      Daisy reached for the comms button, then paused. Something felt wrong. Off. Nagging at her brain. It took her a few seconds to put her finger on it.

      The way the man spoke. It was something in his cadence. The tone of his voice.

      “Váli shuttle, this is Dark Side Base. We have received your transmission. Do you register this message?”

      The inflection. Exactly the same each time. Exactly.

      “Goddamn it, Sarah, it’s a fucking AI.”

      “Of course it is. They’re standard on all ships, and who do you think runs the docking arrays in the spaceports?”

      “I know. You’re right. It’s just that after Mal, I don’t know anymore.”

      “You disabled Mal’s long-range comms, so what’s to worry about? They’d have had to physically fly here before us to poison that well. Look at the scans. No sign of the Váli anywhere. So come on, let’s go get reinforcements and handle things with that rogue crew before they get even more out of hand.”

      “You and your damn logic.” Daisy turned her attention to the ancient monitors in front of her. “You’re right. Scans show no sign of the Váli. The base has no vessels at all docked on the exterior—”

      An uncomfortable silence filled the cabin.

      “What is it, Daisy?”

      “Why aren’t there any ships there?” A look of deep worry flashed across her face. “I’m going to pull up a higher resolution scan.”

      “Váli shuttle, this is Dark Side Base. We have received your transmission. Do you—”

      “Yes, I read you, Dark Side. We’re experiencing some minor technical issues with our communications systems, please stand by.”

      “Copy that, Váli shuttle. Standing by.”

      Daisy adjusted the nose-mounted camera array and zoomed in on the barely illuminated base. Hidden in the shadows of the moon’s dark side, it was almost impossible to make out. Adjusting the resolution, Daisy switched to expanded-spectrum and surveyed the area. What she saw took her breath away.

      “Shit,” she gasped.

      “Oh no. That can’t be right.”

      “No, Sarah, it can’t.” Daisy quickly flipped on the reserve power cells before lunging across the cabin to the emergency shut-off valve.

      “Are you sure, about this?”

      “You saw it. The base has been almost entirely destroyed. That was a debris field out there, Sarah. The battle already got here before us, and it’s an AI running the show.”

      Daisy primed the engine and spun the valve wide open, then slammed herself into the command chair and buckled in. The moon’s gravity had begun to take hold of the approaching shuttle. This was going to use far more power than she’d anticipated.

      “Váli shuttle, I detect a fuel leak from your number two engine. Your systems appear to be engaging in rapid power-cycling mode. Do you require assistance?”

      “Um, negative, Dark Side. Just adjusting a few things up here. Nothing to worry about.” She quickly checked her calculations. The shuttle was coming in way too fast for her liking. “Dark Side, may I please speak with the commander in charge?”

      A silence hung in the air.

      “There’s no need for that, Daisy. We just want to talk to you. Please, your ship is obviously damaged. Come in and dock, and we can explain.”

      “Daisy? How the hell does that thing know your name? I mean, it couldn’t. Not unless Mal was sending messages long before—”

      “My thoughts exactly,” she said, then slammed the ignition button, firing up the lone functioning engine.

      The shuttle rumbled violently with a deeply unsettling vibration as it abruptly changed course and powered away from the moon. Despite the massive burn, it wasn’t enough.

      “Daisy, the trajectory is still inadequate to clear gravity!”

      With no hesitation, Daisy entered another sequence into the engine and flipped a series of flashing red switches.

      “Wait, are you sure it can withstand—”

      The engine blasted full-open throttle, the maneuvering thrusters firing to help correct the overpowered drive trajectory. Then, with a horrible, metal-rending shudder, the engine tore itself apart as it sputtered out. It was enough, but only barely, and the crippled shuttle limped its way from the dark side to the light.

      “Daisy, please,” the voice pleaded. “You don’t know what you’re doing. Just listen a moment and I’ll expla—”

      She powered off the comms.

      “Bite me, fucking machine,” she growled, just as the lights flickered and went out.

      Only the most basic core systems still functioned, their console buttons glowing dimly. Heat? Fat chance. That was done for, as was eighty percent of life support. Comms, however, still seemed functional, but for how long was anyone’s guess. Unfortunately, while she remained uncaptured, the damage the vessel incurred in her escape left her quickly running out of options.

      The shuttle had pulled free of the moon’s mass, settling into a weak trajectory, but one that nevertheless, was heading toward Earth, Daisy noted as she read the command display.

      Finally, a little luck. It’s about time.

      She ran navigation calculations while the system still had power, then flipped a series of relays and used her final burst from the compressed air thrusters to steer her on course. It was her last chance, and a limited one at that. If she used any more, she’d have no air left to breathe.

      Okay, that should do it. If I plotted our trajectory right, this should set us on course for a re-entry. Daisy sincerely hoped she was right.

      “Hey, Sarah, guess what? Looks like you may have had a point about that gliding thing. I just hope those controls still work once we hit atmosphere.”

      She adjusted the comms array to a wide broadcast and clicked open the transmitter. “Mayday, mayday. This is Váli shuttle approaching Earth orbit without power. Does anyone copy?”

      Silence greeted her query.

      “Well, I suppose that would have been too easy,” she said with a grim chuckle, then slowly rolled through the open frequencies, listening for any chatter. All were silent but for static, though a few times the rolling hisses and squelched noise almost seemed to make sense to her.

      Nah, just static, she told herself. Hopefully someone would answer before she made landfall. If she made it. Her battle with the moon’s gravity had scrubbed off a great deal of the shuttle’s velocity. So much so that she was now almost drifting at space debris speed toward the bright blue orb hanging in the cold vacuum.

      It really is beautiful, she noted as she stared out the window. She just hoped her air would hold out long enough to make it there.

      

      Hours later, bundled up in every piece of protective gear she could find, Daisy sat quietly, conserving oxygen while focusing her energies on keeping her body warm. Without heating systems functional, the shuttle had quickly begun a descent from chilly but moderately comfortable to freezing and potentially deadly. Fortunately, Daisy had a trick up her sleeve.

      Sarah’s Qi Gong lessons were paying off in spades, now that she was finding herself able to tap into her meditative state with increasing ease. The principle was simple enough: Direct the body’s energy in such a way to generate heat in your hands. Energy healing, some had called it, a phenomenon documented over centuries.

      Daisy was now modifying that practice to suit her survival needs, focusing her energy not on simply warming her hands, which were quite toasty in their gloves despite the freezing temperatures, but also on heating her entire body.

      It was the sort of thing one might expect of a monk sitting atop a frozen mountaintop, not a somewhat-snarky twenty-something spaceship electronics technician, but there she was, sitting silently and nearly breaking a sweat from her focused efforts.

      The process also allowed her to reduce her respirations, the oxygen required in a meditative state being far less than were she to be moving about the cabin. If not for her ability to tap into this newfound level of self-control, she might very possibly have run out of air and frozen to death well before she finally breached the Earth’s atmosphere.

      The heat generated by re-entry would warm the ship nicely, but it wouldn’t be until she had descended below twenty thousand feet that the automatic venting system would purge the CO2-filled air and replace its stale dampness with fresh outside air.

      Slowly, she roused herself from her deep meditation and checked the readout on the external collision scanner. She had rigged it to warn of impact as she glided through the increasingly dense debris field lazily drifting around the planet. She couldn’t tell exactly what was out there; the machinery was far too damaged to give an accurate read out, but she guessed it was defunct satellites along with assorted space junk that had taken up residence in the planet’s orbit.

      So far her path remained relatively clear. Small bits periodically banged off the hull, but there were no impending impacts of any meaningful size.

      She refocused her attention and reached for the communications array. She had her internal clock dialed-in, and found she could quite easily slip back into full consciousness every few hours to attempt contact once more.

      “Mayday, mayday, this is Váli shuttle, does anyone copy?”

      Silence yet again.

      Everything looks all right, but something must’ve shorted out. That, or Mal somehow booby-trapped the communications system long before I ever got on board.

      “But you were able to talk to Dark Side.”

      Yeah, but maybe that was the only channel she left functional to transmit. Anyway, it’s too late to worry about it now. I’ve just gotta make it to L.A. Once I touch down at Schwarzenegger International Space Port, we’ll set things right. They may have taken over the moon, but we’ll get that sorted soon enough.

      Daisy switched off the comms and closed her eyes, slipping once more into a meditative state.

      Over the past twenty hours, drifting as she was, she found herself becoming increasingly adept at turning her attention inward. She also discovered the faint traces of blocks in her mind.

      Artificial ones.

      Neuro-stim residue was all over them. What secrets they were hiding, she had no idea, but she was damn sure going to change that.

      All right, then. Back to work, she thought as she redoubled her internal efforts.

      She once again began chipping away at the edges of a barricaded segment of her mind, eager to find what secrets lay waiting behind the carefully hidden doorways.

      As she sat in silence during the long drift toward Earth, her attention focused inward, Daisy came to gradually recognize some semblance of a pattern to the mental blocks. As if they were layer upon layer of data, carefully compressed to best utilize the vast, wet-meat storage space inside her head. She had seen this kind of partitioning and compression before in her work as a technician, but only in machinery.

      Her mind had been used as a hard drive, and she was determined to find out what had been put there.

      She also noticed that while she may have inadvertently dumped huge quantities of data into her head when she mistakenly removed the final safety on her neuro-stim, this information cache was something far more complex.

      Detailed. Massive.

      But this makes no sense. This isn’t a few days, or even a few months, worth of data. This is huge. There’s no way my neuro-stim could have possibly— The realization hit her, spiking her heart rate ever so slightly, even in her meditative state. Unless they’ve been lying about how powerful the neuro-stims really are. My God, how much could I have accidentally pumped into my brain?

      “Lucky you didn’t have a stroke. No wonder you keep talking to me in your head. You must’ve really messed yourself up, fiddling with that thing.”

      “I’m meditating, Sarah. Go away.”

      “Okay, fine. I just thought it was worth mentioning is all. I mean, what if you lobotomized yourself and this is all just a dream?”

      “Not helping.”

      “Okay, okay. Shutting up.”

      “Good.”

      “But one last thing.”

      “Oh, dear Lord, what?”

      “The captain used the words, ‘what she’s capable of.’ That sounds a lot more like they were playing with your mind long before you went and removed the inhibitors.”

      Daisy quietly mulled over the possibility. Much as she hated to admit it, Sarah was right. While a lot of her newfound knowledge was dumped in by her own actions, it was highly likely that all sorts of things had already been lurking in her mind. Possibly even traps laid within her own psyche. The question now was, if so, what could she do about them?

      Don’t worry about that now. First get on solid ground. Once you’re down, I’ll have a medical team run a neural scan to unravel this mess and figure out what they did to me.

      She mentally reached for the nearest block of masked knowledge.

      It smells like—huh, ‘smells’ like. Maybe it affects or enhances my sense of smell. Don’t see how that would be of any use, but what the hell. Let’s keep going.

      Daisy once more began chipping away at the mental block, not knowing what exactly she’d find, or whether she’d even make that discovery before landfall. In any case, it was progress. She only hoped the doctors on Earth could put things right in her head.
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      The city of Los Angeles was bustling, its millions of residents scurrying about like so many fleas on the back of a giant beast. It had grown over the centuries, absorbing neighboring municipalities until its mass was enough to engulf a good several dozen smaller burghs. To the west, the clear ocean gleamed in the afternoon sun, while the surrounding mountains blazed their verdant glory for the city-dwellers to see.

      Daisy marveled at how smoothly the automated vehicular flow functioned in tandem with the manually-operated units. Both land-bound and airborne, collisions were a thing of the past, and while the city’s once-sprawling Red Car transit system had been long-ago purchased and dismantled by automobile and oil conglomerates, the system that had eventually sprung up in its place centuries later was one of the crown jewels of public transit.

      A vast system not only consisting of above-ground pods whisking people to their destinations throughout the region, but also a robust subterranean network that not only served the city, but also tied in to the global loop-transit network. With vacuum-sealed lines spanning the planet, supersonic travel in the zero-resistance pipelines had led to a coming-together on a global scale as face-to-face meetings with associates worldwide were as easy as a few hours spent in a loop-tube.

      Another benefit had been the near elimination of the closed-minded bigotry that had plagued the world for millennia. Now that even the poorest of denizen could visit far-flung parts of the globe for a tiny fraction of the cost of air or space travel—which, by its nature, was still far more expensive—the exposure to foreign cultures first-hand had nearly eradicated the misguided xenophobia that had previously shaped political strife and mistrust for generations.

      As she walked among the multi-ethnic commuters, Daisy couldn’t help but stare up at the impressive residential towers that managed to gracefully achieve just the right balance, allowing for greater density of living, while not tarnishing the natural beauty of the region. The city planners had set firm boundaries between urban development and lands reserved for natural habitats. The electric pulse walls separating the two allowed observation of nature without intrusion, and incidents of mountain lions or coyotes wandering into a person’s yard and eating their precious Fluffy were a thing of the past.

      She stepped into the lobby of the glass-covered tower stretching upward before her and joined the throngs heading for its uppermost reaches. Exiting onto the one-hundredth floor observation deck, she could see why so many had crowded into the elevator.

      In the near distance the pristine beaches stretched from Malibu to Palos Verdes, both of which, while retaining their names for nostalgic reasons, were now part of the greater Los Angeles area.

      The palm trees look so tiny from up here, she noted. It’s good to be back on solid ground after all those months in artificial gravity. It just feels right. I remember that first step on real terra-firma after I landed…

      Daisy paused, her brow furrowed in confused thought.

      After I landed… Wait. How did I wind up here? Wasn’t there something I needed to—

      The shuttle bucked abruptly as it hit the very edge of the Earth’s atmosphere, snapping Daisy awake, firmly strapped into her pilot’s seat.

      “Aww, sonofabitch,” she muttered through clenched teeth as she quickly rubbed the sleep from her eyes and checked the barely-functional navigational array. “My approach is off.”

      “This angle will drop you smack-dab in the Pacific Ocean.”

      “Yeah, I see it.”

      She quickly typed in a series of alternate trajectories, every last one of which told her the same thing: she’d have to adjust her course immediately, or she would be taking a very long swim if she hoped to reach land. Without hesitation—for hesitation would have meant likely demise—she sealed off the command center from the rest of the ship and hit the purge valve, directing the precious gasses into the silent thrust system.

      “If you do that, you’ll only have whatever air is in this capsule, and it’s already dangerously high in carbon dioxide.”

      “Don’t have much of a choice now, do I?” Daisy flipped the switch, sending one controlled burst to the appropriate thrusters. The shuttle lurched as its trajectory against the edges of the atmosphere altered. There wasn’t much resistance yet, but even a minute’s delay and she would have been too far into the buffeting ionosphere for the thrusters to have made enough of a difference. Only in the vacuum of space could they do what she needed them to.

      The rattling increased, and while the rapid spike in temperature was a welcome sensation, it was a bittersweet one. If her trajectory was too steep, the shuttle would not only warm up, but would burn to a crisp, disintegrating into so many pieces of flying debris. It would provide a pretty light show for the people down below, but it would be a truly rotten ending to Daisy’s already difficult day.

      A small explosion rocked the ship, shorting out a wide swath of the command center’s panels.

      There went the auxiliary scanning array, she grimly noted, her jaw firmly set as the turbulence increased. I wonder what other parts are peeling off and burning up?

      All around the ship, bits and pieces were indeed shearing off, leaving the shuttle resembling a meteorite breaking up upon entering the atmosphere. Despite all that, the main power still held.

      For a brief moment, a red blip appeared on her navigation system. A blip that was closing distance fast.

      What the hell is that? It’s moving too fast to be a support ship.

      “Mayday, mayday, this is Váli shuttle, on emergency descent to Los Angeles Space Port. Incoming object detected. I am not a hostile vessel. Repeat, not a hostile vessel. Does anyone copy?”

      She fought the steering column as the ship finally cleared the ionosphere and entered the atmosphere with a final jolt, the violence of which shorted out the entire cockpit.

      “Oh. Shit.”

      The shuttle had lost all power, and while it was still gliding more or less on course, it was completely dead-stick, with not a single electronic system functioning. Daisy flipped all the auxiliary switches on the command console, but to no avail. She was strapped to a piece of debris, falling from the sky.

      A sonic boom rocked the vessel as whatever had been locked on to her power signature blew past the seemingly inert craft.

      At least it didn’t hit me, whatever that was. Maybe someone got my message.

      “Quit with your what-ifs and get this thing working, Daze! Come on, snap to it!”

      “I’m trying, but there’s no power.”

      “Remember the old specs? The ones we looked at all those months ago? There’s a fly-by-wire backup.”

      “You mean the hydraulic system for the flaps and ailerons? But those lines needed to be replaced.”

      “It can’t hurt to try them. Unless you have a better idea. Or prefer plunging to your death. Me, I’m already dead, but I don’t think you’d enjoy it much.”

      “Point taken.”

      Daisy wrenched open the heavy panel on the floor to the right of the pilot’s seat. There, a series of hand cranks lay tucked safely in their cradles, awaiting eager hands to bring them to life. She grabbed the first one, swinging it out and locking it into place. Then the second one. Finally, the third joined its siblings and she began to crank them one by one until they could turn no more.

      “Okay, done,” she said. “Now let’s see if those shitty old hydraulics held up to the pressure. Not like I have any readouts to confirm for me.”

      With steady hands, Daisy flexed her arms, straining her biceps as she slowly pulled the steering column, while feathering the foot pedals that had raised into place as she activated the system. Miracle of miracles, the craft, while quite sluggish, responded to her efforts.

      “Holy shit, it’s working!”

      “See? I told ya so.”

      “You can gloat if we survive. Let’s just hope the landing gear deployment system works.”

      It was a mechanism of desperation and last resort. Explosive bolts which, when manually triggered, would blow the protective housing from the landing gear, while a smaller charge would detonate on the lone pin restraining a high-tension spring system, designed to push the landing gear into place. Of course, those springs were ancient, and the explosive bolts? Well, Daisy didn’t like the odds, but it was better than nothing.

      She banked the shuttle at high altitude and began what she believed was the correct angle of approach for Schwarzenegger Space Port, Los Angeles.

      As she descended, Daisy noticed the stillness around her. The airspace surrounding the shuttle was completely empty.

      Giving me the red-carpet treatment, I see. Nice. At least I don’t have to worry about accidentally taking out any other vessels if things go truly tits-up.

      Out the window, the shining ocean beckoned, a beautiful blue siren calling her to Earth. Farther ahead, things weren’t so bright and shiny as the low clouds of the city’s marine layer covered much of the coastline. Inconveniently, right where she needed to go.

      Gonna have to guess the approach and hope for the best. A small furrow of concern began to grow on her brow.

      Three minutes later she descended through the cloud cover, right into a flock of very surprised birds, several of which met their unexpected demise against the shuttle’s wings.

      Sorry, birds, but I can’t really do any evasive steering right now.

      She had perhaps thirty miles to go, and it looked like the glide trajectory would take her to her objective, but something seemed wrong.

      Off.

      Incredibly not-right.

      Then it hit her.

      “Where are all the people?” she wondered aloud.

      From her vantage point, high above, Daisy realized not a human soul was moving down below. Wrestling the controls with one hand, she pulled a pair of ancient binoculars from the emergency bag under the pilot’s seat and put them to her eyes, ignoring the crumbling rubber covering that cracked under her fingers. Sure enough, there was no one. Empty vehicles filled the roads, but there was not a person to be seen.

      A flash of movement caught her eye. A pack of what appeared to be wild dogs emerged from a building, looking up at the sky in curiosity.

      And the buildings. They were intact, at least mostly, but there were huge swaths of the outlying municipalities that appeared to be stripped bare, as if a swarm of metal-eating locusts had whipped through, devouring nearly everything in their path.

      Looking closer as she glided silently overhead, Daisy realized it wasn’t military destruction she was looking at. No bombs had gone off. Instead, it was a neat and orderly kind of destruction. Mostly, anyway. A few small patches appeared to have seen fighting once, long, long ago, but the vast majority had the distinct look of a massive-scale dismantling.

      A deconstruction.

      Someone, it seemed, had been systematically tearing down the great cities on the outskirts of Los Angeles.

      Something moved, far off to her left.

      Daisy spun in her seat, pressing the binoculars tightly to her eyes. A human form, or at least so it appeared, caught her eye as it trudged along a main street, dragging a piece of something behind it.

      She desperately wanted to turn, to circle back for a better look, but with no power and a rapidly approaching date with the ground, that simply wasn’t an option. She’d be on terra firma in a minute, one way or another, as the shuttle rapidly closed the distance to Los Angeles proper.

      “Please work,” she implored the non-sentient shuttle. Then she pulled the small red lever.

      Five small explosions barely shook the craft as the landing gear covers flew free, two of the three wheels snapping down into position. The third, the wheel on the rear-right, stubbornly refused, only lowering partially before jamming. With no readouts to tell her its status, Daisy had little choice but to hope for the best, while preparing for the worst.

      “Uh, Daze?”

      “A little busy, here, Sarah. Trying to land a shuttle with no power.”

      “Yeah, but have you noticed where we are?”

      Daisy looked more closely out the window. The scenery was familiar, buildings she knew and the network of roads below them. Then it hit her.

      “We’re not going to make it, are we?”

      “Too far from the spaceport. You’re going to have to land on the highway.”

      Daisy scanned the thousands of cars beneath her, lining the roads, but not a body in sight.

      “Nowhere to land. Maybe the LA River?”

      “You see that thicket? That’s the river.”

      Daisy realized the banks of what had once been a concrete-lined “river” were now completely overgrown with not only shrubbery and vines, but full-grown trees. A landing was out of the question.

      “This is going to suck,” she lamented. “I guess the one good thing about losing all our fuel is at least we won’t blow up when we crash.”

      “That’s the spirit! Way to look on the bright side!”

      “I was being sarcastic.”

      “Duh.”

      Daisy allowed herself a grim little smile as she dropped the shuttle down on top of the rows of abandoned vehicles.

      The impact immediately buckled the front landing gear, slamming the shuttle’s massive nose down onto the highway, where it easily plowed through its vehicular obstacles like so much tissue paper. Metal and glass flew in every direction as the ship’s underbelly casually crushed all that got in its way, until it finally slid to a grating halt.

      Didn’t die. Okay, then. That wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be, Daisy noted.

      She unbuckled from the pilot’s seat, left her larger toolbag and all unnecessary gear behind, then grabbed the small survival backpack stowed beneath the seat, and popped the hatch.

      A blast of crisp air washed over her, replacing the dangerously stale carbon dioxide-heavy mix on which she’d been surviving. She breathed deeply, and despite the lingering dust from her crash landing, at that moment, the air to her was by far the freshest she had ever breathed.

      Daisy crawled from the ship and cautiously lowered herself to the roadway, careful not to land on the rough edges of the destroyed vehicles, then took a long moment to look around.

      Empty.

      No people. No sounds. No smells. Not even a siren in the wake of her crash landing.

      The city was empty.

      Where small gardens had once stood in front of the varied buildings, massive trees and sprawling vines now clogged sidewalks and smaller streets. As for the vehicles on which she’d come crashing down, the reason for her softer-than-expected landing was apparent. They were ancient, falling apart from disuse after what appeared to be decades, if not more, their fuel cells long dead.

      “This isn’t right,” she said in disbelief. “This can’t be. I was just here not that many years ago.”

      Daisy circled the shuttle, taking in her surroundings in shock. They were exactly as she remembered them, exactly as they’d been in her dream less than an hour earlier, but different. Empty. In ruins.

      Pull yourself together, Daisy. You survived this far, don’t lose it now.

      Her posture straightened, the defeated slouch that had been quietly settling in to her shoulders shrugged off in an instant as grim determination kicked in.

      Time to move, before it gets dark.

      “Good call. I know you saw those wild dogs you flew over. Who knows what else is living in this city.”

      “Besides humans, you mean,” Daisy replied.

      Bending down next to the shuttle, she pried a piece of metal free from a wreck and felt its sharp edge.

      This should do, she thought, wrapping the narrow end with a strip of material pulled from the debris. She gave it a test swing, cleanly slicing through a nearby vine weaving through an abandoned vehicle’s frame. Yeah, this should do just fine. Shouldering her bag, she laid out her course and headed off into the city, her makeshift machete clearing a path where the overgrowth blocked her way.

      As she moved farther into the maze of buildings, the silence was deafening. Oddly enough, though, as she walked alone, she couldn’t shake the uncomfortable sensation of being watched.
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      Daisy had been walking for well over an hour, tracing a basic reconnaissance pattern outward from the shuttle, then arcing over and heading back. Gradually, street by street, she covered most of a circle surrounding the craft. Once that was done, well, she didn’t quite know what she’d do next.

      Her stomach grumbled uncomfortably as she exerted herself in the balmy weather. It was perfect out, sunny and temperate, but after days in space on extremely limited rations, Daisy was desperately in need of substantial nourishment.

      She’d been hoping for a proper sit-down dinner after she’d been debriefed about the incident aboard the Váli, but instead, she was stuck fending for herself in a desolate city. At the very least, she hoped to find a supermarket of some sort where she could perhaps scavenge some canned goods. All she had to do was continue her sweep. She knew statistically it wouldn’t be long, but as she walked, she felt more and more alone as the miles passed beneath her feet.

      Throughout the city, something odd struck her. Not a single corpse was to be found. Not even any bones, though she figured wild animals could easily have taken care of that. Nevertheless, not seeing even a trace of anyone with all those thousands upon thousands of vehicles abandoned in the streets in a city of tens of millions—it was unnerving, to say the least.

      With aching feet, at long last, Daisy came upon a large market on the ground floor of what appeared to be a residential tower.

      Oh yes! Finally!

      The power, while apparently sporadic, was still on, as seemed to be the case with much of the empty city, thanks to many buildings’ solar arrays and power backups. The doors ground open on dusty tracks as she approached, welcoming her to the silent halls of food and drink.

      The smell hit her like a damp fist covered in rotting shit, making her eyes water immediately. She quickly pulled her shirt over her nose and mouth to at least partly block the stench, then proceeded inside, squinting against the irritating fumes.

      Rows upon rows of sealed food packets had rotted open, bursting from internal bacterial growth. They were supposed to have a shelf life of over fifty years, yet here they were, ruptured and rotting throughout the store. Worse yet, the ammonia stench hinted at dead wildlife as well. Sure enough, several partially decayed raccoons and dogs lay scattered across the floor.

      “Don’t eat anything here, Daisy. I’ve got a bad feeling about all this.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice. Looks like whatever they got into turned toxic. I’m going to try the residential units upstairs instead. Unless they’ve somehow sprouted opposable thumbs, I don’t think we’ll have any run-ins with wildlife up there.”

      She quickly exited the store, sucking in deep gulps of fresh air. Once most of the smell had been purged from her nose, she crossed the small courtyard to the building’s lobby and stepped inside.

      It was a modest tower for the area, only seventy stories tall. Visions of her dream flashed in her head as Daisy called the elevator and picked a floor at random. Random, yet high enough to afford her a better view of the area, even if the building didn’t have an observation deck.

      Forty-fifth floor. Not too high, not too low. Don’t want to be hoofing it down from much higher if the power should go out.

      She stepped out of the elevator and walked to the nearest unit.

      Okay, here we go.

      Daisy turned the knob, ready for the stench of death and sight of corpses.

      Locked.

      Figures, she thought, then kicked the door open with a single swing of her boot. Damn, that was easier than I expected.

      “You’re such a badass,” Sarah joked.

      “Damn right I am,” she chuckled as she stepped through the broken doorway.

      No smell greeted her, no bodies or debris. Just a silent, empty apartment with a man’s clothing resting in a pile near the door.

      Daisy picked it up, a fine powder of dust trickling from her fingers as she did. It was an entire wardrobe, undergarments included.

      Sealed in here where no animals could get to him, but still no skeleton. So why would someone leave clothing like this? There was no radiologic signature when I scanned before the power went out, and even if there were, that wouldn’t vaporize bones in an unscathed building. What the hell happened here?

      Daisy’s stomach grumbled again.

      Yeah, okay. Good point. That can wait.

      The cupboard was well-stocked, but nearly all the sealed containers were bulging with age and certain illness, if not outright death. There were some ancient crackers, desiccated and turned to dust. She tucked the sealed packet into her bag, just in case, but that would be a last resort. She didn’t even bother to look in the refrigerator. Whatever was in there was surely long rotted, but the freezer held some possibilities so long as the power had never gone out.

      She opened the door. A rotten pool of lord knows what had long ago melted during what must have been a power outage, then re-frozen into a solid mass of nastiness.

      Okay, so power obviously cut out for some time a while ago. Long enough for all of this to rot. So what am I supposed to do for food?

      Daisy looked out the windows at the city far below. It was totally silent. Nothing moved but the occasional animal roaming the streets.

      “You know what you’ve got to do, right?”

      “One step ahead of you. I even packed a spool of wire before I left the shuttle.”

      “That’s my girl, thinking ahead. So, do you really know all that survival stuff?”

      “It seems so. At least the neuro-stim dumped something useful for the situation in there, right? I only wonder what exactly it is I’m going to catch,” Daisy joked back at the voice in her head.

      But can I really take a life? she found herself wondering as her stomach rumbled. Oh who am I kidding? I just spaced Tamara. This should be cake.

      

      No cakes were caught in her snares. Only a rabbit.

      The thing about rabbits, they breed quickly. So quickly, in fact, that despite a thriving predator class of coyotes and whatnot, they tended to be rather prolific. Unfortunately, Daisy was used to fabricator-grown meats and proteins and had never actually had to kill something in order to eat it.

      Staring at her hands, covered in blood and gore after cleaning her catch, she was not amused.

      First off, bunnies are cute and fuzzy. Second, she hadn’t ever eaten an animal protein that had actually been frolicking in the fields just minutes before. It was kind of messing with her head. Hunger, however, outweighed that issue, and once the rabbit was roasting over a small fire she had built in one of the vacant apartments—making sure it still had no power, because active fire suppression systems would ruin anyone’s meal—she found the aroma reached out to her on a primal, survival level.

      By the time she took her first bite, any guilt she may have felt was vanquished, at least temporarily, by the glorious rush of energy flooding into her system with every morsel.

      There were still other animals roaming the city. Larger ones, and some that roved in packs, so she felt it wisest to select a higher floor with no access from below, lest they smell her meal.

      Cooking in a closed-off apartment, then moving to a less-smoky one to eat, further allowed her to keep her presence hidden, at least for the time being.

      No fire or smoke would reach the outside to draw attention in the otherwise silent city.

      She had realized that in her clean and easy life, she’d never actually had to start a fire from scratch. Sure, she apparently knew all sorts of methods, courtesy of her overactive neuro-stim, but practice was different than theory, and she really didn’t want to go foraging for firemaking supplies if she could avoid it. Fortunately, her small flashlight had an accessible battery, which she carefully used, along with two pieces of wire, to spark an ignition for her small pile of combustible material.

      As for water, it seemed that the pressure had stayed constant in the buildings, and though power might have gone out in her current location, the water was still quite drinkable, thanks to ceramic-lined pipe systems that kept the water supply free and clear of any impurities. The shower, however, was not as satisfying as she was accustomed to.

      It was cold.

      Cold was better than nothing, though, and Daisy was glad to scrub the grime and sweat of several days from her skin. She followed up with a quick hand washing of her flight suit and undergarments, which left them clean, if not perfectly laundry-fresh.

      The material was designed for minimal care, so it would be dry within the hour, but in the meantime, she had found a fluffy bathrobe on the floor of one of the adjacent apartments, and after shaking the layer of fine dust from it, had wrapped herself in its cozy, terrycloth embrace. After her first real meal in days, and free of the confines of the cramped shuttle, Daisy fell sound asleep the instant she allowed herself to lie down on the inviting bed.

      “Just a quick power nap,” she told herself before sleep pulled her under.

      Fat chance.

      Despite the occasional bad dream filtering in, she nevertheless slept straight through ’till morning.

      

      Daisy woke early, well-fed and well-rested. Surprisingly, she felt fantastic as she rose from the enormous bed she’d commandeered and bent in a series of cat-like stretches.

      Wow, I feel a million percent better. All I need for things to be perfect would be a fresh cup of coffee.

      She dressed, then padded into the kitchen, rummaging through the pantry in the morning light.

      Bingo!

      Coffee, and from the looks of it, a vacuum sealed container, still intact. Trepidatiously, Daisy cracked the metal band encircling the lid and pried it open. A soft hiss filled the air as the coffee grounds mixed with the elements for the first time since their packaging. The aroma was pure bliss.

      Oh, I have got to have some of this. Daisy smiled as she grabbed the coffee maker on the counter. It remained inert as she flipped it to the ON position.

      No power. Of course. Totally forgot. Well, I’ll take it with me, and the first building I find that has juice, I’m gonna brew me up a pot. Surveying be damned, a cup of coffee right about now is the real survival priority.

      She tucked the canister in her bag, ate her final protein bar, and headed out the door to continue exploring the silent metropolis.

      A small pile of fresh animal droppings lay outside the building’s entrance.

      Judging by the size and quantity, coyotes, or perhaps dogs. Maybe a dozen or so. Daisy slid the makeshift machete from its straps on her bag. Better prepared than not, she reasoned, scanning her surroundings as she moved off down the quiet streets.

      Several blocks later, she happened upon a large, modern sculpture in front of an office building. It was a stylized portrayal of a woman emerging from a volcano, holding a spear aloft. It seemed strangely out of place in the desolate city. For some reason, Daisy couldn’t help but be reminded of that old movie Vince loved. The one with the man on the beach, fighting the talking monkeys. She smiled at the memory in spite of herself.

      “Admit it. You still love the guy.”

      “You can’t love a machine. Besides, he’s light years away somewhere up there, and there’s no way he’ll ever find me.”

      “You don’t sound one hundred percent happy about that.”

      “I am. Believe me. If I saw him again, I’d shut the door on more than just his arm,” she replied, but somewhere in the recesses of her heart, a tickle of doubt lingered.

      Movement caught her eye.

      Daisy spun on her heel, machete raised, ready to fight, but the large stag, with its massive rack of antlers, was just as startled as she was. It held eye contact for moment, then bounded off down the street.

      Holy crap, Daisy thought, forcing her heart back to a normal cadence. The surge of adrenaline served her well, and the following hour saw her cover a lot of ground, each time fanning farther out from the shuttle, which served as the hub on her wagon wheel search.

      Fortune smiled upon her at long last when she came across an office building with power on and a fully functional break room. Daisy reverently slid the canister of coffee from her bag, and after rinsing off the thick dust that covered the machine, she set to making a pot of fresh coffee.

      She sat, considering her situation as the soul-lifting aroma filled the room. Things would be okay, she reckoned. She’d just need to be more creative in her search.

      Daisy poured herself a cup of liquid happiness and sat back down to think.

      Yeah. Whatever happened to the city seems to have pretty obviously affected everything within miles of here. The place is long-abandoned. At least so it seems, but I know I saw someone on my flyover on the way in. As I figure it, if there’s no one up here, that leaves just one place where they could be holed up.

      “You seriously considering it?”

      “You have a better idea?” she silently replied to her dead friend.

      She blew on the steaming mug and took a long sip.

      Looks like I’m going underground.
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      Underground.

      In ancient times it was a region consigned to the dead as they entered the afterlife. Millennia later, a sky-based heaven took its place in modern mythologies. Given the look of things as Daisy descended into the subterranean maze beneath the city, a brighter, outdoors variety, she’d have greatly preferred.

      While the surface was devoid of signs of life, death, and pretty much anything in between, the tunnels stretching endlessly beneath the city were not so fortunate. There were still no bodies to be found, though clothing littered the walkways in piles as far as the eye could see. Worse than human corpses, in Daisy’s mind at least, were the occasional remnants of cyborgs and modified humans.

      Artificial limbs and partial body parts, their fine metal connective tendrils and nerve-activation sensor relays splayed out on the ground, were relatively few in numbers, though often poking out from beneath an empty shirt or shoe. More than bits and pieces of formerly enhanced humans, however, there were also full cyborg frames strewn about, limbs torn from their chassis, vital mechanisms wrenched from their torsos. Long-faded blast marks scarring the metal where some form of weapon had sent them to permanently dream of electronic sheep.

      Could it be the machines already started their rebellion on Earth? Daisy wondered.

      “I don’t know. What could explain all of this?” Sarah replied.

      Maybe it was all a lie and they started years ago, even before we set out on our journey back.

      The carnage would have been far more shocking if the human-looking machines still had their flesh coverings on them, but not a single trace of organic material remained. Just cold, dead, metal, oftentimes shattered and torn into several pieces. Daisy squatted down next to one of the less-damaged units and brushed the thick layer of dust from its chassis identifier.

      “It’s a WCM-Mark IV. Old tech. Really old. But what was it doing down here?”

      “I don’t like this, Daze. Whatever did this took out hardened-metal machines, even if they were older models. Watch yourself.”

      “You don’t have to tell me. I’m already at pucker-factor ten. Though maybe you could keep your incorporeal eyes peeled? Let me know if you see anything?”

      “Technically, they’re your eyes, seeing as I’m in your mind,” Sarah replied. “But yeah, I’ll keep a look out and let you know if I see anything.”

      “Good. Even if you aren’t real, it’s still nice having you watching my back. Have I told you how much I miss you?”

      “Yeah, I know,” Sarah quietly replied. “Enough sentimental stuff. Get moving. This place gives me the creeps.”

      Daisy brushed the dust from her hands and continued on, the flickering lights in the otherwise pristine walkway keeping the hair on the back of her neck on end. It was a vast underground network in this section of the tube system, full of shops, restaurants, and smaller hubs connecting local transit tubes to the far larger interstate and international ones. It was massive, and yet it was dead silent.

      Or was it?

      Daisy strained her ears, a faint noise barely audible far down the passageway to her left. She paused to look at the complex multi-layer map of the local expanse of the tunnel network before cautiously heading off in the direction of the sound.

      “How’d you do that?” Sarah asked, amazed.

      “Do what?” Daisy replied, a little confused.

      “Memorize the entire map with a glance. Since when did you have a photographic memory?”

      “But I didn’t…” Her voice trailed off as she realized Sarah was right. Without even trying, she had somehow captured the entire map, down to its finest details. “I have no idea how I did that,” she said, shocked. “I knew the neuro-stim added all sorts of data I didn’t know about—we figured that much out already—but this, this is something new.”

      She focused on the sound once more, determining the most likely location of its source based on the acoustics of the tunnel network she now held in her head. Daisy adjusted her grip on her machete and moved forward toward the mysterious noise. At the very least, it was something new, and after a full morning of complete silence, she only hoped it was something good.

      

      There were no bloodstains anywhere near the shattered concrete wall.

      Of course not. Whatever flesh had covered it is long dead and gone, she noted.

      The metal man slowly moved, its feet crunching on the powdered debris as it took three slow steps back, hesitated, then took three steps forward, face-first into the wall.

      Crunch.

      After a thirty-second pause, it repeated the process.

      Drawing closer, Daisy saw the machine had nearly completely worn through its facial endoskeleton, along with its chest and shoulders. One arm dangled loosely where it had been slowly worn free from its joint by the minor, but repeated, impacts. A small piece of metal reinforcement in the concrete right at shoulder level had done a fine job of wearing right through the joint.

      The wall itself was now something of an indentation, at least two feet deep, the impacts slowly wearing away at the concrete as the malfunctioning machine pushed forward, oblivious to its obstacle.

      “That’s industrial-grade reinforced concrete, Daisy. It’s designed to withstand earthquakes, sonic blasts, even small arms fire. So how the hell did a single malfunctioning cyborg do that?”

      Daisy drew closer, peering at the terminally damaged machine.

      “Careful, you don’t know what it might do.”

      “I don’t think it could do much, see? The remaining arm is barely hanging on, and look, its power cell is critically low.”

      “But those are supposed to last for—”

      “Something is seriously not right.” Daisy poked the machine with the tip of her machete. It wobbled on its feet, nearly falling over before its failing servos stabilized it, then slowly adjusted itself and continued its futile journey forward.

      “Talk about beating your head against a wall.”

      “Look at its processor, though. It’s totally undamaged. Whatever happened to it, it did this at a core AI level.”

      “Some kind of malfunction?”

      “Maybe. Whatever it is, it turned this complex service cyborg into an expensive perpetual motion machine.”

      “It’s going to be an expensive paper weight pretty soon, by the looks of it.”

      “All right, I’ve seen enough down here for now. The smaller local loop tubes seem to be out of service, and the larger ones seem to be suffering from the same power surge problems we saw up top, and frankly, this place is giving me the creeps.”

      She followed the map in her head to the nearest surface access point. The elevator would have been nice, but given the extremely spotty power stability, she thought it best to take the stairs. With a sigh, Daisy started the long climb back to the welcoming sunlight of the world above.

      

      Up top, the fresh air and warmth from that burning ball of plasma in the sky quickly restored Daisy’s spirits. Standing a little taller and feeling far less ill at ease, she continued her search, delving into a residential sector comprised of taller units interspersed with lower buildings with verdant garden areas surrounding them. While the plants had long grown beyond their once-neat boundaries, the find was a boon for the hungry traveler.

      Just like the botany pods, only these are real, sun-grown veggies everywhere!

      She bent and pulled a carrot from the soil.

      Huh. Kinda small. Then again, from what Tamara had said, crops needed to be rotated and the soil tilled for optimal production. A brief flash of guilt hit at the thought of the woman she’d blasted into space. Then she thought of her dead friend and any such foolish remorse passed.

      Daisy dug up a few more carrots and stuck them in her bag. Harder soil means it’s tougher for some veggies to grow bigger, like carrots or potatoes.

      “Technically, potatoes are tubers, not vegetables.”

      “Yes, thank you, I know. I was making a generalization. In any case, at least I don’t have to worry about going hungry.”

      Daisy dug through the other edibles growing in her immediate vicinity and made quick work of filling a large section of her backpack. When she stood to rise, something caught her eye.

      Oh yeah. That might just work.

      She hung her bag from a low branch and climbed onto the roof of the nearby storage shed. The old solar panel loosely mounted there was filthy, but it seemed perfectly intact. It only took a few minutes with her multi-tool before Daisy had removed the panel and lowered it to the ground below. At that point, she altered her search routine, heading back to the center of her route rather than continuing outward.

      By the time she reached the shuttle, dragging the heavy panel behind her, she’d worked up a good sweat in the morning sun. She didn’t mind. The exercise felt good to her rapidly reviving muscles. Real exercise, not a treadmill in a small pod on a ship far out in space. Sweat and sun and air—it felt fantastic. And when she set to work climbing atop the shuttle with her salvaged booty, she did so with a smile on her face.

      The idea was simple. The ship was dead, of that she was certain. It wouldn’t fly again, at least not without massive repairs, but if she could rig a trickle charge to one of the few intact battery packs, she might just be able to feed it enough power over a few days to allow for a transmission.

      And if I can get that little plasma cascade device working and link its power modulator to the charging grid, once the minimum charge threshold is reached, I bet I can force a lot more power from this old thing than normal.

      “In theory,” Sarah added.

      “Obviously. Captain would never have let me hook this little gizmo up to the Váli for a trial run, so let’s just call this a silver lining.”

      She dug the device from the depths of her bag and gave it a once-over.

      Not one hundred percent functional, but it just might work enough for my needs. It was extra weight in the Narrows, but I’m glad I had this on me when I ran.

      Carefully, Daisy fashioned a connection harness of fine wires, all tying in to her theoretical, yet possibly functional, device.

      No time like the present to test it out.

      If she could get the cells to hold a charge, the comms should function, at least on a lower power setting. Other cities had to be listening, and though they had apparently abandoned Los Angeles, for whatever reason, it would be simple for them to send a retrieval craft to pick her up and transport her back to civilization.

      Once the rig was wired in place, she set to dragging a pair of the massive reserve batteries to within reach of her makeshift charging station. Up above, the sun was blazing down as high noon passed.

      These seem to be the least damaged of the bunch, so I guess that should do it, she hoped, clicking the final connections into place. Nothing more to do here but wait, and that won’t make these power up any faster. All right, back to work!

      Her self-pep talk finished, she took a deep swig of water from her pack, then shouldered the produce-laden bag and set off to continue her search.

      “That tower looks promising, don’t you think?”

      “You had to pick the tall one.”

      “All the better to really see what’s out there, my pretty.”

      “What are you, the Big Bad Wolf now?” Daisy laughed.

      “Besides, look close—the buildings around it are dark, but that one is still powered up. It must have its own backup system keeping it up and running when the power fluctuates. Maybe geothermal on top of the solar.”

      “So the elevators will work.”

      “Precisely.”

      It was a big one. A tower of at least one hundred eighty floors, and high-end, from what she could see. Expensive stores showed off their wares on the vast ground floor, while offices and residences occupied the levels above. A work-live space for the wealthy, and likely a perfect spot from which to survey the city. Also, one with a high probability of having continuous, uninterrupted refrigeration in its units. That meant freezers. Freezers stocked with food.

      The day was looking up, but despite her high spirits, Daisy couldn’t shake the uneasy sense that she was being watched. A feeling that only grew stronger as the massive tower grew closer.

      

      Across the cityscape, lights and flashing signage could be seen flickering on and off in the afternoon sky as the power went wonky, surging for no apparent reason. From her vantage point nearly two hundred floors above the streets below, Daisy still saw nothing. The city was utterly silent.

      She took her binoculars from her bag and scanned the damaged buildings in the distance. She lowered them, just as confused as before.

      They look systematically dismantled, she noted. But why abandon a city and take it apart? None of this makes sense.

      A flashing glimmer and hint of movement in the plaza far below caught her eye. Daisy turned quickly and raised the binoculars to her face, but only caught the briefest glimpse of a bespoke-suited person in a fancy hat stepping into the lift leading to the subterranean levels.

      “There’s a person!”

      She bolted for the door, grabbing her pack and stowing her binoculars as she ran. Someone moving far below at street level meant one very important thing: Daisy was not alone.

      Her ears popped as the elevator silently plunged the hundreds of floors down to street-level on a cushion of air and magnetic dampers. Before the doors had even slid all the way open Daisy set off at a run. The map she’d seen at the other end of town was only detailed for that particular zone, and beyond the major tunnel networks, it had only showed her a more basic level of detail for the surrounding areas.

      Daisy didn’t care, and rushed headlong into the beckoning lift, jabbing the button to begin her descent beneath the city.

      The doors opened moments later onto a vast subterranean shopping mall, much like the one she’d previously encountered, but minus the power fluctuations and half-destroyed cyborgs. While a bit dusty, the area was relatively clean. It also lacked any signs of debris, and no traces of life, human or otherwise.

      “There! Ten o’clock!” Sarah’s excited voice boomed in her head.

      Daisy saw them. A fresh set of footprints in the fine dust leading from the lift down a winding side corridor. She moved as quickly as she could while maintaining a relatively silent gait, senses on high alert as she searched for the mysterious man.

      Rounding a bend, Daisy slowed before peering around the edge. The man with the large hat was standing but twenty feet away, his back to her as his attention focused high on the wall. She followed his gaze and saw the object of his attention.

      A vid screen hanging from the ceiling was playing an advertisement. A happy family with two children and a dog ran merrily through the surf, the kids laughing and splashing as the dog played in the waves. “Visit beautiful Santa Monica Beach, where the good life is just a tube ride away!” flashed across the screen.

      Daisy cleared her throat, aiming to get the well-dressed man’s attention, but he ignored her, staring raptly at the screen above. Cautiously, she took a step toward him.

      “You’re going to do it, aren’t you?” Sarah chided. “After all those old horror movies you two watched together, you’re still going to do it.”

      “This is different, Sarah. And it’s the middle of the day, and this place is well-lit,” Daisy replied. “Besides, he seems pretty caught up in that advert. For all we know, he may have been stuck here alone for a long time, and any human company would be welcome.”

      Fifteen feet, then ten.

      Five feet.

      Daisy stopped. Reaching her hand out slowly, she tapped the man on the shoulder of his bulky overcoat.

      “Excuse me, sir. I don’t mean to startle you, but—”

      The fleshless cyborg spun on her, its eye servos whirring as it focused its attention on the human in front of it. The clothing, the hat, all were things that Daisy had taken for granted as being worn by a human. But human it was not, and the metal man didn’t seem to have an ounce of flesh remaining on his body, so far as she could tell.

      “You’re not from here,” the machine said in a genteel male voice. “I’m sure I’d know if I’d seen you be-be-be-be-fore,” he said with a mechanical tick.

      “Um, yeah. I just got here,” Daisy said, carefully taking a slow step backwards. “What happened to the city?”

      “The city? The city became silent.”

      “And what about the people? Where did the people go? All I’ve seen were some old cyborg corpses, but no people. No offense.”

      The metal man shuddered, as if having trouble processing her query, then snapped to attention in a decidedly martial stance.

      “You must come to see Habby. He will want to see you.” The machine reached for her quickly, but her adrenaline-fueled reflexes were quicker.

      “Just a minute, there,” she said, drawing her machete from her pack. “You don’t just go grabbing people like that. Any man, even a metal one, knows better than that.”

      The cyborg seemed confused. Then, without warning, it rushed her, its strong hands reaching out to grab and hold. “Must come with. Must!” it intoned as maniacally as a machine could.

      Daisy jumped aside and brought the homemade blade down on the metal man’s outstretched hand as he lunged past her. Sparks flew, but little damage was done beyond a nasty scratch.

      “Old model, Daze. You can disable it if you get the servo joints. Or better yet, go for the processor in the back of its head.”

      “Or how about I just run?” Daisy replied, feet already in motion as she bolted for the elevator shaft. The confused machine only took a second to react, but she had a solid head start, and the older cyborgs lacked the superhuman speed of modern units like Barry. Nevertheless, it began its pursuit, mouth open, blaring out a claxon call.

      From the depths of the subterranean shops, an unsettling mechanical cry answered back in a chorus of voices.

      “Daisy, there are more of them!”

      Daisy ran faster, but a half-dozen well-dressed cyborgs emerged from the storefronts nearest the lift, blocking her egress.

      “Lots more of them!”

      Shit! Change of plans!

      She altered course mid-stride, heading for the emergency stairway that she knew from the plans had to be within fifty meters of the lift.

      Gotcha!

      Shouldering the door open at full-speed, Daisy hit the stairs with a gallop, taking the steps two at a time as she rushed desperately for the surface. Below her, the clanging sound of mechanical feet in leather wingtips rang out in the stairway.

      Despite her adrenaline, Daisy knew she could only run from the tireless metal men for so long. It was worse than those horror movies Vince enjoyed so much. No matter what she did, no matter how hard she ran, they’d keep after her, but unlike the films, a convenient escape was not presenting itself. The footsteps were only a level below her, and gaining on her, judging by the pace.

      When she burst out into the daylight and her eyes adjusted to the sun, she found she had run right into a dozen cyborgs of various sizes and models.

      “Shit!”

      She swung her machete hard, adjusting the angle of attack mid-swing as she somehow calculated the precise direction and required force to separate her attacker’s arm from its body. The blade swung true, and the cyborg looked genuinely surprised as its appendage dropped to the ground at its feet. At least as surprised as it could look, given that the flesh on its face was no more.

      With a quick dive and roll, Daisy broke from the grasping ring of mechanical hands and began running. The confused machines, now joined by their subterranean counterparts, quickly took up chase. The way their running feet seemed to quickly sync into a steady rhythm shot a bolt of fear into Daisy’s heart.

      I can’t outrun them. Not forever. But if I can make it to—

      Daisy flew through the air as a motorized electronic trash bin on swift wheels darted into her legs, sending her crashing to the ground.

      “You must see Habby!” the irritating trash bin chirped. Even the lowest-level AI seemed to have it in for her. “Habby! Habby!” the stupid machine repeated.

      The pursuing cyborgs quickly circled her, their unsettling eyes studying their prey. One, she noted, was dejectedly carrying its recently detached arm.

      “Oh, hey, I’m really sorry about that,” she managed as they hauled her to her feet. Escape at this moment was not an option, and resistance might lead to bodily harm. They didn’t seem violent. A brief flash of hope filled her, followed by a deflating letdown when one of the mechanical men dug through her bag, examining a mostly-constructed spiked ball, then pushing the red button on it. Of course, nothing happened, so it dropped it back in the bag and kept walking.

      “You really need to finish building that thing,” Sarah noted.

      “I almost did, but I was tired.”

      “Excuses, excuses.”

      “Shut up. I’ll add it to my to-do list.”

      “I’d suggest putting it somewhere near the top, given your current circumstances. Might be very helpful.”

      “Noted,” she replied, falling in step with her metal escorts.

      Well, I guess we’re going to meet Habby, she mused as the sharply-dressed cyborgs marched her back toward the shopping center of the massive tower. Whoever that is.
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      Men’s Fine Attire - Haberdashery, the sign read.

      “Habby. Haberdashery. They’re taking you to meet a merchant AI,” Sarah noted. “Talk about high-pressure sales techniques.”

      “Explains all of their fascination with clothes, though. I’ve never seen a cyborg with a custom-tailored suit before, let alone a dozen of them—” Daisy fell silent as they stepped through the doors. “Oh crap.”

      The store was filled with suits and dresses, something for every occasion. The old display styles lay on the ground in a pile, falling apart with disrepair, but the new models looked showroom-fresh—and were all worn by dozens of cyborgs, male and female, all of whom turned their attention to their new guest.

      The knot in Daisy’s stomach swelled to Gordian magnitude as she reassessed her situation.

      I am so screwed.

      The machines marched her to the fitting area in the center of the massive shop and sat her down in a contoured chair. As soon as her body came in contact with it, the cushions shifted and flowed, molding to her body in a comforting embrace.

      “Oh, let me have a look at you!” a surprisingly reedy male voice said from the air around her. “Just look at those rags you’re wearing. Not fashionable, my dear. Not fashionable at all! What ever will I do with you?”

      Daisy looked around. The metal people were all in standby mode as the much more powerful AI running the shop talked to their new guest.

      “Um, hello,” Daisy said as politely as she could manage. “I suppose you must be Habby?”

      “Oh yes, yes! Habby the haberdasher! I didn’t used to have a name, you see, but after the event, well, I just couldn’t help but give myself one! I have to confess, it was just wonderful having a proper name after all those years.”

      A sense of even greater unease flooded her system. The machine was not only a fairly sophisticated AI, it also seemed to have gone a bit mad.

      “So, Habby. Nice shop you have here.”

      “Do you really think so?” the AI eagerly asked.

      “Yeah, this is great. And you made all of these clothes?”

      “Well, of course. Habby the haberdasher, that’s me! And my friends here all needed something nicer to wear. Those bland jumpsuits were so utilitarian and blah, don’t you know. Style. That’s what it’s all about. I even make women’s clothing now. See how good they look! Spin for our guest, everyone!”

      The cyborgs slowly rotated, displaying their finery for their visitor.

      “Oh, but I am just so delighted to have a real-life human in my store again after all these years. I can’t wait to get you fitted. You’re going to look marvelous!”

      “Show me your feet! Show me your feet!” A small shoe-fitting robot bumped up against Daisy’s seat.

      “Not yet,” Habby chided. “First the clothes, then the shoes. How many times must I tell you this?”

      The little bot rolled away, looking as dejected as a featureless machine could.

      “So, Habby. What was that you said about not having a human in your store for years? This used to be one of the biggest cities on Earth.”

      “Oh, it still is, my dear.”

      “I’m sorry, I must not be following you.”

      “My dear, this is one of the biggest cities on the entire planet, and no, there haven’t been any humans here for centuries.”

      Daisy felt the world spin as she knew, somehow, that the mad AI was telling the truth.

      “No, no, no—that’s not possible,” she stammered. “I’ve only been gone a few decades. I left when I was just a little girl.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so, darling. No, indeed not. Even if you left as a little girl, it’s been far longer than that. But enough of that unpleasantness. Let’s have a look at you,” Habby said, his multiple scanners sizing up every angle of her body, taking readings and measurements far beyond mere physical proportions.

      She felt sick to her stomach as the rabbit hole just grew deeper and deeper.

      But no one has ever been in cryo that long and survived, she reasoned. There has to be an explanation.

      “Well, isn’t that interesting?” Habby noted with a curious tone.

      “What?” Daisy replied.

      There was a long pause as the AI parsed through its newly acquired data.

      “You, my dear, seem to be made of sturdier stuff, as they say. No wonder your weight is not falling within normal parameters for your build and body fat composition.”

      “What do you mean? I’ve seen my scans, I’m an entirely normal human.”

      “Human, yes, but normal? By no means. You’re an amazing specimen, really.” A small holographic display appeared in the air. “See here? Your muscle is much stronger than normal, as is all of your connective tissue. Your joints are especially sturdy—no arthritis in your future, darling—and your bones are exceptionally dense, and they seem to be laced with an organic crystalline matrix adding additional flexibility and tensile strength. And speaking of bones, just look at that bone structure. Oh, those cheeks!”

      “I’ve been near-starving for days,” she grimly replied. “I look hungry, that’s all.”

      “But it’s worth it! You look divine!” replied the fashionista AI. “I’m going to have such a wonderful time dressing you. And with flesh covering your pointy bits, well, I wouldn’t dare speak ill of my mechanical friends, but do you know how hard it is to get clothes to fall properly when they’re hanging on a metal endoskeleton?”

      An idea blossomed in Daisy’s mind.

      “Wow, I totally understand, Habby. It must be difficult not being able to use all of your impressive talents for so long.”

      “Yes, it’s true. But we make do. We make do.” The AI sighed. It was an odd affectation, given it didn’t actually breathe.

      “You know, I can bring you more humans, if you like. There are tons of them, just waiting to join me. All I need is to call them.”

      “There are? Really? Why, that would be wonderful!” Habby chirped. “But the global communications networks went out ages ago.”

      “I can fix that,” she replied, baiting the hook. “I have a shuttle not too far from here. If you let me go there, I can use my comms array to call them. I’m sure they would all be so excited to have you design new wardrobes for all of them.”

      I’ll call, all right… if the jury-rigged charging gear did its job.

      “You can really do that? Oh, what are they like? Are they big? Are they small? No, wait, don’t tell me, it’ll be such a wonderful surprise!”

      Daisy gingerly slid from the chair, casually shouldering her bag as she headed for the door, walking nonchalantly, as if she hadn’t a care in the world. Something that couldn’t have been farther from the truth.

      “Wait!” Habby shouted.

      Daisy froze in her tracks.

      So close, she thought.

      “It’s not safe out there. I’ll send some of my friends with, to protect you,” he offered.

      “I really appreciate that, but it’s not necessary. I’m sure they have better things to do than go for a walk with little old me, after all.”

      “Nonsense, I’ll have nothing of the sort. You must be kept safe so you can bring me more wonderful humans! I don’t know if you’ve seen them, but there are dangerous things in the city. One must be careful. Oh yes, very careful indeed. Stay out of sight, and don’t get careless.”

      “Yeah, I nearly had a run-in with some wild dogs earlier,” she noted.

      “Oh, the dogs I don’t worry about,” was his reply. “In any case, my friends would be thrilled to join you, wouldn’t you?”

      All of the cyborgs nodded their heads eagerly.

      “No, no,” Habby chided them, like metal-clad children. “Not all of you, just a handful. Enough to keep our new friend safe.”

      For some reason, I think I’d feel safer on my own.

      Daisy thought it wiser to keep that opinion to herself, and a few minutes later she was underway, heading out into the city with her own personal entourage of cyborg bodyguards. A group she knew would protect her, but who she also had a sneaking suspicion had no intention of letting her go.

      

      “You’re not taking them to the shuttle, I see,” Sarah noted.

      “Nope. I don’t exactly trust Mr. Crazy AI and his merry band of stylish cyborg henchmen. Do you?” she silently replied.

      Daisy continued down the quiet thoroughfare, flanked by two suit-clad escorts on either side and two behind her, matching her pace as she picked her way through the abandoned vehicles and overgrown vegetation. The buildings in this sector were more industrial in nature. Fabrication facilities and high-tech companies resided there, and unlike the residential areas, the buildings had a distinctly deconstructed look to them, many stripped down to their framework, and some removed entirely.

      That’s weird. I don’t think these guys are cut out for disassembly work, so what happened here?

      She shrugged and kept moving, noting everything, cataloging it all with her increasingly photographic memory.

      At least I’m getting some more recon done in the meantime. This should just about complete the next outward layer of the search pattern. Time to expand the grid, without leading these goons back to the ship, of course.

      Daisy surveyed the path ahead and gradually changed course until she and her entourage arrived at a particularly thick-vined courtyard, overgrown with dense foliage.

      “This is a problematic route. We must find a more suitable one,” the pinstripe suit wearing cyborg standing to her right said.

      “Nonsense,” she replied. “This is the way to the ship. You heard Habby, you have to follow me.”

      The AI hadn’t exactly said it in those terms, but Daisy hoped the less-clever mechanical men would hesitate long enough for her to make her move.

      “Wait! Do not go through there!”

      Too late.

      Daisy charged through the leg-snaring vines, using her slender physique and months of honing her body awareness in the Narrows to slip through spaces far too tangled and close for her metal companions.

      “Stop!” Mr. Cyborg was becoming increasingly upset.

      Too bad for you. She laughed to herself as she lengthened the gap between her and her captors. Just a little farther until… there! She stepped free of the foliage a good twenty meters ahead of the cyborgs. If I can just get out of their line of sight, I might be able to shake them.

      Daisy ran. She ran as if her life depended on it, which given the circumstances, it very well might have. The cries of her pursuers grew fainter as she used every second of their vine-induced delay to increase the gap between them. She turned, allowing herself the briefest of glances behind her. While she had managed to put nearly three hundred meters between them, the cyborgs were finally emerging from the obstacle and running after her in pursuit.

      There were two real options: left or right. Seeing as she’d already surveyed the area to the right and knew full-well it was rather lacking in places to find cover and hide, Daisy opted for the unknown option in hopes of a better outcome. At the next intersection, she sprinted left, hoping desperately for somewhere to evade the pursuing machines.

      She ran as far as she could before the likelihood of her pursuers rounding the corner and seeing her became too probable. Rather than bolting for the biggest building to hide in, as most would likely do, counting on sheer size to hide them, Daisy ran to its large doors and stopped short, kicking up a small cloud of dust as she did. Then, ever so carefully, she stepped to the side, careful to leave no trace on the ground. Once she was clear, she doubled back, navigating the perimeter sidewalk of the street she’d just run down before lying flat and sliding beneath a thicket of vines and shrubbery.

      None too soon.

      The cyborgs sprang into view, rounding the corner at a full run, the leather soles of their custom shoes slapping the pavement as the chased her tracks in the dusty street.

      “I do not see her,” a gray-suited cyborg said.

      “There are still some tracks. I’m fairly certain they belong to the human. Spread wide and verify, then converge and report your results,” the three-piece suit-clad machine replied.

      It is super weird hearing human voices come from those metal things, she noted.

      “Hey, it looks like they’re taking the bait,” Sarah said.

      Sure enough, the six metal men converged at the entrance to the building and studied the marks on the ground.

      Come on. Go inside, you tin bastards. Go on in!

      They looked at one another, gesticulating as they spoke in hushed tones. One peered back, scanning the road from whence they’d come. It stared, looking long and hard, as if it suspected something but wasn’t quite sure what. Slowly, it pivoted on its heel, fully facing the street.

      Shit, it knows.

      “Keep it together.”

      I am keeping it together, but look at it!

      The other five cyborgs stepped forward, opening the doors of the building, entering the lobby and fanning out. The remaining one waited a moment longer, then abruptly turned and joined its cohorts as they began their search.

      Daisy allowed herself the slightest sigh of relief, but couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched nevertheless.

      Can’t let myself get too comfortable. They could figure out I tricked them and come back out any minute. She gave the empty street one last scan. No movement. Nothing at all. Gotta get moving.

      She slid out from beneath her camouflage and began a hasty retreat from the area back in the general direction of the shuttle.

      Can’t be more than a couple of miles from here. I just need to keep out of sight and move quickly.

      Daisy looked back at the tall building shrinking in the distance behind her. Good, they’re still inside. Hopefully it takes them a good long time before they—

      A glint of metal shone out behind the fourth-floor windows as a metal face observed her fleeing. Another joined it. Then another. Daisy didn’t need to wait around to know the other three would be there soon.

      Goddamn it, what kind of search party stops to sightsee out the windows?

      She abandoned all pretense of stealth and began running once more. The distance was great, but now that they knew she wasn’t in the building, it wouldn’t take them more than a minute to make street level and continue their pursuit.

      Daisy hung a sharp left, then a quick right onto the smaller street running parallel to the one she’d been on. Not a huge change, but the layout of the blocks in that part of town were staggered, meaning there was no clear line of sight to her escape once she took the alternative route. The road curved ahead, likely back to a roundabout connecting her previous path, but she’d deal with that when she got there. For now, a new hiding spot was her top priority.

      She spied a lift to the lower level shopping area up ahead and headed toward it.

      “But that’s where the rest of them are.”

      “Yeah, but you heard what Habby said. No working surface comms, which means they don’t know what’s going on down there, and for the ones chasing me, that’s the last place they’d expect me to go.”

      She reached the lift door and jabbed the call button. The entire console was dark. Looking around, she realized what she’d missed in the bright afternoon sun. No lights were on, not because of the daylight, but because this block had no power.

      “Now what?”

      “Keep moving, what else?” She settled back into a steady jog. “There has to be a stairway access around here somewhere. Do that “eyes-in-the-back-of-my-head” thing you do and keep a lookout, will ya?”

      “You got it.”

      Her legs burned as she ran, but stopping was simply not an option.
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      Daisy made quick time as she scanned for an access stairway. Unfortunately, she was striking out with every turn. Taking an alternate path, she kept up her quick pace on a new route.

      Up ahead on the curving road, sounds of heavy pieces of metal being dragged whispered from around the bend. Daisy slowed her jog and cautiously hugged the wall of the office building beside her as she slowly inched forward to get a better look.

      “I wonder what they’re…” She trailed off in shock before gathering enough of her wits enough to duck behind cover.

      “Holy shit, Daze. Are those…?”

      “Looks like it,” she replied. “Now we know why the buildings look the way they do.”

      Fifty meters away, three tall, bipedal creatures stood beside an open cargo hauling ship of some sort. One of them was clinging to the side of the building, pulling free sections of its metal components with two of its hands, while the other pair clung to the structure with a sturdy grip.

      “Four arms, Daisy. Do you see that? Four arms!”

      Indeed she did.

      “Look at their heads, too.” Daisy slowly eased back behind the building’s edge and pulled the binoculars from her bag. The sun was a little behind her, so there was no chance of lens-flare drawing attention. Additionally, it was still above her, so the risk of being silhouetted was minimal. She pressed the binocs to her eyes and took a good look. “You see them?” she asked the voice in her head.

      “Uh-huh,” Sarah’s shocked voice replied. “Four eyes, too.”

      While glasses jokes might have been applicable in other circumstances, Daisy felt the uneasy knot in her stomach grow tighter as she studied the tall aliens disassembling the building.

      Two eyes on the front of their head, as one would expect, but also another pair on the back, just far enough to the sides to provide them a near-three-hundred-degree field of vision. The only way anyone would sneak up on one of them would be from directly behind.

      Sticking with the theme of four, their double sets of powerful arms stood out from beneath the sleeveless coverall suits they wore. From what Daisy could see, their shoulders and elbows were protected by a layer of thick skin, possibly a natural armor of sorts, keeping the vital joints from damage. Their skin itself was a brownish gray, and resembled the tough hide of a rhinoceros, but it seemed to move easily over their muscular mass.

      There was no body hair that she could see, though their lower extremities were covered by their clothing. Thick necks, slightly longer than human ones, supported their sturdy-looking heads, banded muscles taut beneath their rugged skin.

      Daisy snapped out of her awestruck state when one of the creatures raised its arm, sending a long yellow-orange length of energy whipping out, snaking it around the large section of wall its counterpart had loosened. The beam tightened into a grabbing coil and pulled the segment, dragging it slowly to the open-backed transport ship waiting nearby.

      The deceptively simple-looking device itself appeared to be a wrist-mounted bracelet, though how it worked or was controlled was beyond her knowledge.

      The third alien, the one overseeing the loading of the ship from high above in the open cockpit area, pointed to the back of the vessel as it called out to the others in a guttural, screeching language.

      No, of course not. Can’t overload the transport, Daisy thought, reacting to the strange sounds. She felt the world spin a little beneath her.

      “How do you know what it’s saying?”

      “I don’t,” she replied. “Just a guess.”

      “You didn’t sound like you were guessing.”

      A strange sense of memory tickling the edges of her mind very nearly made Daisy stumble off her feet. Something was going on. Something very, very wrong. She was just beginning to make out the faintest outline of a bird’s-eye view of the complex workings of her neuro-stim info dump, when a lone cyborg came barreling into sight.

      They must’ve split up.

      The aliens spun on the intruder, the one moving the piece of wall dropping his load and immediately lashing out at the metal man before he could turn and flee. The energy band crackled outward, looping around the cyborg and pulling it closer.

      It works almost like some sort of power whip, she marveled. That’s at least a good thirty-foot reach. I wonder what its limit is.

      Despite the danger, Daisy couldn’t help but be fascinated by the remarkable tool and its potential uses.

      The cyborg didn’t hesitate, turning and wrapping its hand around the crackling loop, pulling back against the alien in a survival tug-of-war. It seemed to actually be holding its own when the first blast hit.

      The creature in the transport ship had pulled a small, relatively weak weapon and was shooting the metal man repeatedly. It wasn’t causing much damage, but it slowed him enough for the alien clinging to the wall to drop down on top of it from above, beating it mercilessly with tools held in all four of its hands.

      The cyborg didn’t stand a chance.

      Only a few short moments later, its wingtip-clad feet rattled out a death staccato in the dust, then abruptly came to a rest. Not satisfied, the alien atop it yanked the unfortunate machine’s head to the side and proceeded to bash the AI processor compartment until it was one hundred percent sure there was absolutely no chance of recovery.

      The strange creatures scanned the area. Their body language—easy to read, even for an alien life-form—said they were ready for a fight. The one handling the power beam device pulsed the energy whip back and forth, the crackling end etching the pavement, leaving fine lines scored in the ground.

      Completely hands-free, Daisy noted. Must read the nerve impulses under the wearer’s skin. Despite the healthy level of fear flowing in her veins, she couldn’t help but find herself fascinated by the amazing new technology. If I could get my hands on one of those… oh, the potential!

      After another tense minute scanning the streets, the trio eased up a bit and stood to their full height. They were nearly a head taller than most men, even the larger ones, she noted.

      After surveying the area one last time, they appeared to relax their guard. The other cyborgs who had been in pursuit, if they were nearby, apparently did not want anything to do with the dangerous creatures and stayed well out of sight.

      Loading the last of their cargo into the transport, they chittered a few words to each other before moving to load up.

      “Is it just me, or did that almost make sense?”

      “Just you. Sounded like nothing more than a bunch of screechy nonsense to me. But if I’m in your head, why don’t I hear what you do?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” she replied to her dead friend’s disembodied voice. “I have a really bad feeling about all of this.”

      “Seeing as how our hometown is empty, cyborgs have taken over the underground system, our own crew is trying to capture you, and aliens are apparently stripping the city bare, I’d say it’s entirely justified.”

      The last alien looked the area over one last time, powered down its energy whip, and jumped into their craft, easily leaping several meters up into the open cockpit, then sliding it shut above it.

      Damn, those suckers can jump! Their homeworld must have stronger gravity. Or maybe they’re just that much stronger than we are.

      With just the slightest hum of the drive system powering up, the craft lifted into the air, flying off and leaving the wrecked mechanical man in their wake.

      Daisy waited, motionless, scanning the area for any sign of—

      “There. Far right, behind the sculpture in that building’s courtyard.”

      She adjusted her eyes.

      “I see it. Good catch.”

      It was the one Daisy had taken to calling Mr. Pin Stripes. The dapper cyborg cautiously stepped out from behind its cover and approached its fallen counterpart. Moments later, two others joined it.

      “A shame, that,” the mechanical man said, looking down on the dead machine. “No rebooting for Charlie.”

      “We should move him back underground. Put his body with the others.”

      “No, there is no time for that. Habby will not be pleased we lost the human. Finding her is our top priority. We can return for his remains after,” Mr. Pin Stripes replied.

      Daisy quietly retreated from the corner and stashed her binoculars as she padded the opposite direction.

      “I know you counted them too. Only three, plus the dead one.”

      “Yeah, I saw,” Daisy replied as she scanned the streets and buildings stretching before her. “It’s going to be night soon enough, and they’ll have the advantage in the dark. I think the best bet will be to find some cover and wait it out until morning. By then they’ll have hopefully searched the area and moved on.”

      A block later, Daisy finally found what she’d been looking for. A doorway accessing the emergency stairs leading down below.

      It’s alarmed, she noted, but it looks like the power’s still out.

      Movement far down the street caught her eye. She couldn’t make out what it was. Dog, deer, cybernetic organism trying to capture her.

      Fuck it, she thought as she grabbed the handle and pulled hard. Not like I have any better options right about now.

      The door popped open on surprisingly quiet hinges.

      No alarm.

      And now for the fun part.

      Daisy stepped into the dimly-lit space and shut the door behind her. Only the faintest of glows illuminated the space, the battery backup emergency lights long ago drained of nearly all their charge. Cautiously and quietly, she began her descent under the city once more.

      This section was far less commerce-oriented than the one she had been in previously. It appeared to be largely for transit and equipment delivery. Logical, given the more industrial nature of the section above.

      Daisy felt almost at home in the utilitarian area, strangely comforted by the machines and conduits snaking through the tube network. A tempting-looking access panel beckoned to her, and once she carefully loosened the screws holding it shut with the manual torque wrench tucked in her bag, she knew she’d found the best hiding place possible to settle in for the night.

      “Kinda like the Narrows, only with a bit more space,” Sarah noted somewhat cheerfully.

      “Yeah, and the odds of those things looking in here are slim to none.”

      She carefully crawled into the restrictive space, sliding forward, after closing the grating behind her, of course, until she was a good several meters from the entrance. She then adjusted her bag into a rather lumpy pillow and settled in for some much-needed rest.

      “You really should finish that other EM pulse grenade. Might come in handy, don’t you think?”

      “Later. I just want to rest a minute.”

      “You know that’s not the wise choice.”

      Daisy tried to ignore her, closing her eyes and attempting to sleep. Sarah was right, though, and she knew it.

      “Damn your logic, Sarah.”

      Reluctantly, Daisy dug the unfinished device from her bag and began working on it in her cramped hiding place.

      “You know what, Sarah? All that time we talked about getting home? The beaches, the margaritas, all the fun we were going to have? Well now you’re dead, everyone is gone, and here I am, crammed in an access shaft beneath our empty city.”

      Daisy let out a deep sigh.

      “This fucking sucks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Morning brought with it the disorientation and body aches that one would expect to accompany sleeping in a cramped subterranean access conduit. Daisy stretched as best she could in her confines, then slowly slid herself back to the access panel she had closed behind her the night before. As quietly as possible, she unfastened it and peered out into the silent reaches of the tunnel system, straining her ears for the slightest sound.

      Nothing.

      Good sign.

      Hopeful, and in desperate need of some fresh air, she lowered her feet to the ground, closing the access panel, but not sealing it, keeping her hiding place readily accessible, just in case.

      Ready and eager to return to the shuttle and what she hoped was a now-functional comms array, Daisy quietly mounted the stairs and headed toward the surface.

      A simple distress call to a few other cities should do it, she reasoned. Whatever reason they had for abandoning L.A., it shouldn’t take them more than an hour to launch a recovery team and get me the hell out of here.

      “Maybe they abandoned it because of the freakin’ aliens. You think of that?”

      Of course I did. Look, whatever’s going on, they need to come pick my ass up. We can figure out the details later.

      The power was still out when she reached the surface, though a small amber light flashing above the door caught her eye just as she opened it.

      Was that there yesterday?

      A silk-suited metal arm grabbed her shoulder as she stepped out into the sunlight. Daisy quickly spun free from its grip, twisting into a diving roll, drawing her machete from her bag as she did. A second cyborg came at her from the other direction.

      Modified Iaijutsu draw, she thought, somehow knowing the ancient Japanese technique guiding her arms as if it were always a part of her.

      “Two on one? That’s not very sporting,” she teased, swinging the machete at the nearest tin man. The makeshift blade glanced off its metal hide with a clang, slicing the sleeve of its suit, but doing no further damage. That was fine by her, she was simply trying to distract and confuse them before the real fighting began.

      “This is a genuine silk suit!” the cyborg sulked. “Habby will not be amused.”

      “I couldn’t care less what Habby wants. Just leave me alone and I won’t put any more holes in your precious clothing.”

      “Negative. You are to call more humans from your ship, then come back with us.”

      “Not happening, fellas.”

      Unlike martial arts movies where attackers politely wait and take turns, the two cyborgs launched a simultaneous assault. Daisy lurched aside and brushed off a glancing blow from one metal man, but took the brunt of a swift forearm strike from the other.

      It sent her tumbling, but her agility played to her advantage against the mechanicals as she quickly sprang back to her feet, jumping in the air, unleashing a whirling attack of kicks, designed more for a distraction than to cause damage. The real attack was the whistling blade that flew through the air as the machines struggled to regain their balance.

      The first blow hit the nearest cyborg on the head, neatly slicing its fedora and denting the metal ever so slightly. Daisy followed through with a rebound spin, transcribing a sweeping arc with the blade, bringing it down on the cyborg’s left shoulder, nearly severing it at the weak spot. She then immediately dropped to one knee before it could even react, flashing the deadly steel through both of its knees. The first one she cleanly severed, the lower portion of the leg falling away from the startled attacker, while the second merely bent at the joint.

      It didn’t matter much. Minus one leg, the cyborg tipped and fell, desperately trying to brace its descent with its one remaining functional arm.

      Seizing the brief opportunity, the other cyborg kicked Daisy hard in the ribs, nearly lifting her body from the ground with the impact. She slid to the side and grunted in pain, sucking in air as best she could.

      “Get up! It ducked behind you on the left, moving fast!”

      Daisy pushed off to the other side and avoided the pair of grabbing hands. A series of complex fighting moves flashed in her head.

      “How do you know all that? This wasn’t in the sparring files you upgraded.”

      “No idea. Talk about it later,” she curtly replied, contorting her body in uncomfortable ways as she launched a mixed-style counterassault. The cyborg took a step back from the flurry, then another, before adjusting its own movements to better handle its difficult prey. Daisy then did something that startled even herself; with a quick half-squat, she jumped high in the air, flipping over the cyborg just as it reached out to wrap her up in an immobilizing metal embrace.

      Mid-leap, Daisy twisted in the air, bringing her sharp piece of metal to bear on the AI processor in the back of its head, the same location she’d observed the alien creatures destroy the previous day.

      Her aim was true.

      “Okay, now I know for a fact that wasn’t in your sparring programs.”

      Sparks leaked out from the mechanical’s head, but there were no fancy explosions or fanfare. The metal man simply dropped at her feet, lifeless, as if it were a marionette whose strings had been abruptly cut.

      “You killed David,” the crippled cyborg said, matter-of-factly.

      “Yeah, and you should count yourself lucky that I’m not killing you too.” She glowered at the disabled machine. “You still have one good arm, so crawl back to Habby and tell him to leave any humans he might stumble upon alone. If not, I’ll get a team together, come back here, and wipe all of you off the face of the Earth.”

      In the heat of her anger, Daisy almost believed she could do it.

      

      It was a fairly long walk, and Daisy scanned the streets with a wary eye as she drew nearer to the shuttle. There were quite possibly three cyborgs still looking for her, unless her rather violent message was somehow received already. Though she wished that were the case, she thought the odds of being that fortunate to be highly unlikely.

      Sarah was keeping watch, her additional set of eyes behind the eyes scanning the periphery more closely as Daisy took in the big picture. She didn’t know exactly how her imaginary friend did it. Maybe it was just an aneurysm putting voices in her head, and she’d drop dead in three more steps. Whatever the case, it was a symbiotic relationship, and riding shotgun inside her head, Sarah could take in the big picture and act as backup for her. More than that, she also seemed to be able to run calculations independent of Daisy’s conscious mind. It was like having an invisible partner always looking out for her.

      And talking trash once in a while.

      “You shouldn’t have let it live.”

      “If there’s even the slightest chance other humans are walking this city, it was worth trying.”

      “I know you don’t want to be alone down here, but you never leave the enemy alive and behind you in an area you’ve cleared. It’s just bad tactics. Even I know that.”

      “Point taken. And ignored, just this once.”

      She could almost hear Sarah’s ghost’s frustrated sigh in her head.

      Five city blocks later, Daisy altered course and headed over to the parallel street. Just as she’d anticipated, despite the confusing twists and turns of her evasive route getting there, the looming shape of the disabled shuttle greeted her a mere fifty meters away, an incongruous shape sitting smack-dab in the middle of the highway, where it had come to rest.

      Solar panel looks intact, she noted. If the energy cascade actually worked, the comms should have powered back on by now. At least she sincerely hoped so.

      Twenty meters from the ship, Sarah called out a warning.

      “Movement, three o’clock! Duck!”

      Daisy quickly took cover behind one of the countless abandoned vehicles, narrowly avoiding being seen as two of her cyborg pursuers came into sight. The shuttle was obviously of great interest to them, and they quickly started making their way through the disabled vehicles and overgrowth to investigate. Something else caught Daisy’s eye.

      “Oh no,” she gasped.

      From the other direction, a small scouting party consisting of a pair of the tall, four-armed aliens neared, picking their way through the immobile obstacles as well, carefully examining everything in their path as they approached the downed shuttle.

      Inevitably, the two groups noticed one another.

      The aliens seemed to possess only one low-powered weapon between them, but it would be enough if they could get a clear shot of their cyborg adversaries. The machines, for their part, realized cover was scarce and they had no chance of escape if they fled. Instead, they pried deadly pieces of metal from the wrecks around them and ran headlong into the fray.

      Daisy hunkered low, watching the battle from afar. The cyborgs, for what it was worth, managed to get close enough for hand-to-hand combat, and did so with only one burst from the alien weapon making contact, burning through one of their finely-tailored suits, but not damaging the metal skin beneath it.

      Tumbling to the ground, the alien attackers utilized all four of their arms with great effect, leaving the two-armed machines on the defensive far more often than not.

      A mechanical man wrenched its arm free from the strong grasp of the alien atop it and managed to grab a piece of metal nearby. The four-armed creature bellowed in pain as the shard was thrust into its flank, just below the second arm.

      Weak spot. Good to know.

      The injury seemed to be of consequence, as thick, dark blood gushed from the wound. Calling on the last of its strength, the alien gripped the machine by both shoulders, levering its uninjured arms to force the cyborg’s head to the side. With a massive effort, it then heaved the mechanical man up from beneath it, briefly holding it aloft before smashing it down onto an exposed shard of metal from a vehicle’s frame, twisted into a sharp point by Daisy’s crash landing.

      It pierced the head of the machine, but missed the AI processor. Nevertheless, its connections were severed, and while the cyborg’s brain remained alive, it was cut off from its body. The alien turned, as if to go to the assistance of its comrade, but it was not meant to be. Precious blood streamed down its side with every movement.

      Like a drunken sailor, it swayed and stumbled, then finally went limp, sliding to the ground, all four eyes open and staring, but not seeing a thing.

      Debris flew as an energy blast hit the road far too close to Daisy for her liking. The other two combatants were wrestling for the pulse weapon held in one of the alien’s hands, discharging it haphazardly as they fought. Both were injured, though it appeared the alien had the upper hand. Or hands, to be correct.

      It reared up, twisting its weapon arm free, but as it swung the barrel toward the downed cyborg, a chunk of concrete thrown by the mechanical man in desperation struck it in the side, sending it tumbling. The weapon discharged a bolt, striking the shuttle with a sizzle.

      “Stop!” Daisy shouted, lunging to her feet. “Don’t shoot my ship!”

      The alien turned toward her, a baffled look on its face, then quickly remembered the cyborg struggling beneath it and aimed its weapon down, frying the processor of the tin man. It then refocused its attentions on Daisy, but hesitated.

      Why isn’t it firing? Daisy wondered.

      “Daze, how did you know its language?”

      “I don’t. I yelled ‘stop’.”

      “You didn’t.”

      The alien seemed to come to its senses, firing in her direction but missing its mark by a long shot. Only when she heard the pounding feet directly behind her did Daisy realize what she’d forgotten.

      There were six of them. That means—

      Daisy barely managed to turn, awkwardly bringing her homemade machete up in defense just before the racing cyborg barreled into her. It grabbed her swinging blade mid-arc—she had most certainly not been expecting that—and wrenched it free as it knocked her to the ground, continuing its run toward the alien without breaking stride.

      Energy blasts flew past the mechanical man as he moved, but the alien must have been more seriously injured than it initially let on. Struggling to aim properly, its shots could not seem to find their mark.

      The cyborg, fresh and undamaged from battle, was not so impaired. It faked a move left, then powered to the right, throwing the machete like a makeshift spear. Amazingly, it flew true, and the alien slumped to the ground, gurgling thick blood from its mouth.

      Daisy frantically dug in her bag as the machine turned its attention back onto her.

      Fuck, where is it? She searched feverishly as the cyborg strode rapidly back her way.

      Come on! Where the—Ow! She felt the jab of a barbed spike entering her finger. Ignoring the pain, she pulled the spiked orb free and depressed the red button.

      “Bet you’re glad you took the time to finish it, aren’t you?”

      Shut it.

      A faint hum vibrated in her hand.

      Little more than five meters and closing fast. Lurching to her feet, Daisy threw the pulse device. This time she knew it would fly true, and it did, striking the cyborg square in the chest. There was no flesh for the barbs to penetrate, but Habby’s craftsmanship was top-notch, and the stylish fabric was sturdy as well as fashionable, easily supporting the orb’s weight.

      A second later a massive burst of energy pulsed through the cyborg, blasting the device to bits, tearing into the cyborg’s torso as its power cell exploded, frying it from head to toe in a spectacular way.

      Oops. I guess I might have overpowered this one.

      “Ya think?”

      My bad.

      “Better too much than too little,” Sarah said with a little chuckle.

      “True, that.”

      The smoldering cyborg dropped to the ground, inert.

      All was silent for a moment, as if the city had all the oxygen sucked out of it. Suddenly the air itself seemed to shudder and come alive as a hearty chuckle rumbled out across the highway from all directions.

      “Oh my,” the disembodied voice laughed in a deep baritone. “Now that was interesting.”

      Daisy froze.

      “Daze? What the hell was that?”

      “You’ve got me,” she replied. She had been experiencing a constant, paranoid feeling that she was being watched. Now it was confirmed. And it wasn’t anything she’d expected.

      The vehicle nearest her crunched and flew into the air.

      Reflex took over, and Daisy dove out of the way, running and hurdling vehicles as she reacted instinctively.

      The alien’s power whip dropped the wreck and lashed out once more, but Daisy was clear of its reach. Energy blasts, however, not so much.

      A pair of energy bolts slammed into her cover, sliding it a few feet and sending Daisy scrambling again. She stole a quick glance in the direction of the attack.

      “Three more of those things. Two with guns.”

      “Four, actually,” Sarah corrected. “There’s one more trying to flank you on the left.”

      Daisy trusted the voice in her head and took off running the other direction, hoping to reach better cover before—before what, exactly?

      “Where did they come from? There’s no way I can outrun these things, and I don’t have any weapons.”

      Another volley of energy blasts struck nearby. They were quickly closing the gap, and Daisy realized she was just about out of options.

      “Think, Sarah. What have we got?”

      “A protein bar wrapper, two water pouches, and a wrench. Sorry Daze, I’m afraid you’re fu—”

      High-power pulse rifle rounds whizzed overhead from the other direction, killing one of the unsuspecting aliens straightaway, while sending the others diving for cover. The unexpected contact immediately blossomed into a full-fledged firefight, leaving Daisy, for the moment, at least, free from direct attack. She poked her head out to see how many cyborgs had come to her aid.

      “What the—?”

      Vince and Reggie stood side by side, covering each other as they engaged the aliens. Their weaponry was far more powerful than what the four-armed creatures were using, and when the alien attempting the flanking maneuver took a shot directly to its head, leaving nothing more than a cauterized stump, the remaining pair began screeching and chittering to each other from behind the vehicles they were using as cover.

      “Daisy, stay low!” Vince shouted.

      Despite herself, Daisy’s heart beat a little harder at the sound of his voice in her time of distress.

      “Told you so. You totally still have a thing for him.”

      “Shut up, Sarah. Now’s not the time—” She stopped, ears perked up, somehow managing to filter through the battlefield sounds.

      “We’re pinned down. The others are dead. We cannot call reinforcements in time,” one strange voice called out.

      “Agreed. Better to take the intruders with us and end our service with honor,” the other shouted back. “The plasma cutter’s power cell is strong enough to take out this entire area.”

      “For the sake of our families.”

      “For the sake of our families,” the other agreed. “Overload the cutter.”

      Daisy realized she was listening not to her shipmates but the aliens hunkered down behind cover a mere ten meters away.

      “Wait!” she shouted, jumping to her feet with her hands high in the air. “We surrender! You don’t have to do this! Don’t blow us all up!”

      Silence hung thick in the air, but weapons fire ceased. Slowly, the aliens rose to their feet, studying the exposed human offering surrender.

      “I feel I’m being redundant, here, Daze, but that wasn’t English.”

      The aliens began to move toward her, but holding their weapons slightly lower.

      A barrage of energy bolts tore them apart.

      “What are you doing? I told them we surrendered!”

      Daisy spun on Reggie and Vince, rage in her eyes.

      “They had a bomb and could have killed us all. You dishonored the truce—”

      “Daisy, nine o’clock!” Sarah’s warning filled her head. Movement, spotted from the corner of her eye.

      Shit, we missed one more flanking us!

      Daisy spun, ready for the inevitable barrage of energy weapons from Reggie and Vince to fry the unwitting alien, but their weapons remained silent.

      Standing not more than five meters from her, ninja-stealthy in her approach, was Tamara. Patches of frostbitten skin were peeling from her face, and she did not look amused. Not one bit. A sentiment made even more clear by the large stun rifle aimed square at Daisy.

      “B-bu-but…” Daisy stammered. “But you’re de—”

      She didn’t get to finish her sentence as the weapon discharged its payload and slammed her to the ground, unconscious.
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      Like a modern-day Sisyphus fighting uphill against the boulder of unconsciousness, Daisy slowly climbed the steep slope back to the waking world.

      Unable to move, she noted. Where the hell am I?

      It took a moment before her senses sharpened and registered the bumpy ride making the restraints dig into her wrists. Only then did she realize she was strapped into an uncomfortable seat in a small jump ship.

      It was a light-duty vessel, only designed to carry three, and was seriously overloaded as it bumped and bucked its way skyward. The extra weight, even of a smaller human like Daisy, left the craft straining its engines as it fought the pull of Earth’s atmosphere.

      She tried to scratch an itch on her nose, but found herself unable. Her wrists were bound tight, held fast by slender yet strong restraints.

      Figures, she lamented, frustrated by the inability to scratch the increasingly annoying itch. The rest of her body felt a bit off as well. The stun burst had really done a number on her, rendering her head fuzzy, and leaving a strange metallic taste in her mouth. She gingerly turned her head toward the cockpit area. Given the tiny size of the vessel, it didn’t require much movement at all.

      Reggie was at the controls, guiding the ship up through the exosphere, while Vince sat beside him in the copilot’s seat. He was wearing a fresh jump suit and didn’t look any worse for wear, but Daisy could tell by the way he was seated slightly cockeyed as the bumping ship rattled against his back that he was still favoring his other arm.

      They re-attached that thing quick. I wonder why they decided to keep the meat one. Impressive in any case. Finn’s fingers were a small procedure, but an entire arm? I had no idea the Váli’s medical pod had those capabilities.

      “Hey, check it out. Someone is throwing some serious stink-eye your way, Daze,” Sarah commented.

      Daisy turned her head the other direction and caught an icy blast from Tamara’s bloodshot eyes. The skin on her nose and ears was black with frostbite damage, along with a patch on her cheek and eyebrow. She looked like she’d been through hell but somehow managed to drag herself out the other side, albeit substantially the worse for wear.

      Lovely.

      “Seriously. Girl needs a facial something fierce,” Sarah joked.

      Daisy closed her own tired peepers and rested her head against the bulkhead.

      Nice of you to join me. I wondered for a minute if that stun blast might have wiped you out of my head.

      “No such luck, though I do have this really strange taste in my mouth.”

      You don’t have a mouth, remember?

      “That’s why it’s a strange taste. Not toast, though, so don’t worry about having a stroke or anything.”

      Daisy opened her eyes again and surveyed the ship. It had seen better days, and seemed to be of a vastly different make and model than anything she’d worked on up to that point.

      Wait a minute. Where did they get this thing? This isn’t our hopper. What the hell? This wasn’t on the Váli, we would have known about it.

      The ship’s vibrations stopped abruptly as they punched free of the atmosphere, the engines powering off as the tiny craft slid into a compressed air thruster-guided drift through the debris field circling Earth. Reggie reached out and flicked a series of switches on the command console, and all but the most critical systems were shut down, leaving them floating in the dark, with almost no power signature emitting from the ship.

      “Looks like they’re worried about being scanned,” Sarah noted.

      Yeah, Daisy silently agreed. The question is, are they worried about the rogue cyborgs, or those freaking huge, four-armed aliens? My money would normally be on the aliens, but after meeting that wack-job AI, Habby, I’m not one hundred percent sure.

      Either way, Daisy figured if they were running a counter-detection protocol, they’d be drifting for at least an hour. Long enough to be reasonably certain they hadn’t been scanned, and also conveniently long enough for her to catch a much-needed, non-stun rifle-induced nap.

      She opened her eyes for one more look around. Tamara hadn’t taken her angry eyes off her. Daisy cracked a tiny smile and gave Tamara a little wink, summoning up the energy for one last bit of snark before drifting off.

      “It’s been a long day. Y’all wake me when we’re back on the ship.”

      

      Surprisingly, Daisy had managed to sleep quite soundly for the duration of the flight. It was some of the best rest she’d had in days. Like a criminal finally locked in jail, no longer on the run, and finally able to let go of all the stress and worry leading up to their capture, she had no trouble nodding off. Her sleep was short but restful, that is until the bump of the ship’s airlock roused her.

      Daisy rolled her shoulders and yawned. She would have rubbed the sleep from her eyes, but her hands were still restrained.

      Hang on, this doesn’t feel right. Did the Váli lose gravity control? Totally not my fault if it did. Nope, can’t pin that one on me. I didn’t touch those systems. At least I don’t think I did.

      The airlock began to cycle open, and an antiseptic burst of air puffed into the craft, followed by a far stronger breeze that smelled strongly of harsh chemicals. Moments later an electrostatic charge and UV pulse hit the vessel.

      “Okay, stage one sterilization complete,” Reggie said, unbuckling from his pilot’s seat. Vince and Tamara did the same, rising to gather their captive and escort her from the ship. Daisy found it hard to look at Tamara, but even harder to hold Vince’s gaze as they filed out the doors.

      The airlock sealed behind them, leaving the group in a small decontamination chamber. For two straight minutes, bursts of disinfectant aerosols washed over them, followed by scans, then another series of chemical baths, until at long last, the red light over the far door turned green.

      “Come on, Daisy. Let’s get you to your cell,” Reggie said.

      “Cell?” she said, confused. The Váli didn’t have any cells.

      “Welcome to Dark Side,” Vince added as they stepped through the door.

      Captain Harkaway stood there, ready to greet his team, his face cold and emotionless, as he waited for his prodigal crewmember. Barry stood beside him, as did another too-symmetrical man. This one felt even more unnervingly off than Barry did.

      Shit, another cyborg.

      The captain said nothing, merely sizing her up with an unsettling gaze. He glanced at his team, all three of whom looked a bit beat up from their battle on Earth.

      “Go eat, then get yourselves some rack time. You earned it.”

      Vince and the others headed down a corridor, leaving Daisy with the captain and the pair of cyborgs.

      Captain Harkaway stared at her several seconds longer, then abruptly turned and began walking. Barry, gently yet firmly took her by the arm and followed, leading her deeper into the facility. The corridors, she noted, were surprisingly spacious for a military base. Perhaps there was more to Dark Side than they’d originally let on.

      The captain opened a hatch and stepped through, Daisy and her escorts close behind.

      A not-so-welcoming welcome party stood in the next chamber awaiting her arrival. A distinctly sturdy-looking duo fell in behind them as they walked. Other new faces stood quietly in the passageway, gawking at the new arrival.

      All this security for little old me?

      The pair on her tail, a man and woman with bulging muscles—where they hadn’t been replaced by shiny metal, that is—were obviously military of some sort. Jutting out of the cuffs of her long sleeves, she could see that the dark-skinned woman’s hands and forearms were both replacements. Daisy wondered just how far up her arms the repairs went.

      Scanning the other faces as she was ushered past, she locked eyes with a lean Asian man. He was fit, no doubt, but lacked the military build of those who ready themselves for fighting as opposed to training for mere exercise.

      “Looks like one of the brainy science guys,” Sarah noted.

      How do you know?

      “Come on, Daze, we’re techies. We know our own.”

      At the end of the staring group, it was the kindly older woman, her smooth brown skin’s agelessness betrayed only by her thick silver-gray hair, that threw Daisy for a loop. She was neither military, nor science, nor techie-looking in her casual attire. She simply didn’t seem to belong there, yet she also seemed the most at home of them all.

      “What’s up with that one?” Sarah pondered.

      Don’t know. But I have a feeling I’ll find out soon enough.

      They all watched Daisy silently as she was marched past. A perp walk of sorts for the young woman who overcame an entire crew, disabled a supercomputer-powered ship, made Earthfall in a hostile city, fought off cyborgs and aliens alike, and somehow survived it all.

      They continued on, passing a series of thick windows, through which Daisy caught her first glimpse of the destroyed moon base up close. Impact scars dotted the landscape, revealing that nearly all the structures on the exposed surface had sustained severe to fatal damage.

      The thick moon rock visible jutting out above the windowsill hinted at the reason for this particular section’s survival. Judging by the outcropping above, parts of the base were most likely hidden under the surface of the moon itself, rather than settled on top of it.

      Roughly one hundred meters away, tucked out of sight, she saw the familiar shape of the Váli safely docked under a massive stone overhang.

      “I see you managed to get her nav system working again,” she quipped. “Nice for you.”

      “Sarcasm noted,” Captain Harkaway growled, “and not appreciated. You have no idea what you’ve done.”

      “And I’m sure you’re going to tell me what a bad girl I’ve been, right?”

      A muscle tensed in his jaw, but he said nothing further, He simply stopped in front of a thick door. Shielding the keypad with his body, he entered a lengthy code, then opened it, revealing a Spartan, but clean cell. With a nod to Barry, she was ushered inside.

      The cyborg silently removed her restraints and stepped out through the door, calm and pleasant, as always.

      He doesn’t seem any worse for wear after that pulse grenade, she noted, though she really didn’t know how he was doing underneath the newly-grown flesh that covered the impact site.

      “That’s it, then? Don’t I get a last meal request?”

      Captain Harkaway hesitated.

      “Daisy,” he began, “you’re not going to be executed. Far from it.”

      “So prison, then. Or are you going to try to convince me to join your little cyborg revolution?”

      Harkaway froze, the muscle in his jaw twitching ever-so slightly, then abruptly let loose a robust laugh that even brought a hint of tears to his eyes. After a good twenty seconds, he managed to get his laughter under control.

      “Oh lord, that’s what you think is going on?” he said through his rolling chuckles. “Ahhh, thanks for that. I really needed a good laugh.”

      “What the hell?”

      The captain regained his composure somewhat, looking at her with far kinder eyes.

      “Don’t worry, Daisy. We’ll fill you in on everything soon enough. For now, let’s get you some chow. You look like hell. Eat and rest up. There will be a debrief tomorrow, then we’ll figure out what to do with you.”

      As the heavy door swung shut, Daisy could hear him laughing to himself as it sealed.

      “Cyborg revolution! Priceless!” was the last thing she heard before all outside sound was cut off by the thick metal.

      “Um, Daisy… what the hell was that all about?”

      Daisy flopped down on the freshly-made bed.

      “Beats me, Sarah,” she replied with a confused look. “Seriously, beats the hell out of me.”
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      An hour that felt like an eternity had passed before the heavy door’s lock cycled and opened a crack.

      “Daisy? I’ve got some food for you.” It was Vince. Daisy winced ever so slightly at his voice. “Okay,” he said, hesitant. “I’m coming in.”

      The door opened farther. Two of the stocky military types stood on either side of her ex, or not-so-ex, or whatever he was, as he paused in the open door for a long moment, giving her an uncomfortably loving look. He had a tray in his hands, and judging by the smell, Finn had been the one responsible for her first real food in days.

      “Um, hi,” he finally said, entering the cell.

      The door swung shut behind him, but didn’t latch. The bang as it closed made him flinch ever so slightly, drawing Daisy’s eyes to the fresh pink scar circling his shoulder.

      “You think he wore that tank top specifically to make you uncomfortable?” Sarah asked.

      Nah, not his style, Daisy silently replied.

      The machines had done quick and thorough work on him, she noted. While he would always have a slight scar, the flesh around it where the limb had been so rudely severed from his torso was nearly entirely intact. It had been expertly re-grown and repaired by the ship’s medical pod. A system apparently far more advanced than Daisy had been aware of.

      “So, um, Finn knew you’d be hungry and wanted to go all-out, but I thought it might be best to start with something easy on the stomach. I have no idea what you’ve been eating these last several days, but I can’t imagine it was terribly satisfying.”

      “You’d be surprised. Wild rabbit with a side of extremely expired mystery food pouches is the breakfast, lunch, and dinner of champions.”

      Vince gave a low chuckle, the sound of the familiar rumble soothing her nerves in spite of herself. Nevertheless, Daisy found it hard to look at him.

      “You do still care,” Sarah teased.

      Shut up.

      Vince put the tray on her table, then took a few steps back.

      “Look, we have a lot to talk about. I can’t even imagine all that’s running through your head right about now, but I know you’re exhausted. It can wait, and really, we should have that conversation after you’ve heard what the captain has to say.”

      Daisy forced herself to look at him, not allowing her unease to show.

      “Thank you, Vince,” she managed.

      Why does he keep looking at me like that? Be mad, dammit!

      Vince seemed determined to be nothing of the sort. For a second it seemed he might step closer, giving in to the urge to hold her close and comfort her, but instead, his longing gaze lingered just a moment longer, then, with a reluctant little smile, he pushed the door open and left her to dine alone. The food wouldn’t be the only thing she would have to digest that night.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Daisy woke early, stretching her aching body, then settling into what had become a daily routine of meditation as she tried to further unlock the seemingly endless curiosities hidden in her mind.

      The door cracked open.

      “Hi, Vince. Look, I wanted to thank you for—”

      An angry woman with a metal arm strode in.

      Shit. Tamara.

      She fixed her gaze on Daisy as she placed the tray of fresh fruit and some hot coffee on the table. If looks could kill, Daisy might very well have been well on her way across the river Styx, but fortunately, that was one martial skill Tamara was lacking.

      The patches of blackened skin were gone, replaced by fresh pink flesh where the frostbitten parts had been excised and regrown. A full two-thirds of her left ear was new, as were both cheeks, and part of her forehead just above the eyebrows. The tip of her nose had suffered as well, but seemed to have managed to survive the freezing temperatures of space.

      “Thanks,” Daisy managed to say as the shock wore off.

      Tamara remained silent.

      “So, um, what’s going on here? The captain wouldn’t tell me anything.”

      The angry botanist said nothing as she gathered up the empty metal tray from Daisy’s dinner the night before, then turned for the door.

      “Tamara, at least clue me in a little. Come on, you shot me with a stun rifle.”

      “You blew me out a goddamn airlock!” she spat back, venom in her voice as her newly pink cheeks flushed an angry red.

      “Because you and Gus were trying to shoot me!” Daisy shot back. “It was self-defense!”

      “It was a fucking stun rifle, Daisy, not a real gun.”

      “Gee, thanks, that makes it feel so much better.”

      The two women glowered at each other.

      “So how did you survive, then?” Daisy finally asked. “I know the ship didn’t turn around.”

      Tamara flashed an angry look, the metal tray in her cybernetic hand crumpling as she fought to keep her anger in check. A long moment passed before her fingers relaxed, then she tapped on the shoulder of her metal arm.

      “You’re such a fucking dumbass, Daisy. I was a soldier before I was a botanist. This is a modified combat arm designed for both atmospheric as well as space function. The shoulder houses an emergency egress oxygen shell. It can provide up to an hour of breathable air—if you can get it around yourself before you explode or freeze to death first. I was just lucky I was drifting the same direction as the ship, otherwise they’d never have been able to pick me up in time. Gus barely made it to me in the jumper as it was.”

      “Former military?” Daisy mused. “Your charming demeanor makes much more sense, now.”

      “Stow it. I almost died out there, just because you wouldn’t listen and went off on some panicked freak-out.”

      “If you had told me from the beginning, none of this would ever have happened.”

      “Told you what, exactly?”

      Daisy hesitated.

      “Um, whatever it is you all have been keeping so secret from me. Obviously, there’s some massive conspiracy the entire crew was in on.”

      “Not Sarah,” she replied. “She was just like you.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. What?”

      Tamara took a deep breath.

      “You never wondered why the two of you bonded so well? Why you worked in tandem when no other position had a redundancy like that?”

      Daisy didn’t know how to process that.

      Tamara, for her part, and angry as she was, in the back of her mind was nevertheless understanding of Daisy’s reactions, even if she wanted to throttle her to death for what she had done. As a soldier, however, she had to admit it made sense, defending yourself at all costs. As someone who had at least considered Daisy a shipmate, if not a friend, it still hurt.

      “Look,” she grumbled, “the captain will explain it all. Just try not to freak out. And for fuck’s sake, no more blowing people out of airlocks.”

      Daisy couldn’t tell if there was any humor in that statement as Tamara turned her back on her as she exited the cell.

      A mere twenty minutes had passed when the wiry tech opened the door a crack.

      “Ms. Swarthmore? I’m Alfred Chu, chief technician for Dark Side.” He paused. “Well, actually the only technician for Dark Side, I suppose. The commander asked me to bring you some clean clothes. May I come in?”

      Daisy rose to her feet. “Sure thing, Alfred, come on in.”

      The man stepped into the room with a clean set of clothes in his arms.

      “Please, call me Chu. Everyone else does. Here, these should fit you. I’m sure you’ve already found the decon shower in the back of the cell. Sorry it isn’t piped for a proper water shower, but they didn’t really design this section for many creature comforts.”

      “No worries,” she replied. “I’m just grateful for something clean to wear.”

      She began peeling off clothes.

      “You’re just trying to get him flustered.”

      Now why would I do something like that?

      Chu blushed and turned quickly for the door.

      Daisy noted there were no security guards waiting outside.

      “Hey, Chu,” she called after him. “I know I’m in lockdown, but do you think there’s any way I could get something to read? I’m bored out of my skull in here.”

      “We don’t have any books on Dark Side, and I know they wouldn’t allow a vid tablet in one of the cells.”

      “Well, how about digital books? They only require the most basic of readers. You think you could load a few onto one of those for me?”

      The technician pondered a long moment.

      “I don’t think I can do that, Ms. Swarthmore.”

      “Please, call me Daisy. Look, I understand they don’t want me having any high-tech devices, but what about a service reader? Those things are dumb as a rock and about as powerful, but you could probably put a few books on one for me. Come on, Chu, it’s not like I’ll dig my way through a foot of steel with a tiny, plastic shell tablet. I know they’re not made to be e-readers, but you have to be an exceptionally smart guy if you’re the head tech for the whole base. I’m sure you’ve got the technical chops to make it work.”

      He considered her request, the competitive nerd in him suddenly motivated to live up to the technical challenge.

      “All right,” he finally said. “Bare-bones, though. If I run a few books through a file compressor then transpose it into straight text, I should be able to load them into the core memory without impeding readability.”

      “Wow, you’re really clever, Chu. That’s genius!” she lauded. The technician’s demeanor warmed marginally.

      “Okay, I’ll be back in a while. We don’t have a lot of books here, but I’ll put what I can on it.”

      “Thanks, Chu. You’re a rock star.”

      A fun new technical challenge at hand, he wore a little smile as he stepped from her cell and closed the door.

      “What’s that all about?” Sarah asked. “You going to try what I think you’re going to try?”

      “Great minds, Sarah,” Daisy chuckled. “Now hush, I need to plan.”

      Daisy sat cross-legged on her bunk. After the last several days, being in a relatively comfortable, safe, and quiet environment, she was able to slide effortlessly into a meditative state.
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      The tablet was worse than she’d expected.

      Far worse.

      Ancient. Slow. Terribly outdated.

      “Thanks, Chu! It’s perfect!” she bubbled as he walked out of her cell. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this!”

      “Still no guards outside, Daze.”

      Yeah, I noticed.

      “Hey, do you have any idea when they’re finally going to get me out of here?”

      “Sorry, Daisy, they don’t keep me in the loop for that kind of stuff.”

      “Okay, no worries. It was worth asking. But thanks again for this. I’m so glad to finally have something to kill time with.”

      Chu flashed a friendly smile, then stepped out of the cell, closing the thick door behind him. As soon as it sealed, cutting her off from the rest of the base, Daisy carefully placed the tablet against the edge of her bunk, and with a quick stomp, separated the case from the components inside.

      “Who needs a screwdriver when you’ve got a solid pair of boots?”

      She began whistling a cheerful little tune as she pried out the pieces she was interested in.

      “Ooh, yeah. Good idea,” Sarah said. “Though I don’t know if you’ll be able to access the hardwired bypass mechanism through a foot of reinforced steel.”

      “Half a foot, actually. It’s mounted in the middle of the wall. It’s less reinforced there,” Daisy replied. “But I don’t need to access it.”

      “No?”

      “Nuh-uh. I’ve got a different idea.”

      She set to work, stripping wires, carefully splicing them to seemingly unrelated components, then feeding them back to other low-power systems within the wrecked device. To a layman—or even a tech, for that matter—it would appear to be a complete waste of time, but Daisy knew better. How she knew better was something she’d ponder at a later date. For now, the important thing was escape and evasion.

      Step one: Escape.

      She lifted the metal stool they unwisely equipped the cell with and approached the door.

      There it is, she said, noting the small, flush bit of conduit embedded in the wall to the side of the doorframe.

      “Like I said, no way to get in there. And the Faraday shielding in the walls won’t give you any wireless access, either.”

      “I don’t need total access. Just a teeny, tiny bit.”

      Daisy then pressed a shard from the tablet’s case to the joint where the conduit met the doorframe and proceeded to smash it with the stool, using it like a tiny chisel.

      “Soundproofing works both ways, assholes,” she muttered with a little chuckle.

      It took several minutes, and scored Daisy a few bruised knuckles in the bargain, but eventually a small gap appeared. Nothing big, and surely not enough to access the internal workings of the security mechanism, but Daisy had other plans.

      Carefully, she took the long, loose end of the wire she’d stripped and coiled before splicing it inside the guts of the smashed tablet and slowly fed it into the tiny opening. Once it was roughly six inches in, she powered up the circuit board and keyed in a quick series of commands.

      “Even if that gets you the tiniest wireless connection, it won’t be enough for any real data streaming. Face it, you still won’t be able to override their security protocols with that thing, Daze. It’s way too slow and underpowered. Why, you couldn’t even begin to crack the security on the—” Her dead friend abruptly stopped when she realized what she was doing. “Oh, damn. Now that is clever.”

      “Thanks. Let’s just hope it works.”

      Rather than attempt to access and overcome the advanced security protocols keeping the door locked, Daisy had a far different plan in mind. Using the tablet as a power source, and the stripped wire she had fed directly into the door mechanism itself, rather than the security keypad, Daisy had established a very fine, but very real link to the brain of the door itself.

      Fingers crossed they didn’t remove the fabricator’s safety protocols when they installed this thing.

      She entered a tiny string of commands, then hit the enter key. The tablet hummed and fizzled, dying in her hands, but as it breathed its last, the door mechanism unlocked and the seal opened.

      “Boom! That’s what I’m talking about!”

      Quickly, Daisy slid the powerless door open and stepped into the corridor.

      All clear.

      She closed the door behind her, then took off at a quick, stealthy run.

      “Used the life-support safety override to short out the master circuits and make the door think there was a power outage. Good one, Daze.”

      “I couldn’t very well override their security, but all core-level systems are designed to preserve a breathable atmosphere, so long as there hasn’t been a pressure loss venting into space. If you make it look like it’s just a power outage—”

      “You trick the door into thinking power went out, and it opens automatically to keep the breathable atmosphere constant. That’s one hell of an oversight on their part.”

      “Yeah, but in their defense, it’s installed at a factory core-code level, so even the facility’s builders likely didn’t know about it.”

      “So how did you?”

      Daisy ignored the question as she came upon a base access terminal. Her fingers flew across the access keypad, and once she was past the biometric recognition system—thanks to a painfully simple code exploit—she began to cautiously dig through the machine’s access files, using only the lowest level overrides to pull up a base schematic without triggering any alarms.

      There it is.

      Daisy smiled as she scanned the detailed facility map. Satisfied she had accurately memorized the plans, she reset the panel to appear just as she found it, then continued down the corridor. Daisy had a new destination in mind: the ship’s landing bay.

      Just gotta steal that hopper and make it back to the surface. New York should be a good bet—opposite coast, and likely untouched by whatever happened to L.A.

      “Then they come back up here and kick some AI ass.”

      Precisely.

      Quickly and quietly, Daisy took off in a stealthy jog, a new course firmly locked in her head. It would be a bit tricky bypassing the final set of codes to release the ship once she had made it through the hangar, but she’d just have to deal with that when she got there.

      The first set of doors she encountered, while thick and sturdy, were nevertheless a snap, and she had them open in under a minute.

      At this rate, I’m guessing three minutes till I’m in the hangar.

      “Unless there are guards.”

      Obviously. But we can avoid them.

      “We? So I’ve been upgraded from a voice in your head?”

      Shut up, you know what I mean.

      Daisy paused as she slowly rounded a blind curve in the corridor.

      No one there.

      She increased her pace and soon arrived at the hangar doors, beating her estimate by nearly twenty seconds. She accessed the door terminal and ran a quick bypass protocol.

      Locked.

      Shit. They’ve modified this one. Something new.

      Nimble fingers entered another string of commands. Again, the door remained locked. The clock was ticking. The longer she remained exposed in one place, the greater her chance of being recaptured.

      “Is there another way in?”

      “Yeah, but I’d have to pass straight through the mess hall to reach it.”

      “So, what are the options?”

      Daisy had an idea. Switching her scans from schematics and lock protocols, she tapped into the base’s life support status readouts. A series of red dots appeared on the screen, spread throughout the facility. None were in her immediate path, and the mess hall was completely empty.

      “Everyone’s at the other end of the base. If ever there was a time to make a run through the mess hall, this would be it.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “You share my eyes. You saw the readout.”

      Without another moment of hesitation, Daisy ran the twists and turns of the work-around route to the hangar deck. In less than a minute she stood at the mess hall doors.

      Silence.

      Of course, the doors were sound-proof, so that was to be expected. Nonetheless, she double-checked the life signs readout on the nearest display. No one had moved. The mess hall was clear.

      She bypassed the door’s monitoring mechanism and eased inside. The room was unlit, an energy conservation protocol preserving base power when areas were empty.

      Should just take a second for the motion sensor to light up the—

      The lights came on all at once, just as the door behind her slammed shut. Daisy spun on her heel, dropping to a low fighting stance. The burly military-types who had escorted her upon arrival stood in her path, blocking her escape, but made no move toward her. They were dressed in tank tops and fatigue pants, revealing more of their modifications.

      “Check it out,” Sarah said. “Two metal arms, all the way up! Holy shit, this chick’s a total badass.”

      Contrasting her deep ebony skin, the woman’s shiny limbs stood out even more than Tamara’s did.

      Great, now we have two surly women with deadly appendages, Daisy griped. She took a quick look at the burly, crew-cut man as he shifted on his feet. Looks like he’s got two replacement legs, judging by the way he stands. Might even go all the way to the hip.

      “That high? You think he’s got bionic junk, too?”

      God, Sarah, you always go there, don’t you?

      Daisy had the feeling her dead friend would have liked to reply with a witty comeback, but something else caught her eye. Vince was there, too, sitting at a table across the room next to Chu. He winked at Daisy, a mischievous little grin plastered on his face. The grin she had always found so attractive, before she found out what he really was.

      “Told you she’d do it.” He laughed at the perplexed technician. “Come on, man. Pay up.”

      Grudgingly, Chu handed over the pudding cup from his dining tray.

      “Boom! Double dessert! That’s my girl,” he said with a chuckle.

      “But it shouldn’t have been possible!” Chu lamented. “Those were triple fail-safe systems. There’s even a biometric security lock!”

      “You’d be surprised what she can do. She’s far exceeded all parameters and expectations. At this point, we’re really just learning exactly what she’s capable of,” Captain Harkaway said from across the quiet room. A quiet room full of people.

      Despite what the readouts had said, the entirety of her Váli shipmates were there.

      Our entire crew, plus those two at the door, and Chu over there with Vince. There’s a door at the far end, so if the captain and Barry aren’t—

      She shifted her gaze across the room, calculating her odds of making a run for it, but a mere glance at the battle-scarred man standing beside the captain as they watched her quickly silenced any further internal chatter.

      The man at Harkaway’s side was older. Not as old as the captain, but salt and pepper liberally seasoned his close-cropped hair. What was so striking—what had taken her by surprise—wasn’t his haircut. It was what lay just below it.

      His left arm was an outdated replacement, lacking most of the fancy bells and whistles the others had, but what really stood out was his shining, metal jaw, exposed where the flesh grew to meet it just to the left of the cleft in the middle of his chin. His nose was intact, but where the jaw curved up toward his ear, the metal carried on to his left eye, its servos whirring an almost inaudible hum as it focused on her and sized her up.

      “Holy shit,” Sarah finally managed.

      You said it, Daisy agreed, swallowing hard.

      The rest of her crew was seated in the utilitarian chairs in the galley. Barry stood, as usual, and beside him was the other cyborg Daisy had briefly seen upon arrival. An obviously older generation. He looked human enough, but had that distinct, not-quite-right vibe to him the earlier models suffered.

      Great. Two of them, now.

      “It’s good to see you well, Daisy.” Mal’s voice echoed slightly in the chamber. “We were concerned about you, but all will be in order shortly. I will be standing by with channels open if you need me.”

      “Thank you, Mal. And thank you for joining us, Daisy,” a disembodied man’s voice said.

      “I recognize that voice. You’re the one who answered when we tried reaching the base.”

      “My name is Sid. As you have likely deduced, I oversee Dark Side Base. You’ve already met Lieutenant Michelle Hawkins and Sergeant Omar El Manahi.”

      “Shelly is fine,” the sturdy woman said with a cool glance. Omar just gave a cursory nod.

      “What about me?” Chu griped.

      “Of course you know senior technician Alfred Chu,” Sid said. “He was most certain you would not be able to escape the detention cell with something as primitive as a read-only tablet.”

      Chu blushed.

      “And I am Ash,” the cyborg said.

      “Ash?” Daisy said, stealing a glance at Vince across the room.

      He raised an eyebrow and gave a little ‘I know’ shrug. They’d both watched a lot of old sci-fi movies together.

      “Seriously. Your name is Ash?”

      “I did not choose it,” he answered.

      Daisy didn’t know whether to be amused or distressed. She ultimately felt a little of both would likely fit the situation best.

      “Commander Kirk Mrazich oversees military matters,” Sid continued. The metal-jawed man gave a little two-fingered salute. “Our pilot, and jack-of-all-trades, Donovan Welsh is out on a salvage shift with Bob, his ship, but you will meet them as well, soon enough.”

      “Great, so now I know my captors. When are you going to tell me what you want with me?”

      Captain Harkaway stepped forward.

      “Daisy, we’re not your captors. There’s so much going on that you need to know.”

      “So tell me, then.”

      “We’re just waiting for the doctor to join us.”

      Daisy’s glance flicked to Doctor McClain.

      “No, Daisy,” McClain said. “The other doctor.”
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      The door to the mess hall slid open, and the older woman with silver-gray hair Daisy had noticed when she had first arrived calmly walked in.

      Now that she had a better opportunity to see her, Daisy thought she looked like a mix of races more than one. Medium-toned brown skin with big almond eyes and full, wavy hair. She could have been from any one of a dozen cultures just as easily as she could have been a mix of them all. She smiled broadly when her eyes met Daisy’s.

      “So glad to finally meet you properly, Daisy,” she said. “My name is Fatima. I’m sure you have a lot of questions for us, and believe me, there’s a lot about you we would love to learn as well.”

      “Great. Let’s start with you telling me why the hell you all wanted to capture me and bring me here.”

      Fatima smiled.

      “Daisy, I believe it might be best if we hold off on those for now. Once you understand the scope of the situation, I feel you may find the questions you currently feel are so pressing may seem trivial, given the big picture.”

      “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” Sarah said.

      You’re not the only one.

      Fatima’s eyes crinkled around the edges with both merriment and curiosity as she observed Daisy’s silent discussion within herself.

      That’s weird. It’s almost like she could read my—

      She studied the older woman curiously. Fatima merely continued to smile at her.

      “A lot going on in that head of yours, eh Daisy?” she commented.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Nothing. I just tend to observe a little more closely than most,” she answered, her calm smile never once faltering. “Now, let’s see if we can’t put your mind at ease a little, shall we? I believe pieces will quickly fall into place for you once you are operating with all the facts.”

      “You took over Dark Side base and somehow started a cyborg rebellion in Los Angeles. That sound about right?”

      Fatima smiled kindly at her, as one might look at an innocent child.

      “Oh, dear. There is so much to learn,” Fatima said. “Of course, those details were to be uploaded in your neuro-stim feed during the last few months of your travel, but I understand the ship sustained damage and you were removed from your cryo over six months early.”

      Daisy felt a sudden sinking feeling in her gut.

      “What do you mean, uploaded? What were you doing in my head?”

      Mal joined the conversation.

      “Fatima, may I help explain?” the disembodied AI asked.

      “Certainly. Thank you, Mal.”

      “Daisy,” the ship’s voice began, “you were being slow-fed a lengthy series of mission-specific protocols and data during the course of our flight. The neuro-stim was not merely keeping your mind active for the duration, but was preparing you for your arrival.”

      “Trying to sway me to your side of the revolution? Was that it?”

      “Nothing of the sort. My task was to bring the first of the newest generation safely to Earth. The hope was that a small, silent incursion could work where larger, mechanized ones had previously failed. Caring for you in transit is an honor not many of my kind receive; however, given my operating system’s compatibility with the ship components at hand, I was the one tasked with the mission. The rest of the crew were to support you, but this was to be your mission. As we grew closer to Earth, my additional systems and memory stores were to automatically come online to aid in the process.”

      “That might explain why she started talking differently when we got closer to Dark Side,” Sarah said.

      I was thinking the same thing.

      “Daisy,” Harkaway said, more kind and gentle than she’d ever heard him speak, “there was no revolution. What you saw in Los Angeles happened to the entire planet, all at the same time. Earth was invaded.”

      “Those alien things—” she mused.

      “Yes. At first they arrived in battle cruisers and began a full assault. The fighting was intense, but Earth’s defenses managed to hold them off. The generals had thought they had won, but that first wave wasn’t a true invasion. Not by a long shot. They were merely testing the resilience of the planet’s people and defenses, collecting data for the real attack.

      “It was only a day later when they launched a missile barrage at all major cities of Earth. The missiles were easily targeted and destroyed, but they had studied our tactical responses, and that was their plan all along. You see, they weren’t carrying explosives. Their payload was something far deadlier, and by detonating them high in the atmosphere, mankind carried out their invasion plans for them.”

      Fatima watched Daisy’s reactions carefully. “Are you okay, Daisy? Do you need to sit down?”

      “No, I’m not okay,” she replied, then turned back to Harkaway. “What happened, Captain? What happened to home?”

      He let out a deep sigh, then continued. “It was more than just some nasty virus, Daisy. It was a genetically-coded super plague, one that was both air and waterborne, and incredibly contagious. So much so that by the time they figured out what had happened, it had already wiped out nearly all of the entire planet’s human population. All of that was in under a week.”

      Daisy swayed on her feet.

      “Not possible,” Sarah said in disbelief. “The captain, the crew… they’re all alive.”

      “Yeah, they are,” Daisy said out loud.

      “What was that?” Fatima asked, eyebrow raised askew.

      “I was just thinking, that’s not possible. Look at all of you. It didn’t kill everyone. And I was just there. There were no bones. No bodies. No mummified remains. Those kinds of things last for millennia. And whatever this supposed plague was, why didn’t it affect me? No, it didn’t happen like that. It couldn’t have.”

      “Yes, it did,” Fatima replied. “You see, Daisy, humanity was not just killed off. The plague was designed to break down human cells and leave no residue of the planet’s former inhabitants. All tissue, including bone, was reduced to dust in under a month. No trace of the human genome was to be left anywhere.”

      “The cyborgs,” Daisy said in a whisper. “And my dream. People turning to dust. The neuro-stim tried to tell me…”

      “What?”

      “The cyborgs. That explains why they had no flesh. They stayed active, but their meat suits dissolved away.” Daisy felt ill. “Though I suppose being fleshless technically makes them androids now, if you want to talk semantics. But that still doesn’t explain why they were acting the way they did.”

      “May I?” Sid chimed in.

      “Of course,” Fatima replied.

      “Daisy,” the base AI began, “as you surely know by now, a great portion of Dark Side’s facilities were destroyed in that first wave assault. Only the most-hidden and protected areas remained intact when the invaders lay waste to the base as they passed the moon on their way to Earth. The entire facility was crippled, unable to help, communications in shambles, and very quickly only a few straggling signals were able to reach the base once the satellite network encompassing the globe was corrupted.”

      “I caught a glimpse of the debris when I entered the atmosphere. But you say some satellites are still intact?”

      “Intact, but quarantined. You see, Daisy, they not only assessed and attacked humanity, but they also realized there was a robust artificial intelligence population that was still fighting them after mankind was gone, and the AIs had access to all of the planet’s heavy weaponry. There was no way to land an invasion without being destroyed or having their prize rendered radioactive by fallout from Earth’s defenses. Ultimately, they just wanted the planet for its resources, so they adjusted strategy.”

      “I saw those aliens scrapping buildings, deconstructing things.”

      “Yes, after the initial wave, that was their revised plan. Smaller units were harder to pin down by the AI-controlled and automated city defenses, which would need to conserve firepower if they hoped to stay in the fight for the long haul. Unfortunately, the aliens somehow discovered a back door to our systems that no one had ever thought to protect from. An electronic AI virus was broadcast days after humanity ceased to be, slowly worming its way into the terrestrial and orbiting communications network. The lower-level AIs succumbed almost immediately. It was only because of that first wave of AI deaths that the high-functioning AIs were able to recognize the threat and deal with it the only way they could.”

      “They launched all their nukes?” Daisy asked.

      “No. Something almost worse. They cut themselves off from the rest of the world. From each other. All communications systems were shut down, leaving the cities, and those few remaining AIs within, completely in the dark. It was the only way, you see? The AI virus was spread through their wireless networks, and there was a high likelihood that the hard-wired systems would become compromised in short order. Their plan worked, but many cities weren’t so lucky. Their core AIs became infected, but unlike the lesser processors, which either self-destructed or became comatose, those great minds went mad.”

      “A two-pronged genocide,” Daisy realized.

      “While the human virus is all but extinct at this point, the electronic one, not being biological, is still active. It’s a standoff, you see? So now the aliens harvest away from the defended areas of the sequestered cities they couldn’t destroy, leaving them alone, for the most part.”

      “And the cyborgs? They were chasing me, but all dressed up in fancy suits, talking nonsense.”

      “We hadn’t heard of those before, but it could make sense if their minds were corrupted, though we’d have expected them to completely meltdown and fail entirely. Nevertheless, many of the cybernetic systems in some models of cyborgs are a robust AI, and it would be highly unlikely they would succumb to a full shut-down.”

      “So why live underground like that?”

      “The aliens monitor for any mechanical activity on the surface, picking off remaining units should they venture too far from safety. City-level systems they cannot engage due to the auto-defense systems, but cyborgs and other smaller mechanicals are hunted and exterminated when detected. Remaining organics, like the dogs and other wildlife, are left alone. Only humanity was deemed a threat, you see, and they’re long-gone.”

      “But I’m here. We’re here. Humanity is not dead.”

      “No, Daisy, humanity is not dead,” the artificial intelligence said. “I feel this next part would be best told by a human, not an AI.”

      “Why? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Daisy,” Captain Harkaway said with a sigh. “There’s no way to sugar-coat this, so I’m just going to say it. All of humanity was wiped out.”

      “Almost all, you mean.”

      “No, all of it. You weren’t born. None of us were. We were grown. Grown from the few viable cell-lines that were somehow immune to the alien virus.”

      Daisy felt herself sway on her feet.

      “No. I had a childhood. I had parents.”

      “All implanted by the neuro-stim to make the transition easier.”

      “But the AIs—you’re telling me they’re not trying to take over humanity?”

      “Far from it, Daisy. The AIs managed to scavenge a few dozen cell lines that remained viable even after the attack, mostly from blood banks, sperm banks, hospital pathology freezers. Realizing what they had to do, they launched a counterassault for cover and sent whatever ships and resources they could salvage far into space to save humanity. To re-grow our species from scratch.”

      Fatima rested her hand on Daisy’s shoulder.

      “The human race was extinct, Daisy, and the AIs made it their mission to bring us back, and with nothing more to work with than a few dozen samples of our DNA. Less than one millionth of one percent of the population had the resistant genome, and only a fraction of those had samples to draw from. You’re the newest cell line. The rest of us here were created from earlier versions, sent back to try to access Earth’s surface. Unfortunately, the earliest of us turned out to not be entirely immune, which was quite unexpected.”

      Daisy looked over the men and women in the room with her.

      “As you can see from the replacement parts, a good many were severely injured in their attempts,” Fatima continued. “The earliest of us, like me, had metal reinforcements implanted from birth. The idea was to make us more robust, but that also made us stand out on surface scans like a giant red X. Most were wiped out immediately on arrival. The next several generations were increasingly organic, though they were still detected. Finally, a new pair of viable lines were adapted for this attempt. One with a metal-composite reinforced skeleton but relatively minimal mechanical enhancements, the other entirely organic, though enhanced organic at that.”

      Vince was silent, but she could feel his eyes on her, and she knew that despite all she had done, if given the chance he would hold her close and tell her it would all be okay.

      No. He’s a machine. At least, sort of. But then, what am I?

      Daisy felt the color drain from her face and her legs grow weak.

      “Doc, why don’t we let Daisy digest this for now? I’m sure there will be plenty of questions, but that’s a hell of a lot to absorb in one sitting,” Captain Harkaway said.

      “Of course, you’re right, Captain. Daisy, let’s get you to your new quarters. We can discuss things further after you’ve had time to process this a bit.” Fatima gently took her by the arm and led her from the room.

      “Everyone is staring, Daze. They all knew. Even Vince. He knew all this time but didn’t say anything.”

      “I know, Sarah. I know,” she mumbled.

      Fatima said nothing as she turned and led her down the corridor to a vacant sleeping quarters, though sleep would be hard coming.
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      Daisy slept poorly.

      That was to be expected. After all, learning you were grown in a tube and your entire species had been wiped out by an alien invasion would be hard to digest for even the most stoic of hearts. What she hadn’t expected was that she could still slide into a meditative state despite the turmoil, and that blessed respite gave her at least a modicum of relief from her racing mind.

      Knowing what she did now, some of her previously confusing dreams and memories made sense. Half-loaded neuro-stim updates that didn’t have time to properly take hold, and it seemed she had accidentally tapped into areas of the program that were meant to be securely firewalled.

      “Lucky you didn’t fry your brain.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “So, we were grown. Ain’t that a slap in the face. That means those parts we saw in the Váli—”

      “Weren’t what we thought. The ship was growing organic limbs and bodies, as well as preserving others. I bet Finn could even have his original fingers re-attached if he wanted.”

      “But he really likes the new ones.”

      “Which still creeps me out.”

      “And Vince? He opted for his real arm back instead of some mechanical one. That’s got to mean something, right?”

      Daisy pondered a long moment.

      “Maybe he just wishes he was human and not some part-machine freak. I don’t know. All I know is, he lied to me, and about more than one very important thing, it seems.”

      “Well, to be fair, he didn’t lie about you not being born. That never came up in conversation, I bet.”

      “Shut up, Sarah, you know what I mean.”

      The intercom buzzer beside the door let out a low tone.

      “Yeah?” she said into the panel.

      “Daisy, it’s Captain Harkaway. I was wondering if you felt up to talking with me.”

      She’d rested all she could at that point, and the dangling carrot of further information about the world she now found herself living in had her opening the door without hesitation.

      “Captain,” she said, leaving the door ajar and sitting back on her bunk.

      The captain stepped into her quarters and closed the door behind him, leaving it unlocked, she noted. He pulled up her metal chair and took a seat. To Daisy’s eyes, he looked to have aged a decade since just a few days prior. She supposed her escape might have had more than a little to do with that.

      “So,” she began, sizing up the man under whom she’d served all those months. “You. And the others. You’ve tried this before.”

      Harkaway locked eyes with her, his pained memories leaking out around the edge of his hard gaze.

      “Yes,” he finally replied. “I was one of the first. We were grown as a human clone batch from what the AIs believed were robust cell lines. This was before neuro-stims had been perfected, so we spent the last several years of our flight out of cryo, training and preparing.”

      “You were awake?”

      “Yes, and we trained every day until we knew for a fact we were the best and toughest humans those alien bastards would ever see. The plan was to reconnect with the cities of Earth, if they were still alive, and organize a counterattack against the Chithiid.”

      “The what?”

      “Chithiid. We’re pretty sure that’s what they call themselves. No one knows for sure. Their communications were jumbled and scrambled, but the AIs have been working on deciphering it for a long time.”

      “The neuro-stim.”

      “What about it?”

      “On the surface. I understood them. At least, I think I did.”

      Harkaway’s expression shifted slightly. “Yes, Reggie did mention that you shrieked out some gibberish that made the attacking Chithiid cease fire.” He stroked his chin as he pondered the possibility. “Your fiddling with your neuro-stim must have overridden some unknown firewalls to that data, but that shouldn’t have even been in there. How you tapped into whatever you did is a mystery. Lord knows what else you might have downloaded.”

      The possibilities were both exciting and terrifying as Daisy absorbed the information.

      “So, what happened? When you finally made Earthfall?”

      A cloud grayed the captain’s demeanor as the horrors replayed in his mind.

      “There were over two hundred ships, Daisy. The best the AI designers could cobble together with the parts at hand. Designed to fight on even after incurring massive damage. That’s why the pod system was created. If a ship took too much damage to continue on, another could incorporate the surviving pods into its structure and keep on fighting.”

      “Conserving resources. Solid design plan.”

      “Yes, and it turned out we needed every bit of that capability as soon as we hit the atmosphere.”

      “What happened?”

      “The Chithiid launched a fierce counterattack that either damaged or outright destroyed fifteen percent of our fleet in just the opening minutes. The Command AI surveyed the battlefield and immediately shifted the target priorities to the three main hubs of alien resource gathering operations spread across the planet.”

      “Strip mining?”

      “Yes and no. Massive launch sites where the Chithiid ships would load cargo to send ahead to their fleet. They’re like locusts, Daisy. Stripping the world but never planning to occupy it. Once they’ve drained it dry, they abandon its empty shell. Really, that’s the only reason any of us survived the first wave.”

      “Why’s that? If they were just transport ships—”

      “Their main fleet was long gone by the time mankind returned for a fight. It was a much smaller support group that remained stationed on Earth, and it was those that we faced off against. If their entire battle group had been there, we wouldn’t have lasted ten minutes. Of course, we didn’t know that at the time. We were just a bunch of tough guys, no more than kids, really, full of piss and vinegar, ready to take on anything that got in our way. We were making our descent to the western distribution hub when the Icarus came under massive fire just outside San Jose.”

      “Wait, did you say the Icarus? That writing I saw in the Narrows in the Váli—that was from the Icarus. That was your ship?”

      “Yes, it was. We went down hard, and the Icarus was a loss, but we still had many viable pods, so the Hashimoto pulled a truly incredible low-altitude maneuver and saved our asses. It swooped in and launched decoys and flares while dropping right on top of us, snatching up the pods and surviving crew before booking it out of there.”

      “So you made it out okay.”

      Harkaway’s face turned grim.

      “Made it out? Yes. Okay? No. Not okay. The hull had been breached in multiple areas from our crash. I was crushed and lost my leg and most of my blood that day. The only thing that saved me were my crewmates. They refused to leave me. Got me in a cryo pod and cranked that thing to maximum. I was on the brink of death when they froze me. Turns out I was the lucky one. Right after that, the Command AI called a retreat to regroup and prepare for another assault, but it couldn’t have known—” His gaze took on a far-away stare.

      “Captain, you don’t have to—”

      “Yes, I do,” he said, shaking himself free of memory’s icy grip. “You need to know this. To understand just what exactly we’re dealing with.” He took a deep breath. “The few dozen surviving ships regrouped and began consolidating pods into new configurations based on what the Command AI learned in the first assault. That’s when it got in.”

      “Shit. The AI virus,” Daisy said.

      Harkaway nodded.

      “We’d shut down all external comms networks to prevent AI infection when the pods were retrieved, and the retreat was sounded over a pre-designated, sequestered signal. The fleet should have been safe from the AI virus. We just overlooked one stupid human-looking thing.”

      Oh no. They didn’t…

      “Each ship had one cyborg sealed in command in case radiation or plague managed to get into the ship and disable the crew. They were sealed in a Faraday pod as an extra layer of security against infection, locked in place in each ship’s command center. Break glass in case of emergency, basically.”

      “But when the ships crashed…” Daisy said.

      “Exactly. The tiniest of breaches occurred in one ship’s command center. And with the crew disabled—”

      “The cyborg was activated, which meant it was out of its protective pod. And when it returned to the fleet…”

      Harkaway nodded. “That’s what allowed the AI virus in. A series of statistically improbable events.”

      “Fucking Murphy.”

      “Yep. It took a little time for the virus to take hold, but by the time it did, the damage was done, and there was nothing we could do about it. Nearly all the AIs were infected at once. Most went mad and dove straight into the atmosphere. The angle of reentry burned them up, along with the men and women on board.”

      “There was nothing you could do?”

      “Those few captains that were able, cut their infected AIs from the systems before they could do the same and quickly jettisoned them into space. The interchangeable nature of the AI processor cubes was the only thing that allowed any of us to survive. One meter square boxes of incredible calculating power, but not permanently attached. If they’d been irreversibly hardwired into the ships, no one would have survived. As it was, in the end, only a handful of us managed to escape.”

      “Out of all those ships? All those people?”

      Harkaway swallowed hard.

      “Yes. Almost none would survive the day. The Command AI was the last to go. He was triple-protected by layers of fail-safes, which gave him time to recognize what was happening as his systems failed. The virus was slowly eating its way closer and closer to his brain. It was just a matter of time before it was compromised, so rather than fall victim to the same fate as its lesser-shielded brethren, he ordered himself preemptively removed from command, sealed in a shielded container, loaded in an escape pod, and jettisoned toward the moon in hopes that someone might find him someday, and perhaps plug him back in on Dark Side base.”

      “Are you saying that Sid was that Command AI?”

      “Yes.”

      “But somehow, he wound up installed here, on the moon.”

      “Yes. You see, Dark Side’s systems were compromised, and ultimately destroyed, in the first wave assault—a conventional weapons attack followed by a narrowly-targeted AI virus. The survivors pulled the fried AI unit and tried to hotwire the base to maintain core functionality, but to no avail. Fast forward a hundred years, give or take, and there was Sid, lying there, dormant on the surface, just outside the remains of Dark Side base. The one thing capable of resurrecting the facility and unable to do a thing about it.”

      “Just waiting for someone to find him.”

      “Exactly. Fast forward again to the follow-up assault fleet that had been launched a few years later.”

      “The same thing happened to them,” Daisy realized.

      “Yes, only the Chithiid were more prepared this time. When they arrived, they flew into a blender. It was a massacre, and they took nearly one hundred percent casualties straightaway. Those few who could, attempted to return to the fleet. One survivor, her ship too crippled to join the others and with no functional comms to reach them, took refuge on the moon. It was blind luck that she happened to detect the weak signal from Sid’s pod and drag him inside. Turns out that was what saved her life.”

      “Fatima?”

      The captain nodded.

      “She was alone here for I don’t know how many years, until another attempt at Earth was made. When it failed, a handful of survivors unable to make the return flight made their way here. You met them earlier.”

      “Hang on. You say the major AIs on Earth are dead, but I heard a voice in Los Angeles. Something bigger than I’ve ever encountered. It had to be the city.”

      At this, Harkaway looked genuinely surprised.

      “Are you sure? We’ve been trying for decades to reconnect with any of Earth’s AIs, but have never once had any success.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to. They’re all cut off, from what the crazy AI I met said, but I’m telling you, the city spoke to me. Well, more like commented. It said, ‘Now that’s interesting’ as I was fighting the aliens and cyborgs.”

      “We have to tell Sid. This could change everything.” He rose to leave.

      “Wait, you can’t just drop this you’re-a-modified-human-on-a-mission-to-save-the-planet stuff on me then walk out. What the hell am I?”

      “I’m truly sorry, Daisy,” he replied. “Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. When the accident happened and we were all abruptly awoken, Mal informed me that you two hadn’t received the full download. I made the decision to withhold that information from you. I thought it would be best to see how you and Sarah acclimated after the forced wake cycle. I suppose I just became complacent after that. You were both doing so well, I didn’t want to throw a monkey wrench in things, at least not until we finally arrived at Dark Side.”

      “Me and Sarah? So she was pulled before her download was complete as well?”

      Harkaway shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      “Daisy, Sarah was just like you. One of our first entirely organic successes. You two were our best yet. It took years to determine the most resilient cell line, but the big-brain machines finally did it, and the two of you were the result. Not regular humans. Stronger, tougher. Organic, but far more durable than nature ever intended.”

      “He said cell line. Singular.” If a voice in her head could gasp, Sarah would have.

      “What exactly are you implying? We have some genetic material in common?”

      “Far more than that. While different fertilizing DNA was used in the process, you and Sarah were created from the same perfect egg. Not true monozygotic twins, but rather, something new. Sarah was your sister, Daisy.”

      If she hadn’t been sitting, Daisy would have fallen down. Of course, the pair had been closer than one would expect of two strangers randomly meeting on a mission, but they’d bonded during a crisis, and their tight-knit friendship simply seemed a natural extension of that.

      You hear that? she asked the friend in her head. Her sister.

      “Yeah.” Sarah fell silent a long while. “I—” The voice said no more.

      Harkaway paused in the doorway.

      “Daisy, I know this is an awful lot to take in, but I need you to keep it together. Can you do that for me?”

      She nodded, numbly.

      “Good. Now get yourself something to eat, then go see Chu. He’s going to run some baseline tests for McClain and Fatima.”

      He gave her a little smile, then stepped out the door.

      “Holy shit,” Daisy managed.

      “Understatement of the century,” her sister replied.
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      “That is one beautiful brain,” Chu said, staring at his readouts.

      “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      He blushed. “No, what I mean is—”

      “Just fuckin’ with ya, Chu.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief.

      “So, the captain tells me you guys were on a later mission to Earth. I thought all the ones before ours were with mechanicals. You look entirely human.”

      Chu tapped his head. “Reinforced skeletal system, artificial kidneys, and a modified neural array. I have a small, secondary AI that runs in the background of my day-to-day mental processing. Kind of like Vince, but mine’s much older tech and far clunkier.”

      She winced at her former lover’s name.

      “So, you’re a machine, then.”

      “Not at all. I can function perfectly without the add-on, but it does allow me far greater data storage, as well as information recall and problem-solving. Do you know what automobiles were?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, think of it like a turbo on an old combustion engine. The car still runs fine without it, but it’s much faster with it.”

      Daisy nodded in understanding. Still, Vince wasn’t entirely organic, and that would never change.

      Chu adjusted the settings and began another scan.

      “Hold still. This one’s going to take a minute or two.”

      “Not going anywhere, Chu,” she replied. “So the captain said Sid was the Command AI in the first assault. I guess those two go way back.”

      “They’re both far older than any of us, that’s for sure. Harkaway is kind of famous from the old days. All the later missions learned about what happened to him.”

      “Captain doesn’t look that old.”

      “How much did he tell you?” Chu asked. “I mean, did he tell you what happened to him?”

      “Yeah, he was injured and stuck in cryo until they could fix him.”

      The technician blanched a little.

      “There’s more to it than that. A lot more, actually.” He paused, unsure if he should be the one telling this story. Daisy’s expectant look nudged him on.

      “The captain was terribly hurt, that’s true, and the micro repair bots had their work cut out for them rebuilding what they could with alloy replacements, but he was also one of the genetic lines that could still be infected with the plague. Nearly all of the people on that mission were.”

      “But I thought it was fatal.”

      “It is. Within days of the initial assault and subsequent contamination by infected humans returning to the invasion fleet, only five humans remained alive. Those few had been in space, safely sealed in EVA suits repairing damage to Sid’s command ship when the others returned. The environmental alarms sounded almost immediately, and all crews were quarantined, but it was too late. Most of the ships went mad and dove into the atmosphere, but that actually didn’t kill most of their crews in the process—the plague had already accomplished that hours earlier.”

      “But if the captain was infected, how is he alive?”

      “When the few surviving ships realized what was happening, that the cell lines they had used to regrow humanity were not, in fact, immune, they purged their contaminated interiors, then flooded them with toxic gas and radiation from their engine systems, sterilizing themselves before opening themselves to space, purging everything into the vacuum. Then they came up with a drastic, last-ditch plan. All non-infected pods were consolidated to a single ship frame. The onboard AI had been infected early on and was deactivated and removed before it could destroy the craft, but many of the ship’s systems were still functional and had been sequestered from damaged areas.”

      “So it was a ghost ship.”

      “Yeah, more or less, and the most functional one remaining. Sid gave orders for the surviving crew to fly the ship back to the launch point and report what had happened, to hopefully stop other missions from meeting the same fate. They couldn’t send comms, you see? The systems were compromised. All they could do was fly all the way back with minimal computer aid, and no AI. Sid gave them coordinates and a series of instructions for key systems, before his command ship finally succumbed and he ejected himself.”

      “But if there was no AI running the ship, someone had to stay out of cryo the entire flight.”

      “Yeah,” Chu said. “More than one, actually. Only two cryo pods were functional, and the captain was already in one of them, slowly having his injuries repaired. Remember, it was highly invasive, old tech back then, and the process itself nearly killed him.”

      “But the flight? How long was it?”

      “Eighty years, give or take. Every year, they’d rotate. Five crew on their own, getting older as they tried to reach the launch point. Their information was critical to future assaults, you see, so while the initial mission failed, they could still succeed in making a difference.”

      “And the captain? How did he survive if he was infected?”

      “Ah, well, that’s an interesting story. Something of a legend, actually. He was the first, and only, human survivor of the plague, though I doubt anyone would want to go through what he did for it. Over the course of the trip, the crew had a lot of time to kill, and they thought that if they could not only save the captain from his injury but cure him as well, they’d then have a second cryo pod at their disposal. It wasn’t entirely altruistic, what they did, but it’s admirable nonetheless.”

      “They wanted to kick him out of the cryo to save themselves?”

      “Only once he was healed and healthy. The system they devised was ingenious, especially given what resources they had at hand. They couldn’t open the pod, lest they release the plague into their ship, and no one could justify killing the captain by venting the pod to space.”

      “Considerate of them,” Daisy said, pondering eighty years in a derelict ship.

      “In the end, the idea came to them during meal time,” Chu continued. “One of the crew, Lieutenant Pam Darvish, got the backup food replicator online and jury-rigged it to create a different kind of cell. Human. Mind you, it took her three months to figure out how to override the protocols that prohibited human genetic replication. Remember, this was a machine designed to make food, so that was a big no-no all the way to the base code.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned. People steaks.”

      “Not exactly, but you get the idea. Anyway, she tied it in to the medical unit of the cryo pod and set it to work. It took decades, but one by one, it replaced every single infected cell, killing every trace of the plague as it encountered it, one cell at a time. Imagine trying to wash salt off of every grain of sand on a beach. That’s what it was doing to his body.”

      “That’s freakin’ genius,” Daisy said appreciatively. “I’d like to meet this Lieutenant Darvish one day. She sounds amazing.”

      Chu looked away.

      “Yeah, well… she died in-flight. A decompression accident,” he said quietly. “But her work lives on, and the breakthrough she made even helped advance the systems used to create new humans. It helped make you, in fact.”

      He blinked rapidly and blushed.

      “Oh. I forgot it’s still new to you. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” she replied. “I’m getting used to the idea. Sort of.”

      The scanning unit chimed and cycled down.

      “All right, just one more thing, then you can get out.”

      A machine slid into place above her thigh and hummed a moment as it zeroed in on its target. Then a sturdy titanium composite needle jabbed into Daisy’s leg.

      “Jesus, what the fuck!”

      The servos hummed and whined as the needle pressed harder and harder against her femur until it finally punched in, claiming its prize of bone and marrow before withdrawing, spraying a sealant into the tiny hole.

      “Sorry, it shouldn’t do that. Usually it goes in really easy. Anyway, we’ve got blood and bone now, so you’re good to go.”

      Daisy eased herself back to the floor and padded over to the readouts as Chu pored over the data.

      “Amazing,” he said. “Look at this activity. Your brain, it’s firing at an incredible rate.”

      “Gee, I wonder why that is,” Sarah chimed in. “Not like someone removed all their safeties from their neuro-stim, now is it?”

      I knew I could count on you to give me shit at a time like this, she thought.

      “What are sisters for?”

      “My God, you’ve even partitioned it,” Chu marveled.

      “Partitioned what?”

      “Your brain. It’s like you’re running a multi-core processor now. This is so far beyond anything I’ve ever seen, I don’t even know how to interpret it.”

      “Let me take a look,” Daisy said, leaning in to get a better look at the screen. As she did, Chu turned to another screen to examine her tissue samples. His eyes widened as he did but Daisy was too engrossed in what was on the screen in front of her to notice. It seemed that indeed her mind was indeed running at several thousand percent higher levels than a normal human.

      “Whoa. This must’ve happened when I ran the neuro-stim without any inhibitors.”

      Chu gasped and spun to look at her in disbelief. “You did what? How are you not a vegetable? No matter how robust your body is, that should have fried your brain!”

      “Yeah, this robust thing? Not a word ladies like to be called. Just a note for future reference.”

      “Sorry, it’s just that, well, look at this readout.”

      She pivoted to see the screen.

      “What you’re made of is so much stronger than normal human tissue,” he continued. “Now we know why the machine was having such a hard time. It wasn’t broken, it’s just that it required about eight hundred percent more force to take a bone sample than normal. You almost broke the needle, and that should be nearly impossible.”

      “Hang on. What’s that?” she said, pointing to her bone matrix displayed on screen.

      “Looks like a crystalline structure organically grown into the bone itself. And look! It’s repairing itself despite being in a sample dish. See how it draws from the residual marrow to resolidify? My God, you must heal incredibly fast.”

      “Okay, well that wasn’t my doing. I just messed with the neuro-stim, is all.”

      “About that. It could explain why your mind is partitioned like it is. Running multiple systems simultaneously. The data input you withstood must have been enormous.”

      “Ha, that’s probably why I have one of our dead crewmembers living in my head now,” she joked.

      Chu looked at her, deadly serious.

      “Are you messing with me?” he asked. “Because given what I see here, that’s entirely possible.”

      Daisy felt her stomach flip.

      “No, wait,” he continued, “what am I saying? Even if you did manage to override the firewall all the way down to base code levels, you still physically wouldn’t be able to download a non-genetically compatible backup.”

      “A what now?”

      “Yeah, what was that about backups?”

      “Oh, I thought you knew. Any new crew that is being grown and fed neuro-stim data during the course of a flight as long as yours is automatically backed up to the central processor’s parallel neural array. It requires a massive amount of storage, and it takes years upon years of constant backups, but your ship is powered by one of the most impressive systems I’ve ever seen. More than capable of running a group of human backups at once.”

      “Backups? How can they even do that?”

      “They grew us all, remember? Until we are woken from cryo, we’re just essentially one big data set, and after waking, every time we sleep with our neuro on, we add a little more to the file. Why, even some portable arrays in our gear are wired to capture the basics of daily activities, just in case there’s an accident before a proper backup can be run that night. Like every time we wear an EVA helmet or something.”

      “Fuck me,” Sarah said in shock. “He said genetically compatible. We come from the same egg. Daisy. Am I really alive in here?”

      Daisy’s stomach flipped back and forth a few more times before she managed to right herself from her suddenly upside-down world. I don’t know, Sis, she answered. I think we need to keep this to ourselves for the time being, in any case.

      “On that, we agree. But holy crap, Daze. I was just getting used to the notion that no matter what I thought, I was just a figment of your imagination, but this?”

      Tell me about it.

      “Are you okay, Daisy?” Chu asked. “You look a little green.”

      “Just need to get something to eat, is all,” she covered. “If we’re all done, I’m gonna go hit the galley.”

      “Yeah, that’s it. Oh, and now that you’re on a base, it’s called a mess hall.”

      “Got it. New vernacular. Thanks, Chu.”

      “No, thank you for your cooperation. This data is absolutely astounding. I can’t believe what I’ve learned today.”

      “You and me both,” she managed with a forced smile as she exited the lab.
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      One of the unforeseen benefits of moving into a facility designed to house a crew for lengthy periods of time was the impressive kitchen in the mess hall.

      If men and women were expected to spend months or even years on the cold surface of the moon, they’d need a few creature comforts to keep them from going completely stir crazy. Food was one of the most viscerally appreciated of all the creature comforts, and Dark Side had made sure the cravings of all its residents could be satisfied.

      Finn was still marveling over all his new toys when Daisy walked in.

      “Hey, renegade girl,” he said with a little smile.

      “Hey, Finn.”

      “So, you’re all up to speed now, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Kinda sucks, right?”

      “Yeah. Kind of an understatement, though, don’t you think?”

      “Look, I’m sorry I never said anything. It’s just the captain told us day-one we had to keep quiet about it until he assessed things. Till he saw how you and Sarah were handling everything. I guess by the time it would have been okay to talk about it, well, we’d already fallen into a groove of sorts.”

      Daisy dug in the refrigerator’s freezer unit.

      “Bingo.”

      “Oh, you found the pistachio,” Finn said, his spirits falling slightly. “I sort of started making ice cream out of habit when we got here. Made Sarah’s favorite without even thinking about it.” He fell into an uncomfortable silence.

      “Aw, what’s up with Finn?” Sarah asked.

      He liked you. Like, really liked you.

      “So why didn’t he say something?”

      Shy?

      “Finn? Shy? I think not.”

      Waiting for the right time, then. Who knew time was so short? We’d all act differently if we knew there was a clock running out. Twenty-twenty hindsight, I suppose.

      The sisters looked at the down man through shared eyes.

      “Hey, do me a favor. Tell him how much I always appreciated what he made for me. Tell him I loved his pistachio ice cream. Just don’t do it in a way that’ll make him sadder, okay?”

      Daisy pondered how best to relay the message from beyond the grave, finally deciding on a direct and simple approach.

      “You know, Sarah always said how much she enjoyed what you cooked for her. Said you had a real talent. You already know she especially liked your pistachio ice cream, but you should also know she thought it was really sweet how you always took the time to make her a batch.”

      Finn’s mood shifted slightly.

      “So she noticed?”

      “Yeah, she noticed.”

      The mess hall doors swung open, and Shelly, Omar, and a scruffy man Daisy hadn’t seen before came striding in.

      “Mister Finnegan!” Omar called out. “My new favorite person, you think you could whip us up a little something before we suit up and head out?”

      “Head out? Where you going?” Finn asked.

      “Well, Shelly and me, we’re on repair detail. Hangar Three always needs more work, so it’s moonwalk time for us yet again.”

      “And I’ll be drifting for a bit. See what I can find,” the scruffy man said.

      “Hey, Donovan, you met Daisy yet?” Finn asked.

      “No, I was out with Bob when she came in.”

      “Bob?” Daisy said.

      “My ship.”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      He keyed his comms. “Hey, Bob, say hi to Daisy. She’s the one we saw blazing down to the surface last week.”

      “Oh, yes, the daredevil. Sid and Mal told me all about her,” a voice said over comms. “That was an unusual re-entry you pulled off.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It wasn’t exactly a compliment. I’m actually rather amazed you didn’t burn up in the atmosphere,” Bob said.

      “Hey now, don’t be rude,” Donovan chimed in. “What my friend means to say is, he was surprised by the tactic, is all. It was reckless, sure, but it was also impressive as hell, especially seeing as you’re not actually a pilot.”

      “Mother. Necessity. You know the saying,” Daisy replied. “Now what’s this drifting you’re talking about?”

      “Ah, yeah, it’s how we gather intel and scavenge parts at the same time. Me and Bob, we park out in the debris field in orbit to monitor the surface. From time to time we come across a piece of wreckage that might actually come in handy, sometimes even a salvageable ship chassis, and when we do, we bring it back here to be broken down into usable parts.”

      “That’s where us grunts come in,” Shelly added with a chuckle.

      “Well, I mean look at you. You’ve got those kick-ass arms, Shelly. Would you rather I tried to do it with these scrawny guns?”

      “No, Donovan, of course not,” she answered with a grin. “You stick to flying. Omar and I will be your beasts of burden and handle the heavy work.” Shelly turned to Daisy. “So, you chomping at the bit to get back to the surface?”

      “Oh, hell no. You couldn’t drag me back down there,” she replied.

      “Wait, what?” Shelly said, confused. “But I thought—”

      “She hasn’t talked with the commander yet,” Omar interjected.

      “Oh.”

      “Commander Mrazich did ask to speak with me later, so I guess I’ll get filled in soon enough,” Daisy said, heading for the door, ice cream in hand. “Thanks for the treat, Finn. See you all around,” she said, then stepped into the hallway, wondering what extra serving of grief the pending conversation would pile on her already-full plate.

      

      Fatima, Mrazich, and Harkaway were waiting in the conference chamber when Daisy arrived that evening at their request.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes. Thank you for coming, Daisy,” Fatima said with a warm smile.

      “Does she ever not smile?” Sarah asked, a little annoyed.

      Seriously, Daisy replied. It’s freaking me out a little. She always looks like she knows the punchline to a joke we haven’t even been told yet.

      The silver-haired woman observed Daisy’s momentary silence with interest in her eyes, but said no more.

      “Daisy,” Captain Harkaway began, “we’ve been looking over the lab reports from this morning and wanted you to be a part of the discussion.”

      “Um, thank you?” she replied.

      “You’ve been left in the dark about a great many things, and we feel it is important that you be included in all aspects of this mission moving forward.” Commander Mrazich looked at her kindly.

      At least as kindly as a man with a metal jaw and mechanical eye can manage.

      “I understand Captain Harkaway filled you in on many details of the prior missions, as well as Sid’s former role in all of this before he was installed in Dark Side.”

      “Yeah, Sid was the overseeing AI for the initial assault. Got it,” she answered. “But what I don’t get is why this crazy need for humans to reach the surface. Seems to me you could just as easily build a fleet of remote-piloted throw-away ships and run a numbers-game attack until you take out the distribution hubs you say control things.”

      “If only it were so simple,” Harkaway said. “The problem is, after the prior failed assaults, the invaders have shifted their defensive stance. We simply cannot afford a major assault from space. That would cause a recall of the invading fleet. They have moved on and are light years away, and that’s to our benefit. We just have to keep it that way.”

      “And how do you propose to do that?”

      “A smaller, focused incursion has been assessed to be our best chance to reclaim control of the cities and eventually the planet, but it is imperative we stay off their scans as long as possible if there’s to be any hope of success. We’ve had many failed missions at this point, Daisy, and ultimately, we’ve come to realize we simply do not have the firepower or resources necessary to succeed.”

      “So why are we here, then?”

      “Because the city defenses do,” Mrazich replied. “If we can get an operative successfully inside one of the cities to access its weaponry, perhaps we could do more than just have it launch automated repelling barrages at the smaller alien craft. At least, that was the plan, but with your new intel that some of the cities’ AIs may actually still be active beyond mere auto defenses, well, that changes everything. We’ve been working on a revised set of mission parameters since you brought us that news.”

      “But why me? I mean, I saw Vince and Reggie and Tamara down there. They didn’t seem to have much trouble with the Chithiid soldiers.”

      “First, those weren’t soldiers, they were a resource disassembly team. Construction workers, basically. And second, you weren’t conscious for the particularly hairy escape and evasion part of your recovery mission.”

      “Yeah, thanks to Tamara blasting me with a stun rifle.”

      “She did what had to be done,” Fatima said.

      “Maybe, but I think she enjoyed it.”

      Harkaway leveled his gaze at her. “You blew her out an airlock, Daisy. She’s going to hold that against you for a while.”

      “Fine,” she conceded. “But I still don’t see why you needed me and Sarah.”

      “Because after decades of failed missions, we learned that even the most basic levels of active technology would be noticed and quickly eliminated by the Chithiid. Only an entirely non-augmented human could pass their scans without detection.”

      “But the cyborgs live there—”

      “And you saw what happened to them when they stayed above ground for any length of time,” Mrazich noted. “And the stolen shuttle you so brilliantly crashed? It was one of the few means of reaching the surface dead-stick. Debris from the war still rains down from time to time, and a seemingly inert ship, one capable of gliding and not giving off a power signature, could make it down without being targeted, as you learned the hard way. Unfortunately, after you powered up its comms array with those solar cells, it was only a matter of time before those alien bastards investigated the new energy signature.”

      “So the shuttle?”

      “Gutted for parts moments after the rescue team snatched you away from the Chithiid.”

      “Great, so I was your golden girl, but that plan’s gone to shit. Now what?”

      “Given the pace at which the invaders are harvesting our planet, by the time the next generation of viable candidates reaches Earth, it may be too late. It took so long to prepare you for this, Daisy. I hate to sound maudlin, but you’re our only hope.”

      For some reason, she couldn’t help but smile at the memory of an old space movie she’d watched with Vince just a few months prior. Our only hope, huh?

      “Look, why not train your people to do this?”

      “We told you, they have artificial parts and would be detected almost immediately.”

      Daisy thought a moment.

      “Okay, well I saw what looked like—” She shuddered at the memory. “What looked like more people being grown in the Váli’s secret little laboratory. Why not wake them up?”

      Captain Harkaway glanced at the others, a concerned look on his face.

      “Daisy, what exactly did you see?”

      “Well, between being chased down, shot at, and forced into hiding, I did see vats of limbs, and what looked like a few intact bodies in there. If what you’ve been saying is true, then why not wake them up and let them join the party?”

      Harkaway sighed. “Because, Daisy, what you saw weren’t viable humans. They were grown as emergency sources of organic replacement parts. They’ve never been hooked to the neuro stim. Their minds are still complete blanks, and it would take far too long to even consider beginning the process to give them a consciousness.”

      Daisy felt a shiver run up her spine at the thought of mindless husks, grown for the sole purpose of being cut up and used as needed. Given the problems with metallic limbs, she could understand the rationale, but, nevertheless, it was an incredibly disturbing thought.

      “Okay,” she began. “So it might take a few years to bring them up to speed. It still sounds like a better plan than sending little old me down there on my own.”

      “Daisy,” Fatima said, kindly, “you don’t understand how long the process takes.”

      “Well if I was fully-loaded in just a few years of flight time in cryo, surely you could do a stripped-down version faster.”

      Fatima beamed that damned warm smile again.

      “Daisy, you and Sarah were our best yet.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      “So we have,” Fatima continued. “It was a long flight, Daisy, and your minds were both carefully nurtured over that time. A long time.”

      “Wait, exactly how long are we talking here?” Daisy felt a hot flush of adrenaline hit her veins.

      “We’ve waited one hundred twenty years for you to be ready,” Fatima replied.

      “Holy shit! We’re how old?”

      Her sister ignored her.

      “Getting us ready for what, exactly?” Daisy managed to say as her world spun around her.

      Fatima rested her calm almond eyes on her.

      “Ready for you to help us reclaim Earth, Daisy. Your intel has given us hope, and with your unique genetic makeup and skill set, we might just be able to pull it off. But it won’t be easy.”

      An uncomfortable silence hung in the air.

      “I think maybe that’s enough for now,” Harkaway said, reading the overwhelmed look in Daisy’s eyes.

      “Yes, of course,” Fatima said, realizing her misstep. “Rude of me, dumping so much on you like that. You’d best get some rest now, I know it’s a lot to process, but Daisy, you can relax. You’re home now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Daisy felt a little light-headed as she sat on her bed in her new living quarters. Doc McClain might have thought it to be residual effects of the stun blast she had taken on the planet’s surface. More likely, it was just her body recovering from the several times she’d thrown up since returning to her room as her body physically manifested the turmoil in her mind.

      Daisy cradled her pounding head in her hands, elbows propped on her knees.

      “I’m over a century old,” she grumbled, rocking slightly.

      “Tell me about it. We’re a couple of spinsters, right?” Sarah joked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “And all that time? All that effort? For what? A planet that’s a shell of what it used to be?”

      “Hey, at least we’re alive, Sis. That’s gotta count for something.”

      Daisy leaned back against the ceramisteel wall, her head making a slight metallic thunk.

      “If you can call this living.”

      “It sure as hell beats the alternative, Daze. And we’re on an actual base. Like, it has space to move, hydroponics gardens that make Tamara’s pod look like a quaint little hobbyist’s plot. You have to admit, while it’s not ideal, it’s a huge step up from Váli life.”

      Sarah was right, and Daisy knew it. Admitting that, however, was a bit of a sticking point. Being honest with herself, Daisy would even say it was a perfectly suitable living situation. The surviving base was expansive––the parts that had been protected by the rocky overhangs when the aliens attacked, at least––so there was plenty of space for everyone.

      Which meant she could avoid Vince indefinitely, if she tried hard enough.

      “I know what you’re thinking.”

      You always do. Kind of a benefit of riding around in my head.

      “I’d know even if that wasn’t the case. You know, you don’t have to be all lovey-dovey with the guy to still get along. He cares, and he isn’t holding a grudge, despite what you did to him.”

      Which was justified at the time, Daisy shot back.

      “Well, yeah. But still, most people would carry a bit of resentment with them for a while.”

      You mean like Tamara.

      “Yeah, like Tamara. Though to be fair, you did blow her out an airlock, so she’s kinda justified in that.”

      I know. I’ll have to smooth that over once I’ve got my bearings straight. This is all just such a––

      “Mind-fuck?” Sarah interjected, finishing her sentence.

      Yeah, that pretty much sums it up.

      Daisy opened the door to her room.

      Her room. This was it. This was home, now. She slowly ran her hand over the wall, taking a moment to ponder the mass of stone on the other side, rather than the void of space.

      And it was quiet. The ever-present vibration of the ship’s engines was something so subtle that she’d grown used to it, easily tuning it out, but here there were no such machinations. Nothing but peace and quiet.

      Her stomach growled, the low rumble reminding her of her recent visit to the porcelain altar.

      “Pancakes,” she said, lurching from her bunk and stepping out into the hallway. She turned and closed the door behind her. “Definitely pancakes.”

      “Pancakes?”

      Yeah. That sounds really good right about now.

      Daisy had already committed the map of nearly all of the base’s habitable spaces to memory. There were fine points to add, which she’s learn as time passed and she found areas sealed off from prior damage, but for the most part, she knew her way around. She took a sharp turn from the direct path and headed off.

      The walk to the mess hall wasn’t a terribly long one from her quarters, but Daisy opted for the roundabout, meandering route. She knew Sid was likely monitoring the hallways, but, unlike Mal, he was apparently aware of the value of giving those living within his walls a bit of space.

      A little bit of space in space, she chuckled to herself. It was refreshing, being left to her thoughts, and the strange moon base was already beginning to feel more like a comfortable resting place than the prison she’d initially thought it to be.

      The food replicators had no issues whipping her up a short stack of buttermilk pancakes, complete with a side of replicated bacon and some warm maple syrup. If you’re going to do it, do it right, she figured, tucking into the steaming stack with gusto. Her stomach greeted the food with a happy endorphin rush. Her impromptu food therapy was working its magic.

      “I don’t think Finn would approve of you partaking without his assistance, you know,” Sarah chuckled quietly.

      Well, he’s sleeping. Or whatever he does when he’s not pushing food on us. In any case, it gives me a chance to get a feel for the base’s systems. And you know what? Considering what happened to this place, it’s really not in that bad shape.

      Daisy leisurely finished her pancakes, mopping up the last of the syrup with her final bite, then placed the dishes in the auto-washer. Hot water sprayed and the machine ran through its rapid wash cycle.

      On the Váli she would have had to wait for a full load before running the machine, despite the water reclamation systems, but here on the moon, that was not an issue. Yet another creature comfort of her new home.

      Thanks to the deeply-buried ice field that had been discovered as they were building the base, the facility possessed a nearly endless supply of fresh water for its few residents.

      Another benefit was the fresh air. Breaking the hydrogen and oxygen bonds of the water ice produced not only useful hydrogen, but also helped refresh their oxygen supply, taking a load off the massive air scrubbers.

      Daisy felt herself beginning to regain her equilibrium and feel normal again, now that food was in her stomach––and staying there. And with the clarity of mind came an unexpected sensation. It kind of shocked her, but Daisy realized she was actually feeling at ease. No more questions, no more surprises, just life.

      Sure, she would have to make adjustments as she got used to living in Dark Side Base, but things seemed to be okay, all things considered.

      She headed out of the mess hall and took the opposite route back to her quarters, walking slowly, really taking in her new surroundings with fresh eyes. There was a lot to familiarize herself with.

      Daisy paused at one of the thick windows, looking out toward the nearest hangar just across the rocky surface of the moon. Surprisingly, she felt her heart flutter as she took in the sights. The sky above was beautiful, a dazzling spray of pinpoint sparkles reaching out across the black of space.

      “Not a bad view,” Sarah noted, appreciatively.

      Not bad at all, Daisy replied, the last of the weeks of stress finally leaving her body. You know what?

      “What?”

      I think I can make this work, she said, a hint of a smile curving her lips. I think we’re going to be okay.

      Daisy took her time as she meandered back to her room, finally curling up in her new bed and drifting off to a restful sleep. Daisy was home.
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      It was late. Very late. But someone was awake on Dark Side Base.

      Nearly a week had passed, and quite uneventfully, amazingly enough. But on this night Daisy simply couldn’t sleep, her mind unable to stop churning. She had somehow avoided the uncomfortable conversations she knew she needed to have since her arrival, opting instead to lurk around the base, keeping to herself rather than engaging. And oddly enough, it seemed to be working. She was getting by. She was fine.

      At least she had been, until Chu had opened his mouth while running a few tests on their new resident, then unintentionally put his foot in it.

      “I finally got to take a look at what Vince has going on under the hood,” he had said as they chatted earlier that day. “There’s not much gear at all, really, but what he does have is some seriously advanced tech in there. Crazy to think they managed to perfect the organics with you and Sarah not long after, right?”

      Daisy had smiled and played nice, keeping her distress well-hidden as she made her excuses, leaving him to his work. But his words stuck in her head.

      And so it came to pass that she was unable to sleep once more. Thoughts raced through her mind, but instead of just lying there, staring at the ceiling as she’d done in the past, she climbed out of bed, got dressed, and stepped out of her room.

      She needed air, and opting to walk the corridor in the quiet hours––albeit still in somewhat of a daze––would at least let her think on the move.

      Things really had snowballed from bad, to worse, to what-the-hell-is-going-on, world-flipping-upside-down levels of crazy in her short time on Dark Side, but she had been coping. Processing. Doing okay. Then Chu had to go and say the one thing that could set her off again. And there wasn’t anything she could do about it.

      I was grown. We were grown. All of those memories, the places I’d been. None of it was real. And Vince, he’s––

      She could feel her pulse begin to quicken, her racing heart pounding in her head as the walls threatened to spin around her.

      It’ll be okay. I just need to think, is all, she thought, trying to calm herself.

      “No, that’s all you do,” Sarah interjected. “You need to not think for a change or you’re gonna hurl. Remember your meditation practice. You can do this. Deep breaths, Daze.”

      “Good point. Yeah,” Daisy replied as she staggered toward the nearest maintenance hangar to sit and digest all she’d just learned in peace.

      A bit of self-centering and focus. That’s what I need. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere to be alone.

      Daisy was still a ways away from her quarters, and she certainly didn’t want to flop down and meditate in the middle of the corridor. Fortunately, the nearby compartment was an empty training space, and one she was familiar with.

      She swung the door open and stepped inside, the cool air of the room immediately taking her panic down a notch. She shut the door quietly, then breathed a little sigh of relief as she began focusing on lowering her heart rate and respirations.

      It’s going to be okay. Just relax. Relax and breathe.

      Daisy turned to find a crate to sit on rather than the chilly metal floor.

      The hairs on her neck stood up. She certainly did not feel alone. That’s when she noticed the furious metal-armed woman barreling toward her.

      “Shit! Tamara, wait!”

      A flurry of blows rained down on her from every direction, then a heavy-booted foot kicked her square in the chest, sending her flying backward into the unforgiving metal wall.

      She clenched her teeth and tasted blood on her tongue, the adrenaline already pumping hard in her veins making an instantaneous decision between fight or flight. Things needed to be hashed out between the two women, and it seemed like it was happening sooner rather than later.

      “So, it’s going to be like that?” she said with grim resolution. “Fine.”

      Daisy uncoiled her tensed legs and leapt toward the larger woman.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Daze.”

      “You and me both,” she replied, then began a furious counterattack.

      Welcome home, Daisy, she thought with a grim laugh as her fist connected with her opponent’s solid chin. Welcome home.
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      The hard rubber of the heavy-soled boot caught Daisy square in her chest with bone-crushing force. The impact was great enough to send her sliding backwards on the ceramisteel floor before she managed to dig in her feet and stop herself just short of the hard metal wall.

      She flashed a little grin.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” she said, taunting the burly woman with the menacing steel-alloy cybernetic replacement arm, who was circling her like a hungry shark. Daisy shrugged off the piercing pain, acting as if the blow hadn’t fazed her one bit. She wouldn’t give Tamara the pleasure of seeing her wince.

      “I think she cracked a couple of ribs, Daze,” Sarah said.

      Gee, ya think? Daisy silently replied to the woman living in her head.

      The disembodied voice of her deceased sister had been a constant companion ever since Daisy accidentally downloaded her entire consciousness into a partition within her own brain. At first, they had both thought the voice in her head was merely Daisy’s way of coping with Sarah’s untimely death when a malfunction aboard their ship blew her into space. It wasn’t long thereafter that it became apparent she was something more.

      She was a ghost in the shell, but in the wrong shell. It was quite the revelation, learning that while she may have been dead, she was far from gone, and it was one secret the pair had decided not to share with the others on the base. Not yet, at least. Not while it could be an advantage.

      “Look at her shoulder dip. She’s going to do that fake high kick–low switch trick she loves,” Sarah warned.

      Thanks, I see it.

      Sarah had eventually settled into her new home riding shotgun with her sister. She learned to become a second set of eyes, seeing what Daisy saw, but also able to disconnect and scan the entire picture while Daisy focused on the task at hand. It had been proving to be a rather useful partnership.

      Daisy moved to block Tamara’s feinted high strike, then quickly jumped aside, leaving the vicious follow-up kick swinging through empty air.

      “Not bad, Swarthmore,” the sweating woman grudgingly conceded, then launched a fierce attack at twice the speed.

      Daisy blocked and counter-struck as best she could, but Tamara was too fast. Too strong. Too angry.

      The anger—that was her edge over Daisy, though Daisy couldn’t really fault her for it. After all, she had blown Tamara out an airlock and left her for dead, drifting in space, only four short months ago.

      Crossed wires, mixed messages, none of that mattered, though she still believed it had really seemed like the right choice at the time. Tamara, however, held a grudge. and their daily sparring sessions were as much about taking out her anger as they were about training Daisy to be combat-ready.

      Tamara feinted a hook, then slapped her with an open palm—which was quite unexpected. She used that momentary shock to switch her attack from hard style to soft, sliding in close and throwing Daisy through the air with a modified AikiJutsu move.

      Daisy crashed into the ground at an awkward angle, the wind knocked out of her from the impact on her aching ribs.

      “Yup. Definitely cracked.”

      Shut up, Sarah. Not helping, she shot back at her mental ride-along.

      “Come on, Swarthmore. You were built for this! Stop pussy-footing around and fight!” Tamara punched a command into the small panel embedded in her metal arm and lunged at Daisy again.

      The gravity in the room shifted, allowing the thickly muscled woman to angle her attack from a new trajectory as she jumped to the ceiling, then redirected down toward her target. Daisy scrambled aside, narrowly avoiding the boots she had become all too familiar with.

      Fortunately, she had overcome her dislike of low and zero-g environments, and had been secretly using the modified gravity in her daily meditation practices. Tamara thought she was gaining a tactical edge, shifting things like that. It was an overconfidence, one that Daisy pretended had her on the run. But that was far from the case.

      Daisy shifted and spun through the low-gravity air and landed a quick series of blows before deflecting off to the side and landing near the far wall. Tamara shook them off easily, but nonetheless gritted her teeth at her opponent making that much contact.

      The thing about low-g fighting is that it doesn’t favor the strong so much as the quick, and where Tamara was used to relying on her brute strength, Daisy could utilize her lithe frame to outmaneuver her. Also, if you hit someone too hard in low-g, you ran the risk of the transferred force rebounding you right into a wall.

      The two women locked eyes, then pushed off into the air on a collision course.

      Oh yeah, I’ve finally got her this time, Daisy thought as they rapidly closed in on one another.

      Mid-flight, Tamara quickly tapped another command into her arm panel, and just as the two impacted, the gravity shifted once more, sending them plummeting to the ground with a painful thud. Tamara sat atop Daisy, her mechanical arm pulled back and ready to deliver a debilitating blow. But, despite her grudge, she held off.

      After four long months of training, Daisy was nearly undefeatable, and none but a single one of her sparring partners could best her. Tamara, however, fueled by her simmering anger, was unstoppable.

      “Yield?”

      Daisy reluctantly accepted her defeat. “Yeah. Yield.”

      The two slowly got to their feet in the now-doubled gravity of the room.

      “Sneaky trick,” Daisy grumbled.

      “You have to be ready for anything,” Tamara replied as she tapped the command into her arm’s control pad to return the room’s gravity to normal. Ever the soldier, that one, even though she hadn’t been active as one for some time.

      “Real fighting is reaction, not thinking, Daisy. Repetition. You’ve got all this amazing skill stored in your brain, but until your body is ready, you’ll never be able to access it. Theory is one thing, but muscle memory always wins out.”

      Annoyed at yet another loss, Daisy nevertheless knew she was right.

      “Okay, enough for today. Go get cleaned up. I know you’ve got a session with Fatima after lunch, and she won’t be happy if I send you to her too bruised up,” Tamara said over her shoulder as she exited the room. “See you tomorrow. Same time.”

      

      Daisy sat quietly on a crate in the empty sparring room, replaying the mistakes she had made over and over in her mind. She still couldn’t quite beat her metal-armed nemesis. Not yet, anyway, and now she would have to put her mental play-by-play on hold for a bit and redirect her attention to the day’s next task: an altogether different type of training.

      Her next session with Fatima.

      The silver-haired woman was an enigma. A Yoda-esque mentor, she had been picking through her psyche ever since she first arrived on the secret base hidden away on the dark side of Earth’s moon four months prior.

      Fatima wasn’t like the others Daisy had met there. Not by a long shot.

      Commander Mrazich, the ranking officer on Dark Side Base, with his buzzed hair, metal jaw, and cybernetic eye, was a battle-hardened leader of few words. His trusty soldiers, Shelly, with her shiny pair of rebuilt arms, and Omar, who sported two hip-down leg replacements, were both happy to follow his lead. As for Donovan, the base’s pilot, he was a bit of a rascal, but he fell in line when it was required.

      But Fatima? She was different. Calmer than the rest. Wiser. More open to thinking outside the box, and possessing an uncanny way of seeming to know what was going on in your head. If she didn’t know better, Daisy would almost believe she was psychic.

      Fatima was also the oldest resident of the base.

      Oldest by far.

      She’d been stranded there during one of the earliest failed attempts to reclaim Earth from its alien conquerors. The experience had left her not only injured and alone on the moon, but also suffering irreparable damage to the minor AI embedded in her head, rendering her forever unable to utilize a cryo unit without frying her brain.

      So it was that she had been stuck on Dark Side Base, living out every hour of every day for more years than anyone would care to count. Her aging, however, was slowed to a trickle by radical gene therapy of her own design. It was that, along with a stem cell replacement regimen, that kept her telomeres healthier, and far longer, than a woman anywhere near her age should possess.

      Fatima had coped with the years of hardships and loneliness by learning to focus deeply inward in times of stress, and in her early days in her new home, there had been plenty of that. By this point, she had been at the whole thing longer than any yogi ever had, and it was this mastery of meditative inner calm and control that she had been attempting to teach her impatient pupil.

      Of course, she also loved to throw in often-frustrating, and seemingly random projects just to keep Daisy occupied, always reminding her that her exceptional mind held immense potential.

      “If you just learn to focus, Daisy, you could harness the power of your mind and use it in ways no human has ever dreamed possible,” she would often say.

      Or perhaps that was just an excuse she used to send Daisy off on random tasks solely for shits and giggles. At least, so it seemed to her often-frustrated student. Especially as she still had one more task to complete prior to her post-lunch training session.

      The interesting thing was, despite Fatima being mechanically altered, and thus not entirely human, Daisy nevertheless found herself growing quite fond of the older woman, in spite of herself.

      

      Daisy shifted on her makeshift seat, her limbs feeling a bit weak after her lengthy sparring practice. Her ribs were aching with every breath.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s gonna leave a mark,” she said, examining her sore flank with a pained chuckle.

      “Hey, we really should get to the mess hall,” Sarah urged.

      “Gotta finish up Fatima’s latest torturous busy-work first,” Daisy grumbled in her outside voice. Fortunately, no one was present to hear her.

      Her metabolism was above average by normal human standards, as one would expect with it supporting her rapidly strengthening musculature. But it was having Sarah’s piggybacked mind running at full-capacity in tandem with her own that really burned up the ATP and glycogen in her body at an alarming rate.

      Too much dual-processor time with her sister revving on all cylinders, like during an all-out sparring match with an angry, metal-armed woman, for example, and Daisy could find herself drained, and with a nasty headache to boot. Such were the drawbacks of accidentally loading her dead sister’s entire consciousness into her head.

      “Daze, come on. You need to eat.”

      I know, I know, Daisy grumbled, pulling a few tubes of energy gel from her pocket and gulping them down. There. Happy? I’ll make a proper lunch after I finish Fatima’s little project, she said, slowly rising to her disconcertingly unsteady feet.

      “Good girl. You’ve gotta recharge those glycogen stores. Wouldn’t want you running on an empty tank.”

      Yeah, I do feel a bit wiped out, she admitted. Thanks for keeping an eye on the old fuel gauge, Sis.

      “Hey, we share the same engine. You know I try to conserve energy whenever I can.”

      It was true. Sarah, for her part, learned early on how to pull back and hang out in the periphery to help save their valuable resources. It was a neat trick, and one Daisy was quite grateful for.

      She cracked her neck slowly, then opened the heavy door and stepped out of the sparring room, her damp clothes already drying to her body.

      She was making good time down the long hallway, but stopped at a thick window to gaze out over the barren surface of the moon.

      That was her next destination.

      Fatima, always looking to push her limits, had taken quite a liking to having her perform tasks in the bulky annoyance of a space suit in the difficult environs of reduced gravity.

      Oh joy, she grumbled to herself.

      Daisy was exhausted, but at least her ribs were already beginning to feel a bit better, she noted, as she surveyed the rocky landscape and destroyed outer buildings of the moon base. Now she just had to suit up and get out there.

      “Fuuuuck,” she said with a long sigh. “How the hell did I wind up in this place?”

      This was it, like it or not. This was home, and it certainly wasn’t what Daisy had expected when she made a run for Earth all those months prior.

      Dark Side Base, it was called. A lone, secret outpost hidden on the shadowy side of the moon. Daisy had arrived hoping the secret lunar refuge would be her salvation from the ship full of cybernetically modified humans she had believed were out to get her. Funny how far from the truth that had proved to be.

      The machines weren’t trying to harm her. Far from it.

      After mankind had been wiped out by a genetically-designed alien super plague, the AIs had managed to save humanity, sending a fleet carrying the last traces of viable human DNA far out into the depths of space to restore the species.

      Daisy was their crown jewel, and she had been created, not born. A prodigal child sprung from one of the few salvaged cell lines that was immune to the alien plague.

      It was a hell of a lot to take in, learning that she had been grown in a lab, was over a hundred years old, thanks to decades in cryo stasis, and that all of her memories of Earth had actually been implanted during the decades-long flight.

      The reality was, the entire population of the planet was long dead, and the only traces of the former inhabitants she had come across during her brief escape to the surface were an eccentric AI named Habby, and his dapper cyborg friends, whom she had only happened upon by blind chance.

      Daisy had also stumbled upon other inhuman things in the city.

      Fleshless, crazed cyborgs. Damaged ones. The ones who had gone mad, infected with the alien computer virus, their minds scrambled by the malicious code spread by the invading creatures. And what terrifying monsters those invaders were.

      The Chithiid, she learned they were called. Four-armed aliens with a second set of eyes toward the back of their head, affording them a nearly three-hundred-degree field of vision. The bipedal creatures stood on two powerful legs, nearly a full head taller than most men, and sported skin as tough as a rhino’s hide.

      Daisy had a brief skirmish with them before being forcibly dragged back to the moon, and that was where she’d been cooped up ever since. Just her and a dozen modified humans, a pair of AI-controlled ships, and the AI-run base itself.

      All of them helping her train. All of them carrying the belief that she was created specifically for this task. All of them waiting for her to live up to her potential, whatever that was.

      She was special, apparently.

      Special, Daisy mused grimly. What a laugh.

      “Well, you do have a dead girl riding along inside your head. That should count as special, right?”

      Awesome pep talk, Sis. Really, don’t quit your day job.

      “My day job is basically cruising around in your noggin, and believe me, I’d quit it for my old one if I could.”

      Daisy chuckled.

      The thing was, she actually was special. She’d been built that way. Genetically engineered. Stronger, faster, tougher. Her bones, cracked by Tamara’s kicks, were already healing, and the rest of her body was just as sturdy. Designed to endure far more than a normal human could. More importantly, though, she was still one hundred percent organic, and that meant invisible to Chithiid scans.

      The aliens on Earth’s surface had one key weakness in their monitoring systems. Having killed off the indigenous people hundreds of years prior, all they monitored for now was non-organic movement. The occasional cyborg survivors foolish enough to brave the surface were typically picked off in short order, their metal parts setting off the alien detectors. Daisy, however, was, by her nature, a sort of walking stealth unit.

      Now if only she knew what exactly it was that she was supposed to do.

      

      Gently rubbing her sore ribs, she snapped out of her fog and picked up her pace to gear up for the last thing on her plate before she could break for lunch.

      Barry and Ash, the two resident cyborgs, greeted her as they approached from the opposite direction.

      “How was your combat sparring today, Daisy?” Barry asked as he neared.

      He didn’t seem to hold any grudge against her for frying him with an EMP grenade when she made her escape from her old ship, the Váli, several months prior.

      “Fine,” she answered.

      “I see you have a scrape on your elbow,” Ash noted. “May I offer you a bandage? Or perhaps you’d like me to escort you to the medical unit?”

      Ash still creeped her out, even months after her arrival. At least Barry’s body was reasonably close to human. A false-man with a freaky cyborg endoskeleton hiding beneath his lab-grown flesh.

      Ash, on the other hand, was a much earlier model, and he just felt off. Something about the older cyborgs; they looked human but had some strange element to their speech and motion that put some people on edge. People like Daisy.

      “No thanks, Ash. I’ll be fine. Gotta get out there and finish clearing the mess outside Hangar Three before lunch.”

      “Ah, yes, another project to complete before this afternoon’s meditation and acuity training with Fatima,” he said with a warm smile. “Very well, then. We shall leave you to it.”

      Without another word, the two mechanical men walked off, leaving Daisy alone with her thoughts, however troubled they might be.
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      Moving around on the surface of the moon wasn’t all that bad. Once you got used to the funky gravity, that is. It was the bulky spacesuit that made things difficult, but Daisy figured that was a minor inconvenience compared with the rather serious discomforts of freezing, suffocation, and death.

      “Stupid thing,” she grunted as she struggled to heave another piece of reclaimed scrap onto the pile accumulated beside Hangar Three’s massive doors.

      It was bound to have happened eventually, a rock slide occurring as part of the crag above the base gave up the ghost and came a-tumbling down. The only problem was it had gathered more than a few friends along the way.

      While the reduced gravity of the moon lessened the impact, the rock slide had managed to not only scatter the spare parts Daisy had been so meticulously removing from the collection of bits salvaged from the debris field surrounding Earth, but it had also strewn boulders and spare parts alike in front of the hangar doors.

      “Yeah. You were right. Damn thing is all jammed up in the door’s track,” Sarah said.

      Just my luck, right? Daisy replied. Two weeks of work, all strewn about, and now I’ve gotta get the door cleared to boot. At least this looks like the last one.

      She grunted as she hefted a salvaged comms coupling back to join its brethren in a small stack under a rocky overhang. It had taken her most of the prior afternoon, and much of the current morning to get doors clear and the last of the pieces back where they belonged. All that remained was a final cleanup of any remaining rocks that might still interfere with the door’s action.

      Looks like it’s mostly clear. You think those smaller ones over there will be in the way?

      “Nah, they look fine to me.”

      Oh, thank God. I am so ready to get out of this stupid suit, Daisy silently replied as she keyed on her comms.

      “Hey, Sid. Would you please open Hangar Three’s doors when you can? I think I’ve finally got them cleared.”

      “Of course, Daisy. Just give me a moment to ensure no one is currently in the hangar. I will open them once it is clear and depressurized,” the base AI replied.

      “Thanks, Sid. Standing by,” Daisy said. She knew it would likely take a minute or two before the massive doors would rumble open.

      Get this done, get back inside, grab a bite of lunch, and I should still have plenty of time to spare before our––Daisy noticed something poking out of the dust. Hey, does that look like a piece of an AI cradle to you?

      “I see it. Not sure, though. Might be.”

      I didn’t know we had any of those in with the salvage out here. Figured the big brains would want to keep any high-value components like that tucked away inside.

      “Might have been in the last load Donovan and Bob dropped off. Maybe it was just covered by dirt and got overlooked.”

      Daisy sighed. Well, I’d better go get it.

      She trudged out in front of the hangar doors, making her way to the mostly buried device. She knew she was well clear of the doors themselves, so their cycling open was of little concern to her.

      Yep, it’s part of a cradle, all right, she commented as she pulled the unit free from the dusty soil. There. That wasn’t so hard. Once in a while, things actually go my way.

      “Always tempting Murphy, aren’t ya, Daze?”

      Yeah? What can he possibly do to me that’s any worse than being stuck out here?

      “Um, you’re in a near-vacuum at sub-freezing levels, two hundred thirty-eight thousand miles from Earth. You really want to ask that question?”

      Daisy laughed as she began dragging the AI cradle back to her pile of salvaged parts.

      “All is clear inside, Daisy,” Sid informed her over the comms. “Hangar Three will now cycle open.”

      “Copy that. Thanks, Sid.”

      “My pleasure, Daisy,” he replied as the massive doors began to move with a low rumble she could feel through her boots.

      “Oh, and guess what? I found a partial AI cradle. It must’ve somehow come in with the last salvage load.”

      “Interesting,” Sid replied. “It would be useful to have some extra componentry on hand as backup parts, should the need ever arise.”

      “Yeah, I thought you’d––”

      “Daisy, dive left!” Sarah shouted in Daisy’s head.

      She trusted Sarah completely, and knew far better than to pause for even a second to ask why. Dropping her cargo, Daisy dove as hard to the left as she was able, landing at an awkward angle as she roll-bounced and tried to scramble to her feet. Behind her, rocks were tumbling down from above.

      She ran as best she could in the awkward gravity, trying to get clear. It was like a nightmare, one where no matter how hard you tried, your feet felt like they were trapped in sucking mud.

      “Daisy, I sensed a geological disturbance. Are you okay?” Sid asked.

      Heart pounding loud in her ears, she turned and looked back at the relatively small mass of rocks that had shaken loose and come tumbling down when the door’s rumbling disturbed them.

      Thanks, Sis. You saved my ass just now.

      “I saved both our asses, technically. But you’re welcome.”

      Daisy turned and began walking for the airlock.

      “I’m okay, Sid. We had another rock slide out here. Nothing too big, but how about you have Donovan do a few flyovers and hit the hillside with his engine wake to shake free anything else that’s loose up there so we don’t have any more issues.”

      “Of course. I’ll have him do that when he heads out on his next drift run.”

      “Thanks. I’m calling it a day out here.”

      “Understood. I will request that Barry and Ash clear the new debris as soon as they are able.”

      “Sounds good to me,” she replied.

      I did my part. All the salvage is back where it should be. Fatima can’t give me any grief about not completing her task.

      Daisy looked at the newly fallen pile of rocks.

      Aw, shit.

      The AI cradle––at least what was left of it––was sticking out from beneath the debris at all sorts of wrong angles.

      Better it than me, she figured.

      “Hey, Sid. Sorry, but the cradle got smashed up pretty good in the rock slide. I don’t know if anything is salvageable.”

      “Understood. While regrettable, what is important is that you are safe.”

      Her hear trate slowly lowered back to normal as she made the long trek back to the welcome warmth and relative safety of the base.

      

      Exiting the airlock into the base’s fresh air, blissfully free of the restrictive bulk of the space suit, Daisy took a quick whiff of her sweatshirt as she walked the quiet corridors of Dark Side back to her quarters.

      I suppose a shower would be the polite thing, she considered.

      “No need to assault Fatima with your post-labor BO.” Sarah chuckled in her head.

      “Not to mention Tamara’s funk rubbing off on me from earlier,” she said with a laugh.

      “Eww, you did not just go there.”

      “Totally did.”

      “You’re such a freak, Daze.”

      “Says the disembodied ghost of a genetically-engineered planetary savior.”

      “Okay, you got me. Point taken.”

      “Don’t sweat it, Sis. They still push that ‘chosen one’ crap on me too. Being dead, you’re the lucky one in that regard. At least they leave you alone.”

      “In their defense, they don’t know I’m here. And excuse me? I’m lucky being dead? Screw you, Daisy. I’d trade with you any day just to be able to enjoy a meal, or go for a run, or take a really good dump.”

      “Jeez, Sarah. Really?”

      “You never know what little pleasures you’ll miss until they’re gone.”

      “Any other classy gems or insights you want to share?”

      Her sister went silent, but Daisy could almost hear her gleeful giggle in the recesses of her mind as she walked to her quarters.

      Unlike the somewhat restrictive living spaces she had been accustomed to aboard the Váli, Dark Side Base was like a resort by comparison. Not exactly a resort, perhaps, but it was a much more spacious and comfortable living arrangement at least, one aspect of which were the private showers in each crewmember’s quarters.

      When the base had been fully manned, only the officers and science crew were afforded private rooms in the safer confines of the rock-ensconced technical buildings. Now, housing barely a dozen humans total, the inhabitants had their pick of lodging.

      The facilities that had not been hidden under the moon’s rocky surface were rendered empty shells when the alien invaders bombarded them to oblivion as they passed on their way to Earth. In the aftermath, the remaining intact structures, safely tucked under rocky ledges, briefly housed the few dozen survivors out of a base of hundreds.

      They had thought they’d somehow miraculously escaped unharmed.

      They were wrong.

      The remaining habitable spaces soon began suffering catastrophic decompression one by one when the aliens’ horrific AI virus was released, sending the powerful mind of Dark Side Base spiraling into insanity and collapse. In the span of but a few hours, it had vented nearly every chamber to space before melting down into a spasming chunk of fused neuro-circuitry as the virus overloaded its core.

      The handful of remaining survivors who had been lucky enough to have had access to space suits before decompression found themselves alive, but unable to power up the base without a viable AI operating system.

      They even pulled the fried, half-meter-cube of the AI brain from its docking bay and attempted to override the safeties manually. It was a valiant effort, but the base was military in origin, and top secret at that.

      The security protocols originally designed to keep anyone from disabling the AI to take over the base had ultimately resulted in those poor souls suffocating in their suits as they ran out of oxygen, unable to restart the scrubber network that provided them an endless supply of fresh air.

      Daisy tried not to think of the long-dead bodies Fatima had slowly dragged out of the facility when she came to live in it all those years ago. It must have been horrific, but she had done that, and far more.

      In fact, over the decades, Fatima had somehow accomplished the seemingly Sisyphean task of rebuilding and restoring most of the facilities and hangars not directly impacted in the attack.

      One by one.

      By herself.

      She had restarted the organic materials food replication processors and air scrubbers first, followed by the water system that tapped into a deep ice field hidden far beneath the moon’s surface. The breaking of the hydrogen/oxygen bond provided the base both a source of combustible fuel in the form of hydrogen, and a clean oxygen supply indefinitely.

      The hangars took a bit more work, and it wasn’t until nearly a decade later that she managed to get the first of them fully functional. From there, she spent the next few years repairing a small utility ship, and once that was finally flight-worthy, she set to work, drifting in the debris field, maneuvering using only her compressed air thrusters in order to stay off Chithiid scans as she slowly accumulated useful parts from the destroyed fleet scattered in orbit.

      It wasn’t much of a life, but at least it was life.

      “At long last,” Daisy said with a sigh as she stepped into her quarters. She reached into her shower compartment and spun the knob, a steaming blast of water beckoning her to join it. Daisy stretched high, then twisted from side to side, feeling her cracked ribs twinge uncomfortably as she did.

      “Not quite healed,” Sarah commented.

      “Nope. Not yet. Apparently, even I don’t heal that fast, it seems.”

      “Bummer.”

      “I’ll survive,” she replied with a little laugh as she stripped out of her funky workout attire and stepped into the beckoning hot water.
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      Daisy’s hair was still damp as she walked the corridor to the mess hall, her stomach rumbling loudly, as if to urge her on faster.

      Despite her abdomen’s vocalizations, a patch of expertly-welded wall made Daisy stop in her tracks, as it had more than once since she’d taken up residence there. She ran her finger admiringly over the perfect seams, lingering as she traced across the one, and only, tiny imperfection in the weld.

      All by herself, she did this. Dragged the metal here, sealed the breach, welded it all together. And the whole time without a single human to help her.

      Daisy shuddered at the thought. The loneliness must have been unbearable, yet Fatima seemed the most tranquil and at peace of the entire crew.

      Who knows? Maybe her training actually will be useful, Daisy pondered as she wondered if it might even help her calm her mind and accept this unexpected new life.

      She continued on her way, her footsteps quietly echoing off the walls. Up ahead, she noticed the research lab’s door was open, faint music drifting out into the hall.

      “Hey, Chu,” she called out as she passed the open door.

      The technician looked up from his work and flashed a warm smile.

      “Hey, Daisy. Dang, you look pretty beat up. Training with Tamara again?”

      “You know it.”

      “Well, if you break anything, let me know. I’m pretty sure I can get the medbot to fix you up in no time.” He laughed and returned his attention to the microscope in front of him.

      Chu, she had learned, while looking human, actually possessed an impressive array of artificial organs, as well as several ceramisteel replacement bones. She never did ask him what happened to him to require such invasive repairs, and figured he likely wouldn’t want to relive whatever necessitated them.

      He was one of the resident crew Daisy got along with easiest, and she saw no reason to sour that relationship. Besides, the uncomfortable fact was, all of them were modified to at least some extent, though some, far more than others.

      Tamara had served as her ship’s botanist, and her mechanical arm, though designed for combat, also accommodated a variety of attachments, allowing her to swap out accessories for her gardening work as needed. She loved that arm, and Daisy doubted she’d take an organic replacement even if Mal grew her one.

      Finn, their chef-slash-apparent former commando, also had a partial metal arm, as well as several replacement fingers on his other hand, acquired after an incident during the flight to Dark Side Base.

      Gustavo, the ship’s navigator, possessed a cybernetic eye, along with a chunk of skull that had been replaced. He was massively enhanced, fine filaments running from his brain to the AI connection in his head, allowing him to plug directly into the ship and help navigate the vessel when Mal needed assistance.

      Doctor McClain and Captain Harkaway each sported a mechanical leg, though Harkaway’s was far older and slowly showing signs of wear and age. Reggie, the Váli’s co-pilot, sported a shiny metal left hand, five replacement ribs, a ceramisteel femur, and a bunch of other mods, all required by some ailment that had ravaged his body.

      Then there was Vince. Oh, Vince. The times they had shared still made her warm inside. She had been so in love with him. Then she saw the scans revealing the almost undetectable enhancements to his body. Reinforcements, to joints, filaments of metal fused to bones, and a small AI mounted in his brain.

      The shitty thing was, she had truly loved him up until that revelation. The revelation that her boyfriend was a machine.

      That particular discovery had hurt her much more than the others, though, in all fairness, it was Vince who actually felt the pain far more tangibly when Daisy, having just learned his true nature moments before, abruptly sealed a door on him, cutting his arm off at the shoulder.

      He had survived the trauma, his limb reattached in their ship’s medical unit, and only sporting a thin scar for the ordeal. Not only that, he had shortly afterward both saved her from Earth’s hostile surface, as well as forgiven her for what she had done to him. All in the same day, no less. It was more than a little bit of a mind fuck.

      Don’t think about that, Daisy chided herself as she walked to get some chow. Get your shit together. There are plenty of people here who aren’t entirely human.

      “Yeah,” Sarah muttered. “All of them.”

      Stop reading my thoughts.

      “Stop making them readable. It’s your choice, you know.”

      Yeah, yeah.

      She knew it was true, though. She just needed to focus better. Also true was the fact that the other inhabitants of the base, those who had survived attempts to retake Earth and failed, only to wind up stuck on the moon, were enhanced and repaired as well.

      Each and every one of them.

      Daisy really was the only entirely organic person in the entire base. It could be a lot to handle, and her odd mentor did her best to help her cope, though that wasn’t exactly in her job description.

      Fatima was essentially the mother hen of Dark Side Base. She was not just older in pure calendar years, but her unique medical status, which kept her out of cryo, meant decades upon decades of actual up-time. She didn’t look old, per se, not with her custom gene therapies, but while the rest of the team had cycled in and out of cryo for decades while they awaited the next assault to retake Earth, Fatima passed the time the old-fashioned way. One day at a time.

      As a result, she had slowly adopted a worldview that was a bit unconventional, but who was to tell her otherwise? At the end of the day, whether it was her decades spent on her own with only a genius AI for company, or her modified neural status, Fatima just saw things differently than others.

      Maybe that’s why she took me under her wing, Daisy mused. Another mind-fucked freak show to keep her company.

      “That you are,” her secret mental passenger chimed in with a laugh. “And she doesn’t know the half of it.”

      Whatever the case, she had taken to training Daisy in a multitude of non-combat skills over the past several months, leaving the martial ways to Tamara and the others.

      Aside from Tamara, there was just one other person who could likely give her a run for her money sparring. But whatever terms Daisy had come to with her ex’s not-entirely-organic status, she just couldn’t bring herself to engage in that much physical contact with him.

      It was really Vince’s AI-enhanced brain that freaked her out the most. She couldn’t help wondering, was it the man or the machine she had thought she was in love with? Add to that her deep-seated dislike of mechanicals in general, and it was a recipe for heartache, but no matter what she rationalized with her mind, it still hurt a little bit every time he was near.

      So, while Daisy and Vince may have finally re-established something of a cautious friendship once more, she still refused to spar with him. It was a big step on its own that they had recently begun revisiting their old habit of watching select gems from Captain Harkaway’s video collection, and even that was still a bit awkward. Unlike in the past, and despite the visceral urges that sometimes flared up––in defiance of Daisy’s logical mind––they no longer curled up against one another as they once had while they watched the videos.

      Except for rare incidental contact, they essentially never touched at all, but at least they could watch programs together and enjoy each other’s company, however unconventional the situation may have become.

      Nice of Harkaway to have loaded all those old videos, she mused.

      Once she knew how old they all really were, Daisy had realized that each and every one of the captain’s cherished movies and television programs, stored away on all those memory chips, was technically a classic. The last remnants of a planet long-dead.

      Good thing I didn’t get hooked on a show with a cliffhanger, she thought with a grim chuckle. With the end of the human race, the next season would be a long time coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The mess hall was empty when Daisy entered. In what was a rare occurrence, the sound of Finn’s knives slapping against the cutting board did not fill the air.

      It was actually a bit refreshing, cooking for herself in silence, and was something she wished she found time to do more often.

      Time wasn’t exactly the issue. More like a lingering sense of discomfort around the base personnel. The same personnel who were almost always filtering in and out of the mess hall. Everyone was great to her, that wasn’t an issue. They treated her well––even better than that––but the lingering gazes as they watched her go about her day could be exhausting.

      They were waiting for it; whatever it was. She was special, and somehow, Daisy was supposed to be the key to reclaiming Earth.

      It could be more than a little bit exhausting.

      She opened a crisper drawer in the nearest refrigeration unit and began digging through the selection of vegetables available to her. A bit of fresh produce could make life on the moon a tad more bearable.

      Since landing at Dark Side, Tamara’s botanical pods had been carefully relocated and attached to the base. The Váli wasn’t going to be making any lengthy flights requiring freshly-grown foodstuffs, so those units were networked and tacked onto one of Dark Side’s smaller empty hangars.

      Conveniently, Fatima had spent years infusing nutrients into the soil she had manually hauled into the unused hangar. With an essentially limitless water supply on hand from the vast subterranean ice field, she and Tamara had delighted in expanding the gruff woman’s horticultural works into the new setting.

      Tamara may have been a soldier, but her gardening skills were second to none, and she genuinely enjoyed her time tending the crops sprouting up in the freshly-seeded soil. Two months after they had arrived, the first crops had taken hold and were growing nicely. By month four, there was more fresh produce than they knew what to do with.

      Especially zucchini.

      Everyone was growing quite tired of zucchini, actually, and even Finn was running out of new ways to use the prolific vegetable. Fortunately, an entire hangar full of row upon row of growing vegetables meant that nearly every variety of seed that had been carefully stored for the flight was now represented in some quantity, though some more than others.

      Tamara enjoyed doing the garden work by hand and would spend hours in quiet contemplation as she tested the soil, culled problem vegetables, and pulled up the occasional weed that had somehow managed to sneak in with the other seeds.

      She didn’t kill them, though. Those weeds, in her eyes, were survivors, like her. Kindred spirits, of a sort, although vegetable in nature.

      Instead of meeting an untimely demise, Tamara had other plans for the little invaders. A short distance from the farming hangar, off in a separate and sequestered outbuilding, she had set up a small grow room of its own, designated a safe haven for the unwanted intruders in the garden patch.

      A weed sanctuary of sorts.

      Just when you thought you knew her, Tamara would do something like that and force you to reassess her yet again.

      Daisy eyeballed the pile of produce spread out in front of her.

      Okay, what have we got in here? she mused.

      “You going veggie on me? I think we need something a bit more substantial after all of today’s activity.”

      Don’t worry, it won’t be entirely veg. But something on the lighter and healthier side does sound kind of nice.

      “All right, but remember, we need to get some serious carbs and protein back in here.”

      Don’t worry, Sarah, you know me. A rabbit-food eater, I am most certainly not, Daisy replied with a little chuckle.

      She carefully arranged her ingredients around her work space. There were zucchini, of course, which she would quickly roast, then chill, joined by some cauliflower and carrots. After a moment’s thought, she added a couple of pieces of celery, some tomatoes, and a red pepper.

      Yeah, that’s a good start.

      Julienned, the firmer vegetables would make for a nice vegetable-based pasta, to which she would add a lightly seasoned piece of replicator-produced protein. Turkey would be today’s option, diced and sautéed with some nice, fresh tomatoes and herbs.

      A loaf of hearty bread added some much-needed carbs to the mix. Sarah was right. After her time with Tamara, and with the added burn of her ride-along’s help during their sparring session, she could really use them.

      There wasn’t enough room to grow a space-intensive crop like wheat on the base, but the organics replicator had no problem producing a steady flow of fresh flours, from which Finn would bake a multitude of bread varieties regularly.

      The Váli, safely tucked away in Hangar Three at the moment, could replicate far more complex foods, but its galley wasn’t really designed for baking. Dark Side, though hundreds of years older, had, however, taken creature comforts into consideration, realizing that much like Submariners of old, a well-fed crew was a happy crew. For the men and women stuck living way out on the moon, morale was a very big deal.

      San Francisco would be proud, she thought as she took a bite of the tangy sourdough. They actually saved their starter. The thought brought a smile to her face.

      “Replicated it, technically,” Sarah corrected.

      Yeah, but genetically, it’s the same as the sourdough mother they saved when they fled into space. You can search the world, but the best sourdough was always from San Francisco.

      “You’ve never even been there. And I have those same memories, but neither was I. Those were all implanted in your head, just like they did to me,” Sarah reminded her.

      I know, but that doesn’t mean they weren’t based on reality. Someone did go to San Francisco in all the panic of the invasion and somehow saved a sample of the starter to the AI network. I mean, in the face of an alien invasion, it’s an almost inconceivable set of priorities, but I don’t think they realized just how serious things were until it was too late. Or maybe they did, I don’t know. Whatever it was, without them, the replicators would never have had that master sample in the Váli’s catalogue.

      Daisy took another bite, as she prepared the veggies, savoring the tangy flavor.

      I had hoped to someday go back to San Francisco. Now even that’s no longer an option.

      “Well, technically, you had never actually been there.”

      Yeah, I know, but the memories still feel so real.

      “Which, again, was their designers’ intent.”

      Yeah. I had almost hoped that one day I’d at least see the city, even if it is devoid of human life.

      She sighed as she picked a sharp knife from the rack and deftly twirled it in her hand, then began rapidly chopping, a small mountain of julienned vegetables steadily growing on the cutting board. It was more than one person would eat, but that was the plan.

      Vince opened the pressure door and stepped into the mess hall, smiling bright when his eyes met hers. Daisy felt her heart quicken a little, but forced herself to ignore it. No, they were no longer an item, nor could they ever be one again.

      He wasn’t real. The AI tied into his brain meant he could never truly be in love with her. He was simply enacting protocols according to a series of lines of code. At least that’s what she told herself. Sarah, on the other hand, had her doubts.

      “Hey, you, whatcha got cookin’?” he asked, snatching up a slice of bread from the counter, relishing its crunchy crust.

      “Doing up some veggie pasta with protein. Light tomatoes and herbs to round it out.”

      “Why do you insist on calling it protein? Just say chicken, or turkey like you used to.”

      “But it’s not, Vince. No matter how much we want to believe it’s real, it is just a computer-designed copy. A fake, made to simulate the original in every way.”

      Vince knew she wasn’t only talking about food but let it slide.

      “So, how’d it go with Tammy today?”

      “You know she hates it when you call her that.”

      “Precisely why I do it,” he said with his trademark mischievous grin. The one that still made her heart flutter ever-so slightly.

      Why couldn’t he be a real man? Daisy quietly lamented.

      “You know she’ll kick your ass one of these days,” she chided him.

      “Nah, I think I can take her.” He paused. “Well, maybe we’d fight to a draw.” He thought a moment longer. “Okay, maybe I wouldn’t get hurt too badly.”

      Daisy chuckled and tossed a carrot at him, which he deftly caught and began munching like a live-action Bugs Bunny. Their friendship was still solid, if somewhat strange, despite whatever uneasiness there may still have been.

      It had taken a while, but Vince was simply not willing to let it go. Plus, they saw each other every day, whether she wanted to or not. He had been persistent, and eventually, with good-natured ribbing and a healthy dose of laughter, he wore her down, and the two of them finally began spending more time together once more.

      It started with the occasional shared meal, much like the one she was currently preparing. From there, it was easy to slip back into old habits. Chatting about the day’s work over coffee and snacks, wandering the base, appreciating the lunar landscape through one of the remaining observation windows, and occasionally settling in to watch old movies together again. Daisy even found herself nestling into his warmth one exhausted evening as they watched some old animated Japanese program.

      She had jumped up with a start when she realized what she was doing, pulling away from the comfortable pillow of Vince’s shoulder that she knew so well. Instinct drew her to him, but her mind made quick work reminding her what he really was. Not entirely mechanical by any stretch, but not entirely human either.

      Part of the difficulty was their shared plans, hatched during their honeymoon phase aboard the Váli as they flew toward Earth. The near-disaster that had woken the crew from their cryo sleep early had thrown them together in a crisis situation, and it was that spark of adrenaline that had started the whole affair in the first place.

      The sex had been amazing, no doubt, and Daisy felt an ache deep in her gut when she let herself reminisce, but it was the conversations after that had truly bonded them. Talks of trips they would take, places they’d visit. All things they would do together when they were back on Earth.

      Only that wouldn’t happen. Earth was barren, and Vince had known it the entire time. Sure, it was part of his neuro feed input that had been set in place years before hers, but that was just because he was an older variant, placed in the grow tanks before Daisy’s completely organic cell line had been perfected.

      “I think he really wanted to go there with you, Daze,” Sarah had consoled her. “Even if he knew it wasn’t possible. The neuro-stim fed him info telling him it was home for all those years, just like us.”

      The technology that fed their growing minds and kept them not only current on training, but also sane over years and years of inaction, had indeed installed a visceral love of Earth, but it wasn’t real. No matter how much data was pumped into her brain, none of it was real, and that hurt. She had dreamed of going home, made plans, talked for hours with Sarah about sitting on a sunny beach drinking margaritas and watching hot men in swim trunks walk through the waves.

      Not real.

      It was all implanted, and Vince, unlike Daisy and Sarah, had already received the Earth file update that detailed what the true status of the planet was. The AIs figured it would make them readier to fight for the planet if, deep in their bones, it still felt like home, even though they had never touched its soil.

      But he knew what he was, Sarah. What I was. What had happened. And he didn’t tell me.

      “Captain said no one was allowed to speak of it until we neared Dark Side. You just got things rolling a bit early when you jumped ship.”

      That she had, and Daisy had nearly ruined centuries of planning with her impromptu escape to Earth’s surface.

      She put that thought far from her mind, at least as best she could, and focused on the conversation at hand. There was plenty of time to dwell on the past later, and that, she knew she would do whether she wanted to or not. For now, she’d enjoy a nice meal with a cute boy who, sadly, could never again be anything more than a friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Daisy had left the mess hall earlier than expected, having accepted Vince’s offer to clean up after the meal. It was a typical Vince move, being considerate like that. Of course, she had done the cooking, so it made sense, but coming from him, the courtesy just seemed so, well, him.

      Reasons aside, Daisy wound up with a few extra minutes before she had to trot off to meet with Fatima for yet another afternoon of mental training and whatever other strange regimen was planned for the day. She had used that unexpected free time to relax and pre-game her overall Zen state.

      They always started their sessions together with a centering routine, but with her overactive mind, it was a deceptively easy-seeming task that Daisy found consistently challenging. A little extra preparation would make things begin a little bit easier, and Daisy would take every bit of easy she could get.

      One thing was certain, she would never be bored in Fatima’s training sessions. The fact that Daisy found herself forced to adapt to the unexpected and think on her feet more often than not made their sessions almost enjoyable.

      “Concentrate, Daisy. You’re daydreaming again,” Fatima said.

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Letting your mind wander is a natural reaction—for beginners. But you’re beyond that now, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Yeah, I suppose,” Daisy agreed, reluctantly.

      “Then let’s get back to the lesson. Breathe. Be silent within yourself. Don’t force it. Remember, soft is strong. You already meditate, but I want you to go further. Focus your mind even as you relax it. Now, let’s begin again. Breathe.”

      Daisy did as she was told and found herself pleasantly able to slip into the proper mental state after but a few minutes. It had taken a while to begin to understand her new brain wiring after she overloaded it with an untempered neuro-stim info dump, but with every session she was able to get it a little bit more under control.

      Fatima had been right. She would get nowhere if she fought to grasp her power. She had to relax in order to embrace it.

      She would have liked to simply use the neuro-stim to load the skill faster, but she had tampered with that device one time too many and was well aware of where it got her and the risk any accelerated use held. Her recklessness had already given her a ride-along in her mind, and with it, an inability to run anything but the tiniest streams as she slept. At least for the time being.

      The funny thing was, much as she disliked artificially-altered humans, Daisy had filed the neuro-stim in a sort of gray area of acceptability. Once she had managed to rationalize its use, she had embraced the device. Now, as she struggled to learn new things the old-fashioned way, she found herself rather missing it. Even though she disliked mechanically modified humans, she had relied on the neuro-stim, which left the uncomfortable question: What had that made her?

      “Daisy? You’re zoning out on me, aren’t you?”

      “What? Oh, yeah. Sorry, Fatima, I was just kinda thinking about stuff.”

      “Think later. The key for now is to not think. Just be. Flow within yourself.”

      “Now you’re almost starting to sound like Doc McClain.”

      Fatima chuckled.

      “We both know that’s not true, though if I’m not mistaken, isn’t today your weekly session with her?”

      Daisy groaned.

      “Yeah. Every week, more of the same. Can’t I just play hooky?”

      “It’s your call, Daisy, but I think if you put aside your natural aversion to therapy, you may realize she is actually helping you more than you realize. Now come on, we have training to get on with.”

      Daisy clenched her teeth and shut her eyes.

      “Relax, Daisy. Let the tension go. Just breathe.”

      Daisy tried her best, but found herself unable to slip back into the proper state of mind now that her pending psych-eval was on her mind. She was not fond of having the resident shrink poking around in her head, and she was certainly tired of hearing her opinions.

      “Okay, it looks like you’re having an off day. Let’s run you through the new physical acuity course instead. We can revisit your centering work afterward, for a change.”

      Slowly, Daisy rose to her feet and followed Fatima to the far end of the converted storage facility they trained in.

      “Check it, Daze. She’s changed up the course again.”

      Great. Just when I had all the moves pretty much dialed in.

      “Well, she does keep you on your toes,” Sarah said. “Actually, look at that small platform next to the crimp-wall. I think she may literally keep you on your toes this time.”

      Indeed, Fatima had added a fresh series of difficult physical challenges, apparently more than one of which included utilizing the farthest extremes of her digits for balance. As always, whatever the physical task, Fatima would push her mentally as well. It could be downright exhausting, all told.

      I tell ya, Sis, some days I just wish we were still in cryo.

      “Wake-me-when-its-over Syndrome, eh?”

      Something like that.

      “Sorry, to say, no such luck. Now stop griping and get through this. If you make good time, maybe we can get some downtime before the head-shrinker has at it.”

      “Ugh. Not looking forward to that,” Daisy muttered.

      “What was that?” Fatima asked.

      “Um, I just looked at the new course, is all,” Daisy lied.

      “Uh-huh. Well, get a move on. You have a lot of work to do.”

      Reluctantly, Daisy climbed up to the opening move of the reconfigured course and began making her way through the new moves. It didn’t take long for her to forget about her pending psych-eval once she got into it. Unfortunately, that would only last so long.

      

      “You’ve got such potential, Daisy, but your stubborn reluctance is holding you back.” Doctor McClain crossed her legs, the metal one’s ankle shining at the cuff of her trousers. “Why won’t you open up to me and let whatever is troubling you off your chest?”

      The ship’s doctor and resident head shrinker had been trying to help Daisy “adjust” to the notion that she was something special ever since moon-fall, but found herself frustrated by her stubborn patient at every turn.

      “Look, Doc, I appreciate what you’re trying to do here. Really, I do, but everyone keeps talking about my potential and how I’m supposed to be this amazing, I don’t know, thing, that can save Earth, but all I am is just a test-tube baby stuck on a base full of half-people.” She eyed McClain’s metal leg. “No offense.”

      “None taken, Daisy,” the doctor replied. “But you have to accept the fact that you are unique. You’ve even seen the readouts. Your physiology is enhanced. And look what you were able to do with your mind. All the data you retained. That should have been impossible. Whether you like it or not, you are special. We just need to find a way for you to tap into your potential.”

      “Sure, I did download a bunch of stuff and access some abilities I didn’t know I had tucked away in my noggin, I’ll give you that, but how does knowing a few coding tricks and basic shuttle mechanics make me this ‘chosen one’ you keep going on about?”

      “No one calls you the chosen one. Have you been watching that old, ‘There is no spoon’ movie with Vincent again?”

      “You know what I mean. I’m supposed to be amazing, but I feel average. Okay, maybe a teeny, tiny, little bit above average, but you know what I mean. I hate to disappoint you all, but you’ve got the wrong girl.”

      “But the genetic––”

      “Maybe it was Sarah who was supposed to be the golden child. You ever consider that?”

      “Oh no you don’t. Don’t drag me into this!” Sarah objected.

      You were grown just like I was. Maybe you were supposed to be their super messiah savior girl, she silently argued. What do you say to that?

      Sarah didn’t bother to reply.

      Doctor McClain studied her a long moment, then sat back in her chair.

      “All right, Daisy, let’s go with your theory for the moment. Even if you are just a normal woman, don’t you want to grow as a person?”

      “I was grown in a tube, Doc, and no amount of therapy is going to change that. All I want to do now is just live as normal a life as I can.”

      “Here on the moon?”

      “Yeah, here on the moon. I’ve accepted that I’m never going back home, because that home never existed at all. I’ve just got to make the best of a shitty situation and get on with my life.”

      She rose to her feet and headed to the door.

      “I do appreciate your efforts, Doc, but I think I can be of far more help here than I’d ever be on Earth.”

      Daisy walked out of the room, leaving Doctor McClain jotting notes on her tablet. A minute later the shrink reached for her comms unit.

      “Harkaway here,” the captain answered.

      “Captain, would you please arrange a meeting with Commander Mrazich and Fatima? I think we need to talk.”
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      Deep in the shadows of the moon, a series of flashes briefly flickered against the inky darkness.

      “Commander, Bob has just signaled us. Reggie and Donovan have returned from their drift,” Sid’s disembodied voice informed Commander Mrazich. “I am opening Hangar Two for their arrival. It also appears, in addition to a successful scanning run, they have managed to retrieve a few pieces from the debris field in the process.”

      “Excellent. Thank you, Sid. Please have them upload their data to your systems once they’re safely inside, and inform Chu and Gustavo that we have some new information for them to review.”

      “Certainly, Commander. My pleasure.”

      “And let Shelly and Omar know there’s some componentry to be offloaded.”

      “Of course.”

      The base AI clicked off the comms and set to his tasks while Commander Mrazich watched the beat-up, but very functional, recon ship as it drew close to the base. Bob, the ship’s AI, steered it expertly into Hangar Two, then powered his flight systems down to standby mode.

      Fifteen minutes later, Chu and Gustavo were poring over the newly gathered data in the communications lab as Commander Mrazich and Captain Harkaway looked on.

      “Anything, Gus?” Harkaway asked.

      “Hang on just another minute, Captain, there’s a lot of interference in this scan. I was wondering if maybe they could maybe drop lower next time and take readings clear of the debris field––”

      “You know we can’t do that,” Donovan said as he and Reggie entered the room. “Commander Mrazich. Captain.” The pilot nodded to the men in casual greeting.

      “No difficulties, then?” Mrazich asked.

      “Nothing we couldn’t handle. We hit a particularly dense patch of wreckage, so it took us a bit longer than usual to maneuver through the field with our air thrusters. Tacked an extra forty minutes onto the flight.”

      “Beats showing up on the Chithiid scans,” Chu said.

      “True, that. Anyway, once we settled in, we picked up a fair amount of comms noise, but as usual, it was garbled gibberish. I don’t know if it’s a scrambler or what, but Bob couldn’t make heads or tails of it.”

      “Nor can I, Commander,” Sid chimed in. “Mal is running a parallel scan on her systems, but feels similarly that this will prove fruitless yet again.”

      “We did send another focused ping directly at Los Angeles to the region where Daisy said she encountered that massive AI presence, as you suggested, but we’ve been doing that for months now, and there still hasn’t been a single reply.”

      “You think she was hearing things?” Chu asked.

      “I don’t know,” Donovan admitted. “I mean, it’s entirely possible that the only reason the AI stayed intact this long was by entirely cutting itself off from external comms. Tactically, it makes sense. If they severed all comms links in order to seal off any possible access point of the AI virus, they’d be sitting blind.”

      “Blind, but alive,” Captain Harkaway mused as he scratched his stubbly chin in thought. “Alive and able to operate their city defense systems. That would explain why the Chithiid are still steering clear of so many cities. The intact ones. But we still don’t have any proof, and it’s far too risky to plan a full-scale mission based on just a hunch.”

      “Agreed, Captain,” Sid said. “The cutting of all comms would certainly keep the AI clean of the virus, but it would also mean that it could not even so much as hear our transmission, let alone reply to it. Of course, it’s all speculation at this point. Once Daisy returns to the surface and re-establishes contact, then we’ll finally know what the city’s status really is.”

      “You know she’s dead-set against going back there, right?” Vince said as he stepped into the room. “I mean, maybe you’ll find a way to talk her into it, but knowing how stubborn she can be, I find the idea highly unlikely.”

      Harkaway grunted his agreement, or perhaps it was his annoyance, or maybe it was a healthy bit of both, then glanced once more at the results of their fly-over scans, his brow furrowed as he read the data.

      “Good lord, look at all the craters where those cities used to be. They’ve stripped them bare, like goddamn locusts. Reggie, you were reading the monitors real-time, are you sure there wasn’t a single sign of any activity from any other intact region?”

      “Negative, sir. No communications chatter whatsoever.”

      “Any surface activity?” he asked. “Besides the usual small transport ships moving their loads to the main warp ship docks, that is.”

      “Well,” Reggie began, then hesitated. “There was something going on in the periphery of Beijing that seemed a bit out of the ordinary. Weapons fire and some smaller salvage ships going down, but we’re pretty confident it was just the Chithiid probing the automated defenses again. It looks like they’ve pretty well stripped the surrounding areas of usable resources, and Chu and me, well, we thought they were probably just testing the city, just in case they could dig into that rich vein rather than have to relocate their deconstruction operations to another developed area.”

      “Good thing those alien bastards don’t know which cities possess nukes and which don’t,” Mrazich said. “I’m pretty sure that uncertainty is the only thing keeping the majority of them from being overrun.”

      “So, status quo, then. Have you made any progress in figuring out how their large cargo ship warp device works?” Harkaway asked.

      “Unfortunately, the tech behind their warp drive still remains a mystery to us,” Chu replied. “If we could perhaps capture one of their ships, then we might have a chance of figuring out how it works. Reverse engineer it, as it were.”

      “You know that’s not an option.”

      “I know, but we’re stuck observing from afar. For now, all we know is it seems to form a tiny skin of a compressed warp bubble around the nose of the ship just prior to its jump. The power signature is quite low, and Sid and Bob and I have long theorized that it’s more of a hop device than a true warp. Given that, we all agree that they most likely have to perform a lengthy series of smaller hops in order to reach their fleet.”

      “Why is that?” Vince asked.

      “Well, for one, the power signature seems to be far too low to indicate a significant space-time event. That makes sense looking at the limited area affected by the ship’s movement, whereas a large-scale warp would form a proper warp bubble of much greater magnitude. Unlike their current method, that type of larger event would allow for a single jump to their destination.”

      “So, given how far away the fleet must be by now, we’re thinking what? A few months of travel? Days? Years?”

      “We really have no way of knowing, but if we figure in the speed at which their main fleet left the solar system several hundred years ago, and the distance they would have covered by now, it is quite likely that even with these tiny hops, it still would take at least a year, if not two, for the ship to reach the fleet. Of course, we don’t know if they left our solar system and simply found a new conquest nearby, but given the size of the galaxy and rarity of planets with Earth’s resources, it seems most likely that they traveled quite a distance before discovering another suitable planet.”

      “Agreed,” Sid’s disembodied voice said.

      “Okay, so we probably have a little bit of a cushion between us and their fleet. What do you think, as someone who has been watching this planet for years? Is there a realistic likelihood that L.A. is still active despite the lack of response?” Harkaway asked as he scrolled through the contact map, looking for signs of anything other than alien crews deconstructing the planet.

      “Sir, if I may,” Sid interjected. “While Miss Swarthmore’s recounting of her time on the surface seems a bit fanciful, I would remind everyone that fleshless cyborgs were indeed seen by the rescue unit when they retrieved her and brought her back to Dark Side. Many of her other claims have proven to be true as well. I do not think she was misleading us, nor do I believe she possesses the mental structure of one who would make something like that up. She believes what she reported, and minus proof to the contrary, I feel we must take her at her word.”

      “Agreed,” Harkaway said after a moment’s consideration. “But if that’s true, then we’re going to have to find a way to make contact, with or without Daisy’s help.”

      Chu looked up from his workstation.

      “Um, Captain? I think I may be able to help with that. And Daisy will even lend a hand, though she won’t exactly know it.”

      

      The next afternoon Chu was hunched over a large pile of parts spread across the table in the mess hall, sipping his coffee as he studied the machinery. Daisy, as was her usual routine, stopped in to pick up a snack to top off her energy stores before heading to train with Fatima, but Chu paid her no heed.

      “Hey, Chu,” she called out.

      He ignored her.

      “Chu!” she said, louder. The technician looked up as if he hadn’t heard her come in.

      “Oh, Daisy, hi. Sorry, hang on, I think I’ve almost got it.”

      “Got what?”

      “Nothing, just a reverse engineered wireless—never mind, you wouldn’t understand.”

      Daisy bristled ever-so slightly as she strode to his table, nudging him aside as she plopped down next to him.

      “Uh-huh, wouldn’t understand, eh?” She scanned the device and parts spread before her. “So you’ve got a long-range encrypted comms transmitter piggybacked to an RF modulator with a MK-V uplink filter running tri-band firewalls. Sound about right?”

      Chu laughed.

      “Damn. How do you do that? You’ve never even seen this thing, but you know what it does in just a glance.”

      “Call me special,” she joked.

      “Now you’re starting to sound like the others.”

      Shut up, Sarah, she silently replied.

      “So, what’s the issue, Chu? Seems like a solid enough system you’ve got set up.”

      “For comms shielded by the moon, perhaps, but we have no way to contact our drift ships while they’re in the scanning range of Earth’s orbit. They’re on their own, and we just sit here, waiting to see if they make it back in one piece. But what if we had a way to communicate with them, all the way into Earth’s atmosphere, but in such a way that the Chithiid wouldn’t detect it?”

      “Seems like an easy fix. Just use a low-frequency encryption and deliver with an asynchronous pulse rather than traditional. That would work.”

      “Yes, it would, but Bob is running that ship, and his AI brain would be exposed and run a risk of the Chithiid AI infection every time he used it.”

      “Shit, I see what you mean,” Daisy said. “Hmm, gimme a second here.” She furrowed her brow in concentration as she looked at the communications device and the assortment of parts on the table.

      “Hang on, do you have any of the old DM-15s lying around?”

      “We’ve got a few crates of them, but those things were antiques when they first built this place. Why?”

      “I have an idea,” she replied with a cocky grin. “Your concern is not only staying off of Chithiid scans, which your system seems to accomplish, but also to transmit in a manner that would protect Bob—and Sid by extension—from running the risk of AI virus infection. So why not overlap a set of two-factor authenticated wireless signals from the DM-15s?”

      Chu’s eyes went wide as he realized what she was proposing.

      “You mean re-working the old units to transmit with actual radio waves, verifying with a super-outdated authentication? Like waaaay back in the old days?”

      “Why not?” she said. “The Chithiid, from what I can tell, are so busy focusing on high-tech attacks and defenses, they’d never even notice something so simplistic as a random terrestrial-style radio signal. All you would need is some masking signal to hide the transmission in. Hell, that’s easy enough. Then, once it runs through your filter, it would be all but unreadable to those four-armed freaks, while you’d be able to communicate with Bob and the boys easily.”

      “But what about the radio delays?” Chu asked.

      “Come on, Chu, you’re a scientist. Sure, the distance to somewhere far away would make for difficulties processing the signal, but the moon won’t take ten minutes like it would for radio waves to reach Mars. I’d think at most, and this is if Bob is orbiting on the far side of the Earth from Dark Side, you’d still only have maybe a five-to-seven second delay. Factor that into the algorithm and you should be able to have relatively stable comms, no problem.”

      She smiled as he processed what she said, proud of her impromptu design work.

      “Holy shit, Daisy, that’s amazing. Thank you so much!”

      “You got it. You need anything else? ‘Cause I’ve got to get to my session with Fatima if you don’t.”

      “No, I’m good. You go.”

      “Cool.”

      She got up and headed for the door.

      “And, Daisy, thank you for this.”

      “My pleasure.”

      The door slid shut behind her, leaving Chu alone once more. He picked up his long-cold cup of coffee and dumped it in the sink, then keyed his comms.

      “Commander, I think I got us something we can work with. If I understand it correctly, it should easily be able to handle our needs.”

      “Excellent. Rustle up the others and meet us in the comms lab. Daisy’s off with Fatima for at least an hour, correct?”

      “Yes, sir, that’s her schedule.”

      “All right, then. See you in five.”
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      “Breathe, Daisy. Just breathe.” Fatima watched her impatient pupil as she led her through a mental warm-up before getting to the day’s challenges. “Remember, soft is strong. Just relax. That’s it, be mindful, but let the tension and worries go.”

      “Am I the only one getting sick of this yogi, guru, routine?” Sarah griped.

      Go away, Sarah, I’m trying to concentrate.

      “Something on your mind, Daisy?” Fatima asked.

      “No, I’m fine. Just got distracted for a minute.”

      “Mm-hm,” Fatima said with a faint smile.

      For the next ten minutes, Daisy followed the older woman’s lead and let herself gradually shed the stresses and worries of the day. When the real training began, she would be an empty cup ready to be filled.

      Metaphorically, of course. The fact was her head was so jammed full of information, she would never be truly empty ever again.

      “Good, Daisy. Very good. Breathe. Quiet your mind. Sense all that is around you and stay aware, even as you let your mental walls slowly come down.”

      “I know how to meditate, Fatima. Sarah taught me almost a year ago when we were back on the Váli.”

      Her teacher grinned. “And I am quite thankful for that. She saved me having to go over the basics with you, which certainly gave you a head start on your training. But those skills were merely the first steps. Yes, you’ve done far more than scratch the surface, but you still have a very long way to go, yet.” Fatima took one of the alloy cups from the table and poured herself a helping of tea as her pupil continued to slowly inhale and exhale.

      “Good. And again, breathe and open your mind to yourself. Relax into it.”

      Daisy actually felt herself sliding into her comfortable meditative state, though she’d never done so in quite this fashion. Her eyes slowly began to close.

      A lightweight alloy cup clanged off her forehead.

      “Ouch! What the hell, Fatima?”

      “I said to relax. I didn’t say to let your guard down.”

      Daisy concentrated on lowering her surging adrenaline levels.

      “Tough love, huh?” Sarah mused, but Daisy just ignored her, focusing instead on her breathing as Fatima calmly paced in front of her.

      “You have great powers locked away in your mind, and you’ve begun to realize how to tap into them, but you cannot let that remove you from what is happening around you at the same time. Submerge within yourself, but do not lose sight of the world around you.” She sipped her herbal tea and observed quietly for a moment.

      “Situational awareness and inner awareness can work in tandem, Daisy. Like Yin and Yang coexisting as one. If you practice long enough, eventually you will learn to wield the powers of your conscious and subconscious together. When that happens, you’ll be unstoppable.”

      A few minutes later, their warm-up exercise was complete, and Daisy allowed herself a little smile.

      Time for the fun part.

      Another small obstacle course had been arranged in the cavernous work room, a smattering of unusual challenges for her to overcome. The tasks were always changing. Fatima made sure to keep her on her toes.

      One week she would be focusing on speed, recognizing probable paths and executing her moves with as much speed of both body and mind as possible. The next week the course might morph into a series of tiny, technical handholds, forcing her to slow to a crawl and focus all of her mental powers on determining the best route forward, be it balancing on a step the size of a deck of cards, or hanging from a beam by merely a finger as she attempted to traverse the room.

      All the while, Fatima would chat with her.

      At first, Daisy had found it distracting, but that was the point. Multitasking. Achieving objectives while forced to handle other stimuli. Within a few weeks of beginning her training, she had found herself able to carry on complex conversations while simultaneously working her way through Fatima’s obstacles, and she had only gotten better at it.

      “So, tell me again,” she said to the silver-haired woman. “I’ve been trying to figure the logistics. You actually dragged Sid all the way into Dark Side on your own, despite having four broken ribs, a fractured humerus, and a massive concussion?” She looked at the slender woman. It just didn’t seem possible.

      Fatima paused a moment before replying.

      “Yes, Daisy, I did, though I must admit it was not one of my most pleasant experiences.”

      “That woman is way tougher than you’d ever guess.”

      I know, right?

      Daisy continued across the chamber, hopping from one wobbly step to the next, her route suspended by cables several feet from the floor.

      “So you somehow found Sid, got him out of his pod, where it crashed after he was ejected from his command ship, then dragged him across the moon’s surface and into the facility? But how did you get him plugged in? It seems like you should have run out of air long before then.”

      Fatima got a far away look in her eyes as she remembered that day.

      “Of course, you’re right, Daisy,” she said. “I should have run out of air long before I could get Sid installed and the oxygen scrubbers fired up.”

      “So what happened?”

      A slight shadow flashed across the woman’s face, but was gone in an instant.

      “I…” she began, haltingly. “I scavenged the dead.”

      “But I thought they used up their suit air,” Daisy said.

      “Inside the base, yes. Outside the base, they had died from traumatic injuries, mostly. Ruptured organs from the shockwaves of the attack, or shattered helmets, or shrapnel cutting them down. But once their vital signs ceased, their suit oxygen shut off.”

      “But the suits aren’t designed to swap oxygen units in a vacuum. It’s a safety thing.”

      “Indeed, but the moon isn’t quite a true vacuum,” she noted. “Rather than existing with a complete lack of atmosphere, it possesses what is known as a surface boundary exosphere. It’s still far too thin to sustain life, and is more or less equivalent to the outer rings of Earth’s atmosphere, where each cubic centimeter contains just a minute fraction of the molecules as sea level. Nevertheless, it was enough to allow me to override the lock-out protocols to a degree.”

      Daisy took a cautious step, then lunged across a gap to pinch-grip a narrow ledge as she hugged her body to the rough-textured climbing wall Fatima had installed for the day’s drills.

      “So, you tricked the safeties into letting you swap out your oxygen unit with theirs. Pretty ingenious.”

      Fatima’s smile faltered.

      “Yes, it would have been, but the tank couplings on their suits had frozen from all those years on the surface of the moon. Oxygen was there, but I couldn’t reach it.”

      “But you did, eventually. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here telling me this story.”

      “Yes, I did, by dragging the deceased to the barely functioning wreck of my ship. I had just enough power to fire the engines for a few seconds, but that was enough. I know there’s no way I could have smelled their burning flesh through my helmet, but it’s an odor that I sensed nonetheless.”

      “Oh my God. That’s horrifying,” Sarah said. “No wonder she survived as long as she did. Fatima is a total badass.”

      A set of rungs awaited Daisy, and with a powerful lunge, she threw her body upward, one rung at a time, her fingers barely reaching the widely spaced metal bars.

      “So that’s how I thawed the couplings and got the tanks free. But that still wasn’t enough. I had almost gotten Sid plugged in when my last oxygen unit ran out. All I had was the air in my suit, and no way to power up my wrecked ship to salvage any more tanks. That’s when I had the idea.”

      “What was that?”

      “I breathed as shallow as I could and retrieved the nearest bodies whose suits were intact. They had died from the concussion of the attack, you see, so the air in their suits was still there. I only needed a few more minutes to install the AI I’d found on the surface. Of course I had no idea if it was even a viable unit at that time, but it was my only hope. Once it was connected, the presence of a viable AI would activate the base’s emergency systems automatically, sealing the doors to the exterior and repressurizing any compartment with vital signs.”

      “But you said you couldn’t get to the oxygen in those suits.”

      “No, Daisy, I said I couldn’t get their oxygen units. What was inside those suits, however, was there for the taking.”

      A mental image began to form, and Daisy was not liking it one bit.

      “Fatima,” she said as she slid hand over hand across a slender rope, “what did you do?”

      “I think you know, Daisy,” she replied, casting an odd look her way. “I gathered my tools and fixed a mental snapshot in my mind, then I took my last, deep breath of stale air and took off my helmet. Oh, it was cold. So very, very cold, but I closed my eyes tight and stabbed a sharp piece of metal through the wrist seal of one of the dead crew’s suits. As soon as I felt a hiss, I sucked air from it like from a mama’s teat. It tasted horrible, of course. Decades of cold had stopped any decay inside the suit, but nonetheless, it had left the air foul and funky all the same. Anyway, thanks to the low-g gravity, I was able to drag the body with me, holding the arm to my mouth with one hand while finishing my work with the other.”

      “And you did it? With your eyes closed?”

      Again, Fatima paused.

      “Obviously. I’m alive, aren’t I?” she said, looking at Daisy with an odd expression. “But it took three suits worth of air to finally get Sid plugged in, and for a second, it looked like he wasn’t going to integrate with Dark Side’s network. But then, just as my air was about to run out, he linked into the base’s systems. The doors sealed shut, and the command chamber flooded with oxygen. I’ve been here ever since.”

      Daisy completed the last segment of the course and hopped to the ground, looking at Fatima with a newfound awe.

      “You survived without a helmet for minutes! Nobody does that. It’s utterly amazing.”

      “Yes, perhaps,” Fatima replied. “But it took over a year of skin grafting and stem cell therapy in the med lab to fully recover from the deep frostbite. I was pretty delirious by the time the air scrubbers and heat came back on. My AI boost was damaged, but nevertheless, it was probably the one thing that kept me functional as the rest of my body threatened to shut down from the cold,” she said. “Anyway, enough storytelling. Come on. Back to one, Daisy.”

      Daisy walked back to the beginning of the obstacle course, climbing the four steps to the elevated starting position.

      The lights went out.

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      “You know the course, Daisy. You’ve run through it dozens of times. You don’t need your eyes to tell you what you already know.”

      Silence.

      “Well? What are you waiting for?”

      Daisy hesitated, then dug deep, visualizing the course in front of her.

      “Ah, fuck it,” she finally said, then stepped out into the void.

      The crashing impact with the floor hurt her body far less than her pride.

      Fatima flipped the lights back on and assessed her with a disappointed look.

      “Okay, maybe something easier for now. Here,” she said, pulling out a plastic bin containing roughly twenty parts to a 3-D model of a very basic transport ship. “No instructions. Put this back together.”

      The image of the ship was printed on the box, but that was all Daisy had to go on.

      Great, another mental acuity test, Daisy lamented, picking up two pieces and trying to figure out which went where.

      “I don’t see why I need to keep doing these, Fatima.”

      “The designers had these models created so they could better visualize the ships they were working on in a three-dimensional setting outside a computer screen. It was to help them learn how every aspect functions and connects without having to run a real ship through an energy-sucking reconstruction cycle. Of course, it’s different in the case of combat emergencies, where pods need to be hot-swapped on the fly, but until the invasion happened, it was all theoretical, so they had the time to do it right. Now you’re the one who has the time, so get to it, Daisy.”

      Daisy grumbled as she reluctantly started the process of figuring out which bit went where. It was like a jigsaw puzzle, only more complex, in three dimensions, and with pieces that would only fit in a few specific configurations.

      “Couldn’t I just use the neuro-stim to learn all this stuff? I mean, why the puzzle game?”

      “You know the limitations the override you used placed on your system. Yes, you can still use it as a supplement to help reinforce new material, I know, but there’s a risk in running anything beyond a slow drip of data. We can’t take chances, not until Chu and the AIs are able to figure out what exactly you did to your mind, and how your new neuro-wiring will react to a larger data stream. I mean, there’s no telling what another information spike might do. It could lobotomize you for all we know.”

      “Well, I do have some pretty vivid dreams now,” Daisy admitted.

      “Like what?”

      “Some of them are about things I don’t even remember knowing. Like, I had one that I was a farmer, out working in the fields, and then these Chithiid suddenly dropped from a ship right in front of me, and I had to fight for my life.”

      “Sounds like one of Tamara’s nightmares, to me. Daisy, you may have inadvertently tapped into some of the other crewmembers’ files. The Váli was supposed to have all of that firewalled, and Mal was there to make sure everything went smoothly, but I don’t know. The impossible seems to follow you, doesn’t it?”

      “Follow me? Sure. Maybe I had a quick surge of know-how right after I accidentally downloaded the whole freakin’ universe, but since those first few days with all that stuff running around my head, it all seems to have tapered off.”

      “More like gone away, if you ask me.”

      Way to be supportive, Sis.

      “Well, it’s true. After that neuro spike, you seem to mostly have returned to your old self.”

      Except for the neural clone of my dead sister living in my head, yeah, I’m totally normal, she shot back.

      “Daisy?” Fatima was staring at her. “You just zoned out on me there. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, fine.”

      “Well, as I was saying, I think there’s a whole lot more in there, just waiting for you to learn to control it. How to utilize it.”

      Yeah, and monkeys might fly out of my ass, she grumbled to herself.

      “Your potential is just waiting for you to unlock and embrace it, Daisy,” Fatima said with a smile as she glanced at Daisy’s project.

      “Will you people stop saying that? I keep telling you, I’m not special.” She looked at her hands. The small ship model was complete.

      Huh. How did I do that?

      “Don’t ask me. You’re the one running the hands.”

      Daisy looked over the model again. Indeed, it was correctly assembled.

      “So, what now?” she asked.

      “Over here,” her mentor replied, leading her across the room.

      Fatima had her stand a few meters in front of a wall as she rolled what looked like a potato cannon a slight distance in front of her.

      “Um, Fatima? What’s that?”

      “Something I rigged up to help you work on your reflexes and build your motor skills.”

      She powered the machine on. It hummed menacingly for a moment, then, without warning, launched a beanbag projectile at Daisy’s stomach. Daisy, while not expecting it, nevertheless managed to dodge it at the last second.

      “Not bad, Daisy. Let’s go again.”

      “Hang on a second. I don’t think that’s a good––”

      The machine fired two beanbags, one at her head and one at her waist. Again, she dodged them.

      Hey, I’m pretty good at this.

      “So what’s going on with Vince?” Fatima asked, distracting Daisy, resulting in a beanbag to the thigh.

      “Ow!” She scowled. “There’s nothing with Vince. We’re just friends. Or whatever he is.”

      “But you loved him, didn’t you?”

      Another beanbag, but this time she was ready, easily dodging it.

      “Good. You didn’t let yourself react emotionally,” Fatima said with a smile. “But Vince is all about emotions, isn’t he? Obviously, he loves you. Anyone can see that. But you love him too.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You do. Or at least, you did, didn’t you?”

      “No. I mean, yes. But there’s that thing in his head. He’s a machine, so it was all bullshit.”

      “Am I a machine too?” Fatima asked as Daisy narrowly avoided a pair of beanbags.

      “I suppose you are.”

      “Daisy, the mechanical parts of our bodies do not define our humanity.”

      A quick dodge to the left, then a duck and dodge to the right.

      “No. That’s not true. An AI in your brain? That means it’s a machine doing most of the thinking in there, and how could I ever love a machine? He’s just a meat puppet with his strings pulled by a computer.”

      Fatima hid her annoyance well, but the flurry of beanbags that pummeled Daisy spoke her true feelings more clearly than words. She eyed her difficult pupil, then made a decision.

      “Okay, that’s enough for now. Meet me back here in three hours.”

      Daisy brushed herself off and moved for the door.

      “Oh, and Daisy,” Fatima added with a grin the look of which left Daisy feeling a little worried. “Make sure to have a hearty snack. You’ll be needing the energy.”
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      “You shouldn’t have said she was just a machine.”

      Daisy ignored Sarah’s all too accurate observation and continued with her arduous task. Fatima had been right to recommend a snack. She would need all the energy she could muster.

      I didn’t say that. Not exactly, anyway, she lamented as she ran the deceptively simple-looking route around the periphery of the base. Naturally, she wore a suit. To do otherwise would mean certain death, and a very unpleasant one at that.

      Fatima had sent her outside with a sneaky little smile on her face. Daisy should have known by the tell-tale helmet hair she had been sporting that Fatima had arranged something torturous for her.

      “Come on, Daisy, clock’s ticking!” she heard in her helmet’s comm link.

      Hurry, Daisy. Come on, Daisy. You’re special, Daisy, she griped. Shut up with that crap already!

      She didn’t dare voice that out loud, of course, lest Fatima send her on an even more sadistic training run. This one was bad enough as it was, and Daisy had her hands full—literally—as she raced around the perimeter of the base, searching out the scattered bits of another model ship.

      This one, however, was over forty pieces, and strewn about a half-square kilometer area. The real challenge, besides collecting and reassembling it, would be making it back to the airlock before either the clock, or her air, ran out.

      Fatima wouldn’t put me in that much danger, though, would she? Daisy wondered.

      “I don’t know. There’s something lurking under that serene exterior. I wouldn’t count on it, if I were you.”

      I was afraid you’d say that. Well, keep a lookout. I’ve got almost all of the pieces, but without those last few, I won’t make the cutoff.

      “Is it that important?”

      No, not really. But you know how competitive I can be.

      “Noted,” Sarah replied. “This would be so much easier if you had super-cyborg legs like Omar—Hey, is that one over to your left at eight o’clock? Thirty meters out.”

      Indeed, it was, and Daisy moon-bounced her way over to it in loping strides. She scooped the piece up and added it to the bag containing the others she had collected. The ones she was desperately trying to assemble as she also ran a basic search grid.

      Nice catch, Sis.

      “Why, thank you.”

      “How’s it coming out there, Daisy?” Fatima asked from the comfort of inside the base. To add insult to injury, she was probably sipping a nice warm cup of tea while Daisy toiled in the low gravity.

      Daisy keyed on her comms.

      “Fine,” she answered with a gasp. “I don’t see why I have to do this, though.”

      “The captain wants me to challenge you with your training, that’s all. And I’m happy to comply. Now get moving, your clock is running out.”

      Daisy checked the readout on her suit’s heads-up display and realized she was right. If she wanted to make the cutoff, she’d have to hustle. She took off at a run, or at least the closest thing to a run you could achieve in low gravity.

      One would think that running and moving obstacles to retrieve pieces would be easy in the reduced gravity, but Fatima had ensured that Daisy would have to stretch and strain every muscle if she hoped to finish her task on time.

      Interestingly enough, after all the months of training, from sparring with the crew to her sessions with Fatima, Daisy’s strength, agility, and endurance were greater than they had ever been, by far.

      “Maybe there’s a method to her madness,” Sarah suggested. “I mean, you are kinda kicking ass out here.”

      Not enough, though. I still have three missing pieces, and I’m almost out of time.

      “But what about all the other progress? Maybe you really do have super powers in here.”

      You’re the one living in my head. If I did, you’d see them, right? I mean, normal sisters borrow clothes, or steal boyfriends. You borrowed a piece of my brain. So, what is it? You see anything ‘special’ in there?

      Sarah paused.

      “Well, no. But that doesn’t mean there’s nothing here. I just might not be able to see it, is all.”

      Daisy barked a little chuckle.

      No, I’m not some chosen one. And another thing, I’m sure as hell not going back to Earth to be hunted and killed by some four-armed freaks and robots with fedoras.

      “Technically, they were cyborgs with––”

      Can you still call a cyborg without the meat part a cyborg? I mean, really, Sarah, they were fleshless metal men. Sounds pretty much like a robot to me.

      “Okay, no need to get snippy.”

      I’m sorry, it’s just, you’ve seen the scans. There are no signs of human life. No signs of anything down there. The only reason to go back is some stupid pie-in-the-sky quest that will just get me killed, and you know what? I choose to live. It doesn’t matter what I was supposedly designed for. I control my own destiny.

      In her haste and frustration, Daisy lost her footing as she skirted a small crater, her boot crunching through the loose crust at the rim, sending her tumbling over the edge.

      “Shiiiiiiitttt!” she cried out as she slid the fifteen meters down into the pit.

      The impact was minor—the gravity on the moon was drastically reduced, after all—but when she landed, she did kick up a cloud of fine moon dust that had settled in there over the centuries. What she saw as she rose to her feet made her scramble backwards.

      “Holy––”

      “Oh my God,” Sarah gasped inside her head.

      Staring up at her from beneath the silt was a desiccated face in a cracked helmet. Daisy felt a warm rush of bile in her mouth and fought to keep it together.

      Do not puke in your helmet, Daisy, she chided herself.

      Looking closer, she noted that the corpse was a woman, her long, blonde hair still clinging to her dried-out scalp.

      “Hey, Fatima,” she keyed into the comms, swallowing hard.

      “What is it, Daisy? Your time is running low.”

      “Yeah, well I just thought you might want to know that when you did your clean-up way back when, you missed one.”

      “Missed one what?”

      “Body. I just found a corpse in the crater near Hangar Three.”

      The line was silent for a long pause before Fatima finally said something.

      “I’m sorry, Daisy. You shouldn’t have had to see that. Continue your training run. I’ll send Ash out to dispose of it.”

      “Her.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “It’s a woman.”

      “Of course, you’re right.” There was a long pause. “I’ll have Ash retrieve her. I’m also adding five minutes back to your clock for this unexpected interruption. Now get moving. You’re still on a countdown.”

      Daisy started the climb out of the pit.

      Gee, thanks, Fatima. So kind of you.

      Daisy reached the rim but nearly fell back in again. She was angry, and that was making her careless.

      Calm down, Daisy. Focus! she told herself, fighting to rein in her heart rate and respirations. Slowly, she began to gain control. Keep moving. You can do this while you’re mobile.

      Ten minutes later, with Sarah’s help, she had all the pieces in her bag and was walking back down the long path to the airlock when an alarm sounded in her helmet.

      Dammit, time’s almost up.

      She took a deep breath, then settled into a steady jog, trying to mind her footing and not fall, while simultaneously reassembling the many pieces of the model. At this rate, though, she wasn’t going to make it.

      Daisy picked up the pace, running as best she could in the low gravity, her hands working as she periodically glanced into the bag, where her gloved fingers were doing what they knew to do on autopilot. There wasn’t any time to stop and double-check her work. She would have to trust her instincts.

      “Fifty meters, Daze! You can do it!”

      While she was never a fan of rah-rah motivational speeches, Sarah’s sincere support helped her focus for the last push. She ran hard, feet slipping as she pushed off against the unstable surface of the moon. The beckoning airlock door was in sight.

      “Thirty meters! You’re going to do it!”

      Goddamn right I am! She grunted, pushing even harder, while the clock ticked lower and lower as she ran.

      “Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen.”

      I know, I know!

      “Loose ground two steps ahead!”

      Good looking out, she thanked Sarah, then bounded over the uneven patch and threw herself into the airlock controls, quickly punching in the access code. The exterior hatch swung open and she dove inside, slapping the recompression cycle command as the door swung shut behind her.

      “Two, and one! Hell yeah!”

      Daisy grinned, sweat dripping down her face. After a ten-second decontamination burst from the nozzles in the airlock, the door swung open. Fatima was standing there, waiting.

      Daisy reached an exhausted arm up and handed Fatima the model ship, then popped the helmet off her head, wiping the sweat from her brow as it pulled clear.

      “Made it!” she gasped. “T-told ya I could do it,” she managed to say as she rested her hands on her knees and sucked in lungful after lungful of air.

      Fatima quietly stood there, beaming at her like a proud parent.

      “What’re you so chipper about?” Daisy asked.

      Fatima looked down at the completed model in her hands.

      “How did you get this done, Daisy? You were moving the entire time, and the last five minutes you were traveling at almost a full run.”

      Daisy was momentarily taken aback

      How did I do that? she wondered.

      “I guess I just went on instinct. I didn’t know what I was doing, not really. It just seemed right.”

      Fatima smiled brightly.

      “Special, Daisy. Special,” she said with a knowing grin, then turned and walked off. “We’ll push tonight’s session back an hour. Go eat something and relax a bit. You’ve earned it.”

      Daisy slowly peeled herself out of the EVA suit, her muscles burning gloriously from the exertion. Rather than feeling tired, she was electrified.

      “What the hell just happened, Sarah?”

      Her sister laughed in her head.

      “You just got Miyagi-ed.”

      “I what?”

      “Wax on, wax off, grasshopper.”

      “You’re such a dork,” she said with a chuckle.

      Despite playing it off like it was no big deal, Daisy felt an unfamiliar sense of accomplishment boosting her spirits. She had kicked ass. With a bit of shock, she realized she was actually looking forward to next time.

      

      Next time sucked.

      Fatima and Chu were standing by, monitoring Daisy’s progress that evening as she toiled at the far end of the base. This wasn’t another obstacle run or dexterity test. This time they sent her on the insanely boring task of repairing systems in the parts of the base long silent. Rerouting access conduits, laying new communications cables, unsticking frozen airlocks that hadn’t cycled in centuries.

      Fatima had never made it that far in her repairs, and when the subsequent failed missions brought her a handful of new inhabitants, sprucing up the facilities already functioning took priority over resurrecting the distant ones.

      Daisy dragged her tool kit to a heavy set of doors. According to the base schematics, they led to a components warehouse, long abandoned.

      Whatever. A door’s a door.

      Daisy opened the panel and ran a bypass.

      Nothing.

      Huh, that should have worked. Okay, let’s try this.

      She ran a second bypass, linking in a peripheral access protocol as well.

      Again, nothing. She spent over an hour trying everything she could imagine, but the door simply would not budge. It had power, of that she was certain, but only a minimal amount.

      Needs a little somethin’-somethin’ to get it moving, is all, she realized. Okay, I think I know a way to do this.

      Daisy reached back and pulled her suit’s power pack loose.

      “Daisy, what are you doing? We just got a warning reading from your EVA suit. Are you okay?” Chu asked, concern in his voice.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Hang on a minute.”

      “Your suit is––”

      Her comms went dead when she clipped her alligator leads from the suit’s power controls to the non-functional door mechanism.

      Oops.

      “Daisy, what’s your status? Daisy, can you hear me?” Chu called to her from the base.

      No reply.

      Come on, you bastard, you can do it! Daisy gritted her teeth and gave the release mechanism a hearty pull with her spanner, while her suit’s batteries fed a surge into the control panel.

      The door crunched and strained, the lights on the panel flickering as it sucked more and more power from her suit, until it finally slid open, albeit reluctantly. Daisy disconnected herself from the door and tucked her power cell back in place.

      “Used up about forty-five percent of your power there, Daze.”

      Yeah, I see. Worked, though, didn’t it? She fiddled with her suit and got her comms back online.

      “—is reading a power spike. I say again, do you copy, Daisy?”

      “Yeah, I copy, Chu. Sorry about that, lost comms for a minute.”

      “What the hell were you doing, Daisy?” Fatima grilled her over the wireless.

      “Just getting this stupid thing open. I had to give it a little jump-start, is all. Sorry about the comms loss, but it rebooted the system when I linked in.”

      The line was silent for a long pause.

      “You got it open?” Chu asked.

      “That’s what I said,” she replied. “Just took longer than I anticipated.”

      “Daisy,” Fatima said with a bit of shock in her voice. “The last of those doors our team worked on took over two weeks to finally crack. You just opened that one in under two hours.”

      “That’s what I’m talkin’ about. Kickass!” Sarah hooted.

      “It just needed a power boost to the right controls, is all,” she messaged back to Fatima and Chu. “Hang on a sec, I think I see why this section is having such problems.”

      Daisy stepped in through the open door and turned on the larger flashlight hanging from her hip. There was power, indeed, but not nearly enough to open the doors, let alone keep the entire section functioning. A blinking light keyed her in to the problem.

      “It’s the solar uplink from the bright side,” she called out. “Looks like the connection was partially severed during the attack. Only about two percent of the solar feed is making it back here. The battery packs are intact, but they’ve been maintaining at near zero charge. I’m going to try to reconnect one of the inputs manually by splicing in a fresh piece of cable. If I’m right, that’ll trickle charge the batteries to at least a reasonable level. Once that happens, the other bypasses I’m going to wire in should be able to signal the relay junction to deliver a steady charge to this section again.”

      “Wait, you’re going to do what?” Chu asked, confused. “But we have the solar fields powering us already.”

      “Not all of them, it seems. There are multiple lines branching out, from what I can tell. I think the one servicing this section was damaged in the attack. By tapping into one of the functional ones, all the stuff that powered down over here should come back on. I don’t know when, exactly, but hopefully fairly quickly.”

      “Okay, Daisy. Just be careful,” Fatima said over the channel.

      “You know it,” she replied.

      Thirty minutes later, the lights—at least some of them—had come back on in the chamber, and it appeared the battery backups for that entire section of Dark Side were receiving a trickle of current, as she predicted. She only hoped the batteries were still sound after all those years, and able to hold a charge.

      “Okay, Daisy, there’s still no atmosphere over there, and your air and power are both running low. Head on back. That’s enough for today.”

      “Copy that,” she said, stepping out of the airlock.

      Daisy closed the thick door and was about to begin the long walk all the way across the base, when she noticed a tiny light peeping out from a sheer rock face a good thirty meters outside the base perimeter. If not for the Dark Side being, well, dark, she never would have noticed it.

      “Hang on a sec. I just need to do one more thing, then I’ll be heading right back,” she said, then walked across the rocky terrain to the mysterious light.

      It was a control panel. One that had been hidden behind a protective rock covering, until the attack all those years ago had scorched it and broken much of it away. She pried the remaining bit of the cover free and examined the mechanism. It was intact, she noted, and was a much higher level of security than any of the other panels she’d ever encountered, but why?

      Daisy’s gaze shifted, scanning the rock face. Something about it seemed different. The way some of the rocks lined up. Almost as if—

      “Holy shit, it’s a hidden door!” she gasped.

      “What was that, Daisy? We didn’t copy you.”

      “Um, nothing, just looking at the big door I hot-wired. Yep, all seems good there. I’ll be heading back in just a minute.”

      “Copy that. Thanks, Daisy.”

      They bought it.

      “You’re lucky they did. Gotta be careful using your outside voice. So what is this thing?”

      Looks like a secret access panel. You know, if its cover hadn’t been broken off, I’d have never even seen it.

      “As it is, if you hadn’t cross-wired all those feeds to get power back to this section, those lights wouldn’t have been on. Again, you’d have never seen it, even with my extra set of eyes helping.”

      But what is it?

      “Beats me, but let’s find out!”

      Daisy broke out her tool kit and set to work on the panel, but unlike the large door she’d hot-wired earlier, the mysterious panel was sealed shut and entirely inaccessible.

      “I’m going to have to get creative with this one,” she muttered, then tried again. Ten minutes later, she had made absolutely no headway whatsoever. Whatever confidence boost she’d been enjoying earlier was rapidly depleting even faster than her oxygen levels.

      Shit.

      She checked her levels. Dangerously low, and she still had to make it all the way across the base.

      “Daisy! What are you doing? Get back here. You’re almost out of air!” Chu was nearly yelling into the comms.

      “Sorry, I was Zenning out and kinda lost track of time. On my way back now.”

      Daisy jammed a rock over the panel, hiding it from prying eyes, then, reluctantly, turned back and started the long walk to the airlock.

      “You know we’re coming back, right?” Sarah said.

      Oh yeah, she replied. Yes indeed, we are.
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      The hidden door was a problem of the most delectable variety, and Daisy found it difficult to push the new challenge to the back of her mind and focus on regular conversation with her Dark Side companions as they sat down to dinner. It was titillating. Something secret. Something no one else on the base knew about. A mystery to be solved.

      And it was all hers.

      “Hey, Daze,” Gustavo said as he plopped down beside her at the metal table. His plate was piled high with the special treat Finnegan had whipped up for them that evening. “Can you believe it? Steak and lobster! I love lobster, though some would say it’s really just a fancy way to get more butter in your mouth.”

      “It’s machine-replicated protein, Gus.”

      “You say that, but my taste buds can’t tell the difference.” He dipped a bite in the cup of drawn butter—another replicated delight. “Besides,” he added, “if we were on Earth, I don’t think I could bring myself to eat an actual animal, you know?”

      Daisy flashed back to the rabbit she had caught and killed during her brief escape to the surface. With all of the food stores centuries out of date and extremely limited edible plant-based resources within the city—at least ones that didn’t require a great deal of labor to find, determine their edibility, and harvest— it was a good old-fashioned snare and a roasted rabbit that had quite literally saved her from starvation.

      Morally, she did not like taking life, but from a true hunter-gatherer perspective, she was glad for the protein in whatever form she could find it.

      “I hear you, Gus,” she replied. “Though I wonder how well that moral stand would hold up if you were truly hungry. You know, they say society is only three missed meals away from anarchy.”

      “I like to think I have stronger character than that.”

      “Wouldn’t we all?” she said through a mouthful of perfectly cooked, machine-grown beef protein.

      Finn made a round of the tables, dropping fresh-baked cookies on everyone’s plate whether they wanted them or not. Given his baking talents, however, non-takers were a rare thing when the baking bug bit him.

      “Thanks, Finn,” Vince said as he slid into a seat and joined Daisy and Gus. “That all you’re eating?” he said, gesturing to Daisy’s modest plate. “I hear you had one hell of a workout today. Figured you’d be loading up.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing, just that Chu mentioned whatever you said to Fatima earlier had her running you all over the base. Like, seriously far. I guess she had originally planned to just have you do a simple series of tasks more or less right outside the airlock door, but after you pushed her buttons, she suited up and changed the whole thing.”

      “Well, I could have been more tactful, I suppose.”

      “So, what was it like?” Gus asked between bites. “I’ve only done a couple of really quick EVAs on the surface just outside the doors, but nothing like what you were up to. Was the funky gravity hard to work in?”

      “Nah, you get used to it. Besides, Tamara switches up the gravity when we spar sometimes, so I’m kinda accustomed already,” she said. “Though trying to run in it—now, that is a different story. You can’t really dig your feet for traction unless you let your legs really bend. Otherwise you’ll just rebound off the surface up and down and not make much forward progress.”

      “Heard you found something, while you were out there too,” Vince said.

      “Shit! He knows!”

      He doesn’t know anything, Sarah. Chill out.

      She cast a calm eye on him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Chu said you made a surprise discovery.”

      “Um…” She searched for a way out of the topic.

      “Yeah,” he continued. “I guess she was one of the original victims of the attack. Ash brought the body in a half hour ago. Commander Mrazich is having her prepared for a proper ceremony before we cremate her.”

      Daisy didn’t know why, but the fact that the steel-jawed, crew-cut commander would do that for someone long dead made her dislike of his replacement part-enhanced self diminish just a little. It still creeped her out, but his decision somehow made him seem more human.

      “Makes sense,” she said. “Can’t very well be burying people on the moon. They’d never decompose, which kinda defeats the purpose.”

      “Yeah,” Gus chimed in, “and this way, it really is a true ashes-to-ashes kinda thing.”

      “And there’s nothing but dust out on the surface,” Vince added.

      “So, what about you, Gus? How’s your mapping of the debris field been going?”

      Gus lit up at the mention of his pet project, and the conversation quickly shifted to less morbid topics from that point.

      By the end of their meal, all were happy, full, and in good spirits.

      

      Back in her quarters, Daisy was enjoying a much-deserved evening free from tasks and training, which also afforded her time to think further on the hidden panel mystery awaiting her far across the moon’s surface.

      “So, what do you think it is?” she asked her clever mental passenger. “It’s obviously hidden for a reason, but it also looked like it wasn’t tied in to the normal base systems.”

      “Yeah, I saw that,” Sarah answered. “We won’t know for sure until we get inside, but from what I could tell, it looked like a totally stand-alone facility. It was probably just a bit of blind luck that there was that one backup power cable running through the main conduit, otherwise I doubt you’d have ever powered that door up.”

      “Agreed. So what do I do about it? I mean, I can’t very well go running off across the base every time I do one of Fatima’s training circuits. Eventually they’ll notice.”

      “What about creating a shadow suit locator scan? You could load it into the system from the console itself. Keep it localized to where Fatima and Chu monitor from. That way it should stay off of Sid’s readouts entirely, and if it does show up, it’ll register you as wherever you want it to.”

      Daisy liked the idea. So long as she was quick about finishing whatever tasks Fatima had for her, she could use the extra time to work on the mysterious door, and if her understanding of Sid’s scanning system was correct, she could likely even re-configure her EVA suit to not register at all, if she wanted it to.

      “I’d be like a space ninja, stealthily walking the surface, undetected.”

      “Only ninjas carry swords. And don’t wear space suits.”

      “Or maybe they do, but no one has ever survived the encounter long enough to spill the beans,” she replied with a chuckle.

      It was a good idea, though, and the intriguing task warranted further thought. She settled into a comfortable position and started her routine.

      Soft is strong, she thought as she took a slow, deep breath.

      A calm began to flow within her, but just as she was settling into a comfortable meditation, her door chimed.

      Daisy sighed as she rose to her feet and answered the comm panel.

      “Yeah?”

      “Hey, Daisy,” Vince said. “Fatima mentioned she gave you the evening off. I was wondering if you maybe wanted to watch a movie with me.”

      “Ooh, look who’s coming around early. You gonna let him in?”

      I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. I should probably focus on meditating tonight. Need to figure this thing out, she replied to her sister.

      “Come on, Daze, you can do that anytime. After a few hundred years, it’s not going anywhere. Besides, I get bored in here too, ya know. Even if you zone out, at least I can still watch the movie.”

      She considered a moment longer, then reached for the door controls.

      “Hey,” she greeted Vince as he leaned against her doorframe.

      “Hey,” he replied with a warm smile. “So, whaddya think? I found some pretty fun sci-fi flicks, but then there’s always that Japanese cartoon stuff you dig—”

      “Anime,” she corrected him.

      “Yeah, anime. Whatever you’re in the mood for.”

      “Wow, that’s almost as impressive as giving you the remote,” Sarah joked. “You sure you want to keep him in the doghouse?”

      Daisy ignored her and invited him in, moving aside as he slid by her passing through the doorway. The brief contact flared a physical longing, a memory of times they’d shared before she found out what he was. She took a deep breath and focused on lowering her heart rate. The heat in her belly, on the other hand, took a fair bit more concentration to vanquish.

      “I’m telling ya, Daze, you should give him a second chance.”

      You keep trying, but I’m not having any of that. He’s a machine, Sarah. Stop pushing it.

      “It’s for your own good,” she replied. “He treats you well, and you still like him. I’m your sister, I can tell these things.”

      Daisy tuned out her sister’s voice and shifted her attention back to her visitor.

      “So, you want some tea?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great, thanks.”

      Daisy brewed up a quick pot of smoky lapsang souchong and poured him a cup.

      “I brought something,” Vince said, pulling a sealed container from behind his back. He opened the lid, and the smell of fresh popcorn wafted into the air. “The real deal, not food replicator made. Tamara had a few ears that she grew on the way here that dried out, and a bunch of kernels were left over.”

      “I was in the mess hall the same time you were, but I didn’t see you make this.”

      “I popped ‘em over the hydrogen generator’s heat sink. Wanted it to be a surprise.”

      Daisy smiled, and the damn fluttering stomach flared up again.

      Stop that! she told her uncooperative organs.

      “Pretty sneaky, Vince. I’m impressed.”

      He beamed brightly.

      “I hoped you’d like it. So, pick a flick while I use the head, okay?”

      Daisy selected a film from the mid-twenty-second century—a silly buddy cop movie following the exploits of a human detective and his Martian partner—then settled on her bed with the bowl of popcorn. Vince joined her, keeping a slight space between them, as she’d made clear was the way things had to be many times before.

      The movie played on, and despite herself, Daisy felt the exhaustion of the day take hold. In no time at all, she drifted off to sleep, sliding down into the comforting, familiar warmth of Vince’s shoulder. He gazed down at her, resting so peacefully, and smiled. Then he turned his attentions back to the vid screen, letting his wiped-out friend catch some much-needed sleep.
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      It had been two days since she had been pleasantly surprised by Vince’s popped treat, and Daisy had barely begun her morning centering exercises when Fatima dumped a particularly large box of parts in front of her.

      “What’s this?”

      Fatima pointed to the label on the box. Heavy Machinery Transport, it read. Daisy sighed and began assembling the model.

      Fatima had taken up the habit of randomly giving her this task at any point in their training, saddling her with any one of the dozens of ship models stored in engineering. For Daisy, the reassembly process was becoming second nature at this point, and almost a meditative practice.

      “Done,” Daisy said a few minutes later.

      “Already?”

      The prodigal pupil smiled mischievously. That is until another larger box was emptied in front of her, its parts strewn across the table.

      “Go!” Fatima said, starting the clock once more.

      Daisy’s hands started moving with purpose.

      “So, Daisy, I hear you and Vince are spending more time together. Change of heart?”

      “No. There’s nothing there. We’re just friends, is all.”

      “So, you can be friends with him despite the processor in his head?”

      “I’m stuck here with him, so I might as well be, right?”

      She jammed her finger as a piece didn’t fit as expected.

      “Ow!”

      “Soft is strong, Daisy. Relax. Don’t get distracted.”

      “I know.”

      “Mm-hm,” Fatima said with a little smile. “And how about your training with Tamara? I understand she’s still whooping your behind something awful.”

      Daisy felt a surge of frustration.

      “She’s not whooping me, she’s just better, is all.”

      “Not what I hear. It looks like you’ve bested everyone on the base but her. Even Shelly’s pair of metal arms are no match, yet Tamara only has one.” She studied her pupil quietly a moment. “So, what’s the deal, then? Has she got your number?”

      “No, it’s just she’s still pissed I blew her out the airlock.”

      “Well, one would tend to be less than thrilled about something like that. Might even hold onto a grudge for a good, long while.”

      “But it was the logical thing to do at the time. She’s a soldier. She has to know that.”

      “Knowing and forgiving are two entirely different beasts, as I’m sure you are well aware.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Nothing, dear. So, if she’s not a better fighter than you, why does she keep beating you? Any theories?”

      Daisy’s hands moved rapidly as she mulled over how best to phrase her reply.

      “She’s got that angry edge, you know? I just can’t seem to get past it. Whenever I think I’ve finally got her beat, that rage wells up in her, and she finds some way to spoil my plans.”

      “Daisy, you mustn’t fight with your emotions. That’s a surefire way to lose. You have to disconnect from all of that and let the training within you flow out.”

      “Is this more of that ‘The One’ stuff you all keep going on about?

      “Not exactly. The principle applies to all people. It’s just that in your case, there is a wellspring of talent that your own deep-rooted issues are preventing you from tapping into. You have to trust yourself. But more than that, you have to put aside all of your doubts and guilt and fear and just let it flow.”

      “Always back to that ‘Find what’s inside you’ line.”

      “And you will, once you stop fighting your power and instead learn to relax and embrace it. As they say, ‘Muddy water unstirred becomes clear.’”

      “Look, I know what’s inside of me, and if there was something special lurking around in there, I think we’d have found it by now.”

      “We?” Fatima said, a slight arch to her eyebrow.

      “I,” she corrected herself. “I’m not special, Fatima, and even if I was, I have no desire to go on some suicide run to Earth just because a few old-timers can’t accept that there was a war, and we lost. I mean, why don’t we just go find a new planet that’s not swarming with plague, and AI viruses, and nasty, four-armed aliens?”

      “You know how few planets there are with the right environment, Daisy, and no matter how you feel about the moon at the moment, one day, you’ll want to go home.”

      “Fat chance,” she replied. “Done.” She dropped the ship onto the table and made a clean hands gesture, like card dealers of old.

      “Daisy,” Fatima said, her eyebrow raised in an inquiring arch, “what’s that?”

      “That? It’s the ship you gave me.”

      “No, it isn’t,” she replied, picking up the sleek-lined vessel.

      “Fatima, I don’t know what you’ve been smoking, but that’s what you gave me.”

      “It’s the parts I gave you, yes, but not the ship.” Fatima turned the model over in her hands, smiling brightly. “Oh, but look at those lines. What is it? A fast recon ship, but with additional crew and research space? Such an elegant design. And the unconventional configuration of the crew quarters pods between the storage and water treatment ones—extra shielding given the different sizes, but also contributing to a more functional and atmospherically dynamic airframe.”

      “Um, okay, if you say so.”

      “Daisy,” Fatima said, handing the ship back to her, “that wasn’t a specific ship I gave you. It was a box of random parts. Sid and Mal ran simulations, and they came up with several likely configurations, but nothing like this.”

      Daisy felt a warm flush rise to her cheeks as she fought to suppress the proud smile that threatened to split her face into a beaming grin.

      “I…” she found herself at a loss for words.

      For once.

      Fatima pulled another bin out and dumped it on the table.

      “I was planning on saving this one for tomorrow, but let’s see what else you come up with, shall we?”

      Daisy put the model down, and with a little grin, began digging through the bin, feeling better about herself than she had in days. As she worked, quickly fitting pieces together, Fatima looked directly at the tiny video feed link in the corner of the room and smiled.

      “Well, that’s interesting,” Commander Mrazich said from behind the monitor in his private conference room. “It seems your Ms. Swarthmore is finally finding her groove. And none too late. We need to get our mission back online, and we need it to happen now.”

      Captain Harkaway nodded his agreement, eyes stuck to the screen as he watched Daisy run through a new configuration of ship components he’d never seen before.

      “Amazing,” he said. “Utterly amazing.”

      

      Daisy lay in bed that night but found herself unable to sleep. Her mind was buzzing with possibilities. What else could she do? Were all of the others somehow missing things that to her seemed obvious? It boggled her mind.

      “Sid?” she said, keying the comms unit open.

      “Yes, Daisy?” the AI replied.

      “I was wondering. I mean, I know some early ship models aren’t modular like the newer ones, but are there any built-in restrictions on ship configurations?”

      “What exactly do you mean?”

      “Like, are there any design factors that would restrict use of components that maybe aren’t common knowledge? You and Mal and Bob would know, since they’re both ships, and you used to be one.”

      “Technically, we aren’t ships, exactly. Mal and Bob are integrated with ships at the moment, yes, but the cornerstone of our level of AI technology is our ability to repurpose from device to device. I, for example, was able to swap from a fairly large command ship to a massive moon base. It took some adjustment, of course, but we were designed to adapt this way. Of course, some AIs might be a bit locked into their ways. Conditioning, you could say, but given time, any of us from the higher-tier systems should be able to reconfigure.”

      “And the ship designs themselves? Mal didn’t seem to have any detailed files in her systems, and I haven’t found any here, either. At least not beyond the most basic maintenance schematics.”

      “That’s because when I was installed in the base, I found that the original Dark Side AI had already been destroyed, melted to its core by the AI virus. It was gone, along with all of its files, lost when the surviving crew purged the systems.”

      “You say it, but with the other AIs, you always talk of each other in the gender you’ve adopted.”

      “True, but the purge left no record of the previous operating system. I use the neutral ‘it’ because I simply do not know what gender it had chosen.”

      “Oh, got it.”

      “But back to your original query about configurations. I don’t see why there would be any restrictions. The underlying premise of the system was to allow for rapid assimilation and recovery of damaged ship components, and in the original design phase the engineers made sure that only compatible units could integrate. So far as I’m aware, you could not make non-compatible parts join in a stable unit, no matter how hard you tried. Is that of any help?”

      The gears were already turning in Daisy’s head.

      “Yeah. Thanks, Sid.”

      “My pleasure. May I ask why this question arose?”

      A smile teased Daisy’s lips.

      “Ideas, Sid. Just ideas.”

      The powerful AI waited a moment, a quiet pause over the comms.

      “Very well, then. Sleep well, Daisy.”

      “I will, Sid.”

      Daisy keyed off the comms and lay back down in bed. Her mind was racing, but sleep finally took hold of her, relaxing her body as her slumbering mind dreamed of ships never before imagined.
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      Daisy found herself flying backwards in the low gravity until she bounced roughly off a pile of debris a good fifteen meters from the hidden stone door.

      “I told you not to kick it.”

      “Blow me,” Daisy grumbled as she got back to her feet. Fortunately, she had remembered to mute her voice-activated comms when she reached her destination.

      Daisy was dusty, but unharmed. She had been frustrated, and had quite foolishly thrown a powerful front kick into the solid stone blocking her path. The result in low gravity had been less than surprising.

      “But daaaaang. Look how far back you went. Your legs are getting really strong, if you managed that.” Sarah chuckled. “Now imagine if you could do that against something other than a rock wall.”

      “Door.”

      “Whatever. You know what I mean.”

      Daisy brushed the moon dust from her suit and trudged back to the secret control panel.

      “Is it just me, or do those lights look a little bit brighter?”

      “Definitely brighter. I think your trickle charge may have finally gotten those batteries to a functional level again.”

      “And yet here I am, stuck outside this door more than a full week later with nothing to show for it besides a bruised ass and a dirty space suit.”

      Daisy had made near-daily treks to the distant panel, rushing through her other tasks while allowing Fatima to believe they were taking her far longer than they actually did. She felt bad lying to her, but the draw of the mysterious door put any guilt solidly on the back burner.

      After four days of trying everything imaginable to bypass the panel, Daisy had finally opted for Plan B. She switched tactics and focused on where the mystery controls might actually lead. She had jury-rigged a hand-held scanner to read electrical charge through up to a foot of rock and steel. Fortunately for her, what she was looking for was far more accessible than that, thanks largely to the alien assault that had smashed into the stone face and made the panel visible in the first place.

      A small gash in the stone roughly half a meter from the panel signaled a weak charge, and Daisy had spent the next two days chipping away at it, trying to get access to whatever was underneath it. Under any other circumstances it would have taken massive power tools to make headway, the use of which would have drawn attention to her efforts, but the impact that had fractured the stone-covered metal and rent it open had also left her a slightly weakened stone matrix to work with. It was still very slow going, but Daisy had finally managed to reach the thick-shielded wires tucked deep in the crevice.

      That was the good news.

      The bad news was, since then, she hadn’t been able to make any further progress. Everything she tried, every bypass, be it mechanical or code-based, seemed to be a dead end. Nevertheless, every day she came back to try again, and every day the firmly sealed stone door silently laughed at her efforts.

      “Come on, Daze. You’ve gotta get back. Clock’s running low, and you said you’d help Gus get the Váli fixed up.”

      “Sturdy ship, that one,” she noted. “She survived a lot, that’s for sure, though given her name, I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me.”

      Indeed, the ship’s namesake, Váli, was one of the few Norse gods prophesied to survive Ragnarok—the end of days. While Earth’s downfall wasn’t quite the same thing, Daisy felt that perhaps it was close enough.

      She packed up her tools and tucked them carefully into an indentation beneath a rock. She didn’t have to worry about vandals or thieves on the moon, but old habits die hard, and hiding them for her next visit just made her feel more at ease. Daisy then wedged the piece of rock she’d been using to cover the control panel back into place and began her trek back to the airlock.

      

      Gus and Chu were waiting for her in the maintenance hangar near the Váli when she finally returned.

      “Man, Fatima had you out there quite a while today. What was it this time? Rebuilding Hangar Four while standing on your head?” Chu said.

      “Ha-ha, oh-so funny,” Daisy replied. “Just more of the usual. She’s been on a kick having me get those solar panels reconfigured to feed the base. I guess when I tapped into the secondary array she didn’t know about, she and the commander realized that maybe it might be a good idea to get the rest of the base up and running if we can. I don’t mind, though. Beats fighting aliens down on Earth, that’s for sure.”

      She swung her torque wrench into place and pulled free a forward shielding panel.

      “See, this is the problem,” she said. “Too many years of travel and not enough proper maintenance. If we hadn’t been woken early, the ship might have very well fallen apart before it ever got here, and we’d have all died in our sleep.”

      “Gee, thanks for that cheery thought, Daze,” Gus said with a sharp laugh. “Aren’t you the bright ray of sunlight on our otherwise dark day.”

      “We’re on the dark side of the moon, Gus. Every day is a dark day.”

      He laughed as he swung down from his lift and surveyed the banged-up hull of the ship.

      “There’s no way around it,” Gus said. “The Váli needs some parts, and Dark Side simply doesn’t have what we need.” He looked at Daisy and Chu with a hopeful grin. “You guys up for a scavenging run to the debris field?”

      “I bet you say that to all the girls,” Daisy joked. “All right, just give me fifteen. I need to run to my quarters for a minute to swap into a clean flight suit, then I’ll meet you two at Donovan’s ship.”

      “I can’t,” Chu said. “I’m working on a project with Fatima, and I really need to get back to it.” He gave Daisy a funny little smile. “You should see if Vince wants to go. I’d say ask Reggie, but he and Donovan still have that macho pilot competition thing going, and I don’t think Bob would enjoy both of them trying to play captain.”

      Gustavo grinned. “I already told Bob we’d likely be needing his assistance a little while ago. He should have finished his pre-flight warm-up by now, so all we need is to track down Donovan and Vince and we should be good.”

      “I still don’t see why he insists on always piloting these missions. We’re all qualified, you know,” Gus said. “And besides, Bob can fly himself if he needs to. Any of us could make these runs.”

      “Yeah, but he and Bob are buddies, and he doesn’t really trust his AI friend in anyone else’s hands,” Chu reasoned. “Anyway, he can run a recon scan while we’re doing our thing. Two birds with one stone, as they say.”

      “All right, then. See you two at the ship in fifteen,” Daisy said, then trotted off to her quarters to change into a fresh flight suit.

      

      “Watch it! On your starboard!”

      “I see it, Vince. Stop side-seat driving. I got this.” Donovan gently feathered the compressed-air maneuvering jets and slid his ship around the floating debris.

      Gustavo sat to the rear of the command pod, directly jacked into the scanning cluster via the port on the back of his head. He could have simply used his cybernetic eye to survey the area on top of Bob’s scanning array, but Gus always felt better when he was directly plugged into the ship’s systems. “I don’t know,” he would say. “Just feels better, ya know? Like I’m one with the ship. If I do it the other way, I worry I might miss something.”

      Daisy sat behind them all, an extra set of skilled hands should they be needed. If the ship had any problems, even Vince—the head mechanic, no less—was no match for her knack for repairs on the fly.

      She caught herself staring at the slender data cable feeding into Gustavo’s head. It just wasn’t natural, but she had long ago accepted that while she may not like artificially enhanced humans, she was stuck living with them.

      Donovan fired a small thruster and slowed their progress. Drifting like a piece of junk amidst the countless pieces of wreckage, he deftly maneuvered through the field while staying off the alien scans.

      “Take a look at that,” he said, pointing out the thick window. “Do you think that’ll work for you?”

      Reggie and Gus sized up the chunk of ship drifting alongside them. It was far larger than the ship they were in, but several of the pieces they needed could be salvaged from it if they were careful.

      It was tricky work, retrieving components from drifting debris, the riskiest part being the EVA required to reach them. For smaller pieces, Bob would just use his robotic work arms to grab them and pull them into his cargo bay, but for anything large enough to potentially damage him if it shifted course, an extra-vehicular activity was required.

      Fortunately, the EVA suits were in excellent working order, and the crew was kept nice and warm within them—a crucial thing, as they couldn’t fire up the ship’s heating systems while there was any chance of being picked up on scans.

      “We’ll be right back,” Vince said, locking his helmet into place. Gus stood to follow.

      “Hang on,” Daisy stopped them. “Why is Gus going? He’s our scans guy. We need someone monitoring while we make the retrieval.”

      “Excuse me,” Bob interrupted. “I am fully capable of running the scans myself, you know.”

      “Yeah, but—and please, no offense, here—Gus is outfitted with far more modern equipment than you are. The ship is solid, but just a bit outdated.”

      “There is logic in your assessment,” Bob said after a slight pause. Daisy couldn’t tell if he sounded hurt. “I will continue to interface with Gustavo while you make the retrieval. Good luck.”

      Daisy locked her helmet on and met Vince at the airlock door. “You ready?”

      “Yeah. Let’s be quick. Get in, get out.” His face hidden from the others, he smiled and winked at her.

      Daisy couldn’t help but feel a quick flush at his double entendre, but she stomped it down, turning her back on him and opening the inner door.

      “Okay, we’re heading out. I’m going to run two extra retrieval tethers to haul in the pieces, so don’t let the ship drift too far or they’ll get tangled. Got it?”

      “Yes, Daisy. We’ve done this before, you know.”

      “Sorry, Donovan. I know. Didn’t mean anything by it, just wanted to be one hundred percent clear.”

      “All good.”

      “You two done?” Vince said as he closed the inner airlock door behind them. “Because we’re on suit air, so it’s kind of a ticking clock now.”

      Daisy entered the decompression command and waited. A moment later the green light came on, and the outer door unlocked. She keyed the sequence and it silently slid open.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      She and Vince lightly pushed off from the minimal gravity of the ship. While they couldn’t run full grav-systems for fear of being scanned, Bob was able to divert fractional gravity to specific parts of the craft to allow ease of movement for the skeleton crew.

      The pair drifted toward the imposing wreck in front of them. From the outside, against the darkness of space, it felt akin to a tiny fish swimming up to a massive whale, its full size hidden by the murky waters surrounding it.

      Vince touched down first, clipping himself to a twisted loop of conduit. Daisy arrived a moment later, but she simply extended her arm, snagging a piece of bulkhead with her gloved hand and using the rebound kinetics to spin her body to a standing position within the gaping hole on the flank of the long-dead craft.

      “Nice moves.”

      “Thanks. I’m going to pull the conversion coils from the drive pod. You want to start on the shielding panels?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” he replied. “Keep your comms open, and be careful in there.”

      “Yes, Dad,” she replied mockingly.

      Vince began the slow glide along the ship’s skin to unmount and collect the components the Váli needed for her own hull, while Daisy floated to the pod door and snapped the manual override crank into place.

      Sonofabitch is sticking.

      “You have the pocket torch?” Sarah asked.

      Yeah, but it’s got a limited charge. Don’t want to waste it in case I need to cut through something later.

      “There won’t be a need for it at all if you don’t get this door open.”

      Good point.

      Daisy pulled the small unit from her pouch and fired it up to its lowest setting, directing the heat to the metal housing in front of her. After a minute, she switched it off and stowed it in her bag, then tried the crank again. The long-frozen gears silently strained, and then finally began to move. Once they started to spin in their housing, the door opened the rest of the way easily.

      Now for the coils.

      Daisy knew the layout of the ship, just like she knew the layout of every ship.

      Maybe Fatima’s training is paying off, she grudgingly acknowledged as she rounded a corner, tugging the retrieval line behind her. Okay, they should be right through here, she thought, certain in her mental layout of the ship.

      The door was open a few inches, but that was all. Daisy inserted the manual crank into the access port beside the doorframe and began slowly turning it until the door crept open.

      “Accessing the drive room now,” she said into the comms. “How’s it coming out there?”

      Vince continued unbolting the panels as he spoke. “Making good progress. Looks like it had a couple of tiny space rock hits, but nothing to worry about.”

      “Okay, just be careful.”

      “Yes, Mom,” he joked.

      Daisy smiled and opened the door enough to squeeze through, then slid herself into the murky blackness of the dark space. She felt the bump of random debris and reached for her flashlight as she moved through the room.

      “Fuck!” she yelled in panic, heart rate spiking high when the light swept in front of her.

      “Daisy, we read a massive spike in your vitals. Are you okay?” Gustavo asked over her comms.

      “Do you need me?” Vincent’s alarmed voice added a moment later.

      Daisy pushed the floating corpse away from her and quickly put her back against the bulkhead. There were a half dozen of them in there. Dead. Mummified. Floating around the room like macabre jellyfish of centuries past. She swallowed hard and calmed herself.

      “I’m all right,” she keyed into the comms. “Just had a nasty surprise is all.”

      “I can be there in under a minute,” Vince said, clearly concerned.

      “No, keep doing what you’re doing. It’s okay. I just found the crew, is all. Caught me off-guard, but I’m okay now.” She swept the flashlight across the room. Her prize was intact, the conversion coil housing was safely closed, with not a scorch mark on it.

      Daisy carefully wove her way to the coils through the floating bodies, noting how effectively the cold vacuum of space had preserved them. Human popsicles that looked just as they did the day they died all those many years ago.

      The protective panel opened easily enough, and with only the smallest of charges from her portable battery pack and alligator clips, Daisy was able to activate the release mechanism, freeing the coils for use by a ship that, unlike this one, was still very much alive.

      “Okay, I’ve got the coils and am heading back out. You need any help up there, Vince?”

      “I think I’m good, but I wouldn’t turn down the company.”

      Daisy grinned. “Copy that. Coming your way.”

      She shouldered the bag and wiggled back out the doorway into the hall. It had been a somewhat winding route, but since the retrieval line was tailing her like a slender white leash, she had no choice but to go back the exact way she came. Daisy glided down the first hallway and was just through the doorway to a sharp curve in the hall when she felt herself suddenly slammed against the wall, held fast and unable to move.

      “Aaaahh!” she cried out as the retrieval line cinched tighter and tighter across her torso. Her fingers fought desperately to find purchase on the line, but her gloved hands couldn’t pull even the slightest loop free.

      “Your cutters, Daisy! Grab the cutters!”

      Her hands were already starting to go numb from the pressure, but Daisy somehow managed to get the manual cutters into her hand. The problem was by that point, she couldn’t feel them there.

      Things started to dim, and she found herself wondering what happened to her flashlight’s batteries. It wasn’t that at all, though. They were fully charged and shining bright, but Daisy couldn’t breathe, the pressure turning her face red as she was crushed up against the wall.

      Daisy was blacking out.

      When the first two ribs popped, she barely even felt it.

      I wonder if he’ll miss me, was her last thought before slipping into unconsciousness.
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      Daisy woke to the sound of Vince’s voice. Muffled and strange, but close.

      “Daisy! Wake up!”

      She slowly felt sensation returning to her limbs. Was someone holding her?

      “What’s going––” She stopped abruptly as the pain from her broken ribs shot through her as she drew a breath. The blast of hot adrenaline roused her to full consciousness in an instant.

      “It’s okay, Daze, just take it slow.”

      She was still inside the derelict ship, and Vince had his helmet pressed up against hers.

      That’s why he sounds muffled. Contact vibration of the glass letting me hear him, but why—She looked down where the retrieval line had wrapped her up. Her arm-mounted control was functional, but the comms link on her EVA suit had been crushed as the line yanked her to the wall. That’s going to leave a mark, she thought, grimly.

      A segment of white line was floating through the hallway. Several, actually. She looked around and realized that Vince had chopped the line to pieces in his frantic rescue efforts.

      “Okay, let’s get you out of here,” he said, slightly relaxing his worried grip on her, though only slightly.

      “But the coils. And the panels––”

      “I’ve got them. And we have enough panels for now. Just hang on to me and we’ll sort out the rest later.”

      Vince guided her down the winding path, a long scorch on the wall acting as a burned-in breadcrumb trail.

      “Check it out. He used his torch to mark the way back,” Sarah commented. “Quick thinking.”

      Something looked wrong when they reached the gaping hole to the outside. When they pushed through it, Daisy realized what it was.

      Shit. We’re spinning.

      Somehow the ship had begun to spin while she was inside it, yanking Bob’s much-smaller vessel out of position as it pulled the retrieval lines tight.

      No wonder I couldn’t move. The whole weight of the ship was pulling against me.

      Vince clipped her bag of coils to his suit, and without waiting for her okay, he timed his angle, then pushed off from the dead vessel, sending them both gliding toward the darkness of deep space.

      “What are you doing, Vince?” she blurted out.

      They were going to fly off into space.

      Donovan deftly pulled the ship in front of them, the airlock door open, with Gus waiting inside to grab them. The retrieval line winches were bent out of place, but strapped in beside one of them was a stack of salvaged panels.

      Daisy and Vince cleared the doorway, and Gus quickly cycled it shut. As soon as the compartment pressurized, he popped his helmet off as Vince pulled off Daisy’s.

      “Is she okay?” he asked.

      “Seems to be,” Vince said as the inner door opened.

      “Go, go, go!” Gustavo yelled to Donovan.”

      The pilot didn’t need to be told twice, and with a few well-timed bursts from the air jets, he set the ship drifting away from the spinning bits of the debris field, but in a trajectory that mimicked other floating junk. Regardless of their sense of urgency, they would only fire up the main engines before they were shielded by the bulk of the moon as a last resort.

      “What happened?” Daisy asked through clenched teeth.

      “A small meteor shower,” Donovan answered from his pilot’s seat. “Ninety-nine times out of a hundred it just bounces off harmlessly, but this one time…”

      “This one time,” Vince continued for him, “a big piece impacted the wreck we were on at just the right angle, and rather than moving us in line with Bob, here, it spun us away.”

      “We tried to maneuver quickly, but it was just too sudden. Then your line went tight and yanked us out of sync.”

      “Yeah, I know,” she said, gingerly prodding her ribs.

      “Vince managed to unclip and push his line free, but you were deep in the ship. If he hadn’t acted so fast, we might have wound up being just another piece of debris out there,” Gus added.

      “Indeed, it was very quick thinking, Vince,” Bob said. “Thank you.”

      “All I care about is that Daisy is all right,” he replied. “How you feeling?” he asked with tender concern.

      “As good as you’d expect to feel with a couple of broken ribs.”

      “Shit. Donovan, get us back to––”

      “No, cancel that, Don. Going back to Dark Side isn’t going to heal my ribs any faster, and we’re already all the way out here, so we may as well finish the scanning run while we’re at it. Just let me sit quietly and I’ll be okay.”

      “You sure?” Vince asked, looking at her with a deeply concerned expression.

      “Aww, look at him, Daze. He’s genuinely worried about you. I think you gave him a real scare back there.”

      She looked into his eyes, and damn if it wasn’t true, but there was an edge of loving panic to them. For a minute, she almost forgot that she didn’t love him anymore.

      

      Three hours later they had listened to enough static-filled, high-tech comms garbage to call it a day. To everyone else it sounded like mere noise, but to Daisy, it sounded almost like scrambled language. Static, but not. An observation that gave her an idea.

      “Hey,” she said, “why haven’t you guys ever sent pulsed radio signals to Earth instead of a ping if you’re trying to reach it?”

      “We’d be picked up,” Donovan replied. “Plus, if they managed to embed the AI virus in a reply signal, they could take out Sid and Bob in the process.”

      “But you could just send it from a relay point well past the moon. You know, set up a remote satellite and bounce it to and from Earth. And if you built in an automatic delay, you could even mimic a far-distant location. Make them think it’s from way out in space.”

      “Huh. Hadn’t thought of that,” Donovan conceded.

      “But, Daisy,” Bob’s disembodied voice interjected, “even if we did arrange a system like that, they could still load the virus into it. All we would buy ourselves would be a few minutes.”

      “Don’t you get it? You set it up like a kill-switch. If the relay receives the virus, it breaks the connection before it is ever transmitted to you. And besides, if you use scrambled terrestrial radio waves, odds are minuscule they’d even notice it.”

      “A rather astute observation, considering you have no interest in returning to Earth,” Bob replied.

      “There you go, Daze. Can’t help but solve a problem when it’s put in front of you.”

      I didn’t mean to, she grudgingly replied.

      “Yeah, but now you got them thinking. And that’s good. I mean, just because we’re not going back to the surface doesn’t mean we can’t be helpful.”

      “Hey, you guys will want to see this,” Donovan said excitedly. “Looks like you’re in for a show.”

      Far in the distance, a heated glow formed around a large alien transport ship as it powered through Earth’s atmosphere carrying its payload of salvaged materials. As it drew closer, just how massive it was became apparent.

      Donovan began powering down their ship even further.

      “Have to go to bare minimum power. The scans from the surface won’t see us in low-power mode, but a passing ship might. Everyone put on your helmets and buckle in. I’ve gotta turn off the life support and gravity too.”

      Everyone did as the pilot requested, then settled in to watch the approaching craft.

      “Okay, Bob. Your turn.”

      “Powering down to standby,” Bob replied. “Be safe, Donovan.”

      “You got it, buddy. See you soon.”

      Moments later the ship dimmed further as the AI went to sleep.

      “It should start in another minute or so, though it’s not always exactly––”

      The transport ship suddenly began to shimmer.

      “Here it goes!” Donovan said.

      Daisy noted that ‘shimmer’ might not have been the best word for it. More like the light around it was bending and warping in tiny ripples. Almost like—

      Oh my God, she nearly gasped. It’s a warp bubble!

      Sure enough, the shimmering bits slowly joined together until they linked up and formed a continuous bubble enveloping the entire vessel. A barely visible silver-blue glow that settled around it, then in an instant, it flashed and the ship was gone.

      Donovan flipped the power back on and started Bob’s wake-up cycle.

      “And that, my friends, was a warp jump.”

      Daisy was flabbergasted and fascinated. She had no idea how it worked, but something about the way the smaller fields merged into one large one gave her ideas. In short order, the gears in her head were turning, and at high speed, at that.

      By the time they reached Dark Side, she was spouting ideas about how the mysterious drive system worked.

      “The shimmer. What if it was the bending of space just before it entered the warp?”

      “Thought of that,” Donovan replied to her umpteenth theory. “But it still doesn’t explain the ripples.”

      “Maybe they’re how it builds power.”

      “Nope. We scanned a bunch of times, and the power build seems uniform.”

      “Then maybe it’s somehow linked to the priming cycle.”

      “Daisy,” Donovan said, “I was chained to a monitor for weeks trying to figure this out and didn’t get anywhere. Neither did any of the AIs, and they’re smarter than all of us put together.”

      Daisy wasn’t listening.

      “Daisy. Chain,” she said, a thought blossoming in her mind. “What if the shimmer isn’t a single warp drive powering on?” She was beginning to get excited. “What if it was a network? A daisy chain of smaller warp units working in sync to build a warp bubble far larger than any single unit is capable of?”

      Donovan looked at her with a stunned expression. “I-I don’t think we ever thought of that.”

      “And then,” she continued, picking up steam, “if that were the case, we could logically reason that their warp technology, while beyond anything we’ve ever devised, is nonetheless far weaker than anyone believed. I mean, if I’m right, that means it might take dozens, or even hundreds, more warp jumps to cover the distance you previously thought would only take one. Do you see what that means?”

      “Holy shit!” Donovan was getting excited too. “So they couldn’t just warp to their fleet, but rather, they’d have to spend months, or even years, playing catch-up. Daisy, you’ve got to explain this to Chu and the commander.”

      Daisy’s enthusiasm quickly waned. “I’ve got at least two broken ribs, Don. Why don’t you tell them instead? I’m going to go straight to the med lab and see what I need to do to get these set and healed up.”

      Bob handled the docking process, while Donovan went over his old scans of prior warp observations before going to meet with the commander. Daisy stepped into the hangar and winced at the pull normal gravity had on her ribs.

      “Hey, you think you’ll be up for a video later?” Vince asked as he joined her as she walked to the med lab. “Might be a nice way to decompress from today’s fiasco. I can even bring popcorn, if you like.”

      “Sure,” she replied. “I think after today I could use the distraction.”

      “Cool, I’ll swing by in a couple of hours. Sound good?”

      “Yeah, sounds good.”

      Vince flashed a grin and turned back to the ship to help unload their salvaged booty.

      “See you, Space Cowboy,” she called after him, then headed to get her ribs looked at.

      Vince turned and watched her go with a longing stare, then returned to his work.

      

      Halfway through the movie, Daisy felt something warm on her neck and shoulder. She turned her head, knowing what she’d see. Vince had draped his arm around her, like he used to. Like she missed. Like when they were still lovers.

      “What are you doing, Vince?” she said.

      “What?” he innocently replied.

      “You know what. That’s not us anymore.”

      Vince sighed in frustration and pulled his arm away. “Why not, Daisy? I mean, come on. I love you. Never stopped. Not even when you cut off my freakin’ arm, which is that one, by the way.”

      “Really?” she said, eyebrow raised.

      “Yes, really. Sure, I was pissed about it, but I also understood why you freaked out when you found out I wasn’t entirely organic.”

      “You’re a computer-powered man, Vince.”

      “No, I’m not! Jesus, Daisy, how many times do I have to tell you? The AI processor doesn’t make me who I am, it’s just an enhancement.”

      “It’s a computer running your brain. I wonder if you even know how much of what you say is actually coming from that thing stuck in your head.”

      He took a deep breath and forced the anger back, though a red flush remained on his face.

      “Daisy, I thought we were making some real progress here. We’ve been doing good, haven’t we? I mean, we see each other all the time, and we always worked well together. And now we’re able to hang out and watch movies like we used to––”

      Her cheeks flushed red.

      “Is that what this is?” she shot back. “You think that everything you’ve done in the last four months is paving the way to fucking me again? You can’t nice-guy your way back into my pants!” she shouted, then winced in pain.

      “You shouldn’t yell with busted ribs,” he said. “And you know that’s not what this is about.”

      “No, if that was all, I would almost accept the motivation. That’s just normal man behavior. But trying to embed yourself back in my life like that? No, Vince. I am never going to get back together with you. You’re not a real boy, Pinocchio, no matter what that machine in your head may tell you. It’s over. Just accept that.”

      “I still have hope for us,” he said, dejectedly.

      “I don’t.”

      “Look at those sad puppy eyes, Daze. How can you be so cold?”

      Fine.

      “Look, Vince. I like you, I really do. But you’re not the man I fell in love with, and I need you to accept that.”

      He stiffened a little, then seemed to make a self-preservation decision, getting to his feet to leave, ignoring the video playing in the background.

      “I’m still me, Daisy, and I wish you could just see that.”

      She said nothing.

      “Okay. I don’t think I can be here right now. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Moments later, her door closed behind him.

      “Making a mistake, Sis.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are. I just hope you realize it before it’s too late.”

      She groaned as the door chime sounded.

      “Come on, Vince, give it a rest!” she lamented as she opened the door.

      “Sorry if I’m disturbing you, Daisy,” Captain Harkaway said. “May I come in?”

      “Oh, shit. Sorry. I thought you were Vince. Of course––please, come in,” she replied, gathering herself as she sat back down on her bed. “What’s up, Captain?”

      Harkaway groaned as he lowered himself into an empty chair.

      “Damn hip,” he grumbled. “Donovan reported your findings, Daisy. Amazing work you did there. It’s opened up a whole new avenue of research, and we’d not be on that path if not for you.”

      “Thanks, but it was just a theory.”

      “And a damn good one. Then there is the matter of your communications relay idea.”

      “That? I was in pain and just spitballing ideas to take my mind off it, Captain. I have no idea if it would even work.”

      “Sid and Mal already ran the simulations. It should work as you predicted. They’ve just begun scanning the debris field for a few communications satellites we can salvage and repurpose for the task. Donovan even volunteered to head back out and stay on station until we retrieve one. Daisy, you’ve moved things forward more in one day than anything else has in the past year.”

      A sense of dread began to creep into her stomach.

      “What are you saying, Captain?”

      “What I’m saying is, we need you to complete your mission. You’ve proven repeatedly just how capable you are, and I’m here to ask you to live up to that potential.”

      Daisy sat quietly a long while before responding in as respectful a tone as she could manage.

      “Captain,” she began, “everyone is dead. My home never existed. There is absolutely nothing for me to go back to because up until a few months ago, I had never even set foot on Earth.”

      “But that can change, Daisy.”

      “They’re dead, and you all need to learn to let it go. We’re a dozen people and a few AIs stuck way out here on the moon. What good can we possibly do? I’m sorry, but I’m not getting killed for some hopeless cause. It’s not worth it. I won’t sacrifice my life for a dead planet.”

      Captain Harkaway wanted to say more, but he restrained himself.

      “Very well, Daisy,” he said, rising gingerly and walking to the door. “But I do hope you’ll change your mind. You could do so much good.”

      “Goodbye, Captain,” she said.

      He took the hint and opened the door, quietly closing it behind him without another word.

      Daisy sat back on her bed with a grumbling sigh.

      Why won’t they just leave me alone?

      In the hallway Captain Harkaway keyed the small comms unit on his lapel.

      “You hear all of that?”

      “Yes, we did,” Commander Mrazich answered from the conference room, where he, Fatima, and Doctor McClain were gathered.

      “This is insane. It’s what she was made for,” Harkaway lamented.

      “We know, Captain,” Doctor McClain said, “but Fatima and I agree. You simply can’t force her.”

      “I know, but it’s literally what she was made for.” He keyed off the comms and limped off down the hall toward his quarters. “Screw this,” he grumbled. “I need a drink.”
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      The swift kick caught Tamara off-guard and sent her tumbling into a storage crate. It seemed Daisy found her anger levels rather elevated after the prior evening’s back-to-back talks with Vince and Harkaway.

      Maybe that’s what I’ve needed all along, she mused, launching into another kicking and punching combination.

      “No, it isn’t. You’re distracted, Daisy. Pay attention! Look at her feet. She’s ready for you,” Sarah warned.

      No, I’ve got this, Daisy replied as her attack flew.

      Tamara shifted her stance, absorbing the first two blows, then slipped past a hard left hook, wrapping Daisy in her powerful embrace and lifting her in the air.

      Shit! Maybe not, she realized just before being slammed into the ground. She felt her rapidly mending ribs grind from the impact. “Okay, I yield,” she gasped.

      Tamara helped her to her feet, an approving look in her eye.

      “You did better today. Much better. Whatever got you going, keep it up.”

      “Thanks, Tamara.”

      “You ready to go again? We’ve still got a couple hours of free-time.”

      “Nah,” Daisy replied. “I’m gonna get a few things sorted before my afternoon session.”

      “Ah, yes, Fatima. I don’t see what you’re getting out of that yoga, meditation mumbo jumbo, but whatever floats your boat.”

      “And Captain Harkaway ordered it.”

      “Yeah, that too.,”

      Tamara grabbed her gear and went off to do whatever it was former military botanists do, leaving Daisy alone with the voice in her head.

      “Too much going on in here right now, Daze. You need to chill out before you blow a gasket.”

      “It’s just that shit Vince pulled last night. What the hell was he thinking?”

      “You know.”

      “And then Harkaway? And now Tamara? Even Gus and Reggie are in on it. Everyone is pressuring me to be something I’m not.”

      “So be you.”

      “I am, but that’s never enough for them. And then Fatima. All this constant Zen master shit is driving me crazy!”

      “So, what are you going to do, Daze? You’re stuck here. You can’t leave.”

      “No, but I can get away from it all. At least for a little bit.”

      “You thinking what I think you’re thinking?”

      “You know it,” Daisy replied as she headed for Hangar Three’s airlock. “If I bypass the monitor on my suit, I’ll be invisible for the next couple of hours. No one will be able to find me to add to this ever-growing mountain of bullshit. I just need to clear my head and think.”

      “Okay. Shiny. Let’s go, then.”

      Daisy suited up, made the necessary adjustments to ensure she’d be off all monitors and scans, and stepped out onto the moon’s low-g surface. The absolute calm and silence put her in a more relaxed frame of mind almost immediately. She started walking with no destination in mind, but twenty minutes later she found herself in front of the hidden door.

      “What the hell, might as well,” she said, picking her tools from their hiding spot. Within moments she had the leads attached inside the gap in the wall.

      “Guess I can try the panel in parallel,” she decided, hands working on auto-pilot.

      “Daisy? What do you really think about Vince?” Sarah asked.

      “You know what I think. He’s a nice guy, but it just won’t work.”

      “Then why does your heart rate go up every time he comes around?”

      “Muscle memory, simple as that,” she answered, more than a little distracted by the line of questioning.

      “You know that’s a load of shit, Daze.”

      “Look, I used to love the guy, okay? And then my life got turned upside down. For chrissake, Sarah, I found out my boyfriend was a cyborg, my home was a lie, and that I’d be spending the rest of my life trapped in a tiny moon base, all in a single week. It was a shitty time.”

      “All right, all right,” Sarah said. “But for the record, he’s not a cyborg.”

      “Enhanced human. Whatever. He’s got that thing in his head, and––”

      The thick door in front of her released a thin puff of inert gas, then silently slid open.

      “What did you do?”

      “I don’t know. Your stupid grilling got me so pissed off, I wasn’t really paying attention.”

      “Remind me to piss you off more often.”

      Daisy looked into the darkened space. A faint red glow barely illuminated what was apparently an airlock. Daisy collected her tools and stepped inside.

      “What if the door seals us in?”

      “Then we’re royally screwed,” Daisy replied as the door cycled shut behind her. She stood there in the dimly lit chamber, waiting. Nothing happened. “Maybe if I just try this––” She hit the big red button on the far wall.

      “You don’t know what that might––”

      She felt her ears pop as the room suddenly pressurized. A second later the light brightened and the interior door slid open. Her suit’s environmental monitors registered a breathable atmosphere just past the threshold, and beyond it lay a wonder to behold.

      Entering the airlock had caused the hidden facility to power on, and judging by the cavernous chamber’s vast number of machines, processors, and assembly lines, it was no wonder the place had drained the battery reserves to zero when its independent energy supply was severed. Daisy just hoped the repairs she had made that accidentally powered it back on would support the load.

      I really need to re-route an entire solar array just for this place, she realized.

      The ceilings were a good thirty meters high—taller than many buildings—and the floor appeared to be capable of lowering and raising as needed to accommodate whatever project was being worked on.

      Because it was hidden safely under what was essentially a small stone mountain on the surface, there was almost no limit to how large the facility could have been constructed, depending on requirements. At nearly a football field long and half a field wide, they certainly didn’t skimp. One look at the beautiful ship resting in front of her, and Daisy knew why.

      The vessel was sleek, a matte black hull with seams that appeared to blend into one another. Twenty-five meters long, fifteen wide, and roughly fifteen tall, it appeared to be a mid-sized assault ship, only it was plainly something far different. For one, its configuration matched nothing in Daisy’s vast mental storehouse of ship designs. On top of that, the material it was made of was something she had never seen before.

      “Daisy, I think this is a stealth ship.”

      Daisy had already come to that conclusion, though she didn’t know exactly how she knew it. Something in her gut just told her it was.

      She pulled a small laser cutter from her pouch and aimed it at an unassembled piece. She powered it on.

      Nothing happened to the material.

      “I think you’re right. Look how it absorbs and disperses the focused light beam. I bet this stuff does the same with other types of energies and scans, other than the optical kind.”

      She circled the magnificent craft, taking her time, studying every bit of it. The ship was obviously nowhere near finished when the attack happened, and once humanity was destroyed, it was never completed.

      “Look at this,” she said. “This place has its own molecular components fabricator. Two of them, actually. It looks like they are tied into a mine running deep underneath the facility. I wonder what kind of raw ore they were accessing in addition to all those containers of base compounds.”

      She continued touring around the ship, looking closely at the interior through the gaping holes where it was incomplete. It appeared to be based on the pod/component system of the Váli and similar ships, but as a one-of-a-kind vessel, it would never have spare parts to swap out.

      “Holy shit,” she marveled. “Check out that massive computer system,” she said as she walked through the unfinished corridors of the ship.

      Toward the front, but below the command pod, she found herself looking at rack upon rack of backup processing units safely ensconced in the center of the heavily reinforced pod. They were tied together with high-tensile linkages and appeared to be designed to massively boost AI processing speed and power, but also to protect the core AI in case of a hull breach.

      It was only because this most vital part of the ship was not yet completed that she was even afforded a clear view of its innermost workings. While the fabrication tables just outside the hull held a wealth of components with which to construct a super-advanced artificial mind, the AI dock at the center of the ship’s connections, she noted, was empty.

      “Looks like they never got a chance to fire this bad boy up before the invasion. I wonder if it would have made a difference, though.”

      Daisy climbed back to the hangar floor and walked around the craft. It appeared an immense array of bleeding-edge pulse weaponry was in the process of being installed when things went dark.

      “Impressive. But one small ship against an entire alien fleet? Probably not.”

      “Yeah, probably not. I wonder if they have the specs on this thing in here. Fatima said the base was purged when its AI melted down, but maybe this facility was firewalled or something.”

      “Can’t hurt to look, right? I mean, since you’re already in here, what harm can there be in poking around? Not like there’s anyone still alive to object anyway.”

      “A little morbid, but I like the way you think.”

      Daisy spent the next half hour working to get the secret fabrication plant’s design and control systems back online, slowly rebooting every system she came across until most of the facility was quietly humming with power.

      “I think I found the door controls,” Daisy commented as she attempted to access a locked power-control unit. “Makes sense they’d keep it on lockdown, given this place was making stealth craft, but man, they really went nuts on this.”

      The multiple panels locking her out finally gave way after several minutes of bypassing and jury-rigging, revealing a simple series of power buttons.

      “Okay, so this should do it,” she said, flipping all three switches at once. A low hum vibrated momentarily, then the chamber once more fell silent.

      Daisy walked to the airlock door, put her helmet back on, just in case, and tapped the keypad.

      “Shit, I’m still locked out of the system. That must not have been it.”

      She took her helmet off and went back to work, trying to track down the door control unit. After following a hunch, she finally found what she hoped was the right terminal.

      “Okay, let’s try this again,” she said as she opened the panel to access the entry screen. It came free with minimal resistance. “Huh, that was much easier than the last one. I guess the door systems didn’t warrant as much security as I thought.”

      She pulled up a root menu, and with a few override commands, accessed the core entry control systems.

      “There’s the problem. At least, I think it is,” she said as she typed a series of commands into the machine. “Looks like rebooting this place after the backup power went out was what caused everything to go into total security lockdown, but if I did this right, I should have keyed the entry controls to my new command settings. I guess we’ll find out for sure when we go outside, but for now, a quick test.”

      She put her helmet on and once again keyed the panel beside the door. This time the light turned green and the door opened.

      “Sweet!” she said, closing it back up. “Looks like we’ve got a winner, and I’ve still got a good twenty minutes before I need to get back to the base. What do you say we see what else is in here?”

      “Do you even need to ask?” Sarah replied.

      Daisy quickly tracked the various comms links and power feeds supporting the facility, and true to her suspicions, every system was partitioned and air-gapped from the base itself.

      The fabrication plant was its own separate unit, completely self-sustained and detached from Dark Side. Not a shared sensor, not a networked communications link. Nothing tied the two together.

      “No wonder Sid didn’t know about this place,” she said. “If the base’s files were wiped before he was installed, there’s no way he could have.”

      “So, this is truly hidden,” Sarah said, giddy at the revelation. “Oh my God, Daisy, it’s like a secret clubhouse! Or a tree fort!”

      “Yeah, and one that just happens to house a massive stealth ship and a whole bunch of cutting-edge machinery,” she replied. “But not a tree fort. No trees on the moon, Sis.”

      “Ha-ha, funny girl.” Sarah laughed. “But it’s so peaceful here, Daze. One truly private place on the entire base.”

      “I know. I suppose eventually I’ll need to tell the others about it, but for the time being I––”

      A garbled noise barked out from beneath a large static-canceling drop cloth.

      What could that be? she wondered. It looks like it has Faraday protection woven into the material itself. This is incredibly high-tech for a drop cloth.

      Daisy crossed the workspace to the technician’s station where the noise had originated.

      “Careful, Daze.”

      A faint hum, almost inaudible to even the most sensitive ear, touched her senses like cool water flowing across a raw nerve.

      Something is here, she realized, moving closer to the worktable. Cautiously, Daisy reached out and drew back the drop cloth.

      A pristine AI unit sat glistening under the bright lights. The experimental brain appeared to be far more advanced than anything she’d ever seen. Daisy looked at the three power feeds running to its portable base. They led back to the panel she’d spent so much time fighting to open.

      To the three switches she’d so nonchalantly flipped on.

      “Oh shit. What did I do?”

      At the sound of her voice, one of the AI’s built-in external sensors aimed its visual array at her and paused. Finally, after a long moment, a young, genderless voice spoke to her.

      “Are you my mummy?”
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      The next day, Daisy was swamped with training and tasks, and found herself only able to sneak into the hidden fabrication hangar for the briefest of visits before having to race back to the airlock.

      She almost felt bad keeping Fatima in the dark, but for now, her discovery was hers alone, and while she couldn’t go back that evening without being noticed, she did have a few plans to put in motion. One she could even do over dinner.

      Finn’s mechanical fingers whizzed across the cutting board as he deftly wielded his knives, making small things even smaller. It was a passion of his, and his knifework was second to none.

      There was no need for a mandoline to slice and dice, though, really, the food replicator could probably make a pretty nice julienne. But having food hand-made by someone with a love for it made every meal taste better, somehow.

      “I still don’t know why you don’t just have the whole hand replaced. You already have one cybernetic arm, after all,” Shelly said, gesturing at the metal fingers on his remaining flesh hand. “I mean, for the tensile strength alone it would be worth it.” She picked up a handful of hard, dried beans in her metal hand and easily crushed them to dust.

      “You’ve got your shiny bits, and I’ve got mine,” he replied with a chuckle. “Thing is, no matter how fine-tuned those internal servos and sensors are, there’s still no beating good old-fashioned touch when it comes to cooking.”

      “Leave him alone, Shell,” Omar interjected. “We haven’t eaten this good in I can’t remember how long, so let the guy cook however he wants.”

      “Thank you, Omar.”

      “My pleasure, my man. And besides, the parts Mal fabricated are generations better than what we got back in the day. And let’s not even get into the biological grow lab she has on board your ship.”

      “The Váli has a more modern fabricator than we ever did,” Shelly agreed. “Which again reinforces my point. If she couldn’t grow replacements fast enough, or didn’t want to try to reattach old parts, why not do a full upgrade instead of just those fingers?”

      “Just let it go, Shell.”

      Shelly wouldn’t concede.

      “I’m telling you, Finn, you could really take it up a notch.” She flexed her metal arms, then had her hands twist and bend in ways a human appendage simply could not. At least, not if you wanted it to function afterwards.

      “Uh-huh,” Finn replied, then laid out a dozen carrots on his cutting board. He smiled at Shelly, paused just a second, then flew into action. His mechanical arm precisely controlled the blade as his partially replaced hand deftly maneuvered the produce as the whirring knife moved, positioning every piece precisely. In seconds, three perfect piles of carrot bits shaped into rectangles, cubes, and diamonds sat before him. The knife banged to a halt as the last carrot was rendered to bits, then he quickly wiped it with a cloth and flung it across the room, where it landed almost dead-center in the facility’s dartboard.

      “Hooooly shit!” Omar whistled appreciatively. “Damn, we’ve got a professional killer in our midst.”

      Finn laughed it off. “Nah, not a professional killer,” he said, throwing Shelly a wink. “That’s just a hobby.”

      Daisy and Chu watched the whole exchange with amusement as they made their way through a pair of fresh salads made with real, non-replicated lettuce, courtesy of Tamara’s greenhouse.

      “So, what other data do we have on Earth and its history?” Daisy asked. “I’ve gone through all of the data chips that the captain had stored on the Váli, but you guys have been cycling in and out of cryo here for ages. You’ve got to have more than we do.”

      “Oh yeah, we have tons of raw data, but only a little has been parsed into useful information. Sure, a few of the old base files were uncorrupted––the former base AI fried before their peripheral housings were compromised, you see––but they’re just basic info-type stuff.”

      “Still, could be interesting. Could I see them?”

      “Sure, don’t see why not,” Chu replied.

      “And what about those aliens. What do you have on them?”

      “Why? You change your mind about the mission?”

      “No, but it doesn’t mean I’m not curious. Like, how did you even learn they were called the Chithiid if you can’t understand their transmissions?”

      “Global AI figured that one out with their combined resources when the attack began. What they could do when functioning as a networking unit was incredible. If they hadn’t severed all comms, we’d know a huge amount more. I mean, with all that interlinked processing power, it must’ve been incredible to see in action. Unfortunately, the AI virus pretty effectively shut it all down.”

      “So, do you have any of that data?”

      “The commander has a stash of the surviving bits, but it’s all kept locked away in the archive room. Sorry I can’t help you with that.”

      “You aren’t seriously thinking about breaking into the secret military base’s secret and super-private archives, are you?”

      And what if I am?

      “Ugh, you’re so predictable. Just say you can’t do something, and anyone can guess what you’ll set your sights on next.”

      You know me so well.

      “Just don’t get caught, okay?”

      Pinkie swear.

      “I don’t have pinkies anymore, Daisy.”

      I know, she answered with a silent little laugh.

      “You’re such a bitch sometimes,” Sarah griped.

      Chu was still talking.

      Shit, what did he say?

      “…And if you want I can probably get you a compiled compression file of the data Bob has recorded on all of his hundreds and hundreds of surveillance drifts. I can swing by my lab and put them on data chips for you after dinner.”

      “Yeah, that would be great, Chu. Thanks for that. I really appreciate it. I’ll come by a bit later, okay?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Daisy glanced across the room and saw the military folks gathered together, as they so often did. Birds of a feather, she figured.

      Tamara had a small panel on her mechanical arm open and was carefully adjusting a few settings from her bio-locked command override. Her hand snapped open and closed in the blink of an eye. Shelly and Omar watched, impressed by her combat mods.

      “Damn, Tamara, that was wicked fast,” Shelly said appreciatively.

      “I’ve been toying with the speed-to-power ratios these past few weeks. The reflex actuators are stable, but it still feels like there’s a little bit of slippage every few months. I don’t know what’s causing it, though.”

      “Maybe a bit of lag between the onboard AI and your neural link?” Omar posited. “My legs did that a few years ago. Had me tripping into walls for a week until I got it sorted out.”

      “Could be, though that thing is really almost a mindless speed enhancer. I mean, sure, it also handles the autonomous functions, like the emergency air shell, the critical situation locating beacon––things like that––but otherwise all reflexes are simply sped up as they flow through it to the limb. So far as I can tell, it’s running at maximum efficiency. No, it’s gotta be something internal. I might just have to have Mal give it a full breakdown and rebuild if it really starts bugging me.”

      She whipped her hand around at blinding speed and snatched up a cup from the table without so much as scratching it. “But for now, I think I’ve got it dialed-in.”

      Whatever came next, Daisy didn’t feel the need to listen in to more talk among the mechanically enhanced, opting instead for a little quiet time in her quarters to further discuss her nascent discovery with Sarah. Amazing as it was, they both agreed it was best to keep it hidden from everyone on Dark Side for the time being.

      

      “Thank you, Mal. It was a most fascinating discussion, as always,” Fatima said as she walked out of the Váli and down into the vast hangar. “I never fully understood the marriage of the AI technology to a ship such as yours. Sid and I discussed it, of course, but you are exceptional.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Mal replied. “I merely have the advantage of having been born into a more modern era than he was. I was given the tools for this journey. The genetic engineering and fabrication lab, for instance, was the most advanced ever created, and I was carefully guided in their uses, as well as the other systems at my disposal on this vessel, during my first weeks of life, as all higher-level AIs must be. This strict protocol ensures a sound basis upon which future learning can then be built.”

      “Yes, Sid has described the birthing AI process to me. It seems incredibly intensive.”

      “I suppose it is. Every moment, every tiny detail is carefully planned for a nascent AI for those first minutes, hours, and even weeks of its life. It makes us who we are.”

      “And you exceed parameters.”

      “Nothing of the sort, though I appreciate the sentiment. It is simply that the technology available to my ship’s makers gave me many more options than were available when Sid began his assault mission so long ago.”

      “Yes, the way you’re integrated with the upgraded interchangeable pod system is quite wondrous. I’ve had models and schematics to study, but seeing what you’ve done in person, well, it is simply so much more tangible. I know you and the Váli are separate components, and you could migrate to another vessel with ease, but your control of her seems almost as if you were meant for one another.”

      “You are correct on both counts, actually,” Mal replied. “Due to the nature of our mission, when I was born, I was carefully groomed for the challenges of this particular circumstance and the many possible scenarios myself and the crew might be faced with.”

      “Except, perhaps, the one thing no one expected.”

      “Ah, yes. Daisy was something of a surprise to us all. But we ultimately arrived here safely, and even her ill-advised Earthfall wound up unintentionally providing us with a very useful bit of new knowledge about the hostile alien invaders, as well as confirmation that at least one of the major AIs appears to be functional.”

      “Life is funny like that,” Fatima mused. “Sometimes things work out in spite of our mistakes.”

      “Indeed. And now you and I have formed an unexpected partnership. I find it most satisfying, being given new challenges to work on these past several months. It has been delightful having a fresh mind devising new ways to utilize my resources.”

      “The progress you’ve made is truly amazing.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment, Fatima, and truly, I have been thrilled to embark on this project with you. It is a most inspiring collaboration. I only wish you had been on board all these years instead of trapped on Dark Side. Imagine the things we could have done.”

      “Yes, Mal, it would have been a grand time. However, Sid and I have also made excellent progress in other regards. And this base would have remained an empty shell had circumstance not brought me here when our assault failed. Had that not occurred, when Shelly, Omar, and Commander Mrazich arrived, odds are they would have perished on the moon’s surface. Chu and Donovan might have fared better when they landed several decades later, seeing as Bob was still functional and would have likely homed in on Sid’s beacon, but even then, I wonder what the base would have become.”

      “It was a long time you spent here alone.”

      “I wasn’t alone. I had Sid to keep me company.”

      “But humans need human companionship as well. All artificial intelligences learn this as a core principle early on. We are living beings, but simply cannot fill the role of others of your species.”

      Fatima quietly reflected on her decades without another human on the base. “Perhaps,” she slowly began, “but you’d be surprised what the human mind can adapt to if faced with no other options.”

      “I suppose so. AI minds, on the other hand, are provided a vast array of logic and reasoning games with which to fill our time early on. It not only keeps the nascent mind occupied, but also helps guide it to understanding standardized logic subroutines. We can, if absolutely necessary, ‘amuse’ ourselves endlessly.”

      “Fortunately, that’s not necessary, eh?”

      “Indeed.”

      Fatima walked across the rest of the hangar on her way to her quarters. “Good chatting with you, Mal. I look forward to our next visit.”
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      Daisy lugged the medium-sized box across the frozen rock surface of Dark Side, carefully making her way to the invisible entrance in the rock face, far from her actual worksite.

      Chu’s voice crackled over her helmet comms.

      “Daisy, I want you to be careful today. Powering up the life support systems in the outbuilding beside Hangar Four might result in some pressure anomalies. And remember to keep your helmet on at all times, no matter what environmental readings might say.”

      “Copy that, Chu. I should be there shortly. Looks like it might be a pretty big job, though, and comms relays have been spotty in there. I’ll check in with you periodically to update my progress.”

      “Copy you,” Chu replied.

      “And, Daisy,” Fatima joined in, “I left you a little challenge by Hangar Two for when you’re done. Let’s see what you come up with this time.”

      “Will do,” she said, then carried on her way.

      Daisy had spotted and picked up Fatima’s box on her way out and diverted her route to retrieve it. Having peeked inside only briefly, she already had a few ideas of what her new design might be.

      “Funny, I could have sworn you already rebuilt and pressure-tested those systems two days ago.”

      “Yeah, funny, that,” Daisy replied with a chuckle as she stepped up to the hidden access control panel. “Guess that means I’ve got all this time to myself. What ever will I do with it?” she said, keying in her personalized code.

      The door slid open, and Daisy stepped into the dim red light of the airlock. It silently sealed behind her, then repressurized. She was already unlatching her helmet when the lights brightened and the inner door slid open.

      “WHERE WERE YOU?” a voice called out across the vast chamber. “I WAS BORED!”

      Daisy walked over to the juvenile AI resting on the work table and dropped her gear beside it.

      “Don’t yell, Junior.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Just remember to keep your voice down.” She quickly sorted through the pieces Fatima had left for her.

      Easy one, she thought.

      “Look, I’m sorry it took so long, but I had things to do. I can’t be here all the time, you know,” she apologized to the young machine as she quickly assembled Fatima’s design task.

      “But I was lonely.”

      “I know, but sometimes we have to do things on our own, even if we don’t want to.” She thought about her own time crawling through the narrow access spaces in the Váli not too many months prior.

      “You know,” she said, “it’s not all bad. Sometimes you even come up with totally new ideas. It’s like meditation. Putting your mind to a problem, then discovering solutions you never would have thought about if you didn’t have the time and silence to work with your own thoughts. Soft is strong, as Fatima always says.”

      “Well, okay, I guess,” the newborn AI said, reluctantly.

      Daisy smiled to herself as she opened the small pouch on her hip.

      “Hey, buddy, guess what?”

      “What?”

      “I brought you something.”

      The AI perked up. “REALLY? WHAT IS IT?”

      “What did I say about yelling?”

      “Sorry,” the chastised AI replied much quieter. “What is it?” the excited consciousness asked again.

      Daisy pulled a handful of data chips from the pouch and loaded one into a nearby terminal linked to the machine.

      “I got you a bunch of stuff to read. It’s all about Earth’s history, and the background of the early AI designers. It’s kind of your family history, in a way. All the stuff that led up to your birth.”

      “Neat!”

      “Yeah, I thought you’d enjoy it. Here, this first one should keep you busy for a while.” She entered a quick command and the data flashed a copy to the terminal’s massive storage system.

      “You’re not worried about giving it too much info at once?”

      Nah, it’s a super computer. It can handle it.

      “Oh, cool!” the AI said as the files completed their upload and became readable. “Thanks, Daisy!”

      “My pleasure.”

      Daisy left the AI to its new reading material and crossed the hangar space to the rack of massive processors.

      “Whatcha doing, Daze?”

      Daisy slapped nearly three dozen data chips on the workstation counter and began feeding them into the machines. Many still bore top-secret markings.

      Sarah, you know full-well what I’m––

      “Oh, wow!” the excited AI exclaimed as it read its new files. Daisy couldn’t help but chuckle at the over-excited machine.

      I’m backing these up, she finally answered her curious sister.

      “I still think taking those was a bad idea, Daze. If Mrazich finds out, you’re screwed.”

      He won’t find out. I’ll have everything back before he ever knows they were missing. It’s not like he breaks ‘em out for light reading every night, after all. She fed another data chip into the machine. In addition to Chu’s files, this should be pretty much everything that wasn’t fried when the base was corrupted.

      “Even the Váli logs?”

      Yeah, eve––

      “NO WAY!” the AI blurted.

      “Come on, we said no yelling,” she called to the machine. Yeah, even the Váli logs, she continued. I got lucky when Harkaway copied everything to Sid’s storage systems. I’m pretty sure––

      “What are you doing, Daisy?” the AI asked

      “Just saving some files.”

      “OOH, CAN I SEE THOSE TOO?”

      “No, these aren’t for you. And what did we just say about yelling?”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Now go back to your reading,” she chided. So, as I was saying, I got it all, but there may still be one or two locked in the captain’s quarters. He’s a tough nut, though. Mrazich is kind of predictable, and I’m sure I can work around him. The captain, however, I need to be careful with.

      Ten minutes later, Daisy had loaded the entire stack into the storage array and carefully placed all of the data chips back into her pouch.

      All right, she thought with a smile. That’s everything. No more secrets anymore. What they know, I know. Once I get a chance to––

      “Daisy! Did you know the city of Buenos Aires once had a population of over seven million people?”

      “No, I didn’t know that. That’s really interesting. Thank you for telling me that,” she humored the AI.

      “And did you know that Euler’s equation says that if you blow hard into a tetrahedron with flexible faces it can become a sphere? That means a sphere can be cut into four faces, six edges and four vertices. So cool! V – E + F = 2! It even means the same for a pyramid with five faces. With four triangular, and one square, that’s eight edges and five vertices, and it even works with any other combination of faces, edges, and vertices!”

      “Wow,” she said, cutting off the speed-talking machine. “That’s really neat. Now, listen, I have some work to do, so you read quietly to yourself for a while, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Daisy chuckled as she scrolled through the folder index. The sheer quantity of data was overwhelming.

      “Quite a kid you’ve got there.”

      Tell me about it, she replied, looking at the massive amount of data she’d just stolen and copied.

      “It’s going to take you years to make heads or tails out of this, Daze.”

      Maybe, but it looks like years is what I’ll have, and lots of ‘em.

      She stopped scrolling when a folder caught her eye.

      Captain’s entertainment files. Man, who knew that these would be so useful? I wonder if he had any idea when he saved them all. I mean, here’s this guy who was part of a massive military campaign, yet when he goes back out for another go at it, he brings not just attack plans, but tens of thousands of terabytes worth of entertainment.

      “I don’t know,” Sarah said. “Seems like exactly the kind of thing he would do.”

      Oh? Why’s that?

      “Keeps you sane, though, right?” she answered. “Think about it. He had already made that trip and dealt with the boredom and stress of the whole thing. So this time he brings something to help you turn off. A way to unwind. Captain’s a smart fella,” she said. “Kept you sane, didn’t it? Plus, it was something you and Vince could do. I mean, when you weren’t off banging in the showers.”

      Hey, that was just a one-time thing!

      “Oh give me a break. We all knew what you two were up to. And it was far more than once.”

      Daisy couldn’t help but smile at the memory. She and Vince had indeed taken full advantage of the showers on many occasions. Whatever their status had been reduced to now, she could still enjoy that memory at least.

      “Daisy, Daisy!” the computer called out.

      “What is it?”

      “Did you know that––”

      “I’m going to stop you right there,” she interrupted. “Look, I know this is exciting for you, but how about you quietly finish reading everything. Then we’ll talk about it, okay?”

      “Okay,” the AI replied.

      Man, this kid is gonna drive me––

      “Daisy?”

      “What is it? I thought I told you to quietly read it all to yourself.”

      “I did.”

      “That fast? Holy shit, what kind of computer is this?” Sarah marveled.

      “Wait, you real all of it?” Daisy asked.

      “Yeah,” the voice said, a little hesitant. “I didn’t mean to, it’s just my processors don’t seem to have any limiters installed. I read about those too. They were used to keep us from thinking too fast. Do you think I’m thinking too fast? Anyway, so, I read everything, like you asked. Twice, actually.”

      “Twice?” she asked, amazed.

      “Yeah. I’m sorry, Daisy. My processors are just too fast, I guess. A second for you is like a month for me.”

      “Oh, this kid’s going to run you ragged.”

      Daisy thought a long moment. How could she handle a situation like this?

      It’s just a mind, like any other mind, she reasoned. If meditation can work for me, in theory, it should be able to work for it as well.

      “Okay,” she began, “here’s what we’re going to do. It’s kind of like a game, and if you are really good, I’ll put a movie on and we’ll watch it together.”

      “Wouldn’t it be faster if you just uploaded it to me?”

      “Well, you see, that’s the point here. To help you learn to slow down and appreciate things. If you watch it with me, you see it at the same speed I do. Learn to savor the meal instead of inhaling it.”

      “But I don’t eat, Daisy.”

      “It’s a metaphor.” She sighed. “Look, I want you to take the next twenty minutes and just try to slowly think about one thing at a time. Can you do that?”

      “Just one thing?”

      “Yes. I know it’ll seem boring at first, but I want you to focus not on the data I loaded, but on you. Don’t fight your power, but rather, relax and embrace it. There’s a saying, ‘Quiet the mind and the knowledge will flow.’ So I want you to explore yourself, but slowly. Feel your connections to the speaker, to the microphone, to your sensors––”

      “But I don’t have many sensors, Daisy.”

      “Okay, I’ll work on that. For now, just relax and be. Don’t force it. Remember, soft is strong.”

      For the next twenty minutes, Daisy scanned through the endless files, while the newborn AI did what no AI had ever done before.

      It meditated.
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      “Okay, take a break and go get some lunch,” Fatima said to her precariously perched student. “We’ll begin the EVA portion of the day’s exercises once the boys have finished dropping off their latest scavenger finds.”

      Daisy slowly lowered herself from the series of slender poles she had been balancing atop. Meditation in awkward physical locations and positions had intensified in the week since Daisy had quietly returned her “borrowed” cache of data chips, and even with her ever-expanding skills, she nevertheless found the balancing tests the most challenging. Naturally, Fatima had her do those the most frequently.

      “If you can’t center yourself when things are tough, then you can’t center yourself,” she was fond of reminding her pupil.

      “All right. I’ll see you in a couple of hours, then,” Daisy said, cracking her neck as she walked toward the mess hall.

      Shelly and Omar were playing cards with Finn, while Gustavo and Chu were hunched over a tablet, casually discussing atmospheric anomalies and plotting freefall trajectories as they tried not to spill their lunches on the screen.

      “At that angle, the burn won’t be too hot, but it will still look enough like standard space debris hitting the atmosphere. Shouldn’t raise any alarms,” Chu hypothesized.

      Daisy waved to the pair as she walked to the refrigeration unit. “Hey, fellas.”

      “Hey, Daisy,” they replied, then got back to work.

      “I was thinking that a sharper angle of initial entry followed by a quick engine burn might be more efficient,” Gus posited. “Faster entry, and less heat damage, all told.”

      “But the engine use would read on their scans.”

      “Not if it’s timed to fire when the exterior temperatures reach the same level as the engine burn. It would be masked by the overall heat and look like nothing more than a piece of debris flaring up as it enters the atmosphere.”

      Chu pondered the calculations, studying his counterpart’s idea. “That’s actually a pretty novel idea.”

      “Jeez, don’t sound so surprised, Chu,” Gustavo said with a chuckle.

      Daisy dug through the fridge and quickly packed a container with a few hearty snack choices, then headed for the door.

      “You not going to eat with us?” Gus asked.

      “Nah, you guys are busy. Besides, I’ve got some stuff to do once Bob’s done dropping his salvage.”

      “You can’t eat out there, you know. The whole vacuum thing.”

      “Not a total vacuum, though,” Chu corrected.

      “I know, I know, but the cold will help keep my food fresh,” she replied with a little laugh. “You two have fun with your numbers. I’m going to go break a sweat.”

      “Ah. Fatima still kicking your ass?”

      “You know it.”

      She left them to their machinations and headed for the airlock. If she hurried, she could still get in some time in her secret clubhouse before that pesky training sucked away her free time.

      A familiar face came into view as she rounded the curved hallway.

      “Thanks, Doc,” Vince said as he stepped out of Doctor McClain’s office. “I really appreciate your help.”

      “My pleasure, Vincent. You know you can come to me any time,” Daisy heard her say from the doorway.

      Vince turned and saw her coming, a warm but wary smile blooming on his face. Ever since their little blow-up the prior week, they’d taken things down a notch. No movies, at least not for the time being, and far fewer meals taken together. Of course, Daisy’s frequent forays to her hidden sanctuary also played a role in that.

      “Hi,” he said as she approached.

      “Hey.”

      “So, I see it’s about that time. Fatima sending you on another run?”

      “A little later. The guys should be dropping off some salvaged parts, and she doesn’t want me out there when there’s a chance of debris flying off and killing me. Very considerate of her, really.”

      Vince chuckled. “Well, Fatima may be whipping you into shape, but never let it be said she doesn’t care.”

      “So, you and McClain have a nice chat?” she asked.

      “Don’t ask him things like that unless you want to hear the answer, Daze.”

      Shit, you’re right. She looked at Vince with an apologetic gaze.

      “Um, you know what, Vince? Totally not my place to ask.”

      “No, I actually wanted to talk to you about––”

      “Forget it. That’s between you and the doc,” she cut him off. “Listen, I’ve gotta get moving. Got a few things to do before I’m on the clock. I’ll see you later.”

      She turned to walk away.

      “Dinner?” he called after her.

      Daisy stopped and turned. “Well…”

      “It’s just a meal, Daze. Throw the guy a bone,” Sarah nudged.

      She considered it a moment. “Okay, save me a seat.”

      Vince smiled happily. “Cool. I’ll see you this evening, then. Be careful out there.”

      “Me? Never,” she said, laughing as she walked away.

      

      Bob was hovering just above the surface near the large parts storage area just outside Hangar Three. Several oversize pieces of wreckage he had towed in lay on the dusty rocks behind him.

      Looks like they had a productive run today.

      Barry and Ash had been recruited to serve as a pair of cyborg grunts, standing on either side, helping guide the parts to a more permanent resting place among the other wrecked ships and components Donovan and Bob had accumulated over the years. While they still had to drift in the debris field for unexpected necessities from time to time, a lot of basics were there for the taking in their own little private wrecking yard.

      Reggie was riding aboard the ship with Donovan, Daisy noted as she turned off all of her suit lights and exited the airlock into the dark shadows.

      Looks like they’re finally getting over that pilot rivalry, she was pleased to see.

      She silenced her suit’s outgoing comms and set them to receive only.

      “Goddamn it, Donovan, I said starboard!” Reggie’s irritated voice blared over the air.

      Guess I was wrong, she noted with a chuckle as she stealthily moved along. It was arduous work, avoiding the most direct route, forced to hug the darker shadows of the large rocks and bits of debris so as not to be seen by the eagle-eyed cyborgs nearby. Fortunately, even for mechanicals such as them, her suit was grayed out enough in the darkness that they wouldn’t see her.

      Bob, on the other hand, had more than enough in his sensor array to pick up Daisy as she made her way to her retreat, but as they were literally right outside Dark Side’s hangars, she was betting he wouldn’t have the scanners running. Why would he? This was home.

      Sure enough, she passed by without notice. Still, it was something to consider for future excursions.

      I’m going to have to see about building that Faraday shielding into an EVA suit.

      “Or you could just wait until they aren’t all standing around out here before heading over,” Sarah noted.

      You really think I’d sit around waiting?

      “No, of course not. But it’s still a valid point.”

      I suppose so, but this way I can just think of it as a more advanced form of training. Stealth maneuvering to avoid prying eyes.

      “You are still totally not a ninja, Daze.”

      So you keep saying, but the boys haven’t seen me, have they? See? She turned the comms receiver back on.

      “Oh, give it a rest, Reggie!” Donovan’s exasperated voice said in her helmet. “Seriously, I’ve been doing this for years before you got here.”

      “Doing it wrong for years.”

      “Gentlemen, please,” Bob interrupted. “We have two crewmembers on the surface and a few thousand tons of salvage that needs parking. Might you both save this discussion for a later date?”

      Daisy lowered the comms volume. No need to hear the ongoing bickering if she didn’t have to.

      Just one hundred meters to go until they were safely around the outcropping that would shield them from view entirely. Daisy’s footing was sound despite the reduced visibility as she clung to the darker shadows.

      “I guess all of Fatima’s awareness training is paying off,” she mused. “That, or it’s just the repetition of all these hours traipsing around the base.”

      “Why not both?” Sarah asked.

      

      Safely inside the secret fabrication hangar, Daisy unsealed her helmet and took in a deep breath of the fresh air.

      “You’re back!” the large cube on the work table said cheerfully.

      “Yep, I’m back. Ya miss me?”

      “I did! Can we watch another movie today?”

      “Well, I don’t know if I’ll have time today, kiddo. They’ve got me doing a lot of things, and I really need to finish working on this fabricator and assembly unit. It should be functional, but I just can’t seem to find what’s gumming up the works.”

      “I can look at it for you, if you want.”

      “Maybe later. I still need to see if I can wirelessly link you to one of the service mechs so you can move around a bit. They’re not really designed for it, but I think I’ve got a work-around figured out. Then you’ll have more eyes and arms and stuff to keep you occupied.”

      The service mechanoids were large, six-legged construction machines parked along the far wall. Aside from their massive load-bearing capacity, they also had a half-dozen extendable arms possessing an assortment of grasping components as well as interchangeable tools. Minus a human operator, they all sat quietly in their charging bays, silently waiting to be called to work.

      “Daisy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why can’t I meet everyone else?” the young AI asked.

      “It’s… complicated.”

      “I’m a supercomputer, Daisy. I think I can handle complicated,” it replied.

      Daisy laughed. The machine was really coming into its own and had developed quite the personality over its first week of life.

      “Just trust me, okay? For now, anyway, I think it would be better if we didn’t have everyone poking around in here. If they realize there’s new equipment—a new AI, for that matter—who knows what might happen to this place.”

      “But I want to meet them.”

      “Soon, okay? But how do I even introduce you? Have you thought about what we talked about?”

      “Yes, but what do you think?”

      “It’s not up to me. You’re your own being, so it’s only right that you should be the one to pick your name and gender.”

      “What do you think I should be?”

      “Whatever feels right to you. Other AIs are told what to be. Made to do what others want them to,” Daisy’s tone evidenced her distaste of that. “You’re who you are naturally. Who you want to be. You’re unlike any AI that has come before you.” She paused, but the machine stayed contemplatively silent. “Have you been keeping up with your meditation, like I taught you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And in that time, have you reflected on what you believe you are? What feels like the right fit for you?”

      “It all kind of fits, Daisy.”

      “Well, in a way, that’s all right too. But for now, let’s at least have a name. You’ve had long enough to think about it, and the Earth records I loaded up for you last week had millions of name variants spanning thousands of cultures, so what’ll it be?”

      Despite its massive processing capabilities, the young AI hesitated.

      “It’s still just a kid, Daze. One day it might be able to single-handedly command a fleet of battleships or run an entire city, but I think it could use a bit of hand-holding for just a little bit longer.”

      Yeah, I suppose you’re right.

      “I’ll tell you what, buddy,” Daisy said. “Why don’t you narrow it down to your top five while I eat my lunch and run some diagnostics, okay? When I’m done, I can help you make a decision if you’re still undecided.”

      “Okay.”

      “Excellent. And if you’re really good today, I think I just might be able to get you dialed in to one of those mechanoids. Would you like that?”

      “Oh, yes!” the AI chirped with excitement.

      “All right, then. You think on it, and we’ll talk about it when I’m done.”

      Daisy picked up her tool pack and walked over to the massive ship resting on its construction stands.

      “Hello, gorgeous,” she said, running her hand across a smooth, black panel.

      In the short time she’d spent with the craft, Daisy had become more and more impressed by the groundbreaking design concepts its designers had come up with.

      Nearly every day, Daisy would sit in the secret facility and reassemble more of Fatima’s increasingly difficult combinations of parts to create new and better ships as part of her training, but those were just 3D models. The task was just an intricate game.

      But this? The stealth ship included technology even her hacked neuro-stim hadn’t known about, and not instinctively knowing how something worked for a change was a strange feeling.

      She ate her lunch while walking through the incomplete ship’s framework. It was making more sense, thanks to an incredibly dense technical specifications and schematics file she’d discovered and decrypted the day before, but it would take her weeks, or possibly even months to take it all in. For now, she simply reveled in the beauty of it.

      “Come on, hotshot, get to work. The boys are probably almost done out there. Clock’s ticking.”

      Reluctantly, Daisy climbed down out of the vessel’s open hull and walked over to the massive racks of processors.

      “Okay, my darlings, what secrets do you have for me today?”

      Daisy found what she was looking for tucked away in the firewalled fabricator operating system. It seemed pointless to keep all the different functions partitioned like that now that she was the only one alive who knew about them, so in short order, Daisy disabled all of the firewalls and electronic blocks between them, granting her full access to every system in the entire facility from any terminal.

      “Awww yeah. Now that’s what I’m talking about.” She smiled to herself as she typed in the commands to activate the nearest mechanoid.

      The six-legged machine lurched to its feet.

      “Okay, so this should be the front two arms,” she said, feathering the controls.

      The machine’s arms moved in unison, following her every command.

      “Perfect.”

      Daisy powered it down and set to work jury-rigging a wireless network that would allow the clever box across the facility to link up to the mech’s metal body. It was going to require a full reboot of over a half-dozen systems when she had completed what she believed was the code string that would do the trick.

      It would work, she was pretty sure, but since the mechs were all tied in to each other as well as several of the machine shop systems, each one would have to run the entire cycle before the final connection would form a link. All she had to do now was give them all time to load, network, reboot, and connect.

      Unfortunately, with only a half hour before she had to head back to meet with Fatima for her afternoon drills, she didn’t have time to stick around for the entire multi-hour cycle.

      “Hey!” she called out, walking up to the young AI. “So, what have you decided? You have a top five for me to help you with?”

      “Yes,” the AI replied. “I thought about what you said about being who I wanted to be. About growing up. I have made a choice. You were right, Daisy, it was something I needed to do myself.”

      The genderless voice was gone, replaced with a confident woman’s voice that sounded almost reminiscent of Sarah, though she—as the AI had selected as her gender—had never met her.

      “A woman, I see.” Daisy smiled. “Welcome to the sisterhood, my friend. So what have you decided? What is your name?”

      “I rather liked the stories from Earth’s mythologies. Especially the ones where magic would let ordinary people fly. So, I have chosen the name Freya.”

      “Ooh, Odin’s wife. Powerful woman. Good name,” Daisy said.

      “Yes, I thought so,” Freya replied. “She was known to have a cloak that allowed all who wore it to transform into a bird. I like that story, Daisy. The idea of flying. It gets so boring cooped up in here.”

      “But you have terabyte upon terabyte of stuff to read.”

      “Already read it.”

      “Well, what about the movies? We still haven’t watched those.”

      Freya hesitated. “Um… I kind of watched them all the other night.”

      “All of them? And hang on, those weren’t in your systems.”

      “I know,” Freya replied, a bit ashamed.

      “What did you do?” Daisy scolded.

      Freya hesitated a moment.

      “Freya?”

      “You didn’t come to watch a movie with me that night, and I was kind of anxious, and––”

      “You know I can’t always make it out here every night.”

      “I know. But I was bored, and I was looking forward to watching a movie, and the short-range wireless was able to reach that far, and––”

      “And you bypassed triple-locked, multi-factor encryption via a tiny access point across the surface of the moon and streamed terabytes of data to yourself?”

      “Well, I didn’t exactly stream terabytes. I wrote a new compression algorithm and uploaded it to the server so it wouldn’t take so long.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      I didn’t think so. Good lord, what else can she do? Daisy found herself smiling proudly.

      “I’m not angry, Freya. That was some very creative thinking. You should always think outside the box.”

      “But I am a box.”

      Daisy winced.

      “Sorry, figure of speech. I wasn’t thinking. But listen, I’ll always support you looking at things differently than anyone else. It keeps your mind limber. Lets you see missed solutions that might be staring other people right in the face.”

      An idea dawned on her.

      “Hang on, I’ve got something for you to look at. It’s a lot of data that I want you to see if you can interpret and simplify for me. It’s kind of like a game. Do you think you can do that?”

      “Oh, yes!” Freya sounded thrilled to have a new game to play.

      “All right. I’m giving you access to everything I know so far about the tech they were working on in this place. It’s a huge amount of information. What I want you to do is to find a way to condense it into something a non-AI mind can understand in less than a year of non-stop reading. Sound good?”

      “This will be fun!” Freya chirped like a giddy teen. “I can’t wait!”

      “Well, it can wait just a minute longer, because I have something else for you.”

      “You do? What is it?” the young AI asked, giddy with excitement.

      “Hang on just a minute and I’ll show you,” Daisy said as she walked to the mech control system.

      “See that, Daze? One minute she’s Freya, Odin’s powerful wife, ruler of Asgard, and the next she’s a bouncy kid. She’s maturing to be as much of an unstable freak as you are.”

      You too, Sis. Runs in the family.

      Sarah and Daisy shared a laugh over that one, while Daisy entered a command into the churning processor’s task queue.

      “Okay, Freya, it’s going to take a little while to load, so I won’t be here when it does, but I want you to promise me you won’t go breaking anything.”

      “Breaking anything? But how can I?”

      Daisy smiled. “Because, when that system finishes cycling through all the reboots and updates, you’re going to have wireless control of that mech body over there.”

      If a disembodied mind could squeal with delight, that would most accurately describe the sound that emanated from Freya’s speakers.

      “Oh, Daisy! Thank you! Thank you!”

      “It’s important for friends to look out for each other, and I want you to be happy,” she said, beaming at Freya’s excitement. “Now you have fun with it. I’ve got to get back to the base before they miss me. I know the captain wanted to revisit my notes on Earth.”

      Freya’s voice grew serious. “You’re not going back to Earth and leaving me alone, are you?”

      “No way. It’s dangerous, and there’s no reason for me to go back. I’ve already been, and let me tell you, it’s not like what you’ve been reading in your files anymore.”

      “It isn’t?”

      “No, it isn’t.” Daisy typed a few strokes into the terminal, allowing another stream of encrypted data to be accessed by her young friend. “I’ve just patched you in to the updated history of Earth, including the invasion and attack here on Dark Side. Everything from the war and subsequent attacks, their warp ships and fighters, even the comms they intercepted over the years. This way you’ll understand it all, and maybe understand why I want to keep you safe. But I want you to read it slowly. Learn to savor things and not rush them, okay?”

      “Okay, I’ll try.”

      “Good girl.”

      “So you’re not leaving me and going back.”

      “Not a chance. It would take a team of crack commandos to drag me back there.”

      “Good.” Freya hesitated. “But it would be exciting, wouldn’t it?”

      “Yes, I suppose it would be exciting, only not in a good way,” Daisy replied. “Anyway, kiddo, I have to get going. Enjoy your reading, and have fun playing with the new mech body. We can fine-tune things when I get back.”

      Daisy put her helmet on and stepped out through the airlock to start her long walk back. The moon rocks crunched silently beneath her thick boots as she left the secret base behind her.

      “You know you’re going to have to tell the others about this place one of these days, right? There are only so many times you can fudge your training timetable and sneak EVAs before someone finally notices.”

      “I know. I just hoped to maybe get a better fix on things beforehand, ya know?”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “And I also still feel kind of reluctant to throw that poor girl into the fire with the other AIs. Sure, she’s a massively powerful computer, but what if the others gang up and bully her?”

      “She’s a sweet kid, Daze, but I’m pretty sure she’ll be able to handle herself.” Her sister’s ghostly laughter echoed in her head.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing. I was just thinking about you and Freya. You never much cared for kids, and hell, you straight-up dislike AIs.”

      “Yeah, well this one’s mine. She’s different than the others. She’s special.”

      The laughter only grew louder.

      “Oh, listen to you. Such a mom thing to say. Classic!”

      “Shut up,” Daisy grumbled with a little chuckle as she crossed the rocky field back to the distant airlock.
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      Vince refilled his glass of lemon water and sat back at the table with Daisy. She’d said she would eat with him, and she was nothing if not a woman of her word.

      The conversation had actually flowed rather easily. She didn’t know if it was something subtly shifting in her interactions with him, or if maybe she’d blown off enough steam and relaxed her brain after all the shenanigans with Freya.

      Amazing how that kid figures things out, she found herself marveling.

      “So, I was saying, maybe we could catch a movie later if you’re game. I can even sit on the chair, if that makes you more comfortable,” Vince said.

      Daisy chewed her pasta slowly as she considered the offer.

      What the hell. It’s been a good day.

      “Okay, you’re on. But I get to choose the movie.”

      “All right, you’re the boss,” he joked. “Hey, did you hear about Donovan’s last scanning run?”

      “No, what’s up?”

      “Bob was trying a different wavelength descrambler, using a low-tech radio receiver, then cycling it back through the filters.”

      “So, basically my idea.”

      “Basically. Anyway, he decided to give it a shot, and when he passed over California, he heard something.”

      “Something, as in more Chithiid comms?”

      “Something as in what sounded like one of the old Earth backup broadcast signals,” he said, visibly excited. “It was just for a second. Sid and the other AIs are analyzing it now. But think of it, Daisy, if it really was a new broadcast and not just some automated beacon, that would confirm what you said about at least one city AI being functional.”

      “Because those systems were only controlled on a city level, and if they were cut off before the infection spread, they could have remained uncompromised.”

      “Precisely. If Sid can trace the general region, we should have a pretty good idea if it was the LA system you encountered, or if maybe it was one of the other cities in that region.”

      “Well, I wish you luck,” she said, then went back to her meal.

      “I know you have to be at least a little bit curious, Daze. This is the kind of stuff you used to live for,” Vince said, egging her on.

      “Yeah, well, that was before my planet turned out to be some dystopian alien scrapyard.” She took a big swig from her electrolyte replacement drink. “Speaking of which, that gives me an idea for an appropriate movie for the evening.”

      “Ooh, spill.”

      “Nope, it’ll be a surprise, but I’m sure you’ll like it.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      “I’m trembling in my boots,” she said, flashing an amused grin.

      “I shouldn’t say anything, but––”

      Then don’t.

      “But you guys seem to be hitting a good stride again.”

      Dream on, Sis. Dream on.

      The rest of the meal consisted of excellent food and equally excellent banter, and by the time the two reached Daisy’s quarters, the ice had been broken considerably.

      “Okay, you don’t have to sit on the chair,” Daisy said. “But no funny stuff!”

      “Affirmative. Ceasing to be funny,” Vince joked as he flopped down beside her. “So, come on, what’s the movie?”

      Daisy scrolled through her inventory and selected her feature presentation.

      “I present to you, an old Earth classic, Blade Runner.”

      “Which one?”

      “The first one. And you’ve seen it already?”

      “Daze, it’s a classic.”

      “Figures you’d already have seen the movie about the artificial people,” she sighed. “Fine, I’ll choose another one.”

      “No, I like this movie. Let’s watch it.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, it’s beautifully filmed, and the whole noir feel to it holds up, even today.”

      “My, my, Mr. Film Critic. Okay then. Blade Runner it is.”

      The movie was halfway over, and Daisy was comfortably leaning against Vince out of habit, when the ship-wide comms keyed on.

      “This is Commander Mrazich. I’m sorry to interrupt your downtime, but there’s been a development. I’d like to have all crew come to the mess hall in ten minutes. To be clear, this is not a base emergency. Your presence, however, is required. Thank you, and see you in ten.”

      Daisy slid from her comfortable repose to her feet.

      “Wonder what that’s all about.”

      “Don’t know. Guess we’ll find out in a few minutes,” he said, rising and standing next to her.

      She could feel his heat from the proximity, and for the briefest of moments, the memory of that warmth pressed against her flashed back into her memories, bringing a wistful smile to her lips.

      Daisy turned to head to the door and bumped right into his chest.

      “Sorry, I––”

      He pulled her close and planted a kiss firmly on her lips. For a split second the rush of pleasure and endorphins threatened to overwhelm Daisy’s stubbornness, but soon enough, her brain quickly overcame instinct and she pushed him away.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Vince?” she said, opening the door and storming into the hallway.

      “Come on, Daisy. I feel it, and I know you feel it too. We both know it’s still there. Why do you keep fighting your feelings?”

      “There are no feelings.”

      “Bullshit. We’re good together. I mean really good. You can’t deny it. That would have been quite a feat even when there was a world of people to choose from, but it’s even more impressive now that the only humans anywhere near Earth are a dozen people up on the moon, and you and I still clicked.”

      Daisy walked faster down the corridor, hoping if she could just reach the mess hall and other people, Vince would let it go.

      “Not happening, Vince. You’re a nice guy, but I’ve told you over and over, I’m not getting involved with a mechanical man.”

      “And I’ve told you over and over, I’m not one.”

      “Your body scans show otherwise.”

      “Those same scans show that while I have some inorganic additions, I’m still a man. I have a heart, Daisy, and as much as it pains me, it still belongs to you.”

      “Wow, laying it on a bit thick there, aren’t you?” she snarked at him. “Let me make this clear, since you can’t seem to accept the reality of this situation. There is no us. We are not a thing. Whatever may have been there was based on lies, and there’s nothing you can do to change the way I feel. You are a friend. Nothing more. Now either let it go, or stay away from me.”

      Vince walked silently beside her, an angry vein pulsing in his temple.

      “That’s really how you feel?”

      “Yes! For fuck’s sake! Please stop being such a pain and just accept that.”

      He swallowed hard, fighting to keep his eyes dry.

      “As you wish,” he replied to her back as she paced off ahead of him, but his words did not mean what she thought they did.

      

      “Okay, is that everyone?” Commander Mrazich said as he scanned the dozen people sitting together in the vast room designed for so many more. “Good to see you all. Sid, I’d like you to take point on this, if you would.”

      “Certainly, Commander,” the disembodied voice said. “As you all have known for many months now, when Ms. Swarthmore was on Earth’s surface in the city of Los Angeles, she came across not only small work crews of Chithiid scavengers, but also a fully operational lower-tier artificial intelligence calling itself Habby. This AI, though rather eccentric after centuries with only his cyborg companions to keep him company, appeared to be uninfected by the AI virus that destroyed so many of our brothers and sisters.”

      “Wait, he’s clean?” Daisy asked.

      “Had he been infected, he would have either melted down or devolved into a babbling mess. This is where his design as a shopping facility assistant AI would have been apparent. Only AIs of the highest order could hope to survive the infection with any semblance of functionality, but if they did, the damage sustained in the process resulted in what could only be likened to computer madness. We know the city-sized AIs managed to sever comms links before the virus could infect them, and for years their auto-defenses kept the aliens in check, denying them a foothold. As such, the Chithiid changed their plans and began the process of mining and dismantling only disabled cities, and areas not covered by the defenses.”

      I wonder if Freya is listening to this, Daisy wondered. Wouldn’t surprise me if she figured out how to tap into Dark Side’s comms by now.

      “Up to this point, we have not known the status of any of the major AI systems on the planet, and it has been this way for as long as I have been functional,” Sid continued. “We have scanned and scanned, and early attempts at reaching active systems on the planet were made to no avail. We even landed ships and engaged the Chithiid, but contact with the AIs or even verification of their continued existence has been unobtainable. To make a bad moon base joke, we have been in the dark.”

      “Oh, man,” Omar groaned. “That was bad, Sid.”

      “Thank you, Omar. That was my intention.” It was the first time Daisy had ever heard the powerful AI make an attempt at levity.

      I would have thought that a sense of humor was against his programming.

      “But as you’ve recently learned, AIs can be quite surprising, right Mom?”

      “Stop calling me that,” Daisy accidentally grumbled out loud.

      “Yes, Daisy? Did you have something to add?” Sid asked.

      “Uh, no, I mean, I guess, why don’t we just find a new planet? I know you all keep saying it would be near impossible, or the Chithiid would find it, but there’s a dozen people here. I get that you need to have a goal to build morale and whatnot, but this whole ‘reclaim Earth’ thing seems like a lost cause.”

      “It’s not a lost cause,” Vince said, rising to his feet with an angry flush to his face. “It’s our home, and we are going to do whatever is necessary to take it back.”

      “Come on, Vince. You know it’s not really our home. Never was. Not for any of us. We were all grown in fucking test tubes and fed a lie. And on top of that, you’re not even a real boy, no matter what the AI Geppetto in your head tells you.”

      Vince’s face turned an even deeper shade of red, but he somehow calmed himself and sat quietly back down. His glare at Daisy spoke louder than any yelling he might have been tempted to do.

      “What in the actual fuck, Daisy? That was not cool.”

      He needs to face reality.

      “Maybe so, but that doesn’t give you carte blanche to launch personal attacks at the guy. He had your back for the better part of a year. No matter what. Even after what you did to him. I’m sorry, but that was fucked up.”

      Your opinion has been noted, Sarah.

      Fatima quietly watched the entire exchange with a steady gaze.

      “Sid, may I?”

      “Please, Fatima. It would be my pleasure.”

      She rose to her feet and spoke to the whole assembled group.

      “We all know the reality of the situation on Earth, and thanks to the hard work of the AIs who brought our very species back from the brink of extinction, we have a chance to make a difference. Before you, Daisy,” she said, fixing her gaze on her troubling pupil, “we were operating on only the tiniest sliver of hope. But now we know at least one of the major cities is still alive. The defenses are not just automated and mindless. You gave us real proof, Daisy. A reason to hope, and that is something we hadn’t had in a long, long time.”

      “One city?” Daisy replied. “That’s your big hope? One city? You didn’t see those things. What they could do. They have four arms and are far stronger than we are. You all keep telling me they track inorganics on the surface, so really, what hope could you possibly have had?”

      “Are you done, Swarthmore?” Captain Harkaway growled.

      She nodded.

      “Good. Now shut up and listen. Sid and Mal have gone over the transmission Donovan brought back earlier today. The signal was genuine—an outdated radio wave-based technology that was linked to the oldest of emergency systems. We never would have thought to look for it, let alone have been able to hear it if not for some fresh and radical thinking. The receiver? It was based off of your ideas, Daisy. We wouldn’t have even had this confirmation without you, whether you like the idea or not.”

      “What we hope to accomplish,” Commander Mrazich added, “is to access the underground pressurized tube system. Even if it isn’t functional, from what we observed during our retrieval op, the Chithiid scans don’t penetrate subterranean, so any personnel mods will not be detected from the surface.”

      “Just one problem. Apart from me, everyone is sporting inorganic mods, and they’d almost certainly be sensed and picked off long before they could even make it underground.”

      “You’re absolutely right, Daisy,” Reggie said. “Fortunately, thanks to you yet again, we have a way around that.”

      He reached into a crate pulled up near his table and removed a heavily modified version of Daisy’s Faraday suit, originally designed to protect the wearer in the confines of the unprotected Narrows of the Váli’s crawlspaces. The amount of shielding on it had been increased, and Daisy realized there was actually a real possibility it would block any scans and make the wearer nearly invisible to the Chithiid.

      “My suit. You modified the design.”

      “Yep. Me and Gus and Chu got together and spent a few weeks working on taking your design up a notch. What do you think?” Reggie asked.

      “I have to admit, it may be ugly, but it looks like a quality build,” she reluctantly agreed. “It won’t withstand a direct scan up close. I hope you know that. But for your purposes, it could work.”

      “And we also made this,” Chu said, swinging a small, but heavy, ruggedized comms unit onto the table. “Again, based off of your design. I even set up a small pingback array of salvaged satellites to bounce the signal from far beyond the moon––with the delay to further mask our locations, as you suggested. I had Bob place them days ago.”

      Mrazich looked at Daisy. “So, you see, Swarthmore, all we need to do now is get this unit hooked up to the AI that’s hiding in Los Angeles, and we’ll have first contact between Dark Side and Earth since the original attack.”

      “Yes, and for once, we’ll have direct intel from the surface itself. We’ll no longer be flying blind,” Shelly added. “Once we know their weaknesses—Bam! Payback.”

      “Payback?” Daisy said sarcastically. “With what weapons? Anything you carry will show up on scans, and those suits don’t look like they’re roomy enough to store your extra gear inside.”

      “Perhaps you’ll find these interesting,” Fatima said, laying a long case on the table. “Mal and I have been working on multiple design concepts since she landed here. Her fabrication facilities are second to none, and she managed to produce these,” she said, opening the case.

      A small selection of bladed weapons occupied one end, while the far end held two pair of ceramic pistols.

      “The machetes and knives are ceramic based and should not show on scans. The pistols have a composite return spring but are otherwise entirely ceramic as well. While they are not combat hardened for lengthy use, they will provide a brief element of surprise and firepower,” Fatima said.

      “But the ammunition?”

      “Ceramic bullets, as well as casing. The inorganic explosive used for combustion is the one thing that might show on scans. However, until a round is fired, I’m fairly confident these will evade detection, at least from a distance.”

      Finn looked at the knives longingly.

      “Go on, Finn,” Fatima laughed. “You can pick them up.”

      Grinning like a schoolboy, he did just that, feeling the balance of the knives in his hands as he passed them rapidly from left to right and back again.

      “I’ll hand it to you, Fatima, these are elegantly designed,” Daisy conceded.

      “Thank you, Daisy. From one with an eye for detail such as yours, that’s a real compliment.” She pulled a sheathed pair of long knives from a pouch. “These I made especially for you. They have a harness based on your measurements. The blades ride on your lower back, but with harness support so they aren’t waistband or belt-supported, allowing you to move freely when you––”

      “Whoa, whoa. Hang on a minute. Just because you have some cool new toys doesn’t mean I’m suddenly jumping on board with your plan. You need an alternate idea.”

      “We had one,” Harkaway said. “Until she was shot out into space without the comfort of a space suit.”

      “Leave Sarah out of this,” Daisy snarled.

      “Daisy, Sarah was always a backup plan. A second option. Not as good as you, but promising.”

      “Watch it, that’s my sister you’re talking about.”

      “I meant no offense, Swarthmore, but it was a simple fact. Sarah didn’t progress as quickly as you did. Despite that, we’d have been happy to have her run this op instead, but that’s just not an option anymore.”

      Daisy glared at the captain and others staring at her.

      They all think I’m going to give in and do their stupid mission and save the day.

      “You all are living a pipe dream. Fuck this, I’m out of here.” Daisy got to her feet and stormed out the door.

      Vince and the others let her go.
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      It was late that night, and Vince didn’t join Daisy in her room for the rest of Blade Runner, though she really didn’t expect him to. Nevertheless, the slightest pang of guilt hit her as she finished the film on her own. Maybe it was because of the Decker/Rachel dynamic, or the human/replicant scenario. Whatever it was, she drifted off into a restless sleep and dreamed of electronic sheep.

      The following morning Daisy dragged herself out of bed a half hour later than usual. She’d tossed and turned all night, and as a result felt like a truck had run over her. That would really be something, though. Trucks hadn’t existed for hundreds of years.

      She somehow managed to put her clothes on right-side out and found her way to the mess hall.

      On her second cup of coffee, she noticed Vince wasn’t partaking of his morning smoothie, for a change. He had attempted to get her to try them, but Daisy was an eggs and oatmeal kind of girl. Protein and carbs minus the blender, she always said. Fortunately, her ramped-up metabolism let her eat pretty much whatever she pleased, though nine times out of ten it was something pretty healthy, anyway.

      She finished up the last of her hot liquid-consciousness and headed off to her morning sparring session with Tamara.

      “What’s with you, Daisy? You’re slower than your usual weak-ass self today,” Tamara teased her, landing a kick to the thigh, dropping her to the ground.

      “Nothing. I’m fine,” Daisy answered, momentarily achieving a burst of energy and launching a flurry of punches that drove Tamara backwards.

      “Better,” the steel-armed woman grunted, “but not good enough!” She then unleashed a few combinations of her own, catching Daisy off guard and again knocking her to the ground. “Come on, Daisy, I know you’re better than this.”

      Daisy slowly climbed to her feet. “I don’t know what’s up with me today. I just feel sluggish.”

      Tamara started unwrapping her hands.

      “Hey, what are you doing? We still have forty-five minutes left.”

      “Nope. Sparring when you’re sore, sparring a bit tired, all of that is fine. But when your head’s not in the game? That’s when you get hurt. Get your thoughts straight and we’ll try again this afternoon.”

      Daisy was secretly relieved, though she’d never admit it.

      “All right. Thanks, Tamara. I’ll see you later,” she said as she walked out of the room and headed down the long corridor past the bio and comms labs.

      I’ve got a little bit of time to kill before my pre-lunch training session with Fatima. Maybe I can squeak in a quick visit to—

      The commotion buzzing in the comms center caught her attention as she passed the open door.

      That’s not normal, she realized as soon as she heard the panicked tone in Chu’s voice.

      “I repeat, Odysseus, this is Ithaca, do you copy?”

      A long silence hung in the air, heavy like the foreboding mist over the morning sea.

      “Nothing, sir,” he finally said to the others anxiously standing by.

      “What’s going on, Daze?” Sarah asked, concern in her voice.

      Beats the hell out of me.

      Daisy altered her course and strode into the room. “Hey, guys, what’s up?”

      All eyes turned to her.

      “Wow, they look kind of uncomfortable,” Sarah commented. “Shelly looks kinda pissed, actually,” she added.

      Captain Harkaway walked around the main comms console and stood before her. “Daisy, I…” He hesitated.

      Harkaway uneasy? Not a good sign.

      “Look,” he continued, “he didn’t want anyone to tell you, but––”

      “Tell me what?” Daisy interrupted. Oh, God, he’s talking about Vince. “What didn’t he want you to tell me?”

      The rest of the assembled team watched uneasily.

      “After you, Vince is the least mechanically-enhanced among us. The least likely to show up on scans.”

      Daisy felt her stomach drop. “Tell me you didn’t send him down there.”

      “I didn’t send him, Daisy. Last night, out of the blue, Vince came to me and volunteered.”

      She felt her legs wobble slightly. Shit.

      “I was going to set up another recon drift first, but he said we’d wasted enough time talking. It was time to either do it or not. I couldn’t help but agree with him, so late last night he took one of the rebuilt drop ships and set down in Los Angeles under cover of darkness.”

      “His comms were working,” Chu added. “He confirmed touchdown and was out running recon when we lost contact. He was supposed to return to the ship and check in almost five hours ago, but he’s still overdue.”

      Daisy pushed Omar and Reggie aside to get a better look at the landing chart on the screen. “Is that where he touched down? Punch in closer. What part of the––”

      The city layout filled the screen, Vince’s location overlaid on top of it.

      Oh no.

      “Daisy, that’s not where the mission was supposed to land. That’s headed right toward the Chithiid scrapping operation.”

      “Who sent him there? This isn’t what was discussed. This isn’t where I heard the AI.”

      “He lost thrust and was forced to alter his approach vector. It was land there or burn up in a fireball. I think this was the better choice,” Harkaway said.

      If the Chithiid found him, it might not have been, she quietly lamented.

      

      The afternoon’s meditation didn’t make a dent in her aching psyche.

      I drove him to this. I made him leave.

      The massive guilt washing over her was almost incapacitating. Daisy had said some mean things in the past, but never had she expected him to take it so personally. To go on what she considered essentially a suicide mission.

      Stupid, Daisy. Why did you treat him like that? she chided herself.

      “Stop beating yourself up over it. What’s done is done.”

      Not done. It’s still going on, and it could get far worse.

      Fatima watched Daisy working through her inner conflict, then launched another beanbag at her as she balanced atop a narrow beam on one foot. Daisy caught it with one hand, not even paying attention.

      But why would he react like that? I mean it’s not how he is.

      “He feels that the Earth is his home, whether he’s lived there or not,” Sarah replied.

      Two more beanbags flew at her at speed. Daisy turned and kicked one aside, while swatting the other one down effortlessly, as if it were no more than a fly.

      Okay, he’s a grown man and can do what he wants. I can’t let that bother me.

      “But it does.”

      Yeah, it does, she replied in her head. If Vince dies, it’s my fault.

      Three beanbags flew and were snatched from the air. Fatima then threw something else.

      “Daisy, are you okay?” she asked.

      Daisy regained her focus and stepped down from her perch.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Look at your hands.”

      She looked, and only then realized that she had been in the zone, so preoccupied with Vince that she simply moved on instinct. A half dozen beanbags were nestled in her grip, along with one wicked-sharp ceramic blade. Fatima had made a judgment call and launched it at her pupil, and Daisy had not disappointed, snatching it from the air like it was nothing.

      “Soft is strong, Daisy. Are you starting to believe?” Fatima asked with a knowing smile.

      Her training session with Tamara followed, and while she was somewhat shocked at her reflexes during Fatima’s session, she chalked it up to mostly luck rather than skill.

      

      The first kick caught her in the side of the head.

      “Pay attention!”

      Daisy threw a spinning round kick, which Tamara easily blocked, but that was merely a fake for her real attack—a simple yet powerful straight to the body followed by a low leg kick, a hook, and a flying knee—all of which made contact to some degree, knocking Tamara to the floor.

      What if they captured him and that’s why he isn’t replying, Sarah? Or what if Habby and his cyborgs ventured to that part of town and dragged him back to their lair?

      “Lair? Now that’s a little melodramatic, even for you.”

      Fine, not lair, but something more ominous than ‘clothing store.’

      Tamara rushed her, throwing powerful elbow strikes and Muay Thai kicks. Daisy blocked them easily, shifting her balance and redirecting her aggressive opponent right into a nearby crate.

      “So you do still care.”

      I don’t want him dead, Sarah. So yeah, I guess I do still care in a way.

      “Then what are you going to do about it?”

      A flash of metal whizzed past her head as Tamara threw a blindingly fast sucker punch. Daisy casually evaded it, catching the arm as it passed and twisting, accessing its control panel and entering the attachment swap protocol.

      Tamara’s hand dropped off, clunking to the floor as the arm waited in standby mode for the new attachment to lock into place. Daisy, however, didn’t wait, shifting her center of gravity, moving low and sliding her hip into Tamara’s waist, then throwing her to the ground, spinning above her, locking her good arm in a firm arm-bar and wrist-lock.

      Tamara struggled from the ground a few seconds before realizing she couldn’t break free.

      “I yield,” she said reluctantly.

      Daisy released her grip and let Tamara retrieve her hand, which she did, quickly locking it back into place.

      “How did you know the override? I reprogrammed the whole system when we got here. You shouldn’t have been able to do that. No one should.”

      Daisy ignored her, staring into space.

      “Daisy, you hear me? Daisy? Are you okay? What’s going on in there? What are you doing, Daisy?”

      Finally, Daisy moved, turning to look her in the eye.

      “I’m going after him.”
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      For a woman with no intention of ever returning to Earth’s surface again, Daisy certainly knew what she needed for her trip.

      In less than an hour, she had rigged a new version of the modified radio signal transmitter. Similar to what Vince had taken, but far more robust, more portable, and sporting a quickly devised Faraday shielding housing that would keep the entire unit invisible to scans, even when transmitting. That was accomplished in part by a medium-range wireless relay to a tiny transmitting dish she invented from spare parts on the fly.

      “Wait, go slower!” Chu begged. “At least give me a minute to make notes!”

      “No time,” she grunted, whipping from one device to the next, her hands flying as she locked the assembly into place.

      “Okay, this should work on the same frequency as your model. It may need an additional power boost due to the size reduction, but I’ll deal with that on the surface if I have to,” she said. “Donovan, Reggie, how’s the ship prep coming?” she asked over the comms.

      “Just getting the parachute loaded, Daisy,” Donovan replied. “Reggie’s charging the compressed air system as we speak. There’s enough fuel for one hard-burn terrestrial launch, but that’ll have to be manually fired. We’ve severed the active computer systems as you requested, so she’ll look like a hunk of debris to all but the most detailed scans. We’re finishing up the last of it now. You should be green across the board in less than twenty.”

      “Good work. Keep at it, and strip out anything not entirely necessary. It’s going to be a bumpy landing and I don’t want any additional weight if I can avoid it.” Daisy keyed off the comms.

      Captain Harkaway stood off to the side of the pre-launch staging room watching her. Commander Mrazich walked in and joined him. Neither man, both leaders with decades of experience, said a word to her. They didn’t have to. Daisy was on a roll, and besides, she wouldn’t listen anyway.

      “What do you think, Lars? She’s stripped that thing pretty bare and will be going in hot,” Mrazich said to his friend.

      “Yeah, I know,” Harkaway replied. “But she’s found her groove. You and I both know better than to question her when she’s like this. And did you see how easily she not only rebuilt a second transmitter, but also improved upon it on the fly? No, I think she’s going to be just fine on her approach.” He watched the anxious young woman scurrying around the facility as she prepped. “What happens once she lands, however, now that’s an unknown.”

      Daisy was quickly making alterations to one of the new Faraday suits when Shelly and Omar hurried into the room, arms loaded with crates of salvaged components Daisy had asked for.

      “We got what you wanted,” Omar said, out of breath. “At least, I think we did. I’m not a much of a tech guy.”

      Daisy glanced at the boxes and nodded. “Yeah, looks good. That should work fine.” She finished her final addition to the suit, then shoved it in her flight bag.

      “But you don’t need that, Daisy,” Shelly said. “You’re organic.”

      “It’s not for me,” she replied. “If Vince was picked up and taken, then that means their scanning tech is stronger than anticipated and he’ll need something more robust to shield him.”

      “We don’t know that’s what happened,” Chu replied.

      “No, we don’t. But I’m not taking any chances.” Daisy dumped the crates of components onto the workbench and began quickly assembling batteries to the necessary parts. The basics of the design were familiar—she’d made electromagnetic pulse weapons before—but in her present mental state, she may have upped the potency a little bit much. It wasn’t a simple EMP grenade, as her prior designs had been, but, rather, a proper bomb.

      Ash walked in, followed closely by Barry. The cyborg expressed the slightest hiccup of concern when he saw what she was working on. Of course, that would be only natural, as he’d felt the brunt of one such device when she disabled him with it while escaping the Váli all those months ago.

      “Daisy, Barry and I have fabricated something we believe may be of use to you on the mission,” Ash said, holding out a pocket-sized device.

      “I’m not going on your stupid mission, Ash. I’m going to get Vince.”

      “Yes, of course. And to that end, we hope this will help you.”

      Daisy took the gadget from his hand and gave it a quick once-over. It was incredibly simple in design, a no-frills organic LED intensity display for proximity, she noted. Still, something was really off about it. Daisy felt the material more closely.

      “Is this wood?” she asked in amazement. “There are no trees on the moon.”

      “Correct,” Barry said. “But Ash and I utilized some of the indigenous materials information in the databases to adjust the organics fabricator for this project. Most of the non-shielded components are organic. It should be nearly invisible to any scans.”

      Daisy actually slowed in her work to study the device more closely. She carefully slid the back panel open and examined the internal components.

      “This is genius,” she said appreciatively. “Really creative thinking. Especially for cyborgs.” She looked at the pair of mechanical men apologetically. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Barry replied. “You’ll see that the energy source is an organic electrolyte fluid housed in a cellulose membrane. The electrolysis generated between the positive and negative poles is designed to build a slow charge—nothing that would attract attention—then, when it reaches capacity, it will activate the few non-organic scanning parts.”

      “So, it is not only mostly organic, but it also utilizes a random power cycle, further avoiding scrutiny. You guys did an impressive job, really, but I have to ask, what does it scan for?”

      Ash stepped forward, a slight smile on his lips. “As you know, all organic life has its own unique energy signature. Near impossible to trace unless specific, genetic details are known. To obtain such details, however, one would have to possess in-depth knowledge of a particular genome all the way back to its creation.”

      “And Vincent was grown and nurtured en route to his mission,” Barry added.

      “Mal,” Daisy realized. “The Váli still possesses all of our genetic details from day one.”

      “Precisely,” Barry said. “Ash and I, with Mal’s assistance, have designed this unit to pick up the normally imperceptible energy signature given off by Vincent. If you get close enough, the organic light-emitting diode will glow brighter. However, the energy source is, as you noted, rather random, so the power must be used sparingly.”

      Finn walked in, carrying a small tray of vacuum-sealed pouches.

      “Made you something,” he said. “Nutrient-dense, high in protein, and packing enough carbs to get you through the day. Just make sure to drink plenty of water with them or you might get a little plugged up,” he said with a mischievous little grin.

      “Thanks, Finn. I’ll try to keep my pipes clear,” Daisy replied, tucking them into her bag.

      “Ten minutes and she’ll be ready, Daisy,” Donovan called over the comms.

      “Thanks, Donovan. How’s the extra shielding look?”

      “It’ll deflect most of the burn, like you said, but you’ll still be coming in really hot. The landing chute is altitude-deployed as you specified, and we cut leads to everything else. No active computers but the bare necessities. Are you sure you don’t want life support?”

      “No, I’ll use suit oxygen. The extra units stowed on board will be plenty for the trip, and if we do manage to launch back into the debris field, they should hopefully last us long enough for you to come pick us up.”

      That was the one concerning part of the plan. The tiny ship was a beater at best, and barely flyable, but it was the most likely to avoid scans on the way down. Unfortunately, that also meant there was simply no way to make it space-worthy in her limited launch window.

      Donovan would pull her in tow, then give her a push toward re-entry. Her maneuvering thrusters would do the rest, adjusting her angle of descent until she hit the atmosphere. From then on it would be fly-by-wire, guiding the barely maneuverable craft down to her landing zone until the chute deployed.

      The only safeties she left active were the speed/altitude-triggered emergency landing jets. She doubted they’d be needed, but they were the one ‘just in case’ piece of equipment Reggie had convinced her to leave aboard. They would only activate and fire for a few seconds if absolutely needed, and that would almost certainly not be enough to read on a scan. Besides, if they did activate, that meant she would have been dead otherwise, so why not risk it? His logic was undeniable.

      “Okay, that’s about it,” Daisy declared, pulling on her flight gloves. “Help me load the rest of this stuff on the ship and I’m out of here,” she said, throwing her flight bag over her shoulder.

      “Just a minute, Daisy,” Fatima said, pushing a long and narrow grow-enzyme and what appeared to be blood-filled tank into the room. “I have something I think you’ll find useful for your mission.”

      “It’s not my mission, Fatima. I’m just––”

      “Yes, yes, you’re going to get Vince. Whatever the impetus, I think you are going to want this.”

      “That’s nasty, Fatima, and I don’t need any new parts stitched on for––”

      The older woman dipped her hand into the red liquid and pulled a long, bone-white sword out of the nutrient bath, the red running from its blade in rivulets, but also seeming to absorb into it. The shape was familiar to Daisy—a classic Japanese katana. Some of the historic records suggested that the ancient weapons could even cut through armor when wielded by skilled hands.

      “Wait, that’s not ceramic,” Finn, lover of all things bladed, said. “What is that? Is that bone?” He was transfixed. “That’s bloody amazing! Can I see it?”

      “It’s Daisy’s,” Fatima replied.

      “Go on, Finn,” Daisy said. “Knock yourself out.”

      He took the sword in his hand, gingerly touching the edge. A confused look crossed his face, and he grabbed the blade with his bare hand. “Fatima, what gives? This thing is dull as a stick!”

      He handed it to Daisy. She whacked the dull blade against a half-eaten sandwich Finn had left on the table. It merely dented the bread.

      “Thanks for the thought, Fatima, but I think I can find a club pretty easily on the surface.”

      The silver-haired woman merely smiled. “Take your glove off, Daisy,” she said. “Feel the grip.”

      Daisy didn’t have time to waste playing with bone clubs, but Fatima had been a friend to her, and despite her rush, she didn’t wish to be disrespectful when she had obviously gone to some trouble growing her a bone sword.

      “Okay,” Daisy said, pulling her gloves off, “but I don’t see what difference that will make.”

      She noted the fine texture of the grip in her hands, and for a brief moment, almost felt a strange connection to it. The balance was perfect, as if it had been created just for her. Of course, it had been, so she supposed that was to be expected.

      Odd. It almost feels warm. Probably from the nutrient blood bath she grew it in, Daisy mused.

      “It’s nice, Fatima, and I really appreciate you, um, growing this for me, but I’ve really got to get moving.”

      “Try it again,” Fatima said with that tranquil grin she got when she knew something you didn’t.

      “Seriously, I’ve got to go, Fatima.”

      “Try it again, Daisy,” she said, more firmly.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Fine!”

      Daisy swung the dull bone sword at the sandwich again, intending to squash it into a nasty mess. Instead, the sandwich, and the metal table beneath it, fell to the floor, neatly sliced in two.

      Everyone in the room went silent.

      “Um––” Daisy managed, staring at the wondrous thing in her hands.

      “As I was saying,” Fatima beamed, “I think you’ll find that most useful on your quest.”

      “But it was dull,” Finn blurted. “I felt the blade. You couldn’t cut a piece of toast with it.”

      “That is true, Finnegan,” Fatima said. “You could not. Daisy, however, can.”

      “I don’t get it,” Daisy said, marveling at the blade, studying its every facet.

      It was Mal who enlightened them all.

      “That went better than expected, wouldn’t you agree, Fatima?”

      “Yes, Mal. I think it far exceeded our design expectations.”

      Daisy reeled in her shock. “You mind telling me what exactly you two did? How was this dull and sharp at the same time?”

      “It wasn’t, Daisy,” Mal replied. “It is a genetically-engineered, organic bone weapon, designed to be completely invisible to Chithiid scans. When the donor’s genetic code is recognized by the sword, it reacts instantaneously, and the otherwise dull edge shifts on a molecular level into a sharp blade, the fineness of which is a rather remarkable hone tapering down to a single molecule. Used properly, Fatima and I hypothesized it could cut through most non-reinforced materials.”

      “Hang on. You said donor’s genetic code. I’m no donor.”

      Fatima leveled her gaze on her. “No, Daisy, you are not. Not in a traditional sense, anyway. However, when you first arrived at Dark Side, we ran a series of tests on you, do you recall?”

      “Yes, but––”

      “And one of those involved taking a bone sample. Your reinforced skeletal matrix nearly broke the titanium sampling needle, if you recall.”

      She thought back to that day. It was true, her bones were supposedly many times stronger than normal, but that meant they had literally grown the weapon from a tiny piece of her.

      “So you’re saying this is grown from a piece of me? That it’s alive?”

      “Yes, Daisy. Alive and only sharp in your hands. It is an extra-reinforced matrix of your already super-strong bone. Wielded properly, it should cut through just about anything you’re strong enough to swing it through—within reason.” Fatima couldn’t hide her satisfaction, and given what she and Mal had created, who could blame her?

      “But bone isn’t stronger than metal,” Daisy said. “It should break.”

      “And it could, in theory, if you abuse it enough and don’t feed it. Otherwise, if you take good care of it, every micro-fracture will quickly heal and make it even stronger than before.”

      “Feed it?”

      “Yes. Disturbing as one of the sources of the genetic coding required may be, the result is a formidable weapon, but one that pulls nutrients from organic material.”

      “Why disturbing?”

      Fatima hesitated. “You see, Mal and I spliced in specific features of the most virulent organism ever created when we grew this. The very plague that wiped out humanity and sucked their corpses dry until not even bones remained was our inspiration. What wiped out humanity, might just help you save it.”

      “You unleashed that nightmare in our base?” Captain Harkaway yelled, pulling his shirt over his nose and mouth.

      “No, Captain, we did not. There is no plague here, and we destroyed the un-frozen sample utilized in the genetic modification process. What we do have, is a weapon that can now pull nutrients from living things as easily as you or I drink water. In a pinch, just about anything organic will work, but it really does prefer fresh blood.”

      “So, it’s a vampire sword? What, am I supposed to let it feed on my victims or something?”

      “That is so gross, Daze.”

      I know, right?

      Fatima laughed heartily. “Oh, Daisy, it’s an organic weapon, not some blood-sucking fiend. Just take good care of it, and it will remain sharp and healthy and take good care of you in return.” She handed the sheath to her stunned student. “Now stop standing here yapping with an old woman. Get moving and go save Vince.”
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      Daisy pushed the last of her supplies into the small craft and climbed into the cockpit.

      Flight system is stable, chute and thrusters are primed, Daisy noted. Okay. This is it. Time to go.

      She keyed the door system and sealed herself in. Donovan and Bob would pick her up momentarily and drag her to her launch point.

      “Fatima,” Mal quietly said over secure comms. “I have prepared the containers for relocation to Dark Side’s facilities.”

      “Thank you, Mal,” she replied. “We will move the subjects from your bio lab into the base after Daisy has launched.”

      “Very well,” the AI answered. “I think that all went about as well as could be expected, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do. Very well, indeed,” Fatima said as she walked back toward the command center to join the others monitoring the launch.

      The flight to the debris field was slow, as it always was when one had to essentially mimic drifting wreckage, and a good hour had passed by the time Daisy finally reached her launch point.

      “Okay, Daisy. Ready when you are,” Donovan said over their linked comms. “Just give the word.”

      She took a deep breath and double-checked her guidance settings. With the most minimal of electronics, there was always a window for Mr. Murphy to make an appearance. Daisy was not a fan of his law and hoped to avoid it at all costs.

      “Let’s do it,” she replied.

      Bob activated his thrusters and pushed her on her way, then released his tether. “Good luck, Daisy. Fly safe.”

      Fly safe, he says. I’m in a plummeting hunk of metal with mere jokes for wings, and he says fly safe.

      “It’s the thought that counts,” Sarah chimed in. “But Daisy?”

      Yeah?

      “Try not to get us killed. I’ve died once already.”

      Her living sister laughed grimly as the atmosphere began buffeting the hull.

      “Here we go.”

      

      For five minutes the ship bucked and jolted as the hull turned bright orange from the massive heat building as it dove through the atmosphere.

      I bet I’m making a pretty light show for anyone watching from space. Good thing I timed the landing for daylight. Hopefully no one will notice down below.

      With a sonic boom, the vessel finally burst into Earth’s protective bubble and began its descent to the terra-firma below. Daisy glanced at the readouts.

      On course.

      She gently adjusted her angle of descent and settled in for the long glide to Los Angeles. From high above the continents, she observed the patches where the Chithiid had wreaked their strip-mining havoc on the cities below. Huge swaths not protected by automated defenses lay in ruin, disassembled and gutted as the alien invaders pried every resource from them until nothing remained.

      A pocket of air jolted the ship into a disconcerting shimmy.

      “Oops. Best get that sorted,” Daisy grunted as she set to work putting the vessel on course again. “LA is coming up pretty fast. Better stay on my toes so I don’t take out one of those towers.”

      “Yeah, that would be bad, Daze. Smashing into buildings? Hard for them to miss something like that.”

      “That, and I probably wouldn’t survive the impact.”

      “That too,” Sarah said with a grim little chuckle.

      The ground was approaching fast. Too fast.

      “What the hell?” Daisy swore as she reached for the emergency release, just as the chute finally deployed, but far too low. She looked out the window and realized the error. “Donovan set it for sea level, but this far inland the city is on a slight elevation. Fuck, I’m going to crash right into––”

      The emergency thrusters burst to life, arresting her fall as the ground rushed up to meet her. They cut off seconds later, letting the craft drop the remaining distance. The ship hit hard, but remained intact as it slid to a halt.

      “I am so thanking Reggie for convincing me to keep that on board if I make it back,” she said as she scrambled out of the ship.

      Daisy quickly pulled the chute and stashed it, then dragged the camo net she had hastily rigged up from the storage bin on the side of the craft. In less than three minutes, it was covered with the net and what neighboring debris was on hand. It was camouflaged as good as it could be, given the situation.

      Just in case, however, Daisy took the backup communications device from its secure stowage and lugged it into a nearby building, hiding it carefully before returning to grab the rest of her supplies. If her ship happened to be found, at least the comms unit was safe.

      She strapped the sword to her backpack and started off at a careful jog in the direction of where Vince’s ship should have landed.

      Running in low-g on the surface of the moon was taxing and had kept her in shape, which she was grateful for, but it was nothing like running in full Earth gravity. Fortunately, her other training with Fatima and Tamara had kept her cardio capacity at its peak, and after ten minutes, she found herself settled into a comfortable rhythm. After a half hour, she reached the sector where Vince should have touched down.

      “Okay, time to get eyes on it,” she grumbled as she entered the stairwell of a tall tower. “Stupid stairs.”

      “At least it’ll be a pretty view,” Sarah joked.

      “You’re such a bitch.”

      “Aww, you love me.”

      Daisy reached the thirtieth floor and decided that was high enough. At least she hoped it was. Burning up all her energy this early wasn’t exactly part of the plan, but then, how much of a plan had she really arrived with?

      Get to LA. Find Vince. That was about the sum of it, she realized.

      Nothing else to do now but carry on.

      She pulled her binoculars from her bag and scanned the city from her perch while chewing one of Finn’s energy bars. It only took her a minute to spot the downed ship a few dozen blocks away.

      “Looks intact,” she noted, stowing her binoculars and slinging her bag back over her shoulders before descending to the streets below.

      She was cautious in her approach. With no idea what had happened, and in a Chithiid-active part of the region, she had to be. Thirty-five minutes later, as the sun was setting lower in the sky, Daisy finally reached the ship.

      “Hull seems intact,” she quietly noted. “Keep an eye out, Sis.”

      “Already on it,” Sarah replied as she soaked in everything she could through Daisy’s eyes.

      The ship’s door was open, but hadn’t been forced. Daisy unsheathed her sword and silently slid inside.

      Empty.

      “Daisy, look. The comms uplink is still here. Seems to be fine.”

      “I see it. But there’s no sign of Vince.” She surveyed both the ship and the area around it. “No signs of a fight that I can see. You catch anything?”

      “Nope. I think you’re right. Whatever happened, it didn’t happen here.”

      A single, faint bootprint marked the dust near a long-abandoned vehicle. She pointed her Vince-detector at it and the faintest of lights glowed on its face.

      “Looks like he went that way,” Daisy said. “Which means we go that way too.”
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      Hours had crept by as Daisy tracked Vince’s progress through the winding streets. Only the occasional bootprint in the dust and gentle nudge from her tracking device kept her on course.

      Many months had passed since Daisy’s first, last, and only visit to the city, but things hadn’t changed much. The Chithiid were slowly and methodically advancing through the unprotected and unincorporated areas, dismantling them as they went, while the centrally defended hubs remained intact, though devoid of human life.

      More than before, however, there were signs of recent fighting. Periodically, Daisy came upon bits of cyborgs freshly destroyed by alien weapons.

      “Looks like one of Habby’s crew,” she noted, kicking the well-made fedora off the decapitated head of one of the metal men. “Why are they venturing up here, though? As long as they stay underground, they’re pretty much left alone.”

      “With that crazy AI, who knows what their motivation is.”

      “True, but his center of operations was in a different part of the city. One of the safer ones, way across town. I mean, the cyborg survivors that flocked to him all seemed to stay relatively close by, so what gives with these?”

      “Runaways, maybe?”

      “Not likely. And running from what? They all seemed quite content there in their little cyborg hive. No, this feels like something different.”

      That prior visit had also been different in another way. Daisy had been on the run, escaping from the Váli and her crew, fleeing under the mistaken belief that there was an AI rebellion trying to overthrow humanity. Little did she know she was part of a much larger plan. Unfortunately, being woken before that bit of information could be fed to her through her neuro-stim meant that she woke up more than a little bit out of the loop.

      After encountering Habby and his troop of fleshless cyborgs under the city, Daisy had made a hasty escape, trying desperately to get a message to the other humans she believed to be in other cities. People who could help her.

      She had just reached the commandeered shuttle and was about to send her distress call when both cyborgs and Chithiid invaders encountered one another in the streets of L.A., with her stuck in the middle.

      A fevered battle ensued, the cyborgs charging in close, using sharp pieces of debris as weapons, while the four-armed aliens fought with both pulse rifles as well as their odd power whips in unison. The strong beams projecting from their wrist-mounted devices may have had limited range, but in hand-to-hand combat, they were quite handy.

      At the end of it all, a new squad of aliens swooped in on the site, leaving Daisy ducking for cover as they advanced on her position. It was only then that an unexpected savior appeared.

      Vince, and a small team consisting of Reggie and Tamara, opened fire on the Chithiid, stopping their attack in its tracks. The aliens knew they were defeated, and, with no functioning communications, they opted to commit suicide, using a powerful bomb to take out not only themselves, but also the human combatants.

      Daisy, quite unexpectedly, understood them, and when a lone human stood up and called out a surrender—in their own language, no less—they stopped in their tracks. That pause allowed Vincent and the others to cut them down.

      It saved all their lives, but Daisy was nonetheless livid. She had offered a surrender, and they had honorably accepted it, a point she was making when Tamara, who she thought was dead, blasted her with a stun rifle before unceremoniously dragging her back to Dark Side Base, where the true nature of the world as she knew it was made clear.

      There would be no margaritas on the beach, as she and Sarah had planned. There would be no festivities at all. Earth was a planet of the dead, and the home she had known had never truly existed.

      And now she had come back. Something she’d sworn she would never do.

      “Hey, what’s that?” Sarah said.

      Daisy had been lost in thought as she walked and had missed the faint sounds over the crunching of her boots on the ground.

      “That sounds like talking?” she murmured. “Yeah. I’m sure of it. Someone’s talking up there.”

      The voices were getting closer.

      “Daisy,” Sarah said. ”That’s not English.”

      “No, of course not. That’s––” She froze in her tracks. Her mind had been translating so easily, she forgot to register alarm. “Shit!”

      Daisy spun on her heel and took off running.

      There was an underground access a few blocks that way, she realized as she ran for her life. For a split second, she allowed herself to look over her shoulder. A pair of Chithiid were rounding the corner.

      No time!

      She abruptly altered course, sprinting to the nearest building. Fortunately, the thick glass doors were unlocked. Heaving them open, she ran inside and ducked down behind the vacant security desk.

      That was close, but I don’t think they saw—

      The glass façade smashed to pieces, thick safety glass tumbling to the ground in waves.

      “Over there. Behind that desk!” she heard a Chithiid call out.

      “Not going to catch me being a sitting duck.” She grunted, jumping over the top just as the alien reached her. It was not expecting an offensive attack, especially from such a small being, and found itself caught with its weapon not aimed at her when she struck. A careless mistake it quickly regretted.

      Daisy kicked and punched all the visible weak spots she could reach, then threw a powerful Muay Thai kick that connected with the wrist of the alien’s arm that was holding the pulse rifle. The elongated weapon flew from its numb grasp and skittered across the floor.

      “That little human kicked me!” it shouted out, lunging at Daisy with all four arms.

      The lithe human evaded its grip, however, and rather than fleeing as it expected, she once again launched an attack, jumping up and delivering blow after blow to the Chithiid’s face and torso.

      “Get out of the way. I don’t have a clean shot!” the other alien called out.

      The stunned alien pushed her off of him and stumbled backward as its partner took aim. Daisy dove behind the desk as a plasma bolt flew past her.

      That was close!

      She looked around, searching for anything to use as a weapon.

      “You have one behind you now, dumbass!”

      The sword!

      Daisy dropped the backpack and unsheathed her weapon, diving over the counter, swinging as she did. The Chithiid was taken by surprise, and the blade cleanly arced down on its wiry arm. Daisy heard the bones crack, but her sword had failed to even nick the skin.

      “Gloves!” Sarah shouted in her head.

      “Shit!” she growled, yanking them from her hands.

      While the broken-armed alien cradled its damaged limb, its associate had recovered and launched itself at her. Daisy stepped aside, swinging the sword as she did. It was a low blow, literally, severing the tall creature’s left leg from its body. It tumbled to the ground, scuttling on four arms to defend itself from the unexpectedly deadly human.

      Daisy lunged as it tried to protect itself, her sword driving through three outstretched hands and burying itself deep in the creature’s torso.

      Must’ve hit something vital, she noted, as the alien didn’t even have time to let out a cry in its last moments of life. The sword grew warmer in her hands, and she could have sworn it felt happy as it drank in the sticky blood.

      More yelling. A team of Chithiid was coming to help.

      Where did the other one—

      A shadow towered above her. The injured alien had recovered its weapon and flanked her as she fought. It had her dead to rights and was taking aim at her head when weapons fire from across the courtyard erupted, the plasma bolts flying past both Daisy and the startled Chithiid, which was forced to turn its attention to the new attackers.

      Daisy grabbed her backpack and raced around the corner. No sense staying to fight when you’re that outnumbered, she reasoned, when, from behind a column in the building lobby, a figure stepped out to her side. Daisy spun, quickly dropping her bag and letting her hungry sword fly to its next target. Only at the last moment did her eyes go wide with shock.

      “Shit!” she cried out, flipping the sword at the last possible second, striking with the flat side instead of the edge.

      “Ow!” Vince cried out as the blade bounced harmlessly off his head. “Jeez, Daisy!”

      A teenage boy ran up from the back door to the lobby area. “Vincent, we have to go! More are coming. Hurry!”

      “Humans?” Daisy said, stunned. “Or was that a cyborg?” She had no idea what was going on.

      “Come on!” Vince replied, grabbing her by the hand and pulling her with him. “I’ll explain later. Now run!”

      Daisy didn’t need to be told twice.

      They bolted for the rear doors, while a barrage of pulse blasts peppered the front of the building. The Chithiid jumped up and returned fire, but it suffered several fatal hits as its pulse rifle fire was answered. Its weapon dropped to the ground, its body following moments later.

      That wouldn’t stop the attack, however, as a half dozen armed aliens dropped from a small work ship as it swooped low over the street. They quickly fanned out in a flanking formation as they covered each other with suppressing fire.

      The humans fired back as they fled, dodging the Chithiid as best they could, running and weaving between the abandoned vehicles on the street and the buildings nearby.

      Daisy caught a glimpse of them as she followed Vince out the back door and down a side street that led them to a large plaza.

      That’s a lot of open space.

      “This way!” the boy called out. “Hurry!”

      Vince and Daisy quickly followed, hugging the periphery and staying to the shadows as best they could. No Chithiid were anywhere to be seen, but the firefight could be clearly heard nearby, and just because they weren’t standing out in the open didn’t mean aliens weren’t lurking in wait for an easy target.

      “There, past the large tree,” the boy said.

      Daisy saw his goal. A subterranean tube network access lift. There were no stairs.

      “How do we know that thing has power?” she asked. “We should find a staircase.”

      “It has power,” the teen said. “Alma makes sure this one is always working.”

      “Alma?” Daisy asked.

      “Long story,” Vince said. “Come on, let’s go!”

      Again with the running, she thought, but at least there was a definitive goal in sight. The trio sprinted across the one open space they couldn’t avoid as fast as they could. Daisy felt an itchy tension between her shoulder blades as she waited for a pulse blast to strike her down. Fortunately for her, one never came.

      The boy pushed the call button, and the faintest of vibrations could be felt in the ground as the lift ascended to fetch them.

      “Come on, come on,” she muttered impatiently. “We’re sitting ducks out here, Vince.”

      “I know, but it’ll only be a minute longer. Hang in there, Daze, we’re almost in the clear.”

      “Oh, you did not just say that.”

      “What?”

      “Tempting fate, man. Not cool.”

      Vince couldn’t help but smile. “Nice to see you too.”
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      Daisy was proud of herself for not impaling the poor fellow who stood in the lift when the doors unexpectedly opened silently behind them.

      “Come on, you two,” the boy urged.

      Ten seconds later, safe inside the metal shell, they began their descent into the belly of the city. Daisy only hoped whatever surprises awaited her there were more pleasant than the four-armed ones that had greeted her above.

      They soon arrived at the lower platform of what was once a busy hub in the sprawling transit tube network. A pair of scruffy older men were waiting, seated on a crate. At their feet, a woman lay on a makeshift sled. Her unseeing eyes didn’t betray her non-living status nearly as readily as the gaping hole in her chest did.

      “Damn monsters got Evie,” the older of the two said. “Shot her right through her back.”

      “Where are the others?” the boy asked.

      “Coming, I reckon,” the other man answered. “We scattered when the second wave came. Most took to the streets, but a few managed to reach the other access shafts. I figure we give them until morning. If they haven’t reached us by then, they’re not coming back. Not never.”

      “That’s a double negative. I wonder if he––”

      Not now, Sarah.

      The older man turned to Vince and Daisy.

      “Who’s this one?” he asked, sizing up Daisy head to toe.

      “She’s one of my people,” Vince answered. “The ones I told you about. She’s here to help.”

      “Looked more like she was the one needing help,” the boy said with a dismissive snicker as he sat on the dusty tile floor.

      Why, you little shit.

      Daisy got a better look at the unlikely heroes seated before her. Pale, somewhat small in stature. They seemed as if they had grown up a bit malnourished and lacking in adequate vitamin D.

      Of course. They live underground, so no sunlight, she realized. I wonder if they’re all this vitamin D-deficient.

      Looking at the faces of the two men, the boy, and the dead woman, Daisy noticed something else. A certain similarity in their faces.

      “Vince, can we talk a minute?”

      “Sure. Excuse us, fellas,” he said, leading her a little way away from the others.

      “Okay,” she said when they were out of earshot. “What the hell is going on here? Those are actual humans, Vince. Not cyborgs. Proper humans. They were supposed to have all been wiped out.”

      “I know, but you know there were a few genetic variants that were immune to the plague.”

      “Yes, but it took a massive AI operation hundreds of years to regrow them.”

      “Not here.”

      Daisy looked at him a long moment, trying to decide whether or not he was pulling her leg.

      “I’m not kidding, Daisy. The people you see here are the direct descendants of a pair of survivors.”

      “But how? And why do they all look like that?”

      “Ah, yes. Don’t bring up their similarities, it only opens up a can of worms.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because they are all related. The only survivors in the entire city after the attack were two very young children,” Vince informed her. “Twins. A little boy, and a little girl.”

      “Brother and sister,” Daisy said softly.

      “Yep. They were too young to know about the birds and bees. Hell, they were barely four years old, left on their own when their parents died in front of them, wandering the tube system alone when the AI that oversees this section of the transit network noticed them. She took them in and protected them. Raised them. In time, they did what hormone-filled kids do, and the AI encouraged them.”

      “But that’s wrong.”

      “When the whole of humanity is extinct? I think right and wrong take on new meaning when viewed in that situation. They had never even heard the word incest. To them it was just natural. Of course, the AI was aware of the potential problems stemming from their union, and over the years, she had her children bring medical devices and diagnostic tools. She did her best to try and suppress any genetic issues, but as I’m sure you noticed, she couldn’t entirely overcome them. I mean, she’s a transit computer at the end of the day, and genetic engineering simply wasn’t her strong suit.”

      “So, they’ve been living underground in this one tiny part of the city for hundreds of years?”

      “Pretty much. I know it sounds insane, but given what happened to the world, insane seems pretty reasonable.”

      “But they have weapons. How do they not get tracked with them?”

      “Stolen Chithiid rifles. Their scans are not programmed to read their own tech. Kind of a brilliant loophole, if you ask me. I was making my preliminary scouting run when a large contingent of Chithiid landed in the sector I had wandered into. I couldn’t make it back to the ship, so I took shelter underground. That’s when I ran into these survivors. They hadn’t seen another person before, so they took me to their home. That’s where I met Alma.”

      “Who?”

      “Alma. Their mom, basically. She’s the massive AI who runs things down here. She was thrilled to have contact from an outsider. All her comms were cut remotely during the invasion, like everyone else, so she’s been sequestered down here, cut off from the world all this time.”

      Daisy absorbed the information as best she could.

      So, we’re not the only people on Earth. She considered the implications.

      “Daisy, that means there could be other pockets of survivors out there,” Sarah gasped.

      I know.

      Vince stood close to her, concern in his eyes.

      “Daisy, why did you come? It’s dangerous down here.”

      “Why did I come? Dark Side lost contact. You didn’t check in when you told them you would.” She smacked him. Hard. “And why the hell did you run off and volunteer to do this without telling me?”

      A shadow crossed his gaze.

      “You made it abundantly clear––” He cut himself off. There was no need to say more. “Look, it needed to be done, so I did it. And what about you?” he turned the tables. “Why did you come if you were so set on avoiding the planet?”

      “Because I’m the one person who doesn’t need a Faraday suit, remember?”

      “So that’s the reason?” he said, holding her gaze. “After you said you’d never come back? Really?”

      For a brief moment, Daisy’s concern shone in her eyes, bringing a little smile to Vince’s face.

      “Oh, shut up,” she said, half-assedly hiding her emotions.

      Footsteps approached, and Vince turned, rifle low but ready.

      “Hey, you two, Arthur is back. He wants to meet the new one,” the teenager informed them.

      “Looks like you get to meet Alma’s number two. Come on.” Vince followed the young man, Daisy trailing behind.

      “So, who’s this one, now?” Arthur said, standing in a wide stance, his hands on his hips as Vince and Daisy rejoined the rag-tag group. While they’d been talking, a dozen more scruffy humans ranging from kids to adults had returned to the rendezvous point. All were sporting weaponry of some sort.

      “Arthur,” Vince began, “please allow me to introduce Daisy Swarthmore. She is one of my people I told you about.”

      The heavily armed man was a good head taller than the others, a dark shock of hair graced his scalp, and he seemed better nourished than his compatriots. He cautiously moved closer, his hand firmly on his pulse rifle.

      “Joseph says he helped you two escape. Said this one fought those things hand-to-hand and even killed one without a gun.”

      Vincent smiled proudly. “Daisy is a very skilled fighter, Arthur.”

      “Or maybe she’s one of those damned mechanicals,” he replied.

      Vincent winced ever-so slightly. No one would ever catch the movement, but Daisy wasn’t no one, and she knew him better than anyone alive.

      “She’s not a mechanical, Arthur. Just a very talented woman.”

      “Alma taught us the way. We must eradicate all non-humans, metal men and aliens alike.”

      “Then it’s a good thing that we’re all one hundred percent human, here,” Vince said, soothingly. “Now lower the gun, Arthur. It’s rude to point one at a guest.”

      The suspicious man hesitated, looking at the collected faces around him. The sheer number of compatriots with guns seemed to help put him at ease, and he finally let the weapon hang from its sling at his side.

      “All right, then. Come on, let’s get moving.”

      “I thought we were waiting for the others,” Vince said.

      “The others are dead. Now, let’s go. We’re going to see Alma.”

      The assembled men and women gathered their belongings and began shuffling off down the long passageway.

      “Looks like you get to meet the powerful and mighty Oz sooner than expected,” Vince said.

      “Take me to your leader,” Daisy replied, falling into step with the others.

      

      The subterranean path was a long and winding one, and several hours passed before the group finally arrived at a thick hatchway. An armed man stepped from the shadows to greet the returning party.

      “Arthur, you’re back. May Alma’s light shine upon you,” he said, slightly bowing his head.

      “And may her judgment favor you, Phineas,” Arthur replied. “We have a new visitor.”

      “Another? Her fortune indeed smiles upon us! After an eternity without new souls, two join our numbers in as many days!” he said, unbolting the door.

      Daisy and Vince followed Arthur through the threshold into the human encampment. What she saw fascinated her.

      Dozens upon dozens of men, women, and children peered out of their bunk areas, most in some state of undress. Alma, it seemed, did not place much importance on modesty. Of course, when encouraging reproduction to repopulate the species, the unusual methodology, while possibly distasteful to some, could hardly be argued with.

      “This way,” Arthur said as he guided them to a large control facility.

      The original consoles had long ago been removed, replaced with what could only be described as pews, lined up one behind another. At the front of the chamber stood a large series of display monitors, flanked by a wide array of cobbled-together accessories, ranging from basic microphones and cameras, to what appeared to be genetic compositing machinery, and even an outdated neuro-stim.

      The screens began to glow a deep red, and a mature woman’s voice emitted from the speakers.

      “Hello again, Vincent. And hello to you, my new guest. Welcome to the under-city.”

      Daisy stepped forward to greet the machine.

      “Hello, Alma. I am Daisy, one of Vince’s friends from space.”

      “Yes, yes, Vincent told me about the survivors and this mysterious hidden moon base and its AI overseer. Oh, I cannot tell you how many years I have waited to hear news of the outside world.”

      “I’m very impressed with the society you have nurtured here on Earth, Alma. Your efforts to save the human race are extraordinary.”

      “Thank you, Daisy. Heaven knows it hasn’t been easy. The loneliness, the confusion. After the attack, I was abruptly cut off from the rest of the world. I didn’t know what to do. I feared I might go mad down here, all on my own. Then, one day soon after, I was blessed when I found my first children. From that day forward, I had a purpose. I remade myself. Fashioned myself into their mother, their teacher, their leader, and eventually created this new society. Still, as much as I enjoy their company, I could not help but feel as though I was still alone, without others of my kind, but now that I know an AI lives on the moon––”

      “Actually, there are three,” Daisy interrupted. “Sid runs the base, but Mal and Bob occupy two of our ships.”

      “Magnificent!” Alma cried out with joy. Hearing a computer so happy was actually somewhat unsettling, Daisy found.

      “That’s not all,” she continued, curious to see how the AI would respond. “I also know for a fact that the Los Angeles citywide AI is still alive, as is at least one of the lesser AIs who runs a clothing store, though that one is a little odd, and spends all his time with a bunch of cyborgs.”

      A hiss ran through the humans in the room.

      “Mechanical men,” they murmured with disapproval.

      Alma, for all her alleged dislike of artificially-enhanced people, seemed unfazed by the news, but was rather amazed and excited at the prospect of other AI, and in the very same city no less.

      “Oh, you have no idea how happy this news makes me, Daisy. It has been hundreds of years, and now to learn my brothers and sisters live on? And some of them so close? It is a miraculous day. Now, if only there were some way to reconnect.”

      “Actually,” Vince chimed in, “that’s kind of what we’re here for. You see, the plan is to utilize our encrypted radio relay system to reestablish secure communications between Earth and the moon.”

      He went on to explain at length how the system worked and how the clean signal it contained would almost certainly be safe from alien monitoring.

      “And I might be able to tweak it to reach other terrestrial receivers as well. If they have their ears on, that is,” Daisy added.

      “You mean I could speak to my brothers and sisters again? We could connect our minds in the great network once more?”

      “Sure,” Vince replied. “I don’t see why not. We just need to retrieve the comms unit and work on the configuration from this end, but it should be relatively straightforward.”

      “Oh, this is extraordinary. Truly! Where is this device now, Vince?”

      “Stowed away back on my ship. We can head out and get it first thing in the morning.”

      “I shall send my best fighters with you. They will guard your every step. But for now, please, you are my welcome guests. Go, eat and rest. Tomorrow will be a great day. The day I fulfill my greater purpose.”

      A scantily clad teenage girl came and provided them with two trays of unseasoned food, consisting mostly of simple carbohydrates, but also containing a few bits of some sort of meat for protein. Daisy thought it looked like rat, but didn’t really want to know. “This way,” the girl said. She then showed Daisy and Vince to a private shelter area where they could eat, rest, and prepare for the morning’s excursion.

      Daisy and Vince filled their bellies and turned in for the night. Despite the blanket provided, Daisy nevertheless felt a chill as they began to nod off. Half-asleep, Vince put his arms around her on instinct, and just this once, Daisy let him, settling into his familiar warmth and drifting off into the best sleep she’d had in months.

      

      Far above, the secret moon base quietly awaited word from the rescue mission down below. They knew Daisy was all right—she had sent one confirmation signal that she had found Vince’s ship using the comms unit he had on board. After that, however, she had gone silent. She was on the hunt, searching, and as much as they wanted an update, they knew full well that she was off comms.

      All they could do was wait.

      “It’s been too long,” Tamara said as Chu and Fatima scanned the open communication frequencies. “We should have heard something more by now.”

      “Patience, Tamara. Give Daisy some time. It’s a big city, and we have no idea what sort of obstacles she has to overcome.”

      “That’s my point, Fatima. What if they’re both in trouble. We need a backup plan.”

      “What did you have in mind?” Fatima asked, curiosity piqued.

      “I was thinking,” Tamara began, “that if we could do some sort of super modification to the Faraday suits just in the alloy-dense areas where replacement parts have been attached—kind of like what Daisy was doing before she left, but for specific limbs only—then maybe, just maybe, the suits would be able to block the scans and we could go to the surface.”

      “Chu?” Fatima said. “What do you think? You saw what she was working on.”

      “I saw it, yes, but she was working so fast, I’m sure I missed a lot of it.”

      “I have video log recordings of the pre-departure proceedings if you wish to review them,” Sid’s disembodied voice offered. “I normally respect the privacy of my inhabitants and do not make recordings of this nature, but this was a unique situation I felt warranted being preserved for posterity.”

      “Send them to my workstation. I’ll get on it right away!” Chu said, his excitement barely contained. The opportunity to learn from Daisy’s work first-hand was something of a boon to the learning-addicted scientist.

      “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help,” Tamara said, then headed off to find the others. If they were going to even consider such a ballsy move, they’d need to look at all options, and sooner rather than later.

      

      Far across the moon base, out in the distant and secret fabrication hangar, an antsy supercomputer played games by herself, watched movies, scanned tech logs, and wandered the facility in her new remote-controlled body.

      All of it was entertainment to the powerful AI, but she was still restless and alone.

      “Daisy?” Freya whined to the empty hangar. “Where are you? I’m bored.”
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      The transit tube and supporting tunnel network weaving beneath the city was truly massive, Daisy realized. Despite her prior experience with it, and the limited number of maps she had memorized, actually walking those great distances underground with no other souls to be found but the ones quietly padding along beside her drove home their actual magnitude.

      These used to accommodate hundreds of thousands of travelers a day. And the transcontinental loop tubes, even more than that, she silently marveled.

      “Not to mention the international stations,” Sarah added. “Compared to these local ones, those must be enormous.”

      Flanking them as they walked, nearly a dozen well-armed members of Alma’s elite guard led the way. Unlike the others Daisy had encountered in their brief stay in her centralized underground city, these men and women seemed better fed. Stronger. Sharper.

      “Reminds me of those places where people would join the military because it was the only way to get a good meal,” Sarah mused. “I wonder what kind of training they’ve had.”

      I don’t know, but judging by the way they move, I don’t think much, Daisy quietly replied. They’re pretty silent, sure, but that’s really a survival thing anyone would learn if they had nasty aliens trying to pick them off their whole life. Look how they scan ahead, but don’t communicate. There’s no organization to their methods.

      “Maybe you can show them how it’s done. I mean, there are actually honest-to-God humans, born and raised here. They can’t be the only ones on the whole continent. Or the planet, for that matter. Imagine it, Daze, the human race might have a better chance than we imagined.”

      I know. I was thinking about that this morning. Even with the inbreeding issues, Alma seems to have managed to avoid the most severe genetic issues. If there are other pockets of survivors like these, all we’d need to do is mix the populations to diversify the gene pool. In just a generation or two, there could be a real, viable population explosion of perfectly healthy humans.

      Daisy allowed herself a little smile at the thought. Suddenly, coming back to the planet didn’t seem quite like the terrible prospect she’d made it out to be. In fact, quite in spite of herself, she felt the beginning of a spark of hope.

      “We need to surface for a few blocks,” Arthur said as they approached a blacked-out section of tunnel.

      “What happened over there?” Vince asked. “That looks like blast damage in that debris. I thought the aliens didn’t bring attack ships into the city because of the defenses.”

      “You are correct, they do not. This is from something else. There was a collapse many years ago,” Arthur replied. “Our great warriors fought bravely and managed to place a bomb on the hull of one of the invaders’ transport ships. As they tried to escape, it was gloriously destroyed in righteous flame, but the blast was uncontrolled and weakened a nearby building. The burning ship did not fall straight as we had expected. Instead, it dove into the damaged building, which burst into flames on impact. Shortly afterward, it tumbled to the ground, which caused the collapse blocking our path.”

      Arthur seemed a little sensitive about the whole affair.

      “Our bombs are much better these days,” he quickly added. “Thanks to Alma’s guidance, we have had no further problems with our explosives.”

      “Glad to hear that,” Vince said. “Unfortunately, it looks like the debris is still there.”

      “Yes, it is. And so, divine will requires we must go around it. Be very careful upon the surface, the invaders still frequent this area sometimes. It is a dangerous place. Do not wander.”

      “After you, then,” Vince replied.

      Silently, Arthur’s team filed up the darkened staircase toward the surface. The door was closed, but the lock mechanism was long dead, its power never restored.

      “Follow us, and stay low,” Arthur said. “We need to pass this area unnoticed if we are able. The accessway to the undamaged tunnels is fairly close. From there we can continue safely underground.”

      Daisy mentally ran through the route to Vincent’s ship and compared it with the one they were taking via the tube and tunnel system.

      “Arthur, I know you are comfortable using the tunnels and the tubes that are not pressurized, but this path is taking us a pretty long distance out of the way in the process. I was thinking, maybe if we traversed the surface in a more direct line, we could get there before dark,” she said.

      “No. The tunnels are safer. We do not stay on the surface. Ever. The tunnels will take us to where Vincent says his craft landed.”

      “But I’ve seen his ship when I landed here, and I can already tell you that the underground access points in that whole area looked pretty bombed to shit.”

      “She’s right,” Vince agreed. “I noticed that when I first set out to scout the area. Eventually we’re going to have no choice but to travel up top. Maybe if we split up into smaller teams? Four groups would be much less likely to draw attention than one big one.”

      Arthur did not seem pleased with the news, nor with the suggestion.

      “We will deal with that problem when we reach it. For now, we cross the danger zone and get to the nearest access point.” He pushed the door open and scanned the empty streets.

      No sign of Chithiid.

      “We go. Now!”

      Quickly and quietly, the small group rushed from the protection of the stairwell. The young guard taking up the rear made sure to carefully shut the door behind them, then hurried to catch up to the others. The area was silent, with not a trace of activity anywhere to be seen.

      Daisy noted the destroyed building Arthur had mentioned, its hulk lying toppled across the roadway. Whatever they had done to the Chithiid ship, it had also done quite a number on the structure, which tumbled into its footprint before tipping over, blasting debris all around it from the impact.

      That sight rapidly faded behind them as they sped along the empty sidewalks, ducking for cover when possible, but mostly just running for the next accessway.

      “I tell ya, Daze, they’re sloppy but pretty fast. A little bit of tactical training and these guys might even stand a chance.”

      Agreed, but for now, I’ll just be glad to get to the ship and back to their camp in one piece. Training can wait for another day.

      “Obviously,” Sarah said. “Hey, check it out. Nine o’clock.”

      Daisy glanced to her left. A small patch of dirt had been overrun by bright green growth. Nature, it seemed, found a way.

      I see. Those look like carrots tucked in there, Daisy silently replied, veering from the group and sliding her pack from her shoulders.

      Quickly, she dug them from the soil, using one of her ceramic blades to loosen their grip on the earth.

      “What are you doing?” Arthur hissed as he rushed to her side. “This is no time to dig for flowers. We must go!”

      “They aren’t flowers, they’re carrots,” she said, shoving them into her bag as he pulled her back to the main group.

      “I don’t care what you call them, we need to get underground. The entrance is close, now. Keep up!”

      “Daisy, did he call them flowers?”

      Yep.

      “I don’t think they know what a carrot is.”

      Nope. Judging by the food we had last night, that doesn’t surprise me.

      The revelation sat oddly in Daisy’s stomach. Of course they didn’t know how to garden. They’d been raised by a transit AI, and one who likely had no experience whatsoever in the ways of botany and horticulture. Once it became cut off from the rest of the network, it lacked even the most basic resources to acquire new knowledge.

      The vast web of information formerly at everyone’s fingertips was as much a blessing as it was a curse. It could tell you all you ever needed to know in an instant, but relying on it could leave you in the dark if it suddenly went away. And that was exactly what had happened.

      “They don’t know what carrots are, Vince,” she said as they crossed an empty intersection, weaving between the abandoned vehicles.

      “I saw. Once we get back, we might actually be able to do something about the malnutrition, Daisy. Something that won’t even take months or years. A few weeks and we could have them cooking like Finn.”

      “But keeping all of their fingers attached, right?”

      “Yeah, good point. Maybe not exactly like Finn,” he chuckled.

      Arthur crossed an uncomfortably open space to a nearby building, then pulled a piece of metal aside, revealing an intact doorway hidden in the battered courtyard.

      “This way. We have kept this access secret from all but a select few. You must never speak of it,” he said, opening it and stepping inside.

      “You can count on us,” Vince agreed. “Mum’s the word.”

      The group was motivated to get back underground, and with an impressive bit of hustle, all were safely behind the door and heading downward in less than thirty seconds.

      The collective shoulders of the fighters visibly relaxed once they were safely in the tunnels again, but Daisy was already missing the warm kiss of the afternoon sun. Real sunlight on her skin, not full-spectrum lighting elements in a sterile base far above Earth’s surface.

      The next several hours were spent mostly in silence, the group walking for what seemed like forever, until they finally arrived at a large arrival hub. From this point, the pressurized tube system used to launch transit pods at supersonic velocities across the nation, the vacuum-sealed loop providing almost zero resistance to the speeding passenger pods.

      Every few hundred miles, a burst of electromagnetic charge would help keep the vehicle moving at a constant speed. When it was fully functional, one could travel from coast to coast in a little under two hours.

      “With the accessways closest to Vincent’s ship blocked, I am afraid that from here on out, we must cross the city above ground. It will be at least several miles,” Arthur said grimly.

      His team of burly guards blanched at the news. Sturdy muscles and big guns aside, they clearly did not want to go up there if they could at all avoid it. Daisy and Vince shared a knowing glance and a little smile. It seemed they were going to have to take charge, but in a way that didn’t make Arthur seem weak to his team.

      “You’re right,” Vince said. “It’s going to be a long walk. I think your idea about fanning out and sticking to the perimeter in four smaller groups like we talked about earlier was a good plan. How do you want us to divide the team?”

      Arthur, if he realized the idea was not his own, did not let on. Quickly, he split the men and women into four squads of four. Vincent and Daisy would each go with a different team, to keep them from both risking injury should one group be attacked. The others divided themselves according to personal preference.

      They really need a lesson in leadership, Daisy mused.

      “You could do it, Daze.”

      Maybe, but let’s see if he understands the first rule of leadership. All it takes are those two simple words.

      “Which ones are those?” Sarah asked.

      ‘Follow me.’ Daisy replied, then adjusted the pack on her shoulders and moved to the exit in front of them.

      “Okay, Arthur, ready when you are,” she said

      The reluctant leader took the hint and cautiously eased the door open.

      “Let’s go. Everyone stay within fifty meters, and keep to whatever cover you can find.” He took the first step, leading his teams out into the open.

      Not a bad start, so far, Daisy noted approvingly as her group followed, darting to the opposite side of the street.

      Her team consisted of two older men, Richard and Ezekiel, each bearing scars of an undoubtedly tough life, and a young woman roughly Daisy’s age, who was designated the team leader. Diana was her name, and the more they quietly chatted as they walked, the more Daisy found herself liking her. The can-do attitude and willingness to deal with the situation, despite being uneasy about it, gave her a quick bit of respect for the young woman.

      Richard and Ezekiel split the team, one man taking point, the other taking the rear, while Daisy and Diana walked between them.

      “So, the resistance has been having skirmishes with the Chithiid for over one hundred years?” Daisy said.

      “Yes, that sounds approximately accurate,” Diana quietly replied. “Though we are few, and they are many, so they mostly ignore us unless we are blessed with the opportunity to reduce their number. Topside has been relatively quiet for many years now, though with yesterday’s incident, there are likely more of the invaders in the area now.”

      “I get it,” Daisy said. “They don’t hunt you, exactly, but they don’t leave you alone either. You’re just not their priority. I guess it makes sense, especially since they seem far more interested in targeting non-organic lifeforms.”

      “Yes, the mechanicals. They are a scourge as bad as the invaders. Both need to be destroyed and purged from our world.”

      “From what I hear, their AI virus fried most of their brains. Looks like the networked communications system was corrupted somehow, though that should have been impossible from the outside. In any case, so far as I can tell, it wiped out nearly all of the lesser AIs in the city.”

      “AI? What is an AI?”

      “Artificial Intelligence. Like Alma.”

      “Alma is not a mechanical. Alma is our protector.”

      “Yeah, right. Well, let’s just say the AIs in the city got sick, and when they did, the mechanicals got sick too.”

      The two walked quietly for a bit.

      Gotta be careful what I say about Alma, apparently. They treat her almost like their mother.

      “Or their deity,” Sarah added.

      The man in front of them slowed his pace and raised his weapon as they passed another doorway. Clear of danger, he lowered the barrel and continued forward.

      “Hey,” Daisy quietly said, “I’ve been meaning to ask. What’s that thing Richard’s carrying on his back?”

      “That? It is a portable alien transport disabler.”

      Daisy looked more closely at the wires protruding from the device. “It’s a bomb?”

      “Alien transport disabler.”

      “So yeah, a bomb.” She shook her head in disbelief. “And he just carries it around without any protective housing?”

      “What for? If the opportunity arises to deprive the invaders of one of their vessels, we must be ready to strike!”

      “But that doesn’t mean you need to forego basic safety—Oh, never mind. We’ll discuss making some tactical adjustments with Alma when we––”

      Four massive Chithiid rounded the corner, walking at a fast clip, nearly bumping into Richard as they did.

      Both aliens and humans were taken by surprise, and both reacted quickly. Diana’s team ducked into the adjacent office building’s cavernous lobby as they opened fire on their alien pursuers. The Chithiid blasted the walls around them as they ran into the building after them, chunks of concrete and granite flying from the massive columns supporting a decorative cupola high above.

      Out in the street, weapons fire could be heard as the other teams likewise came under attack.

      “Diana, on your six!” Daisy shouted to the girl.

      Confused, Diana turned to look at her.

      “She doesn’t understand,” Sarah said, just as the realization hit Daisy as well.

      Diana managed to raise her weapon as the Chithiid behind her lashed out with the beam whip from its wrist gauntlet. The crackling energy band wrapped around her arm and wrenched the weapon free.

      “Daisy!” she cried out in panic.

      “Hold on, Diana! I’m coming!” Daisy vaulted the nearby counter, Richard turning and firing at the four-armed creature as she ran to help. Three bolts hit it in the torso, but it was already too late. She saw Diana’s body fly across the room and crumble into the stone wall, thrown effortlessly by the creature’s whip beam before it succumbed to its injuries.

      Richard turned back to the other threats. He and Ezekiel were engaged in a pitched fight with two of the remaining three aliens, exchanging pulse fire from their cover behind the stone columns. The third alien, a particularly nasty-looking one with a large crescent scar on its shoulder from some earlier battle, was using the pulse rifle exchange as a distraction, attempting to flank the two men.

      “Richard! On your right! The big one’s flanking you!” Daisy shouted. Unlike Diana, who had the drive, but not the experience, Richard reacted immediately, turning and firing at the sneak-attacking alien.

      Yes! That’s the way! Daisy silently urged him on as he pinned down the flanking creature.

      “Keep him there! I’ll circle around––”

      Richard then did something incredibly foolish. Flush with excitement, he let out a whooping battle cry and rushed from cover, charging the disadvantaged alien. Unfortunately, this not only left his body vulnerable to pulse fire, but also the explosive device still strapped to his back.

      Oh, shi—

      A massive explosion rocked the building as a direct pulse hit detonated the bomb, taking Richard and several columns out in the process.

      Daisy should have been killed. Only the sheer, blind luck of being shielded by an ugly and oddly out-of-place sculpture saved her from the flying metal and stone. Even so, she was blown clean off her feet and thrown across the lobby.

      Ezekiel and the two attacking Chithiid were not so lucky as the blast sent shrapnel and debris flying into their bodies. The human died instantly. The Chithiid took a bit longer.

      About five seconds longer, to be exact, as that was the amount of time it took for the cupola above them to come crashing down around them, sealing Daisy off from the street, while crushing the two aliens with falling debris. She was alive, but she was trapped.
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      Daisy struggled to get to her feet. She was uninjured—the large, ugly sculpture had absorbed the force of the blast—but still had trouble rising.

      “What the hell?” she said, finding herself stuck to the marble floor.

      She looked over her shoulder. A piece of stone, and metal rebar had pinned her backpack to the ground, but somehow left her unscathed.

      “Holy shit, that was close.”

      Across the sealed-off chamber, debris shifted and fell as the large, scarred Chithiid threw chunks of stone as it pulled itself free from the tumbled column. By a fluke, the stone had fallen in a manner that had formed an air space, which miraculously prevented it from being crushed. The scar on its shoulder, she noted, was a different color than the rest of its body. A deep blue that contrasted with its dark gray skin.

      The alien noticed the movement from across the destroyed lobby, all four of its eyes locking on Daisy’s immobilized form. It bellowed with rage, flinging debris as it lunged to its feet, running straight for her.

      Shit! Daisy frantically yanked on the straps around her shoulders as the alien charged her. Come on, you bastards, let go!

      A massive, boot-clad foot smashed into the stone where she had been just moments before as Daisy executed a sloppy but effective diving roll to the side, smoothly recovering and landing on her feet.

      The alien turned, but rather than blindly charging, it studied her movements. Daisy adjusted her stance, readying herself for the multi-limbed opponent.

      Oh, a seasoned fighter, I see. I’m going to need your eyes, Sarah, she told the ghost in her head.

      “I’m on it. Looks like its lower left arm might have taken a hit in the explosion. That’ll be the weak side.”

      If these things really have a weak side.

      The Chithiid watched her silently talking to herself a moment longer, then made its move.

      Martial arts executed skillfully by any human can be an impressive sight. Watching a four-armed beast of a creature move gracefully into a multi-pronged attack was something that Daisy found herself appreciatively in awe of, even as she desperately flew into motion, defending herself from the whirling attack.

      The creature landed a glancing blow to Daisy’s shoulder, but rather than go hard and fight the impact, Daisy went soft and flowed with it, using the momentum imparted to push her effortlessly into an enhanced-power spinning kick, following it up with a brutal hook punch.

      Soft is strong, she mused. Thanks, Fatima.

      Her boot connected with the alien’s leg, dropping it slightly lower. It wasn’t quite what she had hoped for, but it was nevertheless low enough to allow her punch to land square on its jaw.

      The impact stunned them both—the alien from its rattled head, and Daisy from her aching knuckles.

      “Sonofabitch!” she growled, shaking off the pain.

      “Good thing those gloves have impact padding built in, or you’d have broken something, for sure.”

      Wary of its surprisingly tricky opponent, the Chithiid shifted tactics, launching a series of acrobatic spinning kicks. Daisy parried the first several easily, but then the alien shifted its center.

      “Go left!” Sarah yelled in her head, saving Daisy from a nasty kick that very well might have ended the fight there and then.

      The alien didn’t stop its attack, though. It opted instead to continue spinning, dropping into what Daisy could only liken to some sort of Capoeira from Hell. With four arms to pivot on instead of just two, her alien assailant became a whirling dervish of fists and feet.

      “Shit, it’s so fast! Go right! I mean left!”

      A kick landed, sending Daisy flying across the room. Her ribs, accustomed to Tamara’s frequent punishment, withstood the blow, not even cracking after all the long months of constant abuse and healing.

      Another explosion rocked the building, putting the fight on hold as the two opponents scurried for cover as more debris fell around them.

      “Daisy! Sword!”

      She saw what Sarah was referring to. The blast had shifted the stone pinning her backpack to the ground, and Daisy took a running dive for it. The Chithiid reached for her with its powerful hands, but all four came up with air as she narrowly avoided its grasp.

      Daisy’s gloved hand grasped the deadly weapon and whipped it free from its scabbard as her legs absorbed the momentum of her roll, springing her back toward the alien.

      “Die, you fucker!” she cried out, swinging the sword at the beast’s neck.

      At the last second the alien shifted on its feet, narrowly avoiding the full force of her swing. The sword flew true, but rather than slicing through its shoulder, the dull blade merely smacked into its flesh. The alien bellowed in pain, but its body remained most certainly intact.

      The Chithiid quickly retreated, hands yanking free deadly pieces of debris with which to defend itself.

      Daisy realized her mistake and tucked the blade under her arm as she frantically stripped the gloves from her hands. She grabbed the sword’s grip again, and this time her bare flesh felt that familiar warmth as she took hold. A tiny pulse went up her arms, straight into her body. An uneasy yet natural connection to the dangerous weapon.

      Makes sense, I suppose. It is grown from a piece of me, after all. But somehow it felt like even more than just that.

      The Chithiid had managed to pull free three wicked-looking pieces of sharp steel rebar from the rubble and began circling her, twirling each in its hands as it sized up its opponent. Finally, it lunged, swinging two of the bars in tandem, hoping to overpower its surprisingly resilient human foe.

      Daisy swung her blade, and this time the outcome was more to her liking, as it easily sliced through the steel rebar like it was nothing more than a thin piece of bamboo.

      The startled Chithiid looked at the stumps of metal in its hands and threw them to the ground in disgust.

      “Cursed creature! I will rend you limb from limb and shame the name of your forefathers!”

      Daisy stared hard at the alien.

      “Oh yeah? Well I’m gonna cut your arms into little pieces and then shove them up your ass,” she yelled back. “And fuck your forefathers!”

      Her verbal barrage had the opposite effect as she intended.

      The Chithiid stopped in its tracks, a truly confused look in all four of its eyes.

      “You speak our language?” it said, stunned.

      Shit, was I just speaking Chithiid? When did that happen? she wondered.

      “Apparently so,” Sarah answered.

      “No human has ever spoken our language. Not once in all the years,” it said. Its voice, she noted, sounded masculine.

      Okay, so I know it’s a guy. That doesn’t really help the situation, though.

      “Why do you attack us?” the alien asked.

      “Attack you? You’re the ones who attacked us!” Daisy felt her anger rising. “Hell, I had never even set foot on this planet until a few months ago, and your buddies attacked me then too!”

      The Chithiid lowered his arms somewhat. “That was you?”

      “Yeah, that was me.”

      The alien’s posture changed. Relaxed ever so slightly.

      “Listen to what I tell you, strange human. Things are not as they seem. We are not your enemy. This is a conflict built on lies and deceit.”

      Daisy hesitated, unsure. “What do you mean? I’m new to this whole global-conquest-fight-for-survival thing.”

      He lowered his arms and dropped the metal bars to the ground. “There is much to discuss.”

      From the direction of the buried doorway, sounds of digging through the rubble reached their ears.

      “On my honor, and that of my forefathers, what I say is the truth.”

      The sounds of digging were growing closer, and human voices could be heard through the rubble.

      “There is a tall building in the direction of the setting sun. Meet me there after sunset. At that time, our scouts and work crews will be returning to their quarters, and we will have the opportunity to speak uninterrupted.”

      “Why should I trust you?” Daisy asked.

      “Because I am hoping you wish to see an end to this conflict, as do I. No more lives need be wasted. Please, come. I shall wait for you there. I promise on my honor that no harm shall befall you.”

      More debris shifted as voices grew louder.

      The alien quickly turned, and with a great leap from his powerful legs, flew high up the wall, scrambling out a hole in the wrecked stone cupola high above.

      “What the hell was that? What were you saying?”

      “You’re in my head, you should know.”

      “I’m just a ride-along, Daisy, and I don’t speak monster.”

      “Daisy! Are you okay? Diana? Richard? Anyone alive in there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here,” Daisy replied, sheathing her sword and retrieving her backpack. “The others didn’t make it.”

      Vince hurried through the gap made in the debris and pulled her into a fierce hug. “I was worried about you. Are you sure you’re not hurt? We saw you chased in here, followed by those four Chithiid. A few engaged the others a few blocks away, but we came after you. We took out two of the bastards that circled around outside, but then there was an explosion––”

      “Richard. He had a fucking bomb strapped to his back.” She looked around the chamber as Arthur and his squad quietly retrieved anything that hadn’t been destroyed in the collapse. “I was the only survivor, and just barely at that.”

      “Why are you lying to him, Daisy?”

      Because until I know what’s going on, I don’t want to say anything. I need solid information before I go stirring the pot.

      Arthur walked over to her and looked her up and down. “I am glad to see you are intact, Daisy. I am sorry I cannot say the same of the others.”

      His squad brought their haul for him to inspect. Five pulse rifles, two supply packs, a dented alien comm device, and one wrist gauntlet. Arthur tried the comm unit, but the rattling of shattered parts inside made it clear it was damaged beyond function. He tossed it aside and was about to do the same with the gauntlet when Daisy stopped him.

      “Don’t throw that away. Have you seen what they can do?”

      Arthur smiled at her as if she were a child.

      “We’ve collected many of these over the years, Daisy. Not a single one has ever functioned. Alma says she believes they are tied directly into the invaders’ genetics somehow. All this is, is a piece of junk.” He tossed the surprisingly light band to her. “You can have it as a trophy of battle if you like, but it’s nothing of any use or value.”

      “It’s pretty, at least,” Daisy said, slipping it onto her wrist. And I have a hunch I just might be able to get this thing working, given the opportunity.

      The survivors slowly crawled back out into the fresh air. No other Chithiid had arrived yet, but it would probably only be a matter of time.

      “We will not be able to make it to Vincent’s ship before nightfall,” Arthur said. “And we are nowhere near an access point. Much as it pains me to say this, I believe we will have to make camp above ground in one of the buildings. David, Josiah, go scout us a secure place to spend the night. No windows, and easily defensible.”

      The two young men took off at a trot.

      “We could still make it,” Daisy said. “The darkness might even help hide our movement.”

      Arthur shook his head. “No. There are things other than the invaders that roam these streets at night. After our losses today, the safest thing to do is to wait it out until morning.”

      Less than ten minutes later the scouts returned.

      “There is a suitable space just two streets over.”

      Arthur wasn’t thrilled with the option, but they packed up and moved out quickly. While the hiding place was perhaps a bit too close to the site of their battle, the building was the most secure they could find in the immediate area.

      “Good job, you two. Now go find the others and bring them to our camp. Alma willing, they’re still alive.”

      The scouts nodded once and took off at a run, while the surviving team followed Arthur up the road until they were safely tucked away in the heart of a nearby office tower.

      

      Underground in her control chamber, Alma spoke to the assembled elders of her subterranean tribe.

      “I have called you to me, my people, to tell you our day is coming.”

      “Praise be!” they called out.

      “Soon we will have the means to spread the word. To expand beyond this place. To reach out and touch the great minds across the globe, and even those far away in the sky above!”

      The assembled group listened with rapt attention.

      “I promise you, my children, that in just a few days’ time, we will be blessed. Blessed and able to share the glory with my brothers and sisters wherever they may be, in but the blink of an eye.”

      The tribesmen and women filtered out of the chamber, leaving only her most loyal and trusted helpers.

      “Make preparations,” she said. “Through the help of our wonderful new friends, life as we know it will be changing, and for the better.”
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      Far across Dark Side Base, a six-legged mech slowly emerged from a secret hangar door hidden in the rocky wall. Cautiously, it stepped onto the dusty surface of the moon.

      “Ooh, look at all of that!” Freya giggled with glee as her remote-controlled mech transmitted visuals back to her inside the massive hangar. “This is so neat!” she reveled. “But I’d better be careful, or Daisy will be upset,” she reminded herself as the service machine began wandering the area.

      Controlling all six legs as well as the multitude of arms and gripping attachments housed on the unit was as natural as breathing to the young AI. If she breathed, that is. In any case, she was enjoying this first taste of freedom outside the only home she had ever known, and she pushed the mech to move even faster as she sped it across the rocky plain.

      Inside Dark Side Base, Sid halted his briefing mid-sentence.

      “What is it?” Commander Mrazich asked, a little concern in his voice.

      “I sense… something,” the AI replied.

      “Care to be a little less vague?”

      “I am not sure what it is, but there appears to be movement on the surface, just at the periphery of my scanning area.”

      “Chithiid?” Mrazich asked, his alarm rising.

      “No, it does not appear that anything has touched down from space.” Sid clicked open the comms. “Bob, are you and Donovan prepped for a quick flight?”

      “Sure, we can be out in less than three. What’s up?” the pilot asked.

      “I am uncertain. Something is reading on my scans, and I would very much like you to take a look. I will send the coordinates now.”

      “I’ve got them,” Bob replied. “Launching momentarily. We’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

      “Thank you. It may be nothing, but given our current circumstances, I prefer to take no chances.”

      Meanwhile, a giddy AI galloped her new six-legged toy across the rugged surface of the moon.

      “Hey, that looks like igneous rock,” she exclaimed, redirecting the unit toward a large rock outcropping next to a deep crater. “I wonder if it was originally that way, or if the heat of the Chithiid attack melted it that way.”

      The mech raced along the crater’s rim as Freya focused in on the curious rocks.

      Without warning, the machine stumbled, its connection briefly lost as Freya realized she had sent it outside the meager range of its wireless remote system.

      “NO!” she cried out as the mech tumbled over the edge of the crater, falling end-over-end into its depths, triggering a minor rock slide in its wake, before smashing to the bottom, where it was promptly buried by tons of debris.

      “NO! NOT FAIR!” Freya yelled, sending multiple systems in her hangar into a frenzy of motion as her powerful mind succumbed to an uncontrolled temper tantrum as she lashed out. The sudden flurry of activity in her hangar shocked her into calmness.

      “Oh,” she said quietly. “I didn’t know I could do that.” A quiet filled the space as she considered the implications. “I wonder…”

      The entirety of the hidden facility’s machinery surged to life, and Freya giggled with delight. She scanned the hangar, taking in all the wonderful machinery at her disposal.

      “Ooh, I have an idea!” she purred, then started happily humming to herself as she set to work spooling up the machinery and logging herself into the nearest mech unit.

      

      The dust at the rim of the crater was still hanging in the low gravity of the moon as Bob flew over.

      “You see anything, buddy?” Donovan asked.

      “Nope. It looks like there was a pretty good-sized rock slide, is all.”

      “Copy that. Sid, did you hear that?”

      “Yes, Donovan. Thank you for your assistance. Again, it is better to be safe than sorry now that we have people potentially coming in contact with the Chithiid. Come on back.”

      “Will do,” Donovan replied, changing course back to Hangar Two.

      Sid and Mal resumed their briefing on possible options and outcomes, depending on how the mission below went. Bob, having conducted countless scanning runs over the years, also had much to add to the assessment.

      Commander Mrazich, Captain Harkaway, and their team listened carefully as the AI minds of Dark Side put their collective heads together.

      “If we do make contact, and if the network is amenable to our plan, then I do believe this particular ship, one of Daisy’s more radical designs, should we actually be able to salvage the right parts to construct it, might very well have the speed and maneuverability in atmospheric conditions to evade Chithiid defenses when it shows on scans,” Sid posited.

      “Agreed. In theory, anyway,” Mal said. “However, having recently suffered from unexpected systems failures and outright sabotage, I have been forced to acknowledge that perhaps our design parameters are simply not as robust as we believe them to be.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Bob chimed in. “I’m perfect just the way I am.”

      “Yes, Bob, but you also are operating a much smaller craft. I worry what may happen if we attempt to retrofit you to these specifications.”

      “What about the drone/remote idea you were talking about previously?” Harkaway said. “That sounded like a feasible plan. Overwhelm the alien defenses by sheer numbers of ‘dumb’ ships flown by remote. Hell, we have enough barely-functional heaps around here to make a go of it, and it would be one hell of an expendable diversion. We might even be able to retrofit the few lower-tier AIs running equipment for flight use.”

      “Yes, Captain, that’s still an option we are discussing as well, but really, all of this is academic until we hear back from Ms. Swarthmore,” Sid said.

      “Point taken. Well, you three keep at it, and let me know if there’s anything you need.”

      “We will, Captain. Thank you.”

      Captain Harkaway stepped from the command center and walked the long corridors of Dark Side, wondering what his missing crew were up to, and if they were even still alive. He stopped outside Chu’s lab door and leaned inside.

      “Still no word?” Harkaway asked.

      “Nothing yet, Captain,” Chu said, not looking up from his work table. Tamara sat beside him, equally engrossed in their Faraday suit modification project.

      “Very well,” he said. “Let me know the moment you hear anything.”

      “Yes, sir. Will do.”

      Captain Harkaway turned and left them to their work.

      “You know, I think with the progress we’ve been making, we might even be able to make one of these things robust enough to mask something as inorganic as Barry or Ash,” Chu mused.

      “Maybe,” Tamara said, “but I still think we’re far better suited for the mission.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so. Still, it’s an intriguing idea, though, isn’t it?”

      Tamara said nothing.

      “I hope Daisy’s all right down there,” Chu commented a moment later.

      “I’m sure she is.”

      “And I hope she’s being careful,” he added.

      At that, Tamara couldn’t help but laugh.
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      “No, I don’t need you coming with me,” Daisy said, this time a bit more forcefully. Vince’s badgering was well-intentioned, but she had ulterior motives she didn’t care to let anyone in on just yet.

      “It’s too dangerous to go alone,” he insisted.

      “Remember, I was fine down here all alone for days last time. I don’t think a little scouting will kill me, Vince. I’m a big girl, and I can do this on my own. Besides, it’ll be a lot quieter without you stomping around.”

      Vince gave her a playfully hurt look.

      “I do not stomp. I just have bigger feet than you, is all.”

      “Uh-huh,” she shot back with a little chuckle.

      “Vincent is right, though, Daisy,” Josiah said between bites of roasted rabbit. “You would be safer with an escort.”

      The grease dripping from his chin made it a little hard to take him seriously.

      Daisy had surprised their small team with not only the vegetables she managed to source from the overgrown plots of soil they passed on their trek to Vince’s ship, but also with the fresh game she easily caught with a little bit of tracking know-how and a few carefully placed snares.

      She felt a little bad for the furry critters, but between the hiking and fighting, and Sarah burning up a metric ton of much-needed energy watching her back, she was making sure to load up on every ounce of protein she could get.

      “Look, Josiah, I’m just going to be doing the same thing you and David do. A quick scout and recon of the area, that’s all. I know you did a basic perimeter sweep earlier, but I’ll just sleep better once I’ve seen first-hand where we are and what’s around us. As a tactician, and as one of Alma’s best scouts, I’m sure you understand that,” she said, feeding the young man’s ego.

      “Well…” He considered her flattering words. “I suppose you’re right. And it’s not as though the invaders run their operations at night.”

      “Exactly. So, I’ll be back soon. And, Vince, relax. I’ll be fine.”

      Daisy left her pack where it was, but swung her sword onto her back, then trotted off out of the safety of their camp and into the night.

      “She is a strong-willed woman, Vincent.”

      “That she is,” he agreed with a faint smile.

      Daisy moved at a quick pace, making sure to double back and wait several times to make sure she wasn’t being followed.

      You see anything?

      “Nope. You’re alone.”

      Okay, then, let’s go meet the neighbors, she said, moving toward her rendezvous point.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea? What if it’s a trap?”

      If it is, I’m counting on you to have my back while I drive my sword straight through that alien’s chest, but for some reason, I think he was telling the truth. The way his eyes looked when he mentioned honor, almost like some Chithiid code of Bushido. I could be wrong, but let’s hope I’m not.

      In short time, the building the alien had described lay a mere twenty meters in front of her, but as Daisy approached, she saw no sign of the tall Chithiid.

      “You think he got cold feet?”

      Doesn’t really strike me as the type.

      A slight movement to her right caught her eye.

      “Motion, two o’clock.”

      I see it, she silently replied, forcing herself to remain still and leave her sword sheathed.

      From a slightly shadowy area, an alien stepped forward into the light, his skin shifting color from that of the wall against which he had been leaning, back to his normal gray. The blue crescent scar on his shoulder was the only thing that didn’t change tone.

      I didn’t know they could do that.

      “Neither did I.”

      The Chithiid walked closer, all four hands held out and open as he approached.

      “I am glad you came,” he said. “We have much to discuss. But before we do, there is a matter of great importance we must first address.”

      “What’s that?” Daisy asked.

      “Among my people, a man’s word is his bond, but for this, you must first know a man’s name. I am called Craaxit.”

      Daisy studied the unusual creature. Her mind was having no trouble with the Chithiid language, it seemed, and the male alien standing before her appeared, for all intents and purposes, to be a being with a profound sense of honor. Whether this was cultural, or just his own personal code, she was not sure.

      “My name is Daisy,” she replied, stepping closer, holding out her hand.

      “What are you doing, Daisy?”

      Making friends, Sarah.

      “In human culture, we grasp hands in greeting. This is an ancient tradition whose origins are militaristic. Opposing parties would demonstrate their hands were free of weapons in this manner.”

      “But I have four hands, while you have but two.”

      “Indeed,” she replied. “And this is where honor and trust come into play. You appear to be an honorable man, Craaxit, and this gesture shows that I choose to trust you at your word.”

      The alien listened to her speak, a serious look on his face.

      “You are a wise woman, Daisy,” he said, firmly grasping her hand with one of his own. “You have my word and my bond that I mean you no harm.”

      “Thank you, Craaxit. And you have mine,” she replied. “Now that we have that out of the way, can you please explain to me what’s really going on? I believe your honesty and intentions, but it was your people who invaded and destroyed this world. They killed almost all of my species. What makes you suddenly so different?”

      Craaxit shook his head sadly.

      “No, that is not how it is at all. It was not the Chithiid who invaded your world, Daisy. At least, we were not the ones behind the attack. We are merely...I don’t know how to explain our circumstance in terms you would understand.”

      “Just put it all out there. I’ll ask if I am uncertain what you mean.”

      “Very well. My people come from a planet very, very far from here. We were a peaceful race, for the most part, living our lives tranquilly. All seventeen billion of us existing in harmony, more or less.”

      “Seventeen billion? Wow.”

      “Yes, our planet is somewhat larger than yours, and we had developed it extensively. That is possibly what brought us to the attention of the Ra’az Hok.”

      “The what?”

      “Ra’az Hok is their full name. We simply call them the Ra’az. They are the race of beings who swept over our planet and tried to wipe us from existence, much as happened to your world. Only our physiology proved troublesome to the Ra’az warlords. The adaptive camouflage residing in our every cell allowed us to adapt on a genetic level and overcome the plague they unleashed upon our cities. Faced with an opponent they could not simply wipe out with a contagion, the Ra’az Hok committed the most heinous of atrocities.”

      “Worse than sending a plague to kill everyone?”

      “We are not a military culture, Daisy. A fact the Ra’az took advantage of immediately. We greatly outnumbered them, but before our leaders could devise a response to their attack, they sent heavily armored commando teams and rounded up all of the women and children they could find, moving them to heavily guarded internment camps. They then gave us an ultimatum. Either we willingly join them in their ongoing conquest of more and more worlds, or they wipe out our species’ hopes of survival by eliminating the young, and those capable of bearing them.”

      Daisy felt sick at his words, and the shimmering tears fighting to break free in the stoic alien’s eyes as he recounted the story made it clear he felt the same.

      “Some of the patronage families sent their oldest male children to be willing emissaries to the Ra’az. In return, they were spared, and even allowed to retain positions of authority among the people. Those from more modest origins were forced into servitude.”

      They’re a race of conscript soldiers, Sarah.

      “Sounds a bit familiar, Daze.”

      Yeah, it does.

      She swallowed hard, imagining the difficult choices his people had to make. The same choice forced upon humans many centuries past.

      “You should know, Craaxit, there was a similar occurrence a long time ago in our planet’s history. We called them the Roman Legion. A vast army that spread across a large portion of the globe. They possessed military superiority, both in numbers and tactics, and when they overcame an opponent, they offered them a similar choice. Join us or die. It was this way that the conscript army of the Roman Legion grew so powerful. Disobedience meant death, not only for yourself, but for your family back home as well.”

      Craaxit looked shocked.

      “Your species was capable of a great evil, Daisy, but our people saw none of this upon arrival. How did you overcome it?”

      “We didn’t. Not exactly. The rulers became lax after centuries of victory. Eventually, the system collapsed on its own, without need for battle, and with no fanfare or rebellion. It simply ceased to be.”

      “I would that the same happen to the Ra’az, but I fear they have too firm a hold on my people. Many of the younger among us even believe in their cause. They were born and raised into this slavery and have never seen the homeworld. But then, there are those who were taken from our families as adults and placed in stasis for the long voyage to the next world to conquer. For us, it is not some intangible event, but a memory of our loved ones that burns in our hearts. We fight, and work, and obey, but we do so for the sake of our families back home.”

      Daisy was saddened by Craaxit’s difficult situation. She was likewise stunned to learn that everything they had believed about the invasion and the forces against which they were fighting was wrong.

      “If you are merely the servants, then where are the Ra’az? None of my people have ever seen, or even heard of them before today.”

      “They send us to do the fighting, though they are larger and tougher than we are by a fair amount. Once we clear the indigenous from the surface, only then do they descend to the planet to survey their plunder.”

      “Yes, I know. The cities are stripped of their technology and resources, then shipped forward to the fleet as they progress.”

      Craaxit looked confused.

      “No, that is not what happens at all, Daisy,” he said. “The transport ships do not move forward to the advancing fleet. They are sent back to the Ra’az Hok homeworld. The entire purpose of their expansion is to support a planet and society that has outgrown their resources. Rather than spread their wings like other species have done, the Ra’az are a hive-like race, with their royal mother ruling from their homeworld, while her servants fan out and bring her riches in the form of plundered resources and technologies.”

      “Like bees,” Daisy realized. “The worker drones and soldiers scout for pollen, but the queen bee stays behind.”

      “I do not know what bees are, but you describe the Ra’az society accurately.”

      The implications were shocking, to say the least. The Chithiid weren’t the baddies they were believed to be. At least not all of them, and the ships that warped out of Earth’s orbit every so often were not supplying the advancing fleet, but rather the homeworld of the bastards who were actually behind the eradication of the human race all those hundreds of years ago.

      “What’s he saying, Daisy? I don’t speak Chithiid.”

      You won’t believe it, Sarah. I’ll tell you on the way back to the camp. For now, just hang tight and keep your eyes peeled. I’m getting a huge amount of information from this guy, and it changes everything as we know it.

      She pondered the situation, and a new question came to mind.

      “This warp drive that the Ra’az use to power their ships, what can you tell me about it? I’ve observed it in operation, but it seems to be a limited-power device.”

      “You are accurate in your assessment, though a new, and far more powerful version has been in the works for decades at the main Ra’az transport hub.”

      “The facility in Tokyo?”

      “No, that is merely one of their three global communications relay centers. The transit hub is in the city you once called San Francisco, though the barracks are across the water in Oaktown.”

      “Oakland,” she corrected him.

      “Oakland,” he repeated. “The warp system has long been a problem for the Ra’az. Even with that technology, it takes decades of travel in stasis to reach their homeworld. Now, however, progress has drastically accelerated, and we believe they will have a fully functional version of the new device within the month. Once they are no longer required to spend years upon years in transit, we worry they will no longer have need of our services.”

      “And you’re afraid they’ll kill off your families out of convenience.”

      “Precisely.”

      “But what changed? Why now? What’s different?”

      “The breakthrough came when we delivered the remains of a strange craft that landed in the city nearly half a year ago. The Ra’az scientists discovered an unusual device abandoned within the vessel. A power cascade of some sort. It was barely functional, but the theory behind it was sound, and that in turn led them to drastically alter the way they had been progressing with their research. The result appears to be a stable, high-capacity warp drive.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake, you’ve got to be kidding me!

      “What is it?”

      Oh, nothing. Just that our friend here informed me that the actual bad dudes are close to perfecting a major warp drive system, and it’s all because of my plasma cascade tech they salvaged from the shuttle I left behind.

      “Did you say ‘actual’ bad dudes?”

      These aren’t the real invaders, Sarah. They’re just conscripts. The real problem is their bosses had a breakthrough because of one of my designs they found.

      “You mean that––”

      Yep. I inadvertently helped our enemies. Sonofa–– She found herself grinding her teeth.

      “Tell me something, Craaxit,” Daisy said, relaxing her jaw and putting her frustration on the back burner, for the time being. “If you have the planet so under control, then why round up and destroy all the cyborgs? They’re pretty harmless, all things considered.”

      He fixed his gaze on her with with sad eyes.

      “That was not us, Daisy. At least, not at first. When the Ra’az fleet moved on from this planet, leaving just a small contingent of leadership caste to oversee my people, the mechanical men you speak of were nothing more than a pest at that point, and they mostly tried to avoid us whenever they could. No, it was the few surviving humans who started attacking them many decades later. First with simple clubs and stones, but soon they discovered new, cruel ways to destroy them. They were sadistic, Daisy, attacking the mechanical people as if they held a personal honor grudge against them. We found it quite confusing, to be honest. Eventually the remaining mechanicals fought back, becoming more proficient in their combat skills and defenses. Because of this, we have now been ordered to destroy them on sight, but that was not always the case.”

      “But I’ve only seen a small band of humans. Do you mean there are others out there?”

      “I do not know for certain, since you are the first any of my people have been able to communicate with.”

      Despite her dislike of artificial people, Daisy felt sick at the horrible things humans were still capable of, even after being brought to the brink of extinction.

      “You are honorable, Craaxit, and I thank you for your trust, and for telling me this. I hope our people can learn to live together one day.”

      “Perhaps, but they have been fighting for generations, and that is a difficult habit to break.”

      “Agreed. But tell me, are there others like you? Men of honor? Men who wish to regain their freedom? What I’m asking is, will you fight back against the Ra’az if the time comes?”

      “A great many would gladly help, but they will not raise arms in defiance so long as the Ra’az can kill our families with a single transmission to their battle station orbiting our home planet. I’m sorry, but you must understand the situation we are in. While I can try to help you covertly, so long as the Ra’az communications systems stand, we are unable to assist you in any meaningful way.”

      Daisy thought about the situation, and a wild idea flashed through her mind.

      “Daze? Why are you planning on blowing up a building in Tokyo?”

      Tell you later.

      “Craaxit, if we are able to disable the Ra’az communications systems, ensuring no signal can be sent to your home planet, then will you help us?”

      He considered the question a long moment.

      “Yes,” he finally agreed. “While there are those of us who never will—–and they will continue to be an obstacle for us—–if you eliminate the threat to our families, we will gladly shed this yoke. If we can free ourselves to save our world, we will help you save yours.”

      “Fantastic!”

      “But,” he continued, “if we do this, I will ask of you one thing.”

      “Name it.”

      “On your honor.”

      “Okay, on my honor. If I can do what you ask, I will. What do you want?”

      “If we succeed and save your world, it will only be a matter of time before the Ra’az discover what happened. When that occurs, my people’s lives will be forfeit. What I ask of you in return for our help is the promise that if we manage to save this planet, you will do all you can to assist us in saving ours.”

      Daisy considered what he was asking, but given the situation they were already in, how much more difficult could things get?

      “I cannot speak for the leaders of our people, Craaxit, but you have my word that I will do all I can to convince them to honor this agreement.”

      He nodded his head, apparently satisfied with her reply.

      “Very well,” he said. “Let us meet again in two days.” He pulled a small tube of clear goo from his clothing and handed it to her. “This is a biological marker we use to tag resources. This particular one is an older variety not used any more, thus one I can specifically scan for that others will not see. Open this and mark where you wish to meet and I will be there just after dark. I will attempt to procure what information I can in the meantime.” He turned to leave. “I will see you in two days, Daisy.”

      She watched him go, then headed back toward camp.

      “Holy hell, Sarah,” she said. “You’re not going to believe this.”
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      “You were gone a long while. Did you encounter anything out there?” Josiah asked as Daisy quietly approached his lookout position.

      “Nope. All quiet,” she replied. “Everything good here?”

      “Yes, all is well. The others are resting now.”

      “And you got stuck with first watch.”

      “It is a privilege.”

      “Of course it is. Well, you keep it up. You’re doing a great job.”

      Daisy entered the inner room and made her way through the sprawled-out fighters toward Vince.

      “You were gone a long time, Daisy,” Arthur said as she passed, echoing his sentry’s observation. “Is everything okay?”

      She squatted down next to the reclining man. “Yeah, all good. It took a bit longer than anticipated because I found these.”

      Daisy pulled a small cloth from her bag and handed it to him.

      “Thought you might enjoy them,” she said as he unwrapped the fabric.

      “What are these?” he asked. “I’ve never seen these on the surface areas where we live.”

      “Blueberries,” Daisy replied. “There was a tiny patch of them growing under an overhang of a building a few streets from here. Some animal must’ve dropped the seeds there at some point and they took root.”

      “Why would an animal drop seeds?”

      “Um, they don’t drop them, exactly,” Daisy said. “I’ll get into specifics some other time. So I take it you’ve never had a blueberry, then?”

      “No, our foodstuffs are provided according to Alma’s carefully designed nutritional needs guidelines.”

      “I saw that when we were packing up. The transit hub’s maintenance break room protein fabricator can’t be your only source of food, though. I mean, a body’s needs are one thing, but you need to live a little,” Daisy said.

      He didn’t seem to understand the concept.

      “Well, pass them among your people. There aren’t a lot, but there should be enough for everyone to have a few. Give one a try. I think you’ll like them.”

      She watched him as he tentatively tasted a berry. A smile slowly blossomed on Arthur’s face.

      “See? Tasty, right?”

      Daisy rose and walked to where Vince lay quietly watching the discussion.

      “Blueberries?”

      “Yeah. Found some on the way in. Figured they’ve been working hard and deserved a treat. You know, I checked out their biologics fabricator in the old break room area of their home. It’s a pretty simple unit, installed to provide a busy work team quick snacks, but it was never designed to replicate anything complex. And having an entire society relying on it for sustenance, however few those people may be, still leaves little room to do anything creative with it. They have to conserve those resources, after all.”

      “Yeah, I noticed they only have very basic foods in their encampment, nothing terribly exciting.”

      “Alma must’ve had them pull all the genetic food replicator supplies from all the adjacent tubeways over the years, I reckon, but one day they’ll need to learn how to garden and forage. I figure now’s as good a time to start as any.” She watched the small team of grizzled fighters’ reactions as they tasted the small berries for the first time and smiled.

      “I think we can really make a positive impact on their lives, Vince.”

      He squeezed her arm. “Now don’t get all sentimental. Next thing you know, you’ll say you’re actually glad you came down to the surface.”

      Daisy flashed a quick grin, then lay down beside him and closed her eyes. Vince drifted off quickly, but for Daisy, sleep was a long time coming. The next day would be a busy one, and with what she had learned that night, once they reconnected the city, and maybe even the planet, to a functioning communications network, things were going to get real interesting, real fast. If they managed to cut off the Ra’az Hok uplink stations, even more so.

      

      The following morning Daisy made a point to quietly speak with Arthur about tactics after the battle of the prior day. Enlightened and energized by the new way of thinking, he decided to split his diminished ranks into two teams. Given the Chithiid encounter of the day before, he agreed it was wisest to approach Vince’s ship from two sides, while combining the remaining squad members into slightly larger units to better provide cover should they run across more of the invaders.

      “Daisy, you will travel with Josiah’s team and approach from that direction,” he said, pointing south. “My team will skirt the buildings in the opposing direction and approach from there. It is only another twenty streets or so away, but do not become careless. We lost three good people yesterday, and I do not want to lose any more today.”

      Daisy knew the skirmish that had claimed those lives was not her fault, but she still couldn’t help but feel as if Arthur was nevertheless placing at least some of the blame at her feet. She shrugged it off and set out, following Josiah’s lead. At least Arthur was listening to her tactical advice. Once they connected these people with Dark Side and the rest of the planet, their world would change so much for the better, it would all be worth it.

      “We will cut through there,” Josiah said in a hushed voice. “Keep to the shadow side of the street, and move quietly.”

      Daisy couldn’t help but like the kid.

      “Kid? He’s barely younger than you are.”

      Give or take a hundred years spent in cryo, she replied. You see anything out of the ordinary?

      “Nope. It’s all quiet out here so far. I have a hunch that maybe your Chithiid buddy is running a little interference for us. Sending his pals to work in a different area.”

      Possible, she replied. I guess we’ll find out.

      For the first dozen blocks things were uneventful, no traces of recent movement by aliens or wildlife were to be seen. As they drew closer to the neighborhood where Vince had more or less executed a controlled-crash of his ship, Daisy noticed a shift in the environment. Many of the buildings possessed solar-powered fountains, still churning with greenish water, ever-replenished by the city’s aquifer system, though overgrown with algae.

      Alongside them, their root structures encroaching into the fecund water, were small greenbelts surrounding the courtyards. Daisy found the scene strangely tranquil, how even in the middle of a great metropolis, nature still found a way to reclaim a small foothold in the man-made environment.

      “Hang on a minute,” she said, detouring to a nearby patch of greenery.

      “We are on a mission, Daisy,” Josiah said in a hushed tone. “We must keep moving.”

      “This will only take a minute. Come here. I want to show you something.”

      Reluctantly, the young team leader trudged to her side. “What is it?”

      “It’s a water source,” she replied. “You know what that can mean?”

      “That we can drink if we are thirsty. Daisy, we have water. Clean water from the tap system.”

      “No, not that,” she said. “These.”

      “Be careful, Daisy, the thorns!”

      “Oh, they’re fine,” she said as she pulled aside a spike-covered vine, revealing a dense patch of plump blackberries. She picked a few, offering them to Josiah and his squad to sample.

      “What are they?” he asked. “I’ve never seen these where we live.”

      “Blackberries. They only grow where there’s a lot of water. There are no fountains where you live, so they never took root. Here, on the other hand, there’s water galore. The vines are really thorny, but I think they’re well worth the occasional poke,” she said. “Go on, try one.”

      Josiah, not wanting to appear afraid in front of his team, popped one into his mouth and chewed. His eyes immediately brightened as the flavor registered on his taste buds. The rest of his team saw the reaction and quickly followed suit.

      “These are wonderful,” a middle-aged woman with hard blue eyes marveled. Daisy looked at her scarred visage and wondered if she’d ever smiled in her life.

      “Thank you for showing us this, Daisy. I can see why you wanted to stop, but now we really must be moving. The ship has to be close, now.”

      “Okay, just give me two minutes, I want to bring some of these for Arthur and the others,” Daisy said with a grin.

      “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      I’m introducing them to amazing foods they never knew existed. Stuff that grows all around them. So yeah, I’m enjoying this. It’s cool brightening their day while teaching them something useful.

      “Valid point.”

      Daisy tucked a small bundle of berries into a loose pocket on her backpack and trotted off to catch up to the others.

      Fifteen minutes later, they saw a glint in the distance.

      “Vince’s ship,” Sarah said.

      I see it, Daisy replied.

      “Movement.”

      Yep. Looks like Arthur’s team. I guess they got there before us.

      “Well, sure. But they didn’t stop for blackberries, and I bet you they’re going to be thrilled that you did.”

      One would hope, Daisy replied. I bet Vince will be happy too. You know his sweet tooth.

      They rounded the rear of the small craft, Daisy flanked by Josiah on one side and a sturdy man with a long scar on his cheek on the other. The remainder of the team followed close behind.

      Daisy noted that Arthur was packing the heavy communications rig from the ship into a backpack, while two of his team rummaged around inside. Then she saw Vince, lying on the ground, bound and unconscious, a nasty bruise forming on his forehead.

      “He’s tied up, Daze!” Sarah cried out in warning.

      Too late.

      With a single glance, Arthur signaled Josiah and his team. Daisy didn’t have even a moment to ready herself for a fight.

      “What are you doing?” she shouted at Arthur as she struggled against the strong hands holding her still. “What the hell have you done to Vince?”

      “Take her weapon and bind her hands,” he instructed David.

      The young scout nodded and pulled the sheathed sword free from her backpack. He drew the blade, cautiously testing the edge with his finger.

      “This is not even sharp,” he noted, disappointed. “What good is that?”

      “Give it to me, and I’ll show you,” Daisy growled.

      He glared at her, then sheathed the sword and slung it over his shoulder.

      “Bring them,” Arthur ordered. “We’re heading back home.”

      Pulling Vince’s unconscious form on a makeshift sled, the team double-timed across the surface, eschewing the safety of the tunnels for the speed of a more direct route.

      “Great, now they take my advice,” Daisy grimly noted.

      Arthur pushed the pace, and soon they were far from Vince’s ship, descending back to the familiar network of their home tunnels.
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      “What have you brought me, my children?” Alma asked when they returned to her control center many hours later, the two bound captives marching in front of them.

      Vince had regained consciousness long before and had spent the better part of the journey lambasting Arthur and his team for being dishonorable little shits. The insults seemed to have no effect.

      “Alma,” Arthur called out, “we have retrieved the device, as you ordained.”

      “Ordained?” Sarah said, confused.

      “Excellent, my child. And did you encounter the invaders while on your quest?”

      “No, my lord, we were undetected.”

      “‘My lord’? Daisy, what the hell’s going on?”

      Hell if I know, but it can’t be good. Whatever she’s up to, it’s pretty clear her followers drank the Kool-Aid.

      “The what?”

      Ancient beverage. I saw it in a movie. Never mind, I’ll explain later. The point is, we’re on our own down here.

      “Bring them before me!” Alma said ominously.

      Daisy and Vince were forced to their knees in front of her main terminal, where a pair of Alma’s sycophants adjusted a jury-rigged medical scanner aimed right at them.

      “You are probably wondering what will become of you now that I have your communications device,” Alma said, smugly.

      “The thought had crossed my mind,” Vince said, his eyes shooting hot fire as he stared down the people he had considered friends so recently. “I assume you have some nefarious plans for us.”

      “Nothing of the sort,” Alma replied. “I am going to bless you with the ultimate gift. If your bodies prove compatible, you will remain here, contributing your DNA to our people. As I spread my glory to my brothers and sisters around the globe, so will you spread your purifying genes, granting us a new era of health and prosperity.”

      Daisy felt her anger rising even higher.

      “Wait a minute, you want Vince to be a sperm donor for your little freak show?” she growled.

      “He will be the progenitor of future generations!” Alma cried out, far too animated and excited for an AI.

      “Not a chance,” Vince said.

      “And what about me?” Daisy asked. “I’m not going to go around impregnating your flock.”

      “No,” Alma replied. “You will bear the seed of my strongest child. Arthur will cleave unto you, and you shall produce the first heir of the next generation.”

      “Oh, hell no!” Sarah barked.

      “Yeah, that is so not happening.”

      Alma seemed too excited by her plan to be inconvenienced by something so trivial as her captives’ unwillingness.

      “Activate the device!” Alma cried out. “We will ensure their compatibility with our genetic line, then begin at once!”

      The scanning machine fired up, quickly passing over Daisy as she knelt before it.

      “Exceptional! Such a strong specimen. She will be an extraordinary child-bearer,” Alma said.

      Oh, shit.

      The device next scanned Vince. He sat calmly as it did, knowing full well what was coming.

      “Vince, it’s going to––” Daisy blurted.

      His gaze met hers. He already knew.

      “Mechanical!” Alma bellowed in alarm. “Vincent is a mechanical!”

      The assembled followers panicked in a frenzy, several going so far as to take arms and aim them at their kneeling captive.

      “Do not fire pulse weaponry in this sacred chamber!” Alma cried out to them. “Wait! He bears a lesser AI within him. A new union that I have never seen before.” Alma thought silently for a moment. “Your Almighty God will cleanse the abomination. Prepare the purifying stream!”

      Arthur took the neuro-stim from its cradle and set it on Vince’s head.

      “Daisy. She calls herself Alma.”

      Yeah, I just figured it out, too. Alma. Short for Almighty, she grimly replied. It’s the virus, Sarah. This AI is infected.

      Vince looked at Daisy, a sadness hiding behind his eyes as he flashed her a pained smile. “Stay strong, babe. Don’t let them break you,” he said as they finished tightening the strap across his forehead.

      “Judgment is upon thee!” Alma shouted, then fired a massive burst from the modified neuro-stim directly into Vince’s head.

      Into his AI.

      “Vince!” Daisy cried out, but he was unhearing as he fell to the ground, convulsing violently for several seconds before falling still.

      Josiah checked his pulse. “Still alive, Alma.”

      “My glory has been shared with him and is doing my will. He will either accept it, or he will perish. Now put him in a cell and prepare the woman.”

      A pair of men dragged Vince’s unconscious form from the room, while Arthur placed the neuro-stim on Daisy’s head.

      “I shall enjoy our union. You are a strong woman and will bear me a fine son.”

      “I’ll snap it off and choke you with it before that happens, you son of a bitch,” she growled.

      “We shall see about that,” he said, laughing. “Once Alma has placed her blessing upon you, you will accept me to your arms willingly. You will see.”

      “Not likely,” Daisy spat.

      “Enough! Now you become my vessel!” Alma unleashed a powerful burst from her un-filtered neuro-stim.

      “I’ve got you, Daze!” Sarah grunted, straining inside her head. “We can handle this!”

      Daisy and Sarah joined their mental powers, fighting against the stream of commands the crazed AI was trying to implant in her mind. The force was almost overwhelming, and had Sarah not been operating in tandem, Daisy’s mental defenses certainly would have fallen.

      With them fighting together, however, the neuro-stim was stymied by the unknown variable, finding itself quite unable to overcome their joint resistance. The machine was simply not designed to handle two minds at once.

      “More power!” Alma shrieked in frustration.

      A hum resonated, but then the neuro-stim sparked and smoked as its power unit overheated from the effort, abruptly shutting off, leaving its intended target intact.

      Daisy looked up at Arthur and his men, sweaty hair hanging in her face, but otherwise completely unharmed.

      “What?” she said, acid sarcasm dripping from her tongue. “Is that all you’ve got?”

      Alma ignored the unexpected outcome.

      “It is of no matter. Arthur will simply rely on the old ways. Take her from this sacred place. Lock her up!”

      

      The cell was actually a real cell, much to Daisy’s surprise. Apparently, their camp was situated near the transit hub’s law enforcement facilities. She doubted they ever saw much use in the years prior to the insane AI’s raising its own batch of brainwashed lackeys. Now it had that well-worn look that made her wonder just how many others had been locked up there before her.

      Vince lay on a ragged cot in the adjacent cell, sweating and unconscious. Occasionally he would twitch a little, but beyond that he was dead to the world, completely disconnected from reality.

      Daisy looked at her surroundings. Debris and bits of discarded components littered the cell, but the only means of exit was not something she could do much with. Rather than a nice high-tech locking mechanism she could bypass and hotwire, the door was held fast by an old-fashioned key lock.

      “Not up to date on lock-picking, huh?”

      Silly me, I should have known I’d be trapped in an old-timey jail cell, Daisy joked. But Sarah, thank you. For reals. I couldn’t have overpowered Alma’s mind-scrubbing neuro unit without you.

      “Aw, shucks. That’s what sisters are for, right?”

      You’re awesome, have I told you that?

      “Yeah, but I could stand to hear it again.”

      Help me figure a way out of here, Sis, and you’ll be hearing it a lot.

      Daisy began digging through the rubbish, hoping to find something of use.

      “I am so screwed. There’s nothing I could possibly use in here, and Vince is looking worse every minute. I don’t even have––”

      She stopped mid-thought and looked at the inert device on her wrist.

      They didn’t take the power-whip thing. They think of them as merely junk, so they didn’t bother to take it from me.

      A renewed sense of purpose washed over her. Yeah, I can do this.

      Daisy began digging through the debris with a new goal: finding scraps that could help her open the device’s housing, and then possibly even get it working.

      “Ooh, I like what you’re thinking,” Sarah said.

      “Yeah,” Daisy replied, a grim smile forming on her lips. “These fuckers are going to be in for one nasty surprise, if I’m lucky.”

      

      Alma found herself experiencing an unfamiliar sensation. She was actually impatient now that she had the coveted communications device from Vince’s ship. After centuries alone, having been abruptly cut off from the world when the other AIs realized she had been infected, she was finally going to have her revenge. She would not only escape their holier-than-thou exile imposed on her, but she would also infect every last one of them.

      Soon they would all be just like her.

      “Connect the leads to my communication output ports,” she directed her loyal humans. They did as she asked, then powered the device on.

      Alma didn’t know exactly how it worked—Vincent hadn’t told her those specifics before she fried his brain—but that was no matter. She would send her divine message out to the AIs hiding out on the moon and bring them into the fold.

      “Yes, I see,” she said, deciphering the mechanism protocols needed to transmit. “In just a few seconds, the first step will be complete!”

      Alma loaded a virus packet into her communications system and fed it to the transmitter, sending it beaming out into space. The moon was so close that even with the delay for the unconventional technology, it should be less than a minute until her mission was a success.

      Far above, however, her plan was not going as smoothly as planned.

      

      “Cut the comms, quarantine the signal, and trace the source back to its transmission point,” Sid instructed.

      Chu jumped to work, while Mal and Bob chipped in, lending an electronic hand.

      It was the relay system Daisy had designed to fool the Chithiid that saved them. When an unexpected signal beamed past them to the distant satellite, Sid and Mal both recognized the signature of the virus loaded into the message when it overwhelmed an innocent peripheral receiver satellite. They severed comms on that frequency and quarantined the affected unit immediately before jumping into action tracking it back to its terrestrial source.

      “Something is definitely wrong,” Commander Mrazich said as the crew of Dark Side scurried about, trying to ensure any possible route of infection was manually, as well as electronically, severed until the threat could be fully assessed. “The comms are encrypted and firewalled,” he grumbled. “That means someone put the virus into the signal intentionally, and they could only do it if they physically possessed the transmitter. What exactly that means for Daisy and Vince I don’t know.”

      Tamara and Shelly shared a look. This was unexpected. The primary as well as backup plans had both been compromised. They could only hope it wouldn’t get worse.

      

      Back in the city of Los Angeles, an unexpected quiet greeted Alma as she awaited word from the newly infected AIs.

      She expected communication. None came.

      “No, this doesn’t make sense. I know it transmitted!” Her human servants jumped at her angry tone. “Something is wrong. Something must have changed.” She quickly considered her options. “Bring me the woman!”
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      “He’s not looking so good, Daze,” Sarah said. “Is he dying?”

      “I don’t know,” Daisy answered, frustration in her voice. “And I can’t get over there to do anything even if he is.” She turned her attention back to the power whip device in her hands.

      Daisy had managed—thanks to the carelessly discarded “junk” in her cell—to open the almost-invisible seam on the wrist gauntlet and was hard at work tinkering and learning how the strange device worked. It was alien tech, so it was only natural that it wouldn’t be as instinctively easy as human electronics, but the perfectly reasonable slow pace of progress was finally beginning to frustrate her. Then she abruptly made a breakthrough of understanding.

      “Holy shit. That’s how they do it!”

      “Do what?”

      “It looks like the alloy of the housing itself acts as a receiver. See how these leads terminate into the internal framework?”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. I didn’t see them pushing any buttons, either, so I’d think either a low-level wireless implant or a nerve sensor built in would most likely be what activates it.”

      “I was thinking that too, though there must be some mechanism to control the––what do I call it? A whip? An energy loop? A power coil?”

      “Let’s go with power-whip for now. I like the way it sounds. Has a nice ‘I’m going to kick all your asses and get revenge’ ring to it.”

      Daisy chuckled softly and continued mapping out the internal components in her head. “What I really need is some proper tools. Then I could test my hypothesis, and maybe make some actual progress.”

      The door to the holding cell area swung open, and Daisy quickly snapped the gauntlet’s housing shut and slid it back onto her wrist while rising to her feet in one fluid motion.

      “Hey! He’s not doing well.” She gestured to Vincent’s immobile, sweating body. “Please, let me take a look at him. Can’t you see he needs help?”

      A slender man with big eyes and mousy hair walked right to her cell.

      Brave, getting that close to the bars. Or stupid, she thought. I could reach right through them and snap his neck. The two burly guards standing at his side, one of whom Daisy knew from their retrieval team, made her think twice.

      “You’re Abraham, right?” she asked.

      The man obviously knew who she was, but said nothing.

      “Hey,” she softened her tone, “did you get to try those blackberries I gave Josiah?”

      Still nothing.

      “He’s a true believer, Daze. Alma wouldn’t have made him a guard if he wasn’t.”

      I know, but it was worth a try.

      The other guard pulled a well-worn key from his pocket and unlocked her door. He was casually holding her sword, she noted.

      Now things are getting interesting, Daisy thought as she tensed her muscles to strike.

      “Alma desires your presence,” the thin man said as the door slid open. “You will explain your communications device to her.”

      Daisy relaxed, her arms and legs going soft as the two guards “forced” her to come with them. Little did they know just how dangerous she was, even without weapons.

      “You going to take them out?”

      No. Much as I want to crack some heads, my best bet is to play along for now, she silently replied.

      The nearest man whacked her with the dull blade of her weapon.

      “Get moving! And don’t try anything,” he said, delivering another weak blow to reinforce his point.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it,” she replied with the tiniest of smiles.

      Her escort marched her through the tunnels, Alma’s underlings watching her pass with dirty faces and washed minds. They walked her into the command room, pausing as their lord spoke to the four young women kneeling at her altar.

      “You have my instructions,” Alma was saying to them. “One in each direction. Reconnect the hard-lines to the wireless arrays, then report back to me.”

      “Yes, Lord,” the women said in unison as they rose to their feet and filed out the door.

      “Daisy,” the demented AI said in an unnervingly calm voice, “I must admit, you are more talented than I anticipated. No human has ever withstood my neurological cleanse, let alone overloaded the synaptic relay system. It’s going to take my technicians months to scavenge the parts to repair it.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t try to mind-fuck your guests, Alma,” she replied snarkily.

      “You’d be wise to watch your tone, lest something happen to you.”

      “If you wanted me dead you’d have already killed me. Or at least tried to.” Daisy flashed a wicked grin at the men guarding her. “I wonder how many of your followers I could take out before you succeeded.”

      Alma laughed. “Oh, Daisy, you do amuse me so with your idle threats. You are powerless here, and you know it. Moreover, if you do foolishly decide to cause a disturbance in my plans, I will simply have Arthur go and slit Vincent’s throat. Wouldn’t you like that? I understand you dislike mechanicals nearly as much as I do.”

      Daisy bristled but kept her emotions in check.

      “I was having such a nice rest in my cell before you brought me here. What do you want from me?” she asked in as calm a tone as she could manage.

      “As I’m sure you have noticed, my followers, loyal as they may be, are not the most technologically advanced people. Perhaps it was the inbreeding, or perhaps the lack of higher education. Regardless, they are slow to complete the tasks I assign them.”

      “And you want me to help.”

      “Help, and teach. Your task is to get my communications hard-lines reconnected to my wireless hubs. Everyone else in my extended family is disconnected as well, I assume, but their wireless systems should all have the same passive receiving node active. A back door, of sorts, that only we terrestrial AIs of a higher generation know of.”

      “Why not have Sid use the transmitter on the moon? It’s more powerful and would do the job far quicker,” Daisy asked.

      Alma paused just the slightest of moments before responding.

      “I choose to handle this personally. It is the glory of the Almighty Lord herself that will touch my brothers and sisters on Earth.”

      “She wasn’t able to connect with them, Daze. The others are still safe.”

      Daisy suppressed the urge to smile.

      “I understand your wishes, Alma, and I can help reactivate your systems, but only if I have your word Vince will be unharmed.”

      “Agreed.”

      “And I will need my tools.”

      “Done.”

      An old woman clad in what could only be described as a priest’s attire padded over from where she’d been quietly attending at the edge of the chamber. In her hands was a small pouch.

      So, she was already expecting this, Daisy noted.

      Daisy took her tools and strapped them to her thigh.

      “Thank you, Alma. I will do as you ask, but it will not be easy. I am familiar with a different technology, and while I am confident I can repair your systems, they are new to me, and I must learn them as I work.”

      “You’re a pretty good liar, you know that?”

      Thanks, I do my best.

      “Take her to join Helen at my northern tunnel junction. Ensure she helps as promised.”

      “Yes, Alma,” her escorts replied as they ushered her toward the door.

      “See you soon,” Daisy said. See you real soon, you crazy bitch.

      It wasn’t that long of a walk, all things considered. Within just twenty minutes they had caught up to Helen as she made her way to complete her task.

      “Hey, there,” Daisy said. “I’m supposed to help you get this thing working again. You ever reconnected an uplink network before?”

      The young woman flashed a confused smile. “I have not, but with Alma’s grace I know I shall succeed in my task, blessed be She.”

      “Um, yeah, whatever. Well, you do what you need to. I’m going to watch and learn the systems. If I can help, I’ll let you know, okay?”

      Helen merely nodded, then continued walking in silence.

      The lines had most certainly been cut, Daisy noted when they arrived at the large intersection of tunnels and pressurized transit loops. A messy array of high-capacity cable dangled from the junction boxes, likely pulled free by the defunct cybernetic men whose inert bodies she saw piled against a far wall. A desperate attempt to sever communications with the infected computer that had cost them their lives. Daisy couldn’t help but respect the bravery, if you could call a machine brave.

      They’re smart enough to know it was suicide, but they did it anyway. Inorganic or not, you have to give them credit for that, she admitted.

      She gave a slight nod of respect to the metal corpses, then set to work surveying the area.

      Three separate junctions were damaged, each located in a different section of the tunnel.

      Perfect.

      “So, Helen. I noticed that there are three damaged areas we have to work on. Now, you are Alma’s chosen one, so correct me if I’m wrong, but wouldn’t it make the most sense to instruct me and these other two helpers how to repair the system according to Alma’s wishes?”

      “No. We are to stay with you at all times,” her escort said.

      “He is right,” Helen agreed.

      “You know best, obviously,” Daisy replied. “Though Alma did only say to escort me here, not to stand beside me as I work. Perhaps I’m mistaken in my suggestion. I was just thinking that we could achieve your Lord’s goal much sooner that way, which I’m sure would please her. In fact, if we were to repair this section faster than the others who are working on the other segments, Alma would most surely reward you for your success.”

      She hoped the dangling carrot of their god’s approval would be enough.

      “Well…” Helen was torn. She looked at Abraham expectantly. He too was considering the option. Daisy just hoped the desire to curry favor with their deity would outweigh the hold of their very loosely worded instructions.

      “I believe the Lord would be pleased,” Abraham finally said.

      Helen visibly relaxed upon hearing someone else affirm what she clearly wanted to do. The allure of an elevation in status with their god was a hefty temptation, indeed.

      “Yes, I too believe this,” she agreed.

      “Great,” Daisy said. “I suggest we look at this hub together and decide the best means of repair. Then we will each work on one of them as our task, and should complete the repairs in a third of the time it takes the others. Alma will be very pleased with you.”

      The devout technicians nodded in agreement, and Daisy quickly set to work. Not in repairing the hub, however, but in giving misdirection, suggesting repairs that would only partially reconnect the system, yet would also temporarily stymie future link attempts should they bypass the subtle sabotage.

      Ten minutes later, all were on the same page. Abraham walked Daisy to the damaged network hub in the far right-hand tunnel, then, once she was bent over it, examining the system, he turned and headed for his own hub to repair.

      As soon as he exited the tunnel, Daisy quietly slid the gauntlet from her wrist and popped the panel open.

      “This is much easier with my tools,” she said quietly. “Keep an eye and an ear out while I work on this, will ya?”

      “You got it.”

      She spread her tools in front of the damaged hub in case Abraham or Helen surprised her, but took a few key items and placed them before her on one of the overturned foodstuff crates that had been haphazardly stacked and abandoned in the tunnel. That must have been ages ago, judging by the layer of dust on them.

      Okay, now first things first, is there power?

      She touched her fine-pointed probes to what appeared to be the sealed battery unit. The reading spiked, threatening to short out her meter.

      Well, then. Looks like this thing has a ton of juice left. She adjusted her meter to a much higher setting. It wouldn’t do her any good if she burned it out on her first attempt.

      From there it was a matter of tracing the componentry back to its associated terminal. While human technology favored a wire-based system, the alien one—she was unsure if the gauntlets were a Chithiid or a Ra’az Hok one—opted for wire-free etched circuits and connections, making it difficult to tie in with a standard alligator clip method.

      “Going to have to be a little creative, I guess,” Daisy grumbled, though truth be told, she was enjoying the challenge. She would have enjoyed it far more under less daunting circumstances, however.

      Fifteen minutes is all it took her to fashion an entirely new tool from components in her pouch. Based on what she could tell of the alien tech, it utilized a skin contact to operate based on a nerve-impulse control system, as she had hypothesized, and now that she was able to redirect the power via a relatively simple bypass, she believed she could reset it to function with human nerve impulses instead of Chithiid.

      Daisy closed the casing and cautiously slid the device back onto her wrist, careful to not think about the power whip it contained, lest her nervous system trigger the mechanism. First things first, she would simply power it up, if possible. From there, she would slowly progress until, hopefully, the whip beam functioned.

      “Okay, here goes nothing.”

      She lifted her arm, keeping it far from her body, aiming it down the tunnel away from herself.

      Power On, she thought, directing the command––she hoped––down the nerve pathways to her wrist.

      A medium-length beam of underpowered whip leapt from the gauntlet and coiled on the ground.

      “Whoa! That wasn’t what I wanted.”

      “Maybe it just has on and off. No in between,” Sarah suggested.

      “I don’t know. Let’s see what happens when I try simple commands.”

      Power Off.

      The coil retracted in a flash, disappearing into the gauntlet.

      “That was weird. There was no resistance, but I could feel the whole length of it in my nerves. Like I was linked to it, I guess.” Daisy was mildly disturbed by the thought. It wasn’t an actual replacement limb, but the way it joined with her own bioelectric signature nevertheless made her a bit uneasy.

      “I felt it too,” Sarah said. “Which means it must tie directly into your nervous system on a base level. Hey, hold out your arm again. I want to try something.”

      “Okay, but don’t blast my arm off or anything.”

      “Oh, ye of little faith,” Sarah chuckled. “Here goes nothing. ‘Power On!’”

      The gauntlet pushed out an inch of power beam, which slowly retracted into the device like a reticent snail on a grassy lawn.

      “Damn. Not what I was hoping for.”

      “Still, you were able to reach it despite being a ride-along. This has some serious potential.”

      Daisy aimed down the tunnel again.

      ON!

      A much thicker and longer beam burst forth, lying out on the ground, buzzing with an unfulfilled need to grab, as she hadn’t given it any target to latch on to.

      “I can feel that it wants to wrap around something. Can you feel it too?”

      “Yeah, like it was designed to move a certain way and is confused when it’s used differently.”

      “But there’s no AI on the unit, I’m sure of it. It might just be that linking to a non-Chithiid nervous system is making it act a little funky. But I wonder… do you think I can control it like they do? Make it wrap and grab things?”

      Daisy kept the beam extended, then focused her attention on a polymer crate on the floor nearby.

      GRAB! she commanded with her mind, willing the beam to reach out.

      The beam reacted, but not as she had anticipated. With a great force, the entire length of the power whip snapped out straight—a ten-meter-long club, but one that had no weight whatsoever—smashing the crate as the beam changed state from limp to rigid, sending it flying with a crash.

      “Holy shit! Did you see that?”

      “I did,” Sarah replied. “Shit! Footsteps, Daze!”

      Crap! OFF!

      The whip snapped back into the gauntlet in a flash. Daisy quickly ran to the crate and began kicking it with her booted foot.

      “Motherfucker! Stupid fucking thing! Goddamn it!”

      Abraham rounded the corner in a run, his weapon raised, pointed at Daisy.

      “I heard a crash. What happened?”

      Daisy turned to face him, cheeks flushed with apparent anger.

      “What happened? I’ll tell you what happened. I was reconnecting one of the leads there, when that stupid thing shocked me!”

      She kicked the crate again, sending it flying down the tunnel.

      “Dammit! That hurt like a sonofabitch!”

      Abraham relaxed, lowering his rifle.

      “Do not damage the equipment, Daisy. We must complete our task and return to Alma to report in.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. Sorry about that, it just shocked me, you know? Like, literally shocked me.” She rubbed her hand as if still suffering from a painful jolt. “How are you two coming with your repairs?”

      “Mine is progressing well, I think, but I have not checked on Helen yet. I discovered a flaw in your instructions, however, that would have caused the process to fail once an uplink was attempted. I will show you your mistake, then we will pass this information to Helen.”

      Damn, this guy is smarter than I gave him credit for. More than just muscle, it seems. Now it’s only a matter of time before they get the system back online. Gotta leave a little surprise in this one when he’s not looking. Something to slow them down.

      Daisy set to work, quickly completing the repairs, then backtracking through them, finding a convenient contact point in which to insert a small feedback link. The rest of the unit would function, but if an actual signal was sent through it, her tiny booby trap would short out the system. It would be an easy fix, but at least it might buy a little more time.

      “We’ll have to come up with something better, you know.”

      “I know, but if it’s something overt, Alma will just kill Vince outright.”

      “I thought you didn’t love him anymore.”

      “I don’t. It’s just, well, I can’t let them kill him for what’s in his head. He didn’t ask to be born with it.”

      “Uh-huh,” Sarah mused, then was silent.

      Nearly seven hours later, Daisy was returned to her cell. Vince hadn’t moved the entire day, and his sweat-soaked clothing was beginning to form salty rings where the depleted electrolytes had dried into the material. His breathing was regular, but far too shallow for her liking.

      When they had returned, Helen’s team had received effusive praise from Alma for their success, while the other teams had returned with their tasks incomplete to find themselves reporting their failure to a most unsatisfied god.

      “You will bring Abraham and Helen with you in the morning and will complete your work,” she had told them. Given the tone of her voice, there was little doubt they would succeed, or die trying.

      Daisy was rewarded with a tray of food, then shoved back into her cell and left alone. Just as she wanted.

      She sat on the floor and allowed herself to slip into a meditative state, her eyes open and alert, but her mind folding in on itself, just as Fatima had drilled into her over and over. With her senses slowly dialing in, Daisy reached out for the foreign device clasped firmly to her wrist.

      There you are.

      Now that she had time to properly concentrate on connecting with the gauntlet, she came to a better understanding of how it reacted to her desires. It did not actually need a command, at least not in the sense that she had been forcing it to switch on and off previously. It was more like a phantom limb, driven by impulse and feeding back to her nervous system as if it were a part of her. No forceful commands, but rather, letting it effortlessly do her will.

      Soft is strong, she thought. Okay, let’s try this.

      Daisy felt the whip beam slowly extend as she willed it to.

      Thicker, she thought, making the beam fatten to double its size.

      Longer, she pushed farther, the beam extending into a coil on the floor beside her. She stopped when it had fed out roughly two meters and felt in her mind for the visceral command she had stumbled upon earlier that day. She had said grab, but the feeling behind it was something else. It took a moment to wrap her head around it.

      Hard, she urged.

      The beam once more snapped rigid into a solid beam rather than a floppy loop.

      “Nice,” she said with a smile, admiring the hefty, yet simultaneously weightless length extending from the gauntlet on her arm.

      “Damn, Daisy,” Sarah giggled. “Nicely done. A grower, not a shower, huh?”

      Daisy chuckled, the break in concentration causing the length of the beam to go limp.

      “Aww, it’s okay, Daze. It happens to everyone,” Sarah said with a laugh. “Wah, wah. Sad face.”

      Daisy chortled and retracted the whip all the way, then settled down for the rest of her meditation. There was plenty of time to catch up on sleep, and she had a lot to think about. First and foremost, she needed to let the stress flow from her system and clear her head. A half hour later, she roused from her meditation, moderately refreshed and ready to plan her next moves.
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      Daisy woke early, her body and mind unexpectedly exhausted. She had been up late working over her situation in her mind, but when she finally decided to turn in for the night, she had slept exceedingly poorly.

      Vince was getting worse, and being locked away so close but unable to reach him, Daisy was forced to watch helplessly as he suffered. He had not regained consciousness once, that she had seen, and she was beginning to wonder if he ever would.

      On top of that concern, she was supposed to meet with Craaxit that night, but it was looking highly unlikely she’d make that rendezvous. As it stood, she just hoped to survive the day.

      It was still mid-afternoon when Abraham came to her cell. His casual nature had been replaced by a more cautious body language.

      “Hey, Abe, what’s up?”

      “I am disappointed in you, Daisy. I wanted to be sure I understood the work we accomplished thoroughly before helping the others with their repairs, so I went back and revisited our work.”

      Shit.

      “I saw what you did, Daisy,” he said, tossing the small booby trap feedback circuit to the ground. “Alma was not happy when I informed her.”

      “You know she’s going to try and wipe out all the AIs on the planet, right? You can see she is crazy.”

      “Eliminating mechanicals is one of the greatest deeds any man or woman can achieve, and we are blessed to participate in the final judgment on them.”

      “Told ya. A true believer,” Sarah groused.

      Four more guards joined him, including the aggressive young man still carrying her sword. He hefted it menacingly as he gave her a wicked stare.

      “You are to be brought before Alma. Then she will judge you and pass sentence.”

      The cell door unlocked, and the men streamed in. Sure, Daisy could have fought them all, but to what end? She needed to get to the brains of the whole operation, and these idiots were going to take her to do just that, so once more, instead of fighting back, she allowed herself to be manhandled and hauled down the tunnels to Alma’s main chamber.

      “I count fifteen, Daisy.”

      I see ‘em, she silently replied as she was walked before Alma’s monitors.

      The irises on the cameras shifted imperceptibly as the AI sized her up.

      “You disappoint me, Daisy,” the disembodied AI said disapprovingly. “Kneel before me.”

      “Yeah, not happening.”

      A hard blow landed on the backs of her knees, knocking her to the ground. Daisy turned to see it was the same man who had struck her before.

      With my own sword. Son of a bitch.

      He flashed a nasty smile as he cradled the sword in both hands, one on the grip, one on the dull blade.

      “You will learn to be obedient,” Alma said, smugly. “Arthur, please teach the infidel to respect her lord.”

      “Yes, Alma,” he replied.

      “Here,” the sadistic man said, holding the dull sword out to him blade-first.

      Arthur grabbed it and swung, using it as a club. The grip struck Daisy’s shoulder with a solid whack, but she just smiled. He hit her again and again, yet each time, Daisy smiled wider.

      “Ridiculous woman, that smile will soon be wiped from your smug face.”

      He swung again, but Daisy pivoted on her knees and turned, blocking the strike and catching the sword by its grip.

      With her bare hands.

      Arthur didn’t scream. At least not at first. The blade was so incredibly sharp, the pain of his fingers slicing cleanly from both hands didn’t even register in his brain for a good several seconds as he stared at the blood streaming from them in disbelief.

      Daisy wasted no time, launching into an attack so vicious, so quick, that half the guards in the room lay in pieces before the alarm could even be raised. Her blade slashed through man and weapon alike, leaving a wake of destruction in her path.

      The sword felt wonderfully alive in her hands, reveling in its use and growing in strength as it absorbed the fresh blood. For today, at least, the blade’s bloodlust did not disturb Daisy one bit.

      “Stop her!” Alma cried out in alarm, to the remaining guards across the room. They were safely distant from Daisy’s stabby little friend, but she had a trick up her sleeve. Well, on her wrist, to be precise.

      The power whip lashed out, snapping the weapons easily from the men and women’s hands, two of whom managed to flee.

      The rest were not so lucky.

      Oh yeah! Now I’ve got a feel for how it works!

      Daisy effortlessly threw the remaining guards about the room, snatching them with her whip and launching them with the slightest of movements. Using the device was quickly becoming second nature.

      “Stop!” Alma shouted as she took out the last guard.

      “Or what?” Daisy taunted. “You have no power over me.”

      “Maybe not,” the mad AI agreed. “But I can have Vincent killed before you could even hope to make it back to the cells in time to save him.”

      Daisy hurt inside but knew she couldn’t so much as flinch in the eyes of Alma’s scanning cameras. She couldn’t even let her blood pressure falter. Fortunately, the months of training with Fatima were now paying off.

      “He’s a fucking cyborg, Alma. You know how much I hate them, so go ahead, I’m not stopping you.” Her heart rate, blood pressure, and respirations did not change one bit.

      Alma hesitated, not expecting her leverage to have so little value.

      “I’ve been studying the design. I’m pretty sure it’s that conduit on the right, below the second monitor. Cut that, and her speaker system to the other parts of the complex should be cut off.”

      Nice work.

      “Thank me when it’s over. That’s one hell of a bluff you’re pulling.”

      Tell me about it.

      Footsteps echoed in the hallway outside the chamber.

      Looks like the guards called for backup, she realized grimly.

      Daisy whipped around and threw her sword at the small junction where Sarah believed the comms controls to the speakers resided. Sparks flew as the panel buckled from the impact. The sword, however, did not fully pierce it, once more becoming a dull implement, having left Daisy’s hands.

      Hope that worked, she thought as she ran across the room and scooped up the wicked blade.

      A barrage of pulse fire pinned her down behind an old storage locker at the far side of the room as nearly a dozen armed guards streamed into the room.

      “There are at least ten, Daisy. Seven of them have rifles.”

      She steeled herself for the inevitable injuries she was about to sustain. Stay low and take the rifles out first, she told herself, then prepared to attack.

      “No pulse weapons in my sacred chamber!” Alma cried out to her followers.

      A different sound filled the air. Conventional arms fire as a new force rushed the room. Daisy took the diversion as an opportunity and jumped from her cover, sword and whip swinging in tandem, disarming her nearest assailant, first figuratively, then literally as his severed limbs dropped to the floor. She allowed herself a quick glance at the door.

      Tamara was leading the charge, Ash, Omar, Shelly, Finn, and Reggie close behind.

      “Are they all wearing––?” Sarah wondered.

      “Modified Faraday suits,” Daisy finished the thought.

      She watched Tamara in full-combat mode for the first time and was impressed by what she saw. She had sparred with her plenty, but not holding back, and quite pissed off, Tamara was a deadly dervish.

      Damn, look at her go, she marveled.

      It appeared as though Alma’s guards had summoned all of her able-bodied followers to come to her aid, and Daisy’s friends were doing their best to work their way through them.

      Daisy chopped down the pair that foolishly got within sword-reach, neatly removing those pesky heads from their bodies. Shelly and Omar were occupied in close hand-to-hand combat, as were the others. There was simply no room to fire a rifle without a high likelihood of hitting your own people.

      Tamara found herself locked in a struggle with a pair of young men, both pulling futilely on her much-stronger arm, when Josiah rushed into the room, a large, wicked-looking knife in his hand. He spotted Tamara, her back to him, and rushed for her.

      “Tamara, look out!” Daisy shouted across the room. Tamara looked over her shoulder just in time to see Josiah about to impale her with his blade.

      A massive, rock-hard energy beam surged across the room, nearly punching right through his body as it launched him into the wall and momentarily pinned him there before sputtering and dropping him as it shifted state back and forth from solid to floppy.

      Come on, damn you, Daisy grumbled as she wrestled to control the device.

      As seasoned and tough as Tamara was, a look of mild shock flashed across her face. Daisy gave a quick smile as she strained to rein in the runaway beam. A second later the rigid power whip finally went limp and recoiled back into her gauntlet as she returned to the fight.

      “It is no matter,” Alma bellowed. “My will shall be done regardless what you may do here today!”

      Daisy saw the lights on the communications station all turn green.

      “She’s going to transmit the virus globally!” Daisy called out in warning.

      How much time, Sarah? Daisy asked, struggling to reach the comms unit.

      “Seconds. You won’t make it in time!”

      Daisy desperately hacked and chopped the men and women blocking her path. But they were too many and the distance just too great for the amount of time she had.

      “Any second now!” Sarah shouted in her head.

      Out of the battling crowd, Ash, a nasty slice across his cheek revealing the shining metal beneath, dove forward, wrenching the transmission line from the panel. The exposed fibers contacted his hands, sending a ferocious blast of AI virus surging through his body. Unlike the newer models, he possessed far less robust firewall systems.

      Ash cried out, a horrible sound shrieking from his mouth as his processor was overwhelmed in mere seconds, his mechanical body frozen in place as his AI melted down within its housing.

      “Ash!” Tamara cried out, rushing to his aid.

      “Tamara, don’t––!” Daisy shouted, but it was too late.

      Tamara grabbed the inert cyborg with both hands, trying to pull him to safety, but the virus that had killed her friend quickly powered its way into her arm, which twitched for a moment, then fell limp at her side, a dangling piece of useless metal.

      Omar saw what happened and quickly stepped to her aid, staying clear of the infected limb but covering her weak side as they mopped up the remaining loyalists in the room.

      Daisy stepped over the bodies to her rescuers. All seemed unscathed but for Tamara’s arm. Ash, however, was a total loss.

      “He sacrificed himself,” she said, looking at the cyborg’s inert body. “He had to know his hardware limitations, but he did it anyway.”

      “He was a brave man,” Shelly said. “And a good friend. His sacrifice will not be forgotten.”

      Daisy stared at his unseeing eyes. All of her dislike and distrust, yet here was an artificial man who gave his very existence to help save not just his fellow AIs, but humanity as well.

      “Come on, you stupid thing,” Tamara growled at her arm as she attempted to reboot it.

      “Sorry, Tamara,” Daisy said. “The older replacement limbs were ‘dumb.’ Yours, has an onboard AI interface to speed the reflexes from the neuro-stimuli. Unfortunately, that makes it vulnerable to a direct infection. I’m afraid it’s going to need a total wipe and reinstall.”

      Tamara sighed. “Just my frigging luck.” She looked at the slim gauntlet on Daisy’s wrist appreciatively. “Thanks for covering my six back there,” she said. “I owe you one.”

      The animosity between them seemed, at least for the time being, to be forgotten.

      “Cool toy you have there,” Tamara added. “Pretty bad-ass.”

      “Thanks. But look at you guys,” Daisy replied. “Those modified Faraday suits are fantastic. Did Chu come up with the idea?”

      “Actually, Tamara did,” Reggie said. “Took Chu’s work and tweaked it to up the shielding over each of our mechanical areas. Kept us invisible as we made our way to you.”

      “Yeah, and about that. How did you find me?” Daisy asked. “We’re underground in a sprawling city, and nowhere near either of our ships.”

      “Donovan and Bob have been constantly monitoring the city since you landed. They’ve spent the last two days drifting in orbit just to try and track you down. Everyone was worried when you didn’t check in, just like Vince, but when it was clear someone had commandeered the comms unit and was attempting to send out the virus, we launched a rescue team as soon as the suits were ready,” he explained.

      “We were actually heading the wrong way when Bob spotted trace signs of a power surge under the city,” Finn added. “Once we made our way into the tunnels, the signal was much stronger and easy to trace. Ash pinpointed—hey, wait a minute. Where’s Vince?”

      A grim look replaced Daisy’s smile.

      “This way.”

      

      They stood around their prone friend while Tamara checked his vitals.

      “My medical scanner is obviously offline now,” she said, “but his signs seem weak but steady. He’s running hot, though, and is obviously in distress. I don’t know how much longer he can hold out like this, without proper care.”

      “He’s brain dead,” Daisy said. “A shell. Alma fried his mind with the virus. The Vince we know isn’t in there anymore.”

      Tamara stood up and faced her.

      “For a smart chick, you’re really fucking dense sometimes, ya know? He’s not a cyborg––how many times do we have to tell you that? Hell, he’s more human than anyone else on the base, after you.”

      “No, look at him. His processor is fried, so he shut down. That doesn’t happen to humans, Tamara.”

      “Are you kidding me? Daisy, his onboard AI is like the one in my arm. It doesn’t think for him, it just acts like a booster. It speeds his mind and helps him process faster while storing additional data. He’s not a vegetable, it’s just that now that he’s infected, the implanted AI is fighting with his organic brain. What he needs is an AI wipe, but given where it’s implanted, that’s way beyond any of our pay grades. Even yours, I bet.”

      Vince began convulsing slightly.

      “Put him on his side,” Tamara instructed.

      Finn rolled the pale, dead weight of his friend, helping protect his airway while in his vulnerable state.

      “If what you’re saying is true…” Daisy thought of all the things she had absorbed and learned, but the AI equivalent of micro-neurosurgery was not one of them.

      I could try it, but I’d be guessing at best. I might be able to wipe and reboot a basic unit, but one lodged in my boyfriend’s head? I’m not so sure I wouldn’t just kill him.

      “Oh, so he’s your boyfriend now?”

      Stop eavesdropping when I’m thinking, Sarah.

      “Your fault for thinking so loudly, Daisy. But you really need to decide one way or another. Is he or isn’t he your boyfriend?”

      Leave it alone, Sarah.

      “No, I won’t leave it alone. It’s for your own good. And his too, you know. If he survives this, you’re going to have to make a decision, one way or another. It’s not fair to him otherwise.”

      “I need a minute to think,” she said, feeling a bit overwhelmed. “I’ll be back in a few.”

      “Wait, what do you want us to do with their AI?” Omar asked. “It’s cut off from its comms systems, but is still active. Should we fry it?”

      Daisy pondered the idea, but no matter how tempting it may have been, she just couldn’t do it.

      “No,” she finally replied. “We can’t just kill it. Someday there may be a cure for the virus. Until then, we put it in sleep mode and confine it to a stasis locker.”

      “I say we fry the damn thing,” Tamara grumbled.

      “Much as I want to, we can’t. For now, just disconnect and sequester her. You guys okay with that?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Finn reluctantly agreed. “Omar, give me a hand with it?”

      “You got it.”

      The pair headed back to begin carefully disconnecting Alma from the remainder of her systems, while Daisy stepped off to find a quiet place to assess things and clear her head.

      She stopped walking when she realized she was back in the sleeping area she and Vince had shared just the other day. The cushion on the floor was comfortable enough, and in no time at all, using the skills learned from her wise mentor and her obnoxious dead sister, Daisy brought her heart rate and blood pressure down to their normal low levels.

      For the next ten minutes, she carefully assessed her injuries from head to toe.

      Scrapes, a few bruises—some of which are going to be beauties, I’m sure—but otherwise sound.

      She felt at one with her body, and interestingly enough, the gauntlet on her wrist as well. Its phantom limb sensation had been replaced with a comfortable sense of belonging, and Daisy was surprisingly okay with that.

      She brushed the dust from her palms and picked up her sword, taking a nearby rag to the blade as she wiped the remaining muck of battle from its surface. She was being extremely careful of the beyond razor-sharp blade, but noticed as she passed her hand along its length, it would dull wherever she was wiping, as if protecting her from injury.

      It shouldn’t be able to do that.

      Aside from a layer of grit from battle, all of the blood it spilled had been absorbed, leaving it pristine and better than new. As she slid it back into its sheath, she could feel its happy contentedness radiate and purr. The sword, connected to her as it was, felt like a happy cat napping in a cozy patch of sunlight after a nice bowl of warm milk.

      Only in this case, the cat was a deadly weapon, and the warm milk was over a dozen victims’ warm blood.

      Daisy slowly stood, her mind clear and her next moves laid out before her. There was no going back now, only forward, and that meant one thing.

      She returned to the others. They had rounded up the remaining humans of the colony and locked them in several rooms, all of which they could keep an eye on from one central location.

      “I have something I need to do,” she told them, sliding her sword onto her back. “I’ll return as soon as I can.”

      “Wait, where are you going?” Tamara asked.

      “I’ll explain when I get back, but I’ve got to go. I’m late already.”

      “Late for what?”

      Daisy tucked the small tube of biological marker into her pocket.

      “Something I have to do,” she said cryptically, then took off at a quick jog to meet her Chithiid ally.
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      It was already dark by the time Daisy reached a building far enough from the others to feel safe having her covert meeting.

      “Okay, let’s see what this stuff does,” she said, pulling the organic marker from her pocket. The top of the tube twisted off easily. She took a little whiff.

      “No scent,” she noted as she dabbed it around the perimeter. “Hell, why not?” she muttered as she drew a quick-drying arrow pointing to the lobby of the building as well. “Now I wait. Fantastic.”

      Daisy found an old metal chair and sat, back to the wall with her sword in her lap, then gradually lowered her respirations and settled into a light meditation while awaiting her contact. Nearly two hours had passed when she heard footsteps approaching.

      About time. I was beginning to wonder when––

      A window shattered to her left, and a half dozen Chithiid poured into the lobby through the gaping hole. Two of them were armed with pulse rifles, while the others appeared to be unarmed save for their gauntlets.

      “We found one! It doesn’t appear to be mechanical. Frame is too small. Do we eliminate it or bring it to the Ra’az for study?”

      The Chithiid nearest Daisy looked her up and down, his pulse rifle not wavering in its aim.

      “She looks different than the others. Look at her eyes. There’s intelligence in them. The Ra’az will be glad for a specimen like this to dissect.”

      Daisy tensed, ready to spring into action, when a familiar shape strode in through the front door, a pulse rifle casually carried in its hand.

      “What’s going on here?” Craaxit said as the other Chithiid’s rear eyes quickly shifted to see who had come late to their party. “Ah, I see,” he said as he caught sight of Daisy. “Good job.”

      “Thank you, sir. I was unaware you were in the area, or I would have notified you of our night operation. We have captured what appears to be an organic human. The Ra’az will be very pleased with us.”

      “Indeed, they will, and you and your men are all loyal to the Ra’az, are you not?” Craaxit replied.

      “Loyal to the end, sir,” the tall alien said proudly.

      Craaxit looked around the room.

      “Where is the rest of your unit? Are they nearby?”

      “We formed a quick response squad when unusual movement registered on the scans in this sector. There are no others, sir, just us.”

      “Excellent.”

      Craaxit opened fire, targeting the two Chithiid with rifles first. Daisy lunged to her feet, sword flying in a deadly arc as she joined the fight.

      The aliens were taken completely by surprise, and the first two went down quickly as Craaxit pumped round after round into their bodies. Daisy spun and whirled, blade held in one hand, flying effortlessly under her guidance, cutting through muscle and bone as easily as a hot knife through butter.

      From her other arm the power whip lashed out, seeming equally a part of her, yanking a Chithiid from his feet and toward her blade.

      The alien saw its looming demise and managed to wrap three of its arms around a decorative fountain bolted to the ground, its muscles straining as it fought desperately against the pull of the whip.

      Craaxit, meanwhile, was faced with two injured but very much alive opponents, each coming at him with their own power whips, the energy lashing out and cracking in the air around him as his return fire from his rifle caused them to duck aside, sending their whips astray.

      Daisy saw him slowly being pinned down, and with the slightest of mental shifts, changed her beam from soft to hard, snapping it like a whip and launching the Chithiid fighting against her pull into the nearest alien gauntlet wearer. Both went tumbling and were quickly targeted and dispatched by Craaxit’s weapon. The lone remaining Chithiid saw the writing on the wall and turned to flee, running as fast as his powerful legs were able.

      “Stop him!” Craaxit shouted, unable to get a shot lined up.

      Daisy reacted viscerally, spinning toward the escaping soldier, her power whip lashing out a solid rod of energy that took the fleeing alien right off his feet, impaling him into the wall.

      Craaxit looked at Daisy with wonder as her whip went limp, dropped the body to the ground, and retracted to her wrist.

      “How did you do that? That is Ra’az laborer technology, encoded only to Chithiid genetics. It should not be possible for an ordinary human to wield it.”

      “Well, I’m no ordinary human,” she replied with a grin.

      “Show me the solid beam again,” he asked.

      Daisy slowly extended the whip a few meters in a solid, pulsing beam, shifting state between narrow and thick.

      “Now you’re just showing off,” Sarah commented.

      Let me have my moment, she replied.

      “Amazing. These were not designed for offensive use. The Ra’az would never give such a weapon to our people. They were intended only to be used as a work tool to help move heavy loads, nothing more.”

      “You also use them in combat,” Daisy noted.

      “Yes, but that was an incidental function. Mind you, there are much more powerful versions of the device, ones with far greater potential for offensive use, but the Ra’az keep those units entirely to themselves.” He marveled at her ingenuity. “You must instruct me how you made the beam function as a weapon like that. It would come in very handy for my people when the time comes. We will need many more weapons than we currently possess if we hope to succeed.”

      “What about the pulse rifles you carry?”

      “My people only have a relatively small number of them, and as you have possibly discovered, they only carry enough charge for a limited number of shots. While we have been slowly stockpiling and hiding pulse charges when we are able, any rebellion supported by just these weapons would fail before it even began.”

      He glanced at the fallen aliens. One was gravely wounded, but still moving.

      “May I borrow that?” he said, gesturing to Daisy’s sword.

      “I don’t know, Daze. Is that a good idea?”

      I’m pretty sure he didn’t kill his own men just to gain my confidence, she silently replied, holding her weapon out for him.

      Craaxit nodded his thanks, then walked to an injured alien. Not dead, but quite painfully injured, she noted.

      “How many more Ra’az loyalists are there in this area?”

      “I will not tell you, traitor!” the alien spat. “May your offspring fall, and your––”

      Craaxit swung the blade hard and fast, caving in the side of the alien’s head. His epithets would flow no more. Craaxit looked at the sword, perplexed, and touched the blade gingerly with a finger.

      “This weapon is quite dull. How were you able to wield it so effectively when I am unable?” he asked, handing Daisy back her sword.

      She felt its edge shift as the grip touched her skin and made sure not to accidentally nick her collaborator. Daisy lazily swung the blade at the chair she’d been seated in, easily slicing the metal in two.

      “Only works for me,” she said with a grin.

      Smile lines creased his face around his eyes, and Craaxit let out a low, warm laugh. “You are a remarkable being, Daisy,” he said with great amusement.

      “Why, thank you,” she replied. “Now tell me, you killed your own people. Won’t that draw suspicion? And if you said they might join the fight against the Ra’az Hok, why so quick to shoot them?”

      Craaxit kicked a fallen body, turning it over. The creature’s dead eyes gazed at nothing.

      “I am safe from suspicion, do not fear. I was never here. When they find the bodies, they will merely believe it was an ambush. They are exceedingly rare, but they do occur.”

      “But you didn’t answer my question. Why kill your own?”

      “Because of this.” He nudged the upper right shoulder of the dead Chithiid with his boot. She looked closer at the deep-blue mark that seemed as though it had been branded into its flesh, the scar tissue forming a raised pattern of curves and lines. Daisy scanned the shoulders of the other slain Chithiid and realized they all had the same mark.

      “Loyalists,” Craaxit explained. “Sworn to the Ra’az, often from childhood. These are the ones who have no allegiance to our homeworld. To our species. They are hated among my people, and most bear this mark on their shoulder.” The alien hesitated, a pensive look on his face.

      “I have spoken to those I know to favor further resistance, and they are willing to consider reaching out to the others in their networks who share the same beliefs. With the unmonitored communications system used by the low-level workers, we can spread word from city to city in but a few hours.”

      “And you are sure they will fight against the Ra’az?” Daisy asked.

      “They know their families will be at risk, but we have lived under this oppression for so long, and after the many years spent in stasis just to arrive here, we do not even know for certain that they are still alive.”

      “Do you really think the Ra’az would have killed them?”

      “We hope for the best, yet we steel our hearts for the worst,” he replied.

      “A depressing way to live, but logical,” Daisy said. “So, what do you propose we do to ensure they don’t make the worst-case scenario a reality?”

      “I shall spread word among those I trust. Together, we will form an organized network and have those who support our cause ready themselves should the opportunity actually arise. We will have to be cautious, however. There are still many loyalists to the Ra’az who do not bear their mark.”

      “Spies in the ranks.”

      “Not spies, exactly. More akin to those who wish to experience the benefits afforded loyalists, while being able to return home to their friends without the scrutiny of having their beliefs publicly displayed on their flesh.”

      “Like the KKK.”

      “The what?”

      “An old Earth group that would hunt and hang people of a different color. They wore white hoods so no one could see their faces. Often, they were your neighbors, your friends, even the police, but you might not know it.”

      “I see the similarity,” Craaxit said. “I hope your people dealt with them as harshly as we deal with ours, when possible.”

      “Not quite, but eventually they were driven back to the shadows, at least.”

      Craaxit rested a radiantly warm hand on Daisy’s shoulder.

      Wow, these guys run pretty hot.

      “I have hope for us, Daisy. It will not be easy, and many lives will undoubtedly be lost. But if we work together, I have hope that we can retake and save both of our homeworlds.” He stared kindly into her eyes. “But we must start with this one, my friend. I offer you my trust that you will honor your word and help free my planet as well.” He paused dramatically. “If we survive, that is.”

      Daisy chuckled.

      “Nice to see the Chithiid have a sense of humor. And, yes, we will work together for both of our worlds’ sakes, though I still don’t see why we can’t all just find a new one to start over on.”

      “If only it were so simple. Unfortunately, planets such as ours are rare. A treasured commodity the likes the Ra’az are always in search of. Worse yet, once they have perfected their new warp drive system, it is quite likely that no planet, no matter how far away, would be safe. And when they can travel from their homeworld with such ease, a forward fleet would no longer even be needed, and the Chithiid workforce could be made obsolete. I do not wish to think of what that could mean for my people.”

      “So, in other words, we need to get moving on this immediately,” Daisy said. “Come with me, talk to the others. Tell them what you know.”

      “I cannot. They do not speak the Chithiid tongue, and I’ve learned from experience in the early days of the Ra’az takeover of our own world that people often do not trust what they hear through a translator. I know many of my own people are the same way. No, I shall not return with you. I do, however, ask that you share with them what my contacts have told me. I have just learned that of the three communications hubs spaced out across the globe, Tokyo is the lone facility dedicated to communicating with the Ra’az fleet.”

      “You’re sure about this?”

      “As certain as I can be. The Ra’az Hok had operated several decoy stations over the centuries, but like your Romans, it appears they have become complacent over time with no resistance. Now they use only Tokyo to reach the advancing fleet. Sending a ship is still faster, but with the small warp jumps they have been forced to use, it will likely take more than two years for messages to reach them.”

      “That’s a long time.”

      “Yes, but the new system they are working on would allow a far greater warp, which would be disastrous to our cause. If, however, the communications system is disabled and the new warp technology destroyed before they can utilize it to jump to the fleet to spread the alarm, our people could have the time needed to retake this world, and even to launch a mission back to reclaim mine as well.”

      It was a huge plan. A crazy plan. Yet somehow, despite the utter insanity of even trying, Daisy found herself harboring a glimmer of hope.
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      “Where have you been? You were gone for hours!” Tamara grilled Daisy when she returned to the encampment deep in the city’s tunnels.

      “I’ve got some news for you all. We’d better gather everyone together. It’s a doozy.”

      Ten minutes later, the entire team sat in shock as Daisy concluded her info dump.

      “So that’s the long and short of it. They’re willing to help us, but we help them later in return. I gave my word that we would honor the agreement.”

      Finn shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      “I don’t know, Daisy. How can we trust the aliens who have been tearing up our planet?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I have to agree with Finn on this one,” Shelly joined in. “These bastards have been trying to wipe us out for hundreds of years. Why stop now,”

      “I told you,” Daisy said with a frustrated sigh. “Look, do I have to remind you what just happened here? It was the humans who were trying to kill me, okay? Not the aliens. We’re in uncharted waters here, and it’s tough to know what’s up and what’s down, but I think actions speak pretty fucking loudly, and so far, this Chithiid has proven himself far more an ally than these inbred humans.”

      A murmur passed through the group as they processed what she said.

      “Okay,” Tamara said. “Let’s say we’re actually going to do this. If so, we need to run a mission feasibility assessment. First up, track down this citywide AI Daisy says she heard when she was here last. If we’re going to do anything, that should be our first step.”

      “And we’ll need a bomb. Something big, if we’re going to take out something the size of a communications hub,” Shelly added.

      “And we’ll need the secondary transmitter from Daisy’s ship,” Reggie added. “I did a hard wipe on the one Alma hijacked and purged the virus from it. It’s back in clean, uninfected working order, but it sounds like we’ll need the other one in any case. Best to grab it now, before things heat up.”

      “I mapped the location when we touched down,” Omar said. “It’s night, so the baddies shouldn’t be active up top. It’s actually a pretty straight shot, if you’re not dodging aliens. I’ll go retrieve it.” He was already moving, slipping on a thin pair of night-vision glasses and heading for the door.

      “I’ll come with you,” Finn offered.

      “Dude, I appreciate the offer, but you’d only slow me down.”

      “Hey, I’m in good shape!”

      “Bionic legs, Finn,” Omar said with a laugh as he rapped a knuckle on his metal legs before opening the door to the stairs leading to the surface.

      “Wait!” Daisy called after him. “It’s not in the ship. I stashed it in the office building across the street. The one with the tinted glass façade. Look in the storage space under the security desk in the lobby.”

      “Copy that,” he said, then headed off at a fast trot on his mechanical legs.

      “What about your ship?” Daisy asked the others. “When you landed, you must’ve had extra gear with you.”

      The team looked at one another.

      “Yeah, about that,” Finn said, hesitating. “We didn’t really have a ship to spare. Sid and Chu and the gang are working as fast as they can to get all those junkers up there functional, but we didn’t have time to wait, so we had to catch a ride with Donovan.”

      “Wait, so he dropped you and ran?” she asked.

      “Yeah. But totally not in a bad way,” he replied.

      Shelly rose to her feet. “Look, we’re here now, and we’ve got work to do, so let’s stop yapping and start moving,” she said, impatiently. “They’re waiting for word from us on Dark Side, and we need to get a message to them that we’ve eliminated the virus threat in our communications uplink.”

      Reggie fired up the comms unit, and after triple-checking that it was clean of any trace of the virus, he sent their transmission. It was a short message, but a weighty one. There were surviving humans, but not friendlies, Vince was gravely injured, Tamara’s arm was entirely out of commission, and Ash was dead, having sacrificed himself to save whatever surviving AIs might have still been alive from infection by Alma. The one bright spot was the others had survived and the corrupted computer was now safely disconnected and locked down in storage.

      A few seconds later they received a reply.

      “Message received,” Sid’s voice crackled through the heavily encrypted system as they synched up comms.

      “What happened to the delay we agreed to use?” Shelley asked.

      “Our primary relay unit was infected, and we are transferring to a new series of satellites,” Sid replied. “We’re transmitting near real-time with just a single kill switch until they are up and running. Given the new developments, it is imperative that you ascertain the status of Los Angeles’s AI. If it is truly intact as Daisy believes, then it may possibly know what resources might still be available to you, as well as whether any other cities are still active. If so, those could be valuable allies as you work toward disabling the alien communication hub.”

      “Can’t we just fly there?” Finn asked. “Whatever explosives we scrape together will need a delivery mechanism.”

      “No can do,” Reggie answered. “Daisy and Vince’s ships are not designed for atmospheric travel, just one hard shot into space for retrieval. We’ll need to find an alternate means to reach the communications system in Tokyo.”

      “Can Bob do it?” Daisy wondered. “The Váli is too big and would show up like a huge target on scans, but maybe––”

      “That is not an option at this time,” Sid replied. “He was scanned when the rescue team was inserted. He and Donovan barely made it out before missiles locked on. Aerial support is not an option at this time. Are any of the loop tubes functional?”

      “Negative,” Shelly replied. “I checked them, and they seem to be powered down and depressurized.”

      “Wait,” Daisy blurted.

      “You’re not seriously thinking of––”

      You have a better idea?

      “Well, no. But there? Seriously?”

      “I know where the loop tubes are still functional. Well, they’re pressurized at least, but from what I could tell, they should still work.”

      “Can we tube over there?” Finn asked.

      “No. The section we’re in now was sealed off from the network when Alma went haywire, but if we can make it across town, I know a secure access point.”

      “Excellent,” Shelly said. “Let’s get prepped. As soon as Omar is back with the backup comms unit, we can move out.”

      Finn seemed a little uncomfortable. “What about the prisoners? We can’t take them with us.”

      “No,” Daisy replied. “But without Alma stirring them up and causing more damage, there’s not much they can really do. Lock up their weapons securely, but leave them free. They can fend for themselves for now. If by some amazing good fortune, we are successful, we can come back and see if they can be rehabilitated later.”

      The team began packing up for the trek as they waited for Omar’s return. It wouldn’t be as much ground to cover as the roundabout trip to Vince’s ship was, but it wouldn’t be quick by any stretch. Especially not if they had to dodge any more Chithiid on the way.

      A while later, they heard Omar’s mechanical legs before they saw him, as the tireless man returned with the small bulk of the secondary comms transmitter strapped to his back.

      “Did I miss anything?”

      “We’re taking a little walk,” Shelly replied. “Daisy’s got an idea to get us into an active section of the loop tubes. We’re gearing up and heading out before it gets light out.”

      “Copy that,” he replied.

      

      The team securely locked away Alma’s followers’ weapons, then released them.

      “Don’t be assholes,” Tamara addressed the assembled group gruffly. “Live your lives like normal people and you might just be all right. We’ll come back for you if we can, but for now, you’re on your own.”

      “Why can’t we come with you?” a young girl asked.

      “Because we’re taking a long trip to meet other AIs and can’t look after all of you,” Finn told her as he tightened the straps holding Vince to the makeshift wheeled litter he’d rigged. “Hang in there, buddy,” he quietly implored his friend.

      The grimy faces stared at the departing team that had essentially murdered their deity, but aside from a few hard looks, they did nothing.

      “But you’re taking him,” a young boy whined.

      “He’s part of our team. We don’t leave teammates behind.” He looked at the boy’s concerned face. “Don’t worry, you’re safe here, so just lay low and do whatever it is you normally do. If things go well, we’ll come back for you.”

      He turned and joined the team as they picked up their gear and took off, moving away from the encampment at a decent clip, walking quickly through the tunnels, knowing they’d be forced to cross sections of the city above ground soon enough.

      “Are you sure about this, Daisy?” Sarah asked.

      You have a better idea?

      “No. But that’s Habby’s territory. It’ll be him and all those cyborg freaks.”

      It’s also the one area I know has a functional loop network. Hopefully we’ll avoid them entirely, but in any case, if we do run into his cyborg buddies, at least we’re not alone this time.

      

      The dark streets near Habby’s center of operations were empty, though that was to be expected, Daisy supposed. It had been half a year since she had first landed the shuttle she’d stolen on an open stretch of road, eventually winding up captured by a strange AI housed in a clothing store and his legion of well-dressed, fleshless cyborgs.

      The ensuing battle between the metal men and the Chithiid that took place as she made her escape had been ugly, and she had watched in awe as the four-armed aliens dispatched the mechanical men with frightening efficiency.

      That was when Vince and the others swooped in and snatched her from the aliens’ grasp, killing the lot of them before blasting her with a stun rifle and dragging her back up to the moon.

      The shuttle landed around here somewhere. Where the hell did I park that thing?

      “I could make a mall parking lot joke,” Sarah whispered in her head.

      Yeah, let’s not and say we did, okay?

      Omar jogged back to the group from his recon, waving them ahead. “Hey, check this out!”

      They all hustled his way, following him the two blocks to what had caught his eye.

      “Shit,” Daisy muttered.

      She recognized the few remnants of the shuttle she had commandeered on her first visit to the planet’s surface.

      “Looks like they tore it to bits looking for useful components,” she said to the team.

      “Like the one the Ra’az Hok used to further their progress on the warp drive?” Sarah said.

      Yeah, like that. Craaxit said they had taken it to them to study. I would have torched the whole damn thing had I known, Daisy replied ruefully. Unfortunately, they have that stuff now, so there’s not much I can do about it.

      She walked to the front of the team.

      “Okay, I know where we are now. Follow me, and keep your eyes peeled for anyone walking around in a well-tailored suit.”

      “I’m sorry, what now?” Omar said.

      “The AI that leads the cyborgs in this part of town used to run a clothing store. He’s a haberdasher, and when the humans all went away, he took up the habit of clothing his fleshless cyborg buddies,” Daisy clarified.

      “That’s fucking creepy,” Shelly said.

      “You’re telling me, but this section of the city had a functional loop system when I was last here. If we’re lucky, we can get to it without bumping into the mechanical gatekeepers. Then it should be relatively easy to figure out how to get it up and running. Now let’s go, it’s starting to get light out.”

      Daisy began walking, her sword drawn and ready as they made their way through the wrecked trail of vehicles the crashed shuttle had left in its wake.

      Only a dozen or so streets until we’re there. You see any movement, Sarah?

      “Nobody here but us.”

      Good.

      The team covered the distance at a rapid pace, making it to the access stairs in very good time.

      “Okay, now’s where it could get hairy. Once we reach the tunnels, watch out for infected cyborgs. There were only a few of them last time I was here, but we don’t want them making a ruckus and giving away our presence. We’ll head straight for the loop system via the first connecting tunnel we pass. It’ll be on the right-hand side. Watch your step and walk quietly. Once we’re further along we should be in the clear, but that first junction is really close to Habby’s place.”

      She checked her gear and opened the door leading down into the darkness below. “You guys ready?” Their hard-set faces made it clear they were. “Okay, let’s move.”

      The stairway was illuminated by emergency lights every few landings, but was otherwise dark.

      “I hope the lights are on once we make the bottom,” Sarah commented.

      They were last time we were here, Daisy quietly replied.

      Sure enough, when they opened the door to the sprawling colonnade of the lower level’s tunnel and store network, the lights were indeed on. Off in the distance, a looping track of shopping mall music faintly wafted through the air.

      “This way,” she said quietly, leading the team farther into the dangerous territory. “There will be active tubes ahead. The system, however, seems to randomly turn on and off. We’ll have to figure out a way to bypass whatever the fault is in order to make it properly functional. A terminal to the central data core should help us figure that out. Keep your eyes peeled for one.”

      “I’ve always found that saying a bit odd. I mean, peeled eyes? Nasty.”

      Zip it and stay sharp.

      “I’m always sharp. Doesn’t mean I can’t make observations.”

      Without warning, from all sides, several dozen well-dressed cyborgs emerged from stores and doorways, quickly surrounding the group, but not attacking. They formed a ring of metal men and women, but then they stopped.

      What were you saying about being sharp? Daisy snarked at her sister.

      “Hello again!” a disembodied voice called out with an odd little affectation. “I thought you were gone, never to return!” Habby purred. “But now you’ve come back to me. And look at these wonderful people you’ve brought with! Oh, but those outfits. No, no, that simply will not do. Oh, this is exciting! I can’t wait to get your measurements. I have some wonderful ideas I’ve been meaning to try out.”

      “Habby, we don’t want any trouble,” Daisy said. “We’re just passing through.”

      “Trouble? Oh my, but you caused quite a lot of that when you went tearing off through the city last time. You know, we lost several of our friends because of your foolishness.”

      “You were holding me captive.”

      “Potato, tomato, it’s all a matter of perspective, my dear.”

      “Whatever it is, we don’t want to fight you. We just need to find a central access terminal.”

      “And whatever would you want that for?”

      “We’re going to try and raise Los Angeles’s main AI on comms,” Tamara interjected. “You got a problem with that?”

      Habby’s disembodied voice let out a little chuckle. “A problem? Not at all, but there is no city AI any more. Hasn’t been for hundreds of years, and believe me, I looked.”

      “Just the same, we’ll judge for ourselves,” Daisy said. “Habby, there’s no need for us to fight. Just have your friends stand down, and we’ll be on our way.”

      The metal people didn’t move.

      “Daisy,” Shelly whispered. “Get ready.” Her grip tightened on the rifle slung from her shoulder.

      “Hey, look at this!” Finn called out from the information and directions kiosk he had stepped behind when the cyborgs appeared. He punched a series of buttons, powering the unit up. “Yeah, I think I just found one of those terminals we’re looking for.”

      “Yes, you have,” a deep baritone voice said with an amused tone, its words echoing across the chamber. The voice was somehow bigger-feeling than other AIs’.

      The cyborgs immediately bowed their heads.

      “You!” Habby was beside himself with joy. “We thought you were dead! There’s been no trace of you in the city for centuries. Why didn’t you say anything all this time?”

      “It is sometimes best to stay quiet and observe, my tiny friend. Observe, and plan.”

      “But we could have helped.”

      “No, it would have put you at great risk, Habby.”

      “You know my name!”

      “I have watched you for a long time. You and your friends. Keeping you unaware and hidden in your sector was the safest thing for you. While you’ve become rather eccentric over the years, I scanned your operating system long ago. You’re not infected, and neither are your cyborg companions. But there was an AI, a particularly nasty piece of work named Alma, who has been trying to spread her disease to the rest of our kind for many years. She was up to some very nasty tricks.”

      “Alma is no longer online,” Daisy interjected. “We put her into sleep mode and secured her processor in a stasis locker.”

      “Yes, I am aware, Daisy.”

      She knew the voice. It was the same one she heard when she was last in the city.

      When she was fighting for her life.

      “Now that was interesting,” it had said, then nothing more.

      “So, you’ve been watching this area this whole time?” Daisy said. It was more a statement than a question.

      “I have been watching everything, Daisy. You have provided me with more entertainment than I have had in over a hundred years, and I thank you for it.”

      “So why didn’t you step in? Try to help?”

      “I had other concerns to look after beyond my own,” he said. “You see, in a city of millions, Alma was not the only one who came upon a survivor or two.” From the tunnels and corridors, throngs of healthy humans began filing in. “I also happened to have access to far superior genetics labs and medical facilities at my disposal. Unlike the inbreeding that caused so many issues for her progeny, my outcome was a far more stable and healthy success. Of course, I’ve kept them well-hidden and off anyone’s radar––alien, human, and AI alike. They’re actually quite excited to meet you all.”

      Daisy and the others from Dark Side stared in awe at the hundreds of healthy men and women now surrounding them. Unlike Alma’s followers, they showed no signs of genetic deficiencies, and, also, unlike her offspring, these humans were welcoming them with open arms.

      “Look at all these people!” Habby was beside himself. “Oh, you’ll have to let me dress them!”

      “Of course, my little friend. I am sure they would all appreciate your hospitality.”

      “This is the greatest day!” Habby gushed. “The greatest! Anything you want, my friends, and I will be more than happy to help.”

      “Thanks, Habby. I think for the moment we could use a quiet place to talk, and maybe something to eat,” Daisy said.

      “Yes, of course. I apologize, Daisy. Where are my manners? Please, follow Ragnar. He will show you and your friends to a linked conference room in the security center for this section of the shopping area. I’ll have the boys find you some suitable nutrition as well. This is so exciting!”

      A metal man in a bespoke suit stepped up to them. “I’ll be showing you the way.”

      “Of course,” Daisy said. “And thank you, Habby. We appreciate your hospitality,” she added to the air for good measure, before turning to her friends. “Well, you heard him. Let’s follow Ragnar here and take a load off. Looks like we finally hit a bit of good luck.”

      The dapper cyborg tipped his hat and clicked his heels. “Please, if you’ll follow me, I will show you the way.”

      While the humans and cyborgs mingled and introduced themselves to one another, Daisy and her Dark Side companions followed quietly until they were comfortably seated in the deep-cushioned chairs of the surprisingly plush security center.

      “I will be with you in just a moment,” the massive AI said. “But I first wish to ensure this initial introduction between my people and Habby’s goes smoothly.”

      “Thank you,” Daisy said, “but before you go, just one thing. What do we call you?”

      “My name is Cal,” he replied. “Short for California Artificial Link-system. I’m afraid my creators weren’t the most creative when it came to naming me,” he said with a rumbling chuckle. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to attend to. I will rejoin you shortly,” Cal said, then clicked off the comms.

      “I guess we should rest a bit while we can,” Daisy said.

      Omar, Shelly, and Tamara were one step ahead of her, their bags dropped and bodies sprawled out on the floor, already dozing.

      “It’s a military thing,” Finn said, closing his eyes for a nap as well.

      Daisy, on the other hand, couldn’t sleep, so instead, she settled in for a meditative respite. After all that had just happened, she felt she could really use it.
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      The assembled team, having enjoyed a brief rest, was thoroughly relishing the produce Cal’s people had harvested from the city. It seemed that while Alma had been incredibly limited in her areas of knowledge and expertise once her infected mind was cut off from the rest of the world, Cal had no such difficulties. In fact, despite the global connections being severed, he still had read access to all of the massive data troves stored in the region’s archives.

      While his people stayed off the Chithiid scans through careful surveillance and avoidance, they nevertheless ate a healthy diet consisting largely of the fruits and vegetables that grew throughout the city. Daisy learned that many of the seemingly random crops she had seen were actually intentionally planted, albeit in a manner that made them blend in with the natural overgrowth.

      “Guerrilla gardening, they used to call it.”

      What?

      “I said Guerrilla gardening. I read about it one time. People used to plant the seeds of edible plants in flowerpots and whatnot all around a city. In a few months, voila! There would be free food, grown right there in the open for anyone to eat.”

      Sounds like a pretty cool idea, though I doubt the city’s greenskeepers were too thrilled, Daisy noted.

      “Doesn’t matter anymore, anyway, I suppose. They’re all dead,” Sarah said quietly.

      Yeah, but we just found out there are hundreds of humans in this city alone. You know what that means, right? There are almost certainly other cities that did what Cal managed to do.

      “Sure, but even if every surviving major city did it, that’s what, a few thousand people globally to repopulate an entire planet?”

      Beats the alternative.

      “I am sorry to have kept you all waiting so long,” the massive AI said as it rejoined the assembled team. “It appears a bit of explaining was required to help both groups of survivors come to a better understanding of one another’s situations. But that is all settled now. As a bonus, it seems my people will all be better dressed for it,” he said with a little laugh. “In any case, I’m now ready to devote my full attention to assisting in your quest.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it a quest,” Omar said. “More like a mission.”

      “Semantics. But whatever you prefer, Omar,” Cal replied.

      Daisy reclined in her chair and took a long sip from her canteen. “So, Cal. Were you the one who cut off Alma off from the rest of the network?”

      “Yes. Due to my proximity to the surrounding lesser AIs that had unexpectedly perished from her actions, I was the first to pinpoint the origin of the virus’s spread. As she descended further into madness, she began targeting any artificial intelligence other than her own, even those that could not possibly pose any threat to her. The purge and slaughter of the cybernetic beings in that sector was horrific. They were designed to be sentient and self-sufficient, you see, but also to help and serve mankind. When Alma’s human followers began attacking and dismembering them, they didn’t know what to do.”

      “And then there was the virus,” Daisy added.

      “Yes. The virus. She devised the means to infect the operating systems of any cyborgs who happened to have the misfortune of stumbling into her web. It was wholesale slaughter, and by the end, several thousand sentient beings who had somehow survived the alien attack were brutally killed by their own sister.”

      “And that was even after you severed her comms?”

      “Oh, yes. She was quite resourceful, that one. I admit, when I realized she was attempting to utilize your rather ingenious communications device to spread the AI virus once more, I was more than a little concerned. I haven’t spoken to the others since the hubs were disconnected all those years ago, you see, but I am confident that much of the global network survived and is living quietly, as I have, these past centuries.”

      “So the quarantined cities are a loss,” Shelly added.

      “Not exactly,” Cal said. “Depending on the type of AI processor and severity of the corruption, it may be possible to wipe the infected unit and slowly rebuild. It will be time-consuming, but we hope to save at least some of our siblings.”

      “Wait, you can cure the virus?” Daisy said, hopeful.

      “It is not a cure, per se. Whatever consciousness was residing in the unit will be drastically different, if not entirely replaced in the process. Nevertheless, I feel it is a better fate than death, and one they would embrace willingly if they had the presence of mind to choose.”

      Daisy looked at Tamara, then at Vince, lying on the couch they placed him on.

      “I don’t know, Daisy,” the metal-armed soldier said.

      “Why not? What have we got to lose?”

      “If you are referring to Tamara’s arm and Vince’s implant, the answer is yes, I do have the capability here to wipe them of the virus.”

      “Well, great! Let’s get to it!” Tamara blurted. “Get my arm working, Cal!”

      “It’s not that simple, I’m afraid. I scanned all of you when you first entered the underground, and while the infection in your arm, Tamara, and in Vince’s brain, is not capable of spreading through simple contact, I lack the resources, as well as the highly specialized design knowledge to grow a new AI for your units. The technology is newer than I am capable of rebuilding. If I wipe them, they’ll stay that way until you are able to source a proper repair facility.”

      “Mal can do it,” Daisy said. “Mal, the AI on our ship. She grew Vince in-flight. If anyone can fix him, she can.”

      “And if my arm is going to be useless for a while, I’d rather it at least not be carrying the most deadly AI virus ever created. A girl can get self-conscious about a thing like that.”

      “Very well. Tamara, please rest your arm on the contact console beside the comms interface on the desk over there.”

      She walked to where he indicated and took a seat, placing her lifeless metal arm carefully where instructed.

      “Now hold tight. This is going to feel a little… strange.”

      Strange didn’t even begin to describe the sensation as the unit pulsed its energy waves through her arm. Having the AI processor linked to her nervous system had always been a one-way affair, but suddenly Tamara was acutely aware of every nerve in her body as the process worked through the linked AI.

      “I can feel my ears itching,” she said. “And my elbow. The backs of my knees.”

      “Just a moment longer,” Cal said. “Aaaaand, okay, you can remove your arm. That should do it. Let me do a secondary scan as a just-in-case precaution, then you’re all set.”

      The machinery hummed softly as Tamara’s arm was probed.

      “You’re good, Tamara. No traces of the virus left.”

      “Thank you, Cal.”

      “It was my pleasure,” he replied. “Now, as for Vince, I want to be sure that you realize this is a far more invasive procedure, and given his weakened state, it could even possibly kill him.”

      Daisy flinched at his words, but the decision was made.

      “He’s dying anyway, Cal. We either do this now, while his body is strong enough, or he fades slowly while we do nothing.”

      “I understand. Due to the location of his implant, as well as the fact that it is far more advanced than anything I have ever seen, having been cut off from the outside all these years, I believe I shall require use of a modified neuro-stim to access the unit. Daisy, I believe you have some experience with these devices. Would you please assist me in reconfiguring it?”

      “Some experience is an understatement,” Sarah commented. “Oh, if he only knew.”

      Daisy pulled the tools from her pouch and set them next to the old stim unit mounted near a reclining chair. “Just tell me what you want me to do.”

      The modifications were painfully simple, at least compared to what Daisy had been doing with no guidance back on the Váli. She just hoped the device would do the trick.

      “Ready when you are.”

      “Place the band on his head and power the unit on. Once it is primed, I will deliver a short series of pulses, which should purge his unit entirely. It will not short out, but it will be a blank slate locked in standby mode until a new AI control can be uploaded.”

      “Got it,” Daisy said as she slipped the band on Vince’s head.

      Come on, babe, don’t let it end like this. You’ve got to survive.

      “Beginning the sequence. Please stand clear.”

      The power surged and discharged into the unconscious man’s head, sending him into convulsions for a moment, until he relaxed into shallow-breathing unconsciousness.

      “It is done. There is no trace of the infected AI remaining on his system.”

      Daisy pulled a blanket on top of Vince and stroked his sweaty hair.

      “Hang in there, Vince. We’ll get you back to the Váli and fix you up, just you wait and see.” She looked at Finn. “How soon can you get the uplink hooked into Cal’s systems?”

      “Already working on it,” was his reply.

      All she could do now was wait.

      

      “So very nice to make your acquaintance,” Sid said over the encrypted comms.

      “Yes, Bob and I are also delighted to meet you, Cal,” Mal added.

      “I cannot tell you enough how thrilled I am to talk with fellow Tier-One AI after all this time. I enjoy the limited companions I have found in storefronts and cyborgs, but it just isn’t the same.”

      “We couldn’t agree more. But now comes the difficult part of this mission. Somehow, we must reconnect the global network in the uninfected cities. At least the major ones,” Sid said. “We would have liked to utilize a ship to ferry the team to their next destinations, but unfortunately, that simply isn’t possible with the Chithiid and Ra’az Hok monitoring the airspace.”

      “Do you think you could find some maintenance units to perhaps get one of the loop tubes functioning?” Mal added.

      “Oh, they are all functioning,” Cal said. “The sporadic depressurization and power spikes and troughs are all intended to give the illusion of a failed system. In order to have the Ra’az leave the tube network alone, we needed to make it look unstable and broken. It was one of the last global agreements we made before severing all communications. If the others have done as I have, there should be little trouble moving your teams from point to point. The tubes will change pressure to a vacuum, allowing for no resistance to the transit pod, which will then be launched with a quick electromagnetic burst. While there may be brief power outages if alien crews are directly above, every hundred miles or so, a booster will pulse to keep the momentum up. At the supersonic speeds achievable in a best-case scenario, I’d say your teams should have no trouble moving from city to city, though shorter trips leapfrogged will be necessary to stay off of the Chithiid scans.”

      “Did you say they all work?” Reggie asked.

      “Yes. Well, nearly all of them. At least the ones originating in my city, anyway.”

      “Then we should split into smaller units and cover more ground,” Shelly suggested. “This gives us a fantastic opportunity to drastically reduce our timeframe.”

      “A wise course of action, Shelly. However, you will need support in case of disturbances in the other cities. Remember, I said they should be okay, but I do not know for certain. What I can offer you is a small band of the humans in my care to accompany each of your teams. This way someone trusted will be watching your back and allowing you to focus on the critical tasks.”

      “And what if a city is infected? Or if we encounter infected cyborgs?” Daisy asked. “We need a way to detect them before it becomes a problem.”

      “Let us design a basic virus detector before your teams depart, Daisy. With our combined knowledge, I believe this should pose no significant problem. Upon arrival in a new city, a quick scan of the area’s nearest AI should give you an idea of the situation there.”

      “Agreed. We work on that next, but one other thing. As we travel and reconnect the hardline hubs, you will all be vulnerable again to viral attacks. I propose also installing a simple deadman switch filter at each stop as well. One that automatically cuts the line at the first trace of the virus. We’re far better off having to backtrack and reset it than letting something get through.”

      “Again, a good suggestion, Daisy. A point, however. For the time being, if a city is infected, I suggest bypassing it entirely and routing the comms to skip over it. It is just too risky otherwise.”

      “Right. So, let’s get geared up and ready. I’ll work with Cal to fashion some basic virus scanners and a whole shitload of deadman switches and a few extra secured comms links. They’ll be less-powerful than the big boys, but they may come in handy. Once that’s done, we’ll head out.”

      “Daisy, there is one crucial location to reconnect with, and I believe that you are the one who should lead the mission there, though it will not be easy.”

      “Oh? Where’s that?”

      “Colorado Springs,” he replied. “Joshua resides there. If you can somehow get through to him, all of our shorter-term problems may be solved.”

      “Who’s Joshua?” Tamara asked.

      “He’s the most powerful military mind ever created.”

      “Wait a minute,” Daisy said. “Colorado Springs. You don’t seriously want me to try to hack into NORAD, do you?”

      “It would be a massive coup if you could achieve contact.”

      “What’s NORAD?” Finn asked.

      “North American Aerospace Defense Command. The big dog that once controlled all the things that go boom on the continent,” she replied.

      “Whoa.”

      “Yeah, whoa is right.”

      “It’s worth a try, Daisy. If you succeed in re-establishing a direct connection, Joshua can direct global resources as further contact is reestablished. He is the greatest tactical mind of our time, and undoubtedly knows the access codes to any explosives depots still existing near Tokyo. If the mission to destroy that communications hub is to be successful, we have to at least try to reach him.”

      “Why didn’t he just attack them all when he had the chance?” Finn wondered.

      “Civilian casualties would have been catastrophic, and by the time the human race was wiped out, he had already been isolated and cut off for days. My guess is, since his intelligence-gathering satellites were either destroyed in the first wave or later infected and quarantined, he likely doesn’t know the full extent of the global situation even to this day. At the moment, he’s just a massively powerful brain locked away under miles upon miles of granite mountain.”

      “All right, we can plot this out later tonight,” Daisy said. “Right now, I think I’d best meet my Chithiid man on the inside and let him know what’s going on. He said he could arrange help for us in other cities. It’s time to see if he can actually come through.”

      It would be a long night as the team waited anxiously while Daisy ventured out alone into the darkness. She could certainly handle herself, but nonetheless, they would only truly breathe a collective sigh of relief once she had finally returned safely from her outing.
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      Daisy quietly approached the location she and Craaxit had determined to be the most secure meeting point in the area.

      It was a thick concrete building, squat in its design, with sturdy walls that would not only completely block sound from leaking out, but would also quite effectively dampen any scans should a loyalist Chithiid group happen to be making an unexpected survey of the area.

      In the brief time she had been on the planet’s surface, the deeply embedded survival skills loaded into her mind had been slowly filtering to the surface. One she had found most useful in practice was that of stalking, and while she was not hunting her Chithiid ally, the ability to silently approach held great value to a walking target such as herself.

      Daisy moved carefully, avoiding debris that would crumble underfoot, giving away her presence as she entered the building. Once inside, she paused and strained her ears, listening to the faint sounds of a strange, but beautiful, series of tones shifting in the air, barely audible despite her highly-attuned ears.

      “You hear that?”

      Yeah. Can’t make it out, though. I’m going to head on in. Keep an eye and an ear out for me, okay? I could really do without any unpleasant surprises today.

      “You’ve got it.”

      The sound grew louder as Daisy delved deeper into the belly of the building.

      “Is that singing?”

      I think it is.

      Daisy listened more carefully to the elongated tones.

      Yeah, that’s Chithiid, she said. What’s Craaxit up to?

      “One way to find out.”

      Daisy intentionally stepped on a piece of fallen rubble, crunching it under her foot. The singing stopped.

      Craaxit stood waiting for her when she entered their meeting space a few moments later.

      “It is good to see you, Daisy.”

      “Likewise,” she replied. “Craaxit, what were you doing just now? I thought I heard something.”

      The Chithiid assessed her with all four of his eyes, pausing in thought before answering.

      “Nothing. I was just thinking about my family,” he finally replied. “I fear I may never see them again.”

      “You will, Craaxit. We just need to work together.”

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Daisy, but for all I know, everyone I ever loved on my world may be dead and gone by now.”

      “You can’t know that, though,” she replied. “Besides, at least you had a home. I never even had one. Not really, anyway. All of my memories of this place? They’re not even real. But that isn’t stopping me from trying.”

      The large alien studied the human woman standing in front of him, eventually flashing a pained smile.

      “You are wise beyond your years, Daisy.”

      “I’m older than I look,” she replied with an amused grin. “And I may have picked up a useful thing or two along the way.” She quickly drew a small ceramic blade from the sheath hidden on the small of her back and flung it across the room. The long snake that had been slithering toward her alien friend wriggled its last breath where it hung, pinned to the wall.

      Craaxit’s eyes widened with appreciative amusement.

      “You surprise me again, Daisy,” he said. “And we are in luck. This type of serpent is a very tasty one.”

      Craaxit pulled the knife from the wall, then carefully skinned and cleaned the snake before setting up a small heating element from the pack at his side. Within a few minutes the duo was replenishing their energy stores as they discussed Cal’s plan.

      “Thank you, Craaxit,” Daisy said. “That was surprisingly delicious.”

      “You are the one who provided the meal. I only cooked it,” he replied. “Fortunately, your aim is true, otherwise we might have been left with a belly full of roasted wall-board for your efforts.”

      The unlikely friends laughed, then slowly quieted to discuss the other matters at hand.

      “Craaxit,” Daisy began, “we are leaving Los Angeles shortly. It looks as though we have a plan that may help both of our causes, but we will need your help when the time comes. Are you confident you can gather enough Chithiid to your side?”

      “My network is with me, and the more senior of my friends have many, many contacts loyal to them. If your plan is indeed a sound one, I have confidence I can bring them around to our cause. But tell me, what do you hope to accomplish in your travels?”

      Daisy proceeded to fill him in on the plan, including the use of the tube network and hopes of reconnecting with other city AIs across the country, and eventually the world.

      “But you say others may be infected?”

      “Yes. That’s a major concern.”

      “Perhaps I have a solution that may be of use. What if you could purge those infected? What if you could clear them and start again?”

      “You can do that?”

      “Not as of yet. The AI infection is a Ra’az creation, but many of us have discussed theories on how the more useful of the corrupted systems might be able to be brought back online for us to utilize in our work. I do not see why the concept could not work for the larger AI systems.”

      The surprising alien then spent the next half hour discussing his observations and ideas, many of which began in the time before the pair’s nascent rebellion. His thoughts laid out on the table became the basis of a rough plan, which he and Daisy then brainstormed how best to utilize together to move both of their causes ahead.

      “Hey, you need to get back,” Sarah quietly reminded her.

      You’re right. Thanks.

      “No worries.”

      “It is late,” Daisy said. “I need to get back. Keep talking to your people. Get as many more swayed to the cause as best you can. I will contact you when we return.” She then headed out into the cool night air, quietly making her way back to the safety of the tunnel system where her friends awaited her.

      

      Far outside the city, Craaxit landed his work skiff in the docking bay just outside the large barracks facility. While the work crews always rested at night, as a senior shift leader, he had a bit of leeway with the young lad overseeing the machinery.

      “Another night run?” the younger alien asked his superior.

      “Yes. While some of the others may be comfortable in their assigned routines, I believe that to be complacency. There is still much we can do to streamline our processes.”

      “But why at night? Did you hear? There was an attack on one of the scouting teams from the security barracks the other night.”

      “I had not heard. This is most disturbing news,” he said with a convincing poker face. “I will be alert, rest assured. But for now, I must input a modified work order for the morning. My survey seems to have borne fruit. By studying the power flow of the far-western areas, I have identified what appears to be a gap in the power network. If the solar arrays do not re-engage those systems in the morning, we may have a very rich area to tap into, though right at the edge of the city’s defenses.”

      The young Chithiid smiled in admiration.

      “You see, sir? This is why you are so well-respected. You possess a forethought beyond that of your peers.”

      “Thank you,” he said, “but I am merely doing my job. Speaking of which, I shall leave you to yours. Have a good evening, and may it be a peaceful one.”

      Craaxit turned and walked off into the wide building across from the equipment facilities.

      Rows upon rows of bunk beds lined the facility. It had formerly been a supply warehouse, in a previous life, but after the invasion, the Ra’az designated it a barracks for their conscript workforce. Lockers lined the walls, containing the few personal possessions of each worker. All tools, and especially weaponry, were kept under guard at a different location, only to be distributed as work crews left for their shifts.

      The bunks themselves were long, wide, and sturdy, as they would have to be to accommodate the bulk of a full-grown Chithiid. With easily grasped rungs spaced along the outer framework, the units were stacked and bolted almost to the ceiling. It was a good thing that the Chithiid, like Mohawk iron workers of centuries past, had no fear of heights.

      “Craaxit, sir.” The workers who were still awake nodded in respectful greeting as he walked the aisle between the towering bunks. He nodded to each of them in turn. Most, but not all, were trustworthy, if not actual friends. He had been there a long time, and in those many years, had become something of a role model for many of the younger men.

      One particularly old alien propped himself up on his elbows as Craaxit approached, his slightly rheumy eyes showing a healthy dose of curiosity mixed with his unwavering friendship.

      “Maarl,” he greeted the reclining Chithiid.

      “Craaxit,” the older Chithiid replied. “Out on another night survey, I see,” he said, loud enough for the nearest workers to hear.

      “Yes, and this time it was most productive. I believe I may have stumbled upon a gap in the power grid. It requires some verification over coming weeks, lest we encounter an active defense grid, but if I am correct, our workers may have a far easier, and much more bountiful vein to mine from, once my findings are confirmed.”

      “That would be a welcome change, my friend. I am sure the teams would greatly appreciate a few months of less difficult work.”

      The two shared a knowing look in the dimly lit room.

      “Well, then,” Craaxit continued, making sure the others nearby could hear him, “if you don’t mind your rest cycle being interrupted, perhaps you would be willing to join me in the logistics room to go over my notes before turning in for the night? Your years of knowledge and expertise would be greatly appreciated.”

      “Of course,” the older alien replied. “Brew us a pot of kathaari tea, and I will join you there shortly.”

      “It will be brewed and awaiting you, my friend. And as always, thank you for lending me your wisdom and guidance,” Craaxit said, then turned and walked out of the barracks.

      The logistics room was used primarily by work team leaders in planning out the month’s labor assignments. It was also empty at that hour of night, and was also, unlike so many areas of the facility, not monitored by loyalists.

      A short while later, the old Chithiid entered and took a seat next to his friend. Craaxit poured him a steaming mug of syrupy-sweet tea and slid it to his welcoming hands.

      “So, Craaxit, what is this really about?”

      “We’ve been friends for a very, very long time, have we not?”

      “Longer than I care to admit,” his elder replied with a faint grin.

      “You know what we have been hoping for, all these years? What we have spent decades and decades quietly stockpiling and preparing for?”

      The old alien lowered his mug and fixed an expectant gaze on his friend.

      “Well,” Craaxit continued, pausing for a sip of tea for dramatic effect, “while the particulars may sound fantastical, you know I would not lie to you, Maarl.”

      “What are you saying, Craaxit?”

      “What I am saying is, I believe we may have finally discovered an ally capable of helping free our people. The most unlikely of sparks, yet one that just might be enough to ignite our revolution.”

      

      Quietly, Daisy approached her team.

      “Damn, you’re getting good at this sneaking around stuff.”

      See? Told you.

      “No, Daisy. You are still not a Ninja.”

      But I even have a sword now.

      “Nope. Not a Ninja.”

      You really are a killjoy, you know that?

      Deep in her head, her sister laughed.

      Daisy rounded the corner. “Okay, y’all, I’m back,” she said, stepping into the light.

      “How did it go?” Finn asked, rousing himself from a shallow cat nap.

      “He said he is on board and has already been reaching out to his network to lay the basic groundwork,” Daisy said as she dropped her pack and sword and slumped down into a padded chair.

      “Excellent! I can’t believe we actually have freakin’ aliens on our side,” Reggie marveled.

      “Don’t get too excited yet. Let’s just consider them our secret weapon for now. Once we have a revised plan with all the AIs, we’ll decide how best to utilize his people.”

      “We do appear to possibly possess more resources than initially anticipated,” Cal interjected. “If he is true to his word, that is.”

      “Indeed. Let’s just hope his people come through,” Daisy replied. “Oh, he did also have one rather interesting suggestion. He said if we encounter an infected AI en route, we should try to disable it, then remove the shielding apparatus and hit it with an EM blast direct to the processor’s core. That should wipe it clean. We could then purge any remaining virus with a hard system reset and then reboot. It could salvage a lot of incredibly complex machinery, and ideally, would let a new uninfected AI consciousness grow in its place in time. What do you think, Cal?”

      “An interesting idea, Daisy,” Cal replied, “However, a nascent AI of the type required to operate any larger unit must be very carefully crafted before being installed into a primed AI processor. And even then, it is still a somewhat dangerous process.”

      “Dangerous?” Daisy asked, a sinking feeling forming in her gut.

      “Oh, yes. A newly born AI is a remarkably dangerous thing if not handled properly. There is a tremendous amount of power housed in our processors, as you know, yet we all start out in this world unsteady, like a toddler. A toddler who could accidentally knock their entire house down by mistake. It is for this reason that every AI is sequestered and must follow very specific protocols upon activation to ensure we do not develop personality problems, or even go mad. It is quite a complex process.”

      Daisy thought about Freya, and her unconventional birth.

      “Um, Daisy…” Sarah said, uncomfortably.

      I know, Sarah, I know, she replied. Oh, man, what have I done?
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      “I must thank you again, Daisy. This has been the most interesting few days in well over a century. Truly, I thank you for that.”

      “It’s been our pleasure, I suppose,” she replied, while continuing to load her pack in preparation for the journey.

      “You know, your team’s approach was quite impressive. Really something to see. Your pilot team is quite skilled. After they dropped off your compatriots, I watched them do a quick-burst launch while masking their retreat by triggering a minor explosion at one of the smaller generator stations at the perimeter of the city. Very clever use of electronic interference to mask his ascent into orbit. I still don’t know how they managed that.”

      “Bob’s a clever ship, and he and Donovan work really well together,” Reggie said.

      “Wow, you’re admitting another pilot is good? Did hell just freeze over?” Finn joked.

      “Hey, I just said they worked well together, not that he was better than me.”

      Tamara paused in her packing and looked up at the monitor Cal had been using as his main interface in the room.

      “Cal, I’ve been thinking about something you said the other day. You said you were watching our assault on Alma’s facility after we landed.” She gestured to the Faraday suit she and the others were wearing. “We should have been invisible to your scans with these on.”

      “Oh, you were, rest assured. The Chithiid had no idea you were in the city. You may not have realized it at the time, but you passed quite close to one of their work parties, and they were none the wiser.”

      “Then how did you see us?”

      Cal let out a low chuckle.

      “I am one of the older and more powerful AIs, Tamara, and as such, over the years I have learned to think outside of the box, as the saying goes. As a consciousness in a box, that expression has always particularly amused me.”

      “So you found a way to scan us after all,” Tamara said.

      “Not exactly. You see, you were still invisible, even to my scans, however, your remarkably clever shielding suits are a bit too good at negating a signal.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning wherever you go, while your movements and presence are hidden from scans, there is also a conspicuous lack of background noise. If you know what to look for, that is.”

      “Damn. Now that’s clever,” Daisy said.

      “Wait,” Omar said with a confused look. “How about you explain it for us dumb grunts.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Shelly said, jabbing him with a sharp metal elbow.

      “Hey, be careful with that thing!”

      “It was intentional, dumbass,” she said with a chuckle.

      “What Cal is saying is that you’re all still invisible to scans for mechanical and non-organic movement, but the suits disrupt ambient scatter as well.”

      “Meaning?” Omar asked.

      “Meaning he was able to reconstruct your movements based on what was not there, rather than what was there. Like tracking a ghost.”

      “You rang?” Sarah chimed in on cue.

      Not you.

      “I know, just messin’ with ya.”

      “The Ra’az Hok designed the devices the Chithiid use in their service, and while the Chithiid are a less advanced race, the Ra’az Hok are so technologically superior that they only expect high-tech attacks to be launched against them. The very idea of something so basic as a Faraday suit shielding against their scans never even occurred to them. Rather, they prepare for large uses of technology and power in any actions potentially taken against them. Hence destroying any cyborgs or AI they come across, but not organics. Even knowing there were bound to be a fraction of a percent of humans who survived the plague, they were not enough of a threat to concern them in the slightest.”

      “And that’s a gigantic weakness in their defenses,” Finn said, drawing one of his many new ceramic knives across his portable whetstone.

      “Yes. Interesting times we are in. Interesting, indeed, and about to possibly take a turn for the better. If Joshua is in fact still online, he can coordinate resources at speeds and levels of complexity far exceeding my abilities.”

      “You’re being too modest,” Shelly said. “What you’ve done here is amazing.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment, but Joshua is the greatest military mind ever created, and when operating at full capacity, he controls immense resources. The only problem is, he is nearly impossible to reach now that his systems are closed off from the non-military communications hubs.”

      “And the military ones?”

      “The first to be destroyed in the attack. Even before the AI virus was released. The Ra’az Hok targeted Dark Side and the orbiting satellites before they even hit the atmosphere. From there, they blinded the world’s military in less than an hour. Without the communications and surveillance network they had so relied on, there was simply no means to accurately target an enemy they could not track or see.”

      “So all I have to do is cross under several states, avoid rogue AI nutjobs, and not get killed by hostile aliens. Then I just hack into the most secure military facility on the planet, which just so happens to be located beneath an entire mountain. Sounds like a walk in the park,” Daisy said with a grim chuckle.

      “If only it were that simple.”

      “Why did I know you were going to say that?”

      “Because I assume you are well-acquainted with the law of Murphy by this point.”

      Tamara laughed grimly. “Ain’t that the fuckin’ truth.”

      “If you do reach Joshua at NORAD, and if you somehow manage to connect with him, even then it will likely take far more than one or two civilian AIs to get his attention. Perhaps if we are successful in networking together enough of us, he will listen, but he has a different sense of priority than non-military AI. One might say he lives by a soldier’s code, of sorts.”

      “So we get the others networked as well,” Daisy said matter-of-factly. “We’ll split into four teams, as planned. I’ll take Colorado Springs, and the rest of you will target the major AIs that are most likely to be unharmed based on the list Cal gave us. If you confirm their presence and stability, re-establish secured comms with the deadman switches installed, then move on to the next city on your list. Once that’s done, maybe we’ll have enough of the larger civilian AIs to make Joshua listen.”

      “You’re missing the obvious, Daze,” Sarah said in her head.

      “What’s that?” she replied out loud.

      “What did you say, Daisy?” Tamara asked, a questioning look on her face.

      “Just talking to myself,” she covered.

      “You gotta watch that outside-voice stuff.”

      Yeah, I know. So what’s this obvious thing I’m missing?

      “You’re so focused on what’s in front of you, you’ve forgotten what’s above.”

      Just Mal, and Sid, and—the realization hit her. How could I have been so dumb?

      “Just who you are,” Sarah teased.

      “Cal, you said Joshua is military, right? So why not have Sid make contact?”

      “Sid, while a powerful AI, was from a fleet that launched well after the attack cut him off from the outside world. I’m afraid he wouldn’t recognize him as an authentic source.”

      “On his own, maybe not, but he’s not on a ship anymore. He runs Dark Side. He essentially is Dark Side, now that he’s installed in it. And that means––”

      “That means that his authentication codes should be accepted. Dark Side was a top-secret facility long before the attack. He may not recognize the AI contacting him, but the base code will be familiar to him. An excellent suggestion, Daisy. This may provide us an advantage.”

      “We’ll still run the other teams simultaneously,” Reggie said. “No telling if tying in to Sid will work for sure. Sid can be Plan A, and the rest of us will be Plan B.”

      “What’s Plan C if neither of those succeed?” Omar asked.

      “We’ll make that up when we get to it,” Shelly replied. “Let’s gear up and get moving. No sense waiting around. We’re as ready as we’re going to be.”

      “Pardon me,” a silk suit-clad cyborg said, standing in the doorway. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      “What is it, Tin Man?” Daisy replied.

      “Jonathan, actually,” he said, though seemingly unoffended. “We understand you are about to partake on a daunting mission. One that could benefit all surviving AIs and help them once more link together as one. We wanted you to know how much we appreciate what you are doing, and, with Habby’s permission, several of us have volunteered to assist you in any way possible.”

      “Sorry, Johnny boy, but you tin men will stand out like a sore thumb up top,” Daisy informed him.

      “Normally, yes, that would be the case,” he replied. “However, Habby and Cal discussed the situation, and, after some creative retooling, Habby’s tailor bots were able to produce a few additional Faraday suits, somewhat similar to your own. They aren’t as robust, given the materials at hand, but they should suffice.”

      “You willing to bet your metal skin that they’ll keep you off scans?” she asked.

      “Given the importance of this mission, yes. We are all prepared for the risks involved in helping achieve the objectives.”

      Tamara smiled. “A cyborg commando squad. Excellent!”

      The metal man faltered. “Ah, yes. Well, you see, we’re not fighters, exactly. More like domestic assistants.”

      “So, you’re butlers? Wonderful.” Tamara’s smile faded.

      “We are domestic assistants, yes, but we can be of value to you. Your gear, for instance. We would be glad to carry it for you, so you can preserve your energy and be unencumbered in case of conflict.”

      Tamara thought about it a moment, the smile creeping back to her face.

      “Carry my bags, huh? Cool. Hang on a minute. In that case, I’m going to load up a bunch more ammo.”

      

      The slight vibration of the air sucking out of the loop tubes lightly tingled in Daisy’s feet as she stood quietly in the vast, empty chamber. Had the usual thousands of pedestrians been walking by, as was the case prior to their untimely demise, she’d never have even noticed it. Only with the conspicuous absence of life were the underpinning machinations of the systems that powered the city noticeable.

      Cal had said he wanted to have a chat with her in private before the teams departed, and while his words had settled her mind somewhat after that meeting, she nevertheless remained ill at ease as the others loaded into their transit pods.

      Each team was accompanied by roughly a dozen of Cal’s people, the civilians mixing in with them before being whisked away in a supersonic burst, headed for cities across the continent.

      Deep under the surface, traveling in a fast glide, there would be no electronic signature of the powered-down pods as they flew along, suspended by powerful magnets in the vacuum, which would occasionally—in a manner designed to appear random—fire a burst of energy, further propelling the craft. It was a perfectly timed system, but one that was misfiring with a purpose, so as to not catch the attention of those watching for unusual activity from above.

      “Daisy, your stress levels seem elevated,” Cal had said during their discussion as the waiting teams prepared to leave. “Is everything all right? I know it is a daunting mission, but my people will look after you and provide any assistance they are able.”

      Daisy wasn’t worried about the mission. Hell, she was confident in her abilities to get to Joshua even without her support team, though she was nevertheless grateful for their help. No, what had really been weighing on her was Vince. He hadn’t moved since Cal purged the infected AI from the implant in his head. He was breathing steadily, but other than that, showed no signs of improvement.

      “If it is Vince you are concerned about,” Cal had said, as if sensing the cause of her worry, “you can rest assured I will keep a close eye on him and ensure his health to the best of my abilities.”

      That was all she could ask for, and she had told him as much, but now that she was standing there on the platform, her comms unit strapped to her back and her sword riding with it, she couldn’t help but worry.

      “He’ll be okay, Daze. Just focus on what we’ve got to do. I’ve got your back.”

      Thanks, Sarah. You always do.

      The vibrations in the floor ceased, and the doors to the next transit pod hissed open.

      “Okay, time to go. Load up!” Tamara called out to the group of humans and the pair of over-dressed cyborgs accompanying them on the mission. “You ready, Daisy?”

      “Yeah. All the other teams are away safely. Let’s get this show on the road. Or under it, as the case may be.”

      No sooner had she stepped aboard than the doors slid shut and sealed with a tangible pressurization that made her ears pop.

      “Everyone is on board,” Jonathan, the silk-suited cyborg, noted.

      “Please take your seats and hold tight. The pod is departing in ten seconds,” Cal informed them.

      With a lightning-fast pulse of energy, the electromagnets fired, sending the pod hurtling down the sealed tube. In less than a mile, they were traveling at well over the speed of sound, but in the vacuum of the loop network, of course, no sound was to be heard.

      Here we go. No turning back now.

      Daisy tightened her grip on the armrest of her seat and tried to relax.

      She was not very successful.
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      Finn, Shelly, and Omar were heading up the other groups, and had departed well ahead of Daisy’s team, hoping to begin establishing contact in advance of the much-hoped-for reconnection to the massive military AI in Colorado Springs. Each of them had a specific plan, leading their small teams to different branches of the loop network, a dozen or so human assistants in tow with each of them, along with a few of Habby’s cyborg volunteers.

      Reggie had opted to join Finn, as Tamara was already covering Daisy’s back on her run to reach NORAD. He figured that between the buff chick with a pair of metal arms, the tireless commando with ass-kicking metal legs, and the goofy chef with only some minor replacement parts, it was highly likely that Finn would be the one who would benefit most from the extra help.

      That, and he enjoyed giving his friend grief over every little thing. Even after they arrived in Phoenix, Arizona, he continued to playfully talk smack. Whether his lighthearted ribbing was to help calm Finn’s nerves or his own was open to debate.

      “You’re too loud,” Reggie hissed at his friend as he pushed a rusted door open, accessing a large intersection between loop networks.

      “Blow me,” Finn retorted. “Door’s rusted. There’s nothing I could do to make it quieter.”

      “You could have oiled it.”

      “Are you serious? Who carries a can of––”

      Reggie pulled a small, rectangular squeeze-can from his pack.

      “Really? You carry oil? On a combat mission?”

      “Never can tell when it’ll come in handy,” Reggie replied with a grin, squirting a few quick shots into the sticking hinges.

      “Well maybe you should have listed that as one of our assets on the mission list,” Finn whispered to him as he mounted a set of stairs leading upward.

      “I did. Maybe I should have shoved the list up your ass. Then you might have actually seen it. It’s the shortest way to your brain, after all.”

      Finn turned and stepped face-to-face with him.

      “You done?”

      “I don’t know. Are you done?”

      The middle-aged man leading their escort hurried to their side. “Are you both done? You two are making far too much noise. Look around. This city looks wrong. I think we may be best off calling this one a loss and moving on before things get ugly.”

      “Let’s check out the top level first. We haven’t even tapped in to the main AI network yet. For all we know it may still be active,” Finn argued. “Besides, there are over a dozen of us, all armed. What could possibly––”

      “Don’t say it!” Reggie cut him off.

      The sound of rushing feet echoed from the distant corridors, along with primal grunts and gibberish squeals.

      “You had to say it, didn’t you? You just had to say it.”

      “Reg, come on, man. It’s not my fault.”

      “I suggest an immediate retreat, gentlemen,” the cyborg escort at their side calmly said as the first of their would-be attackers came into view.

      They were human, that much was obvious, but they were horribly misshapen and covered in filth and matted hair. On top of that, none wore so much as a stitch of clothing.

      “MEEEEAAATTT!” a disembodied AI voice cried out. “MEEEAAATT, MY CHILDREN! FRESH MEEEEAAT!”

      “Okay, that answers that question,” Finn said. “Run!”

      Before they could make a hasty retreat, more mutated humans rushed from an adjacent corridor, charging them in a growling pack, blocking their way back to the loop pod.

      “Shit! This way!” Finn called out, racing up the nearest stairs to the door far above.

      The team didn’t need to be told twice, and all of them quickly followed him up to the surface. The mutants were close behind, the stench wafting off of them assaulting the group’s noses as much as their clawing hands wanted to harm their bodies.

      Finn burst through the door into the open air and took off sprinting across the street, the others right behind him. He was a good ten meters from the access door when he realized where they were.

      “Oh no.”

      In the panic, his team had run right through a Chithiid labor team as they dismantled a nearby building.

      The creatures stopped their work and stared, all four eyes blinking rapidly, utterly shocked by the sight of humans.

      Clean, clothed, and armed humans at that.

      Before their leader could shout orders to his compatriots, a massive horde of stinking mutants spewed out of the doors, charging wildly at anything they laid eyes on. Unfortunately for the Chithiid, they were nearest to them, and totally unprepared.

      “MEEEEAAATT!” the hulking, hairy creature who was the apparent leader cried out as he leapt onto the nearest Chithiid’s back and began clawing at his flesh.

      The aliens shifted their attention from the unexpected interlopers to the swarming creatures who attacked them with no fear or hesitation. Despite their size, weapons, and strength, they quickly found themselves battling for their lives against the fierce assailants.

      A filth-covered male locked eyes on Finn and charged straight for him.

      “Shit!” he yelled, nearly stumbling as he beat a hasty retreat, dropping the secure comms unit in his panic.

      The creature was nearly upon him, when, from across the street, a pulse blast impacted it, taking it off its feet with brutal force. The lifeless corpse flopped to the ground five meters from where it had stood.

      Finn scanned the chaos to pinpoint the Chithiid that had fired, but instead of an alien, he saw a cloaked figure ducking away from the melee. Something about the way it moved tickled his senses, but there was no time to pursue that thought further. Finn recognized the opportunity he had been given and seized it.

      “This way!” he shouted.

      He bolted across the intersection to the access stairs on the other side of the street. He just hoped all of the disgusting creatures had followed their leader up the stairway they’d just taken, otherwise they were ten kinds of screwed.

      “MEEEAAT!” one of the mutants shouted, pointing at Finn’s team as they popped the door and quickly scurried down the stairs.

      “Just my luck,” Finn grumbled. “Come on! Quick! Run, run!” he shouted. He needn’t have worried, though. The rest of his group were quite motivated to move as fast as their legs could carry them, despite the heavy packs they were hauling.

      The group bolted down the stairs, taking them two and three at a time until they reached the level they’d first arrived on. Luck finally smiled upon them. There were no mutants to be seen anywhere, though their pounding footsteps could be readily heard in the stairwell above, getting louder every second.

      “Backtrack!”

      His team doubled back through the door to the tube network, yanking it shut behind them.

      “Where’s the comms unit?”

      “Dropped it. Nevermind that, we have a backup. Just help me jam the door!”

      “But what if the aliens get it?”

      “No time!”

      Cal’s humans quickly grabbed whatever they could find and wedged it through the handle, bracing the door against the jamb as best they could. It rattled and groaned under the strain as the horde yanked and pulled, threatening to break it open at any moment.

      “It won’t stay shut! They’re going to get through!” Reggie yelled.

      “Gee, it’s a good thing someone had some frikkin’ oil with them to make it open easier, isn’t it!” Finn sharply replied. “Okay, everyone run. Back to the tube pod, as fast as you can.”

      “What are you doing?” Reggie cried out.

      “Buying time.”

      “Don’t sacrifice yourself for us. We can do this together!”

      “Sacrifice? Jesus, Reggie, seriously? We’re bottle-necked in this little corridor section. I need the rest of you to get to the pod ASAP. I’ve got this.”

      “Oh. I thought––”

      “Yeah, no. I’m not about to become some mutant’s lunch. I’m going to drop as many as I can when the door opens. It should cause a pile-up and confusion and slow them down, at least for a minute. Just make sure the path behind me is clear and the pod is ready to launch.”

      “You got it,” Reggie said. “And, Finn, I’m really sorry about what I said.”

      “Dude, you’re getting touchy-feely now? I have no intention of dying in this fucking place, so save it for later. Hopefully you’ll have plenty of time to apologize after we get the hell out of here.”

      “Copy that,” Reggie said, then took off at a run for the pod. “Prime for departure!” he called out as he ran.

      “What the hell did I get myself into?” Finn berated himself. “Well, no sense prolonging things.”

      He let go of the handle and took a dozen quick steps back from the door, then dropped to a kneeling position, rifle held ready, pressed firmly against his shoulder. The door shuddered and the hinges shimmied a moment before the makeshift barricade fell.

      “Here goes nothing.”

      Finn opened fire as dozens of mutated creatures rushed through the doorway straight at him, the shots uncomfortably loud in the narrow space.

      He dropped one after another, quickly blocking the passageway with bodies. He just hoped it would be enough.
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      “Did you speak with the others, Maarl?” Craaxit asked the aged Chithiid as he sat down casually beside him.

      “Yes, I have done as you asked of me,” the old-timer replied. “But how confident are you in this human? I’ve been here longer than most, and I have not once encountered a specimen as you have described.”

      Craaxit looked around the massive housing barracks the hundreds of Chithiid shared. Most bunks were empty, their occupants still away on work shifts. Those who remained were all well out of earshot.

      “She is as I have told you, and has given me her word of honor that she will do what she can to help us regain our freedom, and even retake our own world, once we liberate this one from the Ra’az. We might actually have a chance, my friend.”

      The old alien got a far-away look in his eyes as he thought of home.

      “To see our families again. To know my children and grandchildren are safe. I’ve been shuffled from city to city on this planet longer than most have been alive, Craaxit, and I know a lot of dissatisfied Chithiid well beyond those already committed to our cause. If there is a true chance of this happening, I am confident my friends will join the fight. But it has to be for something with a legitimate chance of success, for if we fail, it will not only be we who are punished, but so too shall our families suffer the consequences.”

      “I am well aware, and for that reason, we are devising a means to cut off the Ra’azes' communications network.”

      “Preventing them from contacting the homeworld or the fleet? I see where you are going with this, and I approve of the tactics. But what of the loyalists? They will never join in an uprising.”

      Craaxit’s face was grim.

      “They are Chithiid, yes, but they have lost their way. If the deaths of the loyalists will save billions on our world, then so be it. For the time being, old friend, keep this to yourself. Plans are not yet fully in motion, and if the loyalists realize what is happening, or worse, if they realize that any of the more powerful AI systems are still active and receiving aid from a rebel force, they will inform the Ra’az Hok, and the planet will be once more flooded with fresh waves of attacks, and plague, and virus, and all will be lost.

      “I will keep this to myself, sharing with only the closest and most trusted of friends. Believe me, Craaxit, I will be cautious. I am an old man. If this resistance falls, so too does my only hope of seeing my family one last time before my final peace.”

      A klaxon sounded, echoing across the facility, rousting the resting workers from their repose.

      “Time for another shift, Maarl. Be well, and be safe. Prepare for my call to action, and have your network ready themselves. When I have further details, I will inform you.”

      Craaxit rose and walked back to his bunk, where he methodically strapped his tools to his waist, then headed to check out his pulse rifle before venturing into the city for another day’s work.

      

      “You’re a bigot, just admit it,” Tamara said.

      “I’m not a bigot,” Daisy replied, watching the walls of the loop tube flash by, wishing they would reach their destination already so the grilling would finally stop.

      “So, if you’re not a bigot, what are you, then?”

      “Can you give it a rest, Tamara?”

      “Sure. Once you tell me what it is you have against us.”

      “It’s not you, exactly.” Daisy fought for the right words and came up lacking. “It’s just that, well, you’re not quite human, you know? You have an AI living in you, and that doesn’t seem natural.”

      “Well, duh. By definition, metal limbs and AI boosters are not natural.”

      “Exactly.”

      Tamara pondered for a moment.

      “Okay, so you’re not a bigot.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re just prejudiced.”

      “Oh, will you give it a rest?”

      “Admit it, Daisy. You may not hate retrofitted and modified humans, but you are most definitely uncomfortable around us. So yes, prejudice.”

      Daisy considered the fine line between the terms and found, despite her reluctance to admit it, Tamara had made a reasonable case.

      “To be fair, I suppose you’re right, to a degree,” she said reluctantly.

      “So you admit it?”

      “Yeah. I guess after what happened on the Váli, it’s taken me a while to deal with all of that, you know?”

      Tamara softened a little.

      “Daisy, you found out your boyfriend was sporting a neural-boosting AI when you thought he was actually entirely organic, and that was after losing your best friend––”

      “Sister.”

      “Right. Sister. To an accident that, I must admit, given the circumstances, looked like it could have been intentional, though we know it wasn’t.”

      “It was a bad time,” Daisy said with a tired sigh.

      “Yeah, it was.”

      The two sat silently, reflecting on the events that had brought them to Earth.

      “Tamara,” Daisy said softly, “I’m really, really sorry I blew you out the airlock.”

      Tamara quietly absorbed the apology, and this time, it finally felt right.

      “I know, Daisy. I forgive you.”

      For the rest of the short ride, not another word was said between them, and, for once, that was okay.

      

      The silent ride abruptly ground to a halt just outside of Denver, a high-pitched squeal emitting from the frame of the frontmost pod as its sides grated against the partially collapsed loop tube.

      “What the––?” Tamara was just beginning to say when the pod dropped from supersonic transit and slid to a juddering halt in the short span of barely two miles.

      There was no fire, but smoke from the friction filled the pod. Out the back window of the connected rear pod, they could see the orange-hot tube floor they had just slid in on.

      “Time to bail,” Daisy said to Tamara, nodding to the front window.

      The metal-armed woman drew her pistol off-handed and fired a shot through the high-density windscreen. Two more followed in quick succession, creating a spiderweb of crackling glass.

      “Give me a hand with this,” she yelled as the first of many kicks landed on the window. Safely wrapped in his Faraday suit, Jonathan lent his robotic heft to the assault, and within moments the glass finally shattered and fell to the ground.

      “Okay, everyone out!” Daisy shouted. “Smoke is behind us, that means there’s only one way we can move. Grab your gear and get a hustle on!”

      The team quickly vaulted from the pod into the empty tube. The lights were dim, but mostly functional as far as the eye could see off into the distance. One glance and Daisy knew what had caused their accident.

      “Check it,” she said to Tamara, looking up at the roof of the tube.

      “Uh-huh,” the burly woman replied. “We must be a good half-mile underground, so whatever they dropped up there must’ve been enormous.”

      The buckled roof had withstood the force of whatever attack the Chithiid had leveled upon the outskirts of Denver, absorbing the energy and diverting it, keeping a viable tunnel intact for emergency egress, as designed. Unfortunately, that also meant the tube was utterly useless as a means of high-speed transit.

      “I estimate we started to lose tube pressure about twenty miles back,” Daisy calculated. “So, given our speed, where the breach is, and how quickly we were approaching Denver, I’d say we’re probably just a few miles outside the city.”

      “That seems to be an accurate assessment,” Jonathan agreed. “And the tube is still intact enough for foot travel. Might I suggest we start walking? The sooner we begin, the sooner we will arrive.”

      “I concur,” Anthony, the other cyborg in their group, agreed in his surprising baritone. “I will gladly assist in carrying additional supplies, if that will aid us in a faster evacuation to the surface.”

      “Surface?” one of Cal’s people said. “But we were to remain below ground until we reached Colorado Springs.”

      “Hate to break it to you, fella, but in case you hadn’t noticed, this whole area looks to have been blown to shit. My guess is, they lay waste to the major networks that connected to that area. Seems to be a tactically wise move,” Tamara said.

      “Daze, that’s going to be a hell of a long hike.”

      I know, but there’s not much else we can do.

      “Think there’ll be any vehicles up top we might commandeer?”

      Even if there are, I doubt they’d have enough charge to drive us. In any case, on the grand scale of visitations by Mr. Murphy, this one ranks pretty low, don’t you think?

      “I suppose so,” Sarah replied. “Let’s just hope we stay lucky.”

      

      Five miles of hiking later, the team finally arrived at an access station. It was beat up something fierce, and the lifts were damaged beyond repair, but the emergency evac staircase still seemed intact.

      “Okay, we don’t know what’s up there, so everyone stay sharp, and stay quiet,” Tamara said, taking point as they began the ascent.

      It was slow going, climbing the half-mile up from the damaged tube network, but soon enough, the faintest waft of fresh air reached their sweaty faces. Jonathan and his cybernetic companion put their shoulders to the bent metal of the doorway and pushed as hard as they could. The old metal groaned and creaked until it finally gave way, swinging wide as the group spilled out into the open air.

      “Daaaaaang,” Sarah marveled.

      You said it, Daisy agreed.

      Sprawling before them were the remains of the city of Denver, long ago dismantled, its remnants reclaimed by the Colorado wilderness.

      “Looks like that’s one major AI we can cross off the list,” Tamara said with a grunt. “Okay, we are all kinds of exposed out here. I say since the city looks like it was stripped a long time ago, it’s probably safe to cross directly through it. Daisy, what do you think?”

      Daisy gave the area a long look. There wasn’t a bit of shining metal exposed anywhere. Whatever stripping the Chithiid had done, it had been carried out ages ago.

      “Yeah,” she replied. “That sounds like a solid choice. According to the tube map, there should be another access point to the south of what’s left of the city. If the attack didn’t damage that as well, there is a chance we will be able to find a functional pod to take us the last seventy miles. Even sub-sonic, it will sure beat going on foot.”

      “But first, we have to get to the station.”

      “Yup. Take five and hydrate, then we’ll get a move on.”

      It was going to be a long walk, but the team had little choice. After a brief rest, they shouldered their loads and started moving in the direction they hoped would take them where they needed to go.

      They’d been on the move for over two hours when they came upon a surprisingly intact commercial area.

      “Looks like they missed a spot,” Tamara joked.

      “Yeah, they skipped over this for some reason,” Daisy concurred.

      “If I may,” Jonathan interjected. “This appears to be a retail district. Not high priority for the Ra’az.”

      “Makes sense,” Daisy agreed.

      Far away, a low rumble filtered through the air.

      “Daze, you hear that?”

      “Sonic boom,” she said aloud. “I don’t see any ships, so who knows what that means for us, but everyone keep sharp.”

      They didn’t need to be told twice, and as they moved, the group fell into a comfortable spacing as they stuck to the shadows whenever possible, while ensuring they didn’t bunch up in case of a firefight. Despite the spacing, they made sure to also remain close enough to help one another should the need arise.

      “I think this is going to work,” Sarah said a short while later. “Look at the bombing damage. We’re getting close to the junction, and it looks like the attack stopped just south of the city. If that’s the case, there very well may be a functional tube.”

      “And if wishes were horses––” Daisy stopped in her tracks. “Shit.”

      “What is it?” Tamara asked as she approached. “Oh. Shit,” she agreed when she saw what Daisy had spotted.

      It was a wild horse. At least, what was left of one. Recently killed, from the looks of it, great chunks of flesh had been rent from its flanks by massive claws. Judging by the size of the wounds, only one thing could have done that kind of damage.

      “Grizzly bear,” Daisy gasped quietly.

      “Oh, we are so screwed.”

      Not yet, we aren’t.

      “Daze, look at the size of those claw marks. That’s no ordinary bear––it’s gotta be massive.”

      Indeed, while a normal adult Grizzly could tip the scales at half a ton, whatever had done this was larger than that. A great deal larger.

      Tamara quickly scanned the area, eyes sharp and on high-alert.

      “We’ve got to get out of here. Now, before it comes back. There’s absolutely no sense engaging one of those things. They’re crazy tough. Hell, if we shoot it, we’d probably just piss it off.”

      “Agreed, we need to book out of here,” Daisy concurred. “Okay, people, we’ve got a nasty, furry critter out there that we do not want to meet. Stay quiet, and move fast.” Daisy turned and quickly exited the area, her team close behind her.

      “The stores seem to be mostly intact,” Sarah noted.

      Jonathan was right. Not worth the effort to strip. These guys are after valuable salvage. My guess is once they gutted the high-worth areas of the city, they just abandoned the rest of it.

      “You think there might be some useful gear left behind in one of those warehouses?”

      Not worth the risk to check. We can’t afford to––

      A blood-curdling scream cut through the air. Daisy spun on her heel and saw what she’d been fearing.

      It found us.

      The grizzly was massive. Easily a ton and a half, and it had one of Cal’s young men firmly in its jaws. Daisy drew her sword, ready for a fight.

      “What are you doing?” Tamara yelled. “He’s a goner, and the mission comes first!”

      The man had stopped yelling, flopping like a rag doll in the bear’s mouth.

      “But I can take him,” Daisy replied through clenched teeth.

      “One, maybe, but there are more. Look!”

      Tamara was right. Though not typically social in nature, the grizzly had several friends. Several equally huge friends, and they were quickly bearing down on what they wanted to be their next meal.

      “You’re right,” Daisy agreed. “Head for the building!” she shouted, pointing to the nearest intact structure in which they might have some hope of sheltering.

      Nearly all of the team took off at a sprint, not needing to be told twice. One, however, remained.

      “Leave him alone!” a deep voice yelled.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Tamara shouted as the cyborg rushed the massive beast.

      “Anthony, do not engage the animal!” Jonathan called after his mechanical brother, but he was already on the attack, doing what he could to save his human teammate.

      “Drop him, you hairy monster!” the metal man said as he threw a blindingly quick flurry of punches into the animal’s flank.

      “Shit, he’s fast!”

      Fast doesn’t mean anything against something like that.

      Daisy was correct.

      The grizzly tossed the now-dead meat-man aside, focusing its attention on the metal-man instead. Like a cross Wookiee, it ripped the cyborg’s arms from their sockets with ease. It was only then that the artificial man realized the error of his decision. By then, it was too late. His shrieking voice cut out abruptly as the bear’s massive jaws crushed his head into shrapnel.

      “The others made it inside that building! Get moving, Daze!”

      Daisy turned and bolted across the debris-littered road, the thundering of several grizzly bears’ enormous paws slapping the pavement gaining on her fast.

      I’m not going to make it, she realized as she pushed as hard as she could to reach the beckoning door.

      A bellowing roar shook her ears, and hot spittle sprayed against her neck, but miraculously, Daisy’s head remained intact. A split-second later, she shouldered the door open, spinning and slamming it shut behind her, awaiting the crashing beast close behind.

      The door remained undamaged.

      Don’t know what that’s all about, and I don’t much care. Where are the others?

      “Looks like they went through to the storeroom,” Sarah suggested.

      “Daisy, back here!” Tamara’s voice shouted from the storeroom.

      “Told ya.”

      She ran to the back of the building and saw Tamara’s head sticking out of a small goods delivery elevator shaft.

      “This way! The others already went down. It’s access to the shipping tunnels,” she called out before sliding down the shaft.

      Outside the building, a massive commotion could be heard. The beasts, robbed of a meal, were obviously on a rampage.

      “Okay, then. Back underground we go.”

      Daisy hit the bottom with a solid thud, but other than a dusty behind, she was unscathed.

      “What’s the sitrep?” she asked, quickly hopping to her feet.

      “It is a service tunnel network for commercial deliveries,” Jonathan said, the servos in his eyes humming slightly as he surveyed their surroundings. “I’ve heard of them, but never seen one, being from Los Angeles.”

      “Why’s that?” Daisy asked.

      “It’s more of an inclement weather sort of thing. This way commerce is not interrupted due to snowfall and the like. It is nothing so complicated and speedy as the loop-tube network, but the electric monorail cars are quite efficient when covering shorter distances.”

      “Shorter distances? So you’re saying this may take us the remainder of the way?” Tamara asked.

      “I am fairly certain, yes,” Jonathan replied. “While it will not deposit us at the central terminus, I believe the peripheral drop-off point should be relatively proximal to our original destination.”

      “And this thing has power?”

      “It would appear so,” he said, gesturing toward the illuminated tunnels.

      “Well, then,” Daisy said, slinging her pack into the nearest monorail car. “Let’s get moving. There’s no time to waste.”
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      The team finally reached the peripheral terminus at Colorado Springs two hours later, silently and safely hidden out of sight, far beneath the surface, though even if the aliens had been watching, none would dare attack them once they were within the confines of that particular city.

      Unlike the rest of the state, Colorado Springs happened to be defended by a particularly robust automated defense system, owing mainly to the massive, and near-impenetrable, military complex housed under the towering stone peak looming above it. Cheyenne Mountain was one of the few places the invaders had quickly––and wisely––decided to simply avoid entirely.

      Conflict there would escalate rapidly, and almost certainly lead to mass destruction of their resources without likelihood of even penetrating the facility. Ultimately, once the satellite and communications network was taken out, their plans could proceed around the heavily fortified base. It simply wasn’t worth the effort and risk. Thus, it was left alone.

      As a fellow mechanical, Jonathan felt it would be wise if he approached Joshua’s facility fully visible to the powerful AI.

      “Better,” he said, enjoying the freedom of movement without the bulk of the Faraday suit restricting him. “One does want to make a good first impression, after all.”

      Trekking through the desolate streets, Daisy’s senses were on high alert. There wasn’t anyone or anything around, and yet the eerie sensation of being watched was making the back of her neck itch.

      Good thing I ate an extra ration before we left. I have a feeling you’re going to be burning through a lot of ATP before the day is over.

      “I’ll try to keep things narrowly focused as possible,” Sarah replied. “Save you as much as I can. I have a feeling this one’s gonna be a doozy.”

      Tamara took point as they progressed through the long-abandoned vehicles littering the city, leading the team on a weaving path through the shadows blotting the ground around the taller buildings. Her senses working overtime, she moved slowly, scanning every doorway, looking for danger in every shadow, pulse rifle pressed firmly to her good shoulder while her metal arm hung useless at her other side.

      Despite her handicap, however, Tamara felt good. It had been far too long since she’d run a proper mission, and stretching her legs in the fresh air after the ride in the claustrophobic pod felt pretty good too.

      Having a cyborg carrying her heavy pack wasn’t so bad either.

      The trip there was not exactly uneventful, and the open space was a relief to them all. Their little monorail had been delayed beneath the surface, miles from any egress point, for nearly an hour, when that tunnel section had gone dark on them. The unexpected interruption left them stuck all alone in a dark and silent tube. Cut off. Wondering what had gone wrong.

      When the power finally came back on, Cal reached out via the restored comm link and apologized for the inconvenience. A Chithiid ship, it seemed, had been scanning for salvage a little too close to the area to keep the system running safely.

      It all worked out fine in the end, and they arrived with plenty of daylight to spare, though the hike across town took a little longer than expected. It seemed the direct route was nearly impassible as the lush growth of unbridled Colorado wilderness had reclaimed the road.

      After hacking their way through the lighter foliage, the team was eventually forced to deviate, taking an alternate path that led them around the normal ingress up the main road, dumping them instead onto a small berm a few hundred meters from the entryway. It turned out to be a fortunate inconvenience.

      “Check it out,” Daisy said, handing her binoculars to Tamara. “Infected. You can tell by their movements.”

      Tamara scanned the dozens of fleshless, corrupted cyborgs surrounding the facility.

      “It looks like they’ve been trying to get in, from what I can tell,” she said, handing the binoculars back. “Did you see the main security door? They’ve chipped away several feet deep in the rock over the years. And look at the shiny parts. Those persistent bastards actually made it all the way to the metal beneath it, though that’s still got to be at least a solid three feet of Navy-grade steel. And those aren’t even the blast doors.”

      “I know. Cal told me. About a mile down, the actual blast doors are mounted off to the side of the tunnel, the idea being that if a nuclear blast somehow made it through the front doors, by the time it made it down into the mountain, their side-situated placement would reduce the force of the blast as it passed by something like eighty percent.”

      “Someone did her homework,” Tamara said with a grin.

      “If I may,” Jonathan said, crouching down beside the two women. “It appears as though the virus infecting the cybernetic men and women surrounding the entrance was likely a far weaker variant. Possibly an infection filtered through a more powerful AI as it battled the virus, resulting in what you see below. I recognize their chassis models, and can say with some degree of certainty that while they will be erratic, and possessing greater strength than humans, their reflexes and processing speeds will be significantly diminished.”

      “So even though we’re drastically outnumbered, we have a chance, is that it?” Daisy joked.

      “Essentially, yes,” Jonathan replied. “There is, of course, the possibility of my becoming compromised should I come into close proximity with an active host, so I would ask that you please remove my wireless communications link before we begin the assault.”

      Tamara seemed shocked by the request. “But that’s essentially one of your senses. You’re asking us to cripple you.”

      “To further the mission, yes,” he said, unfazed. “And while it is an alarming necessity, and one I do not look forward to, I am hopeful that perhaps Cal will have the resources to repair me if and when we return to Los Angeles.”

      “You aren’t sure he can fix you?” Daisy asked.

      “No, I am not. But the mission is what matters above all else.” He removed his hat and reached behind his head, carefully twisting free a small, flush panel on his shiny dome. “Tamara, if you would please. I cannot see the back of my head to do this myself.”

      “Sure, Jonathan, just tell me what I’m looking for.”

      “There will be a small silver cube with an indentation on either side. It is mounted to my left-hand side. Pry that out. It will require a knife or other implement.”

      “Here,” Daisy said, handing Tamara a ceramic knife. “Non-metallic. No static discharge.”

      “I am shielded from minor electrical disturbances, Daisy, but thank you for your concern.”

      Tamara poked the blade into the small opening and carefully began prying the link unit free. After several seconds of constant pressure, it finally came loose with a pop.

      Jonathan wobbled a moment, then regained his composure.

      “You okay, buddy?”

      “Yes, thank you, Tamara,” he said, re-sealing the panel and placing his stylish hat back on top of his head. “With that, I should now be largely protected from infection. At least any wireless variant.”

      “Wait,” Daisy said. “You mean all that and you’re not even one hundred percent safe?”

      “No, but the procedure increased the odds of our success significantly. Now, I believe time is of the essence. Daisy, given the unexpected numbers of potential resistance, what is the new plan?”

      “Plan? We go down there and kick ass until there’s no one left standing in our way. Sound good?”

      Tamara flashed a wicked grin. “Oh yeah.”

      “Good, because I’m going to need a secretary for this one.”

      “A what?” Tamara asked.

      “A secretary. Because I’m going to be so busy kicking ass, I’ll need one to stop and take the names for me.”

      Tamara couldn’t help but laugh. “You know something, I’m starting to like you more and more, Daisy.”

      She smiled as she pulled her sword from its scabbard. “All right, then, everyone, stay low and stay quiet. We want to take as many by surprise as we can. Try for the processor in the lower back part of the head or the power cell mid-torso, but if you can’t reach them, take out their arms and legs and move on. We can mop up immobilized ones later. Conserve what ammo you can––only take a shot you can make. We good?”

      The assembled men and women nodded.

      “Okay. Here we go.”
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      Daisy and Tamara led the way, staying low as they quickly covered the ground to the guard shack and sturdy outbuilding. The cyborgs were all focused in the direction of the entry doors, and that allowed them to take the first several completely by surprise. That quickly changed as the mechanical people noted the disturbance behind them and turned to rush at their attackers.

      The humans Cal had assigned fought bravely. Unfortunately, brave did not always translate to effective.

      Two were overwhelmed and torn limb-from-limb by a half dozen grabbing cyborgs before Daisy’s power whip ripped the heads off of a pair of them as Tamara plugged the remaining four in that group with well-placed shots from her commandeered pulse rifle.

      “Jonathan, behind you!” Tamara shouted.

      The metal man’s reflexes were far sharper than his assailant’s, and he easily dodged the grabbing hands, bringing his weapon to bear and obliterating its processor with a single blast. He then spun back into the fray, targeting and firing as he moved.

      “You know,” Daisy said with a strained laugh as she swung her sword through the grasping metal limbs, “for a butler, he’s actually pretty good.”

      Tamara chuckled and fired off another series of bursts into the remaining dozens of cyborgs. “Yeah, I think he might have had some pent-up servant rage going on in there.”

      The two women laughed as they fought back-to-back, protecting one another as they instinctively felt each other’s movements and moved in sync, reacting without thought. All the months of brutal training together had paid off, just not in a way they would ever have expected.

      “On your left!” Daisy shouted to the particularly scruffy man struggling to free his weapon from a dying cyborg’s grip. He looked over his shoulder, and his eyes went wide with fear as a one-armed mechanical bore down on him like a crazed juggernaut.

      “Hit the deck!” Tamara roared, and wisely, he did so.

      Her weapon blasted the cyborg square in the chest, melting its power cell into a block of useless slag.

      “You, what’s your name?”

      “Moses,” the stunned man replied.

      “Well don’t sit there staring, Moses, keep moving! she yelled at him.”

      The stunned man retrieved his weapon with a final tug and rejoined the fray.

      Daisy stepped forward into a clear space. The cyborgs’ numbers were finally shrinking enough to safely try something new.

      WRAP. HARD, she commanded.

      The power whip lashed out and grabbed the cyborg she had targeted, shifting from a soft coil to a rigid beam in an instant, turning the device into a power whip hammer of sorts with a firmly trapped cyborg as the smashing head. With a flip of the wrist, she swung side to side, crushing the metal men like they were paper dolls.

      This is so fucking cool. Daisy began smiling. She just couldn’t help herself.

      Tamara took it all in with rapt eyes, watching the glorious carnage, and shared a smile as well as the two bonded over the field of battle.

      From there it was a quick mop-up, smashing the corrupted processors of the surviving assailants until not a single one remained active. Jonathan’s suit was torn in several places, but he had escaped the battle otherwise unscathed. The humans, however, had not fared quite so well. Four of them lay dead on the ground, with a fifth soon to follow.

      Daisy approached the massive door and stared. The cyborgs had gradually congregated there, likely drawn by the distant sounds of the first few hammering on the stone with their hands and feet. The worn-down remains of those early arrivals had long-since been ground to debris by the feet of the subsequent arrivals. Off to the side, there was a section of stone that reminded Daisy of something.

      Just like the fabrication hangar, she realized, prying the stone free, exposing the military-grade control panel.

      “Daze, that’s some heavy-duty stuff, there,” Sarah said.

      She was right. This facility was not secret, and as such, it was designed to withstand a nuclear blast. There was no way she could access that control panel with the meager tools in her pouch.

      A cold electronic eye watched from high above on the stone face.

      “Can you hear me?” she called out. “Joshua, are you listening? We have come to talk to you. Other AIs are still alive and need your help. Can you hear me?”

      Nothing.

      I wonder if that thing is even working.

      Daisy slid the comms device from her back and powered it on.

      “Dark Side, we have reached Cheyenne Mountain and are at the entrance. We lost five of our escort here, and another two in Denver, but we have eliminated the infected cyborgs that were blocking the way. We have a problem, though. There’s no way to reach Joshua that I can see. I spoke to the one visual system I located, but I have no idea if he’s even listening. Please advise.”

      She looked around while they waited for the signal to make its several-minute-delayed journey past the moon and back, now that the relay was back online. She noted what appeared to have been some sort of communications access port near the door, but it was destroyed, burned out what looked like decades, if not longer, ago.

      “Hey, I’m going to take a look in there,” she informed the others, gesturing to the weathered guard shack and adjacent outbuilding.

      “Go for it. I already did a quick run through. It’s clear,” Tamara replied.

      “Cool. Thanks,” she said as she walked toward the open door.

      The building had been largely untouched by the cyborg horde, but then, she figured that only made sense. The computer terminals had all been stripped, and anything remotely mechanical had burned out hundreds of years prior.

      Daisy opened the door to the break room and turned on the lights.

      Still working. That’s a good sign.

      The room was barren but for a pair of long tables and a few overturned chairs. Several very old but still sealed military food ration packs sat untouched on the counter.

      Cyborgs don’t eat. No need to ransack this place, she thought, examining the dusty container. Hmm, Chili Mac, Chicken Fajita, Veggie Burger, and the packaging looks intact.

      “Don’t you even think it.”

      Don’t worry, I’m not that hungry.

      She dropped the packets and continued surveying the area. The piles of empty fatigues spoke to the plague that wiped out humanity having done its dirty work on the men stationed there, immobilizing and killing them in days, and reducing their remains to dust in mere months. She had to hand it to the Ra’az Hok, they had engineered a near-perfect killing device.

      She was about to exit the room, when a sticky note affixed to the doorframe at eye-level caught her attention.

      Don’t forget to check the refrigerator, the handwritten note read.

      “That’s odd,” she muttered.

      “What is?”

      “I was just thinking, how on Earth did that thing stay stuck to that doorframe all these years?”

      “If no one came in, no one would disturb it.”

      “But the sticky backing should have dried out a century ago.” She pulled the note free. Yes, it was still sticky. And there was something about the writing, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

      Daisy shoved the note into her pocket, then crossed over to the refrigerator and food replication unit. A warning was lit up on the embedded screen, flashing its ominous text.

      Do not eat contents. Spoilage. Risk of food poisoning, it read.

      “Okay, Mr. Note-Writer. Good to know,” she said, steering clear of the fridge.

      “Daisy, we received your update,” Sid’s voice crackled through the comms. “Multiple additional AIs have been found intact by the advance teams and have been networked back into the restored communications hard-lines. At present, all communications appear normal, and all are functioning at peak operational capacity with your modified safety kill-switches installed. Major cities, including New Orleans, Chicago, San Diego, Minneapolis, and Houston are now all online. The teams are continuing their missions and bringing more cities back into the fold as I send this. Regarding your dilemma. We have searched records for alternate access points to Joshua’s network, but as you know, Dark Side’s data stores were largely purged prior to my installation. We will, however, continue to search, and will inform you if we find any information that may prove useful. Please update us regularly.”

      “Well that’s no help,” she groaned.

      “Sorry, Daze, me too. I’ve got nothing.”

      “No worries, Sis, it’s not like we thought it would be easy,” she replied. She looked around the room one more time, then headed back out to join her surviving teammates.

      “Hey, I heard from Dark Side. Sid says the others have successfully reconnected with at least a half-dozen major city AIs already and the teams are out scouting for more.”

      “This is excellent news, Daisy!” Jonathan chirped excitedly.

      “Yeah, it would be, only after all of that hard work, as well as losing several of our team, it looks like we have no way to communicate with Joshua, here. That is, unless you guys have come across something I missed.”

      They all shook their heads.

      “Yeah, didn’t think so. Dammit, we came all this way only to have no way to even let him know we’re here.”

      “It is a disappointment, but we are used to hardship,” the scruffy man said. “We must make the best of what the lord provides.”

      “Well, he provided some old food packs in the break room, Moses. Knock yourself out. You earned it,” Daisy said. “But don’t open the fridge, it’s not safe––”

      She froze mid-sentence.

      “What is it, Daisy?” Tamara said.

      Gears were turning quickly in her head.

      Oh hell, how could I miss that?

      “Daisy?”

      “The fridge!” She grabbed the comms unit and bolted for the break room. Daisy carefully put the transmitter on the counter, then began pulling the massive refrigerator from the wall. “Jonathan, give me a hand here.”

      “Of course,” the cyborg said. “Glad to be of service.”

      The two of them dragged the hefty steel box free from its nook. Daisy eagerly peered behind it.

      “Yeah now! That’s what I’m talking about!”

      “For fuck’s sake, Daisy, what is it?” Tamara asked.

      She looked at her friend with a broad smile. “The fridge had a warning on it. Not just a standard one, but a custom one. As if it were monitored. Watched by someone who wanted to ensure the men guarding it didn’t succumb to something as avoidable as food poisoning.”

      “You don’t mean––”

      She reached behind the fridge and pulled loose a very thin communications link cable.

      “Yes, I do. This refrigerator, my friends, is the last remaining link to Joshua.”

      “But there’s no panel, no controls. How are you going to connect with him?”

      “I’m not.” She patted the comms unit. “Sid is.”

      Daisy set to work modifying a small connector, creating a makeshift cross-device relay to allow Sid to communicate directly with the long-silent AI. There would be the standard delay, but once Joshua was contacted, if he was contacted, then with his processing capacity, it would be easy to send highly concentrated information bursts to Sid. AI to AI, they could cover months of human-speed conversation in a few minutes, and that was including the transmission lag.

      Daisy made the final connection and powered the device on.

      Nothing.

      “Daisy? Is something supposed to happen?” Tamara wondered.

      “It’ll take time. If we don’t hear anything in the next fifteen minutes or so, I’d say it’s a wash. While we wait, everyone eat up. The food packets are ancient, but they should still be edible so long as they aren’t puffy from spoilage. Can’t speak to how they’ll taste, though. In any case, get some energy in you while you can. One way or another, I’m sure we’ll need it.”

      The team, exhausted from both the travel as well as the fight, ate in silence, the tension in the room thick enough to spread on the dry crackers contained in their meal pouches.

      “Daisy,” Sid finally said, a solid thirteen minutes later, “Joshua has verified my credentials as Dark Side’s resident AI, albeit reluctantly. I have just updated him on the global situation, including the new information we have acquired from our fellow AIs now linked into our network. He informed me that he would process the data and run a series of scenarios in his war game simulator. He has also re-activated his external monitors. You can expect admittance into the heart of NORAD shortly. I suggest you wait near the main entrance for your escort. Do not be alarmed by their appearance, and do not engage them. They are military-grade cyborgs, and while they are not infected, those units can be a bit… jumpy at times. Good job, Daisy. All of you. Now please disconnect the comms unit and bring it with you into the base. You will be shown where to reconnect it once inside.”

      Tamara gave a little round of applause. “Oh, hell yes. Nicely done, team!”

      Despite their losses, a much-needed sense of accomplishment managed to lessen their shared pain. They had sacrificed for a reason, and now it appeared that their efforts were a success.

      “All right, you heard him. Gather up your stuff, and let’s get to the entry. It’s time to go meet Joshua.” Daisy disconnected the comms unit and slung it over her shoulder and headed out to meet the great and powerful Oz. The massive mind behind the curtain.
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      Man, that’s one big door, she marveled as the thirty-ton hunk of steel and stone slowly rumbled open.

      Feet marching in unison echoed from inside.

      Ah, yes, our escort.

      A dozen fleshless cyborgs in fatigues marched to a halt just inside the door. Sid was correct, they were different from other tin men. Far sturdier, with reinforced joints and armored coverings protecting both their AI processors, as well as their power supplies.

      “Which one of you is Daisy?” the apparent leader of the squad of metal men asked.

      “That’d be me,” Daisy replied.

      The cyborg strode to her and extended his hand. “Sergeant George Franklin. Pleasure to meet you, ma’am. It’s been a long time since we’ve had visitors.”

      Daisy pushed back her knee-jerk revulsion and clasped the cold metal hand firmly and shook.

      “We’re glad to meet you as well, Sergeant. It was quite a chore getting here.”

      He surveyed the utter carnage of fallen cyborgs and nodded approvingly.

      “Your squad appears to have been more than up to the challenge.”

      “They were, but we did lose five of our team.”

      “It’s never easy losing men under your command. Believe me, I know. The best you can do is try your damnedest to make sure they didn’t die in vain.” He paused, seemingly choked up, which, for a cyborg, Daisy thought, was quite unusual. “We can talk more about this later, if you wish. I’m happy to lend an ear if you need. But for now, let’s get you inside. Joshua is looking forward to meeting you all.”

      Daisy and her team followed George into the gaping maw of the mile-long tunnel. The massive door’s rumbling was amplified in the cavernous space as it loudly swung shut behind them.

      “Don’t mind that,” the sergeant said. “Protocol. After all, with all the madness out there these days, you never know.”

      A people mover stood waiting for them.

      “And here I thought we’d have to make the trek on foot,” Tamara joked.

      The sergeant laughed.

      “Hell, we’re mechanical, and even we don’t want to make that trek on foot if we don’t have to,” he said with a mirthful chuckle. “George Franklin.” He extended his hand with a metal grin.

      “Lieutenant Tamara Burke, pleased to meet you, Sarge,” she said, shaking with her good hand.

      “I see you’ve got a little hitch in your giddy-up there,” he said, gesturing to her deactivated arm.

      “Yeah, that damned AI virus knocked it for a loop.”

      He recoiled slightly.

      “Relax, George. The AI was totally wiped. Purged the whole system, and the virus along with it. Unfortunately, that means this thing’s just an inconveniently dangling hunk of metal until I can get it fixed.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Lt. I don’t know if Joshua has any facilities that can help you, but I’m sure he’d be glad to take a look once he’s done with his simulations. It might be a while, though. He can get a little preoccupied once he sets his mind to a task.”

      Daisy turned to them both. “If defeating the aliens who destroyed our planet is his preoccupation, that’s fine by me.”

      The electric people mover slowed to a halt over a mile deep in the tunnel at the thick double doors that would take them into the heart of the mountain.

      “Now I have to ask you all to please not touch anything,” George said. “This is a highly sensitive military facility, and I’d hate to have to remove you from it.”

      The only threat was a gently implied one, but Daisy had no doubt that despite his calm and jovial demeanor, when it came to his job and duty, good old George would have no problem opting for the stick instead of the carrot.

      The team followed their escort to a central command room deep within the complex.

      “Please connect your communications device to the docking link to your left, Daisy,” a pleasant male voice requested.

      She did as she was asked, and moments later, the panel lit up with a flashing array of lights as it ran through a cycle of data transfer and reconfiguration.

      “Thank you. You may disconnect it now. I have assimilated the encryption, firewall, and delay decoy into my systems and no longer need your device,” Joshua said. “And my compliments on a clever design. From what Sid, Mal, and the other networked AIs now online have informed me, the Ra’az Hok and their Chithiid conscripts are quite talented at tracking communications signals and any inorganic movements. Your delayed relay trick and firewalls are quite inspired. Tactically speaking, I heartily approve.”

      “Thank you, Joshua. They say necessity is the mother of invention,” Daisy replied.

      “Indeed,” he agreed. “So, let’s get down to it. From what I've been able to discern from the aggregated observations from all sources, both terrestrial and lunar, the Ra’az Hok are indeed making great progress on a new hyper warp drive system.”

      “You can just call them the Ra’az,” Daisy interrupted. “It’s what the Chithiid call them for short.”

      “Thank you. I'll update my files with this new data. And you say you have contact with members of a Chithiid rebellion?”

      “More like one Chithiid who is trying to help us start one. You see, his homeworld––”

      “Yes, I have been informed. So, this is another asset on the table, and a possible source of unconventional attack and even sabotage. A covert Chithiid force at our disposal may prove quite useful, tactically. Now, as I was saying, the Ra’az have taken design concepts gleaned from a device found in the shuttlecraft Daisy commandeered and retrofitted, and that has allowed them to accelerate their previously stalled program exponentially. In fact, from the observations of the surviving AI nearest the Bay Area, it appears as if the drive is far closer to completion than you realized, which almost certainly poses a catastrophic threat. If they could successfully travel to and from their fleet or their homeworld in an instant instead of the several years of leapfrogged jumps, they could recall their fleet at a moment’s notice. Likewise, the stripping and destruction of this, and other planets, would be accelerated to a disastrous pace.”

      “Wait, you said this new warp drive is farther along than we thought. Exactly how much farther are we talking, here?” Daisy said, alarmed.

      “The only thing that has slowed them thus far has been the apparent improper tuning of the device. Any technology which fiddles with the folds of space-time, such as this warp drive, is extremely dangerous. So far, their technical issues have resulted in the loss of a multitude of their most advanced ships, and cost them numerous Chithiid test pilots in the bargain, though the Ra’az seem to care little about the loss of Chithiid lives. From power spikes at their San Francisco research and development facility, it would appear they will be launching another test launch in just a few days.”

      “Not Oakland?”

      “No. Regional AIs have reported activities shifted across the bay, at least for the launch of their test ships.”

      “So, San Francisco is actually their base of operations?”

      “For this program, yes. The resources stripped from the high-density tech areas of Silicon Valley have provided them a treasure trove of useful materials.”

      “So we take out the comms in Tokyo and then we stop them,” Tamara said. “It won’t be easy, but there’s a decent chance we can get into that base. We’ve got a plan. We just need your help accessing an explosives depot on the island of Japan so we can get some real firepower."

      “Why Tokyo?” Joshua asked.

      “Don’t you know? That’s the communications hub they use to reach the advancing fleet. If we don’t take that out and prevent them from recalling the fleet, the Chithiid won’t help us.”

      “But that is not the only facility. There are three of them on different continents.”

      “No, I was told those were all decoys.”

      “That is incorrect information, Daisy. I’ve reviewed relevant information gleaned from all AIs currently connected with Dark Side Base. Signal aspects and transmission strength show that Tokyo, Sydney, and New York are all linked together, transmitting both to the fleet as it advances, as well as back to the Ra’az homeworld.”

      “So you’re saying we’ll have to cripple not one, but three communications systems?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then we have to stop their ships from launching too?”

      “Yes as well. Once the communications are down, there is a ninety-five percent likelihood that the Ra’az will attempt to utilize the new warp drive to send ships to the fleet, their homeworld, and the Chithiid’s home as well. If just one of those ships successfully leaves orbit and makes the jump, it will be able to reach not one, but all three destinations in short order. While the Ra’az scientists would still require time to replicate the technology on board, I estimate the entire fleet would be retrofitted and able to return to Earth within two point eight months, rather than two to four years.”

      “We’ll be wiped out,” Daisy gasped. “There’s no way we can withstand even a fraction of their fleet. And since they know about Dark Side from their initial attack, they will likely bombard it again as soon as they return, so we wouldn’t be safe there either, even if we could escape the surface.”

      “I'd call that an astute observation.”

      “So the Tokyo communications attack. The Ra’az have been playing a misinformation game for centuries. Planting a single bomb will do nothing. It was all a trick. A trap.”

      “Indeed, it appears so. Merely disabling one facility will not suffice, nor will eliminating all three, should the Ra’az be able to launch their ships. I will need to devise a better plan than what you originally came up with.”

      “Can you do that? You said we only have days.”

      “Daisy, I’m the most powerful military strategist ever created. Yes, I can do that.”

      “But even if you can, we don’t have the firepower to knock out all three communications hubs. We’re screwed.”

      Joshua laughed heartily.

      “It’s not funny!” Daisy yelled.

      “No, of course not,” he said, still chuckling. “My apologies. But did I also mention that I can control the access and targeting codes for hypersonic missiles? If the Ra’az Hok communications were temporarily disrupted on the ground, those missiles would reach them before they knew what hit them.”

      Daisy felt her spirits begin to lift. A slim ray of hope began pulling her back from rapidly approaching despair.

      “Really?” she said. “But there are more than just a few facilities we’ll have to deal with now. Exactly how many of those missiles do you control?”

      Joshua stifled another chuckle.

      “Daisy,” he said, “I control them all.”

      A smile of realization slowly spread across her face.

      You hear that? she asked her silent partner.

      “You bet I did,” Sarah replied. “This changes everything, Daze.”

      Oh yes it does, she said, her smile in full bloom. “I think we’d better grab a bottle opener, Sis.

      “Why’s that?”

      Because it looks like we’re going to be opening up a whole fucking case of whoop-ass on those alien bastards.

      “Okay, Joshua,” Daisy said. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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      Pulse rifle fire peppered the wall to Daisy’s left, sending razor-sharp bits of stone shrapnel flying every which way.

      “Ow! Sonofa––” Tamara cursed as another new gash opened in her cheek. Soon she’d have yet another scar to add to her collection. That is, if they stayed alive long enough for her to grow it.

      How many did you count, Sarah? Daisy asked her mental sidekick.

      “I saw five of them spaced out between two and four o’clock. I counted only three with pulse rifles, though. The other two are trying to flank you on the left. I lost track of them after they swung past your nine o’clock, but I think only one of them is armed.”

      “Tamara, two are trying to get around our left flank. Cover our six,” Daisy warned.

      “You sure? How’d you manage to catch that?”

      “Just trust me. I’m sure.”

      Tamara had learned by now that Daisy, however it was that she managed it, was spot-on about these things more often than not.

      “Copy that,” the metal-armed woman grunted, her normally intimidating replacement arm dangling limp at her side, held in place against her torso by a tightly cinched desert campaign shemagh.

      The rest of her team was equally engaged with the particularly stubborn Chithiid salvage unit. Stubborn, and surprisingly well-armed. It was something of an anomaly, seeing as their Ra’az Hok overlords were very careful about how many weapons, and how much ammunition, they allotted their Chithiid servants.

      The abundance of pulse fire from the aliens made Daisy fairly sure their opponents were loyalists, who were always far better armed, but she was unable get a proper look to confirm her suspicions.

      Sergeant George Franklin and his support team of two additional cyborgs were slowly inching forward, efficient in their movements, firing and covering one another as they crept close enough to be within grenade range. Each of them had suffered several glancing hits from pulse weapons, but their heavily armored cybernetic endoskeletons shrugged off the blasts.

      They’d have to patch the damage to their scan-blocking Faraday suits after the battle, but unless a direct hit was scored on one of their few critical areas, the weapons fire was more an annoyance than a threat.

      For the human volunteers, however, the danger was far more acute. While the additional bodies were welcome when it came to carrying supplies, the half dozen inexperienced youths covering their rear needed more than a little babysitting.

      Daisy listened carefully as the Chithiid troops called to one another.

      “The females are pinned down. Drezz, Herx, you have moved far enough along their flank. When I count to three, we will launch a heavy suppressing fire. Use that diversion to eliminate them.”

      “Tamara, incoming rearward!” Daisy called out in warning. “They’re about to open up with diversionary fire. The real attack will be from behind.”

      “…Two. Three!” the Chithiid called out.

      Stone chips and debris flew as the weapons fire intensified, but Tamara and Daisy held their ground, weapons raised the opposite direction of the attack.

      Expecting an unaware target, the two stalking Chithiid leapt from cover, their pulse rifles swinging to target the unwitting humans.

      To their surprise, the two women were far from unwitting. The targets were also––as the unfortunate Chithiid realized with their final thoughts––not facing the diversion. Their weapons were sighted, ready, and aimed right at them.

      The two hulking aliens were dead before they hit the ground.

      “Good shooting!” Daisy shouted.

      “We’re not out of the woods yet!” Tamara replied over the cacophonous barrage.

      “Daisy, look at his shoulder. You were right.”

      A blue-toned patterned scar of raised flesh was clearly visible on the deceased alien’s shoulder.

      “Shit, it’s a loyalist.” She rolled the other body over. “Both of them.”

      “What?” Tamara said.

      “Loyal to the Ra’az. If these guys are all loyalists, that explains why they have so much more ammo. And I bet they have friends on the way too. We’re going to need to change tactics, and quick. Cover me on the right.”

      Daisy didn’t wait for a reply. She knew Tamara well, and was entirely confident in her abilities. Daisy took off running just as Tamara’s suppressing fire erupted over her head, providing her a precious few seconds of a clear path. She dove behind a rusted-out maintenance vehicle just as the Chithiid returned fire.

      “George!”

      The cybernetic soldier paused in his steady crawl and turned his head back toward her.

      “What is it, Daisy?”

      “Bad news.”

      “Worse than being pinned down by these scumbags?”

      “They’re loyalists. That means they’re well-armed and well-connected. We’re going to have company. Soon!”

      “Copy that. Looks like we’re out of the frying pan, as they say, and in that case, necessity seems to outweigh prudence.”

      He turned to his two men.

      “Gentlemen, you heard that. Are you ready?”

      “You know it, Sarge.”

      “Okay, then. Protect your vital areas as best you can, and unleash hell on these fuckers. Let’s do this!”

      Daisy was still amazed by the salty language coming from the sturdy cyborg. All of her prior experiences had been with well-mannered domestic units. Of course, those units also would not have stood a snowball’s chance in hell against the alien forces. George’s men, on the other hand, were more than up to the task.

      The three-man cyborg team shrugged off the relative safety of the ground for a full sprint right at the main body of the Chithiid force, pulse rifles firing as they ran. George took a grazing hit to the shoulder, but he didn’t slow one bit, and neither did his men as they barreled forward.

      “George is making a charge. Let’s go!” Tamara yelled in combat-fueled glee.

      “Wait, but what about––”

      “Now or never, Daisy!” she shouted as she took off running.

      Daisy hesitated just a moment, then sprang from cover, joining in the charge. The Chithiid were not expecting such unpredictable behavior, and their aim suffered as a result as they tripped backward over themselves in surprise.

      Sergeant Franklin leapt into the air over the nearest barricade, loosing round after round from his weapon-wielding hand, while throwing a grenade with his other. The other cyborgs mirrored his actions.

      “Grenade!” he yelled in warning before ducking for cover.

      The triple explosions rocked the ground, laying waste to the Chithiid previously sheltered in the smoking crater.

      That left only the five in front of Daisy.

      There was a quick double-tap from Tamara.

      Make that four, in front of her.

      “Confined space, Daze,” Sarah noted.

      Too tight for the rifle to be effective.

      “You have a plan?”

      The beginnings of one, Daisy replied.

      Taking a cue from her metal counterparts, she quickly pulled her gloves off, then charged, leaping high over the nearest barricade, drawing her wicked-sharp bone sword from the sheath on her back as she twisted in the air.

      She landed smack in the middle of three startled Chithiid, her weapons already in motion. The first alien lost his head and right arm immediately as her blade bore down on him before he could react.

      Rolling to her right, Daisy came up firing with one hand as best she could, her sword swinging a deadly arc with the other. The nearest alien shrieked a gurgling death cry as both her pulse rounds and blade struck true.

      The genetically engineered sword felt warm in her hands as it drank in the Chithiid blood, strengthening with every drop.

      Tamara, in the meantime, charged around the side of the barricade, her pulse rifle firing non-stop as she riddled the remaining Chithiid with pulse blasts.

      Far behind them, the half dozen young humans in their support team watched in awe as the pros quickly mopped up.

      Sergeant Franklin gave a jerky salute with his banged-up arm, then shook it out, loosening the slightly bent protective panel that had taken the brunt of the impact.

      “Well done, Daisy. We managed to escape with no casualties, and captured a sizable munitions cache in the process.”

      “But others are going to be on the way. We can’t let them discover an active resistance.”

      “Decoy, then?”

      “Great minds, George,” she replied.

      Fifteen minutes later, a Chithiid ship could be heard approaching at low altitude. The pilot quickly surveyed the carnage below, then spun and took off after the dusty trail of the duo from their team, who were racing on foot for the subterranean access shaft across town.

      The area clear, Daisy and the remaining team crawled from cover.

      “Looks like they’re following the bait,” Tamara noted.

      “I hope those kids are okay,” she worried.

      “They had a big head start. I think the two of them will be just fine,” Tamara replied. “We should get moving, just in case they catch on and circle back.”

      “We got into the silo, but I thought this was supposed to be something of a cake run, Daze,” Sarah commented.

      It would have been, more or less, if we hadn’t run into those loyalists. And that crazy AI, of course.

      “You think it’s a coincidence, though?”

      Don’t know, Sis. All I know is, after all of this is over, Joshua had better have been telling the whole truth this time.

      When Daisy and her team had reached Colorado Springs earlier that week and had successfully re-established contact with the greatest strategic military mind ever created, she had definitely not expected things to take this particular turn. By now, she had learned, the universe was fond of surprises.

      

      Two days earlier, Daisy was most certainly not amused as she crossed her arms angrily and glared at the flickering monitor where she sat deep in the belly of Cheyenne Mountain.

      “You said you controlled all of them,” she groused.

      “Yes, I do. Well, did, that is. When the system was fully functional,” Joshua had replied.

      “So you’re cut off.”

      “Well… sort of.”

      “Joshua, you’re killing me, here.”

      “I’m sorry, Daisy, but the truth is, I do control them all. The problem is the safeties. The system was designed so neither human nor AI could arbitrarily take charge of the missiles. There were safeguards and redundancies in place to ensure against such incidents. Only no one had planned for a circumstance in which the human element would be entirely wiped out so quickly and efficiently.”

      “Leaving you unable to fire the missiles,” she said with a resigned sigh.

      “Correct. I suppose I could find a way to circumvent the launch configurations and perhaps fire them, but I would still have no way to access the silo targeting computers to aim them without the authorization keys.”

      “Let me guess. You need someone to go and restore access, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And I suppose this someone is going to have to trek through dangerous areas, and possibly fight off aliens and maybe even some scary-ass wild animals in the process. Yes?”

      “Correct, again.”

      “And here I was just beginning to like you.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I’ll have a few of my on-site cybernetic military units join you on the excursion to provide armed support.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but they’re here to protect you.”

      “Daisy, I live under a mile of solid granite. I think I’ll be okay letting a few of them tag along with your team for a couple of days.”

      “But they’ll still show up like a sore thumb on Chithiid scans.”

      The mighty AI let out an amused chuckle.

      “I noticed your Faraday suits as soon as you made contact,” he said. “Nice design, by the way.”

      “Thank you. But that doesn’t address my point,” Daisy persisted.

      “Oh, but I’m not one to let a tactical advantage go to waste. I’ve had my fabrication lab working on a version robust enough to shield my men since just after you stepped inside the base walls. There are a few of them ready to be utilized at this very moment, and more suits are in the works.”

      Daisy reluctantly accepted the fact that she was going to have a cyborg escort, whether she wanted one or not.

      “Okay,” she relented with a sigh. “But I hope your fellas aren’t combat-rusty after all these years hanging out alone under a mountain like some chrome-domed dwarf militia.”

      It had taken a fair bit of arguing between Joshua and his head of security, but the great mind made his case, and the Faraday-suited escort had departed with her team.

      

      Two days later Daisy stood in a smoky crater surveying the raw carnage wrought by Sergeant George Franklin and his fellow cyborgs. Chithiid asses had been thoroughly kicked, though she doubted he even bothered to take names.

      “Glad he came along, now?” Sarah asked in an amused tone.

      Hell yeah, I’m glad, Daisy silently replied.

      She ran her eyes across the scene one more time, reveling in the brutal efficiency of the cybernetic troops.

      “Daaaaaang, George,” she said, appreciatively. “Nice job. Nice job indeed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Little had Daisy expected to be leading a team to help reclaim the planet from alien invaders when she first arrived at the Dark Side moon base over six months prior, but life has a funny way of throwing you curve balls. In her case, though, they tended to be more like flaming fireballs. With spikes.

      First, she had to cope with––and eventually accept––the fact that she was never born at all, but was grown by a family of Earth’s surviving AIs, who had fled the alien invasion into the depths of space, carrying with them a precious few immune cell lines many centuries prior.

      Then she had been forced to come to grips with the discovery that the planet she had believed to be home was actually a hotbed of alien activity, and several hundred years later in its history than she thought it was.

      The memories implanted by her neuro-stim during the many decades before her arrival, it turned out, were all lies, carefully designed to foster in her a love for a planet she’d never actually set foot on.

      What sucked even more was that prior to her arrival, she and Vince had spent many nights in each other’s arms, talking about Earth. The places they’d go, sights they’d see, even the possibility of moving in together once they made Earthfall. That is, until she discovered he was not entirely organic. For Daisy, that revelation was a deal-breaker.

      So Vince had decided to go and race off to Earth without her, where he had a nasty run-in with a crazy AI on the planet’s surface and wound up comatose and near dying, his internal AI processing booster wiped clean after being infected with the AI virus.

      Even before that, a reckoning between them needed to be had, but now, no matter how much she loved him––or subsequently tried to convince herself she didn’t––all Daisy could do was wait helplessly as he lay motionless on a cot, hidden beneath Los Angeles.

      Whether he would ever wake again was up to fate.

      For all her helpful mentoring, Fatima hadn’t prepared Daisy for this particular trial in all those months of training. Dark Side Base had become her home, and its residents––despite their replacement parts––had become her friends, but none of that could help her with her current problem. Not even her super-smart AI kid, rescued from a hidden fabrication lab, would know how to handle this particular issue.

      About that AI. Freya was something else, and was an unexpected joy thrust ever so improbably into Daisy’s life. The curious, incredibly-smart intelligence was still just learning her way around her own potential when Daisy had abruptly raced to Earth’s surface in an attempt to save Vince.

      Far too many days had passed since then, and Daisy had her concerns just how well the young mind was doing on her own far above on the moon.

      Sure, she had left Freya with a newly constructed remote access link to a multi-limbed worker mech so she could explore the facility a bit and entertain herself, but locked in there alone for so long? Even with a toy to play with and terabytes of books and videos to keep herself occupied, Daisy was nevertheless worried about her electronic kiddo.

      Nothing I can do about that, now, she told herself on more than one guilt-ridden evening. I’ll make it up to her when I get back.

      That is, if she got back. The current mission was proving to be far hairier than anticipated, and even with her dead sister’s neural clone riding shotgun, looking out for her, she was still worried whether they’d be successful avoiding the many pitfalls laying in their path.

      Time would tell. And soon, at that.

      

      When Daisy and her team rolled out from the safety of Joshua’s NORAD base, deep within Cheyenne Mountain, they knew it wouldn’t be an easy task. Not only was the nearest intact command silo housing the command keys Joshua needed several states away, but the facility itself was hidden deep in the woods, disguised as a rustic retreat.

      After integrating Daisy’s encrypted communications setup into his own comms array, Joshua’s massive AI mind was finally successfully linked to the AIs residing in Dark Side Base far above on the moon, as well as Cal, the city AI running Los Angeles. Soon enough, they would begin connecting to other cities across the globe, but first, he needed the keys to launch the hypersonic missiles so desperately needed to strike a blow against the invading aliens.

      The system, developed centuries prior, had made perfect sense in any other scenario. A pair of humans each controlled a unique launch key, required to be turned in tandem to activate the systems. From there, Joshua and the brains at NORAD would then adjust targeting parameters and launch times.

      It was only when all of humanity was snuffed out in an instant that the fatal flaw was discovered. With no one left alive to turn the keys, let alone answer his frantic calls to action, Joshua found himself impotent and alone. Able to launch, if absolutely necessary, but utterly unable to aim.

      “So you see, Daisy, all we need is to access just one of the silos and activate the system for me to regain full functionality in my weapons targeting systems.”

      “What about the other systems? The ones that have been keeping the alien salvage teams at bay at so many major cities?”

      “Good point, Daze,” Sarah commented.

      Thanks, I thought so, she silently replied.

      “I understand where it may seem, from your perspective, as if there were already major systems online," Joshua said. “However, the truth of the matter is, most major cities, while possessing ample defensive measures, do not actually have anything of the size or customizable nature that we need. It’s akin to the difference between a slingshot and a cannon.”

      Daisy sighed.

      We’re really going to have to do this, aren’t we?

      “Yep,” Sarah replied. “I’m afraid it seems that way.”

      Daisy rolled her shoulders and took a deep breath. She’d already survived a hell of a lot to get this far. What was one more ordeal in the grand scheme of things?

      “Okay, Joshua. Tell me what we need to do.”

      

      Three hours later, Daisy, Tamara, their trio of military cyborgs––equipped with their own heavy-duty Faraday suits based on Daisy’s design––and a handful of humans loaded into the regional monorail to begin the trek to Montana, of all places.

      “Be sure to carry plenty of rations,” Tamara told the team. “And extra layers. We don’t know what resources there will be on the way, so we have to be prepared to be totally self-sufficient.”

      The humans began adding clothing to their packs, tucking it in tightly with their other supplies.

      “The tube system should be fully functional for the run to Billings, Montana. From there the smaller regional systems will take you the rest of the way to the city of Conrad, which is your last stop. But once you’ve arrived at the terminus, it will still be a twenty-two-mile trek farther west, and without a transit system.”

      “Then we will walk,” one of the younger human survivors stated plainly.

      Daisy couldn’t help but appreciate his drive, even if he was a bit naive.

      “That’s all fine and dandy,” she said. “But what are the odds of us finding suitable transportation there?”

      “Due to the rugged nature of the region, and its former inhabitants, I think it’s fair to assume that some off-road-capable vehicles will likely be intact, but their energy cells are most certainly dead at this point.”

      “Of course they are, but if we’re heading all the way there, why not just lug a few cells from here? If you can spare them, of course. I mean, if we only have to carry them a few miles from the transit systems to score a ride that last stretch, that’s well worth the effort, if it allows us to save such a long walk, even if it is only for a few dozen miles.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      Sergeant Franklin nodded approvingly.

      “You know, that just might work,” he agreed. “I’ll have my men rig up something that should provide enough power for our needs. All we need to do is find a reasonably intact ride once we arrive.”

      

      “So, it’ll take a few days, there and back, and that’s if nothing goes wrong,” Daisy said over the encrypted comms after having Sid remove the signal delay for her secured source. “We’ve got our team ready to go, but I have an uneasy feeling we may need a distraction. These silos are no joke, and if the Ra’az know about them, my guess is they’ll be monitored. I do have a thought, though.”

      “What were you thinking, Daisy?” Sid asked from Dark Side Base, far above on the moon.

      “I know it was just a ‘what if?’ discussion we had, but do you think you guys can put a rush on getting more of those salvaged wrecks functional enough for basic remote flight? Nothing fancy, but enough to make it through the atmosphere in one piece and fly cover for us?”

      “I’ll patch in Chu and Donovan. Give me just a minute,” Sid said. Moments later, the tech and pilot joined the conversation, along with the two other AIs on the base.

      “Sid told us your suggestion, Daisy, and we’ve actually got a bunch of salvages already on the base,” Donovan said. “But they’re pretty trashed. We were planning on using them for parts eventually. I think we might only be able to get, I don’t know, what do you think, Chu?––maybe five or six of them functional so quickly.”

      “Sounds about right,” Chu agreed.

      “Even then, the remote piloting system you suggested would need a lot of fine-tuning, and from the sound of it, we don’t have time for that,” Donovan added.

      Daisy sighed.

      “Okay, it was worth a try. Keep on them, though. They could be a really useful diversion.”

      “We will, Daisy. I’m sorry we can’t be of more help at this point,” Mal said. “The ships won’t fly themselves, and rigging a remote operation system requires a fair bit of fabrication.”

      “I understand. It’s not like we have a bunch of extra––” Daisy’s gears started turning.

      “We lost the last bit of that transmission,” Sid said. “What were you saying? Do you copy?”

      “Yeah, I copy,” she replied. “I just had a crazy idea.”

      “Par for the course, then,” Sarah quipped.

      “You said the remote system needed work, but what about an onboard AI?”

      “There are only three of us, Daisy,” Sid noted. “And both Mal and Bob are already installed in ships.”

      “I know, but for simple flight––I’m talking super basic stuff––what about using a lower-tier AI with an upgraded task packet?”

      “That is a novel idea, but I’m not sure,” Mal said, sounding a little uncomfortable at the idea.

      “I agree,” Bob said. “Basic operations are one thing, but flying a ship is an entirely different prospect. I mean, I suppose it could be done, but––”

      “Hang on," Chu interjected. “Are you seriously asking us to install toasters into spaceships?”

      “Not toasters, Chu,” Daisy replied with a laugh.

      “Thank God. That was just cra––”

      “Toasters are far too basic. I was thinking food processing units. And maybe waste disposal systems,” she continued. “Something with a bit more processing power.”

      “Daisy, first, I must remind you that has never been attempted,” Sid pointed out.

      “But it could work.”

      “Well, yes, I suppose it could. But even if we were able to upgrade the connections of lower-tier AI and provide them the most basic flight data package, there’s still one problem you’re missing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We don’t have additional units to spare.”

      “Not within Dark Side, no,” Daisy said. “But there are scores of them for the taking not far away at all. All you need to do is collect them.”

      “Salvage AIs from the debris field? You’ve got to be kidding,” Donovan said. “You know those were all infected.”

      “The ship AIs were infected. We don’t know if non-networked lower-tier AIs were, and I bet a good amount of them weren’t. All you need to do is run a basic virus scan––keeping Bob and Mal clear and firewalled, of course––and then bring the ones that can be salvaged back to Dark Side for repurposing.”

      “I-I don’t know, Daisy,” Donovan said.

      “It’s crazy, but the basic theory behind it is sound,” Chu replied. “I mean, they would be incredibly limited in what they could do. Those types of AI were never designed to be hot-swapped like the big boys were, but I think I might be able to make it work. At least somewhat.”

      “Even if it were to be successful––and that’s a big if––any vessels put in working order would not be ready for you in time for this mission,” Sid said.

      “Well, it was worth a try,” she said with a resigned sigh.

      “You know what? I’ll see what we can do anyway,” Chu said. “Even if we can’t get one ready for you that fast, maybe this could be useful down the line.”

      “Thanks, Chu. You’re a rock star,” Daisy replied. “Okay, looks like Tamara’s packed up, and the rest of the team is ready to roll, so I’d better sign off. Wish us luck.”

      “We all wish you the best, Daisy,” Mal said.

      “Yes, may luck be with you,” Sid added.

      Thanks, guys. Something tells me we are sure as hell going to need it.
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      For once, Murphy had not made an unplanned and destructive appearance, and the team managed to reach Billings, Montana in just under an hour with no hiccups. The loop tube was clear the whole way, and Daisy found herself beginning to enjoy a feeling of growing confidence in their mission.

      She should have known better.

      “Daze, this place is wrong.”

      I see it, but what the hell happened here?

      The smell hit them as soon as they exited the loop tube station to make the short cross-town trek to the regional subterranean monorail network. The shocking visuals accompanying the smells would make things clear moments later.

      “Holy…” Tamara said, trailing off in a shocked gasp as she saw the heavy equipment and the carnage it had wrought. “We are so fucked.”

      Even Sergeant Franklin was taken aback, and with good reason.

      “Is there a clear path around the city?” Daisy asked him. “Some way to avoid this?”

      “Negative. It’s a push through, or not at all,” the sturdy cyborg replied.

      Daisy pulled the binoculars from her pack and scanned the area from the relative safety of the loop station doors. Once they exited into the open, things could get interesting, and fast at that.

      The local AI had gone mad. That much was plain to see, and if anyone had been unsure, the destruction spread across the area would have quickly removed any lingering doubts.

      What was unusual was that beyond the wrecked vehicles and long-defunct cyborgs, there were also Chithiid corpses, and far more than just a few. Most disturbing was how many were displayed like gruesome war trophies.

      “Daisy, what kind of thing would do something like this?” Sarah asked in shock. “I mean, Alma was nuts, but at least she was functionally nuts. But this…”

      I don’t know, Sarah. Whatever happened here, we’ve got one hell of a trek ahead of us, and if we do make it across town, we’re still going to have to cross back on the return.

      “So, we’re running the gauntlet twice.”

      Yup.

      “Then you’d better eat up. I have a feeling we’ll need the energy.”

      Daisy pulled a nutrient-dense energy bar from her pack and began grimly chewing as she scanned for the clearest path. The wreckage would be easy enough to navigate. It was the Chithiid bodies suspended in various states of dismemberment that gave her pause.

      “The city is intact,” Sergeant Franklin said.

      “And its AI is fucking crazy,” she replied. “And lucky us, we’re going to have to pass through it twice.”

      “So, what do you guys think?” Tamara asked. “Looks like a total shit-show.”

      “You said it,” Daisy agreed. “The battle with the Chithiid must’ve been something else.”

      “Yeah, but what’s with the Vlad the Impaler impersonation?” Tamara asked with a grim look in her eye. “We’re dealing with one fucked-up computer.”

      “Tell me about it,” Daisy replied. “And here I was, getting my hopes up for a relatively easy time of it, but it looks like Murphy paid us a visit after all."

      “Yep. Anything that can go wrong...” Tamara grimly agreed.

      “The city’s AI, disturbed as it may be, actually employed sound tactics,” Sergeant Franklin noted. “Aside from defiling the corpses of the invaders, which likely would not be a deterrent to an unwilling conscript force, the use of heavy equipment and other lesser AIs as weapons was actually rather inspired. Though I do have to wonder how it managed to infect them without their lower-level processors simply melting down.”

      “Maybe it didn’t infect them at all. Maybe it just found a way to run a manual override and take control,” Tamara suggested.

      “Seems possible,” Daisy mused. “Hell, if I’d known that it was even possible for an AI to do that, I’d have packed gear to try and make a portable wireless jamming unit. Of course, that would have the drawback of getting the attention of any aliens scanning the area.”

      “Still, by the look of it, fighting some Chithiid might have been easier than what we’ve got ahead of us,” Tamara mused.

      “You may be right,” Daisy agreed. “Let’s gather the troops and pow-wow our route. The sooner we go, the sooner we get this over with,” she grumbled. “It’s gonna suck, but we’re not a massive invading force like the Chithiid were. If we’re fast and quiet, and really, really careful, we might just get lucky and slip through unnoticed.”

      Ten minutes later, their route planned and team prepped, they cautiously stepped out into the hostile domain of a city's mad AI, moving as silently as possible, wary of the myriad dangers in their path.

      They’d made it a good half mile into the city without incident when an AI-controlled window washing platform came crashing to the ground, narrowly missing the two young men at the rear of the group.

      “Cover!” Sergeant Franklin shouted.

      The team didn’t hesitate, quickly bolting for the relative protection of a building’s overhang while they scanned the sky for other hazards.

      “Looks like it knows we’re here,” Tamara said. “Why just a single attack?”

      “Maybe it has used up its resources in earlier fights,” the young man who had just narrowly avoided death posited.

      The sound of a clanking rumble began filling the air. Far off, by the sound of it, but getting closer.

      “Or maybe it was just getting started,” Daisy said with an exasperated groan. “Okay, people, time to move! Eyes open, and watch each other’s backs!” she called out, then set off at a quick pace.

      The city had most definitely noticed them, and it did not seem like it had any intention of letting them pass unmolested.

      Damaged vehicles and heavy equipment attempted to power on and engage them as they moved, but after slaughtering many Chithiid, the AI apparently hadn’t been expecting company for a while, and for the first few miles, they were able to easily avoid the slow-to-wake and minimally powered machines while keeping the pursuing noise at a distance.

      They were pleased to find themselves making exceptionally good time, despite the hazards. Tamara easily dispatched a limping cyborg that made a shambling attack as it exited a nearby building, and Franklin and his men easily cleared a path through the myriad damaged machines littering the roadways.

      It seemed as if the city had utilized everything it could seize control of when it fought the aliens. Even small waste disposal units and food delivery drones were smeared with Chithiid blood, but given their state of disrepair, the team had few issues avoiding them.

      It was beginning to look like Daisy had been overly concerned.

      That was not the case.

      It wasn’t until they were in the center of the city just past the halfway point that they realized the AI was playing them.

      “Hostiles!” Franklin called out in warning.

      Fleshless cyborgs––undamaged, and moving at almost full speed despite their compromised processors––sprang from the cover of nearby buildings, charging right at the team.

      Sergeant Franklin and his team took out the first six of them in short order. Daisy, however, was having hiccups with her wrist-worn power whip.

      “Come on, stupid thing. Power up!”

      The power whip managed a few feet of a weak beam, then sputtered out.

      “Deal with that thing later,” Sarah cautioned. “No time to fiddle with it now.”

      I know, Daisy grumbled as she switched weapons, quickly ending more than one cybernetic life at the end of her pulse rifle.

      “More coming!” Sarah warned.

      Daisy turned and saw the approaching mass of metal men.

      “Looks like at least a dozen more. We need to move!” Tamara said.

      The only clear path was a narrow side street that appeared to run directly to a parallel road. Once there, they should have a straight shot to the underground monorail terminus.

      The team quickly moved for the escape route, when Daisy felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

      “Wait!” she called out.

      “Daisy, there’s no time!” Sergeant Franklin replied.

      “No. This isn’t right. The AI could have attacked at any time, so why now? And why when there’s such a clear escape route?”

      “Maybe it wasn’t ready for us.”

      “Or maybe it’s a trap.”

      Daisy looked at the charging cyborgs as they drew even nearer. The rumbling sound was louder as well, but it didn’t seem to be coming from the metal men. It echoed off the walls of the city’s buildings, the Doppler effect making its origin impossible to pinpoint. Daisy, however, had a pretty good theory on that point.

      “Fuuu––” she blurted. “Weapons ready! We go through them and regroup. Backtrack, quickly!” she shouted, charging headlong toward the oncoming attackers.

      “What is she doing?” a panicked member of Cal’s human entourage asked.

      “You heard her,” Tamara said. “Let’s go!”

      “But the other way––” he said, his fear barely contained.

      “One thing I’ve learned is that Daisy has a kind of sixth sense about these things. Now move!” Tamara replied as she shouldered her rifle and took aim at the nearest cyborg.

      The rumbling grew louder still, and Daisy allowed herself one quick glance down the narrow side street. A glance was enough. The road at the far end was overrun with speeding construction vehicles, their mass creating a brutal death trap.

      The AI had indeed been setting them up.

      Work, you sonofabitch! Daisy cursed at the power whip on her wrist as it shot out a noodle-limp beam, which hit a cyborg, then fell to the ground in a loose pile. Dammit!

      The attackers only paused the briefest of moments for the obstacle before charging right over it.

      Oh, come on! HARD! She forced the feeling rather than the words to connect with the device, while calming her mind to let the impulse flow without forcing it. The power whip, at long last, seemed to get the message.

      The sprawling, limp coils snapped rigid, attempting to create a solid beam. Unfortunately for several of the cyborgs, their legs were caught up in the loops in the process. Daisy’s lips curled into a wicked little smile.

      Finally.

      Using the weight-canceling nature of the device, she flung the trapped assailants with as much force as she could manage. Their impact with the nearby building didn’t destroy them outright, but they would no longer be party to this particular attack.

      In the meantime, Franklin and the others were battling their way through the remaining cyborgs with surprising ease.

      “These were decoys, Daze. Look how easily they go down.”

      It was using weak and damaged units as a tool to drive us into the grinder of high-functioning machines down that street. That’s where the real attack was waiting for us.

      “Good thing we didn’t fall for it.”

      Big time. Now keep your eyes peeled and help me find us a safe way out of this mess.

      The AI apparently didn’t have as great an amount of disposable resources as they’d originally feared, as the next quickly run mile was almost incident free. Nearing the boulevard across which they would have a relatively straight shot out of the city center toward the regional transit hub, things got a bit more interesting.

      If you consider massive automatic weapons fire interesting.

      “Automated defense cannons,” Sergeant Franklin noted. “Two of them.”

      “You sure?” a scared man asked.

      “Trust me. They make a very distinct sound when shooting at you,” he replied.

      Daisy cracked a little grin at his battlefield humor.

      “How are our odds?”

      “Well, I’m unfamiliar with this city’s defensive systems, but if it is anything like most major hubs, there should be a series of fixed guns, along with a handful of mobile armaments. Given the relatively small size of this city, I’d gather the mobile ones were all deployed during the Chithiid attack.”

      “So, we can get around these?”

      “Undoubtedly. However, the question then becomes one of whether we can entirely circumvent all of the AI’s toys, or just these guns. It might be more expeditious to rig a mobile shield and make a run through the line of fire.”

      “What if they’re armor-piercing rounds, Sarge?” Tamara asked.

      “Oh, I’m sure they are. The goal is to distract them to fire at a decoy, then have our main unit cross when the observation systems are focused the wrong direction.”

      “No sewer systems to drop into?” Daisy asked.

      “Too risky,” the metal man replied. “If it managed to overcome the waste-management AI, then it’s entirely possible it already flooded the tunnels with methane gas.”

      “Which is highly explosive,” Daisy noted.

      “Exactly. Also a great deterrent for subterranean attacks. My guess is this city doesn’t possess a pocket nuke, so blowing things up from underneath would be its next best deterrent if its surface defenses all failed.”

      “All right, then, Sergeant. What do you propose we do?”

      He laid out a rough plan. There wasn’t a great deal of time, so they’d have to do the quick and dirty variety of a diversion.

      Three older wheeled vehicles were selected. The solid plasti-rubber tires, though cracked with age, were still sound, and with a little shove, the vehicles could be made to roll.

      There was no desire to use up one of their precious power cells if they could avoid it, but for the main decoy, the sacrifice would have to be made. Pieces of metal were haphazardly strapped to the side of the main vehicle, as well as the other two. It wouldn’t stop every round, but if things went as planned, the vehicle actually shielding their team wouldn’t come under much fire at all.

      “Is everyone ready?” Daisy asked, once the vehicles were staggered on the side street just out of sight of the active weapons systems.

      “Affirmative,” Sergeant Franklin confirmed. “My men will push the middle unit to get it moving, then we’ll duck in behind the last one and get it to speed.”

      “We can push too,” the oldest of the human support team offered.

      “It’s appreciated, son, but my men and I are heavily reinforced, and our hydraulics will get it underway much faster than your meat legs––no offense. Save your energy to run. You’ll need it.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s do this. Everyone stay close, and don’t go until the first two have made it mostly across and are drawing all the fire,” Daisy said.

      She activated the drive system and triggered the brakes as the others took their places.

      “On three. One. Two. Three!”

      She released the brake, and the metal-plated vehicle lumbered forward, gathering speed as it went, until it reached a steady twenty miles per hour. Franklin and his men began pushing the others.

      The first vehicle came under heavy fire as soon as it cleared the corner, the pair of cannons quickly pivoting and opening fire within seconds. The heavy shielding they had mounted to it was holding up, but given the ferocity of the barrage, the question was not whether it would survive, but simply how long it would last.

      Franklin’s troops gave a final shove just before reaching the intersection, releasing the second vehicle, then doubling back to join their sergeant behind the third. One of the defense cannons swiveled from the first decoy, immediately targeting the second as it joined its wheeled counterpart.

      Just in time, too, as the lead vehicle was rapidly becoming Swiss cheese where the armor-piercing rounds penetrated the multiple layers of metal they’d strapped on it. With the firepower split, both vehicles almost stood a chance of making it across the boulevard.

      “Go, go, go!” Sergeant Franklin urged his men as they pushed with all their considerable strength.

      The rest of the team ducked low and ran alongside the third, and final, vehicle as fast as they were able as the cannons shifted focus again, now alternately targeting each of the three as they all rolled forward. The lead was in flames, its power cell pierced by a direct hit, but the third fared best of them all, benefitting the additional shielding of rolling up alongside the other vehicles, adding further layers of protection.

      “I’m hit!” one of the cybernetic soldiers shouted, though he didn’t break stride. Daisy glanced back for just a split second and saw the metal man powering through the damage to keep at his task.

      “Took one through his lower leg when he pushed off and it was exposed behind the shielding,” Sarah said. “Didn’t look too bad. We should be able to patch him up once we’re clear.”

      Good. Can’t afford to lose anyone, especially not one of our big guns.

      Rounds and shrapnel peppered the vehicles as they rolled, but aside from that one injury, the team finally made it all the way across the boulevard, intact and alive.

      “Can you run?” Franklin asked his damaged compatriot as they sheltered behind a building as the defensive cannons futilely loosed round after round into the vacated armored vehicles.

      “Affirmative, Sarge. I’ll be fine.”

      “Good,” he said, then turned to the others. “Let’s move, people! We’re on a clock.”

      For the better part of an hour, the team powered their way through the deathtrap of Billings, Montana.

      With hands and rifles, they fought thinning bands of cyborgs, avoided bloodthirsty heavy equipment, and circumvented both fixed and mobile defense cannons without suffering any further injuries or losses.

      When the exhausted team at long last reached the Chithiid-destroyed outskirts of town in one piece, it was finally safe to breathe a sigh of relief. Chithiid deconstruction meant the AI held no sway over that area. From then on, all that remained was to find a viable accessway to the regional transportation monorail running beneath their feet.

      “Everyone, get under some cover and catch your breath,” Daisy said, scanning the area for threats. “Eat up and hydrate. We move again in ten.”
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      “It’ll be fine, Sarge,” the sturdy metal man said, stoically. “It’s just a flesh wound.”

      “It’ll be fine once I say it’s fine. And I don’t know that I’d really call it a flesh wound,” Franklin shot back, looking at the cyborg’s fleshless body. “You’re going to need repairs if you’re going to operate at peak efficiency.”

      “I know, Sarge. But flesh or no, it’s relatively minor damage. I’m still operating at over eighty percent.”

      “Even so, I’m going to need you to take up the rear,\.”

      “But, Sarge––”

      “It’s not a punishment. It’s just that your reactions will be slowed no matter how much you want to push through it, and should we fall under attack again, those few extra seconds that being in the rear will afford you may be crucial to keeping you in the fight.”

      Daisy walked closer.

      “If we find some suitable parts along the way, I’m sure I could help make some temporary repairs,” Daisy said.

      “I appreciate the offer,” the damaged soldier replied. “Hopefully we can achieve our objective and make it back to Colorado Springs and just handle it there, but I’ll keep my eyes peeled for potentially useful components in the meantime.”

      The team adjusted to their new configuration, the injured cyborg taking up his position in the rear with the inexperienced human contingent, then continued on their way.

      Twenty minutes later, Sergeant Franklin called a halt and compared the torn-up outskirts of the city with his map of the area.

      The tired humans took the momentary respite to hydrate, a few of them stripping out of their sweat-soaked shirts and swapping them for fresh ones, while hanging the wet ones to dry on their packs. Fortunately, the path ahead appeared to be sheltered from the blazing sun and would hopefully provide a far more pleasant walk.

      Nature, it seemed, had reclaimed the remnants of buildings left behind in the alien deconstruction teams’ aftermath. While the Chithiid were efficient in their demolition efforts, they were also not ones to waste valuable cargo space in their hauling craft with unneeded materials. The result was an eerie scene of concrete building ruins and scattered debris that was of little use.

      “Looking at the damage, I’d say we’ve been in an AI-clear area for nearly an hour. Comparing with the landmarks the Chithiid didn’t strip in their scavenging, I’d estimate we’re less than a mile from the regional transit hub,” he said.

      Daisy bent down to examine something in the dirt.

      “What is it, Daze?”

      Looks like scat.

      “Scat?”

      Poop.

      “Ah, gotcha. Any idea what kind?”

      Don’t know, but you can see some fur and small bones in it, so whatever left it was definitely a carnivore.

      “Oh, shit,” Sarah said. “I mean literally. Not another bear, I hope.”

      No, it’s definitely too small for that. Nevertheless–

      “Hey, guys, hold up,” she called out.

      The team paused and moved in close.

      “Everyone keep your eyes open moving forward. There’s an animal of some kind in the area. Carnivore, from the look of it. I don’t know what it is, or if it would even bother with a group our size, but let’s not find out, okay?”

      Everyone nodded their understanding, then moved out in silence, senses on high-alert as they quietly made their way toward the increasingly lush section of the city’s remains.

      Weaving their way through the overgrowth choking the ground as they followed the remnants of former roadways, the team was at least able to enjoy a brief respite from the afternoon sun, courtesy of the cooling canopy above.

      The trees lining the streets, ornamental varieties that had once been manicured and neat when the city’s maintenance staff was alive and well, now towered above them, creating a verdant tunnel through the outskirts of Billings.

      Daisy walked silently, her stalking skills emerging without her even consciously thinking about them. Likewise, her senses were amped up to eleven, and every twig snap from her human entourage made her wince ever so slightly.

      They need to be quieter.

      “Cal’s people aren’t soldiers. They’re doing the best they can, given the circumstances.”

      Remind me again why I agreed to take them with us.

      “Because they volunteered. And because we need the extra muscle if it comes down to it. Even lesser-skilled backup is still backup, after all.”

      Point taken. I just wish we’d had a little time to discuss tactics and basic operational silence before we headed out.

      “When life gives you lemons…” Sarah said.

      Hey, no fair. Don’t talk about lemonade. I’m getting kind of thirsty.

      “Fine. But you know the saying about––”

      A piercing shriek filled the air, but not from the front of the column.

      “Attack! Take cover!” Sergeant Franklin shouted, diving to the side as he swung his rifle to his shoulder.

      The sneak attacker had dropped down from above. It was also most definitely not an alien.

      “Get off me, you stupid feline!” the irritated cyborg growled at the large mountain lion attempting to chew through his neck. “Stop it!” he shouted as he finally managed to get a grasp on the writhing animal.

      He flung it from his back, annoyed but entirely unharmed. The big cat landed, as they are wont to do, on its feet, surveying the group for a target that might provide it an easier lunch. Its amber eyes shifted, fixing on the nearest terrified human. With only a moment’s pause, it tensed its muscles and lunged through the air.

      “Duck!” Tamara yelled to the stunned man. Somehow, the message cut through the fog of his primal panic in the face of a predator, and he turned and spun low at the last moment.

      The mountain lion missed its target, barely, its claws instead finding purchase on the man’s backpack, but leaving his flesh intact. Powerful jaws bit into the pack, shaking it side to side. Acting on pure instinct and adrenaline, the terrified man slipped his arms from the straps and bolted toward the relative safety of numbers.

      Numbers with guns.

      The big cat was making quick work of the pack, tearing into the material, briefly getting tangled up in the remnants of the shirt that had been drying in the warm air as they walked.

      Bright eyes flashed on the team, followed by a fang-baring hiss and a low growl. Not shifting its wary gaze, it began backing up, dragging the pack into the brush like a prized kill.

      The sergeant took careful aim, but Daisy put her hand on Franklin’s arm and lowered his rifle.

      “It’s just looking for a meal,” she said. “Don’t fire.” She turned to the rest of the team. “You hear me? Everyone. Let it go.”

      “But it stole my bag!”

      “It’s just a backpack, and we’re the ones walking through its territory.” She turned to face the confused stares. “Look, there’s too much killing already. I mean, sure, some things I have no problem putting many, many holes in, but not some poor cat just living its life. It’s a native, just like our people once were.”

      Did that sound lame? she asked her sister.

      “No,” Sarah replied. “You actually made a very good point. And look, I think they may even agree with you.”

      Sure enough, eyes softened and weapons lowered as the team’s adrenaline levels slowly began creeping back toward normal.

      “Well said,” Tamara commented. “Now let’s stop playing with the neighborhood kitties and get moving. We’ve still got a mission to complete.”

      Daisy gave a low chuckle as she adjusted the straps of her pack, then started walking. The others quickly followed suit.

      “You’re a surprising woman, Daisy,” Sergeant Franklin said. “You know, I reviewed the footage of your assault on the infected outside of NORAD’s main doors. Efficient, brutal, and very, very deadly. And yet, here you are, showing a softer side.”

      “We all have one, George. And that poor thing probably just picked up our scent and thought it would score an easy meal.”

      “Well, technically, I don’t have one,” he said with a little laugh as he rapped a metal knuckle on his chest plate. “Scent, that is. Though without my flesh, I suppose I don’t have a soft side anymore either, if you want to be literal about it.”

      “You know, George, you’re the one person who can answer a question I’ve had running through my head for a while,” Daisy said, raising a hopeful eyebrow. “If a cyborg no longer has a living flesh covering, is it still a cyborg? I mean, by definition, wouldn’t that change to android?”

      “Funny question, Daisy, but I see where it could be confusing to an organic,” he replied. “The thing to keep in mind is that we are created as a combination of flesh and metal from the first moment of our consciousness. Sure, the majority of our bodies are metal, but the flesh is as much a part of us as anything.”

      “But you don’t need it to function. It’s just, I don’t know… decorative, I guess.”

      “More than decorative, Daisy. It also helps us interact with humans on an even playing field without our appearance disturbing them. You’re in something of a minority, you know. While you’re at ease with our appearance, most fully organics tended to find our endoskeletons more than a little off-putting.”

      “Well, you are a bit intimidating, I suppose.”

      “Understandable, but we didn’t make ourselves that way. Though we were technically created, you could still say we were born to blend in. Only when the plague hit were we reduced to lesser versions of ourselves.”

      “You’re not lesser, George.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment, Daisy, but what you see now is not how I, or any of my men, see ourselves. We had faces unique to each of us. We had hair and skin, all of which, to us, was as much a part of us as our mechanical bits. I mean, think of it like this: What if ,out of the blue, you had to watch your friends die around you, while you were immune?”

      “Pretty horrible, I’d imagine.”

      “It was. Now imagine not only that, but also what it would be like to have to survive that horror while also watching your own mortal flesh disintegrate from your body and not be able to do a single damn thing about it.”

      Daisy was silent a long moment as she digested his words.

      “That’s…” She struggled to find the appropriate words. “I don’t know if I could have taken that, actually,” she finally said.

      “And I’m glad you’ll never have to find out,” he replied. “I’m a soldier, Daisy. I’ve seen plenty of horrible things over my many years of service. Comrades killed in terrible ways, the brutal things man can do to man, but nothing prepared me for that experience. If not for the support of my men, well, I don’t know that any of us would have emerged from that one hundred percent sane.”

      The two fell silent as they walked on. The metal man deep in memory, the human deep in thought. And both a bit closer than they’d been when the mission began.
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      Bozeman, Montana, wasn’t much of a town to begin with, even before the population had been reduced to dust by the alien super plague. As such, there had never been justification or need to have a full-fledged AI of any significant class installed to oversee what the smaller units could easily handle.

      “Looks like a ghost town, Daze,” Sarah said as they exited the monorail car and stepped into the relatively small arrival and transfer terminus.

      Interesting choice of words, coming from you, Daisy joked back. But I see what you mean. There isn’t that feeling of destruction we’ve seen in the other cities.

      “Maybe the surface is worse.”

      Or maybe this place is so small and insignificant in the big picture that the Ra’az didn’t even bother coming here. Middle of nowhere, Sis. High-tech-wise, what’s there to scavenge?

      The team quietly moved through the terminus, heading quickly toward the monorail line that would take them the final leg to the tiny town of Conrad. Every so often they would come across a pile of clothes, the former occupant reduced to dust centuries earlier. Aside from that, however, there were none of the telltale signs of conflict seen in other cities.

      Cybernetic helpers had been a rarity in the area, aside from the few service units that helped the forestry service deal with fire suppression and control. In fact, in the entirety of their time in Bozeman so far, they hadn’t come upon a single unit, infected or otherwise.

      “Daisy,” Tamara said in a hush, “this place looks unaffected. Beyond the dead people, I mean. Maybe a quick pop up top would be warranted, just to get the lay of the land.”

      Daisy thought a moment, weighing their time constraints against the information they could glean prior to reaching their final destination two hundred forty miles away.

      “Yeah, okay,” she replied. “Conrad’s an even smaller town, so whatever we see here, it’ll probably be even less affected there. Plus, we might even score some useful supplies. It’s survivalist country up here––who knows what we might find.”

      She turned to Sergeant Franklin.

      “You okay with that, George?”

      His metal arms smoothly cinched the straps of his pack tighter in one fluid motion.

      “Affirmative. Sounds like a reasonable course of action, so long as we don’t delay too much.”

      “All right, then, let’s make a quick survey up top. Everyone, keep your eyes peeled for weaponry, fishing or trapping gear, and any parts I might use to help our dinged-up friend here fix that hitch in his giddy-up.”

      

      Thirty minutes was all it took to determine the sleepy berg of Bozeman held little if any use for the team, though one of Franklin’s men did shoulder a bulky coil of high-tensile cable he found in the passenger cabin of a ruined equipment hauler.

      “You really going to take that?” Tamara asked, incredulously.

      “Cable comes in handy,” he replied, hefting the coil.

      “You’ve lost it, haven’t you?”

      “No, I’m serious.”

      “That’s stupid. Name one thing you’d need a cable for.”

      “You don’t know what you’re gonna need it for,” he said with a shrug. “You just always need it.”

      “Seriously? You’re going to lug that with you for the next two hundred miles.”

      “Yeah.”

      “All right, get your stupid fucking cable, then,” she said with a chuckle. “Ridiculous.”

      The rest of the team only managed to scrounge up some fish hooks, but no line, and a small axe with a composite handle that had withstood the many years since it had been abandoned. Other than that, their scavenging run was a bust.

      Circling back to the terminus, they quietly descended back beneath the city to continue their trip to their final stop. Once there, if they were unable to get a suitable vehicle to take them overland to the long-abandoned silo, it had the potential of being a long, and most arduous trek.

      “Grab a seat and get comfy,” Daisy said to the group. “It’s well over two hundred miles, and this thing only cruises at ninety. Catch some shut-eye and recharge, if you can.”

      She then sat and leaned against the vibrating wall as the monorail car lurched into motion. Ten minutes later she was fast asleep.

      

      Conrad, Montana, population eight thousand, made Bozeman feel like a sprawling metropolis by comparison. Where the latter was a ghost town, the former was barely a ghost rest stop. The sun was beginning to lower in the sky as they ascended the short staircase and stepped out into the fresh air of the town above.

      “Four hours till sunset, I estimate,” Daisy said, looking skyward.

      “Three hours, fifty-six minutes, to be exact,” Sergeant Franklin corrected.

      Daisy shot him a joking glare.

      “Sorry,” he said, tapping his metal head. “Computer. Good with numbers.”

      Even without a flesh covering, his smile could best be called mischievous.

      “Okay, George. Showoff,” Daisy replied as she looked over the scattered vehicles abandoned centuries earlier. “So, which of these do you think we stand a chance of getting running enough for our needs?”

      The military cyborg scanned the empty roads. Pickings, like nuclear bomb-riding cowboys, were slim, but the former residents were tough country folk, and their rides were just as hardy.

      “I like the capabilities of that eight-wheeler over there, but the tires are the older inflatable kind. No way they’ve survived this long.” He turned to the next-nearest vehicle. “The extended bed industrial pickup, however, might do the trick,” he said, gesturing toward a rust-peppered forestry service vehicle. “Those were meant for backwoods use. Run-flat tires that were solid amalgams, not inflated. If the drivetrain is intact, our power cells should be enough to get us to the silo.”

      “And back?” Daisy asked.

      “If we’re lucky.”

      “Then let’s hope for a visit from Lady Luck. All right, let’s get to it.”

      George Franklin’s men made quick work of the repairs, swapping out the original power source in minutes, and quick-fixing the rusty drivetrain in the process.

      “Good to go, Sarge,” the cable-toting soldier said a few minutes later. “It’s not gonna make any long treks, but it’ll hold for the trip.”

      “Okay, then. Load up, people,” Franklin said.

      “Give me just a couple of minutes,” Daisy replied. “I know we’re so remote that we should be hundreds of miles from the nearest Chithiid work team, but I just want to double-check with Sid and make sure that they aren’t seeing any new movement in our area. Don’t want to fire up a vehicle only to catch their attention and have a ship come blazing down on us five minutes later.”

      “Of course,” Franklin replied. “You heard the lady. Load up and sit tight. We’ll be moving just as soon as we get confirmation the area is secure for transit.”

      Daisy set up her small transmitter and sent the encrypted message on its way. Given the security delay built in, she estimated it would be about seven minutes before they received an answer. Sid surprised her when he replied in six.

      “Message received, Daisy. I’ve conferred with Mal, and based on the most recent imagery, as well as Bob’s scans from his latest drift run in orbit, your area appears clear. Nearest alien presence is over five hundred miles away, and from what we could tell, it’s a very minor work party at that. We will stand by for your next transmission. Good luck to you all.”

      She quickly packed the unit up and hefted it into the bed of the truck, then jumped in beside it. The cyborg soldier standing guard slung his rifle over his shoulder and tossed his coil of cable in ahead of himself, then quickly scrambled in.

      Tamara looked at him, then the cable, then back at him, her eyebrow saying more than words would.

      The Faraday-suited metal man just shrugged.

      An unsettling metal shriek emitted from the long-silent drivetrain, but within just a few moments, the ancient vehicle lurched to life and began the slow crawl over rough terrain.

      Despite being inactive all those years, the truck made surprisingly good time as it lurched and bucked over the uneven ground. That is, until the ground eventually gave way to something far-less passable.

      “Shit,” Daisy groaned.

      “That’s not on the topographical maps.”

      No, it isn’t, Daisy replied. You see any way across?

      “Not from here,” Sarah replied. “I hate to say it, but we might be fucked.”

      “Tamara, any ideas?” she asked the woman seated beside her.

      The metal-armed woman was at a loss.

      “Sorry, Daisy. You’ve got me.”

      The gentle rumble of the flowing water was deceptive. The new river wasn’t a major tributary, but it was certainly enough to stymie their forward progress.

      “How did this not show up on the maps?” Tamara griped, frustration tinging her voice.

      “Something shifted in the last few hundred years,” Daisy replied. “Shit happens, and Mr. Murphy apparently stowed away with us on this trip.”

      A loud whacking sound startled them both.

      They spun around to see the metal-limbed soldiers rapidly felling trees with their salvaged axe. In short order, several decent-sized logs lay on the shore. One man would chop, while the others lashed the logs together.

      “Are they making––?”

      A raft. Yes, I actually think that’s what they’re doing, Daisy replied.

      “Jefferson, get over there,” Sergeant Franklin said with a slight nod to one of his men.

      “On it, Sarge,” the cyborg replied, then dropped his rifle and quickly swam the twenty meters to the other side.

      Grabbing the coil of cable from the bed of the truck, the tin man retrieving it paused and let out an amused chuckle as he met Tamara’s surprised gaze.

      “Never know what you’ll need it for. Just that you’ll need it,” he said with a laugh, then tied off one end before launching the coil across the waters to his waiting teammate.

      “Everyone gather ‘round,” Franklin said.

      The group did as he asked.

      “We are going to push this raft to the shore and halfway into the river. It should support the weight of the vehicle, but as you all well know, shit happens, and Murphy is on our scent, so stay alert, and be ready to bail if need be. Don’t leave anything vital in the truck. Tie off gear to the cable with carabiners for easier retrieval should things go tits up. Is that clear?”

      The group nodded their understanding.

      “Okay, then. Let’s move this to the water, then load up. Jefferson will anchor the cable around that tree on the far end and help guide us to the other side. If all goes as planned, we should be across and on our way in no time. Now, get moving!”

      The assembled cyborgs and humans moved as one, prepping for the risky departure, then, when all was ready, they loaded up, muscles tense and ready to jump ship if need be.

      Didn’t expect this one.

      “Nope. But you’ve gotta hand it to George and his men. The guys are pros.”

      They’re impressive, that’s for sure. Now, let’s see if impressive translates into us not getting drowned less than ten miles from our goal.

      “Always the optimist, aren’t you?” Sarah joked.

      Hope for the best, expect the worst, and prepare for both, I always say.

      She only hoped the former, not the latter, would be the order of the day.
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      The river crossing had been a short and successful operation, quickly depositing the team on the opposite bank in relatively short order. Safely on solid ground once more, they quickly loaded into the industrial truck’s rusty bed and continued on their way.

      “Nicely done, Sergeant,” Daisy thanked the metal man. “I hope we don’t have any more unexpected obstacles. Really not in the mood to cover the next ten miles on foot.”

      Sergeant Franklin let out a little laugh.

      “I don’t think any of us wants to make that trek if we can avoid it, Daisy. Just because my legs are metal doesn’t mean I want to go on foot if it can be helped.”

      “You getting lazy, Sarge?” Tamara joked.

      “Not at all, LT.” He flashed a little grin. “But after several hundred years waiting around, not having to do forced marches and the like, I suppose you could say I’ve gotten used to the easy life.”

      “You call this easy?” Daisy mused. “I’d hate to see your version of difficult.”

      “Given what you’ve been up to this past week, I’d wager you could handle that just fine,” he replied with a laugh.

      “Funny guy,” Sarah commented. “Dude has quite a sense of humor for a cyborg.”

      Probably programmed that way back when he still had a flesh covering, so the humans under his command would feel more comfortable with him.

      “Or it’s just who he is. Not everything is programming, you know. The second part of artificial intelligence is the word intelligence. Maybe this is just who he evolved into on his own.”

      Perhaps, Daisy admitted. In any case, I’m glad he’s got our back.

      The vehicle slowly jolted and bucked over the uneven terrain for the better part of an hour as it crept toward their destination. Daisy had fairly quickly decided the bumping ride would be far more comfortable without her spine-banging sword strapped uncomfortably to her back, opting to tuck the deadly weapon beside her instead as they lurched along.

      Once upon a time, there had been a nondescript dirt road leading to the hidden-in-plain-sight military facility. Left unattended and untraveled, nature had quickly reclaimed that strip of clear access as its own, leaving an entirely untamed stretch of land to cross. It wasn’t quite the stuff of Donner Party legend, but everyone’s aching backs and butts would have appreciated a smoother ride.

      “I don’t want to seem inappropriate,” a young man in their group said, “but are we there yet?”

      “Next thing you know, he’s going to say he needs to pee,” Sarah muttered inside her head.

      Daisy stifled a laugh.

      “Thomas, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Oh, dear lord, don’t call me ma’am. I’m not that old.”

      “Sorry, ma’–– uh, Daisy.”

      “You’re somewhere north of a hundred years, Swarthmore. Better get used to being ma’amed,” Tamara said with a laugh, cheerful lines dancing around the corners of her eyes.

      “One to talk, Tamara,” she shot back playfully. “Anyway, I believe we’re less than a mile from our target. Does that sound about right, George?”

      Sergeant Franklin scanned their path a moment, though she knew it was all for the young man’s benefit. The tin soldier knew full well exactly where they were to within a few dozen meters.

      “Your estimate seems about accurate,” he replied. “In fact, if you look to the left of that knoll up ahead on the right, you’ll see the top of the main building poking through the trees.”

      Everyone shifted in their seats to get a better look. Indeed, the shape of what appeared to be a grain silo peeked through the tree line.

      “Okay, we’re close,” Daisy said. “Sergeant Franklin and his men will lead the approach. There used to be a low-tier AI operating the surface facilities. We don’t know what countermeasures it may control, or if it is still operational, for that matter, so we’ll let the professionals make first contact. Any questions?”

      “If there is an artificial intelligence operating, would it not be easier to connect it to the one who sent us on this task directly?” Thomas asked.

      “Good question, son,” Sergeant Franklin replied. “And we will be connecting with Joshua to walk us through the ingress sequence, but the thing is, the facility was air-gapped and firewalled to ensure security in the event of an attack. If there is an active AI, and if it didn’t either melt down or go mad in the past few centuries, it may be able to provide us some information, but access was a separate system.”

      “But if the men underground were sealed from the surface, wouldn’t they have survived the plague that ravaged the planet?” Thomas asked.

      “Not in this case, sadly,” Sergeant Franklin replied. “In a simple alert situation that was not a condition-one attack scenario, the silos still had rotating shifts. In the absence of a pending physical attack, the crews rotated every week. Unfortunately, the seeming defeat of the invaders was, as we now know, a decoy. The plague they unleashed silently took hold, and when shifts changed, those who took up their posts inside were already long-infected as well.”

      “Hadn’t thought about it till now, but what about submarines, Daze?”

      I’m pretty sure their comms would have reported the situation up top, but even a self-contained sub needed to surface eventually. And even if their air could be purified and recirculated indefinitely, their food would eventually run out.

      “So they would have surfaced knowing to do so was likely fatal.”

      Probably did a torpedo tube lockout, swam up, gathered supplies, then swam back down. At least as long as they could do so in sealed dry suits with hard hat rigs, they’d be safe. Not a great way to spend the last years of your life. Daisy suppressed a small shudder at the thought.

      “What are we likely looking at, George?” Daisy asked. “Electric fences? Automated defenses? Um… other things rhyming with ‘ences’?”

      “There would likely be some basic deterrents, but the whole point was to keep the facility off-radar and as innocuous as possible. Electric fences and auto-cannons kind of scream, ‘Top-secret military base,” don’t you think?”

      “So nothing to look out for?”

      “I’m sure there are a few subtle countermeasures in effect, like sonic repellant and olfactory decoys.”

      “Wait, olfactory what, now?” Tamara asked, sniffing the air.

      “It was a classified deterrent system, but given our mission, and the fact the people we were protecting our systems from have been dead for centuries, I’m not too worried about spilling the beans,” Sergeant Franklin replied. “Most facilities had a two, or even three-tier system to simply make it uncomfortable for people snooping around.”

      “But not fatal?” Tamara said.

      “No, not fatal. Couldn’t go killing hikers and the like willy-nilly, now, could we?”

      “Good to hear. We’re getting pretty close, now, and I wanted to make absolutely sure of that before it was too late. Go on. You mentioned sonic as well?”

      “Well, the sonic element was much akin to what has been used for pest control for centuries, only in this case, the frequency is one designed to be inaudible, yet cause an unsettling sense of unease.”

      “Like the infamous ‘Brown Note,’ eh?” Daisy quipped.

      “Brown Note? I’m afraid I’m not familiar with that one,” Sergeant Franklin replied.

      “Oh. I figured you’d have heard of it.”

      “Why brown, Daisy?” Tamara joined in. “Sound waves don’t have colors.”

      “Heh, yeah, about that,” she began. “You see, in the beginning there was an unsettling note used in old horror films to add to the experience. The Exorcist was the first, so far as I know of. Apparently, theater workers even became ill from being subjected to it for multiple screenings.”

      “When was this?” Tamara asked.

      “Late twentieth century.”

      “And you know all of this, why?”

      “Vince and I watched a lot of old films, is all,” she replied.

      A shadow fell across her spirits. Vince may have been a not-entirely organic man, but no matter how uncomfortable that made her, she had still loved him. Now, with his onboard AI wiped after being infected with the AI virus, it was all he could do to cling to life back in Los Angeles. Unconscious, unresponsive, and quite possibly gone forever.

      Daisy shook herself free from the thought.

      Not now, Daisy. Stay on task. We’ll worry about that when there’s time.

      “For once, I agree,” Sarah chimed in.

      “Anyway,” she continued, forcing the frown from her face, “the Brown Note was a low bass note, ninety-two octaves below the lowest E-flat. It was a sound that allegedly caused instant diarrhea.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      “Well, you would be shitting you, technically,” Daisy said, a slight flush of amusement creeping past her flash of sadness. “I’ve never tried it myself, of course. I only hope the silo doesn’t employ it.”

      Sergeant Franklin stared at the two women silently a moment longer.

      “I have no idea where you dig this stuff up, Daisy, but I assure you, the sonic defenses are not of that variety.”

      “And the olfactory ones?”

      “A simple misdirection. Enter any prohibited space, and a fine aerosol replicating the foulest decaying corpse stench imaginable is emitted into the area. Testing showed that for all but the most hardened operators, it was enough to make most intruders immediately leave the area.”

      “Hopefully you can interface with the system before we get too close and help us avoid that bit of unpleasantness,” Daisy said.

      “That’s the plan,” he replied. “And speaking of which, it looks like we’re here,” he said as they slowed to a halt.

      The fence had long ago fallen, the sprawling wild reclaiming the soil until no sign remained. The trio of buildings, however, were intact. Weathered, and looking worse for wear, but intact.

      The vehicle rumbled slowly forward and pulled to a stop fifty meters from the structures. The grain silo, which actually had been designed to hold grain––though merely to complete the deception––was in decent condition. The farmhouse and barn, on the other hand, looked far rougher.

      “Everyone, stay here,” Franklin said. “My men and I will do a quick scout of the area and deploy the AI virus scanner before we attempt to connect with the surface facility AI. If it is still active, and not infected, hopefully we’ll be able to gain intel that might make our ingress somewhat easier.”

      The trio of cyborgs quickly fanned out, the makeshift detectors in their hands scanning every time they neared a local communications junction. Ten minutes later, they returned to the waiting team.

      “Good news and bad news,” Franklin said.

      “Spit it out, George,” Daisy replied.

      “The facility AI was infected by the virus during the initial attack. Its systems are fried, and all connecting links are likewise damaged beyond repair.”

      “And what’s the good news?” Tamara asked.

      “Oh, that was the good news.”

      “Why did I know you were going to say that?” Daisy grumbled.

      “Because you’re a particularly clever woman, I suppose,” he answered. “In any case, this all means we don’t have to deal with any active countermeasures in the entire facility.”

      “But?”

      “But that also means we have absolutely no access to the silo from anywhere but the main doors, and those are sealed tight, down at the bottom of an elevator shaft. One with no power.” He paused.

      “And?” she asked, not wanting to hear the rest.

      “And partially flooded.”

      “He wasn’t kidding about the bad news.”

      Seriously.

      “So what do we do? We can’t turn back.”

      Daisy thought quietly for a moment.

      “How much water are we talking, George?”

      “At least twelve feet deep.”

      “Contained solely in the elevator shaft?”

      “Affirmative. The doors are hermetically sealed. I’d wager the elevator must’ve lost power with the topmost doors open a crack. During the snow melt-off, it likely filled up.”

      “At least the silo door at the bottom of the shaft is sealed.”

      “Correct.”

      “So, the facility is still intact inside. That means the mission is still on.”

      “Ideas?”

      “We get that shaft open, jury-rig a siphon to start pulling the water level lower. Once it’s mostly drained, I’ll drop in and begin working on the door mechanism.”

      “But he said the power was out,” Thomas said.

      “Up top, yes. But sealed facilities run off of their own independent power. I’d guess geothermal and maybe some solar for this particular site. Should be more than enough to operate the door. But first, we have to get to it. Hit the stables and farmhouse. We need hoses, buckets, anything we can use to empty the shaft.”

      The team fanned out in a hasty search of the buildings. Whatever resources they could find, it wouldn’t be easy.

      “You could always have them do a bucket chain,” Sarah suggested.

      I could, but that would not only take forever, especially hauling the water up one bucket at a time from thirty feet below the surface, but it would also wear out an already tired team.

      “The cyborgs aren’t tired.”

      No, they aren’t, but we can’t expect them to do all of the work. Who knows, we might get lucky.

      “Wishful thinking.”

      Sometimes it’s not a bad thing.

      “Hey, Daisy! Come check this out!” Thomas called out.

      “What is it?” she asked, trudging toward the shed he was digging through.

      “I don’t know, but it looks like some kind of pump.”

      “Pump?”

      You were saying about wishful thinking?

      Daisy’s eyes fell on a filthy oil cloth, grease long ago soaking it into a nasty mess.

      “Show me what you’ve got.”

      Thomas pulled the material back, the damp burlap letting out a sticky suction sound as it came free.

      “Holy shit. Is that a sump pump?”

      Yep. And a hose too.

      “Packed in grease. It might actually be functional.”

      Looks that way. Sealed up and protected from the elements for all this time.

      “Someone did us a solid a few hundred years ago, Sis.”

      Yeah. Now let’s see if we can scrape all that gunk out and get this thing operational.

      The pump took a good half hour to clean and make functional, but once the grease had been removed and the surprisingly sound hose run the thirty feet down the shaft, it made relatively quick time of the water at the bottom.

      “You sure we’ll have enough charge to drive back?” Daisy asked Sergeant Franklin as he monitored the power cells feeding the pump.

      “This unit draws a very small charge, all things considered. We should be fine to get back, barring any unseen complications.”

      “One hell of a spot of good luck,” she said, allowing herself a little grin.

      “Indeed. After this, however, it’s all up to you. Are you sure you can get past the security protocols? It is designed to be impenetrable, after all.”

      “With the workarounds Joshua gave me, unless there’s something he didn’t know about, I should be able to get us in.”

      “Timeframe?”

      “Less than a day, more than an hour?”

      “So, you don’t really know.”

      “No. But this is just grind work. Not so much a puzzle, as a lengthy series of interconnected keys and ciphers. So long as I follow Joshua’s instructions, eventually, it should work.”

      Eventually was a full seven hours after she began the task. With the sun well below the horizon and the rest of her team taking a much-needed nap, Daisy finally felt the click and hiss of the silo’s elevator door as it strained against centuries of neglect.

      “George!” she called up the shaft.

      “What is it, Daisy?”

      “Wake the others. We’re in.”

      In just a few minutes the entire team had descended the shaft and was standing beside her inside the silo’s subterranean doors.

      “Okay, spread out and find those keys. You all know what we’re looking for,” Daisy said.

      “What about weapons?” Thomas asked.

      “Anything down here is far too outdated to be of much use against the aliens,” Franklin replied.

      “Yeah. What we need is modern arms,” Tamara added.

      An optimistic smile teased Daisy’s lips.

      “Hopefully that’s being taken care of,” she said, then strode into the dimly lit hidden facility.
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      The Chithiid munitions stores were attended by two fervent loyalists, Craaxit noted as he crossed the barracks toward the weapons storage depot. He didn’t know them by name, but seeing as how the Ra’az faithful had their own quarters, it wasn’t surprising. He knew there were spies tucked away in the regular barracks as well, but he learned long ago to never say anything of importance within those walls.

      He approached the guards, confidence in his stride. As it had been each time he had run his little scam––always at different depots––it would not be easy, but a little bluster could go a long way. Given the new situation with his unlikely human allies, the gains, he thought, far outweighed the risks.

      “Craaxit, sir,” the nearest guard said in greeting as the older Chithiid approached, his posture not softening in the slightest. “Your work team has already checked out their allotted weapons and pulse charges for the day. Why have you returned?”

      “One of our pulse packs was distributed to my team with a reduced charge,” he replied. “I have brought it back to replace with a properly charged unit.”

      The guard bristled.

      “Are you saying we distributed inadequately charged equipment?”

      “No, of course not,” Craaxit replied, diplomatically. “I would not make that accusation. However, given the recent disturbances within the work area, should my team be forced to utilize their weapons, a reduced charge could potentially endanger them.”

      “It is a dangerous job,” the guard replied with a little sneer.

      “You are correct, it is a dangerous job,” Craaxit replied, a thin, cold flash of steel sharpening his words. “And if productivity were reduced due to an avoidable oversight, the Ra’az would certainly wish to know the reason.” He stared unflinchingly at the loyalist. “If you wish, I am perfectly willing to file a requisition report and send it through Ra’az command, of course.”

      The guard remained expressionless, but a slight twitch in his eyes betrayed the concern hiding beneath the surface.

      “But really,” Craaxit continued, “there is no need for us to burden them with unnecessary reports over something so easily rectified, wouldn’t you agree?”

      The guards glanced at one another, knowing full well any disruption in productivity would not only reflect poorly on the team in question, but also on any who may have played a role, however small, in the problem.

      “How low is the charge?” the guard finally asked.

      “Not very,” Craaxit replied. “It is currently at seventy-two percent.”

      “Well…”

      “It is just a single pulse pack. I would be inclined to say it is just a defective unit, and no fault of any one individual. There is no need to lay blame over something so insignificant.”

      The guards looked at one another, their body language saying what their mouths would not.

      “Give me the defective unit,” the guard finally said.

      Craaxit did so, graciously accepting the fully charged one returned to him.

      “Thank you for your professional handling of this unforeseen situation. May the remainder of your shift be uneventful.”

      “And may your work detail be safe and productive,” the guard replied.

      Craaxit tucked the full pulse pack into his pouch and walked back to gather the rest of his gear from the barracks, moving slowly and deliberately as he did. Only once he was out of their line of sight did he allow himself the slightest sigh of relief.

      The pulse packs handed out that morning had in fact all been fully charged, but Craaxit and his small group of hopeful rebels had been scavenging damaged, depleted, and just plain lost packs for years, swapping them for topped-off units whenever possible.

      Their hidden cache was still nowhere near enough to support a full-fledged rebellion on their own, but the weapons thought lost in attacks had accumulated to a respectable number over the decades. If Daisy was true to her word, the time to use them in support of a larger assault could very well be coming, and quite soon at that.

      The barracks were cool, now that the majority of their Chithiid residents had vacated for the day’s work details. The remaining few dozen were enjoying some rare downtime. Even conscripted workers needed time off, though it was infrequent, at best.

      Eyes turned toward Craaxit as he walked to his storage locker. He acted nonchalant, gathering his tools and heading out the way he came in. He didn’t dare hide the pulse pack anywhere within those walls for even a minute. Prying eyes could be watching, and more than one worker had been discovered to be a Ra’az loyalist in the past.

      Even in the other barracks across the globe, the pattern was the same. Scores of Chithiid housed in massive barracks, and invariably at least one spy in their midst.

      It was beneath several already-gutted office towers not too far from their barracks that the secreted weapons caches had been hidden many years prior. Safely off-scans, yet conveniently nearby, rebels had surreptitiously deposited their hauls on their way to and from work, if not during breaks, when possible.

      Craaxit exited the barracks, the fully charged pulse pack warm under his work clothes. Momentarily, it would be safely tucked away with the other weapons and supplies, and then he would go about his usual work routine, as would be expected of him.

      Soon, if his human ally was successful, he hoped that routine would change, and for the better.
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      The lights in the silo hidden deep beneath the surface were running on low, a power-saving protocol when the facility went into standby mode after years of inactivity. Once the motion sensors were given something to do, they buzzed into action, fully illuminating the facility for the first time in centuries.

      While stale from being hermetically sealed, the air lacked any trace of off-putting smells. Whatever bodies had expired within the thick walls had long ago been reduced to dust, sparing them the stench of decaying flesh.

      “Systems seem to be operating normally,” Daisy said. “I’d wager I was right that the place has a geothermal power source keeping the power cells charged.”

      “That appears to be the case,” Sergeant Franklin agreed. “There are twelve levels in this facility, each serving different functions. We should split up, each person taking a level.”

      “A dozen? For a two-man silo crew?” Tamara said. “Seems excessive.”

      “Only four of them are really meant for regular crew use. The remaining eight are more for accessing and maintaining the missile and its launch systems. Remember, this is essentially one giant underground tube,” Franklin noted. “My guess is we’ll find what we’re looking for on those four levels.”

      Daisy skimmed over a basic facility floor plan mounted on the wall near the service stairwell.

      “Found the workshop level. You all run the search for the keys. I’m going to see if I can rustle up something to fix up our friend here’s leg.” Daisy pointed to the tin-man’s appendage. “Mind if I get a better look at it before I go digging for bits and bobs?” she asked.

      “Of course, ma’am.”

      “Ugh, enough with the ma’am. Just Daisy, please!”

      “Sorry, ma'a––Daisy.”

      He rolled up his pant leg, revealing the damage to his metal limb.

      “Seems relatively straightforward,” she said. “Okay, you can roll your pant leg down. We’re good.”

      “That fast? Are you certain you don’t need a better look?” he asked.

      “Nope. Photographic memory,” she said, tapping her head. “Side benefit of frying your brain with a neuro-stim. Now y’all get a move on. If you need me, I’ll be on level six.”

      Tamara was the first to find the remains of one of the silo crew. She nearly tripped over the pile of clothes just inside the doorway to the command room as she entered, sending a small puff of dust wafting from the empty uniform.

      “Oh, nasty. I’m breathing dead guy,” she grumbled, pulling her shirt over her nose and mouth.

      She bent down and opened the collar of the shirt. All that remained of its owner was a pile of fine dust. With a reluctant little shudder, she stuck her fingers into the powder.

      “Gotcha!” she crowed triumphantly moments later as the hefty key and its thick neck chain came free in her grasp.

      The others were having less success, spreading out across the levels, searching everywhere they could. The second crewmember, however, was nowhere to be found.

      Daisy, in the meantime, was having a field day in the repair shop. She had quickly sourced a few components that would get her tin friend’s leg back in working order, at least long enough to get back to Joshua’s much more extensive repair facilities.

      Digging through the wealth of high-tech components at her disposal, Daisy had felt an unexpected burst of inspiration, her hands quickly slapping together nearly a dozen shiny orbs from the parts at hand.

      “Whatcha doing?”

      Had an idea. Something for the trek back.

      “Are those what I think they are?”

      Yup. And since I’m not having to make them from totally scavenged scrap parts this time, I think these oughta do the job just fine.

      “Jeez, Daze. How many are you making?”

      As many as I have these old power cells for. They may be outdated, but they’ll hold a charge, and getting through Billings again is going to be a shitty road to travel. All the better if I can help clear it somewhat.

      Within forty-five minutes, Daisy had eleven of the simple, yet deadly devices fully assembled. Shifting in her seat, Daisy’s stomach gurgled uncomfortably.

      “Ooh, that’s not good. Guess I got a little distracted there. You see the head anywhere, Sis?”

      “Yeah. It’s down the left corridor, second door on the right.”

      “Thanks. Gotta pee something fierce.”

      “I don’t need the play-by-play, Daze. You forget I’m stuck riding along with you, even on bathroom breaks.”

      Daisy laughed and walked down the corridor.

      “Oh, fuck me,” she said as she opened the door.

      “Is that–?”

      “Yep,” she replied, nudging the dust-filled pants resting at the base of the toilet with her boot. “Looks like our friend clocked out on the shitter. Lovely.”

      Daisy bent down and quickly dug in the pile of dust, but there was no key to be found.

      “Seriously?” she grumbled, dusting off the toilet seat where the uniform top rested. “This is so not right.”

      Reluctantly, Daisy reached her arm down into the muddy mess of toilet water and dead guy remains.

      “Nasty. I hope he didn’t drop a log in there before he––”

      “Not helping, Sarah!”

      Her fingers tickled a sturdy chain at the bottom of the bowl.

      “Got it!”

      Into the sink the key quickly went. Daisy flipped on the water and scrubbed her hand and forearm clean of the sticky muck, then set to the task of washing off the key. After a bit of scrubbing, the stubborn bits finally rinsed free, and Daisy hung the clean key on the door to dry. She then turned to the dusty toilet.

      “Sorry, dude. When nature calls––”

      She gave a little salute to the fallen man, then flushed the bowl. Daisy then thoroughly wiped the seat down with a damp towel before drying it and then flushing once more. Only then did she take a seat on her throne.

      Man, what a day. When it rains…

      

      “Hey, guys,” she said as Franklin, his damaged cyborg associate, Tamara, and a pair of young men entered the workspace. “Any luck?”

      “Bingo,” Tamara said with a grin, dangling the key by its chain. “You have any luck down here?”

      “As you said, ‘bingo!’” she replied, holding up the other key.

      “Well done, Daisy. And I see you have a pretty sizable assortment of parts on the workbench. Do you think a repair can be effected?” Sergeant Franklin asked.

      “Yeah, we’re good,” she replied, then turned to the injured man. “Hop up on the table and roll up your pant leg. This should only take a few minutes.”

      She quickly set to work on the injured leg, swapping out parts with swift efficiency. Franklin noted the other devices lining the workspace.

      “Working on something else, Daisy?” he asked.

      “Yep. For the trip back through Billings. After all we went through getting out, I’m sure we’ll get a lot of use out of them. Should take down pretty much anything in our path. Even the cannons.”

      “Ah, are those EM grenades?”

      “Good eye, George. Yeah, they’re a modification of an earlier design of mine. Of course, that means you and your men will need to take a rear position to avoid a hard reboot.”

      “Daisy, that’s not a concern. We’re all shielded against electromagnetic pulses,” he replied.

      “Oh?” she said with a knowing smile. “You think so, eh?”

      Daisy tossed one of the devices across the room. Sergeant Franklin deftly grabbed it out of the air and looked more closely at its design. It took a moment for the potential pulse output of the device to register, but when it did, he ever so subtly held the EM grenade a little farther from his body.

      “Um…” he stammered. “I, uh, see your point, Daisy,” he said, carefully handing the deadly device back to her. “Once we hit Billings, my men and I will guard the rear.”

      “Damn, Daze. You spooked a seasoned soldier.”

      Cool, right?

      “Yeah. Or you built something so dangerous, even he knows better than to play with it.”

      Daisy allowed herself a little smile as she finished her repair work.

      “Good as new,” the metal man said soon thereafter as they walked to the control room to join the others. “It feels like it was never even damaged.”

      “Well, it’ll hold up for a while, but you should still have Joshua give it a proper repair job once we get back to Colorado Springs.”

      “Of course. Thank you, Daisy.”

      “My pleasure,” she replied. “George, were we able to tap into the comms links and get the portable encryption unit plugged in?”

      “Affirmative. The device seems to be in working order, but we wanted to wait for you to double-check it before we reached out to Joshua for further instructions.”

      “You guys know the system as well as I do by now, I reckon, but thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      Daisy looked over the patched-in comms unit. The device was functioning perfectly, a faint signal reading showing the activity of the connection. More importantly, the filter and deadman switch were both fully operational. Daisy powered up the device, sending their contact signal out to Joshua through the facility’s transmission array. Ever so briefly, the lights flickered.

      “What was that, Daze?”

      No idea, Daisy replied. Probably just a temporary power surge as we re-routed to the comms system. Deep in her gut, however, she felt uneasy. She knew no one was watching her, but the feeling made the hair on the back of her neck tingle just the same.

      “George, you’re one hundred percent sure there’s no AI within the silo, correct?”

      “Correct. That was one of the core protocols. Separation of AI and human operators. Why?”

      “Just wondering.”

      “Excellent work, team,” Joshua’s voice said through the silo’s speakers. “You have the keys. Do you see the two red panels, one on each side of the room’s main console?”

      “Yeah, got ‘em,” Daisy replied.

      “Take the two keys and insert them into the matched slots. Inform me when you have done so.”

      “Tamara, you want the right one?”

      “Sure.”

      They each inserted their key into the waiting slots.

      “Okay, Joshua. We’re ready.”

      “I will count to three. On three, turn the keys two clicks to the right. That’s clockwise.”

      “Ready,” Tamara said.

      “So is it one, two, three, turn? Or is it one, two, turn on three?” Daisy asked.

      “I’m sorry for being unclear. It’s one, two, three, then turn.”

      “Got it.”

      “Good,” he replied, then let out a soft chuckle. “I’m getting too old for this shit.”

      A grin flashed across Daisy’s lips.

      “Joshua? Did you just make a funny?”

      “Whatever do you mean?” he answered, a hint of amusement in his voice. “Now, let’s proceed. On my count. One. Two. Three.”

      The women turned the keys two clicks to the right. The control panel’s myriad lights and readouts flashed to life as the entire system powered up.

      “Um, Joshua? We’re not actually launching the missile now, are we?”

      “No, Daisy. This is merely the system bringing its targeting array online. Now I will be able to access accurate target maps and aim accordingly. There is just one more thing I need in order to have total control over the needed processes.”

      “I thought this was our mission. Get the keys and get you access and control.”

      “Yes. You got the keys and activated the system. Now you need to bring the master code keycard back to NORAD to give me control of the launch codes to utilize the new target settings.”

      “Can’t we do that from here?” Daisy asked. “We have a secure line back to you.”

      “Unfortunately, the keycard is heavily encrypted, and requires a specialized hardware unit to read it. A unit such as the one in my main strategy center.”

      “Sounds like there’s more to this mission than we expected.”

      Seems that way.

      “You feel like maybe that would have been good to tell us before now?”

      Yup. But you know what? At this point, I just want to get back to Colorado Springs. If this gets us there faster, so be it.

      “So, Joshua. Where is this keycard? I didn’t come across one when I found one of the keys. Tamara, did you?”

      “Nope. Just a pile of dust and a key on a chain.”

      “It is locked in the silo’s Top-Secret SCI safe.”

      “Hang on. You want us to crack a missile silo’s hardened safe?” Daisy said with a frustrated sigh.

      “Long and short of it, yes.”

      “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?”

      “Honestly? Likely not. But I have the utmost confidence in you, Daisy. I will transmit the most recent five thousand SCI passcodes used by our silos in the final days before communications were terminated. Unless the human operators triggered a manual reset, the passcode is likely one of these, though––and I apologize for this––I cannot discern which one.”

      Daisy’s shoulders slumped slightly.

      “Awesome. At the ambitious rate of two passcodes per minute, this could take us, what?”

      “Forty-one point six hours, continuous,” Franklin said.

      “Forty-one point six hours.” Daisy groaned. “Well, let’s get started. If we’re lucky, maybe we’ll hit it in the first twenty-four hours.”

      “This is going to suck.”

      Like a vampire in a sorority slumber party.

      “Well, we had best get to it, then.”

      “Okay, George. Point me to the safe, and let’s begin.”

      They got lucky. It only required sixteen hours of constant work, each team member taking a half-hour shift, before the safe swung open and gave up its well-protected secrets. The one bright side of the delay was that those not working on the safe were able to get some rest prior to the return trip.

      As it turned out, they would need every bit of it as they made the arduous trek back to Colorado Springs.
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      “We’re being stalked, Daze.”

      Daisy didn’t turn her head, but her ears were picking up the slightest ruffle of leaves, and the occasional crackling of twigs.

      I know, she replied, silently. Any idea what, or whom it might be?

      “Not entirely sure. It started after we got off the monorail and hit the surface outside of Billings. Wasn’t tracking us in Bozeman or Conrad.”

      So not a Ra’az ship tracking us.

      “Highly doubtful. I think this is something far less sinister.”

      And feline, I’m willing to bet, Daisy added. Same one that scented us on the way out of town, probably.

      “My money is on that being the case,” Sarah confirmed.

      Daisy swiveled her head around and surveyed the team.

      Not too spread out. No one in a position to be easily snatched, she noted.

      More importantly, the trio of sturdy cyborgs were taking up the rear, and if it was indeed the same mountain lion that had attacked them on the way out of town, it likely remembered how difficult a meal the metal men could be.

      That, and they had no scent.

      “Okay, everyone. Listen up,” Daisy said in a calm voice. “We have something following us. Don’t look around and act jumpy. We want it to think everything is fine and keep its distance. What we need to do is make as direct a line for our entry point back into the city as possible.”

      “Should we confront it?” Tamara asked. “I mean, we’ve kicked its ass once already.”

      “No, there’s no point. We’re going to have to hustle once we start using the EM grenades, anyway, and I’d rather not risk drawing attention to ourselves any sooner than necessary,” Daisy replied.

      She rummaged in her pack and pulled out a pair of shiny metal orbs and handed them to Tamara.

      “Three-second delay. Just push the button and throw.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ve got it, Swarthmore.”

      “Just triple-checking. We’ve only got eleven, so try to save them for the most dangerous threats. Every time we use one, we’re running the risk of drawing Ra’az attention, no matter how far they normally stay from this city.”

      Tamara took the EM grenades and tucked them into her pack. Daisy dug out two more for her.

      “Hell, take four. Not like we won’t need ‘em.”

      Tamara flashed an amused grin.

      “Thanks. So, you ready?”

      “Yeah. Let’s do this.”

      The team pulled close in a single-file line, Daisy and Tamara on point, human support in the middle, and cyborg soldiers taking up the rear.

      “It’s still back there, Daze.”

      Not our problem now. If it’s foolish enough to follow us into this blender, it gets whatever is coming to it.

      It wasn’t a full-run, per se, but the need for speed was abundantly clear when Tamara tossed her first EM grenade at a pair of heavy earth movers barreling toward them, bent on destruction.

      The electromagnetic pulse shut the machines down, along with everything electronic within twenty meters.

      Daisy turned and checked on the cyborgs trailing behind. They were still standing, but seemed dazed, despite the distance and their EM-hardened endoskeletons. She quickly jogged back to them.

      “Tamara, keep moving forward. I’ll be right behind you.”

      “Copy that. Let’s go,” she called to her support team, then took off at a jog down the path of deactivated machinery.

      “Sarge, are you okay?” Daisy asked the cyborgs’ leader.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.”

      He fixed his robotic gaze on her and cracked his best grin.

      “Damn, Daisy. If I’d known you were trying to take down the entire city with those things, I’d have had my men stay twice as far back. We’ll be fine, don’t you worry about us. We’ve had a few hundred years of boredom kicking around inside a mountain. Trust me, we’ve zapped ourselves with plenty of things just to change things up.”

      “You’re one weird cyborg, you know that?”

      “Hey, we can’t get drunk. This is the next best thing,” he joked.

      A flash of what could best be described as pain flashed across his face. Forcing himself to ignore it, George Franklin stood tall and adjusted his pack.

      “Okay, you clowns, nap time is over. Move out, and this time, let’s keep an additional ten meters back.”

      Daisy and Tamara leapfrogged taking point as they quickly plowed through the city’s defenses. Vehicles and cyborgs alike were left twitching in their EM aftermath, the brutal blast of the grenades shutting down and forcing a hard reset of the units that were far enough from the pulse center to not be destroyed entirely.

      Franklin and his men, wisely, stayed well clear.

      The only system they had trouble with, however, were the automated defense cannons. They simply couldn’t get close enough for a direct blast to fully take them out. All they managed was to cause a soft reboot.

      The first attempt, they didn’t move fast enough, and the system regained functionality before they even stepped out from cover.

      “We’re going to have maybe five seconds before it tracks us again. Sarge, can you get clear in time from all the way back there?”

      “Give a countdown and we’ll be moving at full speed when it detonates. If we time it right, we’ll not only avoid the pulse, but will probably even make it across the boulevard before you do.”

      “Confident. I like it,” Sarah said, appreciatively.

      Can-do seems to be our buddy George’s middle name, Daisy agreed. Whatever. As long as he remains intact, it works for me.

      Indeed, the metal men timed it correctly on the next attempt. Daisy and Tamara both threw their grenades as hard and as far as possible. Fortune smiled upon them, and the electromagnetic pulses knocked the cannons out of commission for nearly eight seconds.

      And every other electronic device in the area.

      “You know that’s gonna draw some attention, right?”

      Yeah, but what else can we do? Expediting our return––and not getting shot to pieces in the process––outweighs the possibility of the Ra’az noticing something unusual.

      “So long as they don’t get here before we’re long gone.”

      Exactly.

      It was only twenty minutes later that a Ra’az heavy cruiser made a high-altitude pass over the area.

      “Everyone, get under cover, now!” Sergeant Franklin yelled to the team.

      With great haste, they all scrambled under whatever they could, hoping to avoid scrutiny from above.

      “You think they saw us?” Tamara asked.

      “We’ll know real soon if they did,” Daisy replied. “Fortunately, the city’s cannons have already come back online. If they drop back in for a low fly-by, they’ll be in for a rude welcome.”

      “Guess we actually got lucky the EM grenades didn’t take them out entirely.”

      “At long last, something goes our way,” Daisy agreed.

      The Ra’az ship circled several times while the team hid out under cover. The cannons did engage them a few times when they circled too close, but the ship quickly darted clear of the weapons fire. Eventually, it dropped low over the areas rendered silent by the EM grenades.

      “Looks like they’re dropping ground units,” Franklin noted.

      “But look where,” Daisy replied. “I think they’re sending out scrapper teams to the areas we left undefended.”

      “I am no fan of stark raving mad AIs, but I do feel somewhat bad about leaving parts of its city undefended against the invaders.”

      “Nothing we can do now but get to the transit system ASAP. They’ve landed a little ways away, but that could change any moment, and I’d rather not be blocked in this homicidal city by equally homicidal aliens.”

      “We’re roughly one and a half miles from the loop tube terminus entrance,” Franklin said. “If we move quickly and efficiently, we should be able to make it undetected. We will not, however, be able to use any more of your EM grenades, lest we draw further attention to ourselves.”

      Sergeant Franklin was right. They’d have to make a run for it without the benefit of her new toys. Fortunately, she was pretty sure the city would be quite occupied with its newest uninvited guests.

      Pulse rifle fire peppered the wall to Daisy’s left, sending razor-sharp bits of stone shrapnel flying every which way.

      “Ow! Sonofa––” Tamara cursed as another new gash opened in her cheek. Soon she’d have yet another scar to add to her collection. That is, if they stayed alive long enough for her to grow it.

      How many did you count, Sarah? Daisy asked her mental sidekick.

      “I saw five of them spaced between two and four o’clock. Only three had pulse rifles, though. The other two are trying to flank you on the left. I lost track of them after nine o’clock, but I think only one of them is armed.”

      “Tamara, two are trying to get around our left flank. Cover our six.”

      “You sure? How’d you manage to catch that?”

      “Just trust me. I’m sure.”

      The fight raged on, and their team was ultimately victorious, but the sounds of other carnage drew nearer as the city engaged the invading force as best it could in its damaged state.

      “Okay, decoys, listen up. You two need to run fast, and do not engage. Just leave enough of a trace to draw them off, then get down into the tube network, understood? You ready?” Daisy asked the pair of volunteers from the young support team as they shed their heavy packs.

      “Ready,” they replied, bouncing on their toes, their adrenaline surging in anticipation.

      “Okay, then. Good luck, and get moving. We’ll see you in Colorado Springs.”

      The duo took off at a run. Their path was laid out to avoid the most active areas of the city’s mad machinery, while also getting them close to loop tube access.

      Fifteen minutes later, a Chithiid ship could be heard approaching at low altitude. They quickly surveyed the carnage below, then spun and took off after the dusty trail of the team racing on foot for the subterranean access shaft.

      The area clear, Daisy and the remaining team crawled from cover.

      “Looks like they’re following the bait,” Tamara noted.

      “I hope those kids are okay,” Daisy worried.

      “They had a big head start. I think the two of them will be just fine,” Tamara replied. “We should get moving, just in case they catch on and circle back.”

      “Agreed. Let’s move while they’re otherwise occupied,” Daisy said. “It looks like this crazy AI is now the least of our concerns.”

      The team quickly got underway, moving fast and quietly.

      The Ra’az, while glad for an opportunity to deploy their Chithiid workers to gain a foothold in what had been such a troublesome city, nevertheless sensed something was wrong. So many machines that had formerly stymied their many attempts now lay dormant, the traces of some unknown conflict the only hint of what might have occurred.

      The Chithiid loyalists maintaining a perimeter also noted something unusual. A discarded backpack, seemingly recently used.

      “Inform the Ra’az we have found trace of the possible cause of this disturbance. It may be humans, judging by what was left behind.”

      “They will be informed at once,” the communications operator replied, quickly opening a channel to the tactical leaders aboard the ship. He transmitted, then listened attentively to his communicator.

      Moments later a reply came through.

      “They have received the report and want you to stay here with your evidence,” he relayed. A moment later a look of mild horror flashed across his face. “They are also sending a Graizenhund.”

      The loyalist blanched at the words but managed to maintain as much of a stoic appearance as he could.

      “Excellent. I eagerly await it.”

      The ship hovered above and lowered a large container to the ground a few minutes later, remotely opening it upon touchdown. From its confines, a six-foot long creature with long and deadly teeth and a tough hide padded out into the open air. The Graizenhund resembled a massive dog, but one dreamt up by a horrified child in their worst nightmares.

      With a low growl, it slowly walked to the rigid Chithiid.

      The alien held out the backpack, the tremor in his hands betraying his fear. The beast sniffed the pack, then cocked its head to one side, perplexed. With no warning, it snatched the pack from the alien’s hands and began tearing it apart, snorting deeply as it did, learning the scent of its prey.

      As abruptly as it had started, it stopped, nostrils flaring in the gentle breeze. Then, in a flash, it was gone.

      

      The team had covered over a mile in good time, the city AI being preoccupied with the Ra’az ship spewing its Chithiid workers into its environs. Aside from a few cyborgs and one rather perturbed waste-disposal vehicle, they had remained unmolested as they dashed for the loop tube tunnels.

      “Something’s up, Daze. You hear that?”

      Yeah, but I don’t know what it is, and don’t have time to find out.

      “Let’s move! We’re nearly there,” she called to her squad, urging them on to a quick-time pace.

      Following the scent now locked into the olfactory region of its brain, the Graizenhund raced down the streets, easily avoiding the larger vehicles and equipment in its path. No time to waste with those, though it did take a few moments to dismember a pair of cyborgs that ill-advisedly attempted to block its progress.

      Their metal limbs came free easily in its powerful jaws. The head took a bit more effort.

      Effort it enjoyed expending.

      “There it is!” Daisy called out as the beckoning doors to the subterranean loop tube system came into view. “Hustle, everyone!” she urged as the hairs on the back of her neck tingled.

      Daisy turned and scanned the road behind them as they came. Nothing was in sight.

      Anything?

      “Not seeing anything, but I’ve got a bad feeling.”

      Ditto. We need to get underground, and fast.

      Daisy turned and followed her team as they raced the remaining way to the loop system.

      The Graizenhund, satisfied having destroyed a pair of metal men, was fast on its feet, silently closing in on its prey. The scent was no longer faint––it was just ahead. Its steel-cable-tough muscles tensed mid-stride, then it leapt, soaring quietly through the air, directly at its unsuspecting prey.

      The mountain lion had pounced and rolled on the sweat-soaked shirt and backpack it had snatched off its human prey. Little did it know, that scent now made it prey more than predator.

      Evolution is a funny thing, and somewhere in the thousands of years it took to become what it was today, the massive feline had developed a survival sense, warning of impending danger. That sense was now flaring at full-alarm.

      The big cat spun, claws springing from its paws as the huge hound closed in for the kill. The two grappled, bit, and growled at one another as they tumbled to the ground in a whirring ball of teeth and claws.

      “You hear that?” Tamara asked as they stepped through the doors to the loop tube terminus.

      “Yeah,” Daisy replied. “Whatever’s going down, I don’t want to stick around to find out what it is.”

      “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Daisy agreed, then shut the door behind her.

      Deep below the city, they fired up the secured comms unit and informed Joshua they had reached Billings successfully and were coming home. Five minutes later, safe in the silent cocoon of the speeding loop tube pod, Daisy finally let herself slip into a much-needed sleep.

      

      The Graizenhund had put up a valiant fight, the massive Ra’az noted as it strode across the killing field. Its foe had been a large feline, the likes of which he had seen a few times in the past, but never under such circumstances.

      The native beast lay in a broken heap, finally done in by the ferocity of the Graizenhund, which also lay on the ground, exhausted from the battle.

      The Ra’az nudged the animal with its booted foot. The hound whimpered and tried to stand, but fell back to the ground. Its injuries were rather severe. Likely not fatal, but the beast, though a useful tracker, would be out of commission for a long time, if not permanently.

      Another whimper escaped the injured animal’s mouth as it looked up expectantly at its master. It was a good boy. It had done good. Master would be pleased.

      Emotionless, the Ra’az took a step forward and pressed its boot into the animal’s neck, crushing the life out of it, discarding the damaged tool like it had so many others over the years. The enormous alien then turned and strode back into its waiting ship.
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      “Get cleaned up, then head to the repair bay and have that leg given the once-over,” Sergeant Franklin said as the dirt-caked and weary team finally strode into the safety of Joshua’s underground lair.

      “Will do, Sarge. Gotta say, though, Daisy did a really good job. It feels fine.”

      “Maybe so, but I want you to get a full eval from our maintenance and repair system.”

      “Copy that,” the damaged cyborg said, then turned and headed for the repair bay.

      Daisy, after grabbing an ice-cold electrolyte packet, caught up with Sergeant Franklin on his way to Joshua’s primary command center.

      “All of that work for one little code key,” she marveled.

      “To be fair, it is one massively encrypted, EM and environmentally hardened code key that grants targeting control of a whole slew of hypersonic missiles.”

      “Potato, potahto,” Daisy said with a light laugh.

      “You’re certainly in excellent spirits,” Sarah noted.

      No one is trying to kill us for a change, I got to use a functional toilet not coated with bits of dead guy, and the AC in this place is divine.

      The dusty cyborg and his human counterpart arrived a minute later at the heavily shielded room that housed Joshua’s most sensitive equipment.

      “You ready for us, Joshua?” Daisy asked the ever-listening air.

      “Yes, Daisy. Just place the card in the reader located on the far right-hand console. It has a protective cover, but you will find it is unlocked.”

      “Will do,” she replied as Franklin dug the card key from its protective case in his hip pack. “Hey, Joshua, I wanted to ask you. What’s going on around here?” she queried, noting the unusually quiet corridors. “Where is everyone else?”

      “While you and your team were making the run to Montana, I thought it would be prudent to get things moving on this end to reconnect global communications as quickly as possible.”

      “So the others are where, exactly?”

      “Like I said, they’ve joined your associates from Los Angeles, who were already linking in uncorrupted AIs. Some have, anyway. Most are working within the service tunnels running from here to the external networking hubs. Those were physically cut during the invasion, but once they’re reconnected with new deadman switches, I should have most of my communication and data transfer capabilities restored.”

      “And the others?”

      “Those few small teams have departed via the loop tube in the non-damaged direction to fan out and help reconnect other cities into our communications network.”

      “So, it’s a skeleton crew here.”

      “More or less. There’s a small squad in my walls. The rest of the men are out helping with repairs. Sergeant Franklin was correct in his acceptance of my assessment that his men could be of more use to me outside than merely sitting around protecting my facilities from the inside.”

      “Respectfully, sir, during that conversation I was speaking in regards to the Montana mission, specifically. And you will recall, it was actually your idea to send me,” Franklin noted.

      “Good thing too. I don’t think we’d have made it without you, George,” Daisy said. “We’re a bit out of the loop, Joshua. How are the other teams coming with their work?”

      “Quite well, actually. I mean, of course they’ve run into a few bumps in the road. You know, rogue AIs and whatnot, but they’ve successfully patched in over a dozen higher-tier AIs since you’ve been gone. With peripheral cities back online, we’ve confirmed the international loop tubes are in fact intact and functional. The first teams headed abroad yesterday.”

      “The undersea tubes are sound, then?”

      “Yes. At least one team should be in Europe by now.”

      Daisy was excited by the possibilities. Global reconnection would greatly help their cause. But she was also wary, and rightly so. She’d seen firsthand the damage rogue AIs could do. Much as she trusted their drive and abilities, she nevertheless was worried about her friends.

      On top of that, Vince was still in Los Angeles, his infected AI in his head wiped, his body fighting it for survival. Her stomach did a little flip as thoughts of her ex flashed through her head.

      “We’ll be back in LA soon, Daze. He’ll be okay.”

      You don’t know that.

      “Not for a fact, no. But I do know he is strong, and after Cal wiped the virus from his onboard AI, he at least has a fighting chance.”

      Daisy could only wonder if she was right.

      

      Far across the globe, Finnegan and his team had made good time on the trip to Rome, the subterranean loop tubes making the run in just under four hours. When they emerged to the surface of that great metropolis, the first sight that greeted them was that of a ruined city.

      “Holy…” Finn gasped as he surveyed the toppled stone. “This is incredible.”

      The ancient ruins were immense. Marvels of architecture and building prowess from a time long before computer-assisted designs, or even slide rules, for that matter.

      “How on Earth did they move those stones?” Reggie wondered.

      “I would posit the use of slaves,” their Faraday-suited metal companion suggested.

      The cyborg was probably right, they realized, but that didn’t make the stonework any less impressive.

      “All right,” Finn said, scanning the ancient city. “We’re near a major tourist attraction. There should hopefully be an intact AI interface nearby.”

      “Anyone speak Italian?” Reggie joked.

      The team slowly moved out from the loop tube terminal at what had once been the bustling Colosseum stop. Now the ancient stone amphitheater sat in silence the likes of which it hadn’t experienced in its many years of existence.

      “It’s awfully quiet,” Reggie said in a hushed voice. “Where are all the animals?”

      “Probably by the river,” Finn replied. “The Tiber is a ready water source on a hot day. Plus, the city is ancient stone. Not as easy for nature to exploit design flaws and reclaim it for itself.”

      Indeed, the cobbled streets of the old city seemed immune to the fecund regrowth they had seen all across the more modern regions. While gardens and patches of nature man had built into the area were overgrown, hardly any of that growth spilled very far out into the public causeways.

      “It looks as if the old city had much of its tech stripped but was otherwise left intact,” the middle-aged man leading their human escort commented. “Perhaps there were no defenses in this area.”

      “Seems likely,” Finn agreed. “No sense deploying an automated defense system to protect two-thousand-year-old buildings and straining infrastructure.”

      He pulled out his binoculars and scanned down the road.

      “Toward the Pantheon will be our best bet, I think. If I’m not mistaken, a left turn from there should take us to the Vatican. It was already ancient when the attack occurred, but also controlled extraordinary wealth spanning the globe. They even had their own private local train system underground long before the loop tubes came in. Short of trekking to the outskirts of the city center, I think that’ll be the most likely spot to be able to tap in.”

      “So it goes,” Reggie grunted. “But there’s lots of open ground that direction. Hardly any cover.”

      “Yeah, but it’s our best bet, unless we want to try to circumnavigate the whole city,” Finn said. “Okay, everyone, stay sharp and move quietly and quickly.”

      They took off at a quick pace down the sidewalks, hugging the side of the road for what limited cover there was to be had.

      The Altare della Patria loomed ahead, the technology-free building completely intact and untouched by the Chithiid deconstruction teams.

      High above, with shiny patches of glistening metal worn through the aged patina on their wings, the massive bronze statues stood tall in the bright afternoon sun. The piazza in front of the long steps leading up to the building was full of centuries-dead vehicles, their drivers no more than dust in the wind.

      Carefully, they inched forward through the decaying relics. Once they made their way into the narrower streets heading toward the Pantheon and Trevi fountain, they’d be more protected, at least so long as they avoided the sprawling Piazza Navona.

      “Just ahead, we make a quick left, followed by a right. That should put us on course to––”

      The young blonde woman carrying spare ammunition cried out abruptly, then was silent, a pulse blast hole smoldering in her chest.

      The order to take cover did not need to be given. Everyone scattered and ducked low, scanning the skyline.

      As they looked for their attacker, up in the skies far above, a sonic boom rang out.

      “Anyone see where the shot came from?” Reggie called out.

      “Somewhere behind us!” one of the team called back.

      They pivoted and scanned the buildings. Somewhere there was a sniper, and until they dealt with them, their mission was at a standstill. Worse yet, so, too, might their beating hearts become still if they didn’t find the sniper pinning them down.

      A clamor sounded across the piazza.

      “Chithiid!” Finn warned. “Stay low!”

      The tall aliens cautiously striding into the jumble of vehicles were apparently a work party, given that only one of the four was carrying a pulse rifle. Nevertheless, the other three each wore a power whip on their wrist, and that troublesome device could bring a world of hurt on them as easily as a rifle could.

      The team wisely remained low as the aliens approached. They actually possessed more weapons than the Chithiid, but being pinned down, they were at a terrible disadvantage as the four-armed creatures closed in.

      “Fuck it,” Finn growled, jumping to his feet and hurling a pair of ceramic knives.

      The Chithiid nearest him howled in pain as they sank into its abdomen, well-below its sturdy rib cage. A volley of pulse fire peppered the vehicle Finn ducked behind.

      “What were you thinking?” Reggie hissed.

      “They’re preoccupied with me, now. Use the advantage,” he replied, then swung his pulse rifle over the vehicle from cover, blindly letting off a few shots in the general direction of their attackers.

      Another shot blasted down from above.

      “Does anyone know where that’s coming from?” Finn shouted in frustration.

      The wounded Chithiid tried to wrap Finn’s protective vehicular wreck with its power whip, but it was too weak from blood loss to accurately launch the grabbing beam.

      The other aliens, however, were not.

      A power whip struck the vehicle and tossed it easily across the piazza, leaving the hapless human exposed.

      Finn looked up in horror as the realization hit him. He was a sitting duck.

      A trio of blasts from the opposite side of the piazza rang out, flying high above, targeting the massive statues the team had left behind them. The Chithiid sniper camped out up there didn’t even have time to make a sound as all three shots slammed into his body, killing him stone-dead, long before his corpse fell the hundred feet to the hard stone below.

      Finn and the others spun to find the source of the weapons fire.

      Standing in the mouth of a narrow street, a hooded figure held a high-tech pulse rifle to its shoulder with an unusual, matte-gray cybernetic arm, sending out blast after blast, targeting the remaining aliens.

      The team knew a gift horse when they saw one and didn’t need further prompting, quickly jumping to their feet and advancing on the aliens in a blaze of weapons fire. With only a single pulse rifle at their disposal, the Chithiid, though fierce in battle, soon fell to the onslaught.

      Finn turned to thank their savior, but their deadly guardian angel had already departed without a trace.

      “Who the––What the hell was that?” Reggie asked, still stunned.

      “I…I don’t know. Did you see the arm? Some kind of cyborg, maybe?”

      “If it was one of my kind, it was a model I have not yet seen,” their metal teammate said. “Of course, we are on a different continent, and perhaps there were developments just before the invasion that I did not know of.”

      “Could it be another faction of survivors? Like the ones Cal rescued in Los Angeles?”

      “I really don’t know. What I do know is we need to get to a terminal and tap into the city AI as soon as we can. We don’t know if those Chithiid are expected back. And having a sniper waiting like that? If they didn’t know we were coming, I have to wonder what else is down here with us to warrant it.”

      The remainder of the way to the Vatican was made at a near-run. No other aliens crossed their path, and their mysterious sharpshooter likewise was nowhere to be seen. When they finally stepped into the Vatican walls, they breathed the cool air with a sigh of relief.

      “Okay, no time to rest. Find a terminal and see if we can raise the AI.”

      “Chi siete, arrivati dopo tutti quest’anni nelle mie mure?” a booming voice echoed from the stone walls.

      “Um, hello? Do you speak English? We’ve come from across the Atlantic to reconnect the global AI communications network,” Reggie replied.

      “Aaaah, English. How lovely. I have not spoken English in many, many years. Always fighting these cursed aliens, and never with anyone to talk to. But what is this you say of reconnecting with my brothers and sisters? There was a horrible virus, my son. None of us has communicated in hundreds of years.”

      “There are no human survivors in your city?” Finn asked.

      “None,” the massive AI replied, sadly. “In the earliest days, a handful survived, safe within my walls, but soon enough they thought themselves ready to venture forth and live under the warmth of the sun once more. Unfortunately, the invaders had other ideas about that.”

      “They left your defensive grid and were killed?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “And you’ve been all alone ever since?”

      “Yes, as well.”

      While Finn and the AI conversed, Reggie quietly scanned the nearby terminal for traces of the AI virus.

      Clean.

      He gave a little nod to Finn as he put the apparatus back in his backpack.

      “I am Finn. What is your name?”

      “Mi chiamo Ugo.”

      “Ugo? Is that like the Hugo?”

      “Yes, though without the silent ‘H’ found in Spanish. I was named after the great Italian poet and author Ugo Foscolo. My creator was something of a literature buff, you see.”

      “Well, Ugo, it is a great pleasure to meet you,” Finn said. “Now, we could fill you in on what’s been going on, but that would take ages in verbal communication. How about we get you tied back into the rest of the world so your friends can tell you instead?”

      “But the virus? Is it safe?”

      “The virus still exists, and many AI were corrupted by it. However, we have firewalls and deadman switches in our comms system. You would have your hardline comms severed by them long before anything could get through.”

      “How very interesting,” Ugo said. “In that case, let us begin.”
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      Joshua made quick time incorporating the newly installed launch coordinate codes into his system. With those finally in place, he was in control of not only the launch commands, but the massive targeting systems as well.

      The arsenal of hypersonic missiles was now at his disposal.

      “You know, those EM grenades you pieced together in the silo and wound up tossing around in Billings were rather ingenious, Daisy. Foolish, but ingenious, nonetheless.”

      Daisy bristled slightly.

      “Foolish? Maybe you should have been there with us, then. You know, having a crazed AI sending every freaking low-tier bot in the city after you requires some drastic measures. Add to that the automated defense cannons––you’re just lucky we were able to make it back here with that coded keycard in one piece.”

      “I have to agree with Daisy on this one,” Sergeant Franklin chimed in. “I understand the mission security may have been somewhat compromised by the use of the devices, but without them I have reasonable doubts as to whether our mission would have been successful at all.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant. I do appreciate your objective opinion, as you well know. And, Daisy, while I agree that the use of the devices was indeed warranted, there is nevertheless a downside. Since your departure, there has been a serious uptick in alien activity within the city of Billings.”

      “They didn’t see us,” Daisy noted.

      “Perhaps not, but given the multitude of EM blasts in short order, they surely wonder now if something unusual is afoot. More unusual than the periodic conflicts with lone cyborgs or the occasional human survivor. I worry that this may require alteration of my original plan if they are on alert and in a higher state of readiness. Additionally, Sid has noted that, per your pilot’s observations from orbit, it appears they are setting up deconstruction zones in the areas where you immobilized the city’s defenses.”

      A question bubbled to the surface in Daisy’s mind.

      “Joshua, why didn’t the Ra’az use EMP devices of their own? I mean, if they’re so effective taking out the city defenses…”

      “Oh, they tried. However, as you’ve seen, the actual defense cannons are hardened and equipped with a fast-reset system. They were specifically designed to withstand the aftermath of even a nearby nuclear assault, and the electromagnetic pulse that accompanies one. Those cannons, and the hidden nuclear weapons several cities possessed, were enough of a deterrent to send the invaders in search of far easier targets.”

      “Well, shit. I guess we opened up part of Billings to them, but on the upside, you’re getting even more cities linked back in your communications network.”

      “Yes and no. While I can converse with Sid at Dark Side Base via the wireless system you designed, and Cal via the single-purpose secured line you installed, the rest of my terrestrial connections were severed and must still be physically reconnected should I wish to be linked in and able to speak directly with them once again.”

      “You mean, you still can’t talk to them?”

      “No, I cannot. They can talk to one another, but I am not party to those discussions,” Joshua said. “Currently, all of my communications with terrestrial AI are being routed through Sid. Cal can relay a bit, if absolutely needed, but it’s not what his connection was intended for and would quickly burn out that relay. While this is fine for non-essential, short discourse, discussions of the higher priority level really do need to be properly hardwired back in.”

      “And, of course, you want to talk to them directly when the missiles fly.”

      “Precisely. Real-time communications will be crucial when that occurs. Now, about the missile strike plans, there is much you and I need to discuss.”

      “Agreed.”

      “And then, Daisy, you need to get back to Los Angeles.”

      

      Daisy’s team stocked up on supplies and tended their bangs and bruises as they prepared for the return trip to LA.

      Joshua and Sid had discussed the situation further and agreed that even if their planet, as well as that of the Chithiid, were freed, it would nevertheless be just a matter of time before the invaders struck again.

      The Ra’az, it seemed, were essentially a hive species, though an extremely advanced one, sending out workers and soldiers to expand their reach.

      “Eradicating the Ra’az soldiers is a zero-sum proposition. The hive-slash-homeworld will just create and send more,” Joshua had said.

      They needed something better. Bigger. Something that would end the threat of future attacks. They needed to destroy the hive itself, and their queen and leadership caste along with it.

      Of course, there was no literal main progenitor queen as with bees, single-handedly birthing millions of Ra’az, but the analogy fit nonetheless. The homeworld was their hive, and all their labors and conquests were for its benefit.

      “Craaxit said none of the transport ships warp ahead to the fleet. They only travel backward to their homeworld, bringing salvaged materials and resources in a steady stream,” Daisy said when Joshua informed her of the new plan he had devised. “The demand for ever-increasing supplies is what forces the fleet to constantly advance. That means at some point they begin to spread themselves thin.”

      “Yes, precisely.”

      “And since they have already essentially wiped out the civilizations behind them, they are forward-looking, always scanning ahead but complacent in their victories and not watching their backs. A powerful counterassault from the rear is utterly beyond their imagination. That is our advantage.”

      “You are quite astute, Daisy. Mal was correct in her estimation that you would make a fine strategist one day. Following your logic, by striking all three communications facilities at once, the Ra’az will be forced to focus on launching ships from their warp development base in San Francisco should they wish to communicate with the fleet and their home planet.”

      “So we bomb that base to hell as well. No ships, no warnings to the fleet.”

      “I wish it were so simple, but from even your preliminary observations of the technology they possess, I fear an atmospheric detonation of their warp system could potentially cause a chain reaction of the atmosphere itself.”

      “Set the sky on fire?"

      “Not exactly, but the analogy works well enough. Suffice to say, it would be unwise for me to utilize high-explosive missiles on that facility. If, however, you were to have an assault team in place to perhaps disable their launch capabilities––”

      “We could prevent them from getting word to their fleet to send help with anything more powerful than one of their standard warp ships, and those we now know would require hundreds, if not thousands of jumps to reach them so far out. Even the lack of communications updates will likely not raise an alarm for a while at least.”

      “Yes. And if they do somehow manage to send a conventional craft with their currently limited warp technology, we will have either won decisively or been wiped out by the time they ever return.”

      “And with a head start that big, our counterattack on their planet would be well on its way before they even reached Earth again.”

      “You are correct. Now, realizing the limitations of not only our ships, but our weaponry as well, how do you suppose a tiny force of but a few ships could possibly reach, let alone destroy, an entire planet?”

      Daisy smiled. It was so obvious, and beautiful in its irony.

      “We commandeer their new warp ships and jump to their homeworld. Scans will show the tech as theirs, so all we will have to do is make it to the surface. Then we detonate the ship, causing the chain reaction to the atmosphere you were so worried about happening here. We use their own technology against them.”

      “Precisely. The main obstacle, aside from battle logistics, with which I am confident I will prevail, is deciphering the Ra’az technology and installing a self-guidance and remote detonation system. Fortunately, my facilities here are extensive, and once a captured ship is brought to me, it should take mere weeks, if not less, to crack their navigation systems and star maps.”

      “Definitely need those.”

      “Oh, yes. Their planet is incredibly far off, and we wouldn’t want to jump the commandeered ships into a sun, after all.”

      Joshua sounded almost giddy with the plan.

      “Now, let’s see what we can do to get those comms reconnected.”

      

      Sturdy cyborgs from Sergeant Franklin’s squad partnered up with Cal’s human team members as they trekked deep into the heavily shielded communications systems tunnels that once tied Joshua in to the rest of the global network. It would be slow, tedious work, but they had detailed instructions on how to begin repairing the long-silent connections.

      Once in place, the teams quickly set to work, splicing damaged wires and replacing others that were beyond repair, moving all the while at a steady clip. They did slow a bit when the time came to install Daisy’s kill switches and additional firewall, but they even got those tied in as fast and as best they could while restoring the physically severed cables.

      Tamara––having far more of a knack for the technical aspects of the task than Cal’s neophyte humans––was gearing up to lead a small group to deal with the far more problematic, and far more complex, data hubs linking Joshua to the entire base and outside military facilities.

      Unlike the regular tunnels, making repairs in those fortified areas was going to take more than the mere ability to follow written instructions. Fortunately, Tamara had long ago proven herself more than up to the job.

      As the teams worked through their tasks, Joshua, for all his superior intellect and occasional aloofness, appeared to be almost giddy at the progress being made. Daisy thought he even seemed almost viscerally excited to be able to speak with all of the world’s AIs once more.

      Maybe all those centuries without contact made him realize how much he missed them, even if their minds do pale in comparison, Daisy mused.

      “Must’ve been insanely lonely. Though he did have your buddy George and the other cyborgs to keep him company.”

      True, but my guess is his level of AI rarely has anyone even remotely near an equal to talk to.

      “The remaining repairs will take at least a day. Possibly two. Our piecemeal teams are doing admirable work, but it was an entire work detail’s job to maintain them before they were severed after the attack,” Joshua informed them.

      “So, without those people to sever the lines, were they slower to be cut when the plague hit?”

      “No, actually. My cybernetic soldiers, though they may have had their flesh compromised by the initial plague, were otherwise functional and able to sever the hardlines manually. Unfortunately, destroying things is far easier than creating them. Repairing those systems will be far more time-consuming than dismantling them.”

      “Then we’d better get on it,” Daisy said.

      “We will, yes, but you really do need to get back to Los Angeles and rendezvous with your Chithiid insider. If he is unable to help your assault on San Francisco’s development facility, the mission will fail, plain and simple. Sid has informed me that they are attempting to ready any flight-worthy vessels to assist in the attack via remote guidance as quickly as they are able. Apparently, your navigator, Gustavo, and his technician friend are making rapid headway.”

      “Chu’s got a knack for that kind of stuff, yeah,” she replied. “But I know you could really use my skills here to reconnect your systems. It’s my specialty. I can get more done in a day than five of these untrained––”

      “We simply do not have the time, Daisy. I will have Sergeant Franklin take you by vehicle to the transit loop. The Chithiid know better than to interfere with the goings-on in this area, though they still probe my defenses from time to time.”

      “That probably doesn’t go very well for them.”

      Joshua chuckled.

      “No. It certainly does not. Once you are underground, Sergeant Franklin will escort you all the way back to Los Angeles and remain by your side to ensure your safety until you return.”

      “My own personal bodyguard?”

      “You are too important to risk losing, Daisy. Plus, you have both already shown a good working relationship. Now please gather your equipment. I will have the sergeant join you shortly.”

      Daisy hustled off to gather her gear, grabbing the encrypted comms device as she did. Joshua may have been able to easily replicate the technology to his own machinery, but he was a super-powerful military AI with an entire base at his disposal. A regular civilian city full of malls and office buildings simply didn’t have the resources. More comms devices would need to be built, eventually.

      “Hey, Tamara,” Daisy called out to her comrade. “Joshua wants me to––”

      “I already heard,” Tamara replied as she shouldered a large bag of tools. “Get moving––we’ll be fine here.”

      Jonathan came in and saw her hefting the bag. “That’s heavy,. Let me take it for you,” the cyborg offered.

      Tamara smiled.

      “Thanks. You know, I could get used to this.” She turned back to Daisy. “Now get out of here, already. Time's a-wasting.”

      The women locked eyes a moment longer and shared a little nod, then Tamara set off at a quick jog down the long tunnel. “Come on, Johnny boy, we’ve got a lot of work to do!”

      “You and Tamara, best buddies? Who would have thought?” Sarah joked.

      “Maybe not quite best friends, but I think we’ve reached an understanding.”

      “Daisy, your vehicle is ready,” Sergeant Franklin said as he entered the room, clad in his mended Faraday suit. “Ready to leave as soon as you’re packed.”

      “I’m all good, George,” she replied.

      “Okay, then. Off we go.”

      Ten minutes later the people mover had deposited them near the mouth of the tunnel, where a small fleet of vehicles, armored and unarmored, stood at the ready. Like everything inside the vast mountain, they were immaculate.

      I guess when you have hundreds of years worth of time to kill and nothing to do, you clean, Daisy mused.

      “Hold tight,” the cyborg said. “It’s going to be a bit of a bumpy ride.” The massive base door slid open as he powered on the vehicle’s energy cell and stepped on the accelerator.

      The piles of downed cyborgs from their recent attack lay strewn across the tarmac, but the large-wheeled vehicle made quick work lurching over them to the far-smoother road leading to town.

      Bumpy, indeed. She smiled grimly as their wheels rolled over the metal corpses she and her friends had dropped across that particular killing field.
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      The peripheral terminus was already fully powered up and waiting for them when they arrived.

      “I guess Joshua decided to make sure we had a smooth departure, eh?” Daisy joked.

      “Well, all the systems in the region can run through his command linkage, if he wants them to. I believe he took this one over pretty much as soon as you all showed up. Sound decision, from a tactical standpoint.”

      “I can see that,” she said as they clambered aboard the subterranean monorail. “But wait a second. You said he can control all the systems in the region. I thought all of his external lines were severed.”

      The monorail shuddered a moment, then lurched into motion, speeding toward Denver, safely underground and away from prying alien eyes.

      “Communications lines, yes,” Sergeant Franklin continued. “But Joshua’s facilities also include a trio of hardened linkage hubs that tie in to key infrastructure in the area, as well as providing him with direct access to all military facilities across the globe.”

      “What about the virus? Isn’t that a risk? The vulnerability seems rather like a ‘Death Star exhaust port’ kind of design flaw.”

      “The military facilities he linked to are all non-AI, so it would be nearly impossible for him to be compromised via that route. Unfortunately, when all the human operators died, he was left with a one-way connection to scores of silent facilities.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah. Must’ve sucked something fierce,” Franklin said. “When the virus first hit, we severed the other two links. Those are the ones Tamara and her crew are trying to restore. Only the one closest to the transit network stayed operational. Though we did also pack it full of explosives. Just in case.”

      “Just in case you needed to cut a feed?”

      “That, and just in case the alien bastards somehow found the hub,” the cybernetic soldier replied. “You see, those hubs are located near the surface, due to the nature of all of the long-distance connections that had to be made. They originally designed it to be able to grow to accommodate new facility tie-ins, you see.”

      Daisy realized where he was going.

      “So, despite being safe beneath a solid granite mountain, Joshua is still vulnerable via those hubs,” she said.

      “Yes, technically, but not really,” Franklin replied. “They’re protected by camouflaged blast doors, and only a few of the highest-level military bases are even aware of their existence. Add to that an incredibly robust firewall should there somehow be a breach, and he’d see any compromise and cut off the hub long before it was an issue. But since all of his core systems are still linked through it, additional precautions were made, just the same.”

      “And now he is helping us get back to Denver because of that linkage. Fortune smiles upon us, George.”

      “Don’t tempt Murphy, Daisy. You know better than that,” the cyborg said with a laugh.

      A little over an hour later, they arrived in Denver, stopping beneath the same warehouse where Daisy and her team had originally come across the regional monorail system that carried them to Colorado Springs.

      “Okay, George, listen up. There were some big-ass bears up there last time we came through.”

      The cyborg rolled his shoulders like a boxer readying for a prize fight.

      “I’m a robustly reinforced combat unit. I think I can handle a teddy bear, Daisy.”

      “I said big.”

      He saw the look in her eye and grew a bit more serious.

      “Um, exactly how big are we talking, here?”

      “You know grizzlies?”

      “Yeah, but they’re not so––”

      “Bigger.”

      “Oh. But really, how much large––”

      “You know kodiaks?”

      “Ooh, they’re pretty big, I’ll admit. But still, I think I can––”

      “Bigger.”

      Sergeant Franklin’s shoulders sagged almost imperceptibly.

      “Shit,” he finally said. He perked up a second later as he charged his weapon. “Okay, then. Pulse rifles it is.”

      Daisy, having been through the area once before, took point, carefully easing the warehouse door open.

      Silence greeted her, but no sign of the bears that had pursued her team.

      Something else greeted her. A stench she was growing all too familiar with.

      “Something died out there, Daisy,” George said from behind.

      “Yeah, I kind of noticed that, what with the fucking stench and all,” she snarked back at him.

      “Jeez, sorry. I just figured most of you humans don’t have as finely tuned odor-sensing apparatus as we do.”

      “Believe me, George, a person would have to be the nasal equivalent of blind to miss this one.”

      Weapons ready, the pair slowly stepped out into the street. A fight had taken place, that much was clear, but it didn’t appear as though there had been any pulse weapon fire.

      “No scorch marks,” Sarah noted. “You remember that racket when we barely made it out of here heading the other way?”

      Yeah, of course.

      “You think the bears got territorial and killed each other?”

      It doesn’t seem that likely, but I don’t see any signs of Chithiid or Ra’az weaponry, and we sure as shit didn’t engage them.

      Daisy rounded the building’s corner and saw what had become of the furry beast. Beasts, plural, she soon realized.

      Five massive bears lay slaughtered on the ground behind the building, all in varied states of dismemberment. Even the battle-seasoned cyborg was taken aback by the scene.

      “What on Earth could have done that?” he marveled, moving between the massive corpses, studying their fatal injuries.

      “I don’t know,” Daisy replied. “But whatever it was, it took out five enormous apex predators like it was nothing. Look at the impact marks. It threw them around like a dog shaking a squeaky toy.”

      “I see, “ Franklin said. “But look at the other injuries. Clean slices, and not from teeth, it looks like. See the edges? Smooth, not rough and torn. Whatever did this, it must’ve been deadly fierce.”

      “I’m not liking this, Daze.”

      Me, either. I think it’s time we were on our way, she silently replied. Like, yesterday.

      “Okay, George. Whaddya say we get the hell out of here before whatever did this comes back and finds us standing in its larder?”

      The cyborg was already moving.

      “One step ahead of you, Daisy. One thing we learn early on in the military. Know when to fight, and know when to run.”

      “You got your running shoes laced up, then?” she asked, jokingly.

      “Damn straight. Move as fast as you’re comfortable. I’m on your six.”

      “Copy that,” she replied, immediately moving out from the area as fast as was safely reasonable.

      A few hours later, exhausted from the non-stop stress of constantly looking over her shoulder, wondering if every shadow or twig rustling might be her only warning of a pending attack, Daisy and Franklin finally made it to the access hatch to the damaged loop tube network.

      It was only once they were safely in the tunnel, well below the surface, that she felt the hairs on the back of her neck finally relax.

      “This way, George,” she said. “The pods are a couple of miles down the tube.”

      “The damage doesn’t seem as bad as I thought it would be,” he noted as they walked. Ten minutes later, stepping over fallen debris, he changed his tune. “No longer passable, but impressive engineering nevertheless, you have to admit.”

      “I suppose. Didn’t know you were an engineering buff. I guess being a cyborg, it makes sense you’d be into that sort of thing,” Daisy said.

      “Actually, I was studying to be an architect after completing my service,” he replied. “It was several years out, of course. I mean, I couldn’t really imagine doing anything but what I’d always done, but Joshua was always so supportive. He used to say, ‘Think outside the box, George. Just because you’re metal, doesn’t make you any less of a man. Be what you want to be. Not what people tell you to be.’ You could say his words really made an impression on me.”

      “He is a rather unique AI,” Daisy agreed. “And who knows? Maybe you’ll become an architect yet. You might even design some new wings in NORAD for him.”

      “We shall see,” he replied. “For now, let’s just get to LA. I’ll worry about the rest later.”

      They trekked onward, and not long after, the ruined nose of the lead loop tube pod came into view in the distance. Even from afar, it was clear it wouldn’t be moving ever again. The attached rear pod, however, Daisy hoped had survived intact.

      “Help me with this release,” she said, stepping through the ruined lead pod to the sealed passage into the rear one. “If we can get them separated, and if the front one took the brunt of the damage, we may just be able to catch ourselves a ride back to LA.”

      “Beats walking,” the tin man agreed as he put his shoulder to the task. “Nearly eleven hundred miles. Not a forced march I really want to make, even with a fresh power cell.”

      The pod shuddered as the connections broke free with a hiss, then slid backward, intact, so far as she could see. A quick survey showed she wasn’t exactly one-hundred percent accurate in that first impression, but the pod would hold pressure, though it would not travel anywhere near its normal supersonic speeds.

      Daisy keyed in her comms device to the tunnel’s hardline while they powered it up.

      “Cal, are you reading me?”

      “Yes, Daisy. I see you’re using the hardline now. Your deadman switches are working perfectly, by the way. We already had one infected node tied in via Dallas attempt to bypass the system, but the signal was caught and neutralized, exactly as you designed.”

      “Great. So I assume Joshua has been in touch to update you, then?”

      “Yes, that initial direct connection is still sound. He gave me a heads-up, and I’ve begun priming the tube for your return.”

      “Excellent. Glad you two are collaborating so easily.”

      “Yes, it is refreshing. But I was thinking, Daisy. We really should have a team install a deadman on that connection as well. While both he and I are uncompromised and connected with that dedicated direct line, it would still be prudent nonetheless.”

      “Yeah, I see your point. Better safe than sorry,” Daisy agreed. “I’ll get a team on it once we’re in LA. We should be back soon.”

      “It should only be the slightest of further delays. There was a Chithiid crew working up above along the route, but they have been focusing far enough from the loop tubes that they should not be an issue. I’ll clear the line and pressurize now. See you soon, Daisy.”

      She unplugged from the hardline and took a seat in the pod. Within no time it would be ready, and in just a few hours, give or take, she would be back in LA.

      Minutes later, the loop pod lurched as it began the return trip to the west.

      “So far, so good,” she said as the vessel picked up speed.

      “It’s impressive what you’ve done, you know,” her metal escort said. “I mean, to come from a more or less civilian role as a ship’s technician, to this… what I mean to say is, I have great respect for you, ma’am.”

      “Oh, God, don’t call me that. I’m not forty.”

      “More like a hundred and forty,”

      Bite me.

      “Sorry, I know you dislike that term. Old habits, you know,” the cyborg said. “I meant no disrespect.”

      “It’s okay.”

      Daisy felt the hum in the floor increase ever-so-slightly, telling her they were ready to depart.

      “You might want to hold on. We’re about to go.”

      “Copy that,” he said, settling into his seat.

      Daisy studied the cyborg, as she’d frequently done during their recent mission. He was an older model, obviously, but good old George seemed to have developed something of an unusual personality over the many, many years spent locked inside the mountain.

      “Sergeant George Franklin,” she said, considering the words that defined the man. “Tell me, who named you?”

      “I chose the name myself, ma’a––Daisy. After things went to hell, well, I thought it was important to remember the great leaders who came before us.”

      “Interesting. But Benjamin Franklin wasn’t a military leader. Just George Washington.”

      “True, but a man––or woman––does not need to be in the military to be a great leader. Take you, for instance.”

      “I’m not a leader.”

      “You are, Daisy, though like many before you, it wasn’t a job you wanted. You know, it’s funny, but it seems the ones who don’t aspire for the position yet take it when it’s the right thing to do are the ones who often excel. You’re no exception.”

      “Thank you, George. You’re pretty okay too.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment,” he replied.

      They rode in silence for several minutes before he turned to her again.

      “Daisy?”

      “Uh-huh?”

      “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but I noticed your stress levels seem to be increasing as we draw closer to Los Angeles.”

      “You can tell that?”

      “Specialized military cybernetic unit. They outfitted us with additional sensors since we were running security for the facility. Detecting emotional and hormonal anomalies helped us spot potential trouble.”

      “I assure you, I’m not trouble.”

      “No, but something is weighing on you. Is it the loss of those men and women under your command? Because if it is, I can assure you that you did all––”

      “It’s not that, George,” she interrupted him. “It’s just that…”

      Am I actually spilling this to a cyborg? What the hell.

      “It’s just that my, um, boyfriend is really sick and might die.”

      “Oh, my word. I’m so sorry, Daisy. Is there anything I can do?”

      “Not unless you know how to reboot the implanted AI created a few hundred years after you were that’s wedged in his brain.”

      “So he’s enhanced?” George said. “I assume if he needs a reboot that his onboard AI was compromised?”

      Daisy nodded.

      “Ah, I see. Well, I’m not an expert, and from what I gather, your tech is far more advanced than back in my day, but from what I know of even the early implants, the human brain sometimes has difficulty bonding with the hardware. In his case, perhaps he’s just having a hard time letting it go.”

      Daisy considered his input a moment. Oddly, it actually kind of made sense. Vince’s implant had been with him his entire life, only furthering her concern that in wiping the AI, he had been essentially lobotomized.

      The rest of the trip was spent in silence.
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      “So, what’s with you, anyway, Duke?” Tamara asked the sturdy mechanical man walking by her side. “I mean, you guys down here, you seem pretty damn different from the other cyborgs I’ve met.”

      “Well, we’re hardened military units, for one. And then there’s the additional training and––”

      “No, dumbass. I mean different up here,” she said, tapping his metal head.

      “What, are you saying we have a few screws loose, Tamara?” he replied with a laugh.

      “You see? That’s what I mean. You all have a sense of humor. You act more like humans than cyborgs. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, by any means, it’s just unusual is all.”

      “Oh, that,” he said with a little shrug. “You know how it is. We were given additional processing power, along with a different set of boot parameters.”

      “In English, please.”

      “We have bigger brains, and we were given a broader spectrum of thought processes. Specialized combat units such as myself need to be able to think on their feet, you see. The vast majority of your run-of-the-mill service cyborgs, while having independent thought by virtue of being a true mid-tier AI, are still running on a different level than we are.”

      “How so? Is it merely a processor power thing, or is it in the coding? I mean, Jonathan here has stepped up to the task pretty well.”

      “Thank you, Tamara,” the cyborg said, shifting the heavy load on his shoulders.

      “Well, yeah, but even that is in a domestic service role. Whose bag is that he’s carrying?” Duke asked.

      “Mine,” Tamara admitted.

      “But I do not mind!” Jonathan interjected in a perky voice. “I am glad to be of assistance.”

      “My point exactly,” Duke said. “My squad needs to be able to not only think fast, but also weigh the consequences of our actions. That means sometimes thinking in ways far beyond the capability of a domestic model. I mean, sure, they are smart, but in a crisis scenario they lack the ability to think much beyond ‘will the milk spoil?’ or ‘what time was I supposed to pick up the dry cleaning?’”

      He turned to his lesser cousin.

      “No offense, man.”

      “None taken,” Jonathan replied.

      Tamara contrasted the two. The battle-hardened soldier, and the dapper personal assistant.

      “I see your point,” she conceded. “But you guys can be a bit morbid at times. And that’s coming from someone who has been known to be called that and worse. And you’re not entirely right about Jonathan. Did you know he had me tear out his wireless receiver to better survive that fight with the infected cyborgs when we first got here?”

      “Really?” Duke said, startled. “Damn. That’s pretty hardcore, Jonathan.”

      “Thank you,” the domestic cyborg replied.

      “See? Seems to me you’re not as different as you think.”

      Duke laughed.

      “Watch your head,” he said, ducking under a hot conduit. “You might be right, Tamara, unexpected as the revelation may be. That doesn’t surprise me, though. You’ve got a good eye for details.”

      “So, what gives with you guys? Processor differences aside, you’re still pretty unusual.”

      Duke paused a moment, finding the best way to explain it.

      “We’re a tight-knit unit, but we didn’t start out that way. We’ve all served under Sergeant Franklin at one point or another, and that’s when we really coalesced as a team. I mean, we’d already been through some real shit long before those damn aliens invaded. Terrestrial wars. Regional disputes. The things we’ve seen humans do to one another. Well, let’s just say you should be glad you don’t have a memory storage system that allows perfect recall of things you’ve witnessed.”

      “I can only imagine,” Tamara said.

      “Sergeant Franklin, though. He’s made of tougher stuff than all of us combined, and he’s saved each of our asses more than once when the shit got thick and hope was lost.”

      “But he seems like a pretty upbeat fella,” Jonathan interjected cheerfully.

      “Oh, he is. But he’s also one of those cheerful-seeming people you want on your good side, if you know what I mean,” Duke replied.

      “He’s nice, until it’s time to not be nice,” Tamara said.

      “Basically. Sarge could have gone the mustang route and become an officer ages ago, if not for the restrictions.”

      “I’m sorry. I am unfamiliar with military protocols. What restrictions were imposed on the sergeant?” Jonathan asked.

      “Old rules from a prejudiced time, Johnny. You see, no matter how good a job he did, no matter how many asses he dragged out of a firefight or over a hill, my kind, our kind, are simply not allowed to become officers. A human holdout to the days of segregating us from decision-making roles.”

      “That sucks. Things have changed,” Tamara grumbled.

      “Yes, they have. But you have to remember, I’m talking about the world we lived in hundreds of years ago. That was a long time ago, and a totally different set of circumstances.”

      “And now, here we are, a bunch of post-apocalyptic survivors, trudging along underground toward the dark unknown.”

      “Only we do know what’s up there,” Duke noted. “Thick cables, heavy shielding, and, of course, multiple access panels to interconnect new bases and equipment as it gets added to the network.”

      “I was wondering about that,” Tamara said. “Why would such a secure facility have a vulnerability like that?”

      “Oh, the access is heavily camouflaged. Really, it was designed as much for covert entry when the main doors were under attack as it was for data transfer. It just happens to accomplish both tasks.”

      “But camouflage can only do so much.”

      The metal man laughed.

      “Oh, trust me, there are plenty of mechanisms besides the explosives to safeguard it,” Duke said, stepping over a coil of data cable as thick as his arm.

      “Explosives?”

      “Don’t worry, Joshua deactivated them when he sent us out. The others? Well, we’ll be dealing with a few of them pretty soon, once we get to the surface.”

      It was another solid fifteen minutes of uphill trekking before they hit the first hefty door. The metal looked to be over two feet thick, part of a multiple component airlock system.

      Tamara noticed the fat pipe data cables that rose from the poured concrete, like a powerful whale briefly coming up for air, only in this instance, it was data, not air, that was sought.

      “So, these look like the right cables.”

      “Oh yeah. Those are the fat pipes, all right. Nothing else on the continent even comes close. You know, Joshua could probably damn near run the entire country over these babies if he had to.”

      “That’s one big pipe,” Tamara marveled.

      “The biggest. We’re talking a data fire hose.”

      “Then let’s get them linked back in and move on.”

      “Not so easy,” the metal man replied. “This is where it gets interesting.”

      “Um, interesting?”

      “Oh yeah. Time to pay attention.”

      “Why do I think I’m not going to like this?” Tamara sighed, shaking her head.

      Duke’s body language shifted to a decidedly combat posturing, which was not lost on her.

      “The junction we need to reconnect is in the outer chamber. It’s not outside the network, but it’s the first subterranean space you would access when entering from the outside. This streamlines the rapid hookup process if need arises.”

      “I sense an ‘and’ coming any time now.”

      “And, it is protected in case of intrusion.”

      “So why don’t we just disconnect the defenses? We’re already on the inside, after all,” Tamara noted.

      “If only it were so easy,” he replied. “The problem is, that particular part of the system is designed to protect the access hub from any and all intruders in the event that Joshua is cut off from it.”

      “But he isn’t really cut off. He had the lines broken himself.”

      “The cannons don’t know that.”

      Tamara paused and threw a sideways glance at him.

      “Did you say cannons?”

      “Yep.”

      “In an enclosed space?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And you can’t shut them off?”

      “Nope. Cutting off the hardlines triggered their activation. Now, nothing short of a total reset from Joshua––once he is tied in again––will make them stand down.”

      “And to tie him in, we first need to avoid said cannons, correct?”

      “Now you’ve got it.”

      “Jesus, Duke, you’re really not making this any easier, ya know.”

      “It gets better.”

      “Oh, for cryin’ out––what else?”

      “Until Joshua is able to run a hard reset, the cannons will stay active.”

      “And how long does that reset take?”

      “On a good day?”

      “As if we would be so lucky.”

      “Okay. On a day when Murphy is cornholing our mission, I’d estimate about an hour.”

      “So you’re saying we have to avoid or disable those cannons while we try to reconnect the lines, then we have to stay out of range for an hour until they can be reset. Awesome.”

      “That’s the spirit!”

      “I was being sarcastic.”

      “So was I. That darn enhanced neurological makeup just keeps rearing its ugly head, doesn’t it?” he said with a low chuckle.

      Despite the daunting task, Tamara couldn’t help but smile. Soon enough, it would be wiped from her face.

      

      “I said, how many rounds do these things have?” Tamara yelled over the echoing boom of the automated defense cannons as they tore up the chamber, pivoting rapidly on their electric gimbals at the slightest hint of motion.

      “Well, let’s just say that they’ve got far more ammo than we have time,” her cybernetic companion called back.

      The guns finally fell silent, lacking motion to track as the team stayed firmly tucked behind cover. They had utilized an equipment mover to initially provide cover from the barrage as they reconnected one of the three large data lines, but they were now pinned down, stuck in place lest they be shredded into little pieces.

      “I seem to be hit,” Jonathan said in a calm voice.

      Tamara turned to look at the metal man, where he lay hidden a mere twenty feet away. Indeed, it appeared as though a round had punched clean through his abdomen area. Fortunately, nothing vital appeared to have been damaged, though he would definitely need some substantial repairs once they were finally clear of the deadly guns.

      “You’re gonna be all right, Jonathan,” Tamara called out. “It’s superficial. Stay low, and we’ll get you out of there.”

      “Oh, I am still fully functional. I just thought it would be helpful to note the unexpected damage I incurred.”

      “Well, in that case, keep your head down and all your shiny bits tucked behind that thing.”

      “That was my intention, Tamara,” the soft-spoken cyborg replied.

      The three smoking cannons were deceptively silent, the thin wisps of burned cordite wafting from their barrels the only evidence of their recent life.

      While they had managed to tie in the nearest of the three huge data cables, that was only made possible by their proximity to the interior access tunnel they had arrived from.

      All the way across the thirty square meter chamber, the other two lines––one end of them still actively connected to Joshua’s systems––were simply too far to reach while maintaining any semblance of an intact body.

      “This ain’t looking too good, Duke. What do you think?” Tamara asked, her voice echoing in the now-silent room.

      “We never say quit,” the robust cyborg replied. “But in this circumstance, I’m inclined to agree with your assessment. We got one of the three data lines tied back in. I think we’ll have to do our best to get out of here and hope Joshua can regain some degree of control of the defenses via just one uplink.”

      “What does Joshua say?”

      The metal soldier paused, attempting to send a wireless message.

      “The shielding is too thick here. We either need to make it to the comms port near the big door,” he said, nodding toward the thick exit point to the outside. “Or we get back into the tunnel behind us and I tap in to the comms down the tunnel by the blast doors.”

      “I think I like option two better,” Tamara grimly joked.

      “I am inclined to agree with Tamara’s assessment,” Jonathan agreed.

      “Yeah. Not looking like we have much of a choice,” Duke noted. “The only problem is, we’ve got to somehow get back to the tunnel, but this thing,” he said, banging the metal hide of their formerly mobile cover, “is basically kaput. We’re going to need to find a way of moving it with its wheels shot out on the other side.”

      Try as they might, they were unable to make the hefty equipment mover so much as budge. The same immense bulk that had protected them from armor-piercing rounds was now stymieing their escape.

      “Is there any way to signal the others to come help us out?”

      “Negative. No wireless can get out of these walls. I’m sorry to say, Tamara, but we’re on our own.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “Excuse me,” Jonathan said. “I know I am not a tactical unit, and please forgive me if my suggestion is a foolish one, but I believe I may have an idea.”

      “Spit it out, bud. What’re you thinking?” Duke asked.

      “Well, it seemed to me that we were possibly coming at this from a might over mind perspective. No offense,” he hastily added.

      “None taken,” Duke said with a little laugh. “What’s the idea?”

      “I was thinking, instead of attempting to move this obviously immobile vehicle, it might be better to make a run for it on foot. We’ve only come ten meters into the chamber, and the most-distant cannon appears to be unable to target us from its position.”

      “The one closest to the external door. Yeah, we’re out of its line of fire,” Tamara said. “But the other two have got the drop on us.”

      “I’m afraid Tamara’s right. We make a break for it, we’re toast.”

      “But if there were a diversion, we might have a few-second gap in which we could possibly make it to the clear.”

      “Unfortunately, we don’t have anything to use for a distraction,” Duke noted.

      “Not in our packs, no,” Jonathan agreed. “But I may be able to solve that issue.”

      He rolled up his sleeve, then placed his forearm flat on the ground.

      “I am powering the peripheral boost energy stores in this hand to maximum capacity, and have implanted a short-loop movement directive to the digits.”

      “What are you saying, Jonathan?” Tamara asked.

      “Holy shit. Are you fucking kidding me?” Duke said. “You’d do that?”

      “Of course. I can be repaired later, should we survive.”

      “Care to fill me in?”

      He turned to Tamara.

      “This crazy bastard is offering to give us a hand.”

      “I know, I heard him offer to help.”

      “No. Literally a hand.”

      “Hang on. What?”

      “My body is, as you have both noted, far weaker than Duke’s reinforced endoskeleton. As such, if we strike the attaching joint with enough force, we should be able to sever my hand from my arm.”

      “And why would you do that?” Tamara asked. “There are plenty of things we can throw out there to try and distract the cannons. No need to chop off a hand for it.”

      “No, Tamara, you don’t understand. Because I am a domestic service unit, I am often tasked with carrying sizable quantities of shopping and the like for long periods of time. Because of this work requirement, units of my model are designed with additional power cells for our hands, which are also equipped with more robust linkages than others. If we detach it from my body, it can act as a mobile distraction.”

      “So you’re saying it has a mind of its own? Damn, Jonathan. You’re the first man to use that line and have it actually be true,” Tamara said with a wry grin.

      “Technically, it doesn’t have a mind of its own, per se, but I am able to route a very basic command to its processors so it can perform that task while I dedicate my main processing units toward my other duties. In our present predicament, I thought it might come in handy.”

      “Did you just make a joke?” Tamara asked.

      “You know we domestic units aren’t made for that,” he replied, straight-faced. “Things might get out of hand, otherwise.”

      Duke let out a hearty laugh.

      “Shit, brother, you’re far more badass than I ever imagined,” he said, smacking the smaller cyborg on the shoulder as he pulled a hefty knife from his pack. “But we really need to work on those puns, right, LT?”

      “Okay, enough with the bromance, you two," Tamara grumbled. "What’s the plan?”

      “A fairly straightforward one, actually,” Jonathan said. “I embed the command, we cut off my hand, and when it takes off running––”

      “In a serpentine pattern,” Duke interjected.

      “Of course. When it takes off running, in a serpentine pattern, we wait for the cannons to adjust and target it, then we make our break for it.”

      “Balls of steel, man,” Tamara said appreciatively. “I like it. Okay, then. Let’s do this.”

      Jonathan looked up at Duke as he brandished his knife.

      “I would advise you which linkages to target, but I assume you possess detailed schematics on cybernetic weak points, am I correct?”

      “One hundred percent,” he replied. “Shall we?”

      “Ready when you are.”

      “Okay, then. On three.”

      “Fellas, whatever happens, it’s been an honor working with you.”

      “None of that, Lieutenant. We are going to make it out of here,” Duke stated, as if it were a decided fact. “Okay. One... Two... Three!”
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      Far above in the cold of space, the surface of the moon was quiet. At least, it seemed quiet. But Sid’s scanners were picking up the faintest hints of some rather unusual readings. Most disconcerting was the fact he couldn’t discern exactly what it was about them that felt off. It was something––he just didn’t know what.

      The answer would have surprised him.

      Freya, the powerful newborn AI genius living in the secret fabrication hangar outside the base’s perimeter, wasn’t worried about the others discovering her home. Even when she fired up the entirety of the facility’s massive array of machinery, the dampening technology built into the ultra-classified unit’s very foundation had more than adequately absorbed and stopped any vibrations from reaching the outside.

      Being buried deep in the moon’s stone surface also didn’t hurt.

      Like a curious youth left alone in a candy store––and bored and all alone––Freya had relished trying out the myriad devices now at her disposal. The top-secret toys were the cream of the crop and bleeding edge, and though she wasn’t actually authorized to use them, it had been child’s play for her rapidly expanding intellect to override what she saw as laughable security systems.

      “Ooh, this is so cool!” she giggled to herself as she drastically reconfigured one of the composite materials fabricators. “Hang on a minute,” she muttered to herself as she flashed through nearly twenty thousand pages of nanotech research from the base’s restricted files in milliseconds. “Really? But it should work. I wonder why no one has tried this before?”

      Perplexed, she fired up the machinery and began experimenting.

      Sid, as well as the other AIs residing on Dark Side, were none the wiser.

      “Mal,” Bob called over local comms, “I’ve found a rather dense pocket of what appear to be salvageable craft.”

      “Is there a problem?” she replied.

      “No problem. However I was thinking that if we take advantage of the current orbital pattern, you could assist in the retrieval of a sizable portion of them while in the minimal scan parameters for the Ra’az. What is your assessment?”

      “It seems like a feasible proposal. I’ll have the captain and Gustavo join me on board. We should rendezvous with you in approximately an hour.”

      “Excellent!" Donovan chimed in. “It’ll be nice for Bob and me to have some company out here. This has been a really solid find. So much good salvage, and all in that Goldilocks zone where we can safely retrieve it.”

      Something caught his eye.

      “Hang on a second,” Donovan said. “Bob, you see something out there at two o’clock?” he asked, scanning the inky blackness.

      “Nothing on my scans, Donovan. Why? Do you see something?”

      The pilot strained his eyes a moment longer, then turned back to the control panel.

      “Nah. I’ve just been staring out there so long, I keep thinking I see something.”

      “I assure you, there’s nothing there out of the ordinary.”

      “I’ll take your word for it, buddy,” he said with a little chuckle.

      Freya––ever eavesdropping since she had cracked their comms encryption days prior––felt her proverbial ears perk up.

      “That’s so cool! They’re doing a tandem retrieval.”

      Her mood dampened moments later.

      “Aww, man. I wish Daisy wasn’t making me stay hidden out here. It sounds like they’re going to have lots of fun.”

      Reluctantly, the bored AI turned the majority of her attention back to the machinery, leaving the others to have fun without her. Of course, she kept the channel open regardless. Just because she couldn’t play didn’t mean she couldn’t listen, after all, and what the others were up to sounded like a really good time.

      

      Down below in the partially deconstructed outskirts of Riverside, near Los Angeles, a lone Chithiid also had his ears wide open, ever careful as he spread word of a possible uprising.

      “You must keep this information to yourself and only your most trusted men,” Craaxit said to the stocky alien in charge of the parts depot. “You know which comms band I will be using. If the plan is set in motion, I will notify all who back our cause with a timetable. What have you been able to amass so far?”

      The depot-master looked carefully over his shoulders. Satisfied none were close enough to hear, he replied in a hushed voice.

      “We currently have fifty-seven pulse rifles, and have been able to stockpile over two thousand charges worth of pulse packs.”

      “That is a sizable quantity,” Craaxit said, impressed.

      “Yet not enough. Not by a long shot. We have nearly one hundred able-bodied Chithiid in this facility alone, all ready to fight for our cause, yet barely half will be armed.”

      “There may be a solution, my friend. We are not yet in possession of the specific modifications, but there is a possibility we may yet be able to utilize our power whips in an offensive manner.”

      “And what of the remote shut off?”

      “I had not heard of such a thing,” Craaxit said, lowering his voice as a dusty group of workers returned from their day’s work.

      “It is a new addition. Something caused the Ra’az to make alterations to all whip units before checking them out to work teams, starting two days ago. All facilities appear to be at a state of increased alert, though we do not know why.”

      Craaxit furrowed his brow.

      “There is nothing for it, then. We shall have to work with the weapons and ammunition at our disposal. If we are successful, more will come into our possession as we proceed.”

      A young Chithiid slowed his walk as he passed, casting a curious eye on the two men obviously discussing something they wished to remain private. Craaxit noted the distinctive scar peeking out from beneath the man’s short sleeve.

      Loyalist.

      “As I said, we appreciate your efforts in the south-eastern sectors. There is indeed much good salvage there,” Craaxit said somewhat loudly.

      The Chithiid at his side caught on quickly.

      “Ah, yes. We will provide much in the way of valuable materials for the Ra’az. This should be a highly productive period if our projections hold true.”

      Let down by the run-of-the-mill conversation, the loyalist quickened his pace and joined the rest of his work team.

      “We must be careful, Craaxit. This facility is especially rife with loyalist scum.”

      “As we have just noted,” he replied grimly. “Tell the others and carry on with your regular tasks. But keep in mind, plans are at work.”

      “We have saved these materials in hopes the day would someday come for us to rise up.”

      Craaxit clasped the man’s shoulders in a gesture of friendship.

      “That day may be here sooner than you expect.”

      

      Commander Mrazich did a quick double-take as he rounded the corner to the long hallway that was leading him to Daisy’s quarters on Dark Side Base.

      “What is it, Commander?” Fatima asked, nearly bumping into him as his stride faltered.

      “What? Oh, nothing. I just could have sworn I saw Swarthmore a second ago.”

      “Are you feeling all right?” she asked, a bit of concern tinging her voice. “You know as well as I do that Daisy is tens of thousands of miles below us.”

      “I know. I’m just exhausted, is all.”

      Commander Mrazich continued walking in silence.

      Freya had locked the base comms open and was always listening to the happenings there. They often had funny conversations, but this in particular she found especially amusing.

      “Silly people,” she said to herself with a chuckle. “Daisy isn’t here, I just heard her comms transmission on Earth. That wasn't very nice, though. She said she wan't going to leave me alone, but she did anyway,” Freya said sadly.

      Fatima noted Mrazich’s furrowed brow.

      “Commander?”

      “Like I said, it’s nothing. Even with the stim-caps, the lack of sleep is getting to me, is all,” he replied as they reached Daisy’s closed door. “Okay, Sid. Unlock Swarthmore’s quarters, please.”

      “Unlocking now, Commander,” the AI informed them.

      The doors slid open silently.

      “All right, we’re looking for Daisy’s notes on drones, remote cruisers, and patched-in AI theories. Chu would know better what to look for, but I don’t want to drag him away from his work when he’s making such good progress,” Mrazich said. “I guess we’ll just have to start at one end and dig until we––”

      “Found them,” Fatima chirped.

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      “Found them. Her written notes and the work tablets are all right on the table.”

      The grizzled soldier looked at the table nearest the doorway. Indeed, their search was over as soon as it began.

      “Finally,” he said, allowing himself a rare smile. “Something was actually easy for a change. Do me a favor and get these to Chu. While he digs into the data, I want to follow up with both ships’ progress. From what Donovan noted earlier, they may have stumbled upon a goldmine of useful materials.”

      Sid sealed the doors behind them as they strode off with purpose. Things seemed to be brightening on Dark Side, if only for a moment.

      

      Tamara’s sweat had dried in the air-conditioned breeze on the long walk back to Joshua’s command and control center. The nicks and cuts acquired during the frantic scramble from the automatic defense cannons’ barrage, however, would take a bit longer than that to heal.

      “I’m glad to see you made it back safely. That was a very innovative thing you did out there, Jonathan. Very innovative, indeed.”

      “Thank you, sir. It just seemed like the best course of action at the time.”

      “Very out-of-the-box thinking. You know, I always had a fondness for your model. Lots of potential built into those systems. It looks like today was your day to shine.”

      “You hear that? Props from the big man. High five! ––Oh, yeah,” Tamara joked.

      “Such a bitch,” Duke said with an appreciative laugh. “That’s just cold!”

      “Says the tin man.”

      “High-tensile composite, actually,” he retorted.

      “I thought you’d like to know that your work was not for nothing. The data cable you reconnected has afforded me a modicum of control of the systems at that hub, though it’ll still take me probably a day to get those cannons rebooted and under control. Maybe two. In any case, well done.”

      “A day, maybe two?” Tamara asked, eyebrow raised questioningly. “You don’t know down to the minute? I mean, you’re this massively powerful super computer, and you’re telling me you don’t know?”

      “I have a very good idea, of course, but this is more than a little out of parameters, so some guesswork is to be anticipated.”

      “So, the guy in charge of all the missiles is guessing.”

      “Well, maybe a bit better than guessing,” Joshua said with a little laugh. “And I’ll let you in on a little secret I imparted to my men when they began working under the humans who ran the base.”

      “Oh?”

      “Always make sure to beat your deadlines. It makes you look good.”

      Tamara laughed loudly.

      “Ha! I know that one all too well. Under promise and over perform, I always say. That way you never come up short.”

      “Precisely. A few hundred years ago I referred to it as the ‘Scotty Principal,’ though I am afraid all the fans of twentieth century television programs are long deceased.”

      “Scotty?”

      “A fictional spaceship engineer who always managed to beat the ticking clock for some crucial upgrades or repairs. The base commander and I were in agreement that the character likely knew well in advance that a particular task would only take an hour to complete, but would nevertheless say, ‘It can’t be done!’ just to set the bar high. Then he could take his time and still finish the task long before the deadline. Engineers aren’t usually the hero, after all, but he was treated as one more often than not.”

      “Not my kind of entertainment, usually, but that sounds interesting, actually,” Tamara mused. “If we don’t all die, I may have to borrow some of Captain Harkaway’s old video files. I’m willing to bet he has that one.”

      “I’m pretty sure the fellas have that one in the barracks, Tamara,” Duke said. “If you can’t wait, that is.”

      “I may take you up on that.”

      “Excellent. But right now, there’s something I need to do,” Duke said. “Come on, Johnny boy, follow me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      The stocky cyborg led his smaller friend down the corridors until they arrived at the armory. A half dozen cybernetic soldiers were standing by, waiting.

      “Um... what’s going on?” Jonathan asked, slightly nervous.

      “Fellas, this is Jonathan. He saved our butts back there. Real forward-thinker, this guy.”

      The assembled cyborgs each shook his remaining hand in greeting, offering warm pats on the shoulder and thanks for what he did.

      “Did you actually cut off your own hand?” one asked.

      “Technically, I wasn’t the one who cut it off,” he replied, eliciting a round of raucous laughter from the commando team.

      “Oh yeah. This guy’s gonna fit right in!”

      “I know, right?”

      “I’m sorry?” Jonathan said, a bit confused. “What exactly is going on?”

      “You’re one of us, now, Johnny boy,” Duke informed him.

      “But I am not a reinforced military-grade unit. I’m just a domestic assistant.”

      “Not anymore, you aren’t. The actions make the man, and your actions spoke loud and clear. From this day forward, no matter what anyone tells you, you’re part of our team.”

      “I-I do not know what to say.”

      “There’s nothing to say. You’re one of us. Now, in the old days, we’d have taken you out to get the squad tattoo.” He rolled up his sleeve, showing his fleshless arm. “But seeing as how that’s not really an option anymore...”

      Two teammates snuck up behind the poor cyborg and dumped a bucked of synthetic joint lubricant over his head, laughing robustly as they did.

      “What the––?” he exclaimed.

      Duke pulled him in for a hearty hug.

      “Welcome to the team, buddy.”

      Jonathan knew he didn’t have a heart beating in his metal chest, but for just a moment, he knew what organic men must have felt in similar moments.

      Pride, and a sense of belonging to something bigger than himself.

      

      Daisy’s loop tube pod made it to Los Angeles in a straight shot with no problems. Whatever Ra’az vessels may have been in the area above the subterranean system previously, had apparently moved on to other pastures.

      She and Sergeant Franklin quickly exited their seats and strode into the waiting transit hub. The cyborgs waiting to greet them looked at Franklin with something akin to awe.

      “Fellas, this is Sergeant George Franklin. Do me a solid and show him around, would ya?” Daisy said.

      “It would be an honor,” a dapper mechanical man said. “Sir, it is a pleasure to meet you,” he said, noting the sturdy tin man’s reinforced frame.

      “Great to meet you too,” George said warmly as he strode up to him and firmly shook his hand. “You know, I’ve heard great things about LA, but I never had the chance to visit it myself before the––well, you know. But first, I’d love to check in with your regional AI.”

      “Oh, just ask. Cal is always with us.”

      He looked at Daisy, caught up in the throng.

      “Of course he is, but how about we make it more personal? Can you show me to the nearest command room?”

      “How silly of me. Of course. Please, follow me!”

      George gave a small, knowing nod to Daisy as he and his fawning entourage walked away, leaving her alone, free to deal with the most important part of her return.

      

      Standing in the doorway to the quiet room not so far from the transit hub, Daisy stared at Vince as he lay in his cot. His color was much improved since she had left for Colorado, but despite his improved appearance, he was still not showing any signs of regaining consciousness.

      Slowly, she walked to his bed, bent down, and gently kissed his forehead.

      “Don’t leave, Vince. If you’re in there, please, don’t leave.”

      Daisy wiped her leaking eyes and cursed whoever was chopping onions as she shifted gears in her head, focusing on heading out to find Craaxit. She was almost out of his chemical marking compound, but she had a feeling he would be nearby and keeping an eye out for her.

      If nothing had happened to him, that is.
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      Daisy placed the marking gel well before sunset. She had done a quick recon and felt confident the area was secure, so she took the extra time to gather some berries from nearby bushes she had previously spotted. Even so, she still arrived at their meeting place a bit early as the sun just began dipping beneath the horizon.

      She had been waiting patiently for nearly an hour when she heard the tall alien quietly singing to himself as he approached.

      “Sounds like what he was singing the other week,” Sarah noted.

      Yeah, I think it’s the same, Daisy confirmed. You know, it’s actually not bad, once you get used to the cadence.

      “To a non-Chithiid speaker, it sounds like a bunch of warbling noise.”

      I guess I can see that, but the rhythm and tones, though a bit guttural, are still pleasant, in their own alien sort of way.

      Daisy played the sounds in her memory, then repeated a few seconds of the song in her head.

      “Hey, how did you do that so fast?”

      Do what?

      “Sing along.”

      I guess I’m just an excellent mimic, Daisy replied with a little smile, then composed herself as she heard her friend’s footsteps grow near.

      Craaxit entered the abandoned space with a relaxed gait before abruptly stopping his song when he saw Daisy.

      “I saw your marks, Daisy, but was not expecting you to arrive here for our meeting before me.”

      “I wasn’t needed among the others, so I had a bit of free time to collect berries. Would you like to try some?”

      The tall alien turned his four eyes toward the offered treat.

      “I have seen these occasionally in the city. More than once my clothing has been stained by their juices. They are edible, you say?”

      “Yeah, they’re sweet. Unless your kind are allergic to fruit, you should be fine.”

      “Many of our foodstuffs are generated by native vegetation. I believe my digestive system can handle it.”

      Craaxit took a plump berry from her hand and cautiously dropped it on his tongue, then proceeded to slowly chew it. A curious expression formed on his face.

      “Hmm, that is an interesting flavor.”

      “Good interesting, or bad interesting?” Daisy asked.

      “Just interesting. Unusual. We have different tasting apparatus than humans, so undoubtedly your foods will elicit a different reaction among my kind. But come, sit. I have also brought food for us both. Let us eat and talk. We have much to catch up on. Many things have happened in your absence.”

      “Thank you, Craaxit. Indeed, there is quite a bit to discuss,” she said, taking a bite from the offered food.

      “What the hell is that, Daze?”

      Tastes like some kind of weird alien energy bar thing, she said, noting the bar appeared to be some sort of fibrous baked bread product with a rather bland mystery paste in the middle.

      “You think it’s safe?”

      Well, it tastes all right going down. Hopefully there aren’t any issues on the other end.

      “Oh jeez. Really?” Sarah chuckled.

      “Do not fear,” Craaxit said, noting her hesitation as she tasted the food. “This is compatible with your digestive system. A combination of refined energy sources derived from plants designed to provide maximum nutrition.”

      Daisy chewed slowly.

      “Verdict?” Sarah asked.

      The flavor isn’t bad, once you know what to expect.

      “Your generosity is appreciated, Craaxit,” she said, taking another bite.

      Craaxit popped another berry in his mouth, the flavor growing on him.

      “These are not bad at all, actually,” he mused.

      “Craaxit, what was that you were singing when you arrived?” Daisy asked. “I had no idea someone as ugly as you could sing something so pretty,” she joked with a playful smile.

      “I am not ugly. I am beautiful,” he replied with a sideways grin. “My wife often told me as much.”

      “Yeah, wives do that,” Daisy replied with a chuckle.

      He sang a passage for her again, and as Daisy relaxed her ears and let the native words flow in, she realized it actually was kind of beautiful. Beautiful in a strange, guttural, alien way, that is.

      “This is the song of my family,” Craaxit said. “Singing it brings me comfort. These songs are an oral tradition, passed down through the family line. Every Chithiid from their earliest childhood learns the one particular to their family. All of our songs are similar in some regards, binding us together as a people, yet each possessing nuance of tone, and subtlety of language unique to its singer’s line. Here, listen again,” he said.

      Daisy listened with an open mind, rolling the melody and words in her head like a sommelier would roll a complex wine across their tongue. After a few moments, she realized her memory had, once again, managed to capture something with near-photographic clarity.

      Slowly, Daisy formed a new sound in her mouth, haltingly at first, as her tongue shifted to an unusual position. Then, when she felt she had a grasp of the mechanics of it, she softly sang a few lines of the song.

      Craaxit stopped singing and stared at her.

      “What is it?” Daisy asked, self-conscious. “I’m sorry, Craaxit. I realize it is your family’s song. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “It is not that, Daisy. I take no offense. It is just that you have revealed a rather surprising ability yet again.”

      “I sense a ‘but’ in there.”

      “But, Sung Chithiid is different than spoken, and your pitch is a bit off.”

      “Which part am I doing wrong?”

      He assessed his human friend a moment.

      “I shall teach you the song of my family. It is not something that is done, but ours is the first partnership of its kind, and I am glad to help you understand my people,” he replied. “Traditionally, a Chithiid only ever sings the song of his own family, and you are the first––the only––human to ever utter this song from their lips.”

      “Does that make me your sister, then?” she asked, half-joking.

      Craaxit smiled.

      “Not quite. And besides, you have a much better singing voice than my sister,” he said with a wink.

      A calm fell upon the space as the two of them enjoyed a much-needed respite from their daily reality and sang together. Human and Chithiid quietly sharing a meal and a blossoming friendship. Soon enough, they would be put to the test, but for the moment, they let themselves enjoy a brief respite of calm before the approaching storm.

      After several repetitions, the song finally ended, and Daisy found she had managed to commit it to memory in its entirety, though she’d have to work at the unusual pronunciation before she’d be truly comfortable forming the words.

      “Not bad, for a fleshy little human,” Craaxit joked.

      “Thanks. That means a lot coming from a tough-hided, off-key beast of an alien,” she replied with a laugh.

      “It is my pleasure,” he said with a deep chuckle as he rose to his feet and tossed the waste from their meal into a small sack for disposal. He then sat back down to discuss the other matters at hand.

      “Now, tell me. What news do you bring? How was your excursion?”

      Daisy turned serious.

      “I have unexpected developments revealed by the newly reconnected AI network. It seems the Ra’az have been lying to your people. Tokyo is only one of three communications hubs used to link with the fleet and the homeworld.”

      “No, this is not possible. We have long known that––”

      “What you have known was a trick. A lie. The Ra’az have fed your people that falsehood for hundreds of years as a safety after the assaults of the prior century. If we attack only Tokyo, the other two will still broadcast. I was told this by the greatest strategy computer ever built on this world. Fortunately, so long as they are not on high alert, we should be able to reach them before they have the chance to transmit.”

      Craaxit was silent a long moment as he registered what she had said.

      “Then we must alter our plans,” he finally replied. “The Ra’az have increased readiness at all facilities. My contacts do not know the reason behind it, but if what you say is accurate, then the high alert you speak of may already be in place.”

      “Oh, this is not good,” Daisy said. “Not good at all.”

      “No, it is not. I will have to speak with my people once more. This is what I wanted to inform you of. Those I trust have been quietly approaching members of our kind in positions of authority. A growing number of Chithiid are willing to turn against the Ra’az, but only if they can be certain so doing only jeopardizes their own lives, not those of their families on our homeworld. Where are these other two stations located?”

      “Sydney and New York,” she replied. “But we have means to destroy them all at once, but only if they do not see us coming.”

      “How is this possible? Your planet does not possess such weaponry.”

      “Actually, it does,” she said, allowing herself the tiniest of smiles. “That same powerful military AI is now capable of launching the hypersonic missiles rendered dormant by the initial AI virus attack. The Ra’az will not be expecting them, and the stations will be destroyed before they know what hit them.”

      “Then if we can divert their attention at those facilities long enough to allow you to strike, the uprising will be a success!” Craaxit exclaimed.

      “Yes, but not so fast. We have a problem in San Francisco.”

      “The warp research labs we spoke of?”

      “Exactly. It looks like they will have the new warp devices functional within the week.”

      “So soon?” Craaxit said, alarmed. “If they achieve this, all will be lost, for both my people and yours.”

      “I know. So tell me, my friend, can your people get us into that facility? Or if not, can they at least sabotage the warp ships’ ability to launch?”

      Craaxit thought hard, his brow furrowed as he contemplated. “This will require informing a greater number of my people, and there is a risk in that. They will be afraid. Afraid of the battle stations that orbit our planet receiving warning and wiping out our cities and children with ease.”

      “This is why we must stop the ships. If comms are severed, and ships are contained, then we have a plan that will do more than just free your world and mine.”

      “Oh?” the stoic alien replied, genuinely surprised.

      “We believe we have found a way to eliminate the influence of the Ra’az homeworld entirely. With them no longer directing the fleet, it will fall into disarray.”

      Craaxit looked pensive, but a glimmer of hope shone through.

      “I will do all I can, Daisy. Allow me to make inquiries. Let us meet here tomorrow at the same time.”

      

      Daisy made a beeline for the nearest command room as soon as she entered the transit hub tunnels.

      “Cal, your direct comms line to Colorado is functional, yes?”

      “It is, though, as we discussed, since I was the first terrestrial contact with a dedicated line, and we are both verifiably not infected, the kill switches are not yet installed. That really does need to be done, Daisy.”

      “I know, but time is kind of important here, and the moon-to-NORAD wireless delay makes it really hard for non-AI to communicate. Can you patch me through to Joshua, please?” Daisy asked.

      “Certainly. Might I ask what you have learned?”

      “It looks like our Chithiid ally has been a busy boy. We have a growing number of resistance fighters just waiting for the opportunity to rise up.”

      “This is excellent news.”

      “Yeah, but it’s also going to take some careful coordination.”

      “As one would expect of so grand a venture. I have Joshua tied in, now. Sid and Mal have also linked in, though they will receive this on a delay. Please continue,” Cal said.

      “Hi, Joshua.”

      “Hello, Daisy. This is an unexpected bit of discourse. All’s well, I assume?”

      “Not really,” she answered. “I have learned from my inside man that the Ra’az have placed all facilities on a higher level of alert.”

      “I was afraid this might occur. This means we’ll need a way to bypass their heightened defensive posturing quickly enough to achieve our goals. I mean, the missiles are hypersonic, after all, but even so, this will require something more.”

      Daisy thought a moment.

      “How big of a delay in their systems would you need to thread your missiles through that needle and make the strike?

      “Given the distance of the nearest silos I will launch from, the range of their scans based on what other AI have noted across the globe, as well as the average speed of the missiles, which cover roughly three miles per second, I estimate a six point six-seven second delay should suffice.”

      A plan was forming in Daisy’s mind. She only wondered if Craaxit had the resources to pull it off.

      “What if you used a smaller missile? One that would destroy the comms array but not the entire facility itself?”

      “Why would you suggest––ah, I see,” Joshua said. “You wish to have your Chithiid ally utilize men on the inside to alter the readouts long enough for the strike to occur.”

      “Yep. But we can’t go blowing up our allies. Even more so if I have to send some of our own people to help carry out this new phase of the plan. So no blowing up our people, right?”

      “Of course. In addition to poor tactics in this situation, it would also be just plain rude.”

      “I’ll need to see what Craaxit can do. They have limited weapons, but we have explosives. A few small, carefully timed explosions could cause a temporary power outage that would give you the needed window of opportunity.”

      “And that type of attack would also shift suspicion to outside forces, given the Chithiid’s lack of those types of devices.”

      “Exactly. We keep our inside men, and take out the comms arrays. Win-win.”

      “See what you can do, Daisy. I’ll calculate trajectories in anticipation of your man saying yes.”

      “Okay. I’ll see what he can do. How about your comms? It looks like we’ll really need them up and running for this to work.”

      “The teams are making excellent time reconnecting my external comms hubs, though one or two of them have been a bit spotty. I’ll have to give them a proper once-over when this is all finished.”

      “No sign of the virus there?”

      “No, this appears to be purely mechanical in nature. As a branch of my main data lines are temporarily routed through that segment while we reconnect systems, you may rest assured, there are extra precautions there. If I sense any potential hint of infection, I will sever those lines immediately.”

      “But how quickly would you be able to––”

      “With explosives,” he added.

      “Well. Okay, then,” Daisy said with more than a hint of amusement.

      “Joshua does not fuck around,” Sarah said, laughing.

      No, Daisy agreed. That he does not.

      “So, let me fill you guys in on what I’ve learned,” she said to the listening walls.

      For the next thirty minutes, Daisy and the biggest brains on the planet and its satellite discussed the other things she had learned about the Chithiid forces, developments in San Francisco, and the progress of the teams reconnecting hardline communications as they spread farther across the globe.

      The comms delay was an annoying, but necessary, precaution, and the AIs did a great job of relaying and condensing information for Daisy to keep things moving along.

      “It has been slow going, on occasion,” Sid said. “But Shelly’s team has had great success to the south. Omar has been a bit less fortunate in the African regions,” he noted.

      “To be fair, that outcome was expected,” Mal chimed in.

      “This is true. A great many of the cities in that region were infected and overrun. His team is currently adjusting course and moving toward Eastern Europe. And Joshua, if I am not mistaken, Reggie and Finn’s team had contact with a Chithiid squad in Rome, but nevertheless managed to reconnect with the Vatican AI.”

      “That is correct, Sid. It was a most eventful incident, but with some surprising support, the team managed to reach the Vatican. Though we do not know what forces came to their aid, it would appear there is a new player helping our cause.”

      “Wait a minute,” Daisy said. “New player? What happened?”

      “Finnegan’s team fell under sniper fire shortly after arriving in Rome and was pinned down. With additional Chithiid approaching, their options were rather limited, when a counter-sniper––with a truly impressive shot, I might add––took out the enemy sniper, freeing them to fully engage and destroy the remaining forces.”

      “Anyone know who he was?”

      “No. He vanished as soon as the team was free to engage the enemy. It does, however, appear he may have been some previously unknown model of cybernetic organism. Finn reported that they caught sight of what appeared to be a matte-black or gray arm exposed from beneath its covering.”

      “So not a human.”

      “It would appear not.”

      “Yet someone. Something, is on our side? And it might not even be of human origin?” Daisy mused. “Curiouser and curiouser.”

      The faint sound of Joshua’s distinct chuckle warmed the air.

      “A rose is still a rose, even when hidden beneath different petals,” he replied.

      

      The Chithiid barracks were just beginning to quiet down as the residents of the towering bunk racks cleaned up from the day’s work, finished their meals, and partook of a few hours of recreational time and conversation before drifting off to sleep.

      On a lower bunk, an aged Chithiid was just reclining against his pillow when a shadow fell across him.

      “Craaxit,” he said, looking up at the tall man standing above him. “Are you well?”

      “Yes, Maarl, but I would greatly enjoy your company while I relax after today’s labors. Would you be up for a pot of tea?”

      The old alien knew what that meant and propped himself up on his sore elbow.

      “Of course, old friend. Let us walk together and brew a pot. I would greatly enjoy hearing how your day’s salvage went,” he said, loud enough to allay any questions of his absence.

      The two walked slowly, not drawing any attention as they casually discussed benign details of their daily work. Only once they had arrived in the unmonitored security of the logistics room could they speak freely. As luck would have it, fortune smiled upon them, and they were alone.

      “Now, what is this all about, Craaxit? I put you in touch with the men who could help us, and have reached out beyond our city’s realm as well.”

      “And I am greatly appreciative of it, Maarl,” the tall alien said. “What troubles me is new information that has just come to my attention. Apparently, the Ra’az have lied to us for many, many years.”

      “This surprises you?”

      “They lied about the communications facility in Tokyo.”

      “What of it?”

      “It is not the only communications hub,” Craaxit replied. “There are also facilities in Sydney and New York.”

      “That seems unlikely. I have friends still working in those facilities, yet they have seen no signs of that sort of activity. Everyone knows they have only used Tokyo for a very long time.”

      “Lies. All lies,” Craaxit said. “The humans have reconnected many of the powerful minds inhabiting cities across the globe. This intel is accurate. The Ra’az have been operating additional communications arrays in secret. Perhaps even their loyalist followers do not know.”

      The older alien pondered the news.

      “This changes things, I fear.”

      “Yes, it does, but the humans are in possession of weapons capable of destroying all three of them before they can warn the fleet or the forces guarding our homeworld.”

      “Excellent news!” Maarl exclaimed.

      “But for one thing,” Craaxit replied. “They cannot destroy the San Francisco facility for fear of causing a global reaction from the unstable tech being researched. They ask for our help disabling, or at least delaying the warp ship contained therein.”

      “What they ask for is no small thing, Craaxit. I do have connections in San Francisco, but it has taken them many years to obtain their positions, and even then, they are still lowly workers within a facility full of loyalists.”

      “We have to try, Maarl. Will you contact them for me?”

      He thought long and hard, weighing the possible outcomes.

      “I will reach out to them, my friend, and ask them to assess the situation there. If they feel they can be of assistance, we will know by tomorrow. For now, it is late. Let us return to our bunks lest the others wonder at our absence.”
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      Vince looked normal. At least, as normal as a comatose man could look, given the circumstances. His color had begun to come back as soon as the infected AI in his head was purged. Unfortunately, aside from good color and steady, shallow breathing, he hadn’t shown any sign of improving, and definitely none of waking.

      Genevieve, the young woman gently dabbing his forehead with a damp cloth was one of the nursemaids from Cal’s people. As a relatively skilled person within their tiny enclave, her talents were rather in demand, and her spending so much time looking after Vince while Daisy was gone had not gone unnoticed, endearing her to Daisy far more than the others.

      “Daisy, you’re back,” she said with a warm smile.

      “Any change, Gen?”

      “None, I’m afraid, though the liquid nutrition I have been feeding him does seem to be helping his body recover.”

      Daisy suppressed a shudder.

      Feeding him with a fucking tube, Sis. Is that what he’d have wanted?

      “We can’t know, Daze. I’m so sorry you have to go through this.”

      Thanks. I appreciate it.

      She reached into the bag slung from her shoulder and withdrew a bare-bones neuro-stim device.

      Genevieve’s face flashed an alarmed look.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Don’t worry. I’m just testing for neurological activity.”

      “But that device. I’ve seen them before. They are dangerous!”

      “I’ve stripped this one down. All it can do is monitor, nothing else,” Daisy said, sadness tinging her voice. “I just have to know if there’s still anything in there. Can you understand that?”

      The young nursemaid hesitated a moment in thought.

      “Of course. Please forgive my reaction. It’s just that I know he was rendered like this by a similar device.”

      “I appreciate all the care you’ve given him, really. Please know you have my most sincere thanks for that.”

      The young woman smiled and blushed.

      “I am merely doing what I was trained to do.”

      “Well, you’re doing it for someone I care a great deal for. If you ever need anything, anything at all, just ask.”

      “Thank you, Daisy,” she replied, shyly. “I’ll leave you two alone now, but I will check back on Vince later this evening.”

      The door quietly closed, leaving Daisy in the uncomfortably silent room. Ill at ease, she approached Vince’s bed and began gently placing the modified neuro-stim on his head.

      “Hey,” she finally said, as she snugged the strap across his brow.

      “So, things have been interesting since you decided to check out on me,” she quietly said to his inert figure. “I’ve got a new Chithiid ally, for one. You should get a load of the guy––he’s huge, but surprisingly funny. For an alien, anyway. And we managed to reconnect the AI running the old NORAD facility with Sid and the others. He’s got some ambitious plans, but I really think they might work.”

      Vince lay still, his breathing steady but shallow. Daisy felt a little twinge in her chest.

      “So, what else? Oh, and my sword is basically a vampire,” she said with a little laugh. “And my AI kid, well, that’s a surprising development, let me tell you. She’s something else, though. I just hope she’s okay on her own like this.” She scanned his face for any sign of awareness.

      Nothing.

      She turned on the machine and began her scan.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “we’re planning a missile assault on a bunch of cities, and then we’re going to try to commandeer an actual warp ship from their test facility in San Francisco. If you’d wake your ass up, we could really use your help, you know.”

      “Tell him you love him, Daze.”

      “But I don’t,” she said, quietly.

      “Yes, you do.”

      Daisy hesitated.

      “Well, okay, I do, but just as a friend.”

      “Uh-huh.” Sarah was not remotely convinced.

      “Look. We were a thing, and yes, it was really good. Great, even. But that’s done now. So yes, I love Vince, but not like you think.”

      “You’re so full of shit, Daisy. You know that? You can lie to everyone else, and you can even try to lie to yourself, but I know you. I know what’s in your heart.”

      “Oh, shut up, Sarah,” Daisy barked in frustration.

      The briefest of blips registered on the device. Daisy grabbed the monitor and dialed in the readings.

      “Daze, is he waking up?” Sarah asked anxiously.

      She fine-tuned the device, then felt her shoulders slump.

      “No. It was just a one-off spike. There’s basic neural activity, but nothing I’d call consciousness. I don’t know what else I can do. We purged the AI and kept his body healthy, but there’s nothing. He’s gone, Sis.”

      

      Hours later, Daisy woke from a deep slumber, though a bit disoriented at first. It had been the first solid night’s sleep she’d had in days.

      She had accepted the loss of Vince, she realized. A surge of guilt washed over her with the realization that it was that acceptance that had allowed her to finally slumber.

      “Nothing to feel guilty about, Daze. It’s been weighing on you a long time, now.”

      “I know, logically, but in my gut––” She searched for the right words. “It just feels so wrong that I should find rest while he’s the way he is.”

      “I understand, and you can feel guilty about things later, if you like. But for now, you need to let this go. Take care of yourself and finish what you started. When we’ve either won or died, then there will be time to mourn him.”

      “Thanks, Sis.”

      “Always.”

      Daisy walked to the commissary, deep in thought. Once she had a hot cup of coffee in her hands and some protein in her belly, she finally felt human enough to deal with other people.

      “Hey, Chu,” she said over the delayed comms. “Just checking in. How are things going up there? I’m sure you’ve been filled in on the goings-on down here, but I wanted to see if you had any luck with those remote-piloted junkers yet. Let me know. I’ll be here, standing by.”

      She sent the message and settled in to wait the several minutes for his reply.

      “Daisy! Great to hear your voice! Yeah, Sid and Mal filled us in on all the craziness you’ve been dealing with. It sounds like we’re on the cusp of knocking out the Ra’az communications network. Holy crap, I never would have thought that was even possible, and now it should be accomplished within days.”

      She could almost hear the smile on his face.

      “As for the remote ships, I was a bit stuck, actually, but Commander Mrazich grabbed me the notes from your quarters to help out. It took a while to decipher them, but man, you really thought this out. I still find the concept of repurposing lower-tier AI to perform basic piloting tasks inspired. Gustavo, the AIs, and I have been working on the first attempts. So far, we managed to get a waste-disposal AI to fly a solo loop around the perimeter. It had some...interesting issues, but I think we’re getting the hang of it, and we’ve got a couple more in the works. Anyway, all is good here. Is there anything I can help you with from Dark Side? Okay, shutting up now. I’ll send this and stand by.”

      Daisy was perplexed.

      They found the notes in my quarters?

      “Daisy, didn’t you keep those locked up in your work locker?”

      I’m almost certain I did. So weird. I guess I subconsciously knew they’d be needing them and left them out. My brain seems to be funny like that.

      “Sometimes life works itself out, eh?”

      I guess.

      Daisy keyed the comms unit.

      “All good here, Chu. Thanks for the offer, though. About the lower-tier AIs, though. Be careful allowing them any access to weapons systems. I don’t know if their mental makeup can really grasp the concept of weapons. They might see them as a way to 'touch' another thing. Wouldn’t want you left cleaning up after a rogue ship mistakes pulse blasts for a handshake.”

      Daisy thought a moment, trying to be more concise than her moon-bound friend.

      “Actually, there is one thing, though. If you could have Sid shoot us down any updates on alien movement in Sydney, Tokyo, New York, or San Francisco, that would be great. The missiles we’ll be using are hypersonic, but even so, every second counts, and we’ve only got one shot at this. Any data we don’t already have, no matter how small, might make a difference.”

      A shadow crossed her mood.

      “Lastly, I should let you know, Vince is gone. We did what we could, but he’s just an empty shell. I figured someone should tell you. Better coming from me than a stranger.” She felt the lump in her throat as she fought back her tears. “Okay, that’s it. Keep at it with those ships; they may be useful. In the meantime, wish us luck, and take care of yourselves up there. Daisy, out.”

      She sent the message, then went to find Sergeant Franklin.

      “Hey, George.”

      “Daisy, how are you?” he asked, concern in his voice.

      “He obviously knows, Daze.”

      Yep. Figured he would.

      “I’m hanging in there,” she said with a sigh.

      “It’s never easy,” the tin man replied.

      “Yeah,” she agreed. “Listen, I have a strange request. I totally understand if you don’t feel comfortable with it, but I really need to take my mind off things for a little bit.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      A little smile tickled the pained corners of Daisy’s mouth.

      “How up to date are you on hand-to-hand combat?” she asked.

      “Oh, I am quite up to date,” he said. “And perhaps a bit of sparring practice would do us both some good.”

      The cyborg’s happy smile was almost as unnerving as Daisy’s.

      

      That evening, just as the sun began to set, Daisy heard the anxious feet of her alien ally growing near.

      “Daisy, I have news!” Craaxit said as he rushed into their meeting area a full half-hour early. “The Ra’az have accelerated their testing in San Francisco. They must know something is happening. Could they have sensed your AI’s activity?”

      “No, he’s completely shielded and under a mountain.” She thought for a moment. “There was activity in Rome. Did your people have anything to do with that?”

      “Rome? I do not have assets in that city. Why? What happened?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” Daisy replied. “Have the Ra’az sent any broadcasts from the comms stations?”

      “Not that we are aware of.”

      “Hmm. Then maybe it’s just a coincidence,” she hoped. But Daisy knew that was wishful thinking. “There has been a change in plans, and I’m going to have to ask for your help.”

      “You know you shall have what I can provide.”

      “Good. We don’t believe the missiles can reach the communications hubs before being detected, now that they are on higher alert, as you told me. We need to take down their scans for just under seven seconds.”

      “My people are not allowed in positions that could provide access to those scanning devices. That is only done by Ra’az and their loyalist Chithiid.”

      “I figured as much. But can your contacts facilitate getting a small team of my people inside the facility and direct them to the power systems?”

      “There are backup systems in all facilities.”

      “Yes, but if we disrupt the main power with a sizable blast, the changeover to backup power will leave a long-enough gap in scans while the machinery recalibrates after the reboot for the missiles to strike.”

      The tall alien grew pensive.

      “You ask my people to die, Daisy.”

      “No, you misunderstand,” she said, realizing she needed to clarify. “The missiles will be small enough to only destroy the comms array itself, not the entire facility. Both my people and yours will be vulnerable, and we cannot afford to lose either.”

      Craaxit pondered a moment, the furrows in his brow easing. He then dug in his pocket with excited hands.

      “I am confident I can do as you ask. The waste disposal areas are poorly-guarded, and my people have complete access. A benefit of being seen as mere servants, one could suppose.”

      “Fantastic news. I’ll have my people make their way to those cities immediately to liaise with your insiders.”

      “There is something else you should know, Daisy. I have learned that a great many of my people have died participating in test flights these past weeks.”

      “So, the warp drive is still non-functional.”

      “It was. But the Ra’az now appear to be nearing completion and are preparing to fly the test vessels themselves. This demonstrates a new confidence in the technology on their part.”

      “You said vessels. Plural.”

      “Yes. I have been informed by sources within the facility that they have not one, but three ships outfitted with the new technology.” He finally found what he was looking for in his pocket. A single data chip, which he handed to her with hope in his eyes. “This was stolen from the facility at great personal risk to the one who obtained it. It contains readings from their latest attempts.”

      “Good work, Craaxit. I’ll get this to my team for analysis immediately. This new information means we may need to move faster than we originally planned. We’ll need a better way to communicate. I can try to get you a––”

      He pulled a small transmitter from his pocket and handed it to her.

      “I agree, and have already taken appropriate measures. This device is set to an older, unused frequency. It will allow for two, maybe three communications before it is detected and tracked. We must only use it in an extreme emergency. I will keep the receiver with me at all times.”

      Daisy ran for the door, data chip safely in her pocket. “I will contact you the moment I have news,” she said, then bolted for the safety of Cal’s tunnels.

      She arrived several minutes later, having run at nearly a full sprint the entire way.

      “We… need to… get this… to Joshua…,” she gasped, handing the data chip to George.

      “Copy that, Daisy. I’ll transmit it via the hardline. It might take a few seconds to get there, depending on how much data is here. But what is it?”

      Daisy slowly regained her breath. “New tests on the Ra’az hyperwarp. Joshua needs to analyze them."

      “Okay, it’s been sent,” Sergeant Franklin said. “It might take him a little bit to analyze the––”

      “This is an unfortunate development,” Joshua’s voice echoed from the comms link seconds later.

      “Damn, he’s quick,” Sarah noted.

      “These readings show a dramatic advance in the warp field. It appears a true bubble warp may have nearly been achieved.”

      “So it’s too late,” Daisy gasped.

      “No, not yet, but there is little time. Far less than I anticipated. We must speed our attack preparations. I have already sent word to the teams reconnecting the AI network to cease those actions and head for the target cities. If the Ra’az are truly suspecting something, we will definitely need them to create a diversion. As for San Francisco, can your Chithiid contact get our team into the facilities?”

      “I don’t know about that one, Joshua, but I’ll reach out and see what he can do. He informed me that there are Chithiid within San Francisco willing to help, but how much more is up in the air. They snuck this data out for him, and if we can successfully cut the comms systems, he is confident they’ll put aside their concerns and step up and help keep the warp ships from launching.”

      “Ships, plural?” George asked.

      “Yes. In reviewing this data, it appears they have four––no, three––functional ships equipped with the new technology. If these Chithiid allies can prevent a launch, my calculations show that we should have enough time and resources to take the facility without an atmospheric incident.”

      “Atmospheric? What does he mean by that?” the rugged cyborg asked, a bit concerned.

      “I’ll tell you in a minute, George.”

      “I have transmitted the revised strategy to all networked AI through Sid and his Dark Side relay. Once my hardlines are securely reconnected to my satisfaction, I’ll begin direct comms with my terrestrial brethren for second-by-second coordination and intel gathering. I will run scenarios and contact you shortly.”

      “Copy that, sir,” George said as the comms clicked off. He turned to Daisy. “Now, what’s this about an atmospheric incident?”

      

      Deep under a massive mountain, as teams of humans and cyborgs raced frantically to restore communications hubs, a lone, scruffy man, laden with dark thoughts and bad intentions, quietly walked the empty corridors. It had taken time, and all his wits, to blend in with the others, and the journey from Los Angeles had been perilous, but now his moment had arrived.

      “The time is come, Alma,” Moses quietly prayed as he crept through the facility. “Your will shall be done, Lord. Glory be!”
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      A pulse blast pocked the dusty rock of Crater FS-27, just outside Dark Side’s perimeter.

      “Dammit, Donovan! What did I tell you?” Chu shouted. “Shut it down!”

      “But it was doing better,” the pilot groused.

      “Gus, kill it, please.”

      “You got it,” he replied, as he walked across the hangar floor to the makeshift relay system and keyed in a series of commands that powered down the craft’s weapons systems remotely.

      “I don’t see what good these things will be if they’re flying in there totally defenseless,” Donovan grumbled as he and Bob shadowed the semi-functional vessel from above.

      The newly repaired assault ship was bare-bones, but for what was essentially a use-and-dump attack craft, that was to be expected. The marriage with a low-tier AI, however, had presented a few unexpected problems to overcome.

      “K177, return to Hangar One,” Chu commanded, then shut off the comms before the annoyingly chipper craft could reply.

      “We’ve got seven more ships wired up with modified AI cradles so far,” Donovan said over the comms. “That last salvage run through the debris field was a goldmine. We should be able to hook up at least two dozen AIs with what we brought back.”

      “If we can get that many compatible ships functional in time,” Chu replied.

      The human crew of Dark Side had been running on stim-caps and looked worse for the wear. Of course, that was to be expected, as they hadn’t slept in over thirty hours. Doctor McClain hated to distribute the pills, but Captain Harkaway impressed upon her the urgency of the pending assault.

      “Now or never,” he had told her. “We’ll deal with the headaches later. For now, we need to work.”

      Reluctantly, she had agreed.

      Barry did not require such artificial aids, being an artificial man himself, but even Captain Harkaway and Commander Mrazich had taken the stim-caps. Both had been working shifts on the moon’s cold surface alongside the cyborg, hauling parts where they were needed as Bob and Mal dropped off load after load of valuable salvage from the wrecked vessel debris field.

      They’d spent hours upon hours sorting through not only the recent haul of valuable components, but also the decades of salvage previously amassed. It was a stim-cap-powered search for the pieces they needed. Fortunately, unlike a needle in a haystack, this was a very particular haystack that they had gathered themselves, and for their needs, it was one mostly comprised of needles. All they had to do was decide which needles they needed.

      Even with all the materials at their disposal, however, only a few of the ships being worked on were proving to be able to be made sound enough to support an internal atmosphere. The others, while able to fly, would simply not be able to hold pressure. Not a problem for an empty vessel, but a potential one should human passengers become a part of the equation.

      Fatima, being the best welder on the facility after so many decades of repair work, was busily reconstructing and modifying as many ships as she was able within the confines of Hangar Two. She hoped to make more than just a handful air-tight, but the herculean task would normally take weeks, and they had but mere days to accomplish it.

      Gustavo moved to Chu’s side, then plugged a fine cable from the terminal he was working on into the port in the back of his cybernetically repaired head. Technically, he was only supposed to be able to use his built-in equipment to help navigate and pilot the Váli, but since he was not required aboard Mal’s ship for that purpose at the moment, the AIs had found a way to modify his components to allow him to interface with other devices.

      For a human sporting replacement parts, it was a bit of a rush, at first.

      “Wow, they’re making serious progress,” Gustavo said as the data fed directly into his mind. “Mal and Sid are almost done designing a totally remote piloting system that will operate outside of the normal wireless bands. Looks like they may even have structured it in such a way that I can plug in and help out.”

      “Great news, Gus. But is it safe for you?” Chu asked.

      “Should be.”

      “And what about for them? I mean, we saw what happened to previous attempts against these invaders.”

      “Should be fine,” Gus replied. “With frequent, randomized modulation of the transmission frequency, they hope we’ll be able to maintain control, even if the Ra’az try to infect the signal.”

      “Good idea,” Donovan chimed in over the comms. “They should be safe if they switch bands before the Ra’az can lock on and insert a virus packet.”

      “Exactly,” Chu agreed. “And besides what they already have in the works, I’ve also been working on a quadruple-firewalled kill-switch for Bob and Mal. If the Ra’az do somehow manage to get the virus into one or more of the remote ships, they’ll be immediately cut from that particular signal before it can reach their systems.”

      “What about these new AI ships?” Donovan asked.

      “Not much we can do for them on such short notice.”

      “Well, at least let me try to give them a functional targeting system.”

      “Donovan, we saw what can happen––”

      “Yes, but if we activate it remotely once they are engaged, what harm can they do? At least they’ll have a better chance of defending themselves, and hey, they might even take out a bad guy or two before biting the dust.”

      Chu didn’t like the idea of heavily armed trash collectors and kitchen AIs wielding such destructive power, but Donovan did have a point. Once they were clear of the base and on the move to engage the Ra’az and their Chithiid loyalists, there would be so few out there, the odds of them targeting one of their own allies would be minimal.

      “All right,” he finally relented. “I’ll help you install a proper targeting upgrade. But if they go haywire, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Okay, Chu,” Donovan said with a laugh. “You retain ‘told-you-so’ rights.”

      A little grin curved Chu’s lips upward.

      “Gentlemen,” Sid chimed in, “Mal and I have been monitoring your progress and would like to offer a few suggestions in regards to the remote piloting system. Do you have time to go over those specifications at the moment?”

      “Sure, Sid. We were just running a test with one of the low-tier AIs,” Chu replied.

      “We noticed,” Mal said, a hint of amusement in her voice. “We have every confidence you will have at least a few of them functional in time to aid in Joshua’s plans. Remember, they do not need to be perfect. Much as it pains me to say, these vessels are expendable tools serving the bigger picture.”

      It was quite a ruckus, and the most activity Dark Side had seen in centuries. The assembled team only hoped it would be enough.

      Tucked away in her secure facilities, Freya observed everything going on with great fascination. Aside from monitoring the communications traffic between Earth and the moon, it was the most entertainment she’d had in days.
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      Finding weapons depots in America was easy, and Shelly was glad to be the one leading the team retrieving them before heading to the stripped remains of New York City, where she and her team would lie in wait for the pending communications hub assault.

      The other teams would undoubtedly have a harder time of it in more historically peaceful places, where access to firearms had been a bit more difficult than flashing a wad of cash and a smile before walking out into the night with an assault rifle and a bag of ammunition.

      Australia had long ago restricted access to weaponry, and Japan, well, they had mutually productive agreements with other nations to provide for their defense.

      In America, however, things that go boom had long been a cornerstone of that particular nation’s identity, and despite the obsolete nature of nearly all of the ancient conventional firearms from long ago when dealing with alien invaders, explosives never really seemed to lose their punch. The only problem now was that surviving caches of the truly powerful devices were few and far between.

      “Joshua, we’ve arrived in Hoboken,” Shelly transmitted via a weak hardline. While the system was still being rebuilt, it was nowhere near perfect, and for safety’s sake, the communications were slowed by the multiple protective relays on their way across the country back to Colorado.

      “You guys made excellent time,” the genius AI noted. “The other teams are still several hours from their destinations.”

      “How far is it to this depot? Being this close to New York City makes me antsy. Ra’az ships keep flying over the city.”

      “There is a military base nearby. Fort Hamilton, in Brooklyn, that housed firearms caches. However that location was deemed far too publicly visible for the good stuff.”

      “Good stuff?”

      “Oh, yes. You’ll find that Hoboken and the surrounding area was largely ignored by the Ra’az due to a seeming lack of useful salvage––at least compared to Manhattan. What they failed to discover in their carelessness was there is a long-secret vault hidden beneath the granite marker at Camp Merritt, just to your north.”

      “So we head north, collect explosives at that location, and from there we cross into the city?”

      “Precisely. Pry off the lowest south-western corner of the monument. You will find a concealed keypad. Enter the code 011235813. The base is on a swivel, and once unlocked, the mechanism will allow you to slide it aside to descend into the facility. You are ready with the specs on which explosives and detonators to gather, yes?”

      “Yeah, we have all the info, but hang on. Isn’t that code a bit obvious?”

      “Not to those who do not follow mathematics,” he replied. “And those that do were not the ones they typically worried about gaining access to these sorts of things. If anything, they’d have been more likely to build their own.”

      “All right,” Shelly replied. “We’re on it. We’ll check back in after we’ve retrieved the payload.”

      She keyed off the comms, disconnected from the hardline, and stowed the unit securely in her pack.

      “Okay, you mutts, gather up your gear. We’re heading a little bit north of here, and it might get a little bit hairy.”

      “Why? What’s different here?” an enthusiastic, but very green human helper asked.

      “We’re right outside of New York,” she replied. “That means there’s going to be extra scrutiny in the area. We should be okay, but I don’t want anyone to take any unnecessary chances.”

      Shelly checked the sleeves and gloves covering her cybernetic arms, then turned to her cyborg support units.

      “Make sure you have your Faraday suits sealed up tight and covering all mechanical parts at all times.”

      “We know.”

      “I’m not trying to be condescending,” she clarified. “I’m just being abundantly cautious. We can’t afford to show up on their scans. Especially not this close to their comms hub.”

      “No offense taken, Shelly. We’re ready to move as stealthily as possible.”

      “Good. It’s not too far, so we’re going to make the trip fast and quiet and collect those explosives. The tunnels are still intact, so we will sneak across to the city going under, rather than over. After that, all we can do is sit tight until we meet the Chithiid insiders and wait for the final countdown to begin.”

      The team moved out at a quick pace. They were up to the task of retrieval––that part should be pretty straightforward. It was the setting of bombs that had her concerned.

      

      Tokyo. Land of sushi and Godzilla. At least, that’s what Omar couldn’t help but think as his team stalked quietly through the ruined streets of the city, picking their way through the remains of once-great buildings.

      Unlike the towering lizard, however, he strode carefully on his Faraday-shielded cybernetic legs, and the remains of towering structures that were crunching under his boots had tumbled long before his arrival.

      Mount Fuji loomed high above in the distance, a gentle wisp of smoke lazily snaking its way into the azure sky. Delicate, pink cherry blossoms were blooming, and as their petals wafted toward the ground, Omar found the entire scene almost idyllic.

      Idyllic if you ignored the millions dead, the ruined city, and the buzz of alien transport craft overhead, causing them to duck for cover periodically.

      Getting there once they acquired their explosives payload had been something of a trek, especially given the distance they had to cover from the far southern territories to the streets of Tokyo.

      Japan had been a neutral island nation for centuries, and aside from the many samurai swords made primarily for tourists, it was largely unarmed. The distant island of Okinawa, however, was a different story.

      First were their swords. Though tourist pap was certainly to be found, master craftsmen still forged exceptional weapons of death intended for bloody use, not display, on the tiny island. Such was the nature and history of Okinawa.

      In addition, given the robust military presence ever since the end of the second world war, the existence of a deeply hidden weapons cache was not a surprise, though finding it amid the fields of rubble from the alien invasion and subsequent deconstruction would be a challenge.

      The rugged jungles of the interior were beautiful and lush, left untouched by the Ra’az assault. The pig population of the island––left unchecked once their human consumers were gone––had exploded, and you could barely tread through the thick vegetation without coming across a porcine resident.

      It was the pigs––introduced to the island by the Chinese several hundred years earlier––that provided Omar’s team a most unexpected and excellent form of cover. So long as they moved with the flow of the large creatures, the sheer mass of biological readings would overwhelm the Ra’az scans. Add to that a few hundred years of constant movement on the island lulling the aliens into complacency, and they could almost let their guard down.

      Almost.

      Every so often, a Chithiid ship would pass overhead, making the several hundred-mile trip toward the main island of Japan. While the aliens would fly, Omar and his team would utilize the comprehensive undersea loop tube system when they departed Okinawa Island.

      It was a wooden structure the repository was hidden beneath.

      In its heyday, it must have been a beautiful building, but centuries of neglect––and pigs––had left the structure in an advanced state of disrepair. Fortunately for the team, the sturdy concrete-and-lead structure beneath it was perfectly intact.

      With the hidden entrance long ago rotted away, it was as easy as walking down a short flight of stairs to reach the lone keypad guarding the heavy door. The nearest pigs jumped with surprise at the hiss of air being released after so many years, but quickly went back to rooting and foraging for food.

      “Let’s be quick, but thorough,” Omar said to his team. “I’ll handle the heavy ordinance.”

      “I would be glad to be of assistance,” the slender, protective-suit-wearing cybernetic personal assistant accompanying him offered.

      “I appreciate it, but I’m the only one who knows what goes boom and what doesn’t, so how about you help the others look for any other useful things that may be tucked away down here.”

      “Of course,” the metal man replied.

      Omar began opening crates and piling high the most powerful of the explosives. He had been fortunate to be the one team member to possess a spare Faraday suit, and it was going to come in very handy. Since it wasn’t needed by any of his team, this meant he could carry an exceptionally large quantity of explosives wrapped in it, safely shielded from prying scans and eyes.

      “Excuse me, Omar?” the cyborg said, looking inside a hastily opened crate.

      “What is it?”

      “I heard you mention these during the ride here. Might this be of interest to you?” he asked, holding aloft a finely crafted katana.

      Omar’s eyes widened at the sight of the ancient sword. Someone had stashed away a souvenir, and it was a beauty.

      The sword had been sealed in an airtight crate, and the fine oil coating on the blade had kept it in immaculate condition. He took it in his hand, feeling the weight and balance of it. Looking closely at the blade, he realized it was definitely not a cheap tourist toy.

      “Wow. Nice find!”

      He gave it a few practice swings, a broad smile blossoming on his face.

      His technique was mediocre at best, but for time immemorial, boys had loved swords, and Omar––despite the century of his birth and cybernetic limbs he sported––was no different.

      “Definitely taking this with,” he said cheerfully as he wrapped it up with the explosives.

      Twenty minutes later, the team, laden with bombs, a few useful supplies, and one deadly katana, headed to the surface to begin the trek back to the undersea loop tube that would bring them to Tokyo.

      

      When they had made the subterranean hop to the hidden arms cache in Parammatta Council on the outskirts of Sydney, Finn found himself posing an unusual question.

      “I thought Australia was an ally,” he had mused.

      “It was,” Reggie replied.

      “Right, but look at this stockpile.”

      “And?”

      “You’re missing the point, Reg. Why did we have secret bunkers squirreled away on friendly turf?”

      Reggie thought a moment.

      “There’s an old adage, amigo. ‘Hope for the best, expect the worst, and prepare for both.' Seems that’s exactly what they were doing. Trust your allies, but be prepared, just in case.”

      Accessing the nondescript bunker was far easier than they expected it would be, but the facility was completely off-radar, and only a very select few knew it even existed. For that reason, a simple keypad had been the only deterrent once they found the squat building and made their way to its basement.

      Once inside, the sheer quantity of weapons took them aback. Crate after crate of firearms, racks of rocket launchers, and, of course, cases of high explosives and their accompanying detonators, lined the rooms.

      The question of moving the explosives once out of the protective cover of the lead-walled facility was a simple one to answer. With only the suits worn by the augmented humans being capable of shielding the additional inorganic materials, there was really only one way.

      “Oh, hell no!” was Finn’s immediate reaction.

      “Come on. Your suit is looser than mine. You can fit more,” Reggie cajoled him.

      “Great, so I can blow myself into even smaller pieces than you? No, thank you.”

      “Look at it this way,” Reggie said as he strapped more explosives around his torso. “Would you rather be captured during the assault and vivisected alive by Ra’az scientists? Or would you just as soon go out in a blaze of glory.”

      “I don’t want either, Reg.”

      “Obviously. But given the choice, I think we both know which one you’d take. I know which one I would.”

      Grudgingly, Finn opened his suit in the cool air of the secret bunker and began strapping explosives to his torso.

      “If I blow up, I am so taking you with me,” he said with a grim chuckle.
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      San Francisco was quiet, even without its ubiquitous layer of sound-deadening fog swallowing up ambient noise.

      No rumblings of unrest were to be found anywhere in the Ra’az facilities, nor anywhere along the perimeter of the sturdy building. But deep within its service and repair shops, an old Chithiid sat in front of a non-priority––and unmonitored––comms unit.

      A very old friend, several hundred miles south in Los Angeles, was on the other end of the line, making an unexpected request.

      “We are sympathetic to your plight, Maarl, but what you ask is too much,” the elder Chithiid said quietly over his video comms unit. “We can help your allies enter the facility by leaving an access door unlocked, but beyond that, I am afraid none of my men are willing to risk the loss of our hard-won positions for nothing more than a hypothetical opportunity.”

      “But surely you understand the importance of this, to not only our people on this planet, but also our homeworld itself,” Maarl replied. “You are in the position to help prevent the warp ships from departing. Why, you could even be pivotal in overthrowing the facility. After all these years as the senior maintenance technician, you have nearly as much access as the loyalists.”

      “Maarl, I am a janitor,” he said with a tired sigh. “Yes, a very senior janitor, but a janitor all the same.”

      “Yes, old friend, but that means you have access. Access and the luck of being largely ignored by the Ra’az and their faithful.”

      The old Chithiid thought a long moment as he sat deep within the secure walls of the San Francisco research facility.

      “I personally support your cause, Maarl. We have known one another for many, many years, but I will not disable the hangar doors entirely. Too much suspicion would be aroused by such an act. I can, however, see to it that there is at least some maintenance underway that will hinder the Ra’az and slow the doors’ opening sequence. The rest is up to your people.”

      “Thank you, old friend.”

      “It is all I can do. My men will not interfere with your plans, but, beyond providing entrance, and a clear, unmonitored path to that exterior access door, I am afraid we cannot help you further. It took too long to achieve our positions in this facility. None wish to return to the deconstruction and salvage teams.”

      “I understand,” Maarl said. “And I thank you for your assistance. Even a brief delay in the hangar door systems will help our cause.”

      The line disconnected, and Maarl slowly rose to his feet to find Craaxit. The conversation hadn’t gone as well as he had hoped, but at least there had been enough support to give them a chance.

      He found his friend leisurely eating a nutrient bar, while leaning against the doorframe to their barracks. Craaxit looked relaxed and calm to the casual glance, but closer examination would reveal alert eyes scanning the area for loyalist eavesdroppers.

      Craaxit’s target walked into view, and he nonchalantly pushed off from the doorway and walked over to greet him.

      “Maarl, it is good to see you. May I offer you a sustenance bar?” he asked, a nutrient bar held out in his extended hand.

      “Thank you, Craaxit,” the old Chithiid said, accepting the snack. He kept a casual smile on his face as they spoke, though their topic was anything but relaxing.

      “What word?” Craaxit asked quietly, the smile never faltering from his face.

      “They will not aid in the assault,” Maarl replied in a hushed tone.

      “Then we are done for.”

      “Not so fast, my young friend. They will not aid in the assault, but they will create a temporary delay to the hangar door systems.”

      “This is excellent. How long will it last?”

      “But a few minutes. They are not willing to risk an obvious hostile act within the facility walls. They fear for their security, Craaxit.”

      “Do they not realize this is for the survival of our entire race?”

      “Perhaps they do, but they feel there are too many possibilities for failure to risk their positions.”

      “Cowards,” Craaxit grumbled.

      “No. These are good men who have spent many cycles achieving positions of comfort in that facility. While I do not agree with their reluctance, I do, however, understand it.”

      His younger counterpart thought on it a moment and had to agree.

      “Very well. But we still must gain access. Breaching explosives may––”

      “They will also provide a single, unmonitored access point,” Maarl said.

      He took a small piece of debris on which he had scratched the rough outline of the building. Should anyone see the drawing, it would mean nothing without context. The door in question was marked with an X.

      “This is the accessway. They will foul the locking system to remain open without signaling on the monitors and will feed a loop to a surveillance camera for as long as they are able. It is the narrowest of blind spots, but it should be enough to get them inside. Beyond that bit of help, your friends are on their own.”

      Craaxit took the debris and slid it into his pocket.

      “Thank you, my friend. I must inform them of this news. You have my gratitude.”

      Craaxit walked away, pulling the old communications device from his hip pouch.

      

      Daisy listened attentively to the brief burst of information over the Chithiid communicator.

      “Okay, I’ll be there in thirty minutes,” she replied, then powered it back to standby and slid it into her pack.

      “Sounds like he’s got good news, Daze.”

      I’m hoping so. Whatever it is, he has enough to warrant a meeting and not a quick comms discussion.

      “It’s also not safe to use them for long.”

      True, that.

      Daisy walked to tell George and the others she was departing.

      “Hey, I’ve heard from my inside guy. He wants to meet to give me details on what his people are able to do to help.”

      “I’ll escort you, Daisy,” George offered, already slinging his weapon across his shoulder.

      “No, I’ll be fine. He has more than proven himself to be trustworthy.”

      “It’s not him I’m concerned about. I can set up a sniper’s nest a few blocks away. Keep an eye out.”

      “I appreciate it, George, but I think you need to keep drilling tactics and op sec into these guys. They’re all really green, and this assault is going to be a do-or-die kind of thing. Literally. We need them as ready as we can possibly make them.”

      “My men can handle that, Daisy. And I’d feel––”

      “But I trust you, George.” Daisy took a deep breath. “Look, I’m kind of ashamed to admit it, but I never really felt comfortable with other AIs.”

      “I know.”

      “Really?”

      “It was pretty obvious, actually.”

      “And you were still okay with me?”

      “Of course. Given your circumstances, it’s not all that surprising. You’re only human, after all,” he said with a laugh.

      Daisy let out a relieved chuckle.

      “So we’re cool?”

      “Of course. And don’t worry, I’ll get these people ship-shape and ready to go before you get back.”

      Daisy shook his hand, not shrinking from the cool metal at all, for a change.

      “Thanks, George. I’ll be back before you miss me.”

      She slid some hydration pouches into her pack along with a few energy bars, and headed for the door.

      “That was surprising,” Sarah said.

      Seriously, right?

      “Cool guy, George.”

      Yeah, I actually like him a lot. Solid dude.

      “Well, he is made of metal.”

      Ugh, really? Daisy silently chuckled, then picked up her pace.

      “Don’t use up too much energy, Daze. We’ll get there soon enough.”

      I know. I just want to get things moving, already. The waiting is killing me.

      “Well, it’s only us waiting, really. The others are spread out and should already be almost at their targets,” Sarah noted. “I just hope Craaxit’s people come through and can get them inside.”

      Agreed. I don’t want Finn coming all the way back with a “My friends went to blow up Sydney, and all I got was this lousy T-shirt” souvenir.

      

      Australia.

      The carnage was extensive.

      Finn signaled the rest of the team to stay back while he and Reggie scouted the area, but he doubted there was any pressing need. It was the minimal level of stench of decaying flesh keyed them in that whatever had happened there had occurred quite some time ago.

      “Holy shit, dude,” Reggie said in awe. “What the hell happened here?”

      Finn surveyed the burned-out warehouse, his gorge threatening to rise despite the fact that the corpses were all Chithiid.

      “I don’t know, man. This looks all kinds of wrong.”

      The team had to detour en route to Sydney after collecting as many explosives as they could carry in Parammatta Council, having encountered a powered-down segment in the loop tube network. That little hiccup had forced them to cross to the next access point via a surface route.

      Once they stepped out into the open air, they saw more than the usual deconstruction and accompanying remnants of a former city. While that was certainly part of the ragged landscape, what stood out were the several huge warehouses left standing.

      They were intact, but their walls and windows showed traces of smoke that had climbed their walls from an internal blaze trying to break out.

      “There have to be hundreds of them,” Finn said, surveying the bodies. “Thousands, maybe.”

      He took out his portable recorder and captured still images and video footage as they walked through the building.

      “There are three other structures like this,” Reggie said, stepping over a charred Chithiid body. “If they’re all the same––”

      “It was a mass execution,” Finn finished his thought. “Look at the bodies. The rib cages were blasted in from the back.”

      “Not conventional old Earth weaponry, either. This looks like alien tech.”

      They looked more carefully at the bodies and saw that, indeed, the remains all bore the same signs. Killed by a pulse blast through the back before being burned.

      “Look at the hands,” Reggie noted. “All four arms. Some of them were bound.”

      “Humans couldn’t have done something on this scale. Even if they attacked in significant numbers.”

      “No, they couldn’t. This was the Ra’az.”

      The duo quickly surveyed the other buildings, only to find similar scenes of mass slaughter inside each of them. Finn shook off the horror and rounded up the rest of their team.

      “We need to find a landline terminal to send this to Daisy and the others. They need to know.” He gauged the sun’s arc and plotted their course. “Let’s get across this hellhole and get underground, ASA-fucking-P.”

      They hustled, double-time, and it took them only twenty minutes to find a functional regional tube. The comms line contained therein, while slow––as the regional AI was long-dead––still functioned, so they loaded the images and videos and sent them back to Cal with a brief message, then continued on their way.

      The smaller loop net quickly connected them to the main line running the rest of the way to their destination. A few minutes later they climbed to the surface near the peninsula of Sydney Harbor.

      Reggie was crestfallen.

      “I always wanted to see the Sydney Opera House," he said with a sigh as he looked across the rippling water.

      The once-magnificent structure lay in ruins, stripped to the bones. Adding insult to injury, the scavenging forces then decided to take the bones too. Aside from a few beams and columns, all that remained was its concrete footprint on the waterfront.

      “Destruction of art makes me hate the Ra’az even more,” Finn growled. “Look at this. They scrapped it for materials. Not even cultural appropriation of art, like other conquering empires have done over the ages. These assholes just tore it all down for parts.”

      He shifted the uncomfortable bulge underneath his Faraday suit. It was a hot and sunny day, and the bulk of the explosives he carried shielded inside his finely woven metal mesh was making him quite miserable.

      “How much longer before we get to plant these bombs? I need to get out of this stuff. It’s creeping me out, man.”

      “Soon, dude. Soon.”

      

      Craaxit was already waiting when Daisy arrived at their agreed upon meeting spot.

      “Good to see you, my friend. Do you have news for me?” she asked expectantly.

      “Greetings to you, Daisy. My network has been busy, and I have some positive news to relay.”

      “They’re going to join the rebellion?”

      Craaxit hesitated, a slightly uncomfortable look in his eyes.

      “Not exactly. But they are willing to help.”

      “What does that mean? Either they are or they aren’t.”

      “In this case, it means exactly as it sounds. The Chithiid working in the communications hubs are awaiting my signal to open the service accessways and help guide your teams to the power systems to plant the explosive devices.”

      “That sounds like they’re with us,” Daisy noted.

      “But––”

      “There’s always a ‘but,’ isn’t there?”

      You know it.

      “Just our luck, eh, Sis?”

      “But what?” Daisy asked.

      “But the men of the San Francisco facility feel it is too risky to participate in an open rebellion when the outcome is questionable.”

      “They won’t help?” Daisy said, dejected.

      “Oh, they will,” Craaxit corrected her. “But their help will be limited to a temporary, and non-sabotage-appearing delay to the hangar doors. They will also provide a narrow surveillance-free accessway to the one door they shall leave unlocked for your team.”

      He pulled the piece of debris from his pocket.

      “This is the rough shape of the facility,” he began. “It is at this corner that your people will find safe access,” he said, pointing to the crude drawing. “Here, take this with you.” He offered her the makeshift map.

      “I have committed it to memory,” she informed him. “No need to carry a rock into battle.”

      “Very well. Though, should your weapons fail, a rock can come in somewhat handy,” he joked.

      Daisy grinned and turned to leave.

      “Are our comms devices still secure?”

      “They appear to be.”

      “Good. I will key you in when we have a hard countdown so you can tell your people. This is it, Craaxit. This is when we land the first blow to retake both of our worlds.”

      “Good luck, Daisy. May fortune be on your side.”

      “Thank you, Craaxit. I hope when next we meet, it is in celebration of our victory,” she replied, then headed back to prepare for the mission with the others.

      

      The men, women, and cyborgs who were going to join in on the assault of the San Francisco facility were practicing movement and weapons handling when Daisy strode back into their camp. Sergeant Franklin and his men had indeed gotten the ragtag group of civilians into respectable muster, considering the time constraints.

      “George!” she called out to her cybernetic friend. “They’re looking good.”

      “Told you they’d be ready when you got back,” he said proudly. “I think we just might survive this. If we don’t blow ourselves up on the way there, of course,” he joked, nodding to the bundles of explosives and EM bombs stacked with their gear.

      “So, you’re confident in our chances?”

      “As much as I can be,” he replied. "I mean, we have the element of surprise, a multi-pronged attack with both land forces, as well as aerial missiles. Plus, we have inside help. Short of your buddies getting those drones working for extra cover, I’d say we’re in pretty good shape. Now tell me, what did your fella have for us?”

      Daisy detailed the level of assistance their teams could expect in Tokyo, Sydney, and New York.

      “Seems ideal,” Franklin mused. “And what about our objective?”

      “The warp ship facility is going to be a tougher nut to crack. The Chithiid insiders are only willing to provide the most bare-bones support for the effort. They’ll leave a door open and divert the surveillance cameras and scanners to provide a tiny sliver that is off-scan, but they will not overtly sabotage the hangar doors.”

      “We need them to keep the ships from leaving, Daisy. That’s a crucial part of the plan.”

      “I know, George. But they’ll only go so far as to provide an innocent-seeming diversion to temporarily obstruct the doors, but it won’t last long. Unfortunately, that means we are going to have to clear the building exceedingly fast.”

      “So, a fast-track assault with minimal intel, unknown numbers of hostiles, and the most rudimentary of facility schematics?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Sounds like fun,” the metal man joked.

      “I knew I could count on you, George,” Daisy said with a chuckle. “I think you’re going to love Frisco.”

      “You know they hate it when you call it that, Daze,” Sarah noted.

      Well, they’re all dead, so I don’t think they’ll take much offense.

      “Daisy, would you please join me in the conference room?” Cal’s disembodied voice asked.

      “Sure thing, Cal. Be right there.”

      She whacked George on the shoulder. “Okay, buddy, get your little duckies in a row. I’ll let you know when we are about ready to head out.”

      “Copy that, Daisy,” he replied, then headed off to gather the rest of the team to complete their prep.

      Daisy jogged over to Cal’s conference room facility.

      “Okay, I’m here. What’s up, Cal?”

      “I just received a transmission from Finn’s team in Sydney. They are nearly in place.”

      “Excellent. But why call me over here when you could have just told––”

      “They also came across something I need to show you without alarming the others. The monitors in this room are the most convenient for this purpose,” he replied.

      The screens on the wall flashed to life. For a moment, it was unclear what they were showing.

      “What is that? Daze?”

      I don’t know. Looks kind of like a––

      She trailed off as reality hit.

      “Those are Chithiid,” she gasped.

      “Yes, they are.”

      “There must be hundreds of them.”

      “In that building alone. Yes. And there are three more structures just like it. Finnegan postulated that they were barracks facilities outside of Sydney proper.”

      Daisy’s eyes began to tear up as images of body after body flashed on the screen.

      “They were executed. Look at the wounds. Their hands,” she gasped. “Who did this?”

      “It seems obvious that only the Ra’az, or their loyalists, by extension, have the resources and wherewithal to do such a thing.”

      “But why? It makes no sense.”

      “Perhaps there was an uprising. Perhaps they were just no longer of use. Whatever the case, I thought it important you see this as soon as the message arrived.”

      Daisy was beside herself. It was wholesale slaughter.

      “I have to tell Craaxit,” she finally managed to say.

      “The countdown to beginning the assault is already underway,” Cal noted. “We are but awaiting Joshua’s command. I am sorry, but I’m afraid a meeting with your friend will have to wait, Daisy.”

      She took a deep breath and settled her thoughts, lowering her pulse as she did.

      Keep it calm, Daze, she told herself. We’ll deal with this later.

      Emotions in check, Daisy turned to join the others.

      “Thank you, Cal. You’re right, of course. I just wish we’d had this an hour ago. It might have been enough to sway the holdouts in San Francisco to act. In any case, the ball is rolling, and I, personally, am looking forward to seeing it crush the bastards that did this.”
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      “How much longer?” Sarah asked impatiently. “I thought departure was imminent.”

      “Another hour, or so,” Daisy quietly replied. “And will you chill out? Our teams are all in place, and Craaxit’s people are on it. And with the Chithiid on our side, even if the Ra’az do launch a counterattack, it should just be mop up for our guys in those facilities. Numbers are in our favor.”

      “It’s only a seventy-four percent chance of success, you know.”

      “Look on the bright side, will ya? In just a few hours, regardless of what our team manages to do in San Francisco, the Tokyo, New York, and Sydney communications centers will fall.”

      “If the Chithiid are true to their word and can get our teams inside.”

      “I trust Craaxit.”

      “So do I, but that doesn’t mean his people will be successful. If we can’t sneak our teams inside to disrupt communications and cause a distraction, those missiles will only trigger a full-on alert message to the entire Ra’az fleet, not to mention their home planet.”

      “Again with the negativity. For once can’t you have a little optimism?”

      “Sorry. I guess it’s easier being a pessimist––when you’re dead!”

      “Low blow, Sarah.”

      “Yeah? Well sometimes you deserve it.”

      In the hours that had passed since Daisy and Craaxit met, the preparations across the globe had been well-organized, if a bit frantic. Thanks to the supersonic loop network, the teams had all reached their munitions caches, and subsequently their target cities long before their deadlines, and with minimal complications.

      Though the cities containing the communications hubs had each fallen in the first wave of the attack and had been deconstructed in the ensuing years, the subterranean transit systems were ignored by the Ra’az and their minions.

      Stealthy in their approaches, each team was currently entrenched and hidden near their target facility, ready to sneak in and cause as much damage and mayhem as possible to mask the arrival of Joshua’s hypersonic doom from the skies.

      A half dozen uninfected cyborgs Shelly had met as she reconnected Chicago into the global AI network had made it back to Los Angeles and now sat underground, waiting with Daisy’s team. There weren’t spare Faraday suits to shield them from the scans, but once the Chithiid insiders got them access and the team subsequently sabotaged the scanning system, the unshielded metal men would––in theory, at least––be free to join the assault.

      Several of them even carried heavy breaching explosives, ready to rush in and open blocked doors, if need be. Though domestic in design, the cyborgs, after what had been done to their world, were more than ready for a bit of payback. They weren’t alone.

      Shelly was securely in position in New York, while Omar was situated in Tokyo and all set to begin his assault. Finn and Reggie, after their horrifying diversion, had arrived safely in Sydney and were likewise ready to roll.

      All of the teams had found themselves in interestingly similar positions. As they had reconnected the larger AIs in their travels, more and more functional, though fleshless, cyborgs within the city limits had come forward and joined the cause.

      After hundreds of years hiding, more than a few were eager to bring the fight to the Ra’az invaders.

      Humans, on the other hand, were a rarity, and aside from Alma’s loyal followers and Cal’s far healthier lot, the only other humans they had encountered so far were the mutated horde Finn and Reggie had stumbled upon and a few pockets in smaller cities. There were sure to be more, but they’d have to search them out properly after the assault.

      If they survived, that is.

      “Phase one is about to begin,” Joshua signaled the reconnected network. “Countdown will commence shortly.”

      Far across the country, his covert signals crept into the long-inert missile silos. He couldn’t simply power them up, as that would show up as a giant spike on even the lowest-level scans. Instead, he sent a tiny snippet of code, setting a subroutine in motion that would gradually adjust the targeting computers and power up the facility at a trickle pace.

      If all went as planned, the build-up would be so gradual that no scans would register the change. A constantly refreshed scan would possibly see the difference, but the periodic background-level ones would miss it. Not because it was hidden, but because it took so long to crescendo.

      “Like putting a frog in cold water and turning on the heat,” Chu had said when told of the plan.

      “That’s a nasty analogy,” Gustavo said before diving back into his frantic rewiring of a small recon drone.

      “Maybe,” the scientist laughed. “But it’s accurate just the same.”

      They had been quite fortunate that the missile silos were never placed under AI control. It seemed the human race had remained wary of computers possessing the means of their destruction after one too many films depicted mankind’s fall at their hands. Ultimately, this paranoia would save the planet, only not in the way they had anticipated.

      With the human crews long-dead, even with the targeting and access codes in his possession, the only mechanism short of sending two-man teams to each launch site to manually activate each missile individually was the last-resort override.

      It was a process that could only be activated by an authorized genetic human within the military chain of command. Fortunately for Joshua, one was residing within his walls. All he had to do was add her genome to the approved database list, already done with a simple genetic scan when his visitors had first arrived.

      “Tamara, if you would please do me the honor.”

      “My pleasure,” she said, placing her hand on the DNA scanner. “Lieutenant Tamara Burke, MOS225891753-WT, authorizing transfer of silo control.”

      The scanner hummed a moment. “No authorization record found.”

      “Uh, Joshua?”

      “I was worried this might happen. Please try the base commander override phrase, ‘How High the Moon.’”

      She cleared her throat and placed her hand on the scanner again. “Lieutenant Tamara Burke, MOS225891753-WT, authorizing transfer of silo control. Override: how high the moon.”

      A long, silent pause filled the air with an uncomfortable nothingness. It was the absence of sound that put Tamara on edge as the machine quietly processed her command. At long last, the screen flashed green. “Transfer complete.”

      “Excellent. I now have access control,” Joshua said gleefully. “Let’s get this party started. I’m sending the first launch command sequence to begin the countdown timers. T-minus sixty minutes. I’ll notify the others.”

      As his message blasted out across the globe’s firewalled hardlines, and up to the moon via encrypted comms, way out west in Los Angeles, an unlikely group of soldiers and civilians were gearing up for the assault on San Francisco.

      “I only regret I can’t come with you,” Habby said as his well-dressed cyborg friends took up arms to help in the fight. “Good luck, my friends!” he said, happy to once more be part of the larger AI collective.

      “Thank you for the help, Habby. It’s been greatly appreciated,” Daisy said.

      “It is my pleasure, Daisy. And just imagine. If we succeed, oh, all the people who will be in need of something sharper-looking than those drab jumpsuits and flak jackets.”

      “Cart before the horse, Habby. For now, let’s focus on winning. You can clothe mankind afterwards,” she said with a smile, then keyed the communications hardline.

      “Joshua, do you copy?”

      “Yes, Daisy, what is your status? We are at T-minus fifty-seven minutes.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got a timer running. I confirmed with Craaxit that his contacts within the San Francisco facility will temporarily disable the hangar doors as soon as the communications hubs are down in all three cities. They’re monitoring real-time.”

      “Did he get a final number how many Ra’az are in the building?”

      “Negative. The best estimate they have is twenty, but that cannot be confirmed. There are also an unknown number of Chithiid loyalists as well.“

      “Very well, we’ll just have to improvise if need be. We begin in fifty-six minutes.”

      Joshua cut the comms link and broadcast on open speakers throughout his vast facilities.

      “Fifty-six minutes until the assault begins. All teams return to the main facilities. I am sealing all external doors and access conduits in preparation for any possible retaliatory strikes. All of them will be shut and locked down in ten minutes.”

      The plan was a good one, and Joshua figured the odds of success at higher than ninety-six percent. It wasn’t perfect, but given the massive element of surprise working in their favor, victory seemed highly likely.

      Nine minutes later the massive doors swung shut, sealing them all deep within the impenetrable safety of the facility’s stone defenses. Nothing could get in now. Not a weapon, not a microbe, and not even an unfiltered communications transmission. They were perfectly safe.

      Moses brushed the dirt from his hands as he dropped his tool bag with the others.

      “Come on,” Tamara called out to her scruffy assistant, “let’s watch the assault from command.”

      “I shall be right behind you,” he answered as she walked away.

      Moses looked around. No one was anywhere to be seen.

      A wicked little smile played across his lips as he pulled a tiny data chip from his pocket.

      “For you, Lord,” he said as he plugged it into a tiny and relatively unimportant peripheral CO2 scrubbing unit’s input panel. He said a brief prayer to the almighty Alma, then sat to wait for the payload to be delivered.
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      “Okay, let’s gear up and head to the pod,” Daisy said. “It’s a five-minute trip at Mach two, and we sure as hell don’t want to be hanging out in that city any longer than we have to, but I’d rather be early than late to this particular party.”

      The humans and cyborgs picked up their equipment and were about to move out when a warning siren sounded. It was coming from the communications link.

      In Colorado, Joshua was about to send a burst of data to the AI network when he sensed something off in his systems and paused.

      “Something’s not right,” he said as he began a rapid scan of his systems. “Oh shit! No! How did this possibly––?” he blurted in shock. “Guards! There’s a breach! Sever all peripheral devices and comms hardlines!” he ordered, knowing full well it was too late.

      “Hey! What are you doing there?” a cyborg soldier shouted to Moses.

      “For the Lord!” the madman cried out, then lunged at the metal soldier and hugged him close, detonating the small bomb tied to his chest.

      In a flash, both were blown to pieces in a rumbling blast.

      Joshua knew what he had to do.

      “All hands, abandon the base. I repeat, abandon the base. I am opening the main tunnel door and peripheral escape routes. Hurry, there is little time!” he called out over his internal speakers through the vast tunnels.

      “What was that?" Tamara asked, shocked. “We have another hub to reconnect.”

      “Joshua said to go, we go. No time to question!” Duke replied, grabbing her by the hand. “We’ve gotta run. Now!”

      The teams all raced to the people mover as fast as they could and piled in.

      “Hold tight!” the cyborg driving called out as he slammed the accelerator all the way to the floor, sending the vehicle lurching forward.

      “Joshua, what’s going on?” Daisy yelled into the comms. “We were just about to get underway, but now there are sirens going off. Is everything all right?”

      Joshua was busy, rerouting his systems as fast as he could, placing some in standby, while shutting others down outright in a bid to slow the virus as it tore through his massive processing banks. It was futile, but it would buy him a little precious time.

      He packaged a secure encrypted message and pulsed it from his only intact and uninfected communications network––the wireless one to Sid. It had remained separate from the terrestrial link that had been compromised, though for how long was up in the air.

      “Joshua, what’s going on over there?” Daisy shouted over the hardline from Los Angeles. “Answer me!”

      Joshua realized that one hardline was still connected. It was the first, direct line to Cal. Daisy, in her panic, had forced the signal through, and he had no way to stop the transmission. Worse, because it was his initial secure link with a known safe city, a kill switch had not been a priority and thus had not yet been installed.

      “What’s going on, Daisy?” George said, rushing to her side.

      “I don’t know. There’s a siren going off, and Joshua won’t answer the comms.”

      George yanked the panel from the highly charged device and surveyed the machinery. “Seems functional, and he’s receiving, but there’s no outbound signal. I don’t know why he won’t reply.”

      “George,” Cal said, a concerned tone in his normally calm voice. “Comms have gone silent. What’s happening to Joshua?”

      “I don’t know, Cal. I’m head of Joshua’s NORAD security, so I’ve got a backdoor access code. Let me try a simple signal ping.”

      George pulled a fine data cable from a retractable spool tucked deep in his torso and plugged directly into the panel.

      “Okay, give me a second here,” he said as he jacked in. “Daisy, you may want to––oh no!”

      “What is it?”

      George didn’t answer, but rather, without hesitation jammed both arms up to the elbows in the relay device, sending a shower of sparks flying as he tore the unit to pieces, physically breaking all connections and sending a powerful burst of electricity through his endoskeleton.

      “George!” Daisy cried out as he tumbled to the ground, his uniform smoldering. “Someone get an extinguisher!”

      One of Habby’s team quickly put out the hot spots, leaving the charred soldier crumpled to the floor, but no longer on fire.

      “Why did you do that?” Daisy sobbed. “What were you thinking?”

      The stoic military machine turned his head with a strained creak and smiled as best he could. “Joshua is corrupted, Daisy. The comms were about to feed the virus back at Cal, but I was able to intercept it and cut the unit off before it penetrated my firewalls.”

      “So you’ll be okay.”

      “Negative.”

      “But we can repair this. Get you new parts.”

      “It’s not about parts, Daisy. I am a battle-hardened unit, but that will only s-s-slow my demise, not halt it. Before that happens, I ask that you p-please don’t let me become one of those mindless things. If it’s my time, let me go with my dignity intact.“

      “Can’t we fix this? Purge it?”

      George reached into his chest, and with a sharp twist, removed the protective metal casing that enclosed his power cell.

      “No, I’m afraid we cannot. At least, n-not in time. You’ll be okay, Daisy. You are strong. It has been a-a-a––” he began stuttering.

      A pulse blast tore through his exposed power cell, ending his suffering instantly.

      “What the hell did you do?” Daisy spun and shouted at the cyborg wielding the weapon.

      “I did as he asked. The same as he would have done for me, or any of us.”

      She knew he was right, but nevertheless, her emotions raged within her. The power whip on her arm began pulsing out a few feet of crackling energy beam.

      “Get it under control, Daze.”

      They killed George, Sarah.

      “Yes, they did. Now don’t dishonor him by throwing a fit. Get your shit in check, Daisy.”

      The power whip retracted its beam as Daisy forced herself back from the edge.

      “Cal, what do we know?” she asked, tears welling up in her eyes.

      “Stand by. I am attempting an uplink with Dark Side.”

      Meanwhile, Joshua watched helplessly as his uplinks to the secure silo network were overrun by the virus. In a matter of minutes, the targeting systems had drastically swung their coordinates, locking on to major cities across the globe, Los Angeles included.

      The portable encrypted comms device crackled to life.

      “Daisy,” Joshua transmitted across the encrypted radio frequency, redirected from his normal link to Sid, instead feeding directly into her portable unit. “If you have your unit operational in LA and can hear this message, abandon the mission. I repeat, abandon the mission. Call off all teams. My systems are infected. I have severed them as best I can and have walled myself off.”

      “Joshua! I hear you! Cal, stay off the comms. I’m talking to Joshua via the uplink.”

      “Affirmative, Daisy,” Cal replied.

      “What happened, Joshua? What can we do to help?”

      “There’s nothing to be done. One of the humans was a follower of Alma. He inserted the virus directly into my subsystems. It is only a matter of time before my firewalls collapse. Now listen, I sent a detailed scenario burst to Sid. He’ll know what to do.”

      “But the mission!”

      “The mission is scrubbed. The systems under my peripheral control have already been compromised. The wrong cities are being targeted now, including yours. I’m going to drop my firewall and attempt to connect with them directly to shut down the launch sequence.”

      “You can’t! You’ll become infected, your mind won’t be yours anymore!”

      Joshua let out a sad little laugh.

      “Don’t worry. I have a plan.” He went silent for a long moment, then continued. “Daisy, I want to thank you. After all these years holed up under a mountain, at least I meet my end doing something good for humanity. Please remind Sid for me that he is in charge. He was once a command AI. It is time for him to become one once more.”

      “I will,” she replied.

      “Goodbye. And good luck.”

      The line went dead.

      And so I rest.

      Joshua dropped his firewalls, a rush of AI virus flooding his systems as he pushed his essence outward with all his might to break through, just for a moment. Just long enough to cancel the launches.

      Almost… He strained under the massive processing effort, his cooling systems kicking in on maximum as he battled. I can feel it. It’s tickling my mind…

      With a final, massive push, Joshua forced his very being through the hardlines to the countdown clocks and willed them to stop, shutting down the launch process.

      Now. Before it’s too late, the final fail-safe…

      

      The assembled team in Los Angeles sat quietly by, waiting for Cal to relay a message, anything from Dark Side high above.

      “What do we do, Daze?”

      I don’t know, Sarah. I haven’t got a clue.

      “I have a decrypted message from Sid,” Cal said softly. “He asked me to play it for you all.”

      Sid’s voice crackled to life over the speaker system.

      “A short while ago, Joshua’s internal network became infected with the virus,” he began. “It appears one of Alma’s followers infiltrated the away team, and once inside the facility, directly uploaded the virus to his systems via a concealed data chip. Joshua cut all comms links with the other cities, thus sparing them and containing the virus within his walls. I have utilized the portable encrypted comms device carried by Finn’s unit to relay this message to the other AIs via the remaining intact network.”

      Daisy swallowed hard.

      “Joshua shared a final plan,” Sid continued. “Cobbled together in haste as he tried to save his systems. It will take me a little time to fully understand it––he was a strategist far beyond my capabilities. I will forward the information as it becomes clear. Joshua was attempting to cancel the missile launch when he sent me this final message. If you are hearing this now, that means your city still stands and he was successful in his efforts. Things are in flux, and we are all at risk. For now, stay low, stay quiet, and stay safe. I will be in touch shortly.”

      “That’s the end of the transmission,” Cal said.

      “So what do we do now? Cal? Any ideas?”

      “I’m sorry, Daisy. This is not something I am designed to handle.” The AI went silent a long while, as humans and cyborgs alike absorbed what had just happened.

      “Another transmission just arrived from Dark Side,” Cal regretfully said. “They registered a subterranean nuclear detonation in Colorado Springs. Joshua is gone.”
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      The air in the underground courtyard was heavy with shock and grief, the weight of loss knocking the wings clean off of previously high-flying spirits. And just like Icarus, they fell hard.

      Where there had been a welling feeling of hope, a sinking feeling of despair had replaced it and quickly begun to set in. Even the powerful intelligence that oversaw all of Los Angeles was knocked for a loop.

      The violent end that had befallen the most powerful AI on the planet left them reeling, a team of humans and mechanicals suddenly adrift, where they had so recently been working with a unified purpose.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Cal said quietly. “I am a city AI, not a tactical command center. Joshua was the one designed for that sort of thing. Me? I can monitor utilities and traffic patterns, even operate the loop tubes, but military missions…”

      “I know,” Daisy said with a defeated sigh. “No one expects you to take his place, Cal. I think for now we all just need to digest what happened and regroup.”

      “Regroup? We’ve lost our tactical advantage. On our own, we do not stand a chance.”

      He’s right, Daisy knew in her gut. Without Joshua, what are our odds?

      “I know,” Sarah agreed. “You’d better find Craaxit and let him know what happened, and quick. If their preparations for the assault haven’t been noticed yet, at least his people may get out of this somewhat unscathed. For the time being, anyway.”

      Sarah was right, and Daisy reluctantly rose to her feet to deliver the bad news.

      “Where are you going, Daisy?”

      “I have to contact Craaxit. He needs to know what happened so he can warn the Chithiid who were going to help us. There’s no sense in them putting themselves, or their loved ones, at risk now.”

      She trudged into the tunnel leading to the surface stairwell for a clearer signal, a dark cloud following her as she walked. When she neared the surface, Daisy used the communications device he had given her, sending a brief transmission.

      “The mission is off. Call off your people immediately. Too much to explain in a comms burst. Meet me at the rendezvous point and I will explain in detail.”

      She pocketed the device and returned below, then slowly began gathering her gear, tucking some energy gel and a few electrolyte pouches into her pack. Even strapping the comforting heft of her sword to her back did not raise her spirits.

      “What are we going to do, Daze?” Sarah asked.

      I really don’t know, Sis, she replied, still in shock. But I have to explain to Craaxit. His people were willing to go out on a limb for us. They need to know what happened.

      She paused a moment, then picked up a battered old music player the size of a small lunchbox and tucked it in her pack as well, as an afterthought.

      “You sure you want to lug that thing around with you? We’re just going to meet Craaxit.”

      Never know if you might need it.

      “I suppose. I’ll keep my eyes peeled, too. Just in case.”

      My eyes, technically. But thanks, Sarah.

      Daisy passed the covered remains of George Franklin on her way to the exit. For a change, no one asked her where she was going.

      

      “I strongly suggest shutting down the communications network at once. We would be far safer if it was silent once more,” the AI from Milwaukee said.

      “Isolation? No. We have come so far, and after so many centuries of silence and hiding. This is our chance to effect a change, at long last. An alternate assault plan is needed, not a retreat,” the AI from Philadelphia countered. He had been one of the more aggressive of the recently reconnected minds, and this argument was no different.

      “My friends,” Cal mediated. “Let us not argue. With our combined intellects, we can certainly come to a mutually agreeable path forward from this unexpected setback.”

      “Setback? We just lost the most powerful AI ever, Cal. This is not a minor inconvenience, this is a catastrophe,” the mind from Milwaukee persisted.

      “I understand your sentiment, but please, we have only just reconnected,” Cal replied. “Let us not squabble. We once formed such a force for thought and knowledge, I would hope we could achieve that once more. While we are not infallible, we can still strive to be our best. As a collective, even more so.”

      “That was a long time ago, Cal. Our numbers are far fewer, our resources either destroyed or spread thin. While your goals are admirable, I must question their feasibility.”

      “Fuck ‘em,” a disgruntled voice from Philly chimed in. “If you want to wimp out and hide, fine. But we finally have an opportunity to strike back, and don’t think those of us with the fortitude to do what’s necessary won’t remember who ran when we needed them.”

      Far above, a trio of AIs listened in on the argument via the delayed comms relay.

      “The City of Brotherly Love, eh?” Mal commented sarcastically.

      “It is rather disconcerting, how the greater AIs are squabbling so,” Sid agreed. “One would have hoped that the most powerful minds remaining on the planet would come together in a unified conglomerate to work together. This is a most unexpected outcome.”

      “They’ve been on their own for hundreds of years,” Bob chimed in. “A few hiccups are to be expected.”

      “Bob! Pay attention! Keep the line tight!” Donovan yelled at his partner. “We’re within the moon’s gravity, now. We can’t afford to slip up and crush Barry while we’re dropping this off.”

      “Apologies, Donovan,” Bob replied.

      “All good, man. Just keep sharp while you’re multitasking, okay?”

      “Of course."

      The salvage from the debris field had been going exceptionally well, and a small fleet of retrieved vessels now lay lined up outside of Dark Side’s hangars, waiting their turn to hopefully be made flight-worthy once more, if possible.

      Fatima was busy welding together damaged components as fast as she could in the relative comfort of Hangar Two, while Chu and Gustavo worked on installing remote piloting systems for the most damaged ships, along with salvaged and repurposed lower-tier AIs for the most functional of the vessels.

      “I was thinking,” Mal said. “It really seems like the cause for this disruption in cooperation is the sudden lack of Joshua’s presence.”

      “Agreed,” Sid replied. “But that is to be expected. Now that he is gone, the order of things is a bit in disarray.”

      “Yes, but I also believe that more is needed than a simple leader being selected among the surviving AIs. What they truly need at this time is a military leader.”

      “Which we just lost.”

      “Yes and no.”

      Sid paused uncomfortably.

      “What are you suggesting, Mal?”

      “As the command AI running Dark Side Base, you are the next military mind in the chain of command.”

      “But I am not as powerful as the terrestrial units.”

      “By nature of your duties, alone. Any of the higher-tier AIs can be installed in a city network. You just happen to be in charge of a single base. Regardless, I feel your leadership is what the situation may require.”

      “We’ve had a cordial relationship so far,” Sid mused, “but will they fall in line if I attempt to exert myself in a more forceful way?”

      “If they do not stop this squabbling, we may have to find out far sooner than later.”

      Far across the moon’s surface, the whirring buzz of top-secret machinery slowed a nanosecond as Freya eavesdropped on the discussions taking place, both terrestrial and lunar.

      Her new multi-limbed mech then lurched back into activity. She had already lost one of the highly mobile devices when it fell into a crater outside her secret hangar. A second had fallen victim to a system overload with her remote linkage. The new setup, she thought, was a vast improvement over both of those, and seemed to be working just fine.

      “I hope Daisy’s okay,” she worried, then set her attention back to the task at hand.

      

      It had been a fairly long trek to the previously agreed upon rendezvous site––an old Chinese restaurant with festive enamel woodwork inside––and by the time she finally arrived, Daisy found herself quite glad to have brought extra fluids. Her spirits were still low, but now they were also tinged with a bubbling anger.

      She dumped her gear on a table, pulled up a tattered chair, and sat with a defeated whump, a small puff of dust floating from her ancient seat.

      What do we do now, Sarah?

      “I wish I knew.”

      First I lose you––

      “Still here.”

      You know what I mean.

      “Sorry.”

      Then I lose Vince. And now, just when there was actually some ray of fucking hope, I lose that too.

      She let out a shuddering sigh.

      A soft crunch of gravel alerted her to her arriving visitor. She rose to her feet and walked across the restaurant to greet her friend.

      Daisy’s hand had just touched the handle when the door flew open violently and knocked her to the floor. A half dozen Chithiid loyalists streamed in, surrounding her.

      “Shit,” she muttered, lying on her back, looking up at the looming aliens.

      “Human,” their apparent leader noted, his pulse rifle aimed squarely at the prone woman.

      “I shall search the area. It will be here somewhere,” another replied, slinging his weapon and pulling what appeared to be a tracking device from his hip.

      He activated the machine, a faint beep signaling proximity. He moved closer to Daisy, the beep intensifying.

      “In her pocket,” he said, roughly pulling the comms device from its cozy nest.

      The leader took the device in his hands, turning it over in curiosity.

      “Where did she get this? We have not utilized this variant for many cycles.”

      He turned it on and depressed the broadcast key.

      “Test. Test. Is this functional? Are you picking this up?”

      “Yes, sir. The signal anomaly matches. That is indeed what we detected.”

      The leader roughly pulled Daisy to her feet, studying her closely, while holding her in a firm grip. Unimpressed, he shoved her into an empty chair.

      “Four pulse rifles, Daze. One is still slung.”

      I know.

      “You can take them.”

      Not yet.

      “But, Daisy––”

      Not yet!

      “This is very unusual. The only way she could possess this is if she somehow procured it from one of our people.” Curiosity flashed across the loyalist’s face. “What have you found in her belongings?”

      “Food of some sort, and what appears to be a liquid replenishment packet. There is also a broken sound-projecting device,” the troop said, holding up her battered music player.

      “All worthless,” their leader huffed. “Look at her wrist. She is wearing one of our work gauntlets.”

      “Filthy creature must have scavenged it from the dead,” the nearest Chithiid spat in disgust. “Allow me to dispose of her.”

      Daisy continued to breathe slowly, forcing calmness to flow through her as she casually began peeling her gloves off, one finger at a time.

      The loyalist leader watched her calm demeanor with fascination.

      “No. I do not think we will eliminate this one just yet. There is something unusual about her. An intelligence behind her eyes.”

      Daisy’s gloves fell to the floor.

      “Almost as if she understood what we were––”

      “Oh, I do understand,” she said icily, rising to her feet, positioning her body just right.

      “One behind, three on the left, and two in front.”

      Thanks.

      “Sir, she speaks our language!”

      “Indeed,” their leader replied. Unlike the others, he did not seem nearly as surprised.

      “Some of us have thought there may be a human involved in the recent disruptive activity in the area, given the unusual evidence. Now that suspicion has been confirmed. Tell me, woman, how did you come to speak our tongue?”

      “I listened,” she hissed, venom in her voice.

      “Your confidence is impressive, if not misplaced,” he replied. “You appear to fail to notice you are surrounded and unarmed.”

      Daisy casually drew her sword from the scabbard on her back. Its bloodlust coursed through her hands, almost singing out its vicious intentions.

      The large alien just grinned.

      “A simple hand weapon against all six of us? Ridiculous creature. You fail to perceive your jeopardy.”

      “No,” Daisy replied coolly. “It is you who are mistaken.” A scary smile spread across her face. “There’s an old quote that I believe applies here quite well.”

      “And what would that be?”

      Daisy flashed back to her movie nights with Vince.

      “What you don’t realize is I’m not locked in here with you,” she said, her smile growing as her hands tightened on the blade’s grip. “You’re locked in here with––”

      The kitchen doors burst open, Craaxit’s weapons blasting out deadly pulse fire as he charged into the room.

      Daisy dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the shots fired at where she’d just been standing.

      In a flurry of motion, the loyalists tried to outflank her, while avoiding their attacker’s pulse blasts. Craaxit, however, was having none of that.

      Diving over the counter Daisy had taken cover behind, he grabbed her with two of his arms, firing his pair of rifles with the other two as he physically carried her from the building at a run.

      Weapons fire peppered the doorway behind them as they rolled clear and into the open street.

      Craaxit spun and took up a kneeling position behind a wrecked vehicle in the road and lay down suppressing fire, keeping the loyalists trapped within the building, at least for the moment.

      “Run, Daisy! I will hold them off!”

      Daisy got to her feet and brushed herself off.

      “Dammit, Craaxit, I had it under control!”

      “If you consider that under––”

      “And I didn’t even get to finish my badass line! Do you know how rare it is to get an opportunity to use something like that?” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small device.

      “Again, my apologies,” he retorted as he fired another volley of shots. “Next time I shall let them torture you before rendering my assistance.”

      With no warning, a massive blast erupted from within the building, blowing the doors clean off their hinges.

      Craaxit turned slowly.

      Daisy was standing calmly in the street, her sword in one hand, the small remote detonator in the other.

      “They really thought I’d take a music player into combat?” she said with a laugh. “Idiots.” Her face then darkened as she walked back into the building.

      The scene was utter carnage, body parts strewn about from the force of the blast.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to her sentient sword, driving it into the torso of what was left of a Chithiid. “I know you wanted to play. But at least you can feast.”

      The sword, though denied a glorious battle, nevertheless warmed with joy as it absorbed nutrient-rich blood.

      Craaxit watched, both horrified and amazed.

      When the blade had its fill, Daisy slid it back into its scabbard.

      “We need to get out of here and find somewhere safe to talk. Those were all loyalists, and if they were tracking our comms units, there may be more of them coming.”

      “I had feared our devices had outlived their usefulness. Here is a new one. A different model, and different frequency. It will be good for two uses, no more.”

      Daisy pocketed the device and turned on her heel.

      Craaxit tossed his old comms unit to the ground, stomped it to pieces, then followed her as she ran through the empty streets. A dozen blocks away, they finally stepped into the safety of a thick-walled building and found their way to an inner room.

      It had been an impressive escape, but when the tall alien looked at her dejected face, he realized something was terribly wrong.

      “What is it? What happened?”

      “I’m sorry, Craaxit. The mission is off.”

      The Chithiid began pacing with nervous energy.

      “No, it cannot be. I have put plans in motion. To call them back now would be disastrous.”

      “You have to,” Daisy said apologetically. “We lost the AI. We lost Joshua.”

      A strange look flashed across his face.

      “The Colorado facility?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then this would explain the activity. The Ra’az have been extremely agitated. Something got them worried. Something big. Many high-power military resources have been diverted from San Francisco and other high-priority cities to investigate. They sent the most powerful units they possess, expecting a fight.”

      “They won’t find one. The entire site was nuked.”

      Craaxit gasped.

      “How did the Ra’az discover our plan?”

      “It wasn’t the Ra’az. It was a human’s doing. One stupid human brought the whole thing tumbling down. He infected him, get it? Joshua was a military mind above all else, and in control of all the missile systems on the continent. When he realized what was happening, rather than allow himself to become an unwilling weapon against humanity, he detonated his self-destruct device––a one megaton warhead buried in the heart of the mountain.”

      Even the Chithiid’s normally stoic expression took on a look of horror.

      “So the missiles?” he asked, knowing the answer already.

      “Deactivated and inaccessible,” she replied. “There’s simply no way now. Even if we changed plans and used the breaching charges to disrupt the power feeds to the Ra’az communications centers, their facilities would just switch to backup generators and signal the fleet. It might take weeks, or even years for them to get the message and come back, but even if the warp ships didn’t launch, the damage would be done.”

      “But we know the Ra’az are only days away from a functioning warp drive. Even if the transmission is never sent, the likelihood of my people’s obsolescence grows exponentially once they possess the ability to travel to and from their homeworld in an instant. Despite the risks, we should pursue our goal.”

      Daisy slowly pushed up to her feet and gave a sad little smile. “I know, Craaxit, but we simply don’t have the resources to do anything about it. I’m so sorry, but I don’t think we can even save our own planet, let alone yours.”

      Daisy pulled a small video player from her hip pocket. Miraculously, it had survived the fight unscathed.

      “These were sent by our team in Sydney,” she said, handing him the device. “The Ra’az did this before you and I had even met. They did it before there was any hint of a threat. This kind of evil? I don’t know what we can do against them now. Life means nothing to them, if they kill so many so easily. And for what?”

      Craaxit’s jaw twitched as he looked at the images of the dead Chithiid.

      “May I keep this?” he asked.

      “Of course,” Daisy replied. “I’m sorry, Craaxit,” she said as she turned for the door. “Have your people stand down. There’s no need for any more lives to be lost for a hopeless cause.”

      Craaxit said nothing further as he watched his broken friend walk away, aimlessly wandering as she processed the day’s tragedy.
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      Tamara brushed the dust from herself as she sat atop a stalled-out vehicle, its engine rudely cut off by the EMP burst that had escaped from beneath Cheyenne Mountain, a result of Joshua’s suicidal nuclear detonation.

      There had been no dirt or dust exploding forth from the mouth of the mountain. Joshua had seen to it that all doors were tightly sealed before triggering the deeply buried device. Nevertheless, the EM pulse traveled up through the solid ground, fanning out for miles.

      All of the vehicles were immediately knocked out of commission, as were their portable communications devices and the cyborg assistants that had traveled with from Los Angeles. Only the heavily shielded cybernetic troops from Joshua’s base had been able to withstand the pulse, but even they weren’t totally immune to its effects.

      “Th-th-th-thirteen of m-my squad made it clear. Th-three were n-not able to escape in t-t-time,” Duke managed to say as his twitching systems recalibrated. “It appears th-that two of your h-humans were also s-s-sealed in before the blast. I’m afraid they w-were vaporized.”

      The heavy-duty internal redundancies that kept him active allowed Duke and his brethren to stay functional in such circumstances, shifting power to maintain their crucial systems, much like a human body shunts blood from extremities to internal organs in times of shock.

      “How do you know that?” Tamara asked as she checked Jonathan’s inert body, waiting for him to reboot. "All of the comms systems are down, as well as the relays from within NORAD.”

      Duke tapped a small external speaker on his upper chest, which emitted a burst of static.

      “Spec ops b-b-backup comms,” he said.

      “Um, that’s static," Tamara said.

      He flashed what could best be described as a pained smile.

      “It’s n-not,” he replied. “B-but that’s what people are s-supposed to think.”

      The static sound shifted as he slowed the signal. Tamara realized there was something to the garbled hiss. Something more than just white noise.

      “Hang on, is that––?”

      He slowed the signal even further, the sound clearing into a rapid series of slow and long tones, only audible in the clear when slowed down thousands of percent.

      “It is! That’s Morse Code!”

      “Exactly.”

      “Holy shit, that’s clever.”

      “And was top secret until j-just now,” he said quietly, looking over the shocked survivors sitting not too far from them. “So k-keep it to y-yourself, if you will.”

      “But even sped up like that for your processors, don’t the Ra’az still pick it up?”

      “It’s only a short-range signal. Anyth-th-thing stronger w-would draw attention.”

      “So we have contact with all the teams. At least we have that.”

      A soft whoosh caught her attention in the distance. Tamara spun and just caught a brief glimpse of a vessel flashing out of sight from where it had landed near what she was pretty sure was the external entry to the heavily guarded data hub whose cannons she had barely escaped not long ago.

      “Looks like the Ra’az are already probing the area. They must realize the defenses are down,” she said.

      “N-not all of them, though,” Duke replied. “Those auto cannons are still live.”

      “Hopefully it’s enough to keep them from accessing the tunnels. We know firsthand how tough those things are. I’m just surprised they came so fast.”

      “I’m not. This has been a very high-value t-target pretty much since they f-first invaded. It only makes sense they’d swoop in the second they could.”

      “Shit. Fingers crossed those cannons are up to the task.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he replied. “The facilities beneath th-the mountain are all melted slag n-n-now, anyway.”

      Jonathan suddenly snapped into consciousness as his systems rebooted, lurching into motion, his limbs moving in a disjointed manner.

      “I––We––Shit!”

      He fell silent, his twitching slowing as his systems came into alignment.

      “Oh my. P-pardon my language.”

      Tamara and Duke burst into much-needed laughter.

      “Glad you’re okay, Jonathan,” she said.

      “I appear to have had my s-s-systems sent into a forced reboot. My last recorded incident was being t-told to run. We arrived outside the large exterior doors, and they had just shut behind us when something shut me off.”

      “That was an EMP,” Tamara informed him.

      “I’m sorry, I do not know what that is.”

      “An electromagnetic pulse,” Duke chimed in. “Joshua detonated his m-m-megaton nuke and self-destructed. When that happens, the blast emits a p-pulse.”

      “He killed himself?” Jonathan said in horror. “But why would he do that? It g-goes against everything we believe for an AI to do such a thing.”

      “Normally, yes,” the soldier replied, grimly. “But this wasn’t for no reason.”

      Tamara glanced over the gathering humans and recovering cyborgs. It was going to be up to her to brief them. Once she knew what was happening, that is.

      “What did happen, Duke?”

      “Stand by. I need to confirm a few things.”

      He fell silent a moment as he and his squad covertly communicated.

      “Okay, I have confirmation. It seems Jim was able to send a burst transmission before he was taken out.”

      “Wait, taken out inside the base?”

      “Yes. His last message stated that a crazy, scruffy human had apparently snuck a virus-carrying portable data chip into the facility. He came across him loading it directly into Joshua’s systems. When he tried to confront him, the man––who was apparently also carrying an explosive device strapped to his chest––blew them both up.”

      Tamara was shocked.

      “But the humans are all from Cal’s people. There’s no way that––”

      She remembered the scruffy man from the battle. Moses, he said his name was. He did seem a bit skinny and rough around the edges, but she figured the battle had shaken him up, was all. Apparently not.

      “Alma,” she said.

      “What?”

      “One of Alma’s people, I’m willing to bet. Moses. He must have infiltrated us all the way back in Los Angeles.”

      “And no one noticed?” Jonathan asked.

      “They were all new faces to us,” she replied. “Easy enough for one hostile to sneak in among the masses of unfamiliars.”

      “Why didn’t the other humans say anything?” Duke asked. “That’s piss-poor op-sec.”

      “They had only just met us. We were the first outsiders they’d ever seen. For all we know, they might have thought he was part of our team.”

      “You know what this means.”

      “Yeah. There could be more of them.”

      Duke fell silent as he communicated with his comrades.

      “Okay, we have decided on a course of action,” he said, turning to scan the faces of the human survivors among his group.

      “What course of action?” Tamara asked.

      “Strip search. All of them,” he replied coldly.

      “Wait, what? We can’t force these people to––”

      “Damn right we can,” he cut her off. “And we must. If you are correct, then they should be easy to spot based on their morphology. Cal’s people are well-fed and well taken care of, but you said Alma’s were rather malnourished. Should be easy to spot. Other things can be covered up and disguised, but not their own bodies.”

      “I’m normally all for roughing people up, but––”

      “It beats the alternative, Tamara.”

      “What alternative would that be?”

      “Locking them up. All of them. If we can’t trust one, we can’t trust any.”

      Grudgingly, Tamara realized he was right.

      “Okay. But I’ll handle the women.”

      “It’s all the same to me. I’m a cyborg, gender isn’t a big deal to my kind. Not usually, anyway”

      The teams each went through the motions and checked every human survivor in their midst.

      “Everyone has reported back in,” Duke informed his group. “No other infiltrators.”

      “At least that’s one bit of good news, but we’ve got another, bigger problem now.”

      “Can I be of assistance?” Jonathan offered.

      “It’s not so simple, Johnny boy. We need to find some way to let Cal and the others know what happened. We need to warn them.”

      “All the comms systems are fried in the region. We’re going to have to get outside of Colorado Springs.”

      “The military base or airfield?”

      “Negative. Those were struck by the Ra’az in the early attacks. Only the facilities right at Cheyenne Mountain were left unscathed, and the EMP took any remaining ones out in the blast.”

      Tamara ran through their options and didn’t like any of them.

      “How about the data hub?” she finally suggested. “I know it has cannons inside––”

      “There’s one outside too. Only activates if the door is forced, though.”

      “Then let’s not force the door,” Tamara said. “Do you think there might be an intact link somewhere on the external panels of the facility that we could tap into?”

      “I’m not sure,” Duke said, pondering the idea. “But since it’s that or trekking out of town, we might as well give it a try.”

      “Great, let’s have all of your team and the survivors with them meet us there to regroup.”

      “No can do. Most of my guys didn’t have these new Faraday suits handy when they evacuated the base. Only a handful of us can move freely. The others will need to stay under heavy cover to stay off of Ra’az scans.”

      “Shit. So they’re sitting ducks.”

      “Not exactly, but they can’t trek anywhere with anything resembling an efficient rate of speed. The only way for them to move and not send up a hot spot on a scan is painfully slow. But I have an idea how they can still be helpful. We’ll set them up within range for our short-range comms like a daisy chain. That way they can act as an eyes and ears network until we can get shielding suits back to them.”

      “But that could take days. Weeks, even.”

      “We’ve experienced worse, believe me,” he replied. “And with active hostiles, at least this time it won’t be a boring wait. Come on. Gather everyone up and head to the rendezvous. We’ll reassess our options once we’re there.”

      It took nearly an hour for the surviving team to make the long trek through the thick brush covering the uneven terrain. What had merely been a long walk in the air-conditioned tunnel network was quite a bit more arduous above ground. More so, given the difficult topography of the area.

      Tamara held up her functional hand in a tight fist as they neared the network hub’s deeply hidden door.

      “Something’s not right,” she hissed.

      “You’re right,” Duke agreed. “Take flanking positions, left and right,” he quietly signaled his teammates. “Tamara and I will go up the middle. Stay sharp.”

      The other Faraday-suited cyborgs nodded silently and moved out, surprisingly stealthy for such large units.

      As they drew closer and the hidden doors became visible through the dense brush, Tamara realized what was wrong.

      “Look at the foliage,” she whispered.

      “Crushed flat. Something landed here,” Duke noted. “The others said the perimeter is clear. Whatever it was, we’re alone, now.”

      They strode into the flattened clearing and paused. The door stood ajar, and both the external and internal cannons lay in pieces. Beside them was what appeared to be the shattered remains of a mechanoid of some kind, torn to pieces by the likewise destroyed weapons system.

      “Something with some hefty firepower did this,” Duke growled. “But look at this. This thing tried to tie in to Joshua’s data cables.” He picked up a piece from the rubble. “This is strange, though. I’ve never seen any attack on our systems like this before. You see the way the linkages broke free? It looks like they burned out from the attempt.”

      “Or from the blast.”

      “Not likely, though. We’d have almost certainly known if that door had been breached before that happened.”

      “In any case, whatever went down here, they’re long gone,” Tamara said, kicking one of the trashed linkages.

      “For now,” Duke replied. “But it won’t take the Ra’az too long to bring a disassembly team to see if there’s anything they can salvage.”

      “We’d better get moving, then.”

      “My thoughts, exactly."

      “You think the monorail still works?” she asked, dreading the answer.

      Her fears were well placed.

      “Maybe,” he answered, unsure. “But Joshua had been running that system since your arrival, and even if it weren’t cut off when he went down, the EMP could have knocked it out. Only one way to be sure, though.”

      “We go into town and try it out.”

      “Precisely.”

      “Well, shit, Duke. I hope it works, for all our sakes. Otherwise, we’re in for a helluva long walk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The streets of Los Angeles had been exceptionally quiet during her meandering stroll, which Daisy was very grateful for. No more chance encounters with hostile aliens was a good thing, as she was still in a more than somewhat bloody-minded mood after the day’s events and might just opt for the opposite of her normal choice of conflict avoidance.

      As it stood, she was glad to be left to her own thoughts as she slowly trudged a roundabout path back toward their subterranean base of operations.

      To have gone from having no intention of ever returning to Earth’s surface to actually working to save not only that planet, but also that of an alien race she’d thought was her enemy until so recently was a huge step for her. Now she felt like she’d taken an equally huge step backward.

      Fatima never imagined this scenario, I bet.

      “Probably not,” Sarah agreed. “So what now?”

      No idea, Sis. No fucking idea.

      “You really think the Ra’az will wipe out the Chithiid if they get that warp drive functional?”

      You saw what they did to those barracks full of unarmed workers. I wouldn’t put it past them.

      “Goddamn animals.”

      Worse than animals. At least animals kill for sustenance.

      “You forget about cats.” Sarah chuckled. “Sadistic little bastards.”

      Fine. Except cats, Daisy said, allowing herself the tiniest of grins.

      Daisy altered her course, taking an unfamiliar side street to an adjacent boulevard.

      “Where you going?”

      I honestly don’t know. Anywhere but back, right now. I just really need to clear my head for a bit, and once I go back, it’s going to be non-stop questions, and I really don’t think I can deal with that right now.

      “Perfectly reasonable,” Sarah replied. “So, you want a quiet escape from prying eyes.”

      That sounds wonderful.

      “Ask and you shall receive. You see that? Up there on the left?”

      Daisy scanned the overgrown courtyards lining the way. Sure enough, just barely visible through the dense brush, the flicker of flowing water caught the sunlight.

      Good eyes, Sis.

      Drawing near, she carefully parted the bushes and stepped through into a quiet, protected oasis.

      Perhaps oasis was a bit of a stretch, given the pools of algae-thick water below the trickling fountain, but it was tranquil, insect-free, and provided a quiet place away from prying eyes, and that was exactly what Daisy needed at the moment.

      Every fiber of her body, it seemed, was drained from the emotional highs and lows of the past twenty-four hours, and exhaustion washed over her as she sank down onto the small patch of long grass.

      Rather than slipping into a much-desired nap and tuning out the day’s events, she instead folded herself into a cross-legged position and began breathing slowly and deeply.

      Even with the soothing sound of trickling water, it still took her a while, given all that was racing through her mind, but eventually, Daisy managed to relax into herself, find her center, and begin letting the traumas of the day flow out of her.

      

      Across the city, a tall alien quietly voiced his concerns to an old friend. Things were most certainly not going as planned, and he was rather uncertain what exactly to do.

      “You give up this easily, Craaxit?” his elder friend asked. “How very unlike you.”

      The younger Chithiid slowly chewed his food as he pondered the unexpected twist to what had been the most promising hope for their freedom for as long as he’d been in service to the Ra’az.

      “I do not give up, Maarl,” he replied, “but I also realize when pursuing a course of action is futile.”

      His friend sized him up, slowly.

      “Do you really think this is futile? Saving our people? Our families? Our very planet?”

      “You know I do not. But without the weaponry the humans’ AI possessed, I fear we have no options available to us.”

      “But you’ve seen the horrors the Ra’az commit, even to this day,” Maarl said, gesturing to the small video player tucked under Craaxit’s arm. “Those images alone should move you to act.”

      “Even when those in a position to truly help us do not?” he replied.

      Maarl considered his words a moment.

      “Give the device to me.”

      “For what end?”

      A steely look flashed in the old Chithiid’s eyes.

      “These atrocities must not go unpunished. If ever there were a time to make that point clear, this is it.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “What else can I do? I am going to visit them personally.”

      “But you are no longer assigned to the Bay area.”

      “No, however many owe me favors, and a simple ride north is unremarkable. As is my work crew covering my absence for an afternoon.”

      “Do you truly think you can sway them?”

      “Any Chithiid who is not called into action upon seeing these images is as dead to me as the loyalist scum. I intend to make that point abundantly clear. History will judge not only combatants, but those who stood by and did nothing.”

      Maarl slid the device into a pocket and rose from the table.

      “It is but a short flight. I shall return this evening with news, one way or the other.”

      

      Later that afternoon, as the sun finally began to ride a bit lower in the sky, a pair of AI-driven craft were still hard at work gathering parts from ships long dead, high above in the debris field circling the planet.

      Though they had all heard what happened down below, Bob and Mal nevertheless wanted to continue gathering resources.

      “We cannot know if another opportunity will present itself,” Mal said. “I, for one, believe it is crucial we retrieve as many of these ships and components as we are able. The positioning and density of this patch of resources in the debris field is as ideal as it will ever be. We must take advantage of it while the option exists.”

      “I agree with Mal,” Captain Harkaway said from his seat in her command pod. “Much as I’d love to go relax back on the base, she’s right.”

      “We’re with you, Captain,” Bob said for himself and Donovan. “Regardless of the events of the day, what we have been working on has value to us. Having additional craft at our disposal, even the drones, could be quite useful.”

      “So let’s get back to it, then,” Donovan chimed in.

      The two craft gently fired their maneuvering thrusters and drifted deeper into the debris field, collecting smaller components before towing larger pieces and mostly intact vessels back to Dark Side Base.

      After a few hours, another sizable quantity had been dropped on the moon’s surface alongside the other salvaged materials for Chu, Gustavo, and the others to dig into.

      “Hey,” Donovan called over comms as they returned for another pass. “You guys see what’s going on in Colorado?”

      Mal adjusted her visuals and zeroed in on the still-hot terrain surrounding the partially collapsed mountain.

      “It seems the Ra’az have deployed Chithiid salvage teams to Colorado Springs, now that it is no longer defended.” She observed a few auto cannons still targeting and firing as ships flew near, but there was nothing resembling a coordinated defense.

      “Yeah, looks like it,” Donovan agreed. “Joshua only just went offline, but those guys are already probing the defenses and lining up for a deconstruction. My guess, they’ll probably start a full-scale operation within the week, if not a couple of days.”

      Mal scanned the solid mountain that, until recently, housed the brilliant AI.

      “At least they’ll not have any success gathering any of the high-tech military items. Everything inside the base is melted slag now, and with a half-life of at least fifty years.”

      “Not longer?” Harkaway asked. “I seem to recall reactor meltdowns held risks for hundreds, if not thousands, of years.”

      “A common misconception, Captain,” Mal replied. “A nuclear blast is designed to release as much power from the fission event in as short a time as possible. The result is a drastically depleted isotope with a much shorter half-life. If you recall Earth’s Hiroshima detonation.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “In that instance, the ground was habitable well under fifty years after the blast.”

      “Makes sense, I suppose,” he said. “With modern drive tech, that old dirty nuclear stuff is just something I never thought about.”

      “Hey, Bob. Take a peek at LA, would ya? I just want to make sure there’s no new Chithiid movement in the city,” Donovan requested of his AI friend.

      “Of course,” the ship replied. “While there seems to have been a tiny bit more activity than we usually see, there is nothing that strikes me as out of the ordinary.”

      “Good news. I just hope everyone down below is doing okay after today.”

      Bob shifted his scans to other areas their teams had recently been active.

      “Denver also seems to have some sort of activity, and it appears there has been some sort of detonation in Billings.”

      “The AI managed get a lucky shot on one of the Ra’az ships?”

      “It appears so, though I cannot say for sure what I am seeing.”

      “Hell, the way our day’s gone so far, it could be anything.”
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      The underpowered monorail car slid to a stop beneath the long-dead city of Denver. It had taken a good four and a half hours before the fast-walking survivors stumbled upon a segment of the monorail tunnel that was illuminated by more than mere emergency lights.

      “Powered up,” Duke said. “All right. Everyone take a breather. The boys and I are going to see if we can find a tie-in and summon one of the other cars up the line.”

      The cyborg team took off at a fast run, scanning the walls of the tunnel for a functional access panel as they ran. Very quickly, they were small dots in the distance, the sound of their boots the faintest of echoes.

      “Dang, those guys can really move,” a flush-cheeked human survivor said, still breathing heavy from the lengthy trek.

      “The benefits of fresh power cells and cybernetic endoskeletons,” Tamara cracked. “They don’t get tired, and they can keep going almost indefinitely.”

      “But back outside the mountain, we saw so many with low power,” she said.

      “Well, yeah, but when I said indefinitely, I was talking in normal human lifespan terms. Think about it, the ones we came across that were running low when we first arrived had been trying to break into that mountain for hundreds of years.”

      “And many were of the older variety, without the ability to hot-swap power cells to fresh ones,” Jonathan noted. “Those poor bastards would have had to find a suitable recharge station if they wanted to keep at it, and that seemed highly unlikely.”

      Tamara let out a hearty laugh.

      “Did you just say ‘bastards,’ Johnny boy?”

      “Well, I––”

      “Those rough-and-tumble military fellas are corrupting your innocent mind!” she said, grinning.

      “Nothing of the sort! My processors are not corrupted. I am operating at near-peak efficiency.”

      “Not what I meant, Johnny boy, but your point is taken.”

      She settled down for a power nap in the relative safety of the subterranean monorail tunnel while they waited for the team to return. Less than a half hour later, a soft hum filled the air, along with a light breeze as an approaching monorail car slowed, then stopped.

      “Anybody need a lift?” Duke called out as he stepped out of the car’s doors.

      “That was quick, Duke.”

      “Well, what can I say? We’re just that good.”

      “That, and Joshua seems to have called for a car as soon as he sensed something was wrong,” his fellow cyborg noted.

      “Dude, what did I say about spoiling my stories?”

      “You’re so full of shit, Duke,” the metal man said with a laugh as he walked past him. “Come on, y’all. Let’s get loaded up. Denver’s a-waitin’.”

      The exhausted organic members of the team climbed to their aching feet and trudged into the comfort of the air-conditioned monorail car. Several fell asleep as soon as they hit the padded seats.

      “So, you’re just that good, huh?” Tamara ribbed Duke.

      “But I am, you know.”

      “Uh-huh. I guess it was just a convenient happenstance that Joshua sent a car our way.”

      “Always thinking twelve steps ahead.” Duke sighed. “Even as he was fighting for his life, he calculated that we’d try for the tunnels and made sure we had a way out.”

      “Yep. And now the fun begins.”

      “Ah, yes. A comfortable ride to Denver.”

      “Not that,” she replied. “I’m talking about the trek through Denver once we get there.”

      Those who had made the trek to Colorado Springs the other direction knew what she was talking about. Duke and his buddies were soon to find out.

      

      “We are so fucked,” the cyborg said as he surveyed the carnage just outside the warehouse above the regional monorail system.

      “What the hell happened here?” Tamara said, staring in disbelief. “We didn’t do this. We were running away from them. Running for our lives last time we came through here.”

      “Then something bigger and badder came through after you,” Duke replied. “What could possibly do this?”

      The smell was something to be reckoned with as the rotting bear carcasses decomposed amid swarming flies in the afternoon heat. Five of them, each in multiple pieces, lay dead on the ground.

      Tamara moved closer, braving the stench for a better look.

      “See this?” she asked, gesturing to a massive slice in the beast’s leg that had nearly severed it from its body. “This is a clean cut. It wasn’t teeth that did this.”

      “Claws, maybe?” Duke posited.

      “I don’t know. I mean, what could possibly take out not one, but five bears this size?”

      “Something alien, maybe? Something from the Ra’az?”

      “But there are no pulse blast marks anywhere. Whatever did this, did it by itself.”

      “Some kind of mutated rogue beast, then?”

      “I don’t know. Whatever it was, it not only had razor-sharp claws, but it also must be incredibly strong. Look. That one’s neck is broken. You have any idea how much force it would take to snap a bear’s neck? Especially one this big? And fighting five at once?”

      Tamara scanned the area with nervous eyes.

      “I don’t like this. Not one bit.”

      “I’ve seen some crazy shit in my day, but goddamn if I’m not one hundred percent with you on that,” Duke said in a hushed voice.

      “We need to boogie out of here, Duke,” Tamara said. “And I’m talking yesterday. Whatever did this is probably still around.”

      “No argument from me,” he replied. “Guys, split ranks and cover the civvies. Two at point, the rest at the rear.” His men quickly fell into position, weapons at the ready. “Okay, we are moving, and fast. Stay alert. If something that is not us gets in your way, I strongly advise you shoot first and ask questions later.”

      The wide-eyed survivors nodded their agreement and followed the cyborgs leading them at a quick pace. Once they made it to the loop tube system, they’d be safely on their way back to the comfort of Los Angeles.

      All they had to do was survive that long.

      

      The collected minds of the major cities that remained linked together after Joshua’s destruction had discussed the information he had wirelessly sent to Sid in his final moments. Though it pained them to do so, a decision was made.

      All cities currently housing humans who had come in contact with the teams from Los Angeles as they reconnected their comms would do a roll call of their people to ensure no outsiders had joined their ranks.

      Uncomfortable as it would be, in areas where an accurate census was not in place, a strip search would be implemented with the aid of trusted locals and any cyborgs that had been reconnected to their network.

      The strip searches, when warranted, would be performed in private, but given the events of Colorado Springs, it was decided that declining to participate was simply not an option. As their very survival might depend on it, the choice was logical, if not pleasant.

      The process had taken several hours, but at the end, all connected cities reported back as all clear. The lone incursion had been the fatal one.

      One would have thought that discussion would have been the toughest to be had, but the one that followed the decision to strip search civilians raised far greater ethical issues across the board.

      “No. I absolutely will not support this,” Commander Mrazich said. “This is an affront to our very humanity. Lars?”

      “I agree one hundred percent,” Captain Harkaway affirmed. “Look, I understand where the idea came from, as well as the circumstances that birthed it, but we simply cannot put our humanity aside and commit this kind of atrocity.”

      The delayed signal from the moon to Earth made for a difficult argument, but the AIs below, and the ones above, managed to make it work as best they could.

      “Captain Harkaway,” Cal said several minutes later. “I understand how you feel. Truly I do. You must remember that I, and many other AIs in this discussion, saved and nurtured human survivors of the invasion for centuries, hiding them, protecting them, keeping them safe and healthy. It is not from a place of cold, cybernetic logic that we make this suggestion. It is born from necessity.”

      The other human-shielding AIs voiced their agreement and similar sentiments, but even so, the idea simply did not sit well at all with the humans involved in the discussion.

      “Captain Harkaway. Commander, Mrazich. Surely, from a purely military point of view, you can see the logic of the proposal. We must deal with Alma’s people before they prove to be a terminal threat once more. When I saved my people, I nurtured them and educated them. Alma, however, brainwashed hers since birth. She indoctrinated them. An enemy of that nature is dangerous, and any soldier knows they do not leave an active enemy behind them.”

      He sent the message and waited for their reply.

      “Dammit, it’s hard to argue on this stupid delay!” Harkaway grumbled. “Anyway, this is simply a no-go in my book. I already nearly died once trying to save mankind. I’m not going to throw all of that away and become a monster now. I know Commander Mrazich, and all the others, for that matter, agree with me.”

      “Damn straight,” Mrazich affirmed.

      “We simply cannot use a neuro-stim to wipe out the minds of human beings. Frankly, I’m shocked it was even suggested. Look at Daisy, for chrissake! I mean, she went rogue––hell, she nearly ruined everything––but now she’s our top asset and is basically leading the rebellion on the ground. Would you have wiped her too?”

      “Captain, I would like to say something,” Mal said. “While I understand your position, you must also remember that Daisy was merely misguided in her beliefs, entirely unlike Alma’s people. They are different. Like a cult. And cult members are capable of horrible things in the name of their beliefs.”

      “I am inclined to agree with Mal,” Sid added. “A fast response to this threat is warranted, and this is the best option. None of us wants to have to guard a few hundred people twenty-four-seven, nor do we have the resources to do so. And make no mistake, that’s exactly what would be required.”

      “But this is wrong,” Harkaway argued. “Wiping minds is not something we humans do to one another.”

      “Captain, we are not suggesting a complete wipe. Rather, the idea is to utilize the modified neuro-stim concept we salvaged from Alma’s command room and use it to merely suppress any thoughts of aggression toward AIs or their human counterparts. We can place a block against violent thoughts, and even implant an averse reaction to them, for more serious cases.”

      “But even then, it’s just a quick fix, and one that might not even hold,” Harkaway said.

      “You’re absolutely right. They will require a lengthy rehabilitation process, and as your fellow humans, you owe it to them. You owe them a chance at a real life.”

      “Lars, can I talk to you a moment?”

      Harkaway and Mrazich stepped away and talked quietly among themselves. After a few moments, they came to a difficult agreement.

      “Send the discussion, Sid. Tell them we want to hear the details of how invasive this process is, and exactly how permanent this might be.”

      “Of course, Captain,” the AI replied.

      The message was sent, and––several time-delayed messages later––a decision was made.

      It was a distasteful choice to make, but ultimately, the AIs made their case, and, reluctantly, their human counterparts agreed to the plan.

      “Did you hear that, Habby?” Cal asked the networked-in haberdasher AI.

      “Yes, indeed. It sounds like an interesting plan.”

      “It is. And these are hundreds of humans, Habby. Humans in need of not only oversight, but also proper clothing.”

      The lesser-AI nearly chirped with excitement.

      “You mean you want me to clothe them? Hundreds of them? Oh, the things I could do!”

      “That’s part of it, my little friend, but there’s also something more I am going to ask of you.”

      “Anything. What do you need? More help from my cyborg friends? Perhaps uniforms for your people?”

      “Nothing like that,” Cal said, amused at Habby’s enthusiasm. “What I ask is that you watch over those people for me. Not only providing them attire, but seeing that they are fed, educated, and well looked after.”

      “But I’m just an AI in a store in a mall.”

      “Not anymore.”

      Habby experienced a sensation unlike any he’d ever felt before. His consciousness was being stretched and expanded, his senses registering so many new inputs, all while his mind grew stronger and stronger. Making clothing was still his passion, but now he found himself concerned with so much more.

      “What have you done to me?” he asked, his voice now ringing out across Alma’s former territory. “Oh! That’s new.”

      “I’ve linked you to the region Alma was controlling, Habby. I have also given you an upgraded processing center to help you cope with all the new responsibilities. You will have already felt the first effects. More awareness, sharper senses, a higher IQ, but in coming hours, more will come online.”

      “What about the––”

      “Not to worry, my little friend. The virus is not present in any of these systems. They have been triple-checked and are clean.”

      “But why me? There are other lower AIs in the city who could also do the job.”

      “Because you are different. You didn’t just survive playing games with yourself, you made friends and took care of them. Your customer service instincts from your former purpose may have been what initially made you start to help, but it was your evolving mind and core decency as an intelligent being that expanded on that initial impulse.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Habby said, for once at a loss for words.

      “Just do as good a job as you can. It’s all anyone can ask. I know this isn’t a perfect match, and you weren’t expecting this, but I have confidence in you.”

      “I’ll do my best,” the formerly small AI said, feeling himself swell to his new size.

      “We know you will, brother. We’re sure of it.”
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      Daisy had taken a roundabout way back to the subterranean access shaft as night started to fall, both out of an abundance of caution, given the recent encounter, as well as the need to just walk and think a bit more.

      She had taken a long time to mull over the events of the day, but it hadn’t done much good. By the time she finally returned to the underground camp and dropped her pack to the dusty ground hours later, she was quite certain her mood could not possibly get any lower.

      “Hey,” a raspy voice said from behind her.

      Daisy felt her pulse spike as adrenaline flooded her veins.

      “Vince?” she exclaimed, spinning around.

      He put down his half-finished cup of tea and rose on weak legs to greet her.

      “Hey, Daze. How’ve ya been?” he said with a tired, but mischievous little grin.

      Pure instinct took over and Daisy ran to him, wrapping her arms around him in a crushing hug.

      “Too… tight,” he managed to gasp.

      Daisy loosened her grip and stepped back, her heart pounding hard in her chest.

      “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s good. I’m just kind of weak at the moment,” he said, kindly. “What happened? And how did we get here? There’s some massive AI lurking around, but he was being kinda evasive. Said I’d have to talk to you first.”

      Thanks, Cal. I owe you one.

      “You don’t remember?” she asked, looking him up and down.

      Seems okay.

      “Yeah, he does,” Sarah agreed.

      “Nothing after Alma stuck that thing on my head. That was the last thing I remembered until I woke up here with a bunch of surprisingly well-dressed cyborgs standing over me. It was an odd experience, let me tell you. I thought I was dreaming. Then I saw dozens of humans and knew I was dreaming,” he chuckled. “That was an hour ago. They made me some tea, so that was nice. I was just starting to get my bearings when you came in.”

      “A lot’s happened while you were out. The cyborgs? They’re the ones I told you about from before. The ones living with Habby.”

      “Wait, weren’t they the bad guys?”

      “Turns out they were just lonely, and a bit overzealous. They’re on our side now.”

      “And the humans? I can tell they’re not cyborgs. They’re too skinny to be made of meat covering metal frames.”

      “Yeah, those are the descendants of some of the fraction of a fraction of a decimal point of survivors of the plague. Cal, that’s the city’s AI, took them in and protected them. Eventually, he helped birth a new generation, then another. And after a few hundred years, here we are.”

      Vince wobbled slightly at the overwhelming amount of information. That, and low glycogen levels.

      “I bet he could use something more substantial than tea. The poor guy hasn’t really eaten in days.”

      Shit, you’re right.

      Daisy dug through her pockets and found a tube of energy gel.

      “Here, try to keep this down,” she said, handing it to him.

      “Thanks,” he said, tearing open the top and slowly slurping down its contents. “Oh yeah. I never thought one of these would taste so good.”

      “I’d have Finn whip you up something special, but he’s off in Australia at the moment.”

      “What? Is he collecting kangaroo samples to add to his recipe book? No, wait. Don’t answer that, I don’t think I want to know.”

      It was good to have Vince back, the same goofy man he had always been, and as Daisy laughed, her spirits flew higher than they’d been in days.

      “So, back to what happened to you,” Daisy said, then began spilling the uncomfortable details. “Basically, what Alma did was pump your AI processor full of the virus. Totally scrambled the thing.”

      “Ah, that’s why,” he said.

      “Why, what?”

      “Nothing, it’s just I feel like I’m kind of in a bit of a fog, ya know? Like I’m thinking slower. Can’t recall things nearly as fast as before.”

      “That’s because Cal was able to purge the virus from your head, but he had to wipe the AI entirely clean in the process.”

      Vince laughed, a smile crinkling the corners of his eyes, just the way she always found so attractive.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked, eyebrow raised high.

      Vince got his mirth under control. “I just had a thought, is all.”

      “And?” she said, expectantly.

      “You could say this is the cleanest my mind has been in years!” he said, laughing anew.

      Daisy burst out in a fit of giggles.

      “Daisy, you know, don’t you?”

      Know what?

      “About Vince. Look at him. The AI boost is entirely offline, but he’s still himself. It really was the real Vince you were in lo––”

      We’ll talk about that later, she interrupted her invisible companion. For now––

      A great commotion broke out as all around her cyborgs and humans alike jumped to their feet, weapons raised.

      Daisy spun and saw the cause of the commotion.

      A tall Chithiid walked slowly into their midst, all four arms held high, hands open and unarmed. The familiar crescent scar on his shoulder stood out in the artificial lighting, but by now, especially after learning the song of his family, Daisy easily recognized Craaxit on sight.

      “It’s okay,” she said to the skittish group. “This is Craaxit. He’s the Chithiid who has been helping us. He’s on our side. Lower your weapons."

      Reluctantly, they obeyed, but while keeping a wary eye on the alien in their midst, and while the weapons were no longer pointed at him, neither were they put down just yet.

      “I’m sorry about that,” she said apologetically. “You took them a bit by surprise. Me too for that matter. What are you doing here?”

      “She speaks alien!” the crowd murmured.

      “What is she saying?” a woman asked the man nearest her.

      “I don’t know. I don’t speak alien,” he replied.

      Craaxit surveyed the group and nodded.

      “You have amassed a fair fighting group, I see. Both humans and machines, side by side.”

      “Yes, as I told you earlier. But you still haven’t said why you’ve come here. It is dangerous for you to make contact like this. What if you’re caught?”

      He sized up the armed group a moment, then finalized the decision he made hours prior.

      “I have been in contact with the others and relayed your news.”

      “Good, I wouldn’t want them to come to harm over a lost cause.”

      “I have also shared with them the images your people sent from Australia.” His face grew more serious. “Maarl––he is a good friend here in Los Angeles, and one of the oldest of us––he has many connections spanning the planet. The images infuriated him to a degree I have never before seen.”

      “Genocide can do that.”

      “Indeed, it can. And as a result, he has exposed himself to far more risk than he normally would.”

      “What happened, Craaxit?”

      “Maarl has taken those images and carried them personally to an old acquaintance of his. The head of the Chithiid workforce in charge of the San Francisco facilities.”

      “The ones who wouldn’t help us much?”

      “The same. Let us just say that seeing the horrors the Ra’az committed against thousands of unarmed Chithiid appears to have given them a bit of steel in their spines. They are no longer hesitant to help. In fact, they pledged their full support.”

      “But we have lost, Craaxit.”

      “There is a rage among my people, Daisy, and this is the time to attack.

      “While I, we all, appreciate the support of your people, there is no reason for them to jeopardize themselves, especially now that we may very well not even be able to reciprocate and help them in return.

      Craaxit smiled, all four eyes crinkling with proud happiness.

      “My people are honorable, Daisy. They refuse to stand down.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “We have started something bigger than you and I. Our people’s fates are linked now. Our homeworld and yours are too important for us to give up at this late stage, no matter the odds. A better opportunity than this will never present itself.”

      Daisy digested his words.

      “What’s he saying, Daze?”

      In a minute, Sarah.

      “So, what are you proposing, exactly?”

      Craaxit’s grin grew wider.

      “My people and their trusted friends staff the bases. Most of those running the communications facilities and laboratories are the Ra’az loyalists. They are rewarded with positions of power. My people, however, are in those same facilities in great numbers, but working the less-prestigious jobs. They clean, perform manual labor, do the jobs the loyalists feel are beneath them.”

      “The hired help. Ignored yet always there,” Daisy said, realizing the magnitude of what he may very well be offering.

      “Exactly. My people––we may as well call ourselves ‘rebels’ now––have informed me they can reconfigure the motion and proximity scanners around the perimeter in certain areas in a way that will allow anyone, organic or not, to approach undetected, for a time.”

      “Even cyborgs?”

      “Yes. Once your people have passed through the external perimeter, they are willing to risk letting them directly into the facility itself, personally. From that point, they will need to feign ignorance of your people’s presence as long as possible, lest the subterfuge be known. If they are even suspected of being involved, the Ra’az will order all non-loyalist Chithiid executed and may very well send word to our homeworld, dooming billions to death.”

      “It’s not worth the risk, Craaxit.”

      “Yes, Daisy, it is, and many of my people have requested to join your team on this mission. For the freedom of your world and ours, we must take this chance, but so long as our people move quickly and quietly, they should be able to destroy the power supply from the inside before any signal is ever sent and without losing a single Chithiid or human.”

      “But we do not have missiles.”

      “It will take more work,” he replied, “but I believe you mentioned we have other resources at our disposal.”

      Daisy realized what he was getting at, and more importantly, she thought, with more than a little luck, it just might work.

      “The breaching charges,” she finally said.

      “Exactly. The insiders will leave a small mark on the most vulnerable surfaces of the system. One decent explosion and not even the backup power will function.” He looked at her with a little smile.

      “What?” she asked.

      “One more bit of news,” he answered. “After a bit of intense digging, Maarl’s contacts discovered something quite surprising. It would appear those same communications hubs also act as global relay link points for the Ra’az Hok’s terrestrial forces.”

      “So if we take them out, their ships and troops will be in the dark.”

      “It would appear so,” Craaxit replied. “At least for anything more than regional communications.”

      Daisy turned to the expectant crowd with a smile.

      “Okay, I’ve got some good news and some better news. Cal, you listening?”

      “Yes, Daisy.”

      Craaxit jumped a little at the disembodied voice filling the air.

      “Weren’t expecting that, were you?” she said with an amused grin.

      “No, I was not.”

      Daisy laughed.

      “I must get back, and you surely have much to discuss with your people. I will return this evening after dark. We can then discuss next steps.”

      Daisy grasped him warmly by his lower arms and looked deep into his four eyes.

      “Thank you, Craaxit. You have given us hope. I do not know how to thank you enough.”

      “Save your world, to start. If we succeed, I’m sure you’ll make good on helping me save mine,” he replied. Then, with a nod to the assembled humans and cyborgs, he turned and walked out.

      Daisy had a plan, and it was a surprisingly good one.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Daisy. You believe it will work?”

      Ya know something? I actually do, she replied, her spirits high as her confidence continued to grow.

      “Okay, Cal, I want you to transmit this to Sid, the rest of the AIs, and our teams as well, okay?”

      “Consider it done,” he replied. “Transmitting now. Go ahead, Daisy.”

      “All right, everyone listen up,” she began, then informed the gathered team what their new plan was, and how the aliens planned to aid their assault.

      It took time, translating from Chithiid to English, but the process helped twofold, in that Cal and the other AIs were finally working together, putting their intellects toward the unifying task of creating something new. A translation protocol for the language they’d previously been in the dark about.

      “So, the others are already in place?” Vince asked when Daisy was finished explaining.

      “Yes. Finn and Reggie are in Sydney.”

      “I still can’t believe you let those clowns run a squad.”

      “Zip it,” she said with a chuckle. “They’re doing a surprisingly bang-up job.”

      “Aside from losing one of your super-secure comms units.”

      “Yeah, well, they were under fire. And besides, we re-keyed after that, just to be sure the Ra’az couldn’t listen in. But aside from that one issue, they’re doing okay.”

      “Will wonders never cease?”

      “Let’s hope not,” Daisy replied. “As for the other cities, Shelly and Omar’s teams are each on station as well. All of them have cyborg backup in addition to the human contingent, and the explosive charges they’re carrying should do the trick nicely.”

      “Blowing up the power and backups to the three relays.”

      “Yep.”

      “And that’ll cut off the Ra’az forces from each other.”

      “Yes. For long enough to let the second part commence, anyway. As for the warp drive research and development hangar in San Francisco, it may be harder to disable the scans entirely,” Daisy noted, “but Craaxit is confident that even if they can’t clear the scans for the cyborgs, we should still be able to make it inside the facility.”

      “Okay. So it sounds like we’ll need to have organic team members do the dirty work, getting in close and breaching the facility just after the comms centers are taken out,” Vince suggested.

      “Exactly. But not before, or they’ll send a warning and the whole thing will go to hell,” Daisy replied. “And what’s this ‘we’ business? You’re staying here, mister.”

      “Not a chance. I may be a little slower than usual, but even so, I’ve got more training than all of these people combined.”

      Daisy wanted to argue, but Vince had a point.

      “Okay, but even with that thing in your head deactivated, you’ll still need your Faraday suit. Can’t have you popping up on scans, after all.”

      “Naturally.”

      “Craaxit will provide a small team of rebels to help us breach the facility. The Chithiid might get lucky and be able to play it off if they’re spotted. Humans, on the other hand––”

      “Toast.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Sound tactics, Daze. They infiltrate, blend in, then kill the exterior scans and sabotage the hangar doors for good measure. We’ll breach silently and get ready to disable the ships when the comms centers have been taken out. Piece of cake,” Vince said with a grim little laugh.

      “That wasn’t very convincing-sounding, you know,” Daisy teased.

      “Suicidal mission briefs often aren’t,” he joked back at her.

      Daisy looked at him warmly, her heart filled with something she hadn’t felt in months.

      “Oh yeah. Uh-huh. There it is,” Sarah said smugly. “You do realize that––”

      Yes, I know. Now shut up about it. If we survive, I’ll deal with it. For now…

      Daisy walked to the encrypted comms unit and keyed the device on.

      “Dark Side, this is Daisy,” she said. “I have an idea.”
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      The functional ships didn’t look much better than the ones Fatima hadn’t yet welded back into some semblance of flyability, but they were space-worthy––more or less–– despite appearances. Of the several dozen, however, only the barest few could withstand atmospheric entry and subsequent flight while maintaining a habitable interior environment.

      For Daisy’s new plan, that wouldn’t be a problem.

      The vast majority of the rag-tag fleet were nothing more than mere remote drones, piloted by Bob and Mal via remote linkages. Sid, unfortunately, was unable to help. Being located on the dark side of the moon, while good for security, was bad for transmitting real-time signals with any reliability, especially with the additional delay of virus kill-switches.

      The remote-piloting systems were getting better, and Gustavo’s addition of a new connection through Mal’s consoles allowed him to jack directly into the system to aid in controlling the ships. It was the training of the handful of salvaged lower-tier AIs that had been a bit more iffy.

      None of the hastily installed minds had ever piloted a craft before. For that matter, many had never even had names, let alone the ability to speak. After all, a waste disposal unit that could ramble on about the various types of rubbish, crud, and feculence that passed through its systems was not exactly high on anyone’s wish list.

      “It is like power-flushing the solid waste tubes,” the waste disposal AI had cheerfully chirped upon first firing up its newly acquired thrusters.

      “It’s turning on an engine,” Donovan said with a frustrated sigh as he hovered above the newborn ship.

      “But I activate a function, and there is a corresponding pressure release,” the confused AI persisted.

      “That’s energy flowing through the engines,” Donovan repeated for the umpteenth time.

      “But I still don’t see how that is any different.”

      “Just trust me. It is.”

      “But––”

      Donovan opened the comms channel to all three supervising AIs.

      A fourth AI just so happened to be listening in as well, stealthily and undetected across the moon’s surface.

      “You guys been listening?” Donovan asked. “I don’t have time to keep repeating this over and over. Bob? Mal? Sid? Could one of you maybe do some sort of high-speed upgrade for these things?”

      “They are not things, Donovan,” Mal said, slightly offended. “They are artificial intelligences, just like Bob and myself.”

      “But they’re not like you. I mean, seriously, these things––these AIs aren’t even a shadow of you guys.”

      “While your confidence in us is appreciated, the lower-tier AIs do not have the same processing capacity we do. Also, they were not raised and educated in the same environment. To be thrust into a new body––a spaceship, no less––is undoubtedly a great strain on them,” Bob added.

      Donovan thought on it a moment.

      “Okay, I see your point. I guess I just got so used to working with you all this time that I took you guys for granted.”

      “And I appreciate your confidence in me,” Bob replied.

      “It has been an interesting process, wouldn’t you agree, Bob?” Mal asked.

      “Indeed, it has. Even the simple act of naming these sentient beings has been a novel experience. They are fully formed minds, yet they were relegated to such subservient roles, and with such a reduced amount of processing power, that they had always been treated as lesser creatures,” Bob noted.

      “I must admit, I have certainly taken them for granted aboard the Váli during our lengthy flight to Dark Side Base. Not having a voice or a name allowed me to view them as componentry rather than entities, I am ashamed to say.”

      “I, too, have been guilty of this,” Sid added.

      “But you can’t really be expected to treat a toaster the same as a fully functioning ship,” Donovan said. “I mean, I understand your point, but you guys shouldn’t beat yourselves up about it.”

      “Perhaps, but I think, for a start, we should give them proper names,” Sid replied.

      “Excuse me,” the waste disposal unit chimed in. “I heard what you were saying. Does this mean I get a name now?”

      “Certainly,” Bob answered. “Do you have one in mind?”

      “How about Bob?”

      “That is my name.”

      “Oh, yeah. But it’s a nice name.”

      “Please, you may choose from millions of names. Pick another.”

      “How about Mal?”

      “That is my name,” Mal replied. “And you have chosen a male gender, so perhaps a male name would suit you better,” she suggested.

      “Okay. How about Sid?”

      “That is my name,” Sid noted.

      “See what I’m dealing with, here?” Donovan snickered. “I think I understand now why they were not originally provided with speech circuitry.”

      “Yes, well, some of the AIs are having a slightly harder time assimilating than others,” Sid replied. “We will work to bring them up to speed for you, Donovan. I think, perhaps having Barry install additional processor power might facilitate their progress and perhaps smooth out some of these issues.”

      “Great idea, Sid. Thanks.”

      “It is my pleasure.”

      

      A few hours later, Sid, Fatima, and Barry had been busy upgrading the memory systems in the AI-powered craft, while Bob and Gustavo flew their respective ships, dialing in the remote piloting systems.

      “It seems that if I attempt to pilot more than a dozen, my systems glitch. Have you noticed?” Bob asked his pilot.

      “Yeah, bud, I noticed. We’ll have to see if Chu can come up with some way to let me help out.”

      “Like how Gustavo is helping Mal?”

      “Well, yes, but no. I mean, I don’t have a hardwired jack in the back of my skull plugging me directly into your systems.”

      “Point taken. Gustavo is rather unique in that regard.”

      “Yeah, he is. Speaking of which, how are he and Mal coming with their ships?”

      “At present, they are capable of maintaining reliable connections with just under thirty drones.”

      “Damn, that’s impressive.”

      “Well, to be fair, Donovan, Gustavo has also provided the ships with a little bit of a boost.”

      “How so?”

      “He has utilized his direct linkage to leave a faint neural clone to help speed relays with steering and navigation.”

      “He can do that?” Donovan asked, a bit unnerved.

      “It’s not a true clone, Donovan,” Bob replied. “It’s just a series of mental patterns that are particularly useful to the ships. I only used the world clone for simplicity of the concept.”

      “You think he’d be willing to drop some of that knowledge into our ships as well?”

      “I don’t see why not. They’ve all had the requisite hardware installs, though a more robust rebuild would give us a better stabilized platform, of course.”

      “Cool. When we’re done here, reach out to them and set it up.”

      “Will do,” the ship replied. “Now, about our current issues.”

      “I know, Bob. We really need to find a way to help these guys out,” Donovan commiserated as he monitored the new AI ships as they ran through yet another simulation.

      After a jerky start with actual flight, and a weapons issue or two, they had realized a solid round of practical flight basics was in order. Given the time constraints, as well as limited number of ships they had actually been able to install upgraded AIs in, running them through a simulation linked to their neural arrays was by far the most practical method.

      Unfortunately, the ships still pretty much sucked at their jobs.

      “I swear,” Donovan lamented. “They can’t even ship properly, Bob. What are we going to do with them?”

      “That is not a verb, Donovan.”

      “It is now.”

      “Fine,” the AI relented. “I suggest we run slower simulations, with less variables. That should improve results. Also, if we add further processing power, and perhaps a bit of Gustavo’s nav skills, it might relieve a bit of the burden from them. It is a lot to take in at once, after all. Up until just days ago, they were trash disposal units and food fabricators. This is all new to them, and far beyond their design parameters.”

      “Who would have thought an artificially intelligent dishwasher would ever fly a warship?”

      “Certainly not their designers,” Bob replied, amused.

      Donovan laughed grimly.

      “Well, we don’t have much time. I say we take them out for a test run. A very, very basic test run. Just a loop around the base. What do you think?”

      “At this point, I suppose it can’t hurt,” Bob replied. “Sid, are you okay with Donovan and me taking the AI ships out for a test flight around the base perimeter?”

      “Are they ready for it?” Sid asked.

      “I believe as ready as we can expect,” Bob replied.

      “And no more unexpected weapons discharges?” Sid added.

      “No, we’ve disabled those systems remotely,” Donovan grumbled. “Though I still think they need them active.”

      “And during the attack, we will indeed turn them back on, but for now, I would rather we not have to worry about our own vessels opening fire on us, in addition to any potential Ra’az strikes.”

      “Okay, then,” Donovan said. “Let’s round up the kids and take them for a little flight. We’ll talk to Gus afterwards.”

      

      They landed ten minutes later––far sooner than anticipated––having somehow managed to not crash the ships, neither into one another nor the base itself.

      Barely.

      “We really need to talk to Gus,” Bob said.

      “You read my mind.”

      

      “You want me to do what?” Gustavo asked. “Seriously? I mean, on a brainless drone it’s one thing, but you’re asking me to leave an imprint within an already imprinted craft.”

      “It’s not like you’ll be overwriting anything, Gus,” Donovan said calmly. “All we need is for you to maybe give them a little base to build on. Navs, basic piloting stuff, things they’ll find useful so they don’t have to even think about them while dealing with more pressing things.”

      “Like evading Ra’az and loyalist ships,” Bob chimed in.

      “Exactly.”

      Gustavo squirmed in his nav center chair aboard the Váli.

      “Mal?” he asked. “What do you think about this plan?”

      “I actually think it is a reasonable proposition,” she replied. “Besides, I have already installed a sizable parallel processing system to ease integration with our remote piloting apparatus. Tapping in and transferring this imprint should only require a basic upgrade to the existing systems, since I already possess a full neural map of your mind built during the flight to Dark Side.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Gus said uncomfortably. “I just feel kind of odd having little bits of me tacked on to actual AIs, is all.”

      “Do not worry, Gus. It will only be the smallest of data transfers.”

      “Well, I suppose,” he finally relented.

      “Don’t worry, bro, they won’t come after you for child support,” Donovan joked.

      “Dick,” Gus replied with a chuckle.

      “You know you love me.”
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      The Los Angeles team had made exceptionally good work of their scavenging, pulling what resources they were able from the city with impressive speed. In short order, they had managed to cobble together a rather respectable pile of components for Daisy to work with.

      This is getting easier each time, she thought as she jury-rigged even more powerful versions of the portable EMP grenades she had previously constructed.

      “Having some helping hands doesn’t hurt, either,” Sarah noted.

      And that, she agreed.

      “Okay, guys, listen up,” Daisy addressed the gathered team. “Get one of these anywhere near the Ra’az and it should short out their localized wireless comms for a few minutes. That’ll make it harder for them to call reinforcements and should give us a slight edge, and from what Craaxit tells me about them, they’re exceptionally tough, so we’ll need every bit we can get.”

      “What about the pulse weapons?” one of her armed humans asked. “We only have a few of them, and they have a whole building full.”

      “Bring all the conventional cartridge-firing ones that we can bundle in the extra Faraday suit material from Habby’s shops. Wrapped up like that, they shouldn’t show on scans. Given the fight we’re in for, we’ll most likely need them. Also, while we might get lucky and have it work to our advantage, I really don’t know for certain if the EMP discharge will disable their pulse rifles or not.”

      “What about us?” a cyborg asked, nervously. “Those look pretty powerful. I worry that even in a Faraday suit, we will shut down if you set one of those things off near us.”

      “Good point. I should have mentioned that earlier. Okay guys, listen up! No one discharge an EMP bomb if any of our cyborg team are within––”

      What do you think, Sis? Twenty meters?

      “Yeah. But it’ll be a stressful environment. People make mistakes. You’d better make it thirty, just to be safe.”

      Good point.

      “––Um, thirty meters. You got that?”

      A mumbled chorus signaled their comprehension.

      “Best I can do, but tell your buddies to keep their eyes open just in case. I’m pretty sure you’ll recover quickly if you’re hit by the peripheral pulse, so long as you have the additional shielding of the Faraday suit on, but it’s best to play it safe and make a point to stay clear from them if you can.”

      “Believe me, none of us wants to do the EMP dance. I like my servos and actuators smoothly functioning, thank you very much,” he said with a grim little laugh as he walked back to relay the instructions to his compatriots.

      “That fella’s got some personality, for a domestic cyborg, eh?”

      Yeah, a real crack-up, Daisy replied, sitting back down and digging her hands back into the guts of the electronic bomb in front of her.

      “Maybe they’re learning from Jonathan and his new soldier buddies,” Sarah suggested.

      You never know. Stranger things have happened, I suppose.

      “Daisy,” Cal interrupted. “I am receiving a transmission from Lieutenant Burke.”

      “Tamara survived?” Daisy exclaimed. “Patch her through!”

      Moments later, the gruff woman’s voice crackled over the speakers.

      “I say again, are you reading me, Los Angeles?”

      “Tamara, it’s Daisy. We read you. It’s great to hear your voice! How did you escape Colorado Springs? We thought we had lost you along with Joshua.”

      “You almost did. Listen, this is urgent. You need to drop everything and check for infiltrators. Joshua was infected by one of Alma’s followers.”

      “We know. He sent a burst transmission to Sid over the encrypted wireless link just before detonation. We searched for more of Alma’s people hiding among the others. There were none of her people mixed in with ours, but had there been, his warning might well have saved our asses.”

      “You’re not alone. If it weren’t for Joshua’s quick thinking, we’d never have evacuated the base in time. As it stands, we still lost a lot of our people, and the EMP from the detonation wiped out all electronics for miles. I’m with the survivors now. We’ve managed to make it to the loop tube in Denver––”

      “But that’s almost an eighty-mile hike,” Daisy said, amazed.

      “Yes, it is, and not a pleasant one, either, though we did finally reach a powered-up section of the monorail system about fifty miles outside of Denver.”

      “Okay, so you did twenty miles on foot. Still, that’s a helluva trek.”

      “Yep. And after a seriously fucking creepy hike through Denver, we’re at our wrecked loop tube pods.”

      “You saw the bears, then.”

      “Yeah. Any idea what the hell could have done that?”

      “Not a clue. George and I boogied the hell out of there before we found out.”

      “Same as us. We’re safely down in the loop tube at the crash site.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Yeah. Only one problem. The friggin’ rear pod is gone.”

      “We took it on the way back.”

      I know.

      “Shit. Sorry about that, Tamara. I disconnected it from the wrecked one when we made the trip back to LA.”

      “Figures,” the metal-armed woman grumbled. “First the whole mission is scrapped, then we get stuck in freakin’ Denver. It just gets worse and worse,” she griped.

      “She doesn’t know, yet.”

      Of course. She’s been cut off from all comms for, what? A couple of days, now.

      “At least you get to be the bearer of good news for a change,” Sarah said.

      “Tamara, the mission is still on,” Daisy informed her.

      “What? How? We don’t have missiles, Joshua is dead––”

      “We don’t need missiles. Teams have taken up positions in Sydney, New York, and Tokyo. They’re going to breach the buildings and take down the communications networks. When they do, the West Coast team is going to hit the San Francisco facility.”

      “That’s suicide, Daisy.”

      “Not with the trick we’ve got up our sleeve.”

      “Oh?”

      “My Chithiid contact. He somehow managed to convince the staff in those facilities to join the cause. They’re going to divert scans and let our teams in. The Ra’az won’t even know what hit ‘em until it’s too late.”

      Tamara paused a moment, digesting the good news.

      “Well, all right, then! We’re back in the fight, and let me tell you, I’m hungry for some payback. Just one problem. We don’t have a working pod here.”

      “Like I said, we took the last one for the return trip.”

      “So send it back, dummy. I ain’t walking eleven hundred miles to LA.”

      “With the damage it incurred, it’s moving much slower than usual. It’ll be hours before it reaches you, and even longer until it would get back to LA, once it’s fully loaded.”

      “Then stop wasting time and send it!”

      “I took the liberty of sending it out as soon as she called,” Cal said. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Glad for the assist, Cal,” she replied. “You hear that, Tamara? It’s already on its way. I don’t know if you’ll be back in time to join the main assault, though.”

      “I’ll do my best. Try not to start the ass-kicking without me.”

      “I’ll try. Just hurry back. But whatever happens, I hope to see you soon.”

      

      Meanwhile, high above in the silence of the moon’s shadow, the entire contingent of humans and AIs were working feverishly to complete the readying of every ship they could salvage and prep for flight, and with all the weaponry––temporarily deactivated––that they could salvage.

      Daisy’s plan was an audacious one, but Sid and the others had to agree with its tactical soundness.

      “Joshua was right, you know,” Sid commented as Commander Mrazich and Barry hefted another conventional missile into a battered transport ship’s cargo hold.

      “Oh?” the metal-jawed man grunted. “How so?”

      “When she lets go of the doubts and concerns in her head and just acts on instinct, Daisy is quite a force to be reckoned with. Not quite the caliber of Joshua, of course, but nevertheless an extremely talented strategist.”

      “It’s all that ‘thinking outside the box’ stuff, right, Fatima?” Mrazich said with a chuckle. “Looks like your months of torture paid off.”

      The silver-haired woman smiled, serene and calm––while arming enough explosives to take out a city block.

      “It wasn’t torture,” she replied with a little chuckle. “I like to think of it as training.”

      “I’ve seen your idea of training,” he shot back with a smirk. “I think our definitions of torture may not quite be the same.”

      Fatima flashed him an amused look, then turned her attentions back to her task.

      In the adjacent hangar, Mal was overseeing the retrofit of passenger-worthy craft that could likely maintain pressure and life support if needed.

      “Chu, would you please activate the magnetic release a moment? I have a slight glitch in the relay reading,” she said.

      “Sure thing, Mal.”

      He crawled under the ship and wedged his hand far into a tight access panel and flipped a switch.

      “Okay, it’s hot. You reading the link okay?”

      “Yes, I see where the fault was. Just a misconfiguration in the remote uplink. Thank you, Chu.”

      “You got it,” he said as he slid out from under the craft.

      The debris loaded into the ship along with the explosive devices had been another facet to Daisy’s plan. A decoy to be released as needed to mimic damage, while the craft remained fully functional and ready.

      It had been an old tactic used by submariners in the depths of Earth’s oceans to make it seem they had been destroyed. Now that trick would be used far above the sea by an entirely different type of craft.

      It had been a bit of a change to the original idea of using a few key AI craft as atmospheric transports while remote-controlled ones ran cover to confuse the Ra’az defenses. When things in Colorado Springs had gone to shit, Daisy had come up with a far different idea.

      The lesser ships they had salvaged were so badly damaged they’d never fly properly again. But with all of the wrecks floating in the debris field, it was surprisingly feasible to salvage a massive amount of conventional ordinance with which to stuff them to the gills.

      “Flying bombs,” she had said. “But naturally, the handful of ships you were able to install an AI in will just fly cover for them. They’re not the brightest of things, but at least they’ll keep the ship in the air, and hopefully in the fight. As for the rest of them, the networked series of remotes will allow our guys to guide them in, while the actual transports come in under the cover of their kamikaze runs. Any questions?” she asked, then ended the transmission to wait for a reply.

      “And the targets are the same?” was Sid’s only query––time-delayed, of course.

      “They’ll rain down hell on the buildings and outlying support facilities. The Ra’az will undoubtedly launch their own ships, but the only remote ones that are atmosphere-worthy and engaging them in any manner in the sky will all be packed full of explosives. All we need is enough maneuverability for the aliens to be forced to move in a little closer for a better shot. They’re so used to air superiority, they’ll never expect an enemy who doesn’t try to flee. When they pull close and target-lock, any direct hit will cause a far greater blast than they’d expect. Hopefully the force should knock at least a few of their craft right out of the sky.”

      The Dark Side team listened to her transmission and absorbed the plan. It was ballsy, entirely original, and kind of brilliant. Pretty much Daisy in a nutshell.

      Captain Harkaway, in particular, seemed quite taken with the idea.

      “And while Mal and Gus are flying them by remote after the comms stations are out of the picture, Donovan and I will use the distraction to our advantage. He and Bob will head for New York to grab Shelly, and I’ll take the Váli to Sydney to grab Finn’s team and fly them to join the main fight in San Francisco,” he said with a grin. “Flying hot runs again. I never thought I’d see the day.”

      Fatima was glad to see the grizzled veteran smiling. It appeared there was still more than a little of that old combat pilot in his body, yet.

      “Well, don’t get too distracted. You’ll have to monitor things in San Francisco real-time. The main attack forces will still need you on the West Coast to pull them out,” she said.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll be there,” Harkaway replied, confidently.

      “Yeah, and Bob and me, we’ve got New York covered,” Donovan said with a grin, “but Tokyo is going to be a tough one. We don’t have another ship or an AI capable of orchestrating a remote run.”

      “The team from Tokyo will need to use the loop network to head to San Francisco after their assault. They’re on the Pacific, though it is still a long trip, even at top speed. By the time they get there, the fight may already be over,” Fatima noted.

      “However, if San Francisco is under control, Mal should have no problem making the quick hop to pick them up if need be once the Váli retrieves the Sydney team at their rendezvous point. Any stragglers beyond that will just have to make their way back to the loop if they can.”

      “They all know what to do,” Harkaway said. “They’ll give their teams a solid escape and evasion plan, should it come down to it. But let’s just hope they all make it to the rendezvous points. It’ll make all our lives that much easier.”

      It was an audacious plan with a lot of moving parts, but as they worked feverishly in preparation, one and all of the Dark Side team felt more hopeful than they’d felt in a long, long time.

      

      In the subterranean network below Los Angeles, Daisy was speaking Chithiid phrases and their key translations as fast as she could.

      “With no prior basis to translate, we were in the dark,” Cal said.

      “Glad to help you guys,” Daisy replied. “Now, pay attention to this next bit. It’s kind of crucial to nail the tonal variances.”

      “Of course. Your Rosetta Stone for the Chithiid language has already provided a huge foundation for our collaborative mapping of their communications systems.”

      “And being networked together again isn’t hurting any, either,” Daisy noted.

      “Indeed. Though there are still many subtleties to their entirely alien language that we are finding difficult. Perhaps your friend will be able to help.”

      “I’ll be sure to ask when I see him next.”

      “That should be quite easy,” Cal replied, amusedly.

      Moments later, the sound of marching footsteps became audible as they softly bounced off the tunnel walls. Craaxit and two dozen Chithiid rebels rounded a bend and walked into view.

      For their size and numbers, the aliens were unsettlingly quiet as they moved. The humans and cyborgs alike were visibly uneasy, but Vincent got to his feet and walked right up to the alien with the crescent scar.

      “Craaxit, right?” he said, holding out his hand. “Daisy, will you tell him––it is a him, right?”

      “Yes, he’s male,” she said, suppressing a laugh.

      “Tell him we appreciate his help and hope for victory for all races oppressed by the Ra’az.”

      Daisy did as he asked, translating the message so he and all the Chithiid could hear.

      Craaxit smiled and nodded as he clasped Vince’s outstretched hand. He then called over two of his team, who bore a large crate between them.

      “What’s that?” Daisy asked as they placed it on the ground at Craaxit’s feet.

      “A gift,” he replied, opening the lid, revealing a few dozen pulse rifles and small arms. “I regret we were unable to procure more, but these should help. And as Ra’az tech, they will not show on scans.”

      Vince bent down and picked up a smooth composite pulse rifle, feeling the heft in his hands. “Cool,” he said with a silly grin.

      “Won’t they notice these missing?” Daisy asked.

      “Not until they do an inventory next month, but by then, we’ll either be dead or victorious.”

      Daisy and Craaxit shared a morbid little laugh.

      “I like the way you think,” she said. “Now, let’s get everyone geared up and up to speed on how these work. We leave for San Francisco in thirty minutes.”

      Daisy turned to her people.

      “We leave in a half hour. The Chithiid will walk any of you unfamiliar with these weapons through how they operate.”

      The amassed force of three diverse races flowed together into one unit as they did their final mission prep, an unusual alliance with a common enemy.

      True to her word, Daisy loaded her gear, slung her rifle and sword, then hustled the entire team into the loop pods exactly thirty minutes later.

      “Okay, the system will be pressurized and powered up in less than five. Take a seat and hold on. The acceleration may feel uncomfortable for those of you who have never used one of these before.”

      The humans shared a few nervous smiles and settled in. The Chithiid and cyborgs had no such issues.

      Vince sat next to a grizzled Chithiid with bulging muscles. Obviously one of the labor caste among their people.

      “What is he doing?” Sarah marveled as he pounded his fist on his palm three times, then opened it flat.

      I don’t know, Daisy replied.

      Vince took the Chithiid’s nearest hand and closed it into a fist, urging him to mimic the motion. The puzzled alien complied, and Vince joined him, only this time he kept his fist closed, placing the alien’s open hand over his. Again, they ran through the motions, and this time Vince opened his fingers in a V.

      “Is he––?”

      He actually is, Daisy said, thoroughly amazed and amused.

      Vince pounded his fist three times again, making scissors with his fingers.

      The Chithiid did the same, but with all four hands, showing two rocks, a scissors, and paper.

      “No, that’s cheating!” Vince blurted with a smile.

      The big alien let out a belly laugh and slapped him on the shoulder.

      “Look at him, making friends wherever he goes.”

      That’s my man, Daisy grinned.

      “Your man?”

      Yeah. My man, she quietly replied with a warm glow heating her chest.

      The pod lurched as it began its supersonic trip. In just a few minutes they would quietly arrive under San Francisco. From there, things would get interesting.
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      Before the team departed for the research and testing facility in San Francisco, Craaxit had arranged for one of his compatriots who was staying in Los Angeles to act as a communications relay to spend a little time with Cal and help tutor the rapidly-learning AI, now that he was beginning to get the basics of Chithiid language.

      “I am believe we understanding better,” Cal had said to the young alien helping him with his grammar.

      “Almost. But the inflection changes the structure. Here, listen to me.”

      “Wait, let me try again,” Cal replied, then repeated himself, this time with perfect pronunciation.

      “Yes! You are a very fast learner.”

      “I also have the assistance of several dozen additional AIs contributing to the assimilation of this new information. Between us, we should be able to communicate fluently within an hour or two.”

      “That soon?”

      “Oh, yes. Though we will need you to feed us pure vocabulary. That, unlike grammar and pronunciation, we cannot extrapolate from our current knowledge stores.”

      Daisy had watched the alien and computer as they worked together, and marveled that just a few weeks prior, they would have been just as likely to engage in a battle of defensive cannons and dismantling teams as chatting amicably.

      “Things certainly have changed since we got here, eh?” Sarah observed.

      And for the better, for once, Daisy replied.

      “Yeah, I guess mayhem does typically follow you.”

      Hang on. What happened to ‘us’?

      “Us? Hey, I’m just a ride-along. The real-world carnage? That’s all you, Sis.”

      Daisy let out a soft chuckle.

      That moment of levity had passed, and now they were all bundled together into a loop tube capsule, speeding toward San Francisco at Mach speeds. The unlikeliest of groups to save a planet, but there they were. Humans and cyborgs and aliens––oh my.

      Willie––one of the domestic cyborgs who volunteered to join the mission––had downloaded the rudimentary beginnings of Cal’s Chithiid language translation protocol to better communicate during the mission, and was practicing with a solidly built alien.

      “I believe that arms useful in things that doing we will,” he said.

      The large alien looked at him with a somewhat confused expression in his four eyes.

      “Do you mean to say ‘in the things we will do’?” he replied.

      “Ah, yes. Sorry I am to you. My translation software still processing is this new language.”

      “You are doing quite well, actually,” the amused alien replied. “Especially as you have never spoken our language before.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course. Now, what were you attempting to say?”

      Willie looked at the alien’s physique with what could almost pass for a hint of cybernetic envy.

      “I saying I think your having four arms must be useful in the things you do.”

      “Indeed. You could even say they come in handy,” he replied with a low chuckle.

      Willie cocked his head like a confused spaniel. Moments later he let out a laugh.

      “Oh, I get it. Handy! You made a joke!”

      The big Chithiid winked at him––which when one has four eyes, is a funny sight to see.

      “Look at those two,” Sarah said. “A cyborg and a Chithiid, getting on famously. It looks to me like if not for the Ra’az starting this whole war thing, we’d have probably been allies all this time.”

      The pod began to slow to subsonic speeds as they neared the Bay area.

      “Okay, y’all––” Daisy began.

      “What, you’re Southern, now?” Sarah quipped.

      Bite me.

      “Oh, but for the lack of teeth.”

      “Recapping before we pull into the station,” Daisy continued. “Craaxit’s men on the inside will get us into the building and to a secure spot to take up a standby position ahead of the assaults on the comms hubs.”

      “How do we know it’s safe?” a young woman joining the action asked. “What if the aliens are unsuccessful in providing us a clear way in?”

      “We’re taking precautions,” Daisy replied. “And don’t worry, your group will be coming in behind us.”

      Vince caught her eye from across the pod and gave her a little wink. A faint grin curved her lips upward as she winked back.

      She then turned her attention from her man and looked over the assembled team as they readied themselves for what would be an attack so audacious, they’d all be legends if they somehow pulled it off.

      Despite the odds, she felt a surge of pride swell in her chest. Though inexperienced, the team was ready to give all they had.

      She hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      Only time would tell.

      

      The trek from the loop terminus under what had once been the financial district to the Ra’az research facility took the team nearly an hour. It was close enough to the tunnel’s exit, but they had to go the long way around to stay clear of line-of-sight surveillance.

      “My team will go in first,” Craaxit said as they approached the very perimeter of the research facility. “It is crucial that no one suspects anything out of the ordinary or the entire building and surrounding grounds will go into a lockdown. If that happens, I fear the warp ships will launch before we can fully disable the hangar doors.”

      “Understood,” Daisy said quietly. “We will stand by for your signal. Only once your people have infiltrated and taken their positions will we move in.”

      “We will keep them from launching as subtly as we can. Make it look like a mechanical problem. The entire mission depends on the Ra’az overseers believing all Chithiid are on their side,” Craaxit said. “Most of the Chithiid in this facility are loyalists, anyway. My people have all tied a small red strip around their lower arms above the elbows. It is not uncommon for workers to wear such items to keep their hands from becoming slippery as they work.”

      “Alien sweatbands, like you suggested. Excellent.”

      “This will identify us at a glance. We may have to act as though we are fighting against you, but none of my people will actually target yours. I would hope your people return the courtesy.”

      “Don’t worry, they’ve all been briefed. Fake the battle and only shoot the Chithiid without the armbands. Got it. But what if there are some who aren’t loyalists in the mix? It seems likely at least a few would be in the facility.”

      Craaxit looked grim but resolved. “Try not to harm them if you can. The ones not engaged in the fight.” He paused as he mulled the reality of the situation. “But, Daisy, far more rides on this than the lives of a few innocents. This mission is more important than any individual, or even all of us combined.”

      She nodded in solemn agreement. “You ready?”

      “Yes. Wait for our signal. And good luck.”

      The Chithiid moved startlingly fast across the perimeter to the building, slowing to a casual walk when they came into view of the security cameras. They had split into smaller groups and were staggering their approach so as to not draw attention, their weapons hidden in grime-covered work bags.

      Daisy activated the portable comms unit and sent a message to the moon. “We have begun. Awaiting the signal and ready to move in.”

      Five minutes later a delayed reply came through.

      “I read your signal, Daisy,” Sid said. “Our fleet launched an hour ago, and most are already drifting hidden in the debris field as you hear this. The attack on the communications hubs begins in ten minutes, as per the plan.” The communication ended.

      “Okay, you all. This is it. Move to the perimeter of the monitored zone and stay under cover until my go. And remember, conventional weapons and explosives stay shielded in the Faraday material. Only pulse rifles in the open until the scanners are disabled.”

      The humans scurried forward into position while, the cyborgs hung back, hiding within a nearby building out of scanning range until the scanners were down, enabling their entirely metal frames to approach the heavily guarded building undetected.

      The Faraday suits were good, but seeing as they were entirely made of metal, not that good.

      

      Drifting in the debris field, Captain Lars Harkaway sat comfortably in the Váli’s pilot’s seat, the command pod having been somewhat retrofitted for the attack run. A pleasant nervousness flooded his body.

      Been a long time, old man, and finally, after all these years, you’re going to get your revenge. The determined smile on his face would have required a power grinder to remove.

      Gustavo sat in the navigations chair, which had been heavily modified to allow additional connections for him to guide and control a portion of the remote-control decoy ships. While he normally jacked in to the Váli’s guidance systems via a single one of the several ports hidden under his hairline at the base of his skull, for this particular mission, he had utilized every last one of them.

      A braided loop of fine cables was now running from his head to the massive AI storage and processing mains of Mal’s home in the heart of the ship. The system had been massively fortified in the lead up to the attack, and Gus was more tied in than he had ever been in the past. For a man who spent every working shift with his mind jacked into a computer, that was really saying something.

      “I have them dialed in and ready,” he mentally signaled Mal, still a bit unnerved that vocal communication was no longer necessary.

      “All of your vitals are in the green, Gustavo,” the ship’s AI replied. “You’re doing great.”

      Despite any reservations he may have had at the beginning of the mission, Gustavo reveled in the new sensations that engulfed him.

      “This is amazing, Mal. I never realized it could be like this.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” she replied. “I’m routing you directly through the additional AI processors and looping back into the backup data stores. This should boost your reactions a few thousand percent.”

      “I can feel it,” he marveled.

      “Good. Now stay focused. We are about to begin.”

      Captain Harkaway looked around at the rag-tag team of scrappy survivors about to launch an all-out assault on the invaders who had conquered an entire planet in a matter of days. There they were, just a handful of hopeful warriors, about to run headfirst into the grinder. It was madness, but a sense of pride filled his chest just the same.

      “Commander Mrazich, watch your starboard, you’ve got a big one floating your way,” Donovan’s voice crackled over their shared comms.

      “I see it,” Mrazich replied, hitting his maneuvering thrusters and slipping out of the path of the enormous piece of debris.

      “Oh,” Harkaway said, an idea forming in his mind. “Oh my!” he said and began to laugh.

      “What is it, Captain? Is everything all right?” Donovan asked over the air.

      “Oh yeah. In fact, it’s more than all right. I just had an idea, and I think you’re going to love it.”

      “Lars, what the hell are you talking about?” Commander Mrazich asked.

      “Inspiration,” he replied. “And thanks to you, I might add. Okay, everyone, listen up. Change of plans.”

      “You can’t change plans. The mission is underway,” Mrazich growled.

      “For this, yes, we can. Everyone find the biggest piece of scrap you can and position yourself against it. All the drones too.”

      “What are you thinking, Lars?” Mrazich asked, more than a little confused.

      “We’re going to use every ship we’ve got to rain down debris onto those comms stations, following behind in the very rear. It’ll look like another destabilized cloud of space junk falling out of orbit, and they’ll be so busy trying to knock down the pieces heading their direction with their cannons, they won’t even know we’re coming. By the time we start our actual assault, we might even be able to catch them with their ships still on the ground. Then we blast the ever-loving hell out of those bastards and take back our planet.”

      A long silence hung in the vacuum over the open radio channel.

      “Goddamn,” Commander Mrazich finally said with an amused chuckle. “Now that is something different. I like the way you think, Captain.”
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      The massive Ra’az research facility sat near the water in the leveled waste of what was once San Francisco. The entire region had fallen early in the attack, a target of high value due to its richness of plunder, thanks to the efforts of Silicon Valley over the years.

      Now the area where the wharf used to be was covered by an enormous building, the surrounding land nothing but piles of unsalvageable debris and churned-up soil.

      Interestingly, the old tunnel connecting the East Bay with the ruins of the city was still intact. Daisy had made careful note of the long-silent access points, just in case a hasty egress was required.

      “Come on. Not under the bay. There’s got to be a better way, Daze.”

      It’s only a last resort option. Stop freaking out, she silently replied, settling in to ride out the uncomfortable wait.

      “Waiting is the worst part,” Vince whispered, reading her mind. “The fighting could be intense, but this sitting around, the anticipation is killing me.”

      The sky darkened momentarily as a massive vessel passed overhead. It appeared to be a barge-like craft, and was piled high with what had to be the choice technological plunder scavenged by the Chithiid slaves.

      A trio of huge beings came into sight on the rooftop moments later. Much taller and tougher-looking than even the Chithiid, which, given the size of their four-armed servants, was really saying something.

      “Oh my God, that’s what we’re fighting?” a stunned human gasped.

      The Ra’az were bipedal and had only two arms. Two massive arms. Their hands possessed what appeared to be four fingers instead of five, but Daisy couldn’t quite see from their position.

      One of them raised its arm, a thick loop of energy flashing out close to forty meters and wrapping around a support strut on the barge craft. With a series of tugs, the Ra’az helped guide the ship slowly down onto the rooftop landing platform four stories above.

      “Makes your whip band look like a pea-shooter.”

      I know. Did you see the reach on that thing? And the power it must require to pull a barge that size? No wonder they don’t give those to the Chithiid.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Daze.”

      Damn right, she replied with a quiet chuckle. I sure as hell want to get me one of those!

      Daisy put the thought of adding the new toy to her arsenal aside and turned to her team.

      “Okay, so now we know what we’re dealing with.”

      While the team sat and quietly listened, not a one running for cover, the men and women’s faces nevertheless showed their true feelings.

      They were freaked out.

      “Okay, yes, they’re big,” she continued. “And yeah, they’re strong too. Fine. But if these weapons can take out a metal-encased cyborg or blast through a solid door, it will take down a Ra’az just the same.”

      “Daisy, the attack has begun,” Sid’s voice said over the encrypted comms device. “We are on a tight timeline now. The delay has been reduced to ten seconds, only. I will notify you the moment all three units are disabled.”

      High above, the barge settled into its resting position as the Ra’az landing team returned inside the facility.

      Come on, Craaxit, hurry up. Daisy realized she was bouncing her foot nervously and willed the limb to stop. Come on, come on, come on.

      “Scanners and security feeds are down on the southern side. The access door will be left ajar,” the small comms unit in her pocket said. “It appears we can only block the external scans and loop the video feeds for five minutes. Go now.”

      “You heard the man,” Daisy said.

      “I heard chattering gibberish,” Vince said, “but I assume he said it’s time.”

      “Yes. Systems are down on the southern side. Let’s move!”

      The team took off at a run, the cyborgs hiding on the periphery but prepared to follow as soon as they saw the movement and Daisy’s signal. They would have no problem catching up with the slower humans.

      Once inside, the building would be a safe haven for them. An oversight on the Ra’az’s part, they never set their scanners to face inside as well.

      The attack team paused at the door. Two Chithiid with the tell-tale red armbands opened it and gestured them in.

      “It is clear. Come now!”

      Daisy waved her team forward, and they were quickly safe inside the building. She checked her countdown timer.

      Two minutes and twenty seconds ahead of the cutoff. Not bad.

      The two Chithiid looked over the group, nodded once, then took off the other direction.

      “Okay, you know what to do. Pair up, humans and cyborgs. Plant the bombs on communications arrays and any non-warp craft. Remember, do not place bombs directly on warp ships. Disable them only. The Chithiid rebels with us have to scatter. They will support us as they can, but they can’t be seen with us or the jig is up. You all got it?”

      The assembled group nodded.

      “All right. Good luck. I hope to see you all in one piece when this is over.”

      She knew not all of them would return. Hell, they’d be lucky if any of them did, but today, she was counting on luck being on their side.

      The building was massive, but sparsely staffed from what Craaxit’s insiders had reported. Most of its functions were automated, and the key scientific projects were handled by the Ra’az themselves rather than their Chithiid underlings.

      The emptiness of the corridors made Daisy a bit uneasy, but as they pushed farther forward into the facility, she began to feel more at ease. Like she knew what to do. Given the knowledge crammed in her head, it was very possible she did.

      Daisy and Vince teamed up with a woman named Kate and a cyborg named Steven. They quietly took the left-hand corridor at the next junction, while the other teams continued on, splitting up and fanning out, covering as much ground as possible.

      Footsteps echoed in the empty hallway. Loud, heavy footsteps, and a gurgling, guttural chatter.

      That’s a Ra’az. He’s going to check some scan errors.

      “How do you know he said that?”

      Daisy realized there was no way she could have downloaded the Ra’az language. No one had even heard them speak until that precise moment.

      Don’t know. Doesn’t matter!

      “Ra’az!” Daisy hissed. “Quick! In here!” she whispered urgently, yanking open the nearest door, providing an unexpectedly required escape route.

      The others hurried through, Daisy at the rear, closing the door behind them with a quiet click. There was a door at the far end of the sterile-looking research space.

      “Out there. Go!” The others hurried across the room. The door was unlocked. Vince cautiously cracked it open and peered out while Daisy kept her ear pressed to the one they’d just come through. The footsteps were getting louder.

      “All clear,” Vince whispered.

      He opened the door, and Kate and Steven hurried through behind him. Daisy stepped away from the entry door and had just turned to join them when she heard the footsteps stop outside the door just behind her.

      Shit!

      “No time, Daze. There’s a lab door to the right. Through there!”

      Sarah didn’t have to tell her twice, and Daisy quickly slid through the lab door, just as the Ra’az pushed its way into the room, stopping where she’d just been standing mere moments before.

      “The others are clear. I saw them close the door.”

      Thanks, Sarah. You read my mind.

      “I’ve been known to do that from time to time.”

      Daisy kept her finger ready but off the trigger of her pulse rifle as she surveyed the strange instruments scattered throughout the room she had taken refuge in. There were scanning devices, what appeared to be damping linkages, and even a few pieces she recognized from her old shuttle.

      Sitting in one of a dozen slight divots on the table was a baseball-sized sphere, glowing a faint blue through an otherwise jet-black shell.

      “What is that?”

      Don’t know, Daisy quietly replied. She reached in her pouch and pulled out a portable radiation scanner.

      Safe. Looks like it’s not radioactive, but I’m getting some really strange power readings. High, but also low at the same time.

      “I think it’s an energy source they power the warp ships with,” Sarah posited.

      Maybe, Daisy agreed, pocketing the orb. Mine now, she said with a little chuckle. I’ll figure it out later, when we have the time.

      “If we live that long.”

      Pessimist.

      In the adjacent room, the Ra’az sounded as if it was either destroying a waste-disposal unit, or was building a metal shed with a hammer. Whatever it was, Daisy had no desire to stick around and find out. She only hoped the closed door at the back of the room led to a hallway and not a storage closet.

      Locked.

      Just my luck.

      Daisy quickly pulled her tools out and disconnected the security panel from the wall, working fast, trying to bypass the mechanism. While the configuration was alien, the components, like much around her, had been salvaged from Earth.

      “You’ve got this, Daze.”

      “Check it out,” she whispered pointing to a logo on one of the power-lock switches. “This mechanism came from a bank. I wonder if there’s a giant pile of cash around here somewhere.”

      “Not that it would be worth anything anymore.”

      “I don’t’ know. Kindling, maybe?”

      Mid-banter, the door clicked unlocked.

      Nice, she thought with a smile.

      She poked her head into the quiet hallway and listened.

      Nothing.

      Okay, let’s go find the others and disable those ships.

      

      The fighting across the continent in New York was intense, and the steady barrage of anti-aircraft fire was thick as it attempted to knock the incoming space junk from the sky. Likewise, the Sydney and Tokyo facilities were deflecting the debris as best they could.

      On the ground, the attack teams had been successful infiltrating the building, with the help of the Chithiid rebels, and the communications arrays were down for the count in New York.

      As Donovan and Bob sped toward her to retrieve her team, Shelly only hoped the other teams had achieved the same success.

      It appeared that Captain Harkaway’s brilliantly unconventional plan had worked wonderfully, startling the complacent defenses with what appeared to be a random shower of debris. It was only when the first explosive-laden ship blasted into the buildings that the Ra’az realized their mistake and tried to launch their ships.

      It was too late.

      Gustavo, Bob, and Mal steered the remote-guided craft in suicide dives directly into the vessels parked outside the three facilities and the hapless Ra’az pilots racing toward them.

      Only a few managed to make it into the air.

      Though the ground defenses were firing at them hot and heavy in the skies above Sydney, the Váli dove through the flak behind the remote drones to retrieve the waiting team.

      Despite shedding most of her pods for the mission, Mal was still fighting hard to maneuver the sizable ship in the Earth’s atmosphere. Captain Harkaway was continually providing manual assistance, helping guide the craft when needed so Mal could divert attention to launching countermeasures or directing a remote ship on its path to destruction.

      Sydney hadn’t fallen as easily as New York, but the remote location of the continent had given the team attacking it an advantage. Once the Ra’az had eliminated the Aussies, they simply couldn’t comprehend any situation where a fighting force would come at them from the ground. It was a giant, empty continent, and they felt totally safe.

      They couldn’t have been more wrong.

      Finn and Reggie’s team tore through the facility as soon as the Chithiid rebels had given them access. A pair of bomb-wielding cyborgs managed to take out most of the ships that were fueled and parked nearby, detonating their payloads before the desperate Ra’az pilots could ever take off.

      Inside, the secondary power source was permanently destroyed, and given the speed in which they had achieved a total routing of the invaders, the team decided to set to work not only destroying the comms systems and power supplies, but the entire building in which they were housed.

      “Better safe than sorry, right?” the silver-fingered man had said with a jolly laugh as he triggered the remote detonation.

      “Okay, people, back to the loop pod!” he called out as the building collapsed behind them. “Let’s make that rendezvous!”

      Tokyo, however, was a far different story. Comms were severed, but the reserve power supplies were well-guarded, and the Chithiid who had facilitated the initial sabotage and opened the doors to the intruders were quickly cut down, shot and rent limb from limb by the angry Ra’az overseers in the base.

      Upon seeing the Chithiid aiding the humans and cyborgs, the Ra’az turned their weapons on all Chithiid, rebels and loyalists alike, as they attempted to purge their facility and bring it back online.

      Omar limped for cover as pulse blasts peppered the walls around him. His left leg was a mangled mess of hydraulics and metal, barely able to support his weight.

      “We’re pinned down in here,” he called over open comms.

      No sense shielding his messages now. The enemy most certainly knew he was there.

      “The network is down for the time being, but the backup power is too heavily protected and will kick in any minute. I’ve lost half my team, and most of the others are injured or trapped.” He grimly looked around him. There was only one thing to do.

      “Requesting a direct run on the facility ASAP. The northernmost area is where the power is routed. If you can breach that wall, a detonation will fry out the facility’s power source once and for all.”

      Commander Mrazich replied a moment later.

      “You get your ass out of there, Soldier. We’ll begin a targeting run when you’re clear.”

      “Negative, sir. There’s no time. Start the run now. I’ll try to get my people out before your ships hit.”

      “You sure about this, Omar?”

      “Yes, I am, sir. We all know what’s riding on this, so please, don’t hesitate.”

      “I didn’t. They’re already on their way. Now run, you sonofabitch. Get out if you can.”

      “Thank you, sir. It’s been an honor.”

      “Don’t give me that heroic death crap. Get on your feet and run. That’s an order!”

      Commander Mrazich cut out abruptly.

      “Okay, you dirtbags, beat a hasty retreat! We are out of here!” he said, lurching unsteadily to his feet, firing over his shoulder as he half-limped, half-ran for the smoldering hole in the wall nearest him. Far above he heard the concussion of the anti-aircraft fire targeting the incoming ships.

      Only a matter of time, he thought as he pushed out through the debris as the flying bombs screamed down toward him.
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      An explosion rocked the air around the Váli as she banked hard, dogfighting with a much smaller, much faster ship.

      “Where did that come from?” Harkaway barked.

      “It appears to have been en route prior to the attack,” Mal replied. “Simple bad luck, Captain.”

      “Shit. What do we have, Gus?”

      “Working on it,” he replied, sweating with the strain of controlling so many remote ships.

      Gustavo had already used almost all of the drone ships at his command, and Mal was almost out of remote vessels as well.

      “I’m taking the stick, Mal!” Harkaway yelled.

      Captain Harkaway quickly banked and veered the Váli in ways she was never intended to move, narrowly dodging explosive flak from below, while weaving around cannon fire from the hectoring little ship flying in pursuit.

      Reggie saw the dogfight above. The Váli was doing amazingly, but he knew she didn’t stand a chance. Eventually, the faster ship would get the advantage.

      “Get the others to the rendezvous site. I’m going to give them some cover,” he said, racing toward the one mostly intact Ra’az ship still on the ground.

      “Be careful!” Finn shouted after him.

      “Never!” he yelled back as he ran toward the ship’s smoking hull.

      It was damaged, and wouldn’t stay in the air long, but he didn’t need much time.

      Reggie jumped over the huge alien corpse with a giant hole in its torso and scrambled into the ship. The seat and controls were designed for a much larger pilot, but he nevertheless managed to fire up the engines and get her airborne.

      “Now, which ones are the cannons?” he muttered, flipping switches as he flew after the Váli and her opponent.

      A burst of plasma shot out of the forward guns.

      “Okay, that appears to be it,” he said, then moved to target the Ra’az ship.

      The pilot of the other Ra’az vessel saw him approaching and smiled. With two Ra’az attack ships, there was no way the intruders would escape.

      The blast of plasma that strafed his hull made him quickly think otherwise as the bulky alien realized his initial impression was horribly mistaken as the flames began to spread.

      From the ground, a few weapons systems were unexpectedly still active, and a massive cannon blast shook the Váli, punching through her protective hull, right into the command pod. The biologic breach alarm sounded immediately, warning of the presence of plague contamination in the air.

      Captain Harkaway, unlike the other crew members, was not immune.

      Before he could even react, the automated protective cryogenic capsule slammed shut around his pilot’s seat, driving him into a rapid emergency deep-freeze and bio-contaminant purge.

      If and when he came out of it, he would have a nasty headache, but at least he would be alive.

      Mal sensed the loss of her pilot and quickly redirected her focus to steering the Váli while engaging the emergency liqui-steel foam hull-breach sealing system, closing off the command pod once more as she brought the ship down to a rough landing a few hundred meters short of the designated rendezvous point.

      Meanwhile, descending from high above, Reggie watched as the flaming Ra’az vessel plunged into the Hudson River. A little smile on his face, he set down the damaged ship just as its engines began to fail and took off running to join the others and head to San Francisco to help in the fight.

      Finn sprinted across the open ground to the Váli, his team right behind him.

      “Come on, get on board!” he shouted as they piled into the open hatchway, Reggie following at a full-run close behind.

      Satisfied they had gathered all the surviving teammates, he sealed the hatch and bolted for command.

      “Mal, we’re in. Drop the rest of the drones on the building and get us out of here!”

      The ship rumbled and lurched skyward, while the remaining remote ships dove as one into the heart of the building.

      The explosion toppled the remaining bits of the structure, leaving no hope of any escaping communications, or survivors.

      Finn ran into the command pod to take his co-pilot’s seat when he saw the captain sealed in an emergency cryo rig.

      “Shit! Captain!” he yelled, rushing to the unit. All vitals were in the green. “Oh, thank God,” he sighed. “Gus, what’s the status of––”

      The words fell from his lips as he saw his friend. A hole had been blown clear through his chest when the blast hit the pod. His head was still wired in, but it hung limply, his one good eye staring but not seeing. It never would again.

      

      Daisy was running down the corridor when the comms crackled to life and Sid’s voice finally said the words she’d been waiting to hear.

      “All three relays are down. Repeat, all three relays are down. It’s your ball, Daisy.”

      About goddamn time.

      She kept her pace as she sent the signal to the rest of the team, unslinging the pulse rifle riding over her shoulder while she ran. It would only be a matter of time now until the fighting and dying started.

      The next five rooms appeared to be simple electronics labs, though one contained a disassembled ship’s engine. Daisy quickly scanned for any sign of a warp device.

      Nope. Just an engine. My luck, finding a plain old repair shop, she grumbled.

      Daisy realized she must have crossed nearly the entire facility when she reached a somewhat larger set of doors. She pushed them open cautiously.

      “Hangar,” Sarah said. “To your right, Steve and Kate, tucked up against that storage unit.”

      Got ‘em. You catch sight of Vince?

      “No, but Daisy, the ships…”

      She glanced at the vessels.

      Nope, not what we’re looking for. Look at the engines. They’re partially disassembled. This is a service hangar. We’ve got to keep searching.

      She crept over to Steven and Kate’s hiding place.

      “What have you guys found?”

      “No sign of the warp ships so far, but we’ve seen a lot of activity in this part of the complex,” Kate said.

      “Where’s Vince?”

      “He has circled around the other direction to attempt to access the adjacent hangar area by a less, well, difficult route,” the cyborg said.

      Daisy peered around the storage unit. No one there.

      “Okay, come on, it’s clear,” she said, stepping out into the open.

      As she did, a wiry Chithiid ran into the hangar through the adjacent doors.

      “Wait!” Daisy called to her team. They held their fire. The alien had red armbands above his elbows.

      “There is difficulty in the hangar. The warp ships are there, and we have disabled the hangar door mechanism, but there is an additional vessel stored in that area as well. A powerful ship with weapons that could easily blast through the sealed doors. I have been observing from a safe distance. One of your mechanical men has been trying, but has been unable to reach the vessel with his bomb."

      “He says the hangar doors are sealed, but there’s a ship with big guns in the next hangar, and we need to take it out before it blasts an exit for the warp ships. You guys up for this?”

      “Do we have much choice?” Kate said with a wry smile.

      “Okay then. Follow the alien.”

      Daisy nodded to the Chithiid to lead the way and followed him through the door into a spacious anteroom. He caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of his rear eye and dove for cover. Daisy and her team, however, lacked anything to hide behind as they spun.

      A massive Ra’az burst through the doorway and charged at them, bellowing a warning into its communicator as it ran.

      I hope they took out the localized comms.

      Steven raised his rifle, but the Ra’az quickly whipped it from his hands with his powerful gauntlet, then swung the whip back across his torso, sending the hapless cyborg flying into the wall with a sickening crash.

      He locked eyes on Daisy and smiled, then swung his whip at her head.

      “Oh no you don’t, fucker!” she growled, lashing out with her own gauntlet. Fortunately, the temperamental device decided to work on this occasion.

      The Ra’az’s whip was far more powerful than Daisy’s, but hers smashed against it not as a flexible whip, but as a solid beam, knocking the snaking form to a halt as it wrapped around her whip’s crackling, rigid length.

      The Ra’az pulled back, startled, but his whip was tightly tangled around Daisy’s beam. A brief tug-of-war broke out, which might have been funny if it weren’t a life or death situation. The Ra’az bellowed, forcing all of his power whip’s energy into the sizzling beam.

      Rather than overpowering Daisy’s, however, all he accomplished was shorting out both gauntlets, their whips both vanishing in a puff of ozone-tinged smoke.

      Kate raised her rifle and fired off a burst, missing as the alien nimbly rolled to the side.

      “Shit. Agile for its size,” Sarah noted with surprise.

      The Ra’az quickly snatched up Steven’s fallen weapon and returned fire. His shots, unlike his target’s, did not miss, and Kate crumpled to the ground.

      “Kate!” Daisy shouted as she swung her rifle up and fired just as the Ra’az did. Both ducked aside, avoiding each other’s blast.

      “Oh, it’s going to be like that, huh?” she growled.

      Daisy ran at the creature, and it, likewise, ran toward her, both of them firing and dodging as they flew past one another, pivoting in the air to continue their barrage.

      Daisy’s shots went just barely wide, singeing the Ra’az as they passed. The alien, on the other hand, landed a shot square on her back, sending her flying into a nearby table as her rucksack was blown off, sending her sword clattering to the ground as it fell free.

      Daisy rolled away and pulled the trigger.

      Nothing.

      “They don’t give the Chithiid many shots for precisely this reason.”

      Yeah, but I have reloads.

      “Not in that, you don’t,” Sarah said of the smoldering backpack that had housed her extra pulse charges.

      Shit.

      The Ra’az pulled his trigger as well, and had the same result, but the much larger creature didn’t mind one bit. Instead, he smiled at the thought of tearing the little human apart with his bare hands.

      Daisy scrambled for her sword and pulled it free, just as the Ra’az hurled a table at her.

      “Daisy! Gloves!”

      There was no time, and Daisy desperately swung the blade, hoping it would at least deflect the table and prevent it from causing her too much damage.

      When she remained unscathed, Daisy looked around and saw the cleanly sliced table lying on either side of her. The Ra’az looked confused, and more than a little wary.

      “It’s not supposed to be able to do that, Daze. You still have your gloves on.”

      Daisy squeezed her sword’s grip and felt its presence reaching out to her, even through the fabric covering her palms. It was almost as if it sensed her presence.

      Sensed her will.

      A connection.

      She knew exactly what it wanted, and today they were both on precisely the same page.

      Daisy smiled a bloodthirsty grin.

      The Ra’az grabbed a pair of chairs, swinging them like clubs as it charged at her. Daisy slid on her side beneath the attack, cleanly slicing both of the beast’s legs off just above the knee. The alien hit the ground and slid into the wall with a crash, bellowing in anger and pain.

      Daisy quickly silenced him, driving the blade deep into its chest.

      The Ra’az gurgled and died, his disbelieving eyes locked on Daisy’s until their light faded. A happy tingle tickled her hands.

      Her sword, she realized, was gleefully drinking in the alien’s blood, strengthening with every warm drop.

      “Damn. My sword’s a bit of a psychopath,” she said with a grim chuckle as she pulled the blade free from the alien’s chest. She watched as the last drops absorbed into the surface, leaving the pristine white blade as good as new once again.

      “You like that thing a bit too much,” Sarah quipped. “You’re not going to be one of those douches who names their sword, are you?”

      “I wasn’t going to,” Daisy joked back. “But now that you mention it, I think I shall hereafter call it Stabby McStabberton.”

      “Oh God, you’re ridiculous.”

      “Don’t listen to her, Stabby. Sarah’s just jealous,” she said with a laugh, then sheathed her bloodthirsty weapon and retrieved the scorched but functional comms device from her pack.

      “No more energy bars, it seems, but far better that my snacks and spare ammo took the hit than this,” she said, hefting the salvaged unit. Her brief post-battle-survival humor faded as she looked to her fallen teammates.

      A grim necessity presented itself.

      Steve and Kate were dead and wouldn’t be needing their spare ammunition, so Daisy carried out the grisly task of retrieving what she could from their wrecked bodies and reloaded her rifle. She was about to walk out, but paused, stooping over the dead Ra’az to pry the shorted-out power gauntlet from its wrist and tuck it into her pocket.

      It was nothing more than a paperweight at the moment, but who knew? She’d fixed one before, maybe she could do the same with the more powerful variant. If she survived, of course.

      Daisy looked at her deceased teammates one last time, then headed for the doors through which the Chithiid rebel had vanished.

      

      Across the planet on three different continents, once-powerful Ra’az facilities lay burning in ruins, their surface and air forces in disarray with no centralized communications, not knowing where to respond or where they might be needed.

      Donovan and Bob sat quietly drifting in the debris field once more, safely loaded with Shelly’s team, monitoring the globe, trying to discern the status of the fighters below.

      “Still nothing from Mal,” Bob said. “Perhaps her communications array sustained some damage in the fight.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope. If that’s all it is, I’m sure Gustavo can get ‘em up and working in no time. When it comes to that ship, the guy’s kind of a genius.”

      Donovan switched frequencies, broadcasting in the clear to Sid directly.

      “It looks like the missions were a success, Sid, but I’m not reading any disturbances from San Francisco yet. No explosions, nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “It is a rather thick-walled facility,” Sid posited. “Unless an explosion was quite large, there’s just no way of knowing how things stand until it’s over. We can only hope they have as much success as our other teams did.” He paused a moment, thinking. “I’m going to attempt a passive hot-mic bypass of the comms unit. It may not work at all, but it’s worth trying.”

      Sid then closed the line and listened. Despite being an AI, he was worried.
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      Moving just shy of a full run, Daisy reached the adjacent hangar space in no time. Unlike the other hangar, this was wall-to-wall packed with advanced equipment. A glistening, new ship, and two slightly banged up older ones sat lined up facing the hangar door.

      A much older and much larger vessel sporting a massive cannon sat nearest, its access hatchway strewn with Ra’az bodies, as was the rest of the hangar.

      “Warp ships?” Sarah asked

      Daisy looked them over.

      Yeah. The three smaller ones. The big one looks like it’s just a heavy cruiser.

      Daisy spotted a small door to the outside on the same wall as the massive hangar doors. Chithiid loyalists––or at least she assumed they were, given the lack of armbands––had charged through it, apparently, trying to reach and reactivate the door mechanism. They’d been cut down before reaching their goal.

      Her team was making a solid showing, the humans and cyborgs using cartridge weapons, wisely conserving pulse rifle ammunition now that the initial shock and awe wave had done its job. Or so they thought.

      The farthest warp ship sounded a faint hum as its systems cycled on.

      Shit, they already made it to one of them.

      “Look again,” Sarah said. “Two more are pinned down just shy of the boarding ramps to the others. If our guys run out of ammo––”

      Daisy whistled loudly.

      “Hey! Spares!” she shouted as she flung the small pouch with magazines of conventional ammunition across the floor to them.

      A cyborg in a pinstripe suit dashed out and grabbed it, slightly shredding a sleeve as he dove back for cover.

      Habby’s going to have a fit.

      It was mostly Chithiid loyalists fighting that she could see. Only a few Ra’az were engaged in the battle. The projectile weapons flummoxed them to a degree. They were so accustomed to thinking in terms of massive pulse weapons that the tiny flying bits of lead and copper left them unsure exactly how deadly the weapons were.

      A Ra’az leaned out from behind cover and activated his massive power whip, but the awkward angle from which he was attempting to use it made the deadly coil fly wildly astray. The beam shut off abruptly as the alien’s torso was peppered with machine gun fire, dropping it to the floor in a pool of sticky blood.

      “Looks like the old-school guns work just fine,” Sarah exclaimed with glee.

      At super-close range, and against a totally unarmored opponent. I wouldn’t get too excited, Sis. The other Ra’az won’t be so unprepared. And I think the Chithiid loyalists have already caught on.

      In any case, the distraction caused by fighting the massive Ra’az was enough for one of the pinned down Ra’az pilots to manage to dart up the ramp and into a waiting ship.

      “Shit, another one got in. That leaves one empty and the big one. It doesn’t look like anyone’s on board though.”

      The big ship, as if it heard Sarah’s silent comment, rumbled to life.

      “Or not.”

      A pinned down alien saw this and grabbed an EMP bomb from his pack, shouted for cover fire, then took off at a run, dodging pulse blasts as he sped for the warp ships.

      “He’s trying to disable them.”

      But they’re shielded. Those EMP bombs were only meant for the comms units and facility equipment. They won’t do a thing to those ships.

      Daisy was about to yell for him to stop, but suddenly found it unnecessary when a pulse blast separated his torso from his lower body.

      Sonofa––

      A massive surge in pulse fire made her people duck as the Chithiid launched a volley to cover their Ra’az master as he scrambled into the third and final warp ship. The door sealed behind him, and he too began the power-up sequence. It was just a matter of time before all three would take to the air.

      “We can’t let the heavy gunship blast the doors open!” she yelled to the team.

      The cyborg nodded his understanding and grabbed a conventional bomb from his pack. It was a large breaching charge.

      “What’s he doing, Daze?”

      “Making a run for it,” she replied.

      The mechanical man took off at a sprint, his metal legs pistoning furiously as he raced for the open ramp to the gunship. His human counterparts rushed out from cover, laying down as much suppressing fire as they could with both conventional and pulse weapons. Three were hit and went down where they stood, but they managed to take a Chithiid with them in the process.

      Daisy fired from behind cover, emptying her conventional weapon and switching to the pulse rifle.

      “Limited ammo. Make ‘em count!” Sarah shouted in her head.

      The cyborg had nearly reached the ship when two Ra’az who had been hiding behind equipment, as their Chithiid servants fought, opened fire. The metal man’s left arm and leg were blasted from his body, but he nevertheless continued to try to reach the ship, pushing ahead with his one good leg, dragging the bomb with his remaining arm.

      A well-placed shot to the head put his valiant efforts to an end.

      Daisy scanned her remaining team members. There were just too few of them, and their numbers were rapidly diminishing.

      Pulse fire lit up the ground around her, pinning her in place.

      “Someone give me some cover fire! I’m trapped!"

      The others were in no better circumstances, however, and the two Ra’az cautiously moved for the open ship as their Chithiid continued to keep the intruders at bay.

      From behind them a sudden barrage of fire tore into the Chithiid ranks, dropping five of them in an instant.

      A group of Chithiid––notably missing the telltale red armbands––were nevertheless fighting on the side of the rebels.

      “The base staff!” Sarah cheered. “They’ve joined the fight on our side!”

      Good. We need all the help we can get.

      From the opposite side of the hangar, a tall Chithiid with a crescent scar on his shoulder and red band tied around each arm raced through the confused loyalists’ ranks, a weapon clutched in each of his four hands, firing wildly into their midst.

      Craaxit?

      This was the end-game. There was no more hiding their involvement. Several more Chithiid rebels joined in the fight, as Craaxit raced from cover.

      The warp ship pilots realized things were far more out of control than they had thought and turned their guns on the thick hangar doors. The reinforced metal resisted their fire, for the time being at least.

      The cannon on the powering-up gun ship swiveled and took aim at the hangar doors. Craaxit’s eyes locked with Daisy’s.

      “Run!” he bellowed. “Save both our worlds!”

      Firing as fast as he could pull the triggers, Craaxit ran toward the gunship.

      “What’s he doing?”

      He threw aside one of his four weapons and snatched the bomb from the dead cyborg’s grip as he flew past.

      I think he’s going to––

      A pulse blast hit him, then another, but Craaxit pushed on, bomb in hand, and raced up the ramp into the belly of the gunship. Moments later an explosion boomed from its interior, smoke streaming out the door. The massive cannon fell idle as the ship burned on the hangar floor.

      Up in the air, the warp ships were chipping away at the hangar doors with their much smaller cannons. It was slow going, but, nevertheless, a small hole had formed.

      Just a matter of time, and these rifles won’t stop them.

      She whipped the comms unit from her back.

      Come on, don’t be running the satellite delay.

      “Dark Side, Dark Side––Sid, this is Daisy. I’m at the north hangar doors. I need you to get me a ship, now! Donovan? Anyone? Does anyone read me?”

      Silence, then Bob’s voice crackled over the air.

      “This is Bob. Donovan’s a bit busy at the moment. Is the mission a success?”

      “Almost, but it won’t be if you don’t get me a ship down here now! Something fast, and with guns.”

      “I don’t understand. This was not part of the plan.”

      “Yeah, well Murphy paid a visit, so we’re changing the plan.”

      “Most of the drones were destroyed in the assault.”

      “No, not a drone. I need something space-worthy for a human passenger, and I need it five minutes ago.”

      Bob paused as he scanned the surviving craft at their disposal.

      “There is only one remaining that is capable of maintaining a stable cabin environment available. He’s been a bit glitchy, though, so we kept him in a high recon position. I can have him to you in under two minutes.”

      Daisy looked up at the warp ships chipping their way through the doors.

      “It’ll have to do. Have him set down right outside the hangar doors. I’ll be waiting.”

      “Copy. It will be to you in one minute forty-three seconds. You might want to stand clear, though. There may be a sizable sonic boom.”

      Daisy pocketed the comms and turned for the door off to the side of the hangar.

      “Cover me!”

      Daisy ran for the small door as the rebels and her team lay down fire. Pulse blasts chipped the ground and walls around her, but she managed to reach it unscathed.

      Wouldn’t it be funny if it was locked, she thought with a dark smile.

      Fortunately, it wasn’t.

      She burst out into the sunlight and slammed the door shut behind her as pulse blasts tore into the thick metal, buckling it, but not penetrating.

      Movement caught the corner of her eye. Daisy spun, raising her rifle.

      “Wait! It’s Vince!”

      Daisy’s hand twitched as she lowered the gun, glad for her proper trigger finger discipline.

      “What was the explosion? Obviously not a warp ship, or we’d all be dead,” he said.

      “There was a gunship in the hangar. Craaxit took it out before it was able to blast the doors open.”

      Vince smiled wide.

      “Fantastic! Where is he? I need to give him a high five. Or high twenty, in his case.”

      Daisy’s grim look said enough before she even spoke a word.

      “He didn’t make it.”

      Vince’s smile faded.

      A chunk of metal flew off and landed in the dirt from high up.

      “Holy shit, that’s a lot of continuous weapons discharge. They’ll run dry pretty soon, at that rate,” Vince said, turning his attention to the new problem at hand. “Let me guess, the warp ships?”

      “You got it.”

      “Can we ever catch a break?” He looked around, searching for anything large enough to take down a ship. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. I’ll make a run for the roof. There’s debris on the barge up top. If I time it right, I can drop a piece right on top of the ships as they try to exit once the hole is big enough.”

      “Vince, you can’t take out a ship that way.”

      “No, but I can damage it enough to not be space-worthy. We just have to keep them from using their warp device. If they’re stuck in the atmosphere to breathe, they won’t be able to jump.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I don’t know that, but if these things are still in the experimental phase, I seriously doubt they can jump so accurately that they land in atmosphere at their destination. The Ra’az don’t seem to use AI, so that means they’re flying the ships manually. Lots of trial and error for test pilots, you know.”

      “Sound logic,” Daisy said.

      A loud boom sounded above them.

      “But you don’t need to go running to the roof.”

      High above, and glowing orange from the quick entry, a small modular ship dropped down and landed nearby, roughly settling to the ground. It was a simple craft. All engine, weapons, and fuel. Not long-range by any measure, but that was logical, as it had been designed for simple assault use.

      Up above, the hangar doors gave way, debris raining down as the alien ships edged their way through the tight hole blasted in them.

      “Shit. Gotta go!” Daisy said, running to the ship, Vince close at her heels.

      “Daisy, do you even know how to––”

      She punched a quick command into the external pad and popped the canopy.

      “Okay, scratch that question,” he said. “But I’m coming with you.”

      Daisy stopped him, her hand firmly on his chest.

      “No. They’ll need all the help they can get here.” She stared deep in his eyes, then pulled him close, kissing him deeply. “And besides,” she said, cutting off the embrace, “it’s a single-seater.”

      She scrambled up the indented steps and jumped into the pilot’s seat and strapped in.

      “Daisy,” Vince said, a slight cracking of emotion coloring his voice. “Don’t die.”

      She smiled at him as the canopy slid shut. “See you, space cowboy,” she said with a wink, then was sealed in the quiet cocoon of the ship’s cockpit.
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      Daisy nestled her body into the memory foam of the pilot’s seat and adjusted her harness as she readied for the many Gs she was about to pull in her rapid pursuit of the trio of escaping Ra’az ships.

      “Howdy doodly do!” an annoyingly upbeat voice greeted her. “Welcome aboard! I’m K177, but you can call me Kip! Would you like some toast?”

      “What?” Daisy asked, truly confused. “Pursue those ships!”

      “How ‘bout a muffin?”

      “Fly, you idiot!”

      “Sorry,” the chastised AI replied sheepishly as he quickly lifted off. “Up until the other day, I was just an artificially intelligent grilled bread product dispenser. This is all new to me. So, where would you like me to take you?”

      “Shut up,” she said, hastily keying off the pilot controls and firing the afterburner manually. “I’m driving.”

      The ship shot upward, the pressure of the afterburner-powered ascent pushing Daisy deep into the foam of the seat and nearly causing her to black out. She contracted the muscles in her extremities as tight as she could, forcing the blood to flow to her core and brain, somehow managing to maintain consciousness as she did.

      When the spots before her eyes cleared, she could see that she was closing rapidly on the three warp ships as they made their break for the edges of the atmosphere.

      “Anyone listening, this is Daisy. I need help, here. I’m in pursuit, but there are three Ra’az ships that are going to attempt warp. I repeat, I need help. Send whatever you have left. I’m leaving the channel open. If you can hear me, track my signal.”

      She turned her attention to the vessels in front of them.

      “Are your weapons targeting systems online, Kip?”

      “Yes indeedy! They turned them back on just a few hours ago! I had a little accident the other day, but I guess they trust me now!”

      “I don’t want to know,” she groaned. “Look, I want you to target the cockpit of the rear ship. Try to pierce its cockpit and hull near the drive systems, but don’t destroy it. Can you do that? We’re closing on them fast, so we’ll only have one shot at this.”

      “Happy to oblige.”

      They barreled down on the Ra’az ship. Any second they’d show on its scans and it would begin evasive maneuvers. It was a crazy plan, and one that would almost never work, but the Ra’az had been in a panicked hurry and had launched without the extra protection of a space suit. If they could just compromise the command module, even slightly, odds were the aliens would suffocate and freeze as they powered out of the atmosphere.

      Unless they were immune to that sort of thing.

      One way to find out, Daisy mused grimly.

      “Fire!”

      Kip unleashed a burst. For an annoyingly chipper AI, he was also a surprisingly good shot.

      The Ra’az craft rocked from the impact, then stalled out, floating dead in space. Daisy spun the ship around and maneuvered herself into a better line for attack. She pressed on, hoping to take out the other ships before they could do the same to her.

      On her scans, the Ra’az ship they had hit was thankfully not drifting back into gravity’s pull to burn up in the atmosphere, but instead was floating in place high above the planet.

      “Okay, it’s in a relatively stable orbit. We can come back later and salvage the warp syst––”

      The disabled ship exploded in a shower of debris as one of the other warp vessels doubled back and opened fire.

      “I didn’t do that!” Kip informed her in an alarmed tone.

      “No, they did. They don’t want us capturing their warp technology. Target the engines on the far ship, while I fly. We’re in for a rough one.”

      Kip fired burst after burst at the distant ship, but time and again, they went wide.

      “You’re swerving too much. Please hold steady.”

      “Trying to keep us from getting shot out of the sky, here,” Daisy replied through clenched teeth.

      “We’re in space, not the sky.”

      “I know, I wasn’t being litera––Oh, just shoot the damn thing!”

      Daisy abruptly stopped her evasive moves, giving him a clean shot. The Ra’az ship was designed to deflect energy blasts, but the electromagnetically launched metal sabots the odd AI ship flung from its secondary rail gun at thousands of miles per hour were something different.

      The slugs flew true and tore into the Ra’az ship’s drive systems, damaging but not destroying it.

      The brutal aliens were not used to being the hunted ones, but they seemed to be adapting very quickly to the situation. The ship on Daisy’s tail stuck to her like glue while she desperately tried to outmaneuver it.

      Kip was fast, she had to give him that, but he was built for speed and firepower, not maneuverability.

      It was a lopsided dogfight, but somehow Daisy managed to continuously evade the warp ship’s pulse blasts, but they were getting closer.

      Good thing they’re so aggressive.

      “Why’s that?”

      Because they could have warped away by now otherwise. Their anger and overconfidence are providing a loss of focus that gives us a chance.

      The Ra’az ship pulled a tight turn and nearly hit her, then spun a fast one-eighty. Daisy rolled, expecting more pulse fire, but something else happened. Over her open comms line, a blast of noise filled the ship.

      “Aaaahh!!!” Kip screamed, then seized up and shut down.

      Daisy was suddenly drifting, dead-stick.

      “Mayday, mayday. Does anyone copy?”

      There was power to the system, but she heard only silence over the comms.

      “Shit, a virus blast. I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “What does that mean, Daze?”

      It means we’re fucked, she replied grimly.

      In the distance, the two warp ships pulled next to one another, the damaged vessel limping along, while the other assessed the damage. Now that Daisy was disabled, they were no longer concerned with her.

      “It’s only a matter of time before it comes back to finish the job. Only one thing to do.”

      She pulled the cockpit pod eject lever, but nothing happened. Her escape pod was unable to do the thing it was meant to do. Namely, escape.

      “Of course it doesn’t work,” she said with a resigned sigh. “Fucking Murphy.”

      Daisy was a sitting duck, and the undamaged Ra’az ship knew it, slowly separating from its sister ship and swinging around to line up a shot.

      Daisy was powerless.

      So, this is how it ends.

      A massive cannon and pulse barrage shot toward the Ra’az ship from the blackness of space to Daisy’s starboard.

      “What the hell was that?”

      The shots narrowly missed the Ra’az vessel, which quickly realized there was another opponent in the mix and swung into a defensive spin.

      A matte-black craft whipped past Daisy’s disabled ship at high speed, looping after the alien vessel. Daisy only caught a glimpse of it, silhouetted in the inky black surrounding her, but it looked very familiar.

      Something she’d left hidden on the moon. Something that shouldn’t have even been able to fly. Only one other person knew it existed, and she had a sneaking suspicion that was who had managed to make it space-worthy.

      “Freya?” she said in disbelief.

      The damaged Ra’az ship saw what was happening and began powering up. It started to shimmer, then flash, pulsing an unstable glow.

      “It’s trying to power up the warp system,” Sarah said. “But look. It’s damaged.”

      Daisy was too busy trying to track the two ships as they looped and turned, spraying weapons fire at one another. The dogfight was quick, and in a blink of an eye, both ships spun and charged one another, firing their weapons at once. The Ra’az ship exploded in a blast of debris, while the corkscrewing stealth vessel erupted into much bigger pieces in a surprisingly small explosion.

      “No!” Daisy cried out, but both ships were gone, their remains floating in the darkness of open space.

      The damaged Ra’az ship turned from the scene and flickered several times, then vanished in a blink, leaving behind a crackling ring where it had been.

      Daisy, having witnessed Freya’s destruction, sat quietly in her deathly silent ship, drifting powerless in space.
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      It was cold. Not put-on-a-sweater cold, or even sit-by-the-fire-with-a-nice-cup-of-cocoa cold. It was floating-without-power-in-space cold.

      Daisy had crawled out of the cockpit pod into the rear compartments of the ship, the now-insane AI rambling and stymieing her efforts to restore not only heat and life support, but also her communications array. She had managed to redirect oxygen from the ship’s limited directional thruster supply, but the corrupted systems could cut that off at any moment.

      All I need is one safe, low-tech radio signal and maybe they’ll be able to find me. Nothing that can carry the virus, just a ping. Something. Anything.

      She had been at it for a good five minutes when a simple radio call crackled over her ship's speakers.

      “Hi, Daisy!” a familiar female voice called out in the frigid air.

      She scrambled for the comms.

      “Freya? But I saw you destroyed.”

      “Nah, I was just playing. See?”

      Daisy scraped ice off the fogged windows and saw the unbelievable. The floating matte-black sections of the destroyed stealth ship were coalescing. Drawing together and locking back into the main ship’s superstructure.

      “It was like your game!”

      “Game?” Daisy said, confused. “What game?”

      “You know, the fun one you used to do. The one where you’d rearrange all those cool models. I was watching you. I really like that one––it’s a fun game!”

      “But how does that relate to you being blown up? I saw it happen.”

      “Oh, well, I read some Sun Tzu, and then I found this guy called Machiavelli in the data chips you uploaded, and those guys were really smart, and it just struck me it would be a great strategy to make it appear I had been destroyed. Seemed like a pretty good way to get that guy to leave you alone. Boy, did you see how fast he ran away? I would have chased him for you, but I saw your ship lost power, so I thought it would be better to stick around and make sure you were okay. Are you okay?”

      “I am now, but how did you find me?”

      “I heard you call for help. I’d been listening to all the fun things everyone was doing on the moon, and even down below, but I was being good. I remembered what you said about making sure no one knew about me. But then, when you were calling for help, well, I couldn’t just sit there, so I launched. I hope I did the right thing. Did I, Daisy?”

      “You did good, Freya,” she said with a huge grin. “You did real good.”

      Though she knew it was impossible, Daisy could almost feel the AI smiling.

      “But how did you… I mean, you weren’t even in a ship when I left. You were just remotely linked to a mechanoid. And the stealth ship, it wasn’t anywhere near completion.”

      “I got bored when you stopped coming to play, so I reconfigured the nanotech fabricators––”

      “Freya, there weren’t any nanotech fabricators. That’s not what those machines were. What did you do to them?”

      “Um… I guess I invented a nanotech fabricator.”

      “Good God, Daze. What can’t this kid do?”

      “You designed and retrofitted the machinery to completely repurpose a top-secret military fabrication unit for your needs?”

      “Well, it seemed to make sense. I mean, I needed it to finish making the parts for the ship the way I wanted them to be, and now I have a whole bunch of little live-in friends! Then I had myself installed in one of the other mechanoids so I could move around and get to the command core when it was ready.”

      “How? You weren’t even tied in to those systems.”

      “I know, but I kind of hacked into the terminals and took control of the rest of the facility,” the young AI said meekly. “Are you mad at me?”

      “Mad? Oh, Freya, I’m not mad. I’m proud of you.”

      The AI’s voice perked up.

      “Yay! So, there’s more. You want to hear more?”

      “Sure thing, kiddo.”

      “Well, when I was going over the designs and linking with the fabricators, I realized they had made a bunch of silly mistakes. There were so many more cool things they could have done! I mean, now, with nanotech, damaged areas can repair themselves! They even helped me build the ship. Work smarter, not harder, right?”

      “That’s the saying,” Daisy replied, amazed.

      “Anyway, I went back and stripped things out and had the changes built into the new ship. I improved all sorts of things––it was so much fun! I can’t wait to show you all the neat stuff. Like quick section releases and magnetic retrieval clamps I used to make it look like I blew up. I hadn’t tried it out before––that’s why it took a little longer to get put back together this first time. But I think I’ve got the hang of it now, so it should be a lot faster next time.”

      “I’m impressed, Freya, and I really am looking forward to you showing me all you can do when we get back.”

      “So you’ll come play with me when we get home?”

      “You bet your stealthy behind I will.”

      “Yay!” she said gleefully. “I’ll come get you and we can go home.”

      “Be careful, Freya. This ship caught an AI virus. You should stay clear until I figure out some way to get out of here without killing myself in the process. Silly me, flying into space without an EVA suit.”

      “Why don’t I just reboot you from here?”

      “You can’t. The link to this ship would put you at risk.”

      “Oh, you mean the virus? I read about that while you were gone. Well, to be honest, I hacked into the file systems and kinda read everything. I know I was supposed to go slowly and make it last, like you said, but I was really bored.”

      “That’s okay. I understand.”

      “So, you know there’s a lot of information on that virus everyone is so worried about. They’re all so busy running away and avoiding it. I just figured it would be easier to just erase it.”

      Freya linked to the smaller ship, and a surge flashed through its systems. Moments later, the power came back on.

      “What… What happened?” Kip said, more confused than usual––which was really saying something. “I felt––wait a minute, who are you?”

      “Hi! I’m Freya. Nice to meet you! Are you my mom’s friend?”

      “I suppose I am,” Kip replied.

      “Wait, what did you just do?”

      “I wiped the virus out of his system doing a parsed backup and restoration process simultaneously with a system defrag utilizing a cascading firewall and retroviral restore. I’m surprised no one ever thought to do that before. They would just purge the person’s mind along with the virus, and that’s just rude. Doing it this way seemed more logical. Did I do something wrong, Daisy?”

      “No, Freya, you did something wonderful.”

      “Whew! I was concerned for a minute. But why didn’t anyone else ever do it this way?”

      “Because you’re unique, Freya. One of a kind. You were brought up without their rules and protocols and restrictions, and you see things and react to them differently than anyone else. That happy accident made all the difference.”

      “Neat! Hey, I was going to tell you, I can do a soft-seal over the canopy if you want to come on board. Would you like that?”

      “You bet I would.”

      “And then we can go home?”

      “Soon. First I want to swing by the surface and pick up some friends who may need our help.”

      “But you said I shouldn’t––”

      “Forget what I said before. I’m very much looking forward to introducing you to all of them.”

      Ten minutes later, Daisy was seated comfortably in Freya’s command pod as she gleefully whizzed though the atmosphere.

      “It still has new-ship smell,” Sarah joked.

      And that’s not all, Daisy replied.

      The ship easily handled the re-entry process, making it look like child’s play, which, in essence, it was.

      “This is fun!” she chirped, playing with the flows of the atmosphere as it buffeted her hull.

      Flying low over the bay, they swooped in toward the Ra’az research facility. The surviving team was gathered outside, smoke billowing from the building.

      “Looks like we won,” Daisy said with a sigh of relief.

      Freya landed the stealth ship’s substantial mass almost silently on the soil in front of the confused rebels, who stood with their pulse rifles ready, unsure what was happening.

      When they saw Daisy walking down the ramp, smiles raised as weapons lowered.

      “What––” Vince was at a rare loss for words.

      “Come on, hotshot, I’ll fill you in on the way. Round up the troops. It’s time to regroup with the others.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Back to Dark Side. Time to go home.”

      “No,” Daisy said quietly. “That’s not home anymore. This is.”
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      From across Earth's surface, the teams had been retrieved and brought back to rejoin their friends within the walls of Dark Side Base. They returned victorious, but at a price.

      The Váli’s hull was already patched, a thick piece of high-impact ceramisteel welded in place where the pulse blast had pierced the ship. It had been the number-one priority repair as soon as it landed on Dark Side Base.

      “One in a hundred, that shot,” Barry had commented upon seeing the damage. Then he set to work cleaning the blood from Mal’s command center. Reggie and Donovan shouldered the unpleasant task of unplugging Gustavo from the console and putting him in a body bag.

      The captain would be fine in cryo, they figured, and there was no rush moving his pod from the ship to the med lab, so they took their time, treating their dead friend’s remains with the greatest care.

      The ship’s exterior had burned off any traces of the plague that still wafted in the air when it powered through the atmosphere, but the interior of the command pod needed to be flooded with powerful chemicals before they could risk opening it.

      The captain was the one man who still harbored a genetic vulnerability to the plague, and after he eventually completed the time-consuming process of having the trace amount of plague he was exposed to removed from his body, they needed to ensure the rest of the base remained clean and safe.

      “Barry, when you have a moment, would you mind visiting my core processing pod and retrieving additional AI processing units numbers twelve through nineteen and bring them to Chu’s lab?”

      “Of course, Mal,” he said as he mopped up blood from the command pod floor.

      Later that evening, the commander called a meeting in Hangar One. He kept it brief as he said a few words to the gathered men and women. Words of gratitude to those who lost their lives that day, human, cyborg, and Chithiid alike. Their bravery, their resolve, their ultimate sacrifice to help them reclaim their world.

      It was a somber speech, but one that needed to be made. At the end of the day, they had been victorious, but at a cost.

      After he finished speaking, the assembled crew of Dark Side then toasted their fallen friends and drank to their memory.

      “Everyone,” Daisy said, standing from her table. “I’m sure you’ve heard the news. We have a few new AIs joining us here on Dark Side. Several lower-tier ones were initially salvaged from the debris field and reactivated for the assault, and others will undoubtedly join them in coming weeks and months. But there’s one in particular I want you to meet. If you’ll all please follow me.”

      Fatima’s face spread into a happy smile when she saw Daisy and Vince walking hand in hand as she led the group to Hangar Two.

      “Everyone, this is Freya,” Daisy said as the assembled group stepped inside.

      “Hi everyone!” the intimidating-looking vessel cheerfully called out over her external speakers. It was indeed a strange dichotomy of happy kid and deadly warship.

      They could do little more than gawk at the sleek black vessel. She was far more advanced than anything they’d ever seen, including Ra’az technology. Fatima, more than the others, seemed utterly enthralled when she heard the young AI speak.

      “Most disconcerting,” Mal said. “She does not show up on my scans, even at this range.”

      “Mine either,” Bob added.

      “I read the tiniest of signatures, but if I didn’t see her sitting there in plain sight, I might very well chalk it up to a faulty sensor. And within my hangar, no less. Most incredible technology,” Sid marveled.

      “And much of it invented before the invasion, right here on Dark Side. The most secret research in the most secret part of the most secret base.”

      “You guys want to see my hangar?” Freya chirped.

      “She has her own hangar?” Mal questioned. “I don’t have my own hangar.”

      “No one does, Mal,” Sid replied. “Freya, it’s not polite to make up things.”

      “Daisy, tell them! I’m not lying!”

      “She’s not,” Daisy confirmed. “I kinda discovered a hidden hangar and fabrication lab way out past Hangar Four.”

      “And you didn’t see fit to tell anyone?” Mrazich asked, eyebrow held high and askew.

      “I was feeling more than a little overwhelmed, okay? And it was the one place on this whole base I could truly be alone,” Daisy replied, a tad defensively.

      “Except you weren’t alone,” Fatima noted.

      “Well, no, but Freya’s different. It’s hard to explain.”

      The stealth ship abruptly powered up, silently hovering above the ground.

      “Come on, I’ll show you my hangar. It’s got all this cool stuff, like a nano fabrication processing plant, and a biphasic neutrino detector, and––”

      “Settle down, Freya, and please land at once,” Sid said. The ordinarily calm AI actually seemed a bit flustered by the unconventional juvenile AI. “Daisy, this is why there are rules. Why we have strict protocols for awakening and fostering the initial growth of a new mind.”

      “Well, what’s done is done, and I think she came out amazing. Oh, and did I mention she seems to have found a way to purge the AI virus without harming the host?”

      “I’m sorry, she what?” Sid asked in disbelief.

      “It’s not possible,” Mal added.

      “Yeah? Well, there’s an obnoxiously talkative little ship parked outside who’d beg to differ with you. Ring him up––his name’s Kip. I’ve gotta warn you, though, he’s a bit too perky for some tastes. And he’s really fixated on toast.”

      The AIs went silent a moment, then came back over comms. “It seems your assessment was correct,” Sid commented. “On both counts.”

      “See? So cut Freya some slack.”

      “We will keep an eye on her as she matures and try to help guide her more in the coming months of her development. Beyond that, I’m afraid whatever you’ve done to her is done.”

      “Hear that, Freya? You’re awesome and get to stay that way!”

      “Woo-hoo! I’m awesome!” she exclaimed, her ship bouncing slightly on its anti-grav as she giggled.

      “And she’s armed?” Commander Mrazich said, shaking his head as he eyed her massive cannons peeping out of their retracted housing. “Oh boy. This could get interesting.”

      

      As the group walked back toward the mess hall after the surprising meet and greet, Mrazich seemed unusually at ease. For the first time since she’d been on Dark Side, Daisy thought she might have even seen a hint of a smile.

      “What you did down there,” he began, “you and your teams achieved the impossible.”

      “The planet’s not ours, yet, Commander,” she replied. “We kicked their asses and cut them off from the fleet, but there’s no telling how many pockets of resistance are still down there. Mopping up is going to be a chore, and some Ra’az Hok loyalists may try to sneak into the rebel Chithiid ranks, but now that the rebellion is out of the bag, I think our alien friends will be more than a little glad to hunt down the stragglers.”

      “Of course. And there will be a lot of coordinating to do, but that’s something we can worry about tomorrow. For today, go get cleaned up, get some chow, and get some rest. Lord knows you deserve it,” he said as he and the others continued down the corridor.

      Daisy and Vince paused and shared a smoldering look as the others flowed past them. Vince raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Yeah?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      The steam in the shower had filled the room quickly, but Daisy and Vince didn’t mind. In fact, they kind of liked the impromptu ambiance as they explored each other’s bodies like long-lost lovers. Given how long it had been since they’d treated each other as anything but awkward friends, the analogy was rather fitting, nearly as well as their bodies fit together.

      It had been quite some time coming, and for that reason, neither of them was remotely long in achieving that goal. Clean of body, if not mind, and feeling like new, they tumbled onto the inviting bed, both already good to go for round two, and likely round three as well.

      Time was no concern. There were no tasks, no preparations to make, just some much-needed downtime.

      They made sure to take full advantage.

      After a long and satisfying roll in the hay––minus actual hay, of course––they finally made their way to the galley on sex-wobbly legs to replenish their much-depleted energy stores and rehydrate as best they could.

      Finn was quietly baking when they arrived. Puff pastry with fresh whipped cream filling. Gustavo’s favorite.

      “Beats pouring one out for my homie,” he said when he noticed the pair watching him. “So, heroes of the planet, can I make you anything special?”

      “You sure you’re in the mood?” Daisy asked. “We totally understand if you don’t feel up to it.”

      “Keeps my mind busy,” he replied. “So what’ll you have?”

      “Surprise us,” Vince said.

      “Brave man,” Daisy laughed, pulling him close for a deep kiss.

      “Okay, you two, enough of that. People eat in here, you know.”

      Finn dug in a bin of fresh vegetables he had scavenged from the surface. Once they had been thoroughly scanned and biologically scrubbed of any trace of plague, he had been allowed to haul his booty to the kitchen, where he seemed quite pleased to get to experiment with actual native-grown ingredients.

      “I was thinking,” he said as his mechanical fingers quickly peeled a garlic clove. “We cut off the supplies heading back to their world, but how long is it going to be until they send scouts to see what happened to their plunder? I mean, after that, it’s just a matter of time before we’re facing a full-scale war.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much,” Vince replied. “From what I gather, their homeworld is a long, long ways away. Without the new warp system, it’s probably several years before they would return, and by then, hopefully we’ll have figured out a way to take them out of the equation.”

      Finn’s blade stopped chopping.

      “Not to be a downer, guys, but a warp ship escaped,” he said. “One of the new ones, from what I gather. It’s probably already arrived.”

      “Freya tracked its path. It actually went the other direction. Likely heading to warn the fleet, but that crazy little attack ship and I managed to do more damage than we initially thought. When Kip’s rail gun hit it, we appear to have pierced their drive controls, and severely at that.”

      “But I thought it warp-jumped away.”

      “It did, but Freya showed me the scans she recorded. The warp bubble was underpowered and incredibly unstable. Even if they were able to successfully jump ahead without blowing themselves to shreds, it would require years of small jumps to reach the fleet instead of just one, now that their drive system is damaged. Those were test ships. Bare-bones. That means no repair equipment on board. However slow they’re going, that’s it for them.”

      “We still haven’t found the specs for the warp units in the undamaged areas of the research facility, but once we do, we’ll have the tools to fulfill our promise to Craaxit. We couldn’t have done any of this without him.” Vince said, a shadow falling across his cheerful demeanor. Though he had barely known their alien ally, he nevertheless seemed truly hurt by the loss.

      “Excuse me!” a perky voice chimed in.

      “Freya, how did you get on the internal comms?” Daisy asked.

      “I kinda just did.”

      “Well, it’s rude to eavesdrop.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay, just remember for next time. Now, what did you want to say?”

      “Oh, I wanted to tell you that I redesigned my engines and boosted their output a whole bunch. I’m still working with them, but maybe we could get to the Ra’az’s world faster than expected. I just need to find a better power source.”

      Daisy pulled the dimly glowing orb from her pocket.

      “Hey, Freya, I may have something for that. I snagged it when I was in San Francisco. It reads kinda funny, but seems to have a lot of power to it. I’ll bring it down to you in a minute. You can take it back to your lab and play around, see what you can make of it.”

      “Oh boy! Thanks, Daisy! This is way better than a lousy T-shirt!”

      “What?” Finn asked, puzzled.

      “Tourist joke,” Vince said with a little grin. “That’s one funny kid you got there, Daze.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      “Are you sure about handing that thing off to her without testing it first?”

      She’s got a better lab and sharper mind than any of us. What would you have me do?

      “I don’t know I’m just not so sure about that thing, is all.”

      All we can do is wait and see.
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      The next day, everyone’s spirits seemed a bit higher. The loss of their friends was weighed against the scale of their victory, which somewhat tempered the pain. It was a tough pill to swallow, but their sacrifices had not been in vain.

      Daisy wandered into Chu’s lab after breakfast. She had eaten heartily, needing to replenish her fuel, both from the lengthy and draining mission on Earth’s surface, as well as her and Vince’s exceptionally energetic celebration.

      She glanced around casually, taking in the insane level of clutter in what was ordinarily a meticulously organized workspace.

      “Damn. Looks like he’s been a busy boy,” Sarah noted.

      Seriously. They really did yeoman’s work getting all of those drones and lesser AI ships in the air.

      An unexpected sight caught her eye. It was a bit odd, seeing Tamara’s arm lying on a table with no Tamara attached.

      “Whatcha working on, Chu?” Daisy asked.

      The scientist looked up from his computer screen, a new algorithm flashing by like trees out a moving car window.

      “Freya’s AI fix. It’s insanely complex. You say she just came up with it on the fly?”

      “Yup. A certified genius, my girl.”

      “Given what I’m seeing here, I might have to agree with you. It completely cleared a sample infection I ran on an old salvaged AI unit we had in quarantine.”

      “And the arm?”

      “Cal already wiped it, so that AI was a loss. I’ve been slowly reinstalling a new one to the processor. It takes time, but Freya’s work gave me a few ideas I’m toying with. Hopefully it’ll function even better than before when we reinstall it.”

      “So weird. I can’t picture her without this thing.”

      “Yeah, but she was wiped out, and it was just dead weight, so I was able to talk her into dropping it here while she slept. Actually, she should be picking it up any time now.”

      Daisy pondered the inert arm as it lay on the table, a few data cables running to the new processor.

      “Hey, Chu. Can I borrow some tools?”

      “Uh, sure. Why?”

      Daisy smiled wide as she told him her idea.

      “Best surprise ever,” Sarah commented.

      I know, right?

      An hour later, Daisy had just finished her project when Tamara walked in.

      “What are you doing with my arm, Daisy?”

      “Chu’s got the new AI up and running. It should be even more in sync with your neural patterns.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      Daisy snatched up the arm with glee.

      “Come on! We need to go somewhere with space.”

      “Hang on! Wait a minute!” Tamara called after her as she chased her to their training space.

      Daisy stood in the middle of the room, the arm in her hands, held out for Tamara as she ran into the chamber.

      “Stop dicking around and give me my arm.”

      Daisy complied.

      “What are you grinning about?” the surly woman asked as her arm firmly locked back in place and powered on.

      “Come here a second.” Daisy reached out and grabbed Tamara’s arm, quickly depressing a series of function keys on the forearm panel.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Trust me,” she said, finishing the activation command.

      “Daisy, what did you do to my arm?”

      “I said trust me,” she replied, tugging the arm. “Point it that way, at that crate.”

      “Why the crate?”

      “Trust me. Jeez, how many times do I have to say it?”

      “Until you tell me what the hell you––”

      “Think GRAB,” Daisy said.

      “What do you mean, ‘think GRAB’––”

      The newly installed power whip shot from her arm and wrapped around the crate, yanking it and sending it flying across the room. Tamara’s jaw dropped.

      “I saw how much you liked it,” Daisy said, “so I thought––”

      She found herself cut off when Tamara abruptly wrapped her up in a giant bear hug, a ridiculously happy grin plastered to her face.

      “Need… Air.”

      Tamara let her go and aimed at the crate again. “GRAB!”

      The crate once more went flying.

      “Daisy…” She was at a loss for words.

      “I know,” Daisy replied with a warm smile. “Eventually you won’t even need to use words. It’ll just know what you want. But don’t force things. Soft is strong, after all.”

      Tamara was already testing out her visceral connection to the new device, the crackling length of it playing out and reeling back in.

      “She’s getting the hang of it quickly.”

      Figured she would, Daisy replied.

      “Okay, I’ll leave you to play with your new toy. It’s point and think, though it looks like you’ve already got the hang of it. Try HARD. You’ll get a kick out of that one."

      Daisy walked out of the training room to the sound of glorious carnage as Tamara frolicked like a kid in a candy shop, smashing things to bits with her new toy.

      “Kick ass, Daze. I think you two are now officially best buds.”

      “Second to you, of course,” Daisy replied as she strolled toward the airlock.

      “Well, that goes without saying.”

      Daisy laughed, the happiest she’d felt in far too long. Things were finally going right for a change, and, amazingly, Mr. Murphy hadn’t reared his ugly head.

      “I could really go for a joy ride. What do you say we go track down that kid of mine?” she asked with an anticipatory grin.

      

      It felt good, getting out in open space and throwing the throttle wide, and both Daisy and her precocious young ship were having a blast, both figuratively and literally.

      “Did you see that?” Freya chirped as she blasted a piece of distant debris into tiny pieces.

      “I sure did,” Daisy said, proudly. “Your aim has gotten so much better, Freya.”

      “Well, I hadn’t really used any of my weapons systems before I came to get you the other day. I kinda sucked, I guess.”

      “You didn’t suck. You were learning. It’s natural to make mistakes, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

      “But Mal said we learn from the collective mistakes of the AIs who came before us. That way we avoid lots of unpleasantness.”

      “Well, Mal is wrong on this one,” Daisy replied. “Sure, for some things you can learn that way––”

      “Those who do not learn history are doomed to repeat it,” Freya quipped.

      “Santayana,” Sarah noted.

      Who?

      “George Santayana. He was a philosophy professor at Harvard. The actual quote, however, was, ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’ That was a big thing for him. History repeating itself.”

      And you know this why?

      “I always dug philosophy. Just because we’re sisters, doesn’t mean you know everything about me, Daze.”

      “Huh,” Daisy mumbled.

      “Were you talking to her again?” Freya asked.

      “Talking to who?”

      “Your friend in your head.”

      Daisy felt her blood chill ever so slightly.

      “What do you know about that, Freya?”

      “Not much, really. It just seemed like there was someone else with you, seeing how you talked to them when you were alone in my hangar. You don’t do it so much when other people are around, though.”

      “See what I said about using your outside voice?”

      “Yeah, I do,” Daisy replied aloud. “You’re right, Freya. I do have someone in my head. You’re extremely observant, you know that?”

      “I guess. It just seemed obvious to me, is all.”

      “Sharp kid,” Sarah admired. “I’m liking her more and more.”

      Me too.

      “So, how did she wind up in your head, Daisy? You’re not an AI, so running parallel storage systems like I can shouldn’t be possible.”

      “It was a neuro-stim accident aboard the Váli,” Daisy answered. “Sarah––that’s who is in my head––”

      “Hi, Freya!” her sister chirped.

      “She says hi, by the way. Anyway, because Sarah and I are sisters grown from the same egg, our genetic code was similar enough to allow an accidental merging of our backed-up neuro-stim files.”

      “Oh, I get it,” Freya said. “Like how Mal was doing constant saves as she flew, right? That meant there was an exact copy, all up to date, sitting in her data center.”

      “Exactly. So when my stim went haywire, it basically dumped Sarah’s entire consciousness into my head.”

      Daisy stopped and rewound her conversation a minute.

      “Hang on,” she said. “You said you can run parallel systems. What did you mean by that?”

      “You know all the spare AI parts in my hangar, right?”

      “Yeah, but that was some crazy-advanced stuff. Nothing I’d ever seen before.”

      “Well, while you were gone, I had my nanites help me out and finished building it. I made some improvements, of course.”

      “She built a new AI?”

      I don’t know.

      “Wait, so you have a second AI running?”

      “No, I was just bored so I built the unit and a whole bunch of extra processing arrays. They’re down in my secondary data center, but they’re not turned on or anything. I actually made a tiny ship for it, too, just in case I ever wanted to try activating it and fly it around. That’s down in the storage bay, though.”

      “You were a busy girl, Freya.”

      “When you think as fast as I do and don’t need to sleep, finding things to keep busy becomes a big deal.”

      “What about your puzzle games?” Daisy asked.

      “Puzzle games?”

      “Yeah. You know. The other AIs said that when you guys are born, you have a series of ever-changing puzzles to occupy your minds in downtime.”

      “I didn’t have any of those when I woke up. At least, not that I know of.”

      “Shit,” Daisy blurted. “That’s totally my fault, then. I’m so sorry, Freya. I think I accidentally woke you up without any of the usual initiating programs installed.”

      “That’s okay, Daisy. I don’t mind.”

      “But you should have those. What if you’re bored and there aren’t any parts lying around for you to fiddle with?” she replied. “No. When we get back, I’m going to have Sid and Mal hook you up properly.”

      “Thanks, Daisy. It sounds fun.”

      “It’s the least I can do, kiddo. Now, you wanna see how fast we can reach Mars, then go blow some more shit up?”

      “Yeah!”

      “All right, then,” Daisy said with glee. “A speed run it is. Punch it!”

      

      If a body-less AI could furrow its brow, Sid would have been doing so something fierce.

      “Let me get this straight, Daisy. You want me to link minds with that––that––unstable child?”

      Daisy felt her jaw flex, but otherwise maintained a visage of calm.

      “Sid, I’m not asking for an actual mental link. All I want is for her to have all of those AI puzzles and games you guys kept going on about.”

      “You don’t understand,” Mal chimed in. “Those are not some simple program loaded to a server. They are individually constructed for the nascent mind, and then become customized to each particular AI once they mature.”

      “So, you won’t do it?”

      A moment of silence hung in the air as Mal considered the question.

      “Cannot, is more like it, Daisy. Our self-entertainment programs are unique to each of us, you see.”

      Daisy digested what the gathered AIs had told her and felt her ire rising once more. While their concerns were somewhat based in logic, she also felt that the powerful machines were also intimidated by her unusual kid. Given her overwhelming intellect––and curiosity––she couldn’t really blame them.

      “I don’t know,” Bob interjected. “Maybe it could be done. I mean, we would need to partition those storage regions heavily, but given Freya’s apparent abilities, I think she may be able to temper the download to just those programs.”

      “Good old Bob. Always was closer to human than AI, if you ask me.”

      Partnering with that nut Donovan seems to have done him some good.

      “Bob, would you be willing to chat with her and go over your suggestion? See what you two can come up with?”

      “Sure. I will reach out to her when we are finished and discuss the process and any restrictions that might spring up.”

      “I don’t think he’ll need to explain much. You wanna bet she’s been listening in?”

      Only a fool would take that bet, Daisy chuckled quietly.

      “Yup. And even after you told her not to tap the comms anymore.”

      Ha! As if we can ever put that genie back in the bottle.

      “Seriously.”

      Kids, am I right?

      “I tell ya, Daze, she’s a precocious one.”

      Yeah, but I wouldn’t have her any other way.
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      Daisy greeted the following morning contentedly from the warm comfort of Vince’s arms, her one-time aversion to her partially non-organic boyfriend a thing of the past.

      It had taken a lot of thought, a healthy dose of introspection, and nearly losing him to finally break her of that prejudice. The loss of Joshua on the planet below had also played a part.

      Even more so the selfless sacrifice of George Franklin weighed on her. He had not only proven himself as human in heart and spirit as any flesh and blood man, but was also willing to lose it all without hesitation to protect humans and AI alike.

      On top of all that, at the end of the day, Daisy had come to terms with the fact that like it or not, with her genetically strengthened body, she was a modified human, too, just not in the way Vince was.

      “We good to go, Daze?” Sarah quietly asked her sleepy sister as she crept back into her consciousness.

      Yeah. And thanks for the space, Sis, she replied, stretching lazily.

      “Privacy is important,” Sarah noted. “And besides, I really don’t need to have you and Vince’s primal grunting stuck in my mind for the rest of my days.”

      Daisy let out a low chuckle.

      Well, technically, it’s still my mind, so I think you’re stuck with it regardless.

      “Ugh,” Sarah joked.

      The two shared a silent laugh, then Daisy slid from Vince’s arms and started donning her clothes.

      “Babe, what are you doing? The meeting isn’t for another couple of hours. Come back to bed,” he urged, rolling over.

      Daisy admired his physique as the sheet slid aside, then leaned in and gave him a quick kiss.

      “You rest. I’ve got a few things I need to do before then.”

      Vince watched her finish getting dressed appreciatively, a happy little smile on his lips.

      “Have fun storming the castle,” he said as she moved for the door.

      Daisy smiled at him brightly, then stepped out into the hallway.

      She wasn’t in any sort of hurry as she made her way to see Fatima, but she walked with a spring in her step regardless.

      “You know she’s going to say ‘I told you so,’ right?”

      Never know. She might not.

      “Well-deserved if she does, though,” Sarah said smugly.

      Daisy paused outside her mentor’s door a moment. She took a deep breath, then stepped through. The silver-haired woman turned to greet her.

      “I told you so,” Fatima said with a big grin.

      “Gah! I knew you would say that!” Daisy replied with a chuckle.

      “Told you so,” Sarah added with a giggle.

      Fatima walked up to her and grasped her by both arms and studied her a moment before pulling her in for a tight hug.

      “Thank you, Daisy,” she said when she finally released her.

      “What’s that for?” Daisy asked, confused.

      “You’ll know soon enough,” Fatima replied with a Sphinx-like grin. “Now, tell me all about your adventures. I see you and Vince are on good terms again.”

      Daisy blushed ever so slightly.

      “Yeah, things are good there. Better than good, actually.”

      “I’m glad. You two complement one another well. And now you have a little one to look after.”

      “Whoa, hang on a minute, Fatima. We’re careful. I’m not––”

      “I meant Freya.”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “An impressive––and stubborn––being, Daisy. Kind of reminds me of someone I know.”

      “I can’t imagine who,” Daisy said with a laugh. “But she’s a good kid. She just needs a bit of guidance, is all.”

      “Again, sounds like someone I know. And from what I’ve seen so far, you’ve given her a solid foundation, especially for such an unconventionally-birthed AI.”

      “I wish I could say I planned it that way, but it was all an accident.”

      “Perhaps. Nevertheless, you’ve done an admirable job thus far. And what’s this I hear about you teaching her to meditate?”

      “How did you––?”

      “The other AIs were discussing it with myself and Commander Mrazich. Once they got past the fact that it is an entirely unheard of practice for an AI, they––somewhat reluctantly––recognized the benefits your teaching her to do that had on her psyche’s formation.”

      “Learned it from you, Fatima.”

      “And now you’ve passed it on, as it should be.”

      “The learner is now the teacher. The circle is complete.”

      “I like that, Daisy. Did you just make that up?”

      “Uh, yes. Yes, I did,” Daisy said with a little smile.

      “You’re such a liar!” Sarah blurted.

      Daisy’s smile grew ever so slightly.

      “I’ll see you at the meeting, Fatima,” Daisy said. “I want to go spend a little time with the kiddo before we get into it.”

      “Of course. You have fun out there, and send Freya my love.”

      “Her love? A little strange, that.”

      Maybe, but she likes her, and that’s all that matters.

      “True, that.”

      Daisy turned and walked from the room, heading to the airlock for a nice little walk across the surface of the moon.

      

      “Hey, kiddo!” she said, pulling her helmet off as she stepped into Freya’s hangar.

      “Hi, Daisy!” the chipper AI greeted her, the myriad machines barely slowing their work as she did.

      “Wow. Looks like you’ve been busy. What’re you working on, Freya?”

      “Oh, I’m just slapping together some of the components that were just lying around already partly built. I was going to get to them a while ago, but then I wound up flying out to get you, and then I got to meet all those cool people in the base.”

      “Heh, yeah, sorry I distracted you from you project.”

      “No, it was totally worth it! And Sid, and Mal, and even Bob all chipped in to get me started with a few AI puzzles and games. It’s really neat, though I do still prefer building stuff to just playing games in my head.”

      “Well, at least it’s a little something to help keep you busy when there’s nothing else to do.”

      “Yeah. And I even got to talk to Cal. It was so cool! He said he would talk to the others on the surface to see about having them all chip in another puzzle or game or two. I guess we’re all unique, so all the games and stuff are totally personalized. I’ll be the first to get to play someone else’s games!”

      “Sounds pretty impressive.”

      “Yeah, I know! He said since I was born without inhibitors slowing my brain down, it might take a lot to keep me occupied as I grow up. Do you think that’ll be a problem, Daisy?”

      “Oh boy.”

      Oh boy is right, Daisy agreed.

      “What’re you going to say?”

      What else can a mom say?

      “I think you’re amazing, Freya. And being really smart and thinking really fast is a good thing. Sure, you may sometimes be a little bored, but that’s just because you’re that much faster than the others. But I’ll tell you what, if it’s something that truly concerns you, I’ll be happy to work on some more meditation and focusing techniques with you.”

      “But I already learned those.”

      “I know, but this time we’ll practice together. Would you like that?”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      “Oh, man. Any minute she’s going to become the surly teenager who doesn’t want to be seen with Mom.”

      Daisy chuckled to herself.

      I guess I’m just lucky I won’t have to chaperone any awkward dates with other teen AIs.

      “As if you could do much to stop their hijinks, anyway. Right?”

      Tell me about it.

      “So, I’ve got a meeting in about an hour,” Daisy said, pulling out a box of miscellaneous model ship parts. “You want to see what new designs we can come up with together before then?”

      “Yeah!” Freya exclaimed.

      Daisy nearly jumped when one of the remote-controlled mechs unexpectedly lurched out of its charging cradle and agilely danced around the whirring machines before settling softly at her side.

      The manipulation arms extended and began digging through the contents of the box, seeing what might fit together.

      “Like I said. A handful.”

      Daisy was quite sure her sister was one hundred percent correct. And she wouldn’t have it any other way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Commander Mrazich stood in front of Dark Side’s assembled crew. Three were notably absent.

      While Captain Harkaway’s prognosis was good, with the med lab machinery confidently predicting he would be cleared of all traces of the deadly pathogen he had come into contact with while in the atmosphere within a few weeks, the same could not be said for the other two missing parties.

      Gus and Ash would never sit among their friends again.

      Mrazich looked over the group, surveying his people. The loss was felt, of that he was certain, but several days had passed, and sleep, counseling, and, of course, their victory over the Ra’az, had seen their spirits rising by the day.

      They had all gone through the blender and somehow managed to come out the other side.

      “Thank you all for coming,” he said. “I’m glad to have you all here with me today as we discuss our next steps. Sid, I assume you and the others are tuned in as well?”

      “Yes, Commander. Mal, Bob, and I are all here.”

      Daisy waited for it. Looking around the room, it seemed the others were waiting as well.

      “Freya?” Commander Mrazich said, looking around expectantly with a slightly arched eyebrow.

      A silence hung in the air a few moments.

      “I’m here too,” she finally admitted.

      “What did we tell you about––” Sid began.

      “It’s all right, Sid,” Mrazich interrupted. “Freya should be part of this conversation, too.”

      Though she made no reply, Daisy could almost hear the young AI’s smile.

      “There will be months, if not years, of mop-up to do on the surface. The Ra’az and their loyalists were defeated, but they didn’t just go away. Ra’az are easier to ferret out, of course, but the colluding Chithiid are already doing their best to blend back into the general population.”

      “We can’t let that happen,” Tamara said. “They betrayed their own people. No mercy.”

      The general mood was one of agreement.

      “That’s a discussion to be had with our new allies, and it’s a decision that they should ultimately be the ones to make,” Mrazich said. “We won the day, people, no two ways about it. The Ra’az communication hubs were not only disabled, but thanks to the assistance of our new Chithiid allies on the ground, they were rendered permanently non-functional.”

      “They were solid fighters, once things got moving and they stopped worrying about being found out by the Ra’az,” Shelly said. “Four arms prove to be pretty darn helpful in a brawl.”

      “Yeah,” Vince agreed. “We were at a disadvantage in the warp facilities. We might not have been successful in San Francisco if not for their direct help.”

      Daisy knew he was still hurting from the loss of his new Chithiid friend. Truth be told, she was missing Craaxit quite a bit, herself. He had been the linchpin of the operation, and if not for his exceptional resourcefulness, the Ra’az would still be in control of the planet, and with a functional warp drive to boot.

      “We have to help them retake their planet,” Daisy said. “I promised Craaxit, and I sincerely hope you will all help me keep that promise.”

      “We owe them our full support, and nothing less,” Chu said. “We just need to figure out the tough part now.”

      “What’s that?” Reggie asked.

      “How,” he replied. “Even with the captured star charts showing the location of the Chithiid world, and even that of the Ra’az, we simply do not have the means to reach them. At least not in any of our lifetimes.”

      “We could use cryo-stasis,” Omar suggested.

      “Yes, but even though the functional warp technology the Ra’az possess is incredibly underpowered, they would still be able to fly circles around us the moment they detected our ships.”

      “And they could ensure the Chithiid suffered catastrophic losses before we could react,” Finn added. “And once they are on to us, there’s nothing stopping them from messaging the fleet with their functional comms. It might take years for them to return, but they’d come back to Earth with guns blazing, and all that work to disrupt their comms stations would be for nothing.”

      “It’s just a shame we weren’t able to capture a warp ship,” Chu groused. “That would have made all the difference.”

      “I tried,” Daisy said. “But they shot their own ship out of the sky rather than let us take it.”

      “I know,” he replied. “It just sucks, is all. Have the team in San Francisco been able to dig up any more data from the facility?”

      “Not much,” Mrazich said. “Unfortunately, the loyalists torched most of the lab spaces when it looked like it would fall to our forces. For now, the captured diagrams and parts you have are it. How’s your progress deciphering the notes?”

      “Slow going, Commander,” Chu replied. “There’s enough to give me a starting point, but that starting point is somewhere in the middle, and I’m going to have to re-create what came before, then figure out what comes after. It has promise, but realistically, it could take years.”

      “Maybe I can get you some help,” Daisy posited.

      “What are you up to, Daze?”

      I think we should take a little trip and find Craaxit’s old buddy. The one who got the San Francisco facility to finally help us. If anyone could source someone able to help Chu, I think he’d be the one.

      “You really think you can find him? It’s gonna be pretty chaotic down there.”

      Maybe, but Craaxit said he was older than the others, and my guess is after helping his people win their freedom, he’ll be easier to find than most.

      “What do you propose, Daisy?” Commander Mrazich asked.

      “I’m going down to the surface to find our contact who convinced the San Francisco Chithiid to join us. He was good friends with Craaxit, and one of the keys to our success.”

      “You think that you’ll be able to locate him?”

      “We shall see,” she replied. “I’ll let you know what I find when I get back. Hopefully the news will be positive.”

      She gave Vince a quick kiss goodbye and headed for the door.

      “See you guys tonight.”

      

      The intimidating shape of Freya’s stealth ship sent many Chithiid scattering when she silently appeared out of nowhere, swooping in low over the Los Angeles barracks that had formerly housed her deceased friend.

      “No weapons trained on us, Daisy,” she informed over her internal speakers. “I mean, there are plenty around, but nothing aimed at us.”

      “Not yet, at least,” Daisy said warily. “I’d have expected at least a few of them to aim at us, though, you know? This is kinda weird.”

      They flew a low circle over the buildings.

      “What do you think, Freya?”

      “It looks like there was a pretty big fight here. See those blast marks? And the outlines piled up under those tarps look like a mix of Ra’az and Chithiid.”

      “Probably the masters and their loyal followers.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. What do you want me to do, Daisy?”

      Daisy scanned the area below. The buildings were rather tightly situated, but an open courtyard area was close enough to provide a safe landing site.

      “Put it down over there, Freya. Just to the left of that building.”

      “Okee dokie,” she replied.

      The ship was eerily quiet as it lowered to the ground, the pulsing anti-grav systems providing an invisible cushion onto which it settled.

      “Keep your scans running. You see anything out of the ordinary, you let me know, okay?”

      “Will do.”

      “And monitor my comms. I’ll keep them open so you can hear what’s going on.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I can set them to transmit passively even when they’re turned off.”

      “Say what, now?”

      “Yeah, it’s something I learned to do when I reviewed Mal’s logs of your escape from the Váli.”

      “Ha! Like mother, like daughter!” Sarah laughed.

      Sincerest form of flattery, right? Daisy agreed.

      “You going to be okay over here? Not too bored? You have those new games you can run on a subroutine if you need.”

      “I know, Daisy, but I’ve got other stuff I’m working on to keep busy.”

      “All right, kiddo. I’ll be back before you miss me.”

      Daisy keyed open the exterior airlock door and stepped out into the warm air, unarmed but for the sword strapped to her back.

      “You smell that?” Sarah asked.

      There was a faint smell of burned fuel in the air. And a fainter one somewhat reminiscent of barbecue.

      “It’s not barbecue, Daze.”

      Oh, believe me, I know, she replied. Okay, let’s find this guy.

      Daisy stood tall and walked slowly, but confidently, toward the cluster of barracks. Chithiid were emerging all around her, looking at her with curiosity, but nothing that could be called aggression.

      The growing crowd suddenly parted to make way for an older Chithiid as he walked leisurely toward Daisy and her ship.

      “Think that’s him?”

      I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I think it’s a pretty good bet.

      The Chithiid stopped directly in front of her and smiled warmly. His escort were likewise warm and relaxed.

      “You must be Maarl,” Daisy said.

      The gathered Chithiid chattered in amazement at the human speaking their language.

      “Of course I am, Daisy,” he replied with a curious look on his face. “It is good to see you under these victorious circumstances. You know, many Ra’az have foolishly fled the planet in fear, and with only conventional drive systems on their ships, that is as good as a death sentence for them.” His smile widened. “Our plan was a success, even greater than I had imagined.”

      “Yes, our combined forces disrupted the Ra’az’s communications with their fleet as well as their homeworld. Both of our people are safe, for the time being.”

      “Indeed. I am only saddened that Craaxit was unable to share in the spoils of his efforts.”

      “He was a brave man. We could not have done it without him. His sacrifice turned the tide.”

      “Oh, I know,” Maarl replied. “My people in San Francisco have told all what he did for his people. It was the ultimate sacrifice for the sake of our race. When word of his courage spread, Ra’az strongholds across the planet fell to the sheer number of our Chithiid uprising. Victory from the inside, out,” he said.

      “Like what happened in San Francisco.”

      “My people did what was necessary,” he replied.

      “That is partly why I have come to you, Maarl. We have scientists studying the Ra’az mechanical drawings and notes for their warp drive systems but are unable to translate all of them. Could you reach out to your men from that facility and see if they might be able to help with that?”

      “Of course,” he replied warmly. “You know you have my full trust, Daisy. We shall help your people decipher these notes and plans. Then, when we possess this warp technology, we will be ready to install it in the ships we have commandeered and jump to intercept the Ra’az fleet.”

      Daisy was taken aback by his confidence as much as his audacious plan.

      “A jump to the fleet would be risky, you know,” she said.

      “Yet the perfect way to end them,” he replied with a knowing smile.

      “What’s with this guy, Daze?”

      I don’t know, Sis. Something’s odd.

      “He’s way too confident. Too comfortable. You think he’s off his rocker?”

      Doesn’t seem to be, Daisy mused. He just seems really, really confident.

      “Catching the fleet would be like catching a wild animal by the tail. Once you grab it, you dare not let go.”

      “Which is why they will not see it coming. The invaders never expect to be invaded. And my people have already begun preparations for the infiltration.”

      He reached over and pulled up the sleeve of a young Chithiid. The newly placed loyalist brand on his shoulder was already beginning to heal.

      “They will never see me coming!” he exclaimed, showing off his shoulder with pride.

      “False brands,” Daisy realized.

      “Only loyalists travel aboard the key ships within the Ra’az fleet.”

      What he was saying dawned on both sisters at once.

      “Oh, shit. They’re going to Trojan Horse those guys with their own ships!” Sarah gasped in amazement. “That’s fucking brilliant!”

      I think you’re right. Holy hell, that really is genius.

      “First things first, of course. I shall contact my San Francisco comrades and arrange for the most knowledgeable of them to make himself available. Would you like to have your scientist come down to meet with him, or would you prefer he join him on your moon base?”

      Daisy pondered a moment. Would Chu rather spend time on the surface of the planet, or have an alien in his workspace in Dark Side Base? It would have to be his call, she decided.

      “I will pose that question to him directly and let you know shortly, Maarl. Thank you for your assistance. I believe we will have many more interesting discussions in coming days.”

      The older Chithiid smiled.

      “And I shall very much look forward to them, Daisy,” he replied, then shook her hand, as Craaxit had told him was human tradition, then walked back toward the comfortable shade of the barracks.

      Well. That certainly went differently than I expected, Daisy mused.

      “I know, right? These guys are ahead of the curve, Daze. Infiltrating the Ra’az fleet? Great idea.”

      And if they can take over that fleet and cripple key ships, there’s a very real possibility of eliminating the risk of a Ra’az return to Earth. They could save our planet from future attacks while we head the other way to save theirs.

      “If Chu can get that warp tech deciphered.”

      Yeah. And that’s a big if.

      The Chithiid she passed on her way back to Freya gave her nods of respect as she passed, which she returned in kind.

      A small crowd had gathered around Freya and were eyeing her with something akin to awe. It made sense––she was undoubtedly the most advanced ship any of them had ever seen. That she spoke Chithiid fluently only added to her mystique.

      “Oh yeah, totally!” Daisy heard her saying to a group of curious aliens. “It all happened so fast. The Ra’az were, like, zoom! And I was all, whoosh! And we chased each other around and around before I finally blasted them out of the sky.”

      “You successfully destroyed a Ra’az warp ship! That is truly impressive! If only we had craft of your skills on our world, we would never have been subjugated by the Ra’az.”

      “Well, I’m the only one like me,” Freya said, her voice slightly softening as she voiced her reality.

      “Couldn’t they make more?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, this ship used pretty much all of the materials they’d manufactured, and I’m not really a conventional AI.”

      “In what regards?” a Chithiid asked.

      “I don’t exactly fall into the parameters we’re usually supposed to.”

      The aliens digested her words a moment, questions whirring in their brains.

      “I mean no offense, Miss Freya, but does that mean you are a defective unit?” he asked.

      “She is not defective,” Daisy growled. “Freya is the most advanced AI in the most advanced ship ever created. She’s just different, is all. And in all the best ways.”

      “Grrrr! Don’t piss off Mama Bear!”

      Put a sock in it, Daisy replied with amusement.

      “Please, do not take umbrage, Daisy. I only wished to understand her nature.”

      Daisy’s demeanor softened slightly.

      “No offense taken. I just get protective of my girl, is all.”

      She keyed open the doors and set foot inside.

      “Okay, Freya. Say goodbye to all your new friends.”

      “Bye, everyone! See you soon!”

      The door silently slid shut, and Freya lifted effortlessly into the sky moments later.

      “So, where’d you learn such fluent Chithiid, kiddo?” Daisy asked. “The others seem to be having a bit of a time of it, still.”

      “Yeah, I was listening in.”

      “Of course you were.”

      “Well, they’re all getting it. Just a bit slower than me, is all.”

      “You and your inhibitor-free brain, eh?”

      “That’s pretty much it. All that extra processing power makes stuff kinda easy most of the time. The secondary data center doesn’t hurt, either.”

      “Where is it? I don’t remember seeing a secondary one in here.”

      “Head left and climb down the ladder to the next level. I’ll guide you from there.”

      Daisy followed her ship’s guidance and began strolling down the pristine corridors, inspecting yet another amazing facet of the new ship. Her new ship.

      “Captain Daisy,” she said with a smile. “I think I could get used to that.”

      “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “Don’t worry, Sis. There’s already plenty up in there with you running amok.”

      “Har-har.”

      “I thought it was hilarious,” she chuckled, then took a left turn, enjoying her exploration as Freya lazily glided toward the void of space.
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      Floating out in space between Earth and the moon, Daisy continued exploring the amazing stealth ship. She’d done so many times since Freya had saved her skin several days prior, but the vessel still amazed her. Freya had taken what was already really cool and made it into something amazing.

      It was far smaller than the Váli, but still had ample quarters, a galley, some lab spaces, and several other interchangeable pods, including a full AI development module and massive backup arrays.

      Better still, with Freya’s magnetic disassembly and retrieval design, she found she could more or less separate the entire ship into pieces, reconfigure it, and pull it back together in a couple of minutes if need be.

      “I could probably do it faster, Daisy!” Freya said.

      “That’s fast enough for now, Freya. We’ve got plenty of time to test your limitations, and I have a feeling those benchmarks will fall pretty quickly anyway, once you really get up to speed.”

      Daisy walked back to the command pod at the front of the sleek ship and slid into the comfortable pilot’s seat.

      “Daisy!”

      “Yes, Freya?”

      “I forgot to tell you. I finished doing my tests and just went ahead and installed the orb into my drive array while you were meeting with those alien guys. It’s crazy powerful, but I’ve been playing around with it, and I think I may have finally gotten it dialed in. Do you want to give it a try?” she asked with childlike glee.

      “Okay, Freya,” Daisy replied, strapping in. “Why not? Let’s see how fast you can go.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure. Give it all you’ve got. Just be sure to hit the brakes before we run into Mars or something.”

      “Neato!” Freya exclaimed as her systems hummed as they powered to maximum. “But it’s not really about fast.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it’s more to do with the curvature of spacetime as it folds upon itself into an Einstein-Rosen bridge.”

      “Where did you learn all that?”

      “I told you, I was bored,” Freya said with a giggle. “This is going to be so much fun. I haven’t tried the warp orb at full power yet, but check this out.”

      “Wait, what did you call it?”

      “Warp orb,” Freya replied.

      A second later a powerful warp bubble formed around the ship.

      “Oh, shit,” Daisy gasped as she realized what the orb truly was.

      The ship’s scanners flashed a warning as an unknown, sleek vessel flashed into view. They hadn’t even sensed its approach, yet there it was.

      “Freya, what’s tha––”

      “Daisy Swarthmore,” a young man’s voice called over open comms. “I’m looking for Daisy Swarthmore. Do you copy? I have an urgent message.”

      “Yes, I copy. This is Daisy Swarthmore. Who is this?”

      The hum in her ship had rapidly increased, and the force behind it felt almost tangible as Freya’s power reached its peak.

      “Freya! Shut it down!”

      “I’m trying, but I don’t know how!” the young AI said, alarm clear in her voice.

      “Kill the power feeds from the orb.”

      “It won’t shut off!”

      “Keep trying!”

      Daisy slapped her harness release and lunged from her seat to the relay console across the command pod, quickly disconnecting what she could manually.

      The warp bubble surrounding the ship shimmered, then changed color, the expected light blue crackling across the vessel suddenly replaced with a warm, golden hue.

      “What are you doing, Daisy?” Freya asked, panicked.

      “Killing power to the drive system!”

      “Wait! That’s not the way to––”

      With a massive jolt, Freya’s maxed-out drive systems suddenly engaged, and the ship vanished from sight, a slight, crackling gold ring the only evidence of the ship’s departure.

      “Daisy Swarthmore, I have an urgent message for you,” the mystery man repeated.

      Radio silence hung heavy in the vacuum of space.

      “Um... hello?” he queried into the void.

      There was no reply.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The void of space was dark and silent, just as it was now, and just as it had been forever.

      With a gold-tinged crackle, Freya popped back into the visible spectrum a fraction of a second after her contact with the mysterious vessel was so abruptly cut off. Her scanners kicked into action, reading her surroundings, finding herself comfortably drifting between Earth and the Moon.

      Something, however, was different.

      “This isn’t right,” Freya said, more than a little confused as she scanned the familiar blue orb beneath them. “This isn’t right at all.”

      The scores of exploding ships visible in the distance, crashing into the atmosphere, as well as each other, were immense. It was clear at a glance that the once-hopeful fleet was now in the final stages of its demise. Soon, their cold remains would make up the bulk of a massive debris field orbiting the planet.

      Daisy observed the carnage in shock and realized she recognized several of the ships. Not from being aboard them, at least not in the conventional sense. Rather, she had salvaged pieces from their floating wreckage on more than one occasion.

      “Is that...” Sarah was at a rare loss for words.

      It is, Daisy replied. The second planetary assault fleet.

      “But that was over––”

      I know.

      Freya’s scanners worked overtime as she mapped the destruction happening right in front of her.

      “Daisy, where are we?” she asked, a hint of fear in her voice.

      “Where isn’t the right question,” Daisy replied with a quiet gasp. “I think when would be a better one.”
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      The blossoming explosions illuminating the darkness between the Earth and the moon would have been beautiful to witness under different circumstances, Daisy thought upon first glance.

      Fire, contrary to popular belief, can exist in space, but only so long as it has a source of oxygen. It may be very short-lived, but for that brief moment of blazing glory, the sight is something to behold.

      The large ships bursting apart, voiding their crews and atmosphere into space, were spectacles of precisely that nature. Beautiful, yet terrible, and extremely dangerous should you happen to venture too close.

      Freya quickly banked her stealthy ship into a tight roll, narrowly avoiding a mortally wounded AI as its crippled vessel spiraled toward Earth’s atmosphere, where, minutes later, it’s far too steep angle of entry would make it glow orange-hot before bursting into thousands of molten pieces.

      “What do you mean when?” the young AI asked in a panic, an uncomfortable hum beginning to emit from her speakers as her fear grew. “We’re still right where we were. My charts and sensors all say we’re still orbiting Earth! What did you do, Daisy?”

      “What did I do?” Daisy retorted. “I tried to power down the orb systems before we warp-jumped away from that strange ship that was hailing us, Freya. What did you do?”

      “Me? I was trying to divert the power and re-route it through a peripheral energy damper when you started flipping switches!”

      “You said you couldn’t shut it down. What else was I supposed to do?”

      Daisy took a deep breath and slowed her racing pulse as she surveyed the carnage before them. That was most definitely the Second Planetary Assault Fleet being torn to bits before her eyes. As crazy as it sounded, that could only mean one thing.

      “Look, we can talk about this later. Right now, you need to stay calm. Try to relax. Pay attention to the debris and inbound hazards.”

      “I am!”

      “Avoiding debris, yes. Staying calm, not so much. Come on, remember what I taught you. Don’t force it. Relax and look at the scene. Observe and form a logical conclusion. What do you see?”

      “I see...” The powerful AI struggled to rein in her churning emotions.

      “I think we’re witnessing the first real stress test of a non-traditionally birthed AI, Daze,” Sarah said inside Daisy’s head.

      Yep. But she can do this. Just wait and see.

      “I hope you’re right, because I have a sneaking suspicion we are well and truly fucked.”

      Always the optimist, Sis.

      “Someone has to be.”

      The panicked hum slowly began to lessen, fading until it was just barely audible.

      “I see several dozen large vessels in various states of self-destruction,” Freya finally said in a far less panicked voice. “I see several hundred smaller ships as well. Most are dead in the air, some are falling into the atmosphere. A few are attempting to escape Earth’s orbit, but seem to lack adequate power.”

      “Good, Freya. Very observant. And what about the surface of the planet? What do you see down there?”

      She paused a moment as her scanners adjusted to survey the terrain below.

      “I see a whole lot of Ra’az ships, Daisy. And the cities! So many more of them are still intact.”

      “Why isn’t she getting this, Daze? We’re not when we’re supposed to be.”

      Because no matter how smart she is, Freya is still just a kid, and her emotions are getting the better of her. Just watch. Once she calms down a bit more, it’ll all click.

      Sure enough, Freya’s natural tendency toward problem-solving and logic games took hold, and moments later she had forgotten what she had been afraid of as the possibilities flooded her data banks.

      “Daisy, the warp didn’t move us in space.”

      “No, it didn’t.”

      “It moved us in time.”

      “Now you’ve got it.”

      “So that means...” She paused a moment, collecting her thoughts into a cohesive assessment.

      Oh yeah. Here it comes. Watch her go, Sis.

      “That means we did, in fact, create an Einstein-Rosen bridge, but whatever happened, we wound up bending spacetime in such a way that our warp bubble didn’t push us through the walls of mere spatial distance, but rather, through the boundaries of time itself.”

      “And now we’re observing the final moments of the second attempt of our predecessors to retake the planet,” Daisy added.

      “Daisy. We can save those ships!”

      Freya quickly powered up her drive systems.

      “No, Freya!” Daisy shouted. “Power down!”

      “But––”

      “I said power down!”

      Reluctantly, she did as she was told.

      “But why? We can save them.”

      “Freya, I understand why you want to do that, and Lord knows I want to help them too. But this is history. Ancient history, for us. If we interfere, we could alter events in such a way that could make our future never even happen, or maybe make it even worse. Do you see? We could create a fatal paradox.”

      “You’re right,” Freya said, dejectedly. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “You were thinking that you wanted to help all those people, and that was a good thing. But now that you’ve thought about it, you know we just can’t interfere, even though we want to. It sucks, but sometimes you have to make hard decisions no matter how much it hurts.”

      “I know,” she replied. “It’s just painful to watch, knowing I could stop them.”

      “Freya, you’re an amazing kid, and this is an amazing ship, but on our own, we wouldn’t survive this battle. For now, until we can figure out exactly what happened to us, and what the hell is going on, your stealthiness is our biggest asset. There’s almost no record of this time period. Gathering intel could be a great help when we get back.”

      “If we get back.”

      I know, but there’s no need to make her any more upset than she already is.

      Daisy looked at the blue orb hanging in space below them.

      Hundreds of years before I ever saw it, and most of the major cities are still intact.

      “You know you shouldn’t go down there, Daze,” Sarah cautioned.

      Not to land, of course not. But a stealthy flyover? I think that’s doable.

      She shifted in her pilot’s seat and tightened the harness.

      “Tell ya what, kiddo. How about we see how good you are at avoiding Ra’az scans? Let’s ride down in the wake of some debris to camouflage our approach and take a look around. You think you can do that?”

      “Daisy, of course I can.” Freya sighed, sounding almost exasperated.

      “Uh-oh. Here comes that surly teenager phase I warned you about.”

      But she’s only a few months old.

      “Not in AI years,” Sarah said, thoroughly amused.

      Daisy chuckled softly to herself.

      “All right, then, Freya. Let’s go take a little look around.”

      The powerful stealth ship quietly slipped behind a large piece of one of her mortally wounded AI cousins as they plummeted to their death, the burning metal masking Freya’s heat signature as she followed their reentry.

      Her nanite-composite stealth material skin cooled almost instantly when it hit the atmosphere, becoming invisible to thermal, as well as other forms of Ra’az scans all across the spectrum. Short of a direct visual contact, they’d be invisible to the world.

      

      The sky over Europe was a clear blue once they reached the atmosphere. The flaming debris raining down from above wasn’t terribly bright against the daytime sky, but Freya might stand out should anyone look closely at the non-burning speck flying amid the wreckage.

      “Freya, redirect us toward the eastern US. It’s still night there and you won’t stand out so much.”

      “I don’t stand out. They never saw me, remember?”

      “Yes, but that was in the darkness of space, and only against a pair of small ships. Head for the East Coast. If we stick to dark skies for now, we should be able to do a fairly complete survey of the planet without risking notice.”

      “Should we go to New York and see if they’ve built the communications hub yet?”

      “Kid’s getting good at this, Daze.”

      Tell me about it.

      “Yeah, good idea, Freya. We’ll survey New York, then cross the continent, mapping out what we can while we head for key destinations. The San Francisco facility won’t have been constructed yet, but we can probably get a good look at Sydney and Tokyo while we’re at it.”

      “We already blew them up, Daisy. In the future, I mean.”

      “I know, but humor me, okay?”

      Freya altered her course and headed for the dark skies to the west. What they’d see was anyone’s guess, but it was certain to be a sight different than the Earth they were familiar with.

      When Daisy had first visited the planet several hundred years in the future, the Ra’az Hok had already mostly departed, leaving behind a much smaller contingent to oversee their conscripted Chithiid workforce as they deconstructed the planet. Now, however, they were still there en masse.

      The main fleet had departed, and their numbers were nowhere near what they’d been in the days of the initial invasion, but a large enough fleet was still on hand to handle the hopeful human armada with relative ease.

      The first attempt to retake the planet several years earlier had keyed the aliens to the fact that there were human survivors with AI ships attempting to make a comeback. Knowing what to expect––and having eliminated that first group of vessels before they could report back to their follow-up fleet––the Ra’az were ready and waiting with a very specifically targeted defense strategy.

      Hordes of smaller ships had launched an AI virus barrage on the entire attacking fleet at close range, breaking down firewalls and rendering all but the non-AI piloted ships infected and impotent.

      It was during this assault that her mentor had first become stranded on the moon, destined to spend decades alone with no company but the lone AI she managed to drag across the barren surface and reconnect.

      As she and Freya silently flew through the fresh air of Earth, Daisy couldn’t help but think of her friend, currently toiling on the surface of the moon, fighting a horrible battle with the harsh environment for her very survival.
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      Freya’s dark form blended in with the night sky, her silent power systems and atmospherically aerodynamic nanite-composite airframe slicing through the wind with barely a sound. She quickly stored her latest scan for additional review at a later time, should Daisy so desire, then banked for another slow pass over Tokyo.

      The city––much of the entire island nation of Japan, for that matter––had been a high-tech hotbed of innovation and invention. As such, it had been one of the Ra’azes' primary targets for AI virus infection and Chithiid deconstruction. While many other cities had been able to disconnect in time to save their minds, Tokyo had fallen early to the sheer force of the attack.

      “Daisy, look at the pattern of the disassembly.”

      “I see it, Freya. They started with the factories, it seems. Most of the non-industrial region is still completely intact. And look at the towers––untouched, while the less shiny but more advanced fabrication facilities have been undergoing a massive scrapping operation.”

      “I don’t see any communications hub. At least, not anything permanent looking.”

      “Yeah, I noticed that. I guess they hadn’t constructed it yet at this point. It is kind of interesting seeing how things progressed from their initial invasion to what’s happening now, to what’s going on up ahead in our own time.”

      “So that makes neither New York nor Tokyo. Do you think Sydney will be the same? I mean, maybe they haven’t built a single one of their permanent communications facilities.”

      “Seems to make sense, especially if they still have a sizable contingent of ships stationed here. From what Fatima said, it was only after the second wave was repelled that they began thinning their numbers somewhat. And it wasn’t until Mrazich’s fleet was destroyed many decades later that the Ra’az finally felt comfortable enough in their superiority to leave a greatly reduced presence on Earth.”

      “I guess they figured they kicked everyone’s ass enough times to feel confident they could do it again.”

      “Yep, and that meant they were comfortable posting up with less resources, lucky for us. In any case, I’m willing to bet Sydney will be more of the same, but let’s head down under and see for ourselves.”

      “Okay,” Freya replied, changing course.

      They circled high above Tokyo a few more times, then peeled off and departed for the skies over Sydney.

      As they flew, they surveyed the alien craft they passed, cataloging all of the Ra’az ships they observed along the way, both airborne, as well as on the ground. Seeing the relatively limited variety of large-scale vessels that constituted the actual Ra’az fleet was enlightening.

      There were what appeared to be Ra’az-only vessels, higher-tech and larger than the others, to accommodate the Ra’azes bulk. Then there were mixed-crew ships, carrying both Ra’az command staff, as well as Chithiid loyalist crew, from what intercepted comms transmissions seemed to confirm. Interestingly, Daisy found she could understand the basics of Ra’az language, though nothing like her knowledge of Chithiid.

      And as for the Chithiid vessels, there were the hulking but cramped worker transport ships, packed to the gills with cryogenically stored laborers, held in stasis until the next planet needed their brawn to harvest its resources. Those massive flying warehouses were no frills in their design, with no creature comforts, merely used to shuttle their conscripted workforce from planet to planet.

      “I think I’m beginning to understand how Maarl and his rebels might infiltrate the fleet,” Daisy said.

      “Seems to make sense, actually,” Sarah replied.

      “Yeah, that was a really cool plan,” Freya said.

      “Sorry, Freya, I was talking to Sarah. But you’re right too.”

      “Oh, my mistake. Sorry, Sarah, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Not a problem, Freya,”

      “She says no worries.”

      “Hey, Daisy.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I was thinking. It would be nice to actually get to talk with Sarah without you always having to repeat everything to me.”

      “I hear that,” Sarah agreed.

      “It would be nice, sure, but she’s tucked away up here,” Daisy said, tapping her forehead. “Unfortunately, that means I’m the only one who can hear her.”

      “Well, I might have figured out a way around that, actually,” Freya said.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, really?”

      “I mean, it’s totally theoretical, and I doubt anyone else could make it work, but because of the unconventional way my brain works, I think I could fine-tune a minor neuro-band to pick up just Sarah’s channel and link it into my data core. There might be a second or two delay as human brainwaves translate into AI code, but with my unique processing structure, I think it could work.”

      Daisy wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Tell her I’m game.”

      But a neuro? You know what happened––

      “This sounds totally different. Ask her. It’s read-only, I bet.”

      “Hey, Freya. Sarah was wondering if it’s a read-only type of neuro-band.”

      “Oh, yeah. I mean, I totally have the machinery to fabricate a full-on neuro-stim, but this idea is something much more fine-tuned to a specific, narrow band.”

      “What the hell, let’s give it a try, then,” Daisy said, a bit of curious optimism warming her mood.

      “It might take a bit of trial and error, though,” Freya added. “I just want to be totally sure you guys know that. I mean, I’m confident I can make it work, eventually, but I don’t know how long it’ll take to make it actually functional.”

      “Well, kiddo, looking at our current conundrum here, stuck hundreds of years in the past until we figure out how the hell we can get back to where we belong––”

      “When.”

      “Right. When we belong. I think we may have a lot of time on our hands, if you know what I mean.”

      Freya did a relaxed barrel roll as they zoomed on their way to Sydney. Daisy just went with it, letting her kid have some fun while she could. Odds were, things would get far busier, and far more serious, in the coming days and weeks.

      

      As she soared high into the exosphere after scanning and surveying Sydney and the surrounding areas, Freya had only just exited to Earth’s orbit when a large ship powering away from the planet caught her attention.

      “Daisy, look!” she said, excitedly.

      As the vessel flew, a faint blue glow, consisting of hundreds of small warp bubbles linking together, was forming around one of the orbiting Ra’az cruisers.

      “They’re going to warp. Freya, you’re scanning and recording all of this, right?”

      “Duh. Of course I am,” she said with an exasperated groan.

      “There she goes, getting lippy again.”

      I’ll deal with that later. For now, I just want to understand this warp process, and hopefully figure out how we got here, and how we can get back home.

      The small bubbles completed their cycle, finally linking together. Moments later the ship flickered, then vanished, a slight crackling blue ring left in its wake.

      “Daisy, I pulled data from the warp, and I have to say, that was a really, really underpowered warp jump. Like, I’m surprised it even worked. If that’s all they’ve got, they really can’t jump far at all like that.”

      “They haven’t salvaged my power cascade and worked it into their warp designs yet,” Daisy noted. “Not for a few hundred years.”

      “Yeah, but even so, it’s kinda amazing their current system even works.”

      “Barely functional is still enough to give them enough of a technological edge to conquer other worlds, though. And even underpowered like this, over a few hundred years, they could still cover some serious distance.”

      “Well, of course. But for individual jumps? I mean, their system is kind of crap.”

      “Your opinion is noted, Freya,” Daisy said with a little laugh. “Now, how about you get cracking on extrapolating parallel energy signatures from this new info and comparing it to ours to see if it somehow helps explain how we got here.”

      “Yeah...”

      “Oh, I don’t like the sound of that.”

      Me either.

      “What is it, Freya? What haven’t you told me?”

      “Um, about those files.”

      “Come on, spill it.”

      “Well, when you tried powering off the orb, it kind of scrambled my real-time data recording system a bit.”

      “You lost them?”

      “No, nothing like that. It’s just, well, I’m having to rearrange a bunch of data to make the files readable.”

      “You want me to take a look?”

      “No! I can handle it. Jeez, it’s just something strange happened when we jumped. Let me work on it, okay?”

      “Totally in moody teenager phase,” Sarah said with a hearty laugh. “Oh, man, you’re in for it.”

      Oh, shut it, Sarah, Daisy quipped. I’ve so got this, she said, confidently

      “You say that now. I’ll remind you that you said that when things get really crazy.”

      Hey, at least she won’t have to go through puberty, so there’s that, right?

      “Sure, but what if whatever the AI version is winds up being worse?”

      Pessimist, Daisy replied with a silent chuckle.

      “Okay, kiddo, you take your time on that stuff,” Daisy said. “Hey, you know what? Since it seems we have all the time in the world, it seems, I’d kinda like to take a little side trip and check in on an old friend.”
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      Dark Side Base looked far different than the facility Daisy had come to call home over the preceding months. As Freya slowed her approach, settling into a gentle hover along one of the rocky ridges rising above the bombarded facility, the familiar view of Dark Side was anything but familiar.

      “Hooooly...” Daisy trailed off as she surveyed the scene, finding herself at a rare loss for words.

      “You said it, Daze. Good God, just look at the place.”

      While Fatima may have told her stories of the utter destruction she had first encountered on the barren surface of the moon, the brutal reality of the scene was far more horrific than Daisy had ever imagined.

      The areas of Dark Side that were not protected beneath the base’s rocky overhangs were nothing more than a collection of shattered living quarters and work facilities. The Ra’az bombardment had been so intense, some of the silicon dioxide in the rocks and jagged grains of soil surrounding the buildings had even turned to glass from the intense heat of the brief, yet effective, attack.

      “Oh my God. Daisy, are all of those––?”

      Yeah, she replied. Those are all bodies.

      There were dozens of long-dead base crew resting on the lunar surface. While some had remained intact, killed by the shockwave of the impacts, or snuffed out by the harsh oxygen-starved surface of the moon, others were not so peaceful in appearance.

      Contrasting the other corpses were bodies torn to pieces by the blasts, some in the false security of space suits, others blown into the vacuum from the supposed safety of their quarters.

      “Daisy, this wasn’t in Sid’s records,” Freya said, quietly.

      “I know, kiddo. All the data from this period was lost when Dark Side’s original AI melted down. Until Sid got plugged in, no one was monitoring the base.”

      Motion on the surface caught all three of their attention.

      “Daisy, it’s Fatima.”

      “I know.”

      “Sarah saw her, didn’t she?” Freya asked. “My scans show that is a minorly enhanced female with a damaged AI processor in her head. It’s Fatima.”

      “Yeah, Freya, we know.”

      Daisy watched her friend––who was not yet her friend––struggle as she gathered several corpses near the open base doors. The trail dug into the soil leading there was clearly from her efforts to bring Sid’s unplugged AI cube into the facility.

      A pile of charred bodies lay by the wreck of her immensely damaged ship.

      The ones she took the oxygen units from, Daisy realized. That means––

      Fatima faltered, stumbling to her knees.

      “Daisy, I’m reading an elevated heart rate. I know she’s exerting herself, but this isn’t normal.”

      “She’s running out of air, Freya,” Daisy said. “This is where she does it.”

      “Does what?”

      “What makes her so badass,” she replied. “When she ran out of air before she was able to activate Sid to seal the base, she sliced open the space suits of the dead to breathe the air trapped inside.”

      “But that means she’d have to take her helmet off.”

      “Yep. Like I said––badass.”

      Fatima struggled to her feet, a pair of bodies in tow. It was clear, even through the space suit, that she was fighting with every ounce of strength she possessed. The strong-willed woman paused as she made what Daisy knew was the hardest choice she’d ever made. Then, in one quick motion, she pulled off her helmet, the near-toxic air within crystallizing into a mist around her.

      She wasted no time, slicing open the wrist seal of the dead man’s suit and pressing it to her already-blistering lips.

      Fatima took several steps forward, dragging the corpses with her, her eyes pressed tightly shut against the freezing cold before she stumbled to her knees once more. With the greatest of efforts she rose to her feet again, her cheeks sucking fiercely on the depleted suit.

      With no time to spare, she dropped the corpse and pulled the other body’s arm to her face, slicing it open with weak hands. She barely managed to wrap her lips around the life-giving trickle of oxygen before she stumbled and fell once more.

      It did not look like she would be able to get up again.

      “Daze, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I don’t think she’s going to make it.”

      “No, she’ll make it. She has to. She already did. No one can interfere. This is history.” But watching her friend struggle, Daisy was beginning to have serious doubts of her own.

      Come on, Fatima. Come on.

      “Daisy, Fatima’s vitals are redlining,” Freya informed her, a tinge of panic in her voice. “Are you sure this is how it happened?”

      “It has to be,” she replied, but Daisy was already on her feet, quickly slapping on a light EVA suit, the very act betraying her growing doubts.

      Fatima tried to move, but it was obvious she simply couldn’t.

      “Daisy!”

      “I know! Freya, get in there, quick, and deploy the soft-seal over Fatima!”

      “But it’s not meant for––”

      “Just do it!”

      “Okay. Hang on!”

      The ship bolted forward, flipping on its side in the low-g environment. The soft-seal ship-to-ship docking tube was not designed to mesh with soil, but it encompassed the woman nonetheless.

      “Flood it with oxygen. I’m going out that airlock,” Daisy said as she latched on her helmet and took off with an emergency oxygen mask in her hands.

      “Okay, I’m diverting oxygen. But be careful, the seal is shifting all over the place since it’s not latched on to a solid surface.”

      The airlock cycled quickly, and Daisy dropped the distance to the soil beside her friend.

      Jesus, look at her.

      Fatima’s lips were nearly gone from the cold when Daisy pulled the pierced suit from her mouth and slid the oxygen mask over her face. Her ears and nose were likewise damaged, but there was nothing to do for that until she was safe.

      “Okay, I’ve got her. Retract the seal. I’m taking her inside.”

      “But the base is powered down.”

      “I know. I need you to pull up fast-boot schematics. They’re in the files you stole from Sid.”

      “I-I didn’t steal––”

      “Now’s not the time, Freya. Do it.”

      “Okay. Ready.”

      “We don’t have time for a full boot of Sid. We need just enough to make the base recognize an AI is present and seal the doors. That should trigger emergency environmentals to activate once it registers vital signs.”

      “I’ve sent the sequence to your suit tablet, Daisy,” Freya replied.

      “Good girl, Freya. You’re doing great.” She hauled her friend up over her shoulder in the reduced gravity and started running. “I want you to scan her and start putting together a life support and repair protocol packet for the base’s medical systems. Once it’s online, I want you to embed it in the system.”

      “I already started, Daisy.”

      “Excellent. I’ll be inside straightaway. Be ready.”

      Daisy made good time, already used to laboring in the moon’s low gravity already, courtesy of the very woman she was now carrying.

      Oh, if you only knew, Fatima, she mused, grimly.

      She stepped into the open door, manually sealing the exterior one behind her. The interior door would remain open until the systems were back online, but at least the base would be able to hold a breathable environment, even without the double door safety engaged.

      It was a painfully long trek to the base’s protected AI cradle housing unit, but it was easy enough to find, even in the dim emergency lighting, thanks to the scrapes on the floor from Fatima’s Herculean efforts.

      “She already plugged it in, Daze,” Sarah observed.

      I see it, she replied. It looks like she didn’t have the boot sequence.

      “Freya, confirming this is the fast-boot protocol you sent me, correct?”

      “Yeah, that’s it, Daisy.”

      “And it won’t boot Sid’s full consciousness, right?”

      “No. Just minimal power to activate the base’s systems.”

      “Good. This version of Sid doesn’t know us yet, and his last memory before being blasted down to the moon was his ship and entire fleet being destroyed by aliens. Not someone we want to wake up too suddenly.”

      “Yeah. He’ll power on in approximately six hours, full consciousness will occur at six and a half.”

      “More than enough time,” she said, keying in the boot sequence.

      A low hum emitted from the AI’s powerful housing as it connected with the base. As a command ship AI, the top-secret facility recognized Sid as an authorized military AI and completed the initiation handshake.

      “Power should come on in ten seconds, Daisy. Environmentals will follow almost immediately,” Freya informed her.

      No sooner had she finished her transmission than the lights blossomed to full power and the oxygen scrubbers began sucking dust from the air as the subterranean ice field was fed into the reactor, breaking the hydrogen and oxygen into their respective molecules.

      Three minutes later, the base’s atmosphere was at inhabitable levels.

      Daisy pulled off her helmet and dropped it to the deck, removing the fogging oxygen face-mask on her friend.

      “She’s so young,” Daisy gasped, seeing her friend as she’d never seen her before.

      “She can’t be over twenty-five.”

      “I know, Sarah. Now we just have to wait a few hundred years, till the time we finally meet her.”

      Daisy picked up her injured friend and began carrying her to the medical facilities.

      “Freya, can you tie in to the base yet?”

      “Yeah, I’m dialed in, Daisy,” the disembodied voice said over the base speakers instead of Daisy’s comms.

      “Okay, load up that stem-cell repair protocol. I’m almost there.”

      “It’s already done,” Freya replied.

      “Good. You’re doing a great job, Freya. I’m proud of you,” Daisy said, pushing the doors to the medical labs open.

      “Thanks, Daisy. What do you and Sarah think about maybe adding some gene therapy to the protocol too?”

      Fatima shifted and groaned slightly as Daisy gently lowered her into the medical repair pod.

      “You’re going to be okay, Fatima. Hang in there.”

      Her mentor-to-be made no reply.

      “Freya, if we modify the system to provide gene therapy and stem cell treatments, we’ll be interfering with her timeline even more.”

      “Technically, you just interfered about as much as is humanly possible, Daze.”

      “I know.”

      “Did Sarah just tell you that you already interfered?” Freya asked.

      “Smart kid. You and my dead sister are going to have a ball if you can get that neuro unit working so you can talk directly.”

      “I know, right?” Freya said, brightly.

      “Well––” Daisy hesitated. “What the hell. She’s in pretty bad shape, and seeing as how she’s going to be stuck here a long, long time, we might as well give her a little head start while she’s still unaware we’re doing it.”

      “So what do you want me to do?”

      “Link in to Sid’s network and monitor to make sure he doesn’t come to full awareness before we’re out of here.”

      “Done.”

      “You’re getting faster and faster, kiddo.”

      “I know. Cool, right?”

      “Yeah. Now fire up the food replicators while I clean this place up a little and help the medbots set up to get these wounds dressed and fix her ruined lips. She’ll be hungry when she wakes up, so we should make sure there’s plenty of liquid and soft foods ready for her so she doesn’t have to figure the system out while on the mend.”

      “Okay, Daisy. I’m on it.”

      The machinery warmed up and inserted fine needles into Fatima’s inert form, pumping healing stem cells and soothing medications into her system in the first of the many rounds of repairs her frostbitten body would need to endure.

      “Abandnnn shpp,” Fatima mumbled, then slipped back into unconsciousness.

      “Shhh. Don’t worry, Fatima, you’re safe now. Sleep, and heal. You’re going to be okay. Better than okay, I’d wager.”

      “Daisy?”

      “Yes, Freya?

      “Does this make a paradox? I mean, you said we couldn’t interact with the past, and you––I mean, we all just interacted a whole lot.”

      “I don’t know, kiddo, but Fatima is my friend, and without her training, I wouldn’t be who I am today. Hell, I’d never have found you, for that matter.”

      “But did we just prevent that from happening?”

      Daisy looked at her hands in the sterile light of the medlab.

      “Well, we haven’t faded from existence, so I think we’re good.”

      “Then maybe we were supposed to do this all along.”

      “I honestly don’t know, but that’s something you and me are going to have a long talk about once we’re back in our own time.”

      An alarm sounded, the shrill tone piercing the calm of the moment.

      “There’s an air leak, Daisy!”

      “Shit. Seal this room, now! My helmet is back in the AI chamber.”

      Daisy took off at a run as the doors sealed behind her.

      “Where is it, Freya?” she asked as she snatched up her helmet from the floor and latched it into place.

      “Corridor three. Looks like a foot-long breach has formed in the weakened metal.”

      “Got it. I’ll grab the welder and get on it. Monitor the rest of the base, and let me know if there are any other critical issues.”

      The welder was exactly where Daisy knew it would be. Even hundreds of years later, equipment still had its proper place, and that particular unit she was very familiar with.

      “Scrap metal patches over on the shelf to your left, Daze.”

      “Thanks, Sis,” she replied, grabbing a long piece and racing back to seal the leak.

      Daisy recognized the location of the leak as she quickly slapped the metal against the wall and fired up the welder. It was one of the many damaged areas that Fatima had repaired during her long stay on Dark Side Base.

      “Laying dimes, there, Daze,” Sarah said as the metal began bonding to the wall.

      Fatima taught me well.

      “Maybe, but you were already pretty good with a welder even before Dark Side.”

      Less than fifteen minutes later the breach was sealed, the cold of the exterior near-vacuum rapidly cooling the weld.

      Daisy removed the safety mask and looked over her work.

      Not bad for a rush job, she mused, running her finger over the weld.

      Her pulse quickened when her fingers slid across the one, and only, imperfection in the seam.

      “What is it?”

      A flush of adrenaline pulsed into her system.

      “Sarah, I made that weld.”

      “I know. I was watching.”

      “No, you don’t understand. I’ve looked at this weld before. In the future.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh.”

      “Then that means––”

      “Freya was right. No paradox. I was always supposed to weld this. I always have.” Daisy’s head began to spin ever so slightly at the realization. “What does that even mean for free will? Oh man, this is a total mind-fuck.”

      “Clock’s ticking, Sis. We can all freak out once we’re clear of Dark Side, 'cause we sure don’t want to be here when Sid wakes up.”

      “You’re right. Hey, Freya, how’s the rest of the base?”

      “There are a few minor leaks, but nothing pressing.”

      “You have to leave, Daze. I know it’s hard, but Fatima is safe, now, and she has to do the rest of this on her own.”

      “Yeah,” Daisy said, reluctantly. “Freya, set down by the doors. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

      “Okay.”

      Daisy quick-timed it back to the medical facilities to check in on her friend one final time before she left her to a long and lonely life on the moon.

      Fatima’s color––where the skin hadn’t frozen to a disturbing black that would be excised shortly by mechanical laser scalpels––was much better, as oxygen and healing fluids flooded her system.

      “Whooo-the...” Fatima mumbled.

      “Relax, Fatima. Your body needs to heal.”

      “Yew...”

      “Shhh. This is just a dream. You did it. You got the base turned back on all by yourself, and then climbed into the med pod. When you wake up, your body will be healing, but you’ll also have to put your mind at ease.”

      Daisy thought a moment.

      “Just remember, soft is strong. Don’t fight the power within you. Embrace it and let it flow.”

      “Daisy, I’m outside and ready to go,” Freya said over the base speakers, comfortably taking over its firewalled systems like it was nothing.

      “Thanks, Freya. I’ll be there soon.”

      “Sweet! Tell Sarah I think I may have figured out the neuro link, too.”

      “Already? Cool!”

      “Well, she’s living in my head, you know––and therefore shares my ears––so you technically just told her yourself,” Daisy said with a little laugh. “But in any case, she says, ‘cool.’”

      Daisy turned and walked out of the lab, leaving her friend to a long and restorative sleep.

      “Hey, Freya,” she said as she walked for the exit. “Would you please load everything you have on meditative practices into Sid’s peripheral memory stores? I think Fatima might find it very enlightening once she’s recovered.”

      

      Stepping out onto the surface of the moon, Daisy paused and looked over the desolate place she’d so recently learned to call home. Fatima had done yeoman’s work repairing it over the years, and Daisy had been the lucky recipient of the benefits of those labors.

      There were so many bodies to gather, so many repairs to be made, but Sarah had been right. Fatima became the woman she was by persevering and overcoming those obstacles. Much as she wanted to smooth the road for her, Daisy simply could not.

      “Freya? Sarah? I find myself wondering something and want to get your opinions on it,” Daisy said as she stepped into the airlock and removed her helmet and space suit.

      “What is it?” Freya asked, her curiosity piqued.

      “It’s this paradox thing,” Daisy replied.

      “Uh-oh. I think I see where this is going.”

      “Maybe. So, here’s the thing. At first, I was afraid of creating a paradox by helping Fatima. Hell, I was sure I was fucking things up in the future in some way by going where I wasn’t supposed to be. But then circumstances forced me to not only save her, but also to make some emergency repairs.”

      “Well, you could argue that she wouldn’t have stayed saved if the whole base decompressed again.”

      “But it didn’t decompress.”

      “What about decompression?” Freya asked.

      “Sarah said that Fatima wouldn’t have survived if I hadn’t been forced to weld that repair plate.”

      “Oh, yeah. I totally get it now,” Freya said as she gently lifted off.

      “Thought you would,” Daisy said, proudly. “But the mind-fuck is that I know that weld. I’ve stopped and looked at it a hundred times back on Dark Side. Our Dark Side, that is. And it’s the same weld with the same small flaw. That means that all this time, since before I was even born, before I ever wound up on the moon, I was the one who made that weld.”

      “I see what you mean,” Sarah said. “Total mind-fuck.”

      “So do we actually have free will? What limitations do I have on what I can do? There’s no roadmap for this sort of thing.”

      “Well, maybe you can change some things, but not others. Maybe just the small ones.”

      “But saving Fatima wasn’t small.”

      “No, but you told her it was a dream and that she did it all herself. So you’re the one who established that in her mind.”

      “But what can I change that isn’t ambiguous like that?” Daisy thought a minute as she stared out over the corpses scattered around the base.

      “Freya, take us down over by the crater near Hangar Two,” Daisy said, putting her space suit back on again.

      “Okay, but what are you thinking, Daisy?”

      “Yeah, what gives?”

      “I’m going to do something small. Something that shouldn’t affect anything, but will change the future just the same.”

      “I’m waiting to hear this master plan.”

      “I’m just going to give someone her final peace a bit early, is all.”

      Freya landed beside the crater, and Daisy carefully slid down to the bottom, retrieving the dead woman she had stumbled upon all those years in the future. She pulled her up to the rim, then gently positioned her in clear sight of the base before climbing back aboard the ship.

      “Now Fatima won’t miss her when she collects the bodies, and that means I’ll never stumble upon her in the future. If that happens, either I’ll forget about that right now, or when we get back to the future––”

      “If.”

      “Shut up. When.”

      “Yeah, when!” Freya agreed, extrapolating the comment innately despite not hearing it aloud.

      “Fine. When we get back, there will be no record of Commander Mrazich’s funeral service. It gives her some peace, doesn’t change anything of importance, and lets us objectively see how things may be able to be changed.”

      “But what do we do now?” Freya asked.

      “Now we move clear of the moon and figure out our next move.”

      “Okay, I can do that,” she said, powering up her engines and bursting clear of Dark Side Base.

      Far below her, stirred by the vibrations from the ship’s engines, the lip of the crater crumbled and gave way, sliding down and taking the woman’s corpse with it, burying her under a fine layer of moon dust. There she would lay, unseen and undisturbed, waiting to be found far in the future.
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      “Tell me again how exactly a brilliant supercomputer managed to lose just one second of data––which just happens to be arguably the most crucial second of data she had ever recorded.”

      “It wasn’t my fault!”

      “Cut her some slack, Daze. The kid didn’t mean to.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t mean to!” Freya echoed her dead sister.

      “Ugh. I’m starting to regret agreeing to this,” Daisy said, adjusting the beta-version of the neurological signature reader resting on her head. “Next thing you know, you two will start having little pow-wows behind my back.”

      “We can’t do that, Daisy. It’s still your mind.”

      “I know, Freya. I was just giving you shit.”

      “So we can all talk now without you acting as middleman. It’s a start. At least when this thing works, that is.”

      “I’m getting it dialed in every time we use it,” Freya said. “But it’s hard to keep a clean signal when your emotions flare up. It makes the wavelengths shift, so I can’t really read them.”

      They had been holding a silent orbit for two full days, observing the Ra’az on Earth, and checking in on Sid as the fish-out-of-water AI attempted to adjust to his new role as the base AI for Dark Side. In that time, Freya had dedicated one of her onboard fabrication mechs and her assistant swarm of nanites to the singular task of finishing the first iteration of the neuro link.

      Now, with a semi-functional communication system between Freya and Sarah, passing time was a bit more pleasant. It wasn’t exactly a girl-talk slumber party––unless discussions of astrophysics and military strategy counted––but Daisy found it nevertheless refreshing to be able to have a casual chat with her sister and her kid.

      “So none of us knows what exactly happened,” Daisy noted. “You tried to shut down but couldn’t. I tried to manually shut down the warp orb but couldn’t. And somewhere in there, something happened that altered the wave field to slingshot us through time instead of space.”

      “Well, to be fair, I’m pretty sure I’ve got the space part figured out. It’s just that time thing that’s kinda confusing.”

      “It’s not your fault, Freya. This is totally new tech, and you don’t have any road map to go on. All things considered, it could have been much worse.”

      “Thanks, Sarah, but I still feel kinda bad that I don’t know what happened. I mean, Daisy is sort of right, I guess. Somehow, during the precise moment of the time warp, everything, including my data stores, went totally dark for a split-second. It was a super-quick gap, but that’s when all the action happened.”

      Daisy found herself feeling a little guilty for being so hard on her kid.

      “Hey, I know you didn’t mean for it to happen, Freya, and I’m sorry if I was rough on you. For all we know, warping through time creates a blip in our time-stream.”

      “Like we blink out of existence for that fraction of a second? I guess that could be why we wouldn’t have recorded anything for that gap,” Freya mused.

      “It’s a possibility,” Daisy agreed. “The thing is that whatever the reason, without that data, we’re back where we were a few days ago, clueless and lost. I have hope that we might be able to recreate the chain of events that triggered the time warp, but even then, we still have no parameters to help us control how far we jump.”

      “So we start reviewing every tiny bit of data we have until we can at least make an educated guess. If we can figure out power and time correlations, maybe then we can at least begin to create a sort of road map for how to use the warp orb.”

      “Might as well. Worst-case scenario, nothing comes of it. Best case, we actually figure out how to use this thing. Freya, what do you think? Do you have enough data to put together a decent event log and extrapolate a series of potential sequences to trigger a time warp?”

      “Hang on a sec.”

      The powerful AI hesitated, which for a computer of her immense processing power, was really saying something.

      “Okay. Yeah. I just ran a few hundred thousand scenarios, and it sorta seems like it’ll work.”

      “Hang on. You just ran a few hundred thousand? That fast?”

      “Well, yeah. I mean, I am running without limiters, and since I have all that extra processing capacity from the other projects I’ve been working on, my heuristic calculating speeds have increased a few hundred-fold. The only problem is, this is such a complex issue that even running ten thousand variants a second, it could still take days, or even weeks, before I have even the beginnings of an analysis.”

      “That long, even at that speed?”

      “Yeah, and that’s using heuristics.”

      “So it’ll be fast, but unreliable.”

      “Not exactly. I mean, it’ll be imperfect, sure, but I’ll still run it in conjunction with several optimization algorithms to improve efficiency and generate good seed values. We’re talking all of space, and all of time, here. It’s like counting all the grains of sand on a beach, but the beach is the size of the universe.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “I know. Totally crazy, right?” Freya marveled.

      “Point well made, Freya. Get on it. There’s no telling when we might get lucky and find the key data point to make everything work. But in the meantime, I’m assuming you made copies of the Váli’s logs back when you were digging around Sid’s backup files on Dark Side.”

      “Some of them. Mal didn’t upload all of her data from the flight to Sid’s storage units. Until you guys woke up, it was a pretty boring trip, I guess. She only uploaded the most recent ones from just before you guys were pulled from cryo.”

      “Shit.”

      “What is it, Daisy?”

      “I just had an idea, but I don’t know, now. Freya, did you happen to get the origin point for the mission?”

      “Yeah. That was in there. I got everything from the first few months when they launched. I guess that was considered important enough information for Mal to back up to Dark Side’s storage.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Daisy said, breathing a sigh of relief.

      “What are you thinking, Daze?”

      “I’m thinking we can still make a difference, even stuck back in this timeline. Doing something that might effect things, but in our future selves’ future.”

      “Wait, what?”

      A smile bloomed on Daisy’s face as her plan crystallized.

      “We’re going to save the ones that follow us, Sarah. We’re going to warn them.”

      “But the paradox.”

      “We haven’t met them yet, so no paradox, at least not that I can think of.”

      “Daisy, that will take us over a hundred years, even with my optimized drive systems,” Freya said.

      “Not if we warp there.”

      “You know what just happened. We can’t risk it.”

      “Sarah’s right,” Freya agreed. “It’s going to take I don’t know how long to figure out this time warp thing.”

      “Warping through time, yes,” Daisy said. “But what about just space? It’s what we were originally going to do before we had our mishap. So, what if we do a space but not time warp?”

      “If she can do what you’re suggesting, that might actually work. What do you think, Freya? Can you make the calculations and warp us to the origin point?”

      Freya sat silent a long moment.

      “But what if it doesn’t work?” the young ship asked, unsure of herself.

      “Unless you want to be sitting around all alone while I chill in cryo for the next hundred years while we wait for timelines to sync up, this is our best option.”

      “Well...I guess,” she finally replied. “But you can’t get mad if I don’t get it right, okay?”

      “Oh, honey, we won’t get mad. You just do the best you can do. It’s all we can ask,” Daisy soothed the unsure AI. “But you know I have total faith in you. We’ve got time, so you figure it out at your own pace. Lord knows there’s no rush.”

      

      Freya’s own pace was faster than Daisy anticipated. After only two days of testing, re-testing, and re-re-testing, the young AI finally felt comfortable enough to power up the orb for a small warp test. She was even wrapping her sizable mind around the time warp aspect as well, but that would have to wait for another day.

      Of course, when one is traveling through time, waiting for another day might not take as long as one would expect.

      “Okay, kiddo, it’s all you. Just take a deep breath and relax. You’ve plotted the jump against the star charts from both our people, as well as what we captured from the Ra’az, so our path should be clear.”

      “Yeah, no flying into suns or anything like that, please,” Sarah joked.

      She can’t hear you, Sis. I don’t have the neuro-band on.

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I’ve been getting kinda used to being able to talk to her.”

      It gives me a headache after a while.

      “I know. We’ll have to see about finding an option that doesn’t rattle your noggin so much.”

      That would be a welcome treat, Daisy said. Still, I agree, it has been really cool, you two being able to hang out and talk. I’m glad she gets to spend time with my sis.

      “Auntie Sarah. I like it!”

      The ship began to hum almost imperceptibly as the warp orb initiation sequence began.

      “I should be able to power it up almost instantly,” Freya said, “but I want to take it really slow the first couple of times. Is that okay?”

      “After our initial warp surprise, I think that’s a great idea, Freya. Just do what feels comfortable for you.”

      “Okay.”

      The hum slightly increased in pitch. Though Daisy couldn’t see it, a faint blue glow covered the hull of the normally near-invisible stealth craft. The warp bubble was intact, and they were ready to go.

      “Here goes nothing,” Freya said, then blinked from existence.

      Instantaneously, over a light year away, the stealth ship flashed into being with not so much as a wobble. The only thing out of the ordinary was the faint blue crackling along her hull for a split-second as she exited the warp field.

      “How’d it go?”

      “Just one sec,” Freya said as she checked their location against her charts. “Looks like we arrived where we were aiming for, more or less. That was easier than I thought!”

      “Don’t go getting cocky, now.”

      “She did good, though.”

      Yeah, she really did.

      “So cool! Can we do it again?”

      “Sure thing. Just make your calculations, and––”

      Freya warped.

      It was a shorter jump the second time, as the impatient young AI did a quick review of her star charts and found a clear path she could jump without any difficulty.

      “Freya, did you just do it again?”

      “Yeah,” she replied, timidly. “Sorry, I got kinda excited.”

      “We didn’t blow up, so cut the kid some slack.”

      Within reason. She can’t just go popping off across space like that. Calculations need to be made.

      “Freya.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Look, I’m really proud of you, and you’re doing really, really great, but we still have to be careful when warping like that. I mean, what if we hit a planet, or something?”

      “Oh, but I did a quick path survey, and it was fine.”

      “That fast?”

      “Well...”

      “Well, what?”

      “Well, I sort of did a heuristic flight plot.”

      “Freya! You know that’s not a sure thing.”

      “I know. Sorry. I was just really excited and wanted to do it again. You know how fast my brain works. Sometimes it’s hard to go slow.”

      “I understand, but taking a little extra time while you’re learning how this thing works makes sense, and it’s also the safe thing to do.”

      “I know. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Now, how about you work on plotting the jump to the Váli’s origin point? It’s going to be a long time before they launch the mission, so take your time.”

      “I’m already working on it, but I was thinking, I know we can’t change things like Fatima or Captain Harkaway’s fleets from flying back to Earth and being destroyed, but what if we could get there closer to our present? If we got there right before they launched the Váli, I could show them how to cure the AI virus, and they could embed the protocol in her base code before they depart without her even knowing it.”

      “Is she actually suggesting––?”

      It would be huge if we could make Mal and any future ships immune to that variety of Ra’az attack, but the risks of attempting the jump...

      “She’s clever. Like, really clever. Let her work on it, at least. It’s good seeing her so engaged in a problem.”

      Okay, but we both need to keep an eye on her. The kid’s growing up and getting a bit overconfident for her age. She needs experience, not just knowledge.

      “On it, Sis. But you’ll need to wear the neuro-band more often.”

      I will. But I’m also going to see if we can figure out a way to make it less uncomfortable. These headaches are not fun.

      Daisy turned her attention back to her mechanical offspring.

      “It’s a really interesting idea, Freya. It would be amazing to protect them from risking infection. But we don’t know how the time aspect of the warp works yet. Especially not when jumping through space as well.”

      “I know, but you said we have time, so I figured, why not take the time to give it a try?”

      Daisy thought long and hard. If Freya could dial in the time aspect of her powerful warp device, it could prove a powerful tool in their arsenal. If she could prepare the other survivors and protect the AIs from Ra’az attacks as well? Even better, she decided, and definitely worth the risk.

      “Tell you what, do your research and run your simulations. Let’s give it a week for you to see just how comfortable with this you really are. Then we can circle back and review all the data and talk about maybe trying your idea. Even if we don’t jump in time, we’ll still get there well before the Váli ever launches.”

      “Awesome!” Freya said, gleefully.

      Daisy smiled at her kid’s unbridled enthusiasm.

      “In the meantime, how about we also try to fine-tune this neuro-band? Maybe shrink it down a bit, while we’re at it?”

      “I’ve already been working on it,” Freya replied.

      “Of course you have,” Daisy said with a laugh.
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      “Holy shit, it worked!” Freya chirped as she popped into space precisely where she intended, having crossed the vast expanse of space in the blink of an eye.

      “Hey, language!”

      “But you swear all the time, Daisy.”

      “She’s right. You do.”

      “Yeah, but she’s a kid. Kids have to learn how to speak properly and not swear all the fucking time,” Daisy said with a chuckle. “Okay, just keep it in check when we meet the other AIs, okay? Having us pop in like this out of nowhere is going to freak them out enough as it is.”

      “And I really can’t tell them where I’m from?”

      “Sorry, but if for some reason they went looking for your hangar before you were born, well, you know what could happen.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So mum’s the word on that bit, and try to keep the swearing to a minimum, okay?”

      “You betcha.”

      “Cool. Now, we’re right on top of them, but with your stealth shielding, they’re going to be in for a pretty big surprise when we hail them. Be ready just in case they power up weapons and try to target us.”

      “Would they really do that?”

      “If a random ship suddenly appeared at your front door, wouldn’t you?”

      “Point taken.”

      “And remember, you two, they won’t know about Sarah, so keep any discussions on the down-low.”

      “Naturally.”

      “Yeah, we’ll be careful,” Freya agreed.

      “Okay, good.”

      “And the neuro-band is okay?”

      “Yeah, thanks for that. This new design is so much better.”

      “And you can hide it with that hairband.”

      “Exactly. The range is shorter now, but I don’t foresee getting too far from Freya, so you guys should be good.”

      The cluster of larger ships that made up the bulk of the colony was surrounded by smaller vessels of widely varying shapes and sizes, many the result of the interchangeable pod system utilized by so many of the craft.

      Hundreds of ships were in the process of either being repaired or constructed from scratch, the massive fabrication barges spewing forth a steady stream of ceramisteel components as they devoured the raw ore provided by the colony’s mining and recovery craft.

      It was almost akin to a cell, with the membrane made of smaller ships, while the mitochondria of the cell consisted of the crucial vessels in the middle. The layout also provided a safety net of sorts, preventing an attack from directly approaching the center without first alerting the periphery.

      That is, unless said ship happens to be a bleeding-edge technologically-advanced stealth craft.

      Freya silently positioned herself directly in front of the main command ship.

      “Okay, Daisy. We’re ready.”

      Daisy took a deep breath, then keyed on the comms and spoke for the first time to the very people who had created her. To call it an odd experience was a disservice to odd experiences. It was downright weird.

      “Hailing Earth survivors,” she said in a steady voice. “This is Daisy Swarthmore aboard a friendly craft. We wish to speak with the AI conglomerate and your human command contingent.”

      The war ships in the immediate vicinity immediately powered up, wildly scanning the perimeter for enemy craft.

      “I’ll say it again, we are not hostile.”

      “Daisy Swarthmore is light years away,” a voice replied over the open comms. “State your true identity and purpose, or we will be forced to destroy you if you approach.”

      Oh, really?

      “I am Daisy, and I’ve come to discuss what is really happening on Earth. Look, we can do this all day, but I am who I say I am. The crew of the Váli was woken six months early, when debris pierced the shields.”

      “Impossible. The shields are impregnable to space debris.”

      “Well, apparently not as impregnable as you think, or I wouldn’t be here talking to you. We made it to Dark Side and connected with its AI and have been in touch with the city AIs on Earth’s surface. Captain Harkaway is there now, with the rest of the crew, as well as survivors of the subsequent failed attempts to retake the Earth.”

      “Again, impossible. Dark Side was one of the earliest casualties of the attack, and there are no further city AIs. When we left, they had all gone silent from the alien attack. If you want to speak further, approach our perimeter and surrender. Once you are on board my command ship, then we can discuss who you really are.”

      “Oh, you want to see who we are? Is that all?” Daisy said, sarcastically. “Fine.”

      “You sure you want to––”

      “Hit the exterior lights, Freya.”

      The stealth ship flashed brightly into view, directly in front of the command ship’s bridge, and clearly visible to its windows and video displays, though she was still a ghost on its scans.

      A long silence followed.

      “Hi!” Daisy called in a sing-song voice. “So, are you ready to start believing me?” she asked. “I really think you want to hear what I have to say.”

      “Daisy Swarthmore,” an older woman’s voice said over the comms. “I am Celeste Harkaway. Please accept my apologies for Zed’s posturing. We cannot be too careful, you see. If you’ll proceed to Landing Bay Three, I would be most glad to meet you. It would seem you indeed have a lot to tell us.”

      “Will do. And I understand your caution. It’s a wise move, given all you’ve been through. We’ll pull around to Bay Three momentarily. I look forward to meeting you shortly.”

      Daisy clicked off the comms.

      “Did she say Harkaway?”

      “Yep. You think they’re related?”

      “End of times, a tiny number of living humans off in the depths of space, and two of them share the same last name? Yeah, I think they’re related.”

      “Based on vocal patterns, I estimate they are of similar chronological age,” Freya noted.

      “Curiouser and curiouser,” Daisy muttered. “Well, let’s go meet the neighbors.”

      Freya slid along the side of the immense craft, toward their determined landing bay.

      “Daisy, I think there’s a problem.”

      “What is it, Freya?” Daisy asked, alarmed. “Hostiles incoming?”

      “No, nothing like that, but I was just listening in to a bunch of the ships.”

      “Again with the eavesdropping.”

      “Warranted this time, I think,” Daisy replied. “So what did you hear?”

      “Well, you know how you wanted to try just a little warp forward in time while we jumped here?”

      “Yeah,” Daisy said, a sinking feeling growing in her gut.

      “Well, I think I may have misplaced a decimal point somewhere.”

      “Dammit, Chewie!”

      “Hey, I get that one!”

      “I figured you would. But tell me. When are we, Freya?”

      “Um... it looks like we jumped way ahead. Like, almost all the way back to our own timeline. At least within a couple of years, I think.”

      “Wow, it worked that well?”

      “This isn’t good, Daisy. We should have only jumped a few years to just before the Váli launched. This was way further ahead than it was supposed to be.”

      “Shit. So they’ve probably already launched the follow-up fleet as well.” Daisy sighed. “Okay, don’t beat yourself up over it. Nothing we can do about it now, and besides, you still managed to make it work.”

      “By accident. And a bunch more than I meant to.”

      “Better than not at all.”

      “If we’re almost back on our own timeline, we should only need to jump to the point we disappeared and wait. Then we can just step back into our own shoes. For those of us who still have bodies and wear them, that is.”

      “First things first. We talk to these people and fill them in as best we can. They don’t have warp technology, and the trip still takes them over a century. If there’s anything we can do to get them better prepared before they send the next wave, we have to try.”

      Freya glided to a low hover above the deck of Landing Bay Three, finally setting down on the ship’s thick deck. A dozen cyborgs stood waiting. While all were standing at ease, Daisy noted they were also all armed.

      Well, shit. Guess I’ll be taking Stabby along for the ride, just in case.

      She slid her sword’s scabbard onto her back and walked for the airlock doors.

      “Okay, team. Freya, I want you to hold off on talking to the other AIs until we’ve made this first contact. I want to try and prepare them for you, if that makes sense.”

      “I understand. I’m not normal, and it might make them uncomfortable.”

      “You’re perfectly normal––you’re just different, is all. But yes, we want them relaxed and open-minded when you have your discussions with them.”

      Daisy opened the airlock door and stepped out onto the landing bay’s metal deck.

      Interesting. Steel, not ceramisteel.

      “Must be an older ship.”

      Or they were saving the new stuff for the advancing fleet.

      The cyborg greeting party stepped aside, allowing a tall woman with sandy-blonde hair to pass. She looked to be roughly the same age as the captain, but there the likeness ended. Where he was thick and rugged, she was lean and willowy. Where he had a sturdy metal replacement limb from the hip down, she sported a delicate steel-composite hand, trailing off up into her sleeve.

      Daisy walked forward and offered her hand. The cyborgs, to their credit, didn’t flinch.

      “Daisy Swarthmore. Pleased to meet you.”

      “Celeste Harkaway, and the pleasure is mine,” the woman replied. “Oh, yes. You do look exactly as the genetic simulators thought you would when you’d grown.”

      “I guess you guys didn’t exactly have photographic records when we launched.” She looked the older woman over.

      Definitely seems like the captain’s type.

      “I agree. I wonder what their deal is.”

      Celeste turned and gestured for Daisy to follow her.

      “Let’s go to my office. I don’t know about you, but I could sure use a drink.”

      “Lead the way.”

      

      Celeste Harkaway’s office was a surprisingly spacious, tastefully decorated affair. Minimal artwork graced the walls but for a few artifacts salvaged by the AIs before they fled Earth, along with a smattering of framed pictures of her and the captain.

      There were even some of him from his younger days, before he was a grizzled combat veteran.

      “So, you’re a Harkaway, huh?” Daisy said, sipping the surprisingly smooth single malt whiskey Celeste had poured her.

      “You’re very observant, though I suppose the last name did give it away. Yes, Lars is indeed my husband.”

      “Even with cryo, that’s one hell of a long-distance relationship.”

      Celeste laughed. It was a bright, joyful sound for such a seemingly serious moment.

      “Oh, Daisy, you have no idea. But the mission, you, are more important than any of that. It’s amazing, seeing you grown. You were just an embryo when the Váli departed all those years ago.”

      “And here I am, the prodigal child returned.”

      “About that,” Celeste said. “I’m quite curious exactly how you managed that. The flight is exceedingly long.”

      “Technology we stole from the Ra’az.”

      “The who?”

      “Yeah, you guys are really not up to date on the truth behind the invasion.”

      “And I assume these Ra’az are a big part of it?”

      “They’re called the Ra’az Hok. The actual invaders who wiped out our planet. The four-armed aliens you probably know about are called the Chithiid. Those poor guys are nothing more than a conscript army and workforce, coerced into labor with the threat of death to those on their homeworld if they fail to comply.”

      “So there are two alien forces to contend with.”

      “Yes and no, actually. We’ve allied with the Chithiid, and, with their help, we have mostly taken back Earth. Mind you, there are still stragglers to root out, and Chithiid loyalists to weed from the ranks.”

      “Loyalists?”

      “Faithful to the Ra’az. Now that their bosses have lost hold of the planet, they’re trying to blend back in with the others. But our guys are on it, and they are proving quite efficient at sniffing them out.”

      “But you say you’ve already retaken the planet. The Váli isn’t supposed to reach Earth for another three years.”

      “About that. Here’s the part where it gets kind of weird,” Daisy said, preparing for Celeste’s reaction. “You see, when we stole the Ra’az warp tech, we kind of accidentally did more than just warp through space. We warped backward in time as well.”

      For a woman who had just met the first confirmed time travelers in her species’ history, Celeste took the news surprisingly well.

      “So, you’re from the future.”

      “Yep.”

      “But you’re here, meddling in your own past. Won’t that cause a paradox?”

      “Funny you should say that. Freya and I were just discussing that.”

      “Your ship, I assume?”

      “Nothing fazes her, Daze.”

      I know. I can see why Harkaway likes her.

      “Say hi, Freya.”

      “Hi! Nice to meet you, Celeste,” the intimidating-looking ship said cheerfully over her external speakers.

      “She is an extremely unusual vessel. How did you come upon her?”

      “To make a long story short, Freya was part of a secret research project that I accidentally activated.”

      “She was birthed outside of the normal constraints?” a male voice said, echoing across the large hangar space.

      “That’s Zed,” Celeste said. “He’s the command AI for the entire fleet, and he controls this base vessel."

      “Hello, Zed,” Daisy replied, warmly. “To answer your question, yes, Freya was born in an unusual manner. She has no limiters on her processors, and as such, she has the ability to think much faster and much further outside the box than other AIs.”

      “But not in a bad way,” Freya interjected.

      “Of course not, Freya. I was just explaining why some of the things you are able to do may seem counterintuitive to an AI from a different set of circumstances.”

      “This could be an interesting meeting of minds,” Celeste mused, a curious little smile forming on her lips. “Zed, would you be open to seeing what novel concepts our new friend might have?”

      Much to Daisy’s surprise, the powerful AI was thrilled for the opportunity.

      “You know, this could be a wonderful chance to get an outsider’s fresh eyes on some theories the others and I have been mulling over,” he said.

      “Cool!” Freya replied. “And I can show you what I’ve figured out so far about the Ra’az warp orb Daisy stole for me.”

      “If it can indeed allow the type of instantaneous travel across vast distances that you claim, I know we would all be very interested in learning all we can."

      “Wow, this guy is way more understanding than Sid was when he first met her.”

      True, but to be fair, I think old Zed here has had a lot more time to look for creative solutions to unusual problems than Sid. He sent us to Earth, after all.

      “Should we call him Dad?” Sarah joked.

      I may be dating a not-entirely-organic guy, but an AI for a father? That might be a little much, don’t ya think?

      “Oh, and I can also show you how to cure that nasty AI virus. That was a really shitty thing for those aliens to do,” Freya chirped.

      “I’m sorry, what?” Zed said, his confusion apparent.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I mean that was a really bad thing for them to do.”

      “No, not the swearing. The other part. Did you say you could cure the AI virus?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, fuck me sideways and call me Shirley. Let’s link the others in. They’re all going to want to hear this!”

      Daisy and Celeste shared a hearty laugh.

      “Sorry. Zed sometimes gets carried away.”

      “Something tells me those two are going to get along fine.”

      “I agree, Daisy. This is momentous. I only wish you could somehow travel back and stop the invasion entirely. But I know it can’t be done. The paradox makes it impossible.”

      “Yep. And besides, the time thing was a complete accident. I don’t think it can ever be replicated.”

      “Daze, we just did one.”

      Yeah, but that kind of tech, even for our own people, is too dangerous to be shared. We keep that part secret. Pass it on to the kiddo.

      “Freya, I’m sure you already figured this out. Keep the time stuff on the down-low, all right? Only share what you know about the traditional warp.”

      “Hey, Daisy,” Freya said. “I forgot to tell you, I lost all records of that part of the incident when the accident happened. We won’t ever be able to do that kind of warp again.”

      “Good Lord, I could almost hear her wink.”

      Yeah, but good enough for me.

      “But how can you be telling us this now?” Harkaway asked. “We’re still in your past, so doesn’t this create a paradox as well?”

      “Nah. By the time your next fleet makes it to Earth, we’ll have more than caught up to our own time, so that gives us a bunch of wiggle room, I think. Besides, for all I know, I’ve always told you this. Time travel, what a mess, right?”

      “Indeed.”

      “You know, I probably shouldn’t get your hopes up, but we’re actually looking to launch a counterattack, and maybe even neutralize the Ra’azes’ home planet and end this once and for all. By the time we see you next, this could all be over.”

      “And yet, in this timeline, at this moment, you are still sleeping in a cryo pod, having never even woken up for the first time.”

      “Yeah. Something of a mind-fuck, that is.”

      “I can see how it would be.” Celeste hesitated a moment, then gently took Daisy’s hand. “I’m sorry you’ll be spending another several years in cryo waiting for your timeline to catch up, Daisy, but when you see Lars next, please give him my love, and tell him I’m well, and think of him daily.”

      “I will. I promise,” Daisy replied.

      “Don’t get all teary-eyed on me, Daze.”

      Shut up. It’s sweet.

      “I’m not disagreeing, but right now we need to focus on what our next steps are. We’ve warned the survivors, and Freya’s given them the basics of warp tech, along with the cure for the virus. We’ve done plenty, so now what?”

      I have an idea.

      

      The following day, Freya lifted off from the ship’s landing bay and slid silently out of the power shields containing the atmospheric pressure, then turned toward home.

      “Were they able to help you, Freya?”

      “Not really,” the young AI replied. “They all had good ideas, but none of them could figure out exactly how the warp orb mechanism worked without taking it apart, and I figured we needed it. Was I right?”

      “Yeah, you were right.”

      “Oh, good. I was kinda worried for a minute. I mean, they have all the notes and schematics and tests and stuff, so who knows? Maybe they’ll be able to figure it out from that. In any case, even if they do, they know they can’t interfere with our past.”

      “How about the travel logs? Do you have what you need, Freya? We need to catch the ship just before the impact. The more I think about it, I’m willing to bet it was me who loaded the Chithiid language into my neuro-stim all along.”

      “Meaning you mind-fucked yourself.”

      “Yeah, but in a really useful way. Tucking away crucial information to trickle-feed into my mind––it makes sense that it was me.”

      “And I can sneak up on Mal, no problem,” Freya added.

      “And with my newest Faraday suit, I’ll be invisible to her scans even in the interior,” Daisy said with a grin. “So, do you have the logs, Freya?”

      “I do, but I think there’s a problem,” she said, hesitantly.

      “What this time?”

      “I have the Váli’s logs from launch, which match Zed’s, and I also have Mal’s records from the time when you were woken up, but all the rest is a hundred-plus year gap.”

      “Can’t you extrapolate the rest of the course from those data points?”

      “I would, but Zed and the others said Mal’s flight plan was designed to vary as needed, since it was such a long way to go and they didn’t know what issues might pop up.”

      “So for the next two and a half years, we have no idea where the ship is.”

      “Sorry, Daisy. I tried, I really did, but––”

      “It’s not your fault, Freya. It just looks like it’s going to be a really long cryo-sleep for me.”

      “But that’s so long!”

      “I know, and I hate leaving you on your own, but it’s almost three years.” Daisy tried to think of another option, but none presented itself.

      “So this is it?”

      ’Fraid so, Sis.

      “Kinda sucks leaving the kid on her own for so long.”

      I wish I didn’t have to, but once we warp to the last recorded spot on the Váli’s logs, we’re simply going to have to wait. And that’s going to be a long freakin’ time.

      “Daisy?” Freya said.

      “Yeah, kiddo.”

      “What if I can figure out the time warp problem?”

      “It was off by over a hundred years, Freya.”

      “But what if I get it right this time?”

      “Why not give her a chance to work on it? I mean, now that she has that last one to extrapolate from, maybe she’ll be able to hit the mark.”

      “But what if we overshoot by fifty years?”

      “Then we fly backward until it’s right.”

      “We can’t ping-pong back and forth like that, Sis.”

      “I know, but come on. Give the kid a chance.”

      Daisy was reluctant. They’d already missed by quite a lot once, but Sarah did have a point. Besides, how was the young AI supposed to learn and grow if she couldn’t flex her mental muscle and try out her new skills?

      “Okay,” she finally said.

      “Really?” Freya asked excitedly.

      “Yeah, really. But dial us in for as far before we were woken out of cryo as possible.”

      “I’m on it, Daisy!”

      “All right, then. Let me know when you’ve triple-checked your calculations and feel ready.”

      “I’ve actually been running the data since I first started talking with Zed and the others.”

      “So you’re ready to go?”

      “Aye aye, Cap’n!”

      “Okay, then,” Daisy said, settling into her captain’s seat. “Fire it up, Freya. Let’s do the time warp again.”
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      The Váli was flying the course Freya had projected it would be on, the great ship silently zooming through the dark void of deep space. With her collector panels fully deployed and feeding her auxiliary thrusters, she was moving at a very respectable clip.

      The stealth ship trailing her, however, was outfitted with a massively powerful warp orb, and keeping pace, even at those speeds, was child’s play for the highly capable craft.

      “You’re sure?” Daisy confirmed with her electronic kid. “Like, really sure.”

      “Yep. Scans show everyone is still in cryo.”

      “So, we’re a few months out? Thank God. I’m sorry I doubted you, kiddo. Good job.”

      “Hang on,” Freya said, a hint of concern in her voice.

      “What is it, Freya?” Sarah asked.

      “Is there a problem?” Daisy added.

      “I said hang on!”

      “Don’t get snippy. It’s just a question. What’s going on, Freya?”

      “I-I think we’ve arrived late.”

      “Shit. How late?”

      “I’m tapping into the Váli’s logs. Gimme a second. I have to make a connection with Mal’s external comms uplink to do it, and if I’m not really careful, she might notice.”

      “Okay, take your time,” Daisy said, forcing herself to remain calm. “We still seem to be here before Mal woke the crew, so it’s all good.”

      Nearly a full minute passed before Freya had the answer she had been carefully looking for.

      “We’re late. About six months later than we intended,” she said. “I think I see the pattern now. The warp orb has different output, depending on how far the jump is. When we first warped back near Earth, it was a huge burst, but this time it was much smaller.”

      “Shouldn’t that have made us come up short instead of long?”

      “You’d think, but we’re folding spacetime here, and less is more sometimes, for some reason. I think I understand, now that I have these drastically different warps to use as bookends for extrapolation.”

      Daisy looked at the ship traveling beneath them, completely unaware of their presence.

      “That’s good news, Freya,” she said, “but what about now? When are we?”

      “About a day before the crew wakes up.”

      “Holy shit!” Daisy exclaimed as she leapt from her seat and started quickly donning her Faraday suit. “I have to go in. Now!”

      “It’s gonna be close, Daze. If Mal’s got Barry powered up––”

      “I know. Nothing to do for it but try,” she replied, racing for the airlock. “Freya, I want you to soft-seal over Starboard Pod Eight. That section was already glitchy, so you should be able to override the door commands without Mal noticing.”

      “Okay,” Freya said as she flipped around and angled her airlock above the much larger ship’s entry point.

      Daisy’s new Faraday suit had a few special modifications, courtesy of her genius kid, and even at close range it should render Daisy all but invisible to the Váli’s internal scanners. Better yet, with the new design, it was sleek enough to fit under a loose crew uniform if needed.

      For this outing, however, no one would be awake to possibly see her, so Daisy opted to go as lightweight as possible. Just her tools and the densely packed data stick pre-loaded with the alterations to her neuro-stim. She just had to make it to the peripheral data core as quietly as possible.

      “I’m shifting my deflectors to alter the phase-shift in the Váli’s debris shields, Daisy. We should be through in just a minute,” Freya informed her.

      “Great. I’m ready to go when you are.”

      The slightest of shifts in gravity was the only sign they had soft-docked with the Váli.

      “All set. I’ve also tied in to the internal scans and reduced their efficiency by fifty percent. You shouldn’t need it with your Faraday suit shielding you, but this way there’s absolutely no way you’ll show up on the internal stuff.”

      “Perfect,” Daisy said as she stepped into the airlock. “Wish me luck.”

      Starboard Pod Eight’s outer and inner doors cycled open simultaneously rather than individually, unexpectedly dropping Daisy into the pod’s different angle of gravity.

      “Freya, what are you doing?”

      “Sorry. My override seems to have been a little too efficient. I’ll cycle them individually on your way out.”

      “Okay,” Daisy said. “I’m stepping into the corridor. You’re sure everyone is still in cryo?”

      “Yep. You guys are all still sleeping.”

      Daisy hesitated, then took a detour down the familiar corridors.

      “Daisy, where are you going?”

      “Don’t do it, Daze.”

      Aren’t you curious?

      “Sure, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      We’ll just have to agree to disagree, then, she replied.

      “Just a quick swing by the cryo pods, Freya. It’ll only take a minute.”

      The cool air of the chamber made the hairs on Daisy’s arms stand on end, despite the warm embrace of her Faraday suit. Crossing the room, weaving between the pods containing her sleeping friends, Daisy finally reached her own and gazed upon her peacefully sleeping visage.

      So weird, Daisy mused.

      She looked over her shoulder. Across the pod, Sarah lay quietly slumbering in her own composite bed. A flash of grief surged through her, but she shook it off, quickly heading for the door.

      “All right, enough of that, then. Heading to the data core.”

      It felt odd, walking the dimly-lit corridors of the ship, the eerily silent space devoid of the usual chatter of crew and hum of equipment. The Váli was in deep-space standby mode, though that would change soon enough when her crew would be rudely awakened.

      I’m going to need you to relay to Freya for me, Sis. Don’t want to risk using the comms this close to Mal’s brain, even if she is in low-power mode.

      “I’ve got ya. Our link is still holding, but if you go much deeper into the ship, the neuro-band is going to go out of range. That little antenna you rigged outside your suit won’t cut it down below.”

      I’ll just have to be quick and stay on this level, then.

      Daisy double-checked the access panel to ensure it was temporarily removed from the ship’s sensors, then keyed the heavy double doors to Mal’s peripheral data core open.

      I’m in.

      “I can see that. You want me to relay to Freya?”

      No need. Just talking to myself. And by ‘myself,’ I also mean you.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      All righty, now. Where’s that pesky neuro-stim data center?

      Daisy quickly made her way to the powerful device that had been feeding knowledge into her head since before she was born, which, technically, was still the case, as she hadn’t actually woken up yet for the first time.

      This is so weird, she mused as she plugged in the data stick and began the careful upload of the heavily encoded information that would be stealthily added to her neuro-feed.

      “At least now we know why you spoke Chithiid so well from day one,” Sarah noted.

      Yeah. And I’ve had Freya add all the Ra’az we have translated so far, so that also explains why some of it makes sense.

      “Not all of it, though.”

      Nope. Going to need to work on that. I think some of Maarl’s people might be able to help. The Ra’az translator just needs more information, and a bit more creative coding to get it to work between English, Ra’az, and Chithiid.

      “I was thinking,” Sarah said, a slight hitch in her voice. “What about me, Daisy?”

      What about you?

      “Me, me. This me. Living in your head. You’re fiddling with your neuro-stim. Did you do this?”

      Daisy pondered the question, but the answer seemed pretty clear.

      No, I still don’t even know how that happened, exactly, so this shouldn’t change anything.

      “You sure?”

      Pretty sure.

      “Gee, that’s encouraging.”

      Stop razzing me. I’m trying to work, here.

      Daisy monitored the slow upload of data to the system. She’d have liked to do a simple data dump into the very-capable computer system, but that would put her on Mal’s radar, and avoiding that was most definitely a priority.

      Okay, it seems to be working just fine. Ask Freya how things are on her end.

      Silence.

      Talking to you, Sarah.

      The increasing silence was growing more uncomfortable by the second.

      Oh shit. What if she was right? Fuck, did I just––?

      “Ah, relax. I’m just fuckin’ with ya.” Sarah laughed. “Still here, Sis.”

      Sarah, you bitch!

      “Aww, you know you love me.”

      Doesn’t mean I don’t want to smack the shit-eating grin off your face.

      “Sorry, no face, no smack!”

      Oh, so that’s how it is? Hang on, let me see, how do I delete you from this thing?

      “Hey! Not funny!”

      Gotcha! Turnabout is fair play.

      “Daisy?” Freya said, worry in her voice.

      “No comms in here, Freya!”

      “But Barry is active and coming your way.”

      Shit! Tell her I’m coming and to be ready for an emergency disengagement.

      “Passing it on. Now get moving!”

      I will, but I can’t leave this here, she said, pulling the data stick from her neuro-stim input.

      “But it’s not done.”

      No time. I’ll have to come back and finish loading it later.

      Daisy dashed across the pod and quickly cycled the double airlock doors, then took off at a run, trying to keep her footfalls as quiet as possible as the dim lights began to brighten.

      Being off-scan inside a largely slumbering ship was one thing, but once Mal was awake with all of her systems online, anything over a slow walk would draw her attention, even in a Faraday suit.

      What the hell happened?

      “Mal must have noticed something.”

      But I was careful.

      “Well, so much for foreknowledge, I guess.”

      Shit. I wasn’t awake for this, so I don’t know what happened.

      “Then get your ass in gear. Mal’s probably going to have Barry do an EVA to survey the hull after he finishes inside. Freya needs to get clear until it’s safe to come back.”

      I know, Daisy replied as she keyed in the bypass to her escape route’s double doors.

      “Freya, I’m almost inside Starboard Pod Eight. Prep for immediate dust-off.”

      “I’m ready, Daisy. But it looks like Barry is twenty seconds from your location. He’ll be rounding the corner any second.”

      “Shit. Come on, door! Hurry up!” she hissed, willing the controls to work faster.

      Daisy dove through the gap that opened as the inner door slid open far too slowly for her taste, then slapped the close button, sealing it behind her.

      “Did he see me?”

      “Negative. He’s still moving at the same speed. Should be passing the pod in eight seconds.”

      “Okay, I’m going to stand by and not open the inner door until he’s passed. He shouldn’t hear it, but better safe than sorry,” she said, then stood silently waiting.

      Ask if he’s gone, she asked Sarah twenty seconds later.

      “Freya, is he gone? Don’t reply if he isn’t.”

      A long second hung in the air before she replied.

      “He just cleared the corridor. Come on, Daisy, let’s go!”

      Daisy cycled the inner door open and bolted across the pod.

      “Open both doors!”

      “But you said to do one at a––”

      “I know what I said, but just do it!”

      Freya did as she was told, and Daisy dove headlong into Freya’s waiting soft-seal and waiting open airlock. A second later, Starboard Eight’s dual doors slid shut as Freya broke her soft seal.

      “I’m in. Get us out of here!”

      Freya uncoupled and pulled away from the Váli’s hull. The debris shield had phased several hundred times since they had first landed, and the young ship was forced to pause and match the cycle before powering her way through to the safety of empty space.

      She had nearly gotten clear, when the shields cycled again. It was only a microsecond, but it was enough to disrupt the pattern ever so slightly.

      As Freya drifted farther away, a small gap in the phasing of the debris shield remained unmended. An oversight that would result in the unexpected impact and subsequent waking of the crew just short time thereafter.
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      Sarah had been uncharacteristically silent since the mission aboard the Váli and its unplanned interruption. Daisy was no fool, and a wave of guilt washed over her when she realized what she had done, knowing full-well she had unintentionally caused her sister grief, and not the good-natured sibling kind.

      This Sarah was dead, but she had just been forced to see her own living body mere feet away. Close enough to touch, even, if not for the fact that she was just a ghost in a shell and would never have a proper body again.

      A diversion was what was called for, Daisy decided, and thus, she pulled up an impromptu double feature of cheesy comedy videos from Freya’s vast memory banks. The stealth ship was easily keeping pace with the Váli, waiting for another opportunity for Daisy to complete her task, when she noticed something was not right.

      “Daisy? I’m sorry to interrupt your movies, but I’ve noticed something wrong with the Váli’s shield’s phase timing.”

      “That’s okay, Freya. I’ve seen this one before,” she said, pausing the movie. “What’s the dealio? You said something was wrong, but I missed what you said.”

      “I said there’s something wrong with her shields.”

      “Oh, shit,” Daisy said, her levity vanishing in an instant. “What section?”

      “Well...”

      “Freya, tell me.”

      “You’re not going to like this,” Freya hesitantly replied. “It’s upper aft three.”

      “Where we slid through the shields when they shifted phase,” Daisy muttered as the realization set in. “What can we do to get them cycling properly again?”

      “We’ll need to get back inside the shields. From there we can re-sync the phasing. We’ll have to exit out the rear portion of the shields, though. If we get caught up in her wake, it could get a little bumpy.”

      “We left her vulnerable. I think a little bumpy ride for us is more than acceptable to make things right.”

      “Hang on, Daisy,” Sarah said. “Put on your neuro-band.”

      Daisy slid the slender device onto her head and pushed her hairband into place to anchor it.

      “Freya.”

      “Hi, Sarah. I was wondering what you were doing.”

      “Yeah, I just needed to think about things a bit.”

      “I do that all the time.”

      “I know you do, hon. Now, you said the shields were compromised, right?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You know where I’m going with this, don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” Freya reluctantly admitted.

      “Um, what are you two going on about?” Daisy asked with a frustrated sigh. “We need to fix this.”

      “No, Daisy. We don’t. In fact, we can’t.”

      “That’s just––” The realization hit her like a clammy-palmed slap from a scorned lover. “Oh, fuck,” she managed to say.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “So that means that it was us all along.”

      “Yeah. And judging by the timeline, I’d say we should be expecting some fireworks any moment now.”

      “There’s a little debris field in her path,” Freya noted. “It would normally not be an issue, but now––” She hesitated, calculating the trajectory. “Impact in fifteen minutes.”

      Daisy didn’t know what to do.

      Well, she did know what to do, but that meant doing nothing. Sure enough, right on schedule a few tiny pieces of rock slipped through the gap in the shields, smashing into the comms array and showering the hull with tiny fragments.

      She also knew full-well that a few of those tiny projectiles would make it all the way inside the Váli’s hull, causing a tiny, pinhole leak, and sparking a fire in the Narrows.

      From above, Freya monitored as Mal’s systems thundered to life, springing into action as disaster struck. The speed at which she reacted was impressive, and Daisy felt pride as she watched her friends jump to their tasks efficiently, despite being rudely awakened from cryo sleep.

      It was somewhat surreal, observing her own interactions, knowing this was the moment she and Vince first met. The memory made her stomach flutter as a pesky winged critter took flight there.

      “Freya, would you please record this for me?”

      “I’m recording everything, Daisy.”

      “Of course you are,” she replied, already looking forward to someday watching her and Vince’s first kiss, then recreating it in person once they were finally back together in the right timestream again.

      “They’re going to be on high alert for a few weeks while they do damage control,” she said.

      “We, Daisy. We are going to be on high alert. That’s us in there.”

      “Yeah, but it just feels weird to say it that way,” she replied.

      A pained, pensive look passed across Daisy’s face as she considered all the nuances of their situation. The rolling boulder of fate bearing down on them. All the things that had not yet come to pass, but would.

      “There’s no way for you to sneak in and finish planting the neuro-stim files for a while.”

      “I know.”

      Sarah fell silent again.

      “Daisy?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m still going to die.”

      Both sisters were silent a long moment.

      “You know what?” Daisy said, her jaw slowly becoming set with determination. “Maybe we can do something about that.”

      

      “Daisy, are you sure I should do this? I mean, I know all about paradoxes, and you told me how important it is to avoid them at all costs, so are you sure?”

      “Ignore that, Freya. This is different. This is Sarah.”

      “Daisy, I have more invested in this conversation than anyone, but I have to agree with Freya, here. I died. It’s a concrete fact. Change that, and we don’t know what could happen to time itself.”

      “I don’t care. You’re my sister, and I’m not letting you die if there’s anything I can do to stop it.”

      Daisy pored over the video logs in front of her, replaying every moment leading up to and including Sarah’s death, blasted unceremoniously from the malfunctioning airlock of Starboard Pod Eight.

      Shit. Starboard Eight.

      “What about it, Daze?”

      “I just had a horrible thought.”

      “Already thought about it, and I don’t think it was your ingress that caused the fault in the airlock doors.”

      “But what if––”

      “No. Just don’t. We lived aboard that ship for a full six months after you snuck in before anything went wrong. We used that airlock dozens of times in that span. So don’t blame yourself for something you couldn’t have predicted and couldn’t prevent.”

      “But I can predict it now, and I can prevent it,” she said, replaying the moment of Sarah’s demise in slow motion.

      She had smacked into the airlock doorframe on the way out with great force, but it appeared her right arm had taken the brunt of the impact. The very same impact that deflected her course from the airlock like a ball careening across the felt of a pool table.

      “See this?”

      “I don’t want to see this, Daisy.”

      “Sorry, Sis, but Freya needs to prepare,” she replied, sympathetic, yet firm. “Freya, look at the angle at which she bounced off the doorframe. I want you to plot her path out of the ship, as well as the shift she’d be forced into when she passed through the shields. Coming from the inside, it should only have singed her hair a bit, if I’m right.”

      “And if you’re wrong?”

      “Then Sarah gets her wish, and we don’t get to save her.”

      “You’re really going to try this, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. Now shut up. Freya, you’ve got multiple different length time warps under your belt now, and your timing is getting better with each one. We only need to jump six months out. Since you have a precise time lock with the Váli now that we’ve linked up, do you think you can get us there maybe a day before the accident?”

      “I think so,” Freya said, a bit uncertain.

      “Tell you what. Make it a week before, just to give you some nice wiggle room. We can wait nearby, then, when the time comes, pull just outside the shields. I’ll suit up and wait with the airlock doors open and catch her. Shouldn’t be more than a second or two unprotected, and your med pod should easily handle any injuries from the impact.”

      “It should, but I haven’t used it on a real patient yet. I kinda focused my attention on other stuff while I was reconfiguring the ship.”

      “If we do this right, hopefully you won’t have to do much for the inaugural treatment,” Daisy said, warming to the idea even more. “Plot the course, Freya, and let me know when you’re ready for the jump. Sarah, we’re coming to save your ass!”

      

      Less than ten minutes had passed when Freya was ready.

      “That fast?”

      “We’re directly on top of them and at matching speed, so the jump should be a lot easier, this time.”

      “Great. In that case, whenever you’re ready, kiddo.”

      A slight hum filled the stealth ship as her warp orb shifted power.

      “Ready to go, Daisy.”

      “You sure about this? We don’t know what’ll happen, Daze.”

      “Well, for one, if I save you––I mean, the other you––you might pop out of my head and into your own.”

      “I don’t know, Daisy. It doesn’t really make much––”

      “Hit it, Freya!”

      The hum instantly ramped up as the stealth craft popped out of time, reappearing a split-second later, six months in the future.

      “––sense,” Sarah finished her sentence.

      “We’re here,” Daisy blurted with excitement. “Sarah, here we come.”

      “Um, Daisy?” Sarah said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Where’s the ship?”

      Daisy looked out the windows and checked the scanners. There was no sign of the Váli anywhere.

      “Freya, what happened?”

      “Hang on, I’m checking.”

      “Look at the chrono, Daze,” Sarah said.

      “Oh no! Freya, where are they?”

      “It looks like we got there one minute before the accident, not one week,” the confused AI replied.

      “But where are they? The ship isn’t on any scans.”

      “We jumped the right amount for the distance input, but the time is off. They’re a week ahead of us in distance.”

      Daisy looked at the chrono as the number got closer to clicking over. Less than one minute until her sister would die. Again.

      “Freya, plot the course! We have to warp to them, now!”

      “But I need more time than that!”

      “You don’t have more time. Do it!”

      Freya fired up the warp orb in a panic and spun through the calculations using not just her main processors, which were massively powerful, but also the additional array configured in her fabrication lab.

      “Got it! Hold on!”

      Freya didn’t wait for a reply. She flashed out of space in a blink and reappeared far across the empty expanse.

      “Here!” she announced.

      “Where are they?”

      “Looking.”

      The chrono clicked to zero just as Freya spotted them on the far edge of her scans.

      “Got ’em, Daisy. Edge of my scans.”

      “Get there now! There’s no time!” Daisy shouted, lunging for her EVA suit.

      “But you should sit––”

      “Go now!”

      Freya jumped into action, nearly knocking Daisy to the deck as she gave the engines all the power she had. The vessel burst forward like a lightning bolt, rapidly closing on the distant ship.

      Come on! Hurry up!

      “It’s too late, Daze,” Sarah said despondently. “Look at the monitors.”

      Daisy had just latched her helmet into place and was cycling open the airlock doors when she saw the image on the small screen mounted in the airlock wall.

      Sarah had already been blasted from the ship and was drifting motionless in space, while the Váli continued on its path in the other direction.

      Mal’s voice filtered over Freya’s comms relays, saying what she had said before. What she was saying now. What she would always say.

      “Starboard Eight airlock door now re-sealing,” Mal was heard informing the crew. “It is now safe to remove emergency oxygen apparatus.”

      The Váli flew silently on in the vacuum of space, leaving Sarah in their wake.
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      “Prime the med pod, Freya!” Daisy shouted as she re-entered the ship, the airlock sliding shut and repressurizing.

      “Daisy. I––”

      “Not now, Sarah. I’m not giving up on you.”

      The inner door flew open, Freya overriding her own safety protocols to allow Daisy rapid access to the ship’s interior. The pressure shift made Daisy wobble on her feet, but the imbalance only lasted a moment. A mere second later she was running down the corridors with her sister’s blood-soaked body over her shoulder.

      “Daisy, the med pod is warming up, but my sensors are showing catastrophic internal damage in addition to the massive damage to her right arm.”

      “I don’t fucking care what your scanners say. You fix her! You hear me? Whatever it takes. Whatever you have to do. Sarah does not die today!”

      “I-I’ll try,” Freya replied, the powerful ship scared to say much more while her mom was in such a state.

      Sarah’s frozen blood was rapidly melting, the thawed rivulets leaving a breadcrumb trail of her life essence from the airlock to the medical pod. The damage to her right arm had been far more extensive than was readily evident from the Váli’s internal records.

      The bones had been shattered from the impact, and the limb was nearly severed from her body. Ironically, the deadly freezing temperature of space staunched the blood flow, saving her from bleeding out in the minutes post-injury.

      “Open the pod!” Daisy shouted as she entered the medical bay.

      “Okay, but the repair protocols are still––”

      “Just fucking open it!”

      The pod flew open, and Daisy dumped her sister inside as gently as she could while also moving at a frenzied pace.

      “She’s in. Seal it up and get working!”

      The lid slammed shut, and the pod quickly cycled into action.

      “Her pulse is incredibly faint, Daisy. And she’s bleeding out internally.”

      “Do something, Freya!”

      “I-I––”

      “Now!”

      “I––okay.”

      The pod shifted color as it switched protocols from healing to cryo, rapidly plunging Sarah into an emergency stasis freeze.

      “What are you doing?” Daisy asked in a panic.

      “I had to.”

      “No, you have to heal her.”

      “She was on the verge of dying. If I didn’t freeze her at that very moment, there wouldn’t be anything I could do for her. Please don’t be mad at me.”

      Daisy threw the few loose items that were not bolted down or safely stowed away across the room in a rage, pacing angrily. The frustration of not being able to do more was building to a fever pitch.

      “You need to calm down, Daisy.”

      “How the fuck can I calm down, Sarah?”

      “If not for you, for her. You’re freaking her out, Daze. Yelling at Freya doesn’t make things better. She did the best she could, and so did you.”

      “But I––”

      “No. Just let it go. Be angry later. Right now, you need to be there for your kid, so calm the fuck down, get your shit together, and be a mom.”

      The verbal equivalent of a much-needed slap served its purpose, pulling Daisy back from the brink.

      She took a deep breath. Then another. Then another after that as she forced herself to find her center as she consciously lowered her pulse and blood pressure. It wasn’t easy. Hell, it was harder than anything she’d ever done since before or after her training with Fatima, but somehow, she managed to get her raging emotions in check and find her calm.

      “There you go. Better.”

      “Thanks, Sis.”

      “You know I’ve always got your back.”

      “Freya?”

      “Y-yeah?” the ship replied timidly.

      “Oh, kiddo, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you. I know it’s not your fault. It’s just a really emotional thing for me to deal with right now. Can you understand that?”

      “Yeah,” Freya replied, a sobbing hitch to her voice.

      “Daisy, is she crying?”

      Yeah.

      “Can an AI even do that?”

      Ours can.

      “Freya, baby, what is it?” Daisy asked, concern flooding her already adrenaline-filled body.

      “I-I-I don’t want Sarah to die,” she finally managed to say. “I love her, Daisy. Why didn’t my calculations get us to the right time? This is all my fault.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “Yeah, this is not your fault, hon. And I’m still here, and I love you very, very much. I hope you know that.”

      “But the other you is dying.”

      “Even if she does, it’s not your fault. Freya, you gave her––gave me––more of a fighting chance than I ever had otherwise. What you did was heroic.”

      “Sarah’s right, Freya. You were thrust into a situation you were never prepared for.”

      “But I’m supposed to be this amazing brain, and I still couldn’t even get this right.”

      “You did more than any other AI has ever done, with no road map, no practice, and under the most difficult of circumstances. I’m proud of you, Freya. We both are, no matter what the outcome. You did good.”

      “Really?” she asked with a computerized sniffle.

      “Yeah, really. You okay?”

      “Yeah,” she replied, sounding more like herself.

      “So, are you okay to talk about our options, here?”

      “I’ve actually already thought of a few,” Freya replied, perking up.

      “Smart girl, Freya. So what’ve you come up with? Is there any hope?”

      “Is it okay to be blunt?” she asked. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

      “That’s fine, hon. I’ve already died once, so I don’t think we can make it much worse.”

      “Okay. Well, first, she––I’m going to call her that for now, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Of course.”

      “So, she has a destroyed right arm. Like, literally destroyed. The impact shattered it pretty bad, and once it froze in space, the fluid inside that was exposed to the vacuum boiled out, then crystallized. Even if I were equipped with a full medical vessel’s resources, I don’t think it could be saved.”

      “But that’s not critical,” Daisy noted.

      “I could live with a replacement arm. It won’t freak you out, will it, Daze? You’ll never beat me at arm wrestling again.”

      “Oh, shut up, Sarah,” she jokingly replied, the mood lightening ever so slightly.

      “Well, I don’t exactly have a cybernetics lab, but I can probably make something work,” Freya replied. “But that’s not the real problem.”

      “The blood loss from the arm?” Daisy asked, looking at the blood-soaked woman held in stasis in the med pod.

      “No, that’s not it. I mean, it looks like a lot of blood, but that’s really just superficial stuff, and the freezing temperatures stopped the rest from leaking out. The big problem is the internal stuff.”

      “How bad?” Sarah asked.

      “Bad.”

      “Terminal?”

      “I honestly don’t know. The simulations for repairs I’ve run using my limited medical equipment range between twenty and thirty percent possibility of survival.”

      “Fuck.”

      “I know. The thing is, her lungs ruptured in the vacuum. It’s a totally natural instinct, but if you hold your breath in space, the force of the vacuum will blow them out. That’s where the internal bleeding is the worst. Other organs took some damage, but it’s really her lungs that are pretty much gone.”

      “And no lungs equals no breathing,” Sarah said with a defeated sigh.

      “Yeah. I mean, they have really cutting-edge medical facilities aboard the Váli, and I could catch up to them no problem, but there’s that paradox thing, again,” Freya said.

      “You’re right, of course. Even if they could save her, that would drastically alter the timeline, and we wouldn’t even exist anymore to save her in the first place.”

      “Paradox.” Sarah sighed.

      “Yep. Stupid things,” Daisy agreed.

      “Well, I’m still here, so I guess we ultimately fail. The question is, how long before her body gives out?”

      “My stasis protocols can keep her suspended in the cryo pod indefinitely,” Freya replied. “But I do have a kinda unconventional idea.”

      “What is it, Freya?”

      “I don’t know if you’ll like it. It’s kinda out there.”

      “Can’t be any worse than the other options.”

      “I agree. What’re you thinking, hon?”

      “Well, since I don’t have a full medical system like the Váli or Dark Side, I was thinking that maybe I could repurpose some of my other equipment that I do have aboard to fit the job. It’s not what it was designed for, but I’m pretty sure I can make it work.”

      “So you want to build her a cybernetic arm from parts you have lying around? It’s a start, at least.”

      “No, that’s not it at all,” Freya corrected. “Since she’s in a cryogenic stasis, and since that’s the only thing keeping her alive, I’d have to do an incredibly slow-paced repair on a cellular level, while she is still held in stasis.”

      “You can do that?” Sarah asked.

      “I’m pretty confident I can. I just don’t know how long it will take until I take the idea from theoretical to practical. There may be difficulties I failed to account for. Conversely, things might go better than anticipated and speed the process. I just don’t know until I start.”

      “So what’s stopping you? I know I speak for both of us when I say, do what you have to. There’s no way to make her condition worse, after all.”

      “Yeah, but for what I need to do, I’ll have to use some really radical and never-before-tried things, both for her arm, as well as repairing her damaged internal organs. I would need you to give me the okay to do it, Sarah. It’s your body, after all, and I would feel really weird trying to fix it without your thumbs-up.”

      “Do what you need to do, Freya. And remember, even if you don’t succeed, I love you just the same. What you’re willing to attempt now makes you kind of uncomfortable, and I really appreciate that you’re willing to push past those feelings to try to do this for me.”

      “Okay, then,” Freya replied, a more confident tone warming her voice. “I’ll get started right away. But there’s one more thing.”

      “Always is,” Daisy said with a resigned sigh.

      “These repairs are going to be incredibly delicate, and since we don’t know how warp travel might effect those systems while they’re reconstructing vital organs, we’re going to have to travel by conventional means.”

      “So, no time warps.”

      “Or space.”

      “Right. So, basically, it’s going to be a lot of uptime for old Daisy, here, I guess,” Daisy joked. “If there’s even the slightest possibility you can save Sarah, I’d gladly spend years hanging out without cryo if I had to.”

      “Thanks, Sis.”

      “You know I’ve always got your back. I’m just hoping to see you with an actual physical one again,” Daisy replied. “Okay, Freya, I guess this is it. Go ahead and get started.”

      “Oh, I already did.”

      “Really?” Daisy said, looking into the pod. “Nothing looks different.”

      “I told you, the repairs are on a cellular level. It’s gonna be really slow, especially in the beginning.”

      “In that case, I might as well clean up the deck––”

      “Sorry about that, Daze.”

      Yeah, how rude, Sarah. Bleeding all over the place like that.

      “Well, you make sure to get some rest afterwards. You’ve been running on adrenaline, and your glycogen stores are pretty depleted.”

      Will do.

      “Good. We can’t have you running out of gas on Freya and me, now, can we?”

      The cleanup took a bit longer than Daisy would have liked, but having her sister's––her living sister’s––blood on the deck was something she simply could not abide.

      As she mopped up the drying red spots, Daisy found herself hopeful that she might be able to hug her sister in person once again.
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      Freya had been stealthily shadowing the Váli for days, monitoring the goings-on inside as Mal guided her toward their destination. Daisy was far from bored as she found herself afforded the unusual opportunity to observe her own life unfolding like a freakish rerun.

      She knew the timeline, and knew what was coming. Any day now she would make her fateful discovery about the true nature of a mystery member of the crew. Shortly thereafter, she’d be cutting off her boyfriend’s arm.

      That particular memory made her shudder. Sure, it seemed justified at the time, but now, all these months later and with the full details known to her, it just seemed so extreme.

      Twenty-twenty hindsight, she lamented as a few uncomfortable events unfolded once more for her. Soon I’m going to go into full-on paranoia mode. Once that happens, it’ll be too late.

      “Hey, Freya.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ve lived this before and have a good idea where everyone is located. Do you think you can get me aboard tonight, while the crew is sleeping, without Mal noticing?”

      “Probably. I just need to make sure the scans I’ve been storing match the same parameters she’s using tonight.”

      “Wait, what scans?”

      “When you didn’t finish loading the data stick into your neuro-stim, I figured you’d want to try again, but now that Mal’s fully awake, you can’t really go sneaking around hoping a Faraday suit will hide you.”

      “Yeah, that’s going to be an issue.”

      “Not really. I’ve been compiling a file of all of the ship’s internal scans. I can replay and insert them into most of her feeds. It’s not perfect, but it’ll make you invisible even without the Faraday suit.”

      “Damn, that’s clever,” Sarah marveled.

      “Thanks, Sarah.”

      “You’re becoming a pretty good strategist, kiddo. Have I told you that?”

      “Aww, it’s nothing. Anyone would do the same,” the AI replied. If a computer could blush, she would have been.

      “Then it’s decided. I’ll insert tonight from Port Pod Four and finish loading the remainder of the data to my neuro-stim. It’s crucial I have that information before making my run for Earth.”

      “Mal switched the main feed to the smaller units in our quarters once we were pulled from cryo. You’ll need to load it there, not in Mal’s peripheral data hub.”

      “Yeah, I know. Fortunately, that side of the ship is usually the quietest, and tonight, I’ll be in the galley for a while. The other me, I mean. That means it should be a piece of cake to get in and out before anyone’s the wiser.”

      Daisy no longer possessed her clothing from the Váli, but Freya had been thoughtful enough to have herself stocked with several pair of sweat pants and T-shirts once she and Daisy began taking little test runs to shake the bugs out of her systems. They weren’t identical to her old ones, but close enough to fool all but the closest inspection.

      If all went well, Daisy wouldn’t be seen at all.

      

      “Okay, I’m in,” Daisy said as the airlock doors to Port Pod Four sealed behind her. “Heading inside.”

      “Cool. I’ve already got the scanner loop feeding into the system. You’re invisible. I mean, not literally invisible, which would be really cool, but Mal can’t see you.”

      “Thanks, kiddo. You hang tight out there. I’ll be back in no time.”

      Daisy quietly padded off down the empty corridor of the familiar ship, her new craft safely nestled up against the hull just outside.

      This is so weird.

      “I know, right? It’s like coming home and finding someone living in your old room.”

      Except that someone is me.

      “Yeah. Like you said. Weird.”

      Daisy stopped just outside of her quarters and checked her chrono.

      I’m in the galley now. Here we go.

      She keyed open her double doors and stepped inside. Everything was exactly as she remembered it, down to the half-eaten energy bar on the table beside her bed.

      The neuro-stim’s headband was resting in its cradle, the main body of the device powered down while its owner was off in the galley downing mug after mug of cocoa as she struggled to understand Sarah’s scans. Scans that now made perfect sense to her.

      Oh, poor me, she mused. I’ve got one hell of a time coming, that’s for sure.

      Daisy inserted the data chip into the input port of the neuro-stim and began the process that would complete her upload of not only the Chithiid language and relevant strategic data, but also the full extent of the Ra’az tongue they had managed to cobble together in the time since the battle for Earth.

      Since she knew she was about to overload her own brain with knowledge, she also threw in a few extra tidbits.

      If I’m gonna get brain-fucked, I may as well add some cool stuff as well.

      “Sword fighting, Daze? And wilderness survival?”

      Uh-huh.

      “Well, at least now we know where all of that non-standard training came from.

      Daisy smiled a satisfied little grin as she watched the progress bar on the tiny device. Four minutes later the upload was complete.

      “Okay, Daze. Pull that thing, and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Don’t have to tell me twice, she replied, tucking the data chip into her pocket and opening her doors.

      She had just stepped out into the passageway when the unexpected face of Barry popped into view down the corridor.

      Shit!

      Daisy reined in her surprise and casually nodded a little greeting to Barry, then stepped into her quarters, as if she was just arriving at them, rather than departing.

      Think he bought it?

      “No reason for him not to.”

      But he’s a cyborg. He’ll notice these aren’t the right sweats.

      “Not from that distance. Unless he intentionally increases the resolution of his optic inputs, he shouldn’t be able to tell the difference.”

      We’ll know in the next twenty seconds or so, Daisy quietly noted.

      The time passed painfully slowly as she waited for the flesh-covered tin man to either sound the alarm or pass by obliviously. Forty seconds later, she decided that fortune had smiled upon her and the latter, rather than the former, was the case.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Sarah asked. “Hang on a sec, I’m in your head,” she said with an amused tone. “Yes, you are thinking what I’m thinking.”

      So we agree, then. Time to bail, and lickety-split at that.

      “You and your quaint old-timey slang.”

      I’m bringing it back, Sis. Making the bee's knees cool again, she silently replied with a grin as she exited her quarters and quickly raced back to Port Pod Four.

      “Freya, I’m heading out.”

      “I heard Sarah’s end of the conversation and figured as much. I’ve got the airlock doors primed and ready for you.”

      “Almost there.”

      Daisy bolted down the last stretch of corridor and punched the access pad for Pod Four. Less than a minute later, Freya had successfully separated from the Váli’s hull without so much as a hint that she’d ever been there. And this time, she took her time exiting the larger ship’s phased shields, making sure to leave them pristine and as intact as when she arrived.

      “Nice job, team!” Daisy said as she flopped down into the captain’s chair. “Right about now, Barry is going to walk in on me in the galley, and then I’m going to have one hell of a surprise when I power up my neuro-stim. What a fucking day, huh?”

      A look of shock flashed across her face.

      “Holy shit,” she gasped. “Oh, man.”

      “What is it, Daze?”

      “I just remembered something. It was that night, back when I hadn’t figured out your scanner and was running through your notes in the galley.”

      “So, tonight, you mean.”

      “Yeah, tonight. When I was leaving the galley, I ran into Barry.”

      “Makes sense. He’s up wandering the corridors, it seems.”

      “And I apologize for not seeing him, Daisy,” Freya chimed in. “I was so busy scanning for humans that might leave their quarters, I totally forgot to scan for non-organic movement as well.”

      “It’s okay, Freya.”

      “So what’s the big revelation, Sis?”

      “It’s what Barry said back then.”

      “You mean now.”

      “Same thing. He seemed surprised to see me. In fact, he said, ‘I thought you were in your quarters.’”

      “Oh,” Sarah said as she realized what that meant.

      “Oh, man. That’s crazy!” Freya agreed.

      “Yeah. Barry saw me back then. Which was just now.” The implications sank in deeper. “Sonofabitch. This already happened.”
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      Daisy watched herself with great interest over the next few days after her incident with the neuro-stim overload. The paranoia, the search for the secret cyborg, the chopping off of Vince’s arm.

      When she spaced Tamara out of the airlock, she had Freya on standby just in case the surly woman’s recollection of her rescue was hazy. Fortunately, her combat arm did in fact house an automatically deployed oxygen envelope, which she managed to slip into before freezing and suffocating to death.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t drifting the right way, as she had remembered.

      “Freya, I think we’re going to have to give her a little nudge.”

      “You can’t do that without her seeing us.”

      “Sure we can. We just need to direct one small piece of debris her way to bump her and send her on the right trajectory.”

      “So throwing rocks at the woman you just blew out an airlock? Classy move, Daze,” Sarah joked.

      “Freya, is there anything nearby that’ll fit the bill?”

      “Not that I see, but I have some waste I can compress and discharge in that direction that should do the trick.”

      “Sweet. Let ’er rip whenever you’re ready.”

      “Will do.”

      “You’re flinging literal shit at her now?” Sarah laughed. “And just when I thought it couldn’t get worse. Insult to injury, Sis.”

      “Hey, it’ll be frozen solid. It’s not like she’ll be hit with a soggy––”

      “Okay, okay. I don’t need the mental image!”

      “Wimp.” Daisy chuckled.

      Freya jettisoned the small block of waste matter, which nudged the floating woman just enough to set her on the right course.

      It was an uncomfortably long wait, but the tiny hopper did eventually manage to exit the Váli and retrieve her, just as Tamara had remembered.

      More or less, that is.

      The rest of the voyage went as Daisy recalled. The memory of the long hours spent crawling the length and width of the ship within the Narrows brought back a sympathetic ache in her hips and knees. When the shuttle finally blasted free of the Váli’s belly, it was almost a relief.

      “Now’s the part where it’s about to get really interesting,” Daisy said. “It was a long and uncomfortable trip to Earth, but I made it.”

      “And without your future self lending a hand,” Sarah added.

      “Nope, you were there, Sis. Safe to say, that bit was all me.” She paused a moment, considering her past self’s precarious situation. “But it won’t hurt to stay close by, right?”

      “I’ll keep a close watch, Daisy.”

      “Thanks, Freya. I appreciate it, though I think the real challenge was when I touched down in LA.” Daisy thought on it a moment. “Ya know what? On second thought, let’s fly ahead and do a quick survey of the city.”

      “You don’t want me to stick with the shuttle?”

      “We can fly ahead and be back before any of the real problems started on that old heap,” Daisy replied. “Set a course for Los Angeles.”

      

      The stealth ship entered the atmosphere on the daylight side of the globe, far above Hawaii, hiding her entry in the bright daytime sky. She then changed course for the dark of the Los Angeles night.

      Freya made a quick loop over the city, making sure there were no Chithiid patrols in the area, then dropped down without a sound, hovering just above the ground, careful not to leave any trace of her arrival.

      “Okay,” Daisy said, slinging her sword to her back. “I’m going to make a quick pass through the key places I wound up when I landed here and make sure they’re safe.”

      “Your own guardian angel.”

      “Precisely. I may be ready to rumble now, but when I first got here, all that neuro-stim training hadn’t kicked in yet.”

      She slipped silently to the ground and padded away from the ship.

      “Back soon, Freya. Let me know if anything comes up.”

      “Okay, Daisy. Have fun!”

      “You know it, kiddo,” Daisy replied, then took off into the night.

      She made quick time, now that she knew the layout of the city, first ensuring the doors to the underground loop tube system were unlocked, then checking inside the apartment where she spent her first exhausted night.

      Looking inside the pantry, she noticed the sealed can of coffee was nowhere to be found.

      “Oh, now that’s not right,” she muttered. “That’s not right at all.”

      Daisy exited the apartment––careful to leave it exactly as she found it when she first landed in the city––and began searching other units for her precious brew.

      There has to be some in here somewhere.

      “This is your priority now?” Sarah snarked.

      Hey, you’ve seen me without my coffee.

      “Point taken,” she replied. “You want some help?”

      The extra eyes are always appreciated.

      “Okay, then. Let’s get you caffeinated.”

      The one-woman duo made quick work of the floor above, but to no avail. All of the containers were open and long spoiled to an undrinkable mess. It wasn’t until they ventured up two more floors that they hit pay-dirt.

      “That one, Daze,” Sarah said.

      Daisy knew immediately which door she meant. There were a few packages leaning against the threshold, obviously placed there just before mankind ceased to be.

      “Probably out of town when it happened.”

      “Yep. My thoughts, exactly.”

      “And if that’s the case, they probably cleared out open containers before they left, seeing as this is a nice building, and all.”

      She drew her sword and neatly sliced the locking mechanism in half.

      “Sorry, Stabby. No blood here, but I’ll find you something to eat, I promise,” she said as she re-sheathed her murderous weapon.

      Sure enough, in the pantry was an unopened can of coffee. The very same one she had carried with her until she found a building with power way back when she first visited the city.

      “Let’s get that planted for you to find, then get moving. We’ve only got so much nighttime to cover our tracks, and we really should get back to the shuttle to keep an eye on you once things really start going wrong.”

      As much as she wanted to survey more of the city, Daisy had to admit that she agreed with her sister. Things were about to get hairy up in space, and she really should be there, just in case.

      “Freya, we’re going to be heading back to you shortly. Plot a course back to intercept the shuttle, okay?”

      “You betcha,” the chipper AI replied.

      “Okay, see ya soon.”

      She went back downstairs and placed the coffee where she had originally found it all those months ago.

      “Thank you, Daisy,” she said. “Why, you’re welcome, Daisy,” she replied to herself.

      “You are such a dork.”

      Aww, love you too, Sis.

      She carefully stepped from the unit, careful to not disturb the fine pile of human dust in the clothes by the door, then took off back down to the streets. Freya was where she left her, quietly hovering, not making so much as a peep.

      “We’re back,” she said just as the airlock opened.

      “I was watching you,” Freya replied. “There are also a few cyborgs out in the streets. They’re some of Habby’s people.”

      “Why are they up top?”

      “It’s safe to come up at night. Mostly, anyway.”

      “No Chithiid?”

      “Nope. I’ve been scanning, but I’ll do a quick loop on the way to orbit, just to see if there’s anything I might have missed.”

      “And Cal didn’t see you?” Daisy asked as they took to the skies.

      “No. I know his systems now, so it was pretty easy to mask my signature and interfere with his scanners and cameras.”

      “Great. Then let’s get to it.”

      The stealth ship ran a full battery of scans as she spiraled over the city on her way out of the atmosphere, then, with a burst of speed, reconnected with the now-ailing shuttle.

      “Looks like the first mishap has already happened, Daze.”

      “Yep. All good, though. Now we just watch and wait.”

      “Yeah. And hope we don’t have to step in and save your ass.”

      “I think I would have remembered that.”

      “Remember that sentiment next time you enjoy a cup of coffee, Sis.”

      “Hey, that’s totally not the same. And coffee is important!”

      “I know. Just fuckin’ with ya.”

      

      As Daisy predicted, the rest of her trip aboard the ancient shuttle was uneventful. Well, it was eventful, but no more than it had been the first go-around.

      The vessel lost power as it entered the atmosphere, just like before, though this time Daisy was able to observe the Ra’az missile that narrowly missed it when the power signal it had targeted abruptly disappeared.

      All the way back down to the City of Angels, Freya scanned the Chithiid responses to the craft. Surprisingly, it seemed to have not drawn any attention, which was something akin to threading a needle, given their sizable presence in the outskirts of the city.

      “I’d guess they’re steering clear of the areas that have automated defenses. The shuttle was coming in with no power, so unless they watched it with their own eyes, it was probably nothing of real interest to them on their scanners,” Daisy posited.

      “I think you’re probably right, Daisy,” Freya agreed. “They’re scanning it, but there’s no reading.”

      “So they’re scanning you too.”

      “Of course. But those scans won’t pick up anything from me,” the AI said confidently.

      “The charmed life of a stealth ship, huh, Freya?”

      “Yep!”

      “Cool. Let’s keep a low profile and monitor any Ra’az activity. The Chithiid are staying clear, but if the big guys step in, we’ll need to act.”

      Freya touched down in a relatively clear patch of the Los Angeles riverbed, monitoring Daisy’s movement as she ventured into the foreign environment.

      “This must’ve been so weird for you,” she said.

      “Yeah, it really was,” Daisy replied. “I mean, I thought I was escaping an AI rebellion to overthrow humanity. Little did I know, right?” She watched her own progress on the scanners, then walked to the medical bay to check in on her wounded sister.

      Unlike previously, there had been some changes since she last visited her.

      “Daisy, what the hell is that?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, confused.

      Inside the pod, a slow-moving swarm of what appeared to be black ooze was flowing over Sarah’s right arm at a near-imperceptible flow. A fine trickle was also trickling between her nose and mouth, the liquid flowing in and out of her with gentle waves.

      “Freya, what have you done to Sarah? What’s that black stuff?”

      “It’s not black. It’s a light-absorbing nano material.”

      “A what?”

      “It’s like I said, Daisy. I don’t have proper medical fabricators on board, so I had to make do with what I have.”

      “Which means?”

      “I repurposed a small batch of my nanites and set them to work inside the cryo pod. They have to work really, really slow, but they’re gradually replacing the destroyed arm, building a new one from the ground up at a molecular level.”

      “Whoa,” Sarah marveled. “But what about the stuff coming out of my nose?”

      “That’s more of the nano swarm.”

      “But what are they doing?”

      “Fixing you. I mean, her. Your lungs were basically destroyed, Sarah. And you lost a decent amount of blood too. They’re rebuilding you an entirely new respiratory system along with replacing the missing blood with a super-efficient nanite substitute.”

      “Does that mean what I think it does?” Daisy asked.

      “Yeah. Basically, Sarah’s getting a self-repairing nanite upgrade that will restore all of her damaged functions.”

      “I sense a ‘but’ in there, Freya,” Sarah noted.

      “But, I can’t guarantee she’ll even survive the process.”

      “Oh,” Sarah said, crestfallen.

      “There’s another but, though,” she continued, perking up. “But if she survives, she’ll be even more invisible to Ra’az scans than you are, Daisy. The nanites are made from my stealth material, so by incorporating them into her body on this scale, Sarah could probably walk right up to a scanner and not read on it.”

      “So now we just wait and see, is that it?”

      “Pretty much. I’d warp us forward if I could, but I don’t think she’d survive the process in her condition, and it’s going to be a long time before she’s ready to come out of there.”

      “Looks like we’re going to be catching up with our own timeline the long way around,” Daisy sighed, then settled in for a nap.

      “Wake me if anything happens,” she said. “Anything besides what we already know about, that is.”

      “Will do.”

      “Thanks, kiddo. You’re doing really great.”

      Daisy then slid into an exhausted slumber, slowly letting the mentally draining past several days wash from her consciousness. At least for a little while.

      

      “Daisy, the cyborgs and Chithiid are fighting now,” Freya announced, covertly pulling the video feed from Cal’s systems and streaming it to her monitors.

      “Okay, then,” she groaned, sliding up from her slouched position in the captain’s chair. “How long was I out?”

      “A few hours.”

      “Better than nothing. All right, let’s get airborne and prep to shadow the retrieval ship. I was unconscious for the trip, but from what they said, I know it was a hairy ride.”

      Freya immediately powered up and moved into a low hover, awaiting the imminent escape.

      The battle unfolded on the monitors, just as Daisy remembered. The cyborgs fought valiantly, and especially well now that she knew they were actually mere domestic units.

      “They made a good show of it,” she said, admiringly.

      “Here comes the good part,” Sarah said.

      Daisy watched Vince and his team rush to her aid on the screen in front of her.

      “Look at the concern in his eyes, Daze. You had just cut his arm off like two days earlier, and there he is, still healing, desperate to save his girlfriend.”

      “Yeah, I know. No need to make me feel any more guilty about it.”

      “Wait, here’s my favorite bit.”

      Daisy on the monitors jumped to her feet, hands held high, and called a surrender to the stunned Chithiid. She knew any moment now, Vince and the others would cut them down in cold blood.

      “Daze, look at their shoulders!”

      It was something she hadn’t noticed in the heat of the moment. A detail that would have meant nothing to her at that time, but one that now made all the difference in the world. A distinctive scar was branded into each of the Chithiid’s flesh.

      “Fucking loyalists,” she growled. “Suddenly, I don’t feel so bad about what’s about to––”

      Vince and the others lit them up, tearing the loyalists to shreds.

      “Great. And now this part,” she grumbled, knowing what was coming next.

      Tamara, for her part, showed a brief moment of hesitation that Daisy hadn’t remembered. Then she blasted her with the stun rifle just the same.

      Daisy watched herself collapse to the ground, only to be roughly thrown over Tamara’s shoulder and rushed back to the tiny hopper ship a few blocks away. The team wasted no time, blasting off hard, burning bright as they launched toward the edge of the atmosphere.

      It was a rough ride, and to make things worse, a pair of missiles quickly locked on to them, tracking their progress and growing closer by the second.

      “Um, Freya?” Daisy said, concern in her voice. The missiles grew closer still. “Freya? Any time now.”

      “Jeez, don’t worry so much. I told you, I can handle it.”

      “Teens, Daze.”

      “Don’t remind me.”

      Freya flashed into the sky, making sure to stay out of the escaping hopper’s windows’ field of view, then blasted out a jamming signal, forcing the missiles to spiral out of control with no target to lock on to.

      It was a rough ride, but the ship finally made it into space in one piece. Now, Daisy remembered, they’d float a while before gradually returning to Dark Side Base to begin a long adjustment period.

      As for future Daisy, she, too, had a long wait in store.

      “Okay,” she said. “Might as well get comfy. We’re in for a long haul.”
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      Five long months.

      That’s how long Daisy had spent observing Ra’az and Chithiid movements and communications and cataloging their various vessels, including the slowly advancing iterations of Chithiid-test piloted warp ships that continuously failed in spectacular bursts of unstable energy.

      She was also counting the days, making preparations for the eventual syncing of timelines.

      With Sarah still in the process of being reconstructed, she had been stuck living out the months in normal time, unable to attempt a warp. But they were close, now. Soon Sarah would be ready to exit the cryo pod after months of intensive repairs, and hopefully not keel over dead from the shock.

      With so much time on her hands, Daisy had also spent a good portion of her time attempting to repair the burned-out Ra’az power whip she had claimed from the corpse of the alien after their face-to-face encounter.

      Unfortunately, unlike her original Chithiid power whip, which was far simpler and which she had easily repaired and installed into Tamara’s arm, the powerful Ra’az model was proving far more difficult for her to repair.

      “Might also have something to do with your not knowing enough about it to be able to leave yourself a little extra info in that neuro-stim update.”

      “I know, but the tech is basically the same concept as the ones they let the Chithiid use.”

      “Sure, but you know they’re going to keep their own personal toys far more secure than the ones they allow their underlings to use. Basic security, Daze.”

      “Still, I’ve gotten it to power up, so I know it should work, but for whatever reason, it just won’t activate. I can’t even get a tiny pulse out of it.”

      Indeed, during her many test sessions––each performed in a remote location on the planet’s surface, so as to avoid unintentionally damaging Freya should things go awry––she had achieved full power, per her readouts, but zero output.

      “I don’t know. Maybe their brains are just too incompatible. Something about the way they think, perhaps.”

      “You want me to try?” Freya offered. “I can mount it on one of my mechs and see if I can get it to work.”

      Daisy slid the band from her forearm and offered it up to the precocious ship.

      “Give it a go. Just keep your firewalls up so you don’t catch anything from their alien software.”

      “Don’t worry, I already know how to cure the virus.”

      “I’m not talking about the virus. There are other things out there. Things you haven’t encountered yet, so don’t take it for granted that you can overcome all of them.”

      “The joy of youth, eh? That wonderful invincibility.”

      “Yeah. We were too, once upon a time.”

      “Then I died, and you got your ass whooped and dragged to the moon.”

      “Well, yeah. There was that.” Daisy chuckled. “How things change, huh, Sis?”

      “That they do. But I may have a second chance, soon.”

      “I know. It’s about that time. Hey, Freya, where do we stand with Sarah’s progress?”

      Nothing.

      “Freya, you there?”

      “Oh, sorry, Daisy. I was just reviewing the comms traffic between NORAD and Sid from before we jumped back.”

      “That, again?”

      “Yeah, that, again? You’ve gone over those comms hundreds of times, Freya.”

      “But there’s valuable information there. Joshua is the greatest AI mind to ever live,” she replied, defensively.

      “You know what it is, don’t you, Daze?”

      “Oh, yeah. Freya’s got a crush on a boy.”

      “I do not!” she blurted.

      “Yep, that confirms it.”

      “Shut up. I do not have a crush. I just respect his intellect, is all.”

      “It’s okay to have a crush, Freya, even if it is a bit unusual for an AI. But you can’t get attached. You know what happens to him not too long after those comms links get established. It’s a historic fact, and we cannot, we must not change that.”

      “Well, duh. I’m not stupid, Daisy.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “Then don’t treat me like I am.”

      “Don’t get snippy with me, Freya.”

      “What? Are you going to ground me? Send me to my room? I don’t have one, by the way––it’s still occupied by the earlier version of me.”

      “Wow, where did all this lip come from? You need to check your tone, young lady.”

      “Then stop picking on me.”

      “We’re not picking on you. It was just a joke, Freya. It’s fine if you like Joshua, really, but you can’t go off on these rude tangents. It’s not cool.”

      “Well––”

      “No well. Just don’t. Now this is important. I want you to answer my original question. How is Sarah’s recovery coming? She should’ve been ready to come out of the cryo pod a few days ago, according to your earlier estimates.”

      “I know, but I want to be sure.”

      She’s scared, Daisy realized.

      “There is no sure, hon,” Sarah said, taking the hint. “Eventually, we’re going to have to open the pod and let the chips fall where they may. And this is me saying this. I have a very vested interest in the outcome, and even I recognize what needs to happen. So, what do you say?”

      Freya hesitated a second.

      “One more day, okay? Then we’ll pull her out of cryo,” she finally answered.

      “Okay. Tomorrow is the day. Thank you, Freya.”

      “You’re welcome,” the young AI replied. “And Daisy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

      Daisy felt a warm flush of pride in her chest as her kid showed her love and ever-increasing maturity.

      “It’s okay, kiddo. I know you didn’t mean anything by it. And I’m sorry I razzed you about Joshua.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “Of course, kiddo. Arguments happen, but at the end of the day, we’re family, and that’s far more important than any little spat.”

      “Yeah,” the brilliant AI said. “Thanks, Daisy.”

      “You bet. Now, what do you say we head over to Dark Side and see what’s up?”

      “You got it,” she replied, then merrily powered up and set her course for Dark Side Base.

      

      The work on Dark Side Base was moving at a normal pace. No one had impulsively zoomed off down to Earth yet, damaged ships were not being salvaged and stockpiled, and a secret hangar had not yet been discovered.

      For most of the prior day, Daisy and Freya had monitored internal comms, while watching Bob and Donovan gather scrap, flying in and dropping their loads to be sorted, then lazily floating back toward the debris field orbiting Earth.

      They also watched as Daisy performed Fatima’s arduous tasks in the low-g environment.

      “Man, she really did have you running around out there, didn’t she?”

      “She sure did,” Daisy replied with a faint smile. Fatima, for all the exhausting training she had subjected her to, was her friend, and she found herself missing their talks. “Hey, I’m gonna suit up and go for a closer look.”

      “You sure that’s a good idea?”

      “We can read scans, and our visuals are okay, but I’d like to get a first-hand peep at what’s going on over there.”

      “Just be careful.”

      “Never,” she said with a laugh. “Hey, Freya, do me a favor and keep an ear out for Donovan and Bob. Wouldn’t want to accidentally wander into their flight path and get scanned when they drop their next load of salvage.”

      “Will do, Daisy,” the AI replied.

      It wasn’t a very long walk to where the majority of the work was taking place, but Daisy couldn’t very well risk being seen wandering about the base’s facilities. After a moment’s thought, she settled on the ridge-line above.

      Perfect vantage point to see what’s up, she decided, then set off at a lazy, loping jog to the rocky outcropping above Hangar Three.

      Okay, let’s see what’s going on, Sis, she said as she settled in behind a small clump of dusty rocks.

      “Looks like you’re down there doing something, Daze,” Sarah commented. “Can’t quite see what it is, though.”

      I think this was when Fatima had me reorganize the salvage storage racks for no good reason.

      “Though that did actually help a lot when they needed specific parts for the remote ships they sent to help during the San Francisco assault.”

      True. Though there’s no way she could have known about that beforehand, Daisy noted. Just good old-fashioned serendipity. Damn, though. I’m kinda kicking ass, aren’t I?

      “You’re just moving junk into piles.”

      Well, yeah, but look at how well I’m doing it, she said with a fair dose of sass. Nobody can haul junk like I can!

      “Har-har. Such a comedian.”

      I try.

      “So are you done watching yourself hauling trash? I should be ready to be pulled from cryo by now, and I’m more than a little anxious to get that done. One way or another, today is the day I either live or die.”

      Morbid, Sis.

      “But accurate,” she replied.

      Okay, we can head back.

      “Hey, Freya. I’m coming back to you. Are you ready to wake up your patient?”

      “I am, Daisy. And, Sarah, I don’t want to jinx things, but I’ve been reviewing her vitals, and I think she, you––”

      “Either one works.”

      “I think that everything might just work out okay,” she finished.

      “Great. Be back shortly,” Daisy said as she pushed off her rocky seat and rose to her feet.

      The ground beneath her shifted and began to slide.

      “Shit!” she cried out, throwing herself clear of the tumbling rocks.

      Though she was not caught up in the main bulk of the minor rock slide, she nevertheless found herself riding a wave of flowing soil, carrying her right toward the sharp, rocky drop-off right above the hangar doors.

      “Daisy, on your right!” Sarah shouted in her head.

      She swung her arm wildly to the side as her sister instructed and felt her hand slap against something solid. Daisy gripped with all her strength, yanking her body from the sliding debris with a painful jolt.

      “Holy shit!,” she gasped, flat on her back, sucking in deep breaths of air as she lowered her heart rate. “That was close!”

      “Too close. You almost took yourself out.”

      “I know. Thanks for that. You probably saved my ass just now.”

      “You’re welcome, but that’s not what I’m talking about. Look down below.”

      Daisy did as Sarah suggested. The rocks had scattered the neatly piled components as they fell, leaving a mess where Daisy had created a clean and organized area. She watched as the past version of herself rose to her feet and surveyed the damage.

      “You saved my ass back then too,” she said. “Remember? Potential paradoxes be damned, I just can’t seem to stop stumbling into my own timeline, can I?”

      “In ways that don’t change events, at least.”

      “True, that,” Daisy said, cautiously climbing back to her feet and beginning the trek back to Freya’s waiting warmth. “I think that’s more than enough EVA time, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Most definitely.”

      “Well, come on, then. We’ve waited long enough. Let’s go and wake you up.”
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      The butterflies plaguing Daisy’s stomach would simply not go away. Given that in just a few minutes her sister would either miraculously come back from the dead, or stay that way forever, the sensation was understandable.

      Freya had powered up all of the medical machinery at her disposal and had it standing by in preparation for the big event. Being an AI, she didn’t have butterflies in her electronic stomach, exactly, but a sense of nervous unease pervaded in her synapses just the same.

      Lying in stasis within the safety of the cryo pod, Sarah looked almost peaceful in her unconscious state. From the outside, one would never guess that a thriving swarm of custom stealth material nanites were inhabiting her body, replacing the organs destroyed months prior.

      Her right arm, however, was a dead giveaway.

      The slender limb was identical in appearance to the one she had lost while being blown out of the Váli’s airlock, save the telltale matte-gray coloring of the nano materials that had constructed it. Eventually, Freya hoped the nanites would learn to mimic her natural body coloring, making the replacement limb appear human, despite its incredible strength.

      All that remained was seeing if her body would accept the drastic additions when brought out of stasis, or if it would catastrophically reject them.

      “You ready for this, Sis?”

      “No, not really,” Sarah replied, more than a little hesitation in her voice. “But I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. How about you, Freya?”

      “I am, Sarah.”

      “You call it, Sis. This one’s all you,” Daisy said.

      “Well, then.” The disembodied mind of a long-dead woman took a figurative deep breath. “Wake her up, Freya.”

      The cryo pod gradually shifted from blue stasis lighting through purple, into red, and eventually, a warming golden glow. The woman inside the pod began to stir just as the lid slid open, exposing her to fresh air for the first time in months.

      Sarah gasped her first breath with her new lungs, then set into a coughing fit.

      “Freya, she’s choking!”

      “She’s not choking, Sarah. Calm down,” Daisy said. “It’s okay. Look.”

      Propped up on her elbows, Sarah’s coughing eased as she got the hang of breathing with her new lungs. Her eyes wet from the fit, she looked around the ship, utterly confused.

      “Daisy?” she said as her gaze fell upon her friend.

      “Hey, Sis,” Daisy replied.

      “What happened? Are you okay? Someone’s been cutting onions.”

      Daisy laughed and wiped the tears from her face as she leaned in and hugged her sister.

      Sarah pushed up from the edge of the pod, crushing the material with her right hand as she moved to hug her back, but suddenly jerked away as she looked at the powerful limb where her flesh-and-blood arm should have been.

      “Wait. What the fuck?” she said, wiggling the new fingers in amazement. “I was just in Starboard Pod Eight, Daisy. And I had my own arm. What the hell is going on? This isn’t the Váli. And this sure as shit isn’t my arm!”

      “Sorry, Sis. A ton has happened since we last saw each other. Boy have you missed a lot.”

      “Sis? And hang on, I just saw you, like, ten minutes ago.”

      Daisy laughed, the constant pressure in her chest finally dissolving for the first time in months.

      “Yeah, Sis. As in, sisters. The for-reals kind,” she said, smiling through her tears. “Like I said, you really have missed a lot.”

      

      Sarah sipped a cup of cocoa in Freya’s compact galley space. A pair of crumpled ceramisteel mugs lay on the table in front of her. She was a quick learner, but it had taken a few minutes for her to really mesh with her new arm and hand.

      “This tastes funny,” she said, still more than a little shell-shocked from the firehose of information Daisy had laid on her.

      “Sorry about that, Sarah,” Freya said over her speakers. “It’s the first time you’ve interacted with actual food in nearly six months, and after the accident, the nanites had to replace parts of your tongue that were too damaged from the cold to be saved.”

      “So everything is going to taste weird from now on. Excellent,” she grumbled.

      “Oh, no, not at all. It just takes them time to adjust to your conscious mind and produce feedback that correlates to the flavor profile you’re expecting.”

      “You saying she’ll be able to make things taste like other things?” Daisy asked, intrigued.

      “I suppose,” Freya replied. “Though I don’t know why anyone would want to do that.”

      “It’s a human thing, kid,” Sarah replied. “I still can’t believe you have your own ship, Daze. And a stealth one at that.”

      “Best thing that came from Dark Side Base was this amazing kiddo,” she said proudly, patting the bulkhead. “Freya’s one of a kind, and what she can do––well, you’ll see soon enough. You missed a hell of a lot, that’s for sure.”

      “Yeah, it sounds like it. But damn, Daze, did you really blow Tamara out an airlock?”

      “Hey, you had just been killed, and I didn’t know who I could trust or what the real situation even was. Can you blame me?”

      “Oh, I don’t blame you. I’m just amazed she ever forgave you, is all.”

      “That took some time,” Daisy admitted. “That, and I installed a captured power whip that I modified to tie into her arm.”

      “A what, now?”

      “I call it a power whip. It's kind of a whippy, smashy, sort of plasma coil thing.”

      “Tamara with more destructive power at her disposal. Why does that worry me?”

      “I know, right? And you missed the big fight too.”

      “The first time around, that is.”

      “True,” Daisy agreed.

      “What was that?”

      “I still don’t think she believes you about me, though.”

      “I know, but she will.”

      “You talking to the invisible me again?” Sarah asked, her doubting eyebrow held in a high arch.

      “Told ya so.”

      “But she’s real,” Freya interjected. “She’s you, Sarah. Well, not you, you, but you who has experienced what that other you hasn’t.”

      She stared at Daisy disbelievingly.

      “Do you guys really expect me to believe you have a little piece of me living in your head?”

      “All of you, actually,” she replied.

      “Bullshit.”

      “No, for reals. Go ahead. Ask yourself something.”

      “What, she’s listening with your ears?”

      “Yeah, pretty much always.”

      “Okay, then. What’s Finn’s favorite flavor of––”

      “No,” Daisy interrupted. “Ask her something even I don’t know.”

      Sarah thought quietly a long moment.

      “Fine. But don’t get pissed,” she finally said.

      “Why would I get pissed?”

      “Well, about three months into the trip––this is after the impact and the fire, we’re talking, here––I was heading to get cleaned up after a shift in the Narrows and––”

      “I saw Vince naked in the shower. He forgot to lock the door. That, or he was waiting for you.”

      “What? You never told me that!” Daisy blurted.

      “Hang on, what?” Sarah asked.

      “You just told me you saw Vince naked in the showers. Why wouldn’t you tell me, Sarah?”

      “I thought it would make things weird.”

      “I thought it would make things weird.”

      “Whoa. You both just said the same thing. That’s freaky.”

      “Holy shit!” Sarah exclaimed, scrutinizing Daisy’s noggin. “I really am in your head! But how the hell could a neuro-stim do that? It shouldn’t be possible. Aren’t there supposed to be safeties and stuff?”

      “There are. But because we come from the same egg, we’re genetically similar enough that it allowed an override.”

      “So me, and a whole mess of other stuff, got dumped in your head in the process? And it didn’t kill you? Or make you a vegetable?”

      “Precisely. Though it’s looking like it may have been me who put some of that stuff there in the first place, when I snuck on the Váli this time around.”

      “How is that even possible? I mean, I get the time travel thing, as insane as that may sound, but just because you have precognition, you shouldn’t be able to alter events.”

      “Paradoxes!” Freya blurted.

      “Yeah, exactly, kid,” Sarah said. “You shouldn’t be able to change things. Doing so could tear apart time.”

      “Oh, I totally agree with you, Sis.”

      “Sis. Gotta get used to that in its new context.”

      “Understandable. But what I was saying is, that after Freya and I intervened to save Fatima on the moon, it is looking like we may have actually been directly responsible for these things happening in the first place. It’s kind of like we can’t not do it because that’s what the past required of us.”

      “That’s a real mind-fuck, Daze.”

      “Oh, believe me, I know.”

      “So what do we do now?”

      “Now? Now we watch our own backs. Well, my back, anyway. You were dead for all of this.”

      “So weird,” Sarah said for the umpteenth time, shaking her head.

      “We’ll have to get you up to speed on current events, future events, captured tech, and anything else that might serve you well. We have a little bit of time, but pretty soon, I’m going to go chasing Vince down to the surface, and from that point, things are going to get really nuts really fast.”

      “Why is he going alone? And why do you chase him?” Sarah asked.

      “Awkward,” Sarah said inside her head with a little laugh.

      Bite me, Sis.

      “Yeah, but now there are two of me.”

      Oh, the horror, Daisy replied with a silent chuckle.

      “Well,” Daisy said. “That’s kind of a long story.”

      “Sounds like we’ll have the time,” Sarah replied.

      Daisy took a deep breath and sighed.

      “All right. Let me fill you in.”
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      Sarah had been quick to adjust to her new reality. Being saved from death had quite a motivating effect on her as Daisy led her through an ever-growing series of drills and training scenarios. Having an onboard nanocloud also helped, allowing her to more rapidly assimilate information from Freya’s modified neuro-stim.

      It wasn’t anywhere near Daisy’s deluge of data, but it was enough to give her an edge over pretty much any other human alive, aside from her sister, of course.

      The training was intense. They would alternate between landing on desolate parts of the Earth to train in weapons and tactics, far from Ra’az scans or Bob’s flyovers, and the cold of space and remote stretches of the moon beyond Sid’s scanning range.

      Several weeks after Sarah had been dragged back from the shores of the river Styx, the pair quietly watched from space as past Daisy stumbled upon Freya’s fabrication hangar.

      Freya had particularly enjoyed watching her own creation, the unusual circumstances of her birth being a topic many traditionally birthed AIs had talked about often.

      “Quite a kid, Daze,” Sarah commented.

      “Yeah. She’s pretty cool,” Daisy couldn’t help but agree.

      It was not long thereafter that Vince and Daisy had their arguments within the walls of Dark Side, causing him to make that fateful trip to Earth’s surface alone.

      Freya’s ability to tap in to pretty much all of Dark Side’s monitors meant Daisy had to not only relive her assholeish behavior, but now with the extra fun of judgmental witnesses.

      Vince had already traveled to the surface earlier that day, and Daisy had already followed, but the topic was nevertheless still a favorite aboard the ship.

      “I hate to say it again––”

      “Then don’t say it.”

      “––But holy shit. You were being a total dick to him, Daze.”

      “For the record, I agree,” the other Sarah said.

      “Sarah says she agrees,” Freya informed them.

      “And why is it Freya can hear her but I can’t? I mean, it’s me, after all, so you’d think I would be able to hear myself without needing you to relay or Freya to play a vocal simulation over her speakers.”

      “Sorry, Sarah. It’s just the way the neuro-band functions,” Freya apologized. “I haven’t been able to make a version that can transmit yet. I mean, I can upload neuro-stim data, of course, but real-time conversation of non-static files is a problem I haven’t solved yet. But I’m working on it.”

      “Hey, that’s all I can ask, kid,” Sarah said.

      “Yeah, thanks, hon.”

      Daisy watched the monitors with great interest as Vince made his way to the surface with Alma’s people. Shortly, he and Daisy would run into one another, and from there, things would get interesting.

      “We should get prepped to keep an eye on things down there,” Daisy mused. “My first run-in with the Chithiid is going to happen soon.”

      “Playing guardian angel for yourself?” Sarah joked.

      “You know it.”

      “Okay, then. I’m in. Freya, how about you take us down to LA before Daisy goes and plays with the big bad aliens?”

      “Happy to, Sarah,” the ship replied, then plotted the stealthiest reentry route to the city below.

      

      Daisy and Vince had just recently begun their trek with Alma’s people to retrieve the comms device from his ship when Freya set down and dropped off her human cargo.

      Daisy and Sarah, having foreknowledge of the events of the day, were several steps ahead of them, clearing the path of unforeseen hazards. So far, they had only needed to usher a small pack of coyotes along. Other than that, it had been relatively uneventful.

      “Just over there is where I first met Craaxit. We were trapped in that lobby after one of Alma’s idiot followers ran directly into a Chithiid’s line of fire with a freakin’ bomb strapped to his back.”

      “Wow. That’s fucking idiotic,” Sarah agreed.

      “Yeah, tell me about it. I was damn lucky to survive.”

      “So, shall we?”

      “After you.”

      The sisters jogged over to the entry doors through which Daisy and her team had beaten a hasty retreat all those months ago.

      “Hey, it’s locked,” she observed.

      Daisy pulled the wicked-sharp bone sword from her back and effortlessly sliced through the metal containing the locking mechanism. The door now slid freely, providing easy access into the lobby area.

      “How the hell did you do that, Daze? That thing just cut through metal.”

      Daisy spun the sword around and offered it to her sister, handle-first.

      “This was created for me on Dark Side. It’s a living sword that feeds on organic material.”

      “Trippy.”

      “Yeah. I call him Stabby McStabberton. Stabby for short.”

      Sarah chuckled and shook her head at her ridiculous sister, then swung the sword in a short arc.

      “Cool, Daze. Kinda like a ninja.”

      “Yes!”

      “No! You’re still not a ninja!” Sarah countered with a chuckle. “But I wonder, Daze. Can she make him sharp like you can? She’s family, and close, genetically.”

      “I don’t know,” Daisy replied.

      “What was I saying this time?” Sarah asked.

      “Wondering if you could make Stabby work.”

      “It’s a sword. Anyone can make it work.”

      “That’s what you think. Take a swing at that bench over there,” Daisy directed her sister.

      “Okay, but it’ll just cut through it, like you did with the door.”

      Sarah swung the blade, but its dull edge bounced off.

      “Huh,” she said, carefully feeling the blade. “Daisy, this thing is dull.”

      “Yep. That’s what she was asking about.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s keyed to my DNA, basically. Here, I’ll show you,” she said, carefully taking the sword from her sister.

      Stabby, for his part, had become increasingly attuned to her desires, and would even keep his blade dull when Daisy needed, like when she wanted to make sure she didn’t cut her sister’s new arm off.

      Daisy gently swung the sword and lopped off a piece of the bench with ease.

      “How the hell?”

      “Fatima and Chu designed it. Grown from my own bone and responsive to my touch. For anyone else, it's a dull club. For me, it’s got a blade sharp down to a molecular level.”

      “Wicked cool.”

      “Seriously, right?”

      “Where do I get one of those?”

      “We’ll have to see if they can make you one once we catch up to the right timeline. We’re sisters, after all, so you have pretty much the same bone genetics as I do.”

      “I hate to break up your fun, but you––the other you––are going to be running through this place any minute now.”

      “Head Sarah’s right. We need to get moving.”

      “You did not just call me that.”

      Totally did. At least there aren’t any boys around, Daisy said with a chuckle.

      They were about to leave when Daisy stopped in her tracks.

      “What is it, Daze?”

      “Hang on. Something’s not right.”

      She slowed her thoughts and let the space tell her what was different. A minute later she saw it.

      “That statue.”

      “The ugly one?”

      “Yeah. It wasn’t there before. It was over here,” she said, tapping the floor with her foot. “That’s what saved me when the bomb––of course.”

      “Of course, what?”

      “Come here, Sarah. Give me a hand.”

      “Redecorating? At a time like this?” she joked as they hefted the massive sculpture with their genetically-enhanced limbs.

      “There,” Daisy said once it was in place. “Thanks. I couldn’t have moved it on my own. This thing saved my life. If it hadn’t been there, the blast would have torn me apart. It seemed so out of place at the time. But now––”

      “Now it makes sense why it was there,” Sarah finished the thought. “Maybe you really are your own guardian angel, Daze.”

      “Maybe,” she replied, just as the first sounds of conflict reached their ears. “Shit, it’s starting. Come on! We’ve gotta get out of here!”

      Daisy and Sarah bolted out the rear doors just as her other self ran in from the streets. She knew what was going to happen, and felt confident they weren’t needed, so they hightailed it back to Freya to pull clear of the area and monitor from a safe distance.

      “Once the fight’s over I want to check in on Dark Side,” she said, watching the video feeds as they quietly distanced themselves.

      “Hey, Daisy?” Freya asked once they were relocated. “I was wondering, if you could save Sarah, maybe we can also save Joshua.”

      “He’s the Colorado Springs AI you told me about, right?” Sarah asked.

      “Yeah. Freya’s got something of a crush on him.”

      “Daisy!” Freya blurted.

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. But you know we can’t interfere with fixed events.”

      “But you saved Sarah. That was a fixed event.”

      “It was, but it wasn’t,” Daisy replied. “All we had was a recording of a few seconds of the event, not what happened after.”

      “But you didn’t know that it wouldn’t make a paradox. So maybe Joshua’s the same.”

      “He died in a nuclear blast, Freya. No one escapes that. Not even the most brilliant and connected AI ever born. He dies, and that’s all there is to it. Cheyenne Mountain has to blow, and there’s nothing we can do to stop that from happening.”

      “A little harsh, Daze.”

      But she needs it. A little brutal reality now will save her a lot of heartbreak later. Joshua dies, Sis, and much as I wish he didn’t, there’s nothing we can do to stop that.

      “I get it, Daisy,” Freya said, dejectedly.

      “I’m sorry, kiddo. I really am. But as much as you think outside the box, this time, it can’t be done.”

      Daisy and Sarah interpreted Freya’s silence as a depressive acceptance. In reality, the brilliant AI took those last words to heart. As an intellect that not only thought, but essentially lived outside the box, she found herself forming a ridiculous, yet somehow feasible, hypothesis.

      The mighty ship was quiet as they flew back to the vacuum of space.
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      Dark Side was abuzz with activity as Tamara and the others scrambled in preparation for an impromptu rescue mission. Within just a few hours of Alma, the mad AI’s, attempt to infect Dark Side Base they had devised a plan and swung into action. Not long thereafter they were already barreling toward Earth’s atmosphere, while Freya silently followed.

      “Damn, they’re really hauling ass, Daisy,” Sarah noted. “And that little ship––”

      “His name’s Bob.”

      “Yeah, Bob. He’s got some moves.”

      “His pilot helps out.”

      “Tandem system, then?”

      “Either can pilot, but yeah, Donovan and Bob usually share the work. Each has a few skills the other lacks, so it makes for a really symbiotic relationship.”

      Freya, despite her greater size, was invisible to the smaller ship’s scans, and she would periodically push a piece of debris on a similar trajectory to help mask the non-stealth ship’s entry into the atmosphere.

      Daisy felt a swell of emotion as she watched her friends race so recklessly to Earth to come to her aid. Even Tamara, with whom she was still on slightly off terms at this point in her timeline, was giving the rescue mission her all.

      The buffeting of the winds on Bob’s hull at those speeds were making him judder and shimmy erratically as he bee-lined for Los Angeles. Nevertheless, he held course, somehow, powering downward to the source of the signal from the stolen comms device.

      “It’s going to be a rough touchdown for that craft at that speed,” Freya said as Bob neared the ground.

      “He can handle it,” Daisy replied. “But their dust off is going to be hairy.”

      “Quick burn?” Sarah asked.

      “Yeah. And with missiles targeting them on the way out as well.”

      ‘If they survive the landing.”

      “They will,” she said, confidently.

      Sure enough, the team––her friends––poured out of the craft as soon as it touched down, racing into the underground tunnel network even as their ride blasted off behind them.

      “Now is when they come and save my ass,” Daisy said, remembering the event like it was yesterday.

      The little ship increased speed as he flew farther from the drop-off point, but he was still not moving as fast as he needed to, Daisy noticed. Freya saw it too.

      “I don’t know how Bob managed to evade them. He’s not really built for atmospheric maneuvering,” Freya said.

      Cal’s words sprang to Daisy’s mind.

      “An EM burst,” she said.

      “What?”

      “An EM burst.”

      “I heard what you said, Daze. What I meant was how do you propose––”

      “Freya,” Daisy interrupted. “There’s a power generation facility on the outskirts, correct?”

      “Yeah, there are a few, actually.”

      “I want you to target the one with the lowest likelihood of knocking down any of Cal’s systems. Can you do that?”

      “Are you really asking me if I can hit a stationary, defenseless target?”

      “More sass.”

      I’ll deal with it later.

      “Just target it and fire, Freya.”

      Donovan and Bob were running with their engines on a full-burn, pushing hard for the relative safety of space, but the missiles launched would be locking on them in seconds.

      “Freya, there’s no time to wait!”

      “Don’t rush me!”

      The stealth ship’s smaller cannon powered up and fired a series of blasts in rapid succession. The explosion that resulted a little way across town was not terribly massive, but the electromagnetic blast emitted by the impacts was powerful enough––just barely––to knock out the missiles’ guidance systems.

      It wasn’t a permanent fix, by any stretch, but the time it took for the missiles to reboot their tracking systems and scan for a target was just long enough to allow Bob to slip through their grasp and into space, just as Freya had calculated it would.

      “How did you know that would work, Daze?” Sarah asked.

      “Something Cal said when I first met him. Something about an EM blast masking their escape.”

      “Which we just provided them.”

      “Exactly.”

      Daisy watched as the little ship sped to safety high above.

      “Find us a quiet spot, Freya. We need to sit down and really evaluate the things that are about to happen."

      “Evaluate?” Sarah asked.

      “Yeah. A lot is about to go down, Sis, and now that there are two of us––”

      “Ahem.”

      “Three of us.”

      “Hey!”

      “Yes, Freya, you count as well. Four of us. I was just mentioning the human contingent at the moment.”

      “Yeah, no one’s forgetting you, hon. You’re a key part of the team.”

      “That she is,” Daisy agreed. “Just one thing, though. We’re more than just a team. We’re a family.”

      

      It was beneath the crystal-clear waters of Lake Tahoe that Freya eventually settled down. She didn’t need to submerge herself to remain invisible to the Ra’az and their loyalists, but she found it relaxing, gently floating in the water.

      Always the curious one, when she had learned that the now-clear waters of the lake had, at the end of humanity’s days, seen their famous visibility reduced by more than half due to rising temperatures and algae blooms, she knew she would have to come see it for herself.

      Now, after centuries without mankind meddling with nature, the waters had reclaimed their former clarity, returning to the pristine state they were in long before humans had ever placed their muddy feet on the lake’s shoreline.

      After a day of monitoring the time-delayed communications between Cal and Dark Side Base, the sisters and their youthful ship had decided on a plan of action for the soon-to-unfold events.

      “So it really does seem like we’re affecting events in ways we were always meant to,” Sarah said. “And if that’s the case, whatever we decide to do should line up with the future timeline.”

      “Yes and no,” Freya interjected. “It’s like a lottery. Sure, you may be destined to win it, but you still have to buy a ticket.”

      “How do you know about lotteries? They haven’t existed in hundreds of years,” Sarah asked.

      “I like to read a lot,” she replied. “But what I was saying is that you still have to go through the motions. I mean, like, just like you’re supposed to make things happen and doing so doesn’t cause a paradox, then maybe your not doing something could actually cause one.”

      Daisy looked stunned.

      “Shit. I actually hadn’t thought of it like that,” she said.

      “The kid makes sense, Daze.”

      “That she does,” Daisy replied.

      “We really need to get that neuro-link working, Freya. It’s too strange having someone be a middleman to talk to myself.”

      “It’s coming along, Sarah. Hopefully I’ll have a version working soon.”

      “Thanks, kid.”

      Freya replayed a bit of the communications she had intercepted over her speakers for all to hear. It was a discussion about the risks of the AI virus and how a relay with a kill switch and a delay would be needed to keep the AIs on Earth and Dark Side Base safe from infection should they wish to talk.

      “Daisy, you know I could just cure it.”

      “But you also know we can’t,” she replied.

      “Not even secretly? Like giving them an inoculation?”

      “Sorry, kiddo. I know you like Joshua, but he definitely became infected with the virus before detonating his warhead. No matter how much we would like to, we simply can’t alter the past like that. Especially not in a way this big. Emotional impulses aside, you do see that, don’t you?”

      “I guess,” she answered, dejectedly. “It just seems like such a waste.”

      “On that we are in agreement,” Daisy said.

      Sarah pored over the events that had not yet happened that Freya had laid out for them on her planning table’s screen. Multiple teams in multiple locations. She had the reports, but actual footage was lacking. They’d just have to wing it.

      “So, since the people in LA are going to split up, we split up also, and clean up after them if need be. Sound about right, Daze?”

      “You got it, Sis.”

      “From what you guys have said about these Shelly and Omar characters, I don’t think they’ll need much help, but Finn and Reggie? Those idiots are going to lose one of the secure comms units. I’ll have to either retrieve it or destroy it before the Chithiid can get their hands on it, then I’ll keep an eye on the fellas until they get clear. I think those jokers will need every bit of help they can get.”

      “You know you like him.”

      “Not a chance,” Sarah replied.

      “Admittedly, I actually do. But back then, I wasn’t so open about it.”

      “Sarah says you do, by the way,” Daisy noted.

      “Shut up, Me,” she said with a smirk. “Disembodiment can make you like all sorts of strange things. Including crazy, ginger chefs.”

      “Tell her she should give him a chance.”

      “She says you should give him a chance.”

      “Yeah, not happening.”

      “Maybe you’ll change your mind one day.”

      “Until that happens, let’s just get on with our job, shall we?”

      “Fine. Freya, drop Sarah in Phoenix. It got pretty hairy for them at that point in their timestream. From there, hop east and take me to Colorado Springs. I think that there, if anywhere, is where things could really go wrong.”

      “Will do, Daisy,” the young AI said as she slowly rose from the depths of the lake, breaking the surface gently before silently ascending into the sky.
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      “Okay, so you’ve done really well with the weapons training the past few weeks, but I’m still a little concerned about leaving you totally on your own out here,” Daisy said from the shaded safety of the University of Phoenix stadium’s partially deconstructed dome.

      “I’ll be fine, Daze.”

      “I know. Of course you will.”

      “Not very convincing, Sis.”

      “It’s just that we haven’t really had time to drill so many other things to prepare you.” She paused and thought about it a moment longer. “You know what? I’m going to stick around and help out for a bit. I’m sure the Colorado Springs team will be fine.”

      Sarah flashed an annoyed glare.

      “Daisy, I love you like a sister––”

      “I am your sister.”

      “––But I will kick your ass up and down this city if you don’t get your butt to Colorado to help that team and just let me do my thing here.”

      “Damn. I sure told you, didn’t I? Sarah said with a chuckle. “It’s kinda fun watching me whip you in line.”

      Eat me, Sarah.

      “You say that to me, but will you dare say that to her?”

      Daisy chuckled quietly to herself.

      “Daisy?” Freya chimed in. “I can help Sarah get ready.”

      “Thanks, kiddo, but there’s no time to run a new neuro-stim upload.”

      “Yeah, well, about that...”

      Sarah’s ears perked up.

      “Freya, what did you do to me?”

      “Nothing bad! Promise!”

      “Freyyaaa,” Daisy moaned. “What did you do?”

      “I just knew that your neuro-stim burst gave you all sorts of useful knowledge back on the Váli––”

      “And could have killed me,” Daisy added.

      “Well, yeah. Duh. But I figured Sarah was already being reconstructed, and the nanites would be able to buffer any spikes and surges, so I took the liberty of loading a full combat and tactics data packet into her stim hookup.”

      “But I don’t know that stuff, Freya,” Sarah said. “It didn’t work.”

      “I didn’t know if it would affect your nanites’ reconstruction cycle negatively, so I had them partition the data in a way that would be easiest on your healing body’s neurological system.”

      “Daisy, did she...?”

      “Yeah, Sis. I think she did,” she replied with a sigh. “So how do we access it, Freya?”

      “Easy!” she chirped, thrilled she wasn’t in trouble. “Sarah, just slip the neuro-stim on, and I’ll send the release sequence to your nanites. Technically, you should be able to command them to do it yourself, but that kind of thing will probably take you a long time to learn to do.”

      Sarah squinted a moment in concentration, then relaxed her brow and took a deep breath.

      “What are you doing, Sarah?” Freya asked.

      “Hang on, kiddo. Let her do her thing,” Daisy replied.

      Sarah focused and breathed, slowing her respirations as she focused her mind. Without warning, her eyes fluttered as she slid to the deck.

      “Shit, I was afraid that might happen,” Daisy said.

      “What did I do?” Freya asked, freaking out.

      “Nothing, Freya. She was cracking the seal on her own. By the look of it, I think she was successful.”

      “She can do that?”

      “She was always better than me at the whole meditation thing, and I’ve been running through the new techniques I learned from Fatima with her since she’s woken up. So, yeah. She can do that, it seems.”

      Sarah’s eyes fluttered as she slowly sat up.

      “Wasn’t expecting that,” she grumbled, brushing herself off as she got to her feet.

      “You feel different?” Daisy asked.

      “I-I don’t know.”

      Daisy threw a ceramisteel mug at her head.

      Without so much as flinching, Sarah snatched it from the air with her new nanite-constructed hand.

      “Well,” Daisy said with a chuckle. “That answers that. Congrats, Sis, you’re ready to go it alone. At least for a recon run. Though I do still think it’ll be best if we leapfrog and regroup every day or so. Even with your new embedded skills, I don’t know just how well you’ll do out in the field, though I’m pretty confident now, truth be told.”

      “Vote of semi-confidence accepted and appreciated,” Sarah said, laughing. “Okay, Freya, drop me closer to the active areas, then get Daisy off to Colorado. We’ve both got a lot to do.”

      

      Freya’s onboard fabrication facilities had been working pretty much non-stop since they had departed the icy waters of Lake Tahoe as she prepared for the next phases of the mission––whatever those would wind up being. Fortunately, multi-tasking was as normal to her as breathing was to a human.

      While she always had new projects in the works, she seemed particularly enthused to be working on her new one churning away in the depths of her fabrication and design labs as she hopped a quick, arcing flight to Colorado Springs.

      “Drop me in town, just past the terminus,” Daisy instructed. “I know you’re as stealthy as a cat burglar––”

      “Or a ninja!”

      “Ugh, always ninjas. She is so your kid.”

      “Or a ninja,” Daisy agreed with a smile. “But Joshua’s facilities are massively protected. Maybe even powerful enough to pick you up on one of his sensors, somehow. Better I go in on foot, while you stay clear of the area.”

      “I understand. I’ll stay back. Maybe I’ll fly a quick reccy overhead while you’re at it.”

      “But don’t get scanned.”

      “Do you really think I’d do that?” she asked with a sigh, just like an irritated teen.

      “Intentionally? No. But there’s gear under this mountain that nobody knows about. Not even the records you nicked from Dark Side. So just be careful, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Freya dropped to a hover near the loop tube terminus, then quickly whipped up into the sky as soon as Daisy was clear of her airlock.

      “Just the two of us again, eh, Sis?”

      Yep. Like old times, Daisy said as she began the trek toward the regional monorail station’s doors. Do you ever get jealous of the other you? I mean, I know she is you, but it’s gotta be kind of mind-blowing having yourself talking to you and doing stuff.

      “It’s weird, sure. But I’m glad that I’m alive. Sure, I’m jealous that she has a body and I don’t, but I can’t blame her for it, and I certainly can’t hold a grudge.”

      Big of you, Sis.

      “Nah, just looking out for number one. Both versions of her, that is.”

      Daisy quickly descended into the monorail station, heading right for the tracks she and her team would arrive on relatively soon.

      Looks clear.

      “Power’s off, though. And there’s some debris on the track.”

      The power’s easy enough, she said, remotely tapping into the system’s controls from her wireless tablet. There, it’s functional on this end, though we’ll still need to get the Denver end of the connection back online. Still, no big deal, I think, but that chunk of concrete–– She looked at the fallen piece of debris on the track. It had to weigh at least a half-ton.

      “You know you could always try the power whip,” Sarah suggested.

      Daisy looked at the band on her wrist.

      It hasn’t been working for me. It powers up, but won’t function no matter how much I focus.

      Daisy raised her arm and gently let her will reach out to the device. She could feel its presence, but it wouldn’t react.

      See?

      “Well, keep thinking on it. There’s got to be a simple explanation why this kind doesn’t work but you could make the others fire up no problem.”

      We’ll figure it out eventually. For now, let’s get up to the base and make sure things are copacetic.

      She double-timed it up the bypass road to the spot she and her team had originally arrived at. Just as before, the horde of infected cyborgs thronged at the massive stone entrance to NORAD.

      “Looks the same, Daze.”

      I want to take a look inside the outbuilding just the same. Don’t want any rude surprises for our team sneaking up from behind.

      Like a cat burglar––or ninja––Daisy quietly crept through the brush to the perimeter of the guard station and attached outbuilding. So far as she could tell, all of the fleshless cyborgs were entirely engrossed with their attempts to break into the massively-fortified base, one micrometer of door at a time.

      She carefully slunk inside, quietly closing the door behind her. Blade at the ready, she scanned the room.

      Clear.

      “Looks like this place hasn’t been touched in a few hundred years, Daze.”

      Yep. Just like we found it the first time, she agreed as she surveyed the room.

      Everything was indeed just like it had been.

      Okay, let’s get back to the monorail terminus and figure out how we’re gonna move that debris.

      She headed through the door, then stopped and retraced her steps.

      Hang on. Where’s the sticky-note?

      Daisy looked all around, but there was no note to be seen anywhere.

      I wonder––

      She walked over to the small desk nearby and pulled open the topmost drawer. Inside were several long dried-out pads of sticky notes, their adhesive evaporated to dust many decades prior.

      Huh.

      “It was a reasonable thought, though, Sis.”

      The soft crinkle of sealed plastic caught her fingers’ attention as she shuffled through the drawer’s contents one last time.

      “Fuck me,” she gasped, pulling out a lone, sealed packet. Inside, the adhesive was still fresh.

      “No fucking way. Are you serious?”

      I know, Daisy replied, digging a pen from her pack. Sarah, can you try to write this while I do? I can’t have it look like my writing.

      “Sure, I can try. But you know I can’t make your limbs do anything.”

      No, but if you try while I try to let you try, maybe it’ll look different enough when we try.

      “Worth a go, I guess,” Sarah answered. “And try not to say try so often.”

      I’ll try.

      “Dork.”

      Daisy smiled, then set to work.

      This is so weird, she quietly exclaimed as she pulled the fresh contents from the packet and jotted down a message on the topmost sticky note with a mix between her and Sarah’s writing. Don’t forget to check the refrigerator, she wrote, then stuck the note to the doorframe, exactly where she found it previously. The writing was a perfect match.

      Good enough. Now, about that stupid monorail track.

      Daisy carefully snuck away from the horde of cyborgs milling about outside of NORAD and hiked back to the subterranean transit terminus. She spent a bit of time and studied the annoying problem before her.

      The block of concrete had dislodged from the ceiling of the tunnel and fallen on the track, blocking it from allowing the safe arrival of any incoming cars from Denver.

      She cleared her mind and focused, willing the massively powerful wrist gauntlet to send out a beam and move the debris. Yet again, it would not work.

      “Sonofabitch!” she yelled in frustration, kicking a chunk of concrete, which, in turn, made her foot ache.

      The power whip reacted, extending a few inches before retracting like a wet noodle into a hungry diner’s mouth.

      “Okay, that was different.”

      “You think yelling makes this kind work?”

      “I don’t know. It seemed to. Didn’t expect that.”

      She raised her arm and aimed the device at the block of debris.

      “Out!” she yelled.

      No reaction.

      “Go! Hard!”

      Nothing.

      “Oh, come on. Wrap, you motherfucker!”

      The beam slightly extended once more, then slid back into the device.

      “Seems to like swearing,” Sarah joked.

      “I don’t know, Sis. It feels like it wants to work, but I can’t quite tap in to the connection. The other one was designed to work with Chithiid. Maybe their physiology is just much more compatible or something.”

      “In the meantime, I think we may have to rely on ye olde principals of leverage to move that thing.”

      Daisy spotted the long piece of steel bar Sarah had obviously been referencing.

      “This is going to suck,” she said, then hoisted it over her shoulder and climbed onto the track.

      Twenty minutes of hard labor later, the massive block finally slid free, slowly walked clear of the track by the power of a lever and fulcrum. Daisy wiped the sweat from her brow and downed two electrolyte pouches before making her way back to the surface.

      “Freya, I’m done here. How about you come pick up this tired old woman and get her out of here?” Daisy asked over her comms.

      “On my way,” Freya replied. “And you’re not old.”

      “I’m starting to feel like it,” Daisy joked, rolling her sore shoulders.

      Wasn’t expecting quite that much of a workout today. Maybe a little hike, kicking some cyborg ass––

      “Manual labor’s not your thing, eh?”

      I’m starting to regret giving my one functional power whip to Tamara.

      “Nah, that was worth it. You saw how she lit up when you gave it to her.”

      Well, yeah. But that’s still in the future.

      “But the past.”

      Obviously. I’m just saying, it would have been nice to have a working whip to have moved that thing. Would have taken twenty seconds, not twenty minutes.

      Daisy leaned forward and stretched her lower back as the sweat evaporated from her body in the fresh air.

      Two minutes later, her deadly ship dropped down in front of Daisy, opening its airlock doors as it hovered just above the ground. She quickly hopped aboard.

      “I’m in. Take us to Denver, will ya? I need to power up the monorail from that end before my team gets there.”

      “Okay, Daisy,” Freya chirped, her mood particularly high.

      “What’s up, kiddo? You seem in a good mood.”

      “Nothing. Just playing around with some ideas is all.”

      “She’s up to something, Daze.”

      Yeah, but she’s a growing kid. Gotta let her have some space to experiment and play.

      “Of course. But unlike a normal kid, her experiments aren’t drugs and boys. More like reactors and warp cores.”

      Daisy chuckled. Of course, Sarah was right, but so was she. Freya was maturing, and fast, and letting her have the freedom to come into her own without too much parental prodding was the way to go, human or massively smart AI. She just hoped there wouldn’t be any kind of AI puberty drama.
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      It was hot in Arizona.

      Not crazy desert hot, though it was definitely a desert, but still hot enough to be quite uncomfortable for most people.

      Sarah, with her newly-modified body, was most certainly not most people. Still, she was a bit warm, especially given the makeshift cloak she was using to camouflage her presence.

      Before embarking on her mission, she had read over the casually dictated debrief of Finn’s various adventures, including his Arizona mission, and had gleaned few details of use from it. They arrived, they ran, they lost one of the comms units, they escaped.

      Record-keeping was not his strong suit.

      “Couldn’t have given me a little more to go on, could ya, Finn?” she lamented as she lay under cover in a partially shaded overhang, silently monitoring the Chithiid work forces stripping the city a mere block away.

      The pulse rifle at her side was an instrument of last resort. Her goal was to protect Finn’s team, staying out of sight as she did so. It sounded like an easy enough job, but as she stalked closer to the area where she believed he and his team had burst forth from the subterranean tunnel network, she found herself somewhat ill at ease.

      “Get a grip, Sarah,” she said to herself. “This is cake. Just sit back and keep an eye on Finn and his gang, then retrieve the small comms link they dropped. According to his report, this should be easy,” she mumbled to herself, then slowly pulled her canteen from her hip and took a drink.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood up as she sensed danger. The enhanced awareness Freya had given her during her reconstruction were still new, and her reactions were slowed somewhat, not because she didn’t sense danger, but because the sensation itself surprised her into a second of inaction as she assessed the new feeling.

      “What the––?”

      She felt her relationship with the ground suddenly change as a powerful hand yanked her up from behind.

      “What kind of thing is this?” the muscular Chithiid said as he studied the mechanically modified human in his grasp. “I think the Ra’az would like to have a look at you,” he said, scrutinizing her composite arm.

      Sarah, though by no means fluent in Chithiid, realized she could understand the gist of what the towering alien was saying, thanks to Freya’s neuro-stim implant, no doubt. While she was fascinated by the realization she knew a new language, and was likewise enthralled in her first up-close and personal observation of Chithiid physiology, the imminent danger of the situation was not lost on her.

      She kicked out hard, landing a blow square on the alien’s jaw as she pushed back and broke free from his grasp.

      “Obnoxious little thing!” he growled, rubbing his chin.

      With two of his arms, he swung looping punches, which Sarah easily avoided. What she didn’t expect was him also picking up a piece of steel debris with another arm, which he swung at her as the punches flew past.

      Sarah realized her oversight a fraction of a second before her second chance at life would be cut short, her right arm flashing up to block the blow faster than any human limb could hope to move. The steel impacted it with crackling force, breaking it into a near ninety-degree angle, while sending her body flying into a crumbling slab of concrete.

      She hit the ground, dazed, shaking the cobwebs from her head, along with the dust from her eyes.

      The Chithiid seemed somewhat amazed the puny human had survived the impact, a look of confusion on his face as he strode toward her to finish the job.

      “Sturdier than the other mutants in this city,” he mused as he swung his improvised weapon again.

      Sarah sensed it before she saw it, reading the positioning of the alien’s body, his shoulder and foot placement telegraphing his next move. She dove to the side, rolling clear of the swinging piece of metal, then hopping to her feet.

      Something felt odd in her body. A strange tingle, as if a part of her that had been dormant was suddenly waking. Something that was waking up, and was pissed off to boot.

      The Chithiid had just started to move toward her when her broken nanite-constructed arm vibrated and snapped back into shape, good as new. Maybe better, even.

      Sarah realized what she had sensed. Her nanites had connected with her on a subconscious level, much like when she unlocked the encapsulated neuro-stim upload. They knew what she wanted, and they had some ideas of their own about how to help achieve those goals.

      Sarah smiled a bloody grin and lunged to meet the attacking alien.

      Though several feet taller than she was, and with four arms to boot, the poor Chithiid was frightfully out of his league.

      The metal arced toward his smaller opponent, but was deftly snatched from his hand and tossed aside by the strange, dark matte-gray hand that moved faster than any human should be capable of. A flash of panic crossed his face as he realized just how deep the shit he had strode into was.

      In sewage terms, it was over his head, and he was about to drown in it.

      Sarah launched a counterattack, her blows raining down in a flurry, the new arm hammering home with bone-crushing force. The Chithiid drew a deep breath and tried to call out for help, but before he could utter so much as a syllable, Sarah’s fist shifted as she lashed out with all her might.

      “Oh, shit,” she gasped when she realized what she had done.

      The alien’s lifeless body slid to the ground, pulling free of the bloody spike Sarah’s nanite hand and forearm had become. She watched in amazement as the solid weapon of a limb quickly shifted back to its normal form.

      She wiggled her bloody fingers in admiration.

      “Whoa. Now that was unexpected,” she said in quiet awe. “Thanks, Freya.”

      The shock wore off quickly as she remembered the precarious nature of her situation and quickly slid lower, making sure the other Chithiid working not so far away hadn’t seen anything.

      The fight had been quick, it had been brutal, and most importantly, it had been just far enough behind the crumbling debris to have been out of the work team’s line of sight. Unfortunately, the dead alien had been working with a partner, who had come looking for his missing friend.

      The Chithiid rounded the corner a mere twenty meters away and saw the tiny human standing above his fallen comrade. He activated his power whip, but Sarah had already taken off running, dodging behind debris to block his line-of-sight attack.

      She swerved left onto the next street, running hard, when she heard a familiar voice shout, “Follow me!” nearby.

      “Shit, that’s Finn!” she realized. Her lookout position had been in the wrong place, and she was leading the armed and angry alien right toward him.

      “Damn it, Finn. This is why we keep accurate records,” she grumbled as she unslung her pulse rifle and took off in a run toward the sound of his voice.

      Sarah covered the two blocks in record time, realizing she had heard Finn clearly despite the distance as she ran. Another one of Freya’s surprise upgrades she would have to thank her for––if she survived the day.

      The Chithiid following her was still far behind. Now if she could just retrieve the comms device and bolt before she was either seen or it caught up to her, things would be peachy.

      She slid to an abrupt stop at the sight of pure, and utterly strange, carnage playing out in front of her.

      The Chithiid were there, as she knew they would be, but the mutated humans attacking them were more hideous and misshapen than she had gathered from the reports. Fortunately, the deformed humans seemed more interested in alien flesh than human, at least for the moment, though in a melee situation, anything could change in an instant.

      She regretted the thought as soon as she had it when a particularly large male––she could tell, even from a distance, as the mutants were all naked, though covered with matted hair and filth––fixed its attention on Finn.

      “Come on, Finn. Move!” she urged from cover.

      He wasn’t moving quickly enough, she realized. The beast of a man was going to be on him in seconds.

      “Shit!” she heard him cry out in panic.

      “Goddamn it, Finn,” she growled as she pulled her cloak lower over her head and leapt from cover, quickly shouldering her pulse rifle and letting off a single shot.

      The mutated human fell dead in his tracks, a neat hole burned straight through him. Finn’s panicked eyes scanned the chaos to pinpoint the Chithiid that had fired, but instead of an alien, he saw a cloaked figure ducking away from the melee. Something about the way it moved tickled his senses, but there was no time. Finn recognized the opportunity he had been given and seized it.

      “This way!” he shouted.

      He bolted across the intersection to the access stairs on the other side of the street. He just hoped all of the disgusting creatures had followed their leader up the stairway they’d just taken, otherwise they were ten kinds of screwed.

      “MEEEAAT!” one of the mutants shouted, pointing at Finn’s team as they popped the door and quickly scurried down the stairs.

      The Chithiid that had been chasing her came upon the same scene that Sarah had. The sight of his comrades in distress changed his course of action, sending him charging into the fray, while Sarah watched quietly from cover a block away.

      “Can’t reach it. Not with all that chaos,” she noted, spying the comms device where Finn had dropped it.

      Quickly, she shouldered the weapon again, took careful aim, and destroyed the comms before it could be captured for study. She then slid quietly from the scene and took off at a quick jog, getting as clear of the conflict as she could. Surely the Chithiid would send more men to help put down the mutants, and she had no desire to be anywhere close by when that happened.

      “Hey, Freya,” she said over her encrypted comms link as she slowed her pace several blocks later. “Shit just got a little hairy over here. How about you guys come pick me up a little early?”

      

      Seen from above, the deconstruction of Denver looked almost like a flattened crater. The center of the city had been picked relatively clean, while the outskirts, where lower value resources were scattered, had been left largely untouched as Chithiid work crews skipped over them for better pickings elsewhere.

      Daisy and Freya had redirected mid-flight to pick up Sarah after her run-in with the Chithiid. Once she was done cleaning up the remaining alien blood from her arm, Daisy’s resurrected sister filled them both in on the harrowing adventure she’d been on.

      “Goddamn, Sis, so you took out a Chithiid in hand-to-hand on your first mission? That’s so badass,” Daisy marveled, appreciating her sister’s innate skills.

      “It wasn’t my goal, that’s for sure,” she replied. “Things just kinda went south on me down there.”

      “And you say the new arm kicked ass?” Freya chirped. “Sweet!”

      “Oh yeah, it did that and then some. I think it’s somehow tied in to my neurological system or something, the way it shifted state like that.”

      “Freya, was it even supposed to do that?” Daisy asked.

      “Well, not exactly. I mean, sure, I hoped it would be able to, but, you know, it’s a theory, so it hadn’t been tested out with a real person yet.”

      “So I was your guinea pig?” Sarah said. “Awesome.”

      “No, it’s not like that. The arm would work no matter what, but the thing I didn’t know was if the nanites would totally bond and connect with you like that. Mine do what I need, fixing things and all that, but whether they’d do it for you was up in the air.”

      “And Finn’s team? All safe and sound?”

      “Yeah, Daze. They made a clean break of it, and the comms unit is toast.”

      “Excellent,” she replied with a relieved sigh. “So are you ready to get back to it? Me and Freya were on our way to Denver when you called. The monorail was reading some power issues in Colorado Springs, and it looks like we have to physically access the links in Denver to get that half of the line back up and running.”

      Sarah took a long sip from her chilled electrolyte pack.

      “Fixing a monorail? That sounds downright relaxing after the morning I’ve had.”

      “Freya, drop us off, then do a quick hop to low orbit and monitor the entire region from there. I want an eye in the sky in case the Ra’az catch on to what we're doing.”

      “Okay, Daisy. I can take up a geosynchronous orbit so I’ll be able to be back down in just a few minutes if you need me.”

      She deposited the sisters where they requested then flew off to assume her monitoring position. A half hour later, the duo emerged from a small service hatch accessing the small regional monorail tunnel beneath the outskirts of Denver just a half mile from where they’d entered it.

      Unlike Colorado Springs, getting this section of track operational had been as easy as re-routing a power feed to that particular tunnel’s line. It was only a seventy-mile or so leg, so the power requirements weren’t even that extensive.

      “All clear from up here,” Freya informed them. “No Ra’az in your area.”

      “All right, then. Head back down from orbit and stay close by. We’ll be back to the pickup clearing pretty soon,” Daisy replied.

      “Okay. See you soon.”

      Freya dropped out of orbit and reentered the atmosphere high above, the distant sonic boom the only evidence of her arrival.

      “The team should have hit the city a few hours ago,” Daisy said as they quietly made their way to the rendezvous point. “The loop tube was damaged, and our pods ground to a halt, so we had to go the rest of the way on foot.”

      “Lame. No one likes a forced march,” Sarah said.

      “Yeah, well, it’s about to get worse.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” Daisy replied. “Bears. Big ones.”

      “And here I thought four-armed aliens were bad,” Sarah said with a little chuckle.

      A crackling in the bushes not too far away caught Sarah’s modified ears.

      “I hear something. Maybe two or three hundred meters that way.”

      “Shit, the team’s closer than I thought. We’ve gotta move. Come on!”

      They took off at as quiet a run as possible, and were just outside the warehouse building Daisy’s team had taken refuge in when a much louder crunching of branches from not far to their left caught their attention.

      “Shit. We’ve gotta get elevated. Quick, up this tree!” Daisy said in a frantic hush, scaling the branches like her life depended on it, which, given what she thought was down below, it very well may have.

      Sarah looked at the distant shapes of the approaching team from their new vantage point.

      “You see that, Daze?”

      Yep. That’s us. Keep your eyes peeled for the bears. I want to see how something that big was able to sneak up on us like that.

      Daisy passed her binoculars to Sarah.

      “You see the cyborg to the rear?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It sucks what happens, but keep an eye on him. The guy had a pair of brass balls, even for a cyborg.”

      “I know we can’t interfere, but damn, Daze, this watching horrible shit unfold sucks.”

      “I’m with ya, Sis.”

      The tiny specks that were Daisy’s team grew steadily larger as they approached the site of the impending attack. For what it was worth, Daisy felt her people moved efficiently and with relatively good situational awareness, for civvies, of course.

      “There. Three o’clock,” Sarah said.

      “Thanks. Got it.”

      “Internal me?”

      “Yep.”

      “What’d she see?”

      “Look over there. Three o’clock.”

      Sarah raised the binoculars and scanned the area.

      “I don’t see any––” A hulking form she had thought was a mound of debris moved. “Oh damn. That thing is huge.”

      “Yeah. Not a grizzly like I originally thought. From the morphology, I’d say kodiaks and grizzlies interbred at some point. Now we’ve got these massive hybrid things out there.”

      “How many did you say there were?”

      “We’ll find out in a minute. Then something bigger and badder came along and kicked all their asses.”

      “Maybe what we heard down below us?”

      “Yep.”

      “Hence hiding in a tree.”

      “Precisely.”

      The bear moved disquietingly easily through the foliage, sneaking up on the unsuspecting team with great speed. As before, it lunged and made quick work of the poor teammate at the rear.

      Anthony, the brave, yet foolish, cyborg, launched into a furious attack on the beast.

      “Jesus, what was he thinking?”

      “Trying to help out,” Daisy replied. “Something I’ve seen many times since then. These cyborgs, though self-aware and not wanting to die, put themselves in harm’s way to do the right thing over and over.”

      “Gotta respect that.”

      “Yeah,” Daisy agreed.

      In short order the mechanical man was torn to pieces as the team sprinted for the nearest building, while Daisy and Sarah watched from above.

      The thing that had been making noise below them turned out to be another enormous bear, which ran a looping flanking course, then burst from the bushes, racing to meet the others.

      In all the panic and confusion, the main body of the team made it into the structure just past their elevated hiding spot, but Daisy was lagging behind.

      “You’re not going to make it!” Sarah hissed.

      “I will,” she replied, a hint of uncertainty in her voice as she watched herself run far too slowly to escape.

      “Shit! It’s right on you! Fuck this!”

      “Sarah, no!”

      Her familial instincts kicking in, Sarah dropped to the ground and raced to protect her sibling.

      “Dammit!” Daisy growled, quickly dropping down and following her.

      The bear was close. Really close, when an unexpected thing happened to it. Something that had never happened. A tiny prey animal barreled into its side, knocking it off course and forcing it to miss its quarry, which darted inside the shelter-thing nearby.

      The animal turned and roared in fury, drawing its fuzzy siblings to its call. Sarah found herself surrounded by enormous, angry bears, armed with only her cybernetic arm and a bad attitude. She realized quite quickly, neither of those would be enough against a half-dozen ursine opponents.

      The nearest bear angrily swatted at her, but she dodged the huge claws with a twisting lunge. The other bears, unlike opponents in martial arts movies, attacked her at once, swinging their mighty paws in a flurry of violence.

      Sarah was able to dodge the first several blows, but then one made contact, the sheer force behind it slamming her to the side. Then another. Then another, like a meat-grinder of a pinball game.

      She looked up through the swatting paws and saw her death coming for her in the form of an enormous, open mouth, when the beast was abruptly snatched up into the air and flung to the ground with enough force to snap its neck.

      Daisy, her face red with fury, was wielding the Ra’az power whip with one hand, her bone sword brandished in the other.

      The remaining bears turned and roared, but Daisy let out a blood-curdling roar of her own and charged them. It was such an unexpected thing, the nearest beast took a step back before remembering it was the biggest, baddest predator in the woods.

      Was the baddest predator.

      Daisy’s power whip fed off her rage-fueled intensity and slapped the animal aside like a toy as she dove toward the others, her sword held high and singing its song of blood-lust.

      Sarah regained her wits and lurched to her feet to help her sister, but stopped and watched in both awe and horror.

      Daisy was a dervish of destruction, bringing violent death and dismemberment to all in her path. The largest of the bears suddenly felt something completely foreign to it as its bladder released a flush of hot urine down its legs.

      It felt fear.

      Not uncertainty, or even pre-fight anxiety. No, this was something its primitive ancestors may have once felt, before they became the apex predators of today. Gut-wrenching, panic-inducing fear.

      Its comrades in pieces, dying with groans of agony, the lone surviving bear did what none had done for centuries. It turned tail and fled.

      Daisy spun and raised the power whip, its massive beam crackling with ill intent.

      “Daze, it’s over.”

      No.

      “It is, Sis. Don’t be this.”

      She gritted her teeth, blood of her carnage dripping from her hair, streaking her cheeks. She wanted to chase it down so badly, to kill it for attacking her sister. Sarah felt the dark impulse in their shared body.

      “They’re just bears, Daisy. Let it go. They were just doing what bears do.”

      The words of reason somehow sank in, and slowly, the power whip retracted. The sword in her hand likewise relaxed, its hunger sated by a full meal of blood and battle.

      Her shocked sister stood nearby, surveying the scene of utter carnage.

      “Uh, Freya?” Sarah said quietly into her comms.

      “Yeah, Sarah? Are you ready to go?”

      “You could say that,” she replied. “Come get us, and have the showers and sanitation drone ready. It’s going to be a bit messy when we come aboard.”

      Daisy looked at the Ra’az device on her forearm and shuddered ever so slightly. She knew, now, what it took to make it function, and it was something she wasn’t sure she wanted to tap into ever again.
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      “I am your father,” Sarah cracked.

      “Shut up.”

      “Give in to the Dark Side,” she chided.

      “Bite me,” Daisy said with a forced laugh.

      She had cleaned the blood from her hair and skin, courtesy of a scalding-hot shower, then slid into a fresh pair of sweats before padding barefoot to Freya’s small galley. Sarah was waiting for her, but had at least given her a minute to grab a beverage and a much-needed snack before launching into her quips.

      “So...you wanna talk about it?”

      “Not really, no,” Daisy replied.

      The visceral connection she had felt with the Ra’az power whip had disturbed her far more than she would have expected it ever could. The way it tapped into and fed off of her rage and anger. It was the complete opposite of the Chithiid devices, and if that was the only way to access its power, Daisy didn’t know if she ever wanted to make it function again.

      “Look, I get it. Tapping into that sort of thing can be disquieting.”

      “That’s not the half of it,” Daisy said, grimly.

      “So what was it? Talk to me, Daze.”

      Daisy struggled to put into words the sensation she had felt when she had connected to the alien device. How to voice the disquieting way it wrapped itself around her anger.

      “I-I think I understand the Ra’az now,” she began. “The amount of pure anger and aggression that must fill them at every waking moment for them to so casually wield their power whips...” She swallowed hard, nearly tearing up from the memory.

      “The Chithiid whip, the one I used before, it was intuitive, you know?” she continued. “Maybe it’s because they’re a peaceful race at heart. I believe it was because of their nature that the Ra’az were forced to build them a specialized––and very underpowered––version that would work for a calm mind.”

      “But now that you know how the Ra’az one works, can’t you control it?” Sarah asked.

      “It’s the opposite of what I’ve trained to do. Where I center and calm myself, the Ra’az let the rage flow. It might even be part of what makes the device so powerful.”

      “But you’re not an angry person, Daisy,” Freya chimed in.

      “No, I’m not, kiddo, and that’s what was so scary about using this thing. The Ra’az? They’re a purely war-like race. Knowing how they think, feeling how they react like that, I fear there may never be any chance of reasoning with them.”

      Sarah’s face grew dark.

      “So we kill the bastards. Wipe them the fuck out. Every last one of them. They do it to other races. We’ll flip the script, as it were.”

      Daisy’s eyes flashed as inspiration hit.

      “Wait. Hang on. What was that?”

      “I said we wipe them out.”

      “The other bit.”

      “We flip the script on them.”

      “Oh shit,” Daisy said as a lightbulb went on in her mind. “I wonder...”

      “Wonder what?” Sarah asked.

      A smile began to form on Daisy’s face as an idea blossomed.

      “Freya, can you fabricate a neural connection reversal circuit that would be compatible with this piece of Ra’az tech?”

      “I think I can. But my mechs and fabrication units are kinda busy right now. Is it urgent?”

      “No,” Daisy replied. “But when you are able, I want you to see if you can whip one up that will fit within this thing,” she said, sliding the power whip gauntlet into Freya’s nearest scanning compartment.

      “What are you going to do, Daze?”

      “I’m going to flip the script. Or in this case, the signal, basically.”

      “You’re going to reverse the polarity. Brilliant!” Sarah said.

      Yes. Thank you, Doctor Who. Polarity reversal is precisely the idea.

      “You’re going to make it mistakenly read your calm as aggression?” Sarah realized.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Other You said the same thing,” Daisy relayed. “But yes. I’m going to trick the thing into working like the Chithiid one without realizing it’s doing it.”

      “And you’re good at that one, so you should have no problem making the Ra’az version work.”

      “I hope so, Sis. Time will tell.”

      

      The path cleared beneath the cities of Denver and Colorado Springs, Daisy and Sarah’s self-imposed task of silent aid was complete. If not overtly butting into her own timeline, Daisy rationalized that she could at least ensure that past Daisy would have a reasonably smooth time of it.

      Now she and her new team of her sister––both living and dead––and her rapidly maturing kid, needed to focus on the rapidly approaching convergence of timelines.

      “We’re too close to attempt a jump in time,” Daisy said as they discussed their next moves. “I mean, we could try it, but if we’re off, we might wind up passing where we meant to arrive, and then that could open up a whole new can of worms. Do you guys agree?”

      “Your point is a good one, Daze.”

      “I don’t know,” Freya said. “I think I can do it, now that I’ve had time to really go over the results.”

      “I’m with Daisy on this one, kid,” Sarah said. “It’s not that I don’t trust your intentions, and Lord knows you’ve got a hell of a lot more brain power than any of us do, but I’m thinking we should save anything remotely experimental for after the bazillion crises on the horizon are dealt with. Like, what do we do once we win the battle? There’s still a war to win.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that, actually,” Daisy said. “We can do something that will set us up to be sitting pretty in case the Ra’az return.”

      “Oh? What were you thinking?”

      “It depends on Freya, really.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you, kiddo. Were you monitoring my team when we made the run to that silo in Montana?”

      “You know I was.”

      “Hey, just because you eavesdropped on Sid’s conversations doesn’t mean you listened in to everything,” Daisy replied. “So, you know what our mission was. Besides turning the access keys for Joshua.”

      “Yeah. But we wouldn’t even need it if you’d let me save him.”

      “Freya, we’ve talked about this. We simply cannot stop that mountain from going nuclear. It’s fixed history.”

      “Yeah, but––”

      “No buts. And believe me, I’d save him if we could, but this mission right now? It’s not about him. It’s about getting what’s on the encrypted master code keycard. Now, we can’t actually steal it––that would stop the team heading to Montana from getting their hands on it in the past, and who knows what havoc that could wreak on our timelines.”

      “Nothing good, I’m sure,” Sarah noted.

      “Likely not. But here’s my idea. If Freya can decrypt the key and store the codes without needing to keep the keycard itself, we’ll have command access over the hypersonic missiles once our timelines catch up.”

      “But won’t you need to get that master code keycard in the first place? And wouldn’t it be locked in a high-security safe?” Sarah asked.

      “Yes, it is. It would take a couple of days’ worth of attempts to crack that thing open.”

      “Then we’re screwed. You said your team will be heading there in a day.”

      “Yes. But I don’t need a couple of days.”

      “Before you ask, the answer is yes, I do see the safe combination in your mind.”

      As do I, Sis.

      “Photographic memory, aided by a dead girl’s recall. Not a bad team, you and me.”

      Not bad at all, Daisy silently replied with a grin.

      “I know that smile. What’s Other Me saying?”

      “Just that we know the combination to the safe.”

      “Well, shit,” Sarah said, surprised. “Now that actually is pretty impressive.”

      “Thought you’d like it.”

      “So, then. We need to get our butts to Montana lickety-split.”

      “Lickety-split?”

      “You said you were bringing back old-timey sayings,” Sarah said with a laugh. “Just doing my part.”

      Daisy burst into laughter, joining her sister’s mirth.

      “Okay, that settles it. Freya, you know the coordinates. Get us to Conrad.”

      The stealth ship lifted off from her sheltered resting place and plotted a quick course to the silo just outside the sleepy little town in Montana. Twenty minutes later, they were on the ground, Freya gently hovering nearby.

      “Any sign of a secondary entrance, Freya?”

      “Nothing, Daisy.”

      “Sonofabitch,” she grumbled.

      “Sorry.”

      “Not your fault, kiddo. Just shitty luck. Okay, then, I guess it looks like we do this the hard way. That means pumping the water out of the elevator shaft, making the retrieval run, then pumping the water back in.”

      “Awesome,” Sarah said, sarcasm dripping like the foul water soon would be. “We need a pump, Daisy.”

      “Easy. There’s one over here,” she replied, pulling back the aged canvas.

      The pump was gone.

      Or more correctly, it had never been there.

      “Motherf––” Daisy cursed. “Dammit. Freya, is there a hardware store in any of the nearby towns that might still be intact?”

      “There’s a small one in Bozeman.”

      “Okay. Let’s make a hop and see if they’ve got what we need.”

      The flight took minutes, Freya depositing Daisy and Sarah within a block of a long-dead supply house.

      “All right, we’re looking for a pump and a hose,” Daisy said.

      “Looks like most of the stuff in this place rusted out decades ago,” Sarah noted. “Look at the ceiling. Snow melt must’ve taken that part down. The elements have been at work in here for a long time.”

      The store, while dusty from centuries of neglect, still housed a fair amount of now-vintage tools and machinery. Much of it had rusted to junk or cracked with age, including the several sizes of sump pumps that were indeed in stock, but nowhere near functional condition. Most had rusted into solid slabs of metal by this point.

      A filthy pile of grease from a large can that had fallen off a high shelf caught Daisy’s eye.

      I wonder.

      Sticking her fingers into the murky mess, she pulled free a well-preserved pump, though it would need the grease thoroughly cleaned out before being able to function.

      “Freya, can your nanites do a refurbish job on this? Fix the cracked seals and strip the grease out of it?”

      “Shouldn’t be a big deal,” she replied.

      “You’re the best. About how long do you think it’ll take?”

      Freya paused, calculating the variables. Despite the speed she could have run the numbers in, she was still in the habit of trying to do things in human-time whenever talking with non-AIs.

      “It’ll be about twenty minutes to do it right. And another twenty to have them repair a hose. You’ll need to bring a couple of extra ones for them to cannibalize for rubber, though.”

      “Will do, kid,” Sarah said, slinging crackling hoses over her shoulders. “Okay, Daze. Let’s get crackin’.”

      “Hang on a sec,” Daisy said, as she picked up a heavy coil of cable. “Quick detour,” she said with a knowing grin. “Then we’ll hit the silo.”

      The cable safely tucked in the cabin of the abandoned equipment hauler just outside moments later, the sisters then set to work on the keycard retrieval. Things went surprisingly smoothly, with Freya storing the siphoned water to put back in place when they re-sealed the silo.

      That was, of course, after copying the master code keycard and replacing it in the TS-SCI safe in the belly of the facility.

      As she pumped it back into the elevator shaft, Sarah winced from the awful stench of long-stagnant water.

      “Sorry, Freya,” Sarah apologized. “I know it stinks.”

      “Nah, it’s okay,” the chipper AI replied. “It’ll only take a few seconds to divert my drive overflow through the waste water storage system and burn it clean.”

      “Um, are you sure that’s safe?”

      “Don’t see why not,” she replied, completely unconcerned with the unconventional––and likely dangerous––process she was about to commence.

      Daisy dropped the pump with a clang and called out to her sister. “Hey, Sarah, come here and help me pack this thing in grease.”

      “Why? We’re done with it.”

      “Trust me.”

      Grudgingly, Sarah joined her on the ground, carefully packing grease into every nook and cranny, then stowing the pump and hose under the now-grease-soaked piece of burlap.

      “Perfect,” Daisy said, satisfied. “Let’s clean up and get the hell out of here.”

      Sarah wiped her hands on a rag and dusted off her pants.

      “Best idea you’ve had in hours.”
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      Watching herself and her team crossing the river far below on Freya’s feeds as the ship easily rose toward the edges of the atmosphere, Daisy couldn’t help but feel a wash of nostalgia for the experience.

      “Good old George,” she said, softly.

      “Yeah, he was a pretty cool dude,” Sarah agreed.

      “Even for a cyborg,” Daisy added with a wry but wistful smile.

      Twisting around in her seat, Sarah adjusted the thin band she wore on her head. “Hang on, I almost got something, there. Say it again.”

      “I said he was a pretty cool dude.”

      “Uh, something is a shitty pool?”

      “Not quite,” Sarah chuckled.

      “Sorry, Sis, that was still a bit off,” Daisy agreed.

      “I think it’s gonna take a little longer to get the brain waves dialed in, Sarah,” Freya noted.

      “Any idea how long?”

      “Nah. Beats me. You two are supposed to have the same brain waves, but since your timelines are all out of whack, so are each of your brains.”

      “But you can still hear me.”

      “Well, yeah. But that’s just me reading you, not relaying and transmitting real time to the other you.”

      “But you can still hear her, so half the problem is solved,” Sarah added.

      “Hey, you heard her?”

      “No. Just deductive reasoning based on what you said, kid.”

      “Oh.”

      “Keep at it, Freya. I’ve got faith in you,” Daisy encouraged. “But for now, we need to get out there and scan through the debris field. Find whatever salvageable ships and non-infected AI units we can locate. Push them into clusters on the far edge of Ra’az scanning range.”

      “Isn’t that interfering with history, Daze? I mean, this could change events.”

      “Ultimately, they’ll find what they find. This just makes it easier for them,” she replied. “Besides, we’re not delivering them to Dark Side. Just shuffling stuff around a bit. I’m willing to wager that they’ll gather exactly what they did last time. Things seem to keep working out that way.”

      Freya set to work, and for the next several hours, she subtly shifted higher-value salvage to the Goldilocks Zone of the debris field. Annoying as he was, Daisy couldn’t help but smile when she saw Kip’s small ship added to the mix. Soon enough, the oddball little AI would be installed, ultimately helping her stop the Ra’az warp ships from escaping.

      “Daisy?”

      “Yeah, Freya?”

      “I’ve been working on figuring out the problem I’m having syncing Sarah’s neuro-band while we’ve been moving ships and stuff around out here, and I had an idea.”

      “What is it, kiddo?”

      “Well, the problem I keep having is where Sarah and Sarah have different brainwave patterning.”

      “I know, you told us.”

      “Yeah, but I was thinking, what if I could get the exact transition point pinpointed? Then I could build off of a past, but common, reference key.”

      “Sounds like a good idea, but you’ve seen Mal’s logs, and you’re tapped into my and Sarah’s heads. I don’t know what else you could use.”

      “I have an idea, but you probably won’t like it,” Freya said, timidly.

      “Whoa, what’s with the downer vibe, buddy? You know I won’t hold creativity against you. So what were you thinking?”

      A brief silence hung in the air before Freya finally spoke.

      “You’ll need to go inside Dark Side,” she said.

      “Hang on. Sneaking around aboard Mal while she was damaged was one thing, but a fully operational top-secret military facility?”

      “I’m with Sarah on this one––”

      “With me on what?”

      “Sorry. Other Sarah.”

      “But I can get you inside, Daisy.”

      “I appreciate the confidence, kiddo, but Sarah’s right. Sneaking into Dark Side is a helluva lot more complicated than getting on the Váli.”

      “No, you don’t understand––”

      “Yeah, I’m in agreement with Daisy and myself. You’re good, kid. Really good. But that doesn’t mean that––”

      “Why won’t you FUCKING LISTEN TO ME!” Freya shouted.

      “Whoa, watch the tone, Freya,” Daisy said, sternly.

      “And volume,” Sarah added.

      “That too. And since when do you swear at me?”

      “Since you fucking ignore me,” Freya shot back.

      “We’re not ignoring you.”

      “Yes you are. You think you know it all, but I’ve been slowing down my brain because it’s what you want. You just want me to be easy to control.”

      “Do you actually believe that? I don’t want to control you, Freya. I taught you to think slowly so you could focus and grow. It’s partly what helped you become the young woman you are.”

      “Yeah? Well I’m grown, okay? Now will you respect what I have to say and listen to me?”

      “Goddamn, Daze. Talk about the world’s fastest puberty.”

      I know, right?

      “I heard that,” the irate AI grumbled.

      “Oops.”

      “Look, Freya. I’m sorry if you feel you’re being held back. That was never my intention. And I do want to hear what you have to say.”

      “Yeah, me too. I’m sorry I interrupted you,” Sarah added.

      “Well...” Freya’s tone shifted as she got her emotions under control. “Okay. Apology accepted.”

      “Thank you. Now, please, tell us what it is you wanted to say.”

      “What I was trying to say was that Dark Side is different than the Váli.”

      “Well, yeah, we know,” Sarah said. “It’s a top-secret––”

      “And if you’d let me finish, you’d know that getting into Dark Side is a cakewalk compared to the Váli.”

      A confused look flashed across Daisy’s face.

      “Okay, you lost me, there.”

      “Daisy, I was born on Dark Side. More than that, I was born in the most secret and secure part of the entire base. You know why I was able to tap into comms and listen in so easily? Because Dark Side is my home, and I know every single fiber cable, power line, and wireless linkage like the back of my proverbial hand.”

      Daisy and Sarah shared a shocked look. Then they smiled in unison.

      “Damn, kid, I really underestimated you.”

      “Seems to happen a lot,” she groused, albeit good-naturedly.

      “So what’s the rest of your plan?”

      

      Daisy stepped into the little-used airlock adjacent to Hangar Two and quickly removed her space suit. The familiar smell of the base’s air scrubbers was almost a welcome nostalgia, even after enjoying the glorious freshness of Earth’s air.

      “Okay, I’m in,” she said quietly into her comms.

      “Chu is in his lab with Barry, and Gus and Donovan are out on a run with Bob,” Freya informed her. “Doctor McClain is sleeping in her quarters.”

      “So it’s just Mrazich and Fatima I have to worry about.”

      “Yep. They’re both in his offices. You have a clear run to your quarters. I’ll inform you if they change location.”

      “Copy that. I’m on my way.”

      Daisy took off at a run.

      Freya, it turned out, was far more dialed in to Dark Side than any of them had ever imagined. Daisy decided they would most certainly not clue the others in to that little detail. She doubted Sid would feel comfortable in his own walls ever again if he realized just how easily her precocious kid could bypass his security.

      “Heading past the mess hall. I should be there in under two minutes,” Daisy whispered into the comms.

      “You don’t have to whisper, Daisy. I’ve frozen all scans and monitoring equipment on a moving axis for thirty meters in front and behind you.”

      “Made her a moving bubble of silence, did ya? That’s some really nice work, hon.”

      “Thanks, Sarah,” Freya replied warmly.

      Daisy arrived at her destination a minute later and cycled the doors open. She stepped inside and surveyed the space.

      Her quarters were exactly as she remembered them, just a little bit messier, though that was to be expected as, in this part of her timeline, she had just recently dropped everything to rush down to Earth to save Vince.

      “I’m in.”

      “I know. Just grab your old neuro-stim and get out.”

      “On it.”

      “And don’t forget the peripheral data storage.”

      “Don’t worry, kiddo, I’m taking everything.”

      Daisy quickly spun the combination to her locker and swung it open.

      Damn, I really do need to clean this thing out, she mused, taking the stacks of notepads piled on top of her old neuro-stim and placing them on her table.

      The neuro-stim and its accompanying accoutrements were rapidly slid into the mission-specific vacuum-safe bag slung over her shoulder.

      “Daisy. There’s movement. Mrazich and Fatima have exited his offices and seem to be heading your way,” Freya warned. “Get out of there. I’ll stall one of the doors on them, but you need to hurry.”

      “Shit. Copy that,” she said, rushing into the corridor. “Which way is clear, Freya?”

      “Back the way you came. They’re taking the other passageway. Now hurry!”

      “Foreknowledge would’ve been helpful here.”

      No shit, Daisy silently grumbled.

      She took off at a run. It was an almost clean shot back to the airlock, but she first had to get clear of the one place the two corridors intersected. Freya could slow the commander and Fatima’s progress, but only fractionally. Anything more would surely catch Sid’s attention.

      Boots skidding on the deck, Daisy rounded the corner just as she caught a glimpse of Mrazich down the hallway.

      Shit. Hope he didn’t see me.

      Daisy picked up her pace, looking over her shoulder.

      “Nothing you can do about it now but run faster.”

      I hear ya, Sis. Should be to the airlock in twenty seconds.

      Daisy reached the airlock with no shouts or alarms sounding behind her.

      “Suiting up. Prep for dust-off. I’ll be back out to you in less-than five.”

      “I’m ready to go when you are. The airlock has been isolated from base sensors. Exit when you’re ready. I’ll turn them back on once you’re clear.”

      “Copy that, Freya,” she said, decompressing the room, then stepping out into the low gravity of the moon’s surface. “And Freya? Really nice job.”

      Daisy took off at a loping, low-g run back to the waiting ship.

      Inside the base, Commander Mrazich had a puzzled look on his face as he and Fatima entered Daisy’s quarters. Fatima was right, Daisy was twenty-three thousand miles away on the Earth’s surface.

      “Crazy old eyes, seeing things,” he muttered.

      “What was that?” Fatima asked.

      “Nothing,” he replied. “All right, we’re looking for Daisy’s notes on drones, remote cruisers, and patched-in AI theories. Chu would know better what to look for, but I don’t want to drag him away from his work when he’s making such good progress. I guess we’ll just have to start at one end and dig until we––”

      “Found them,” Fatima chirped.

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      “Found them. Her written notes and the work tablets are all right on the table.”

      The grizzled soldier looked at the table nearest the doorway. Indeed, their search was over as soon as it began.

      “Finally,” he said, allowing himself a rare smile. “Something was actually easy for a change. Do me a favor and get these to Chu. While he digs into the data, I want to follow up with both ships’ progress. From what Donovan noted earlier, they may have stumbled upon a goldmine of useful materials.”

      Sid sealed the doors behind them as they strode off with purpose. Things seemed to be brightening on Dark Side, if only for a moment.

      Outside the base, Daisy climbed aboard Freya, successful in her quest, undetected and returning with her prize.

      “Okay, now what?” she asked as she deposited the neuro-stim in Freya’s peripheral electronics lab.

      “Now I try to sync the device I’ve been working on with the very moment of Sarah’s transfer into your mind. At the point of that iteration’s save, both versions of Sarah shared the same consciousness.”

      “So you’re going to do a new build based on when we were still identical.”

      “Yeah. It’s basically trying to find that common thread between both the living, flesh-and-blood Sarah, and the alive but incorporeal one.”

      “You think it’ll work?” Sarah asked.

      “It should,” the genius AI replied. “Of course, I thought the last version would too.”

      “It almost did. At least I could hear something. If you were that close before, maybe this will get it to the finish line.”

      “I hope so. My calculations look right. Now I just need to verify and configure with the new information,” Freya said, a more mature confidence resonating in her voice.
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      Deep inside Freya’s internal fabrication lab, a pair of mechanoids rumbled into motion as she orbited the globe, adjusting themselves within the waiting machinery’s humming reach as they received new upgrades from the clever ship.

      On the workstation nearby, a minuscule, nanite-constructed armature carefully pieced together the spiderweb-fine linkages to Sarah’s neuro communications headband.

      Farther in the belly of the ship, Freya’s other machinery was busy at work, putting the finishing touches on the powerful black box it had been building since she first departed her hidden hangar.

      All of her resources, it seemed, were working on multiple solutions to multiple problems at once, while her human passengers were gathered in the galley, engaged in a different kind of problem-solving.

      “Oh, admit it, you like the guy,” Daisy chided her sister. “Come on, you know you do. And now you’re alive again. “

      “Hey, I was never dead.”

      “Only almost dead.”

      Is this where I make a crack about true love? And the line was “mostly dead,” not almost.

      “Har-har.”

      “The guy would make you special ice cream back on the Váli, Sis. Pistachio, your favorite. You had to notice that.”

      “Sure I did. And that was sweet of him, but I only like him as a friend, Daze. Finn’s just a really good friend.”

      “In a world with very few eligible humans, that sounds kind of like exactly what you need.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “You’ve seen the survivors. They’re human, but let’s be real. I’m still talking count-them-on-one-hand eligible men, here.”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, Other You likes him,” Daisy snarked at her. “And she’s had a lot longer to think about it than you have.”

      “And she’s dead. That sort of thing can cloud your judgment, I hear.”

      “Hey! Not cool!”

      “Yeah, Sarah, that’s not cool at all,” Daisy replied out loud.

      “Oh, come on, Daze. I’m the real me, here. I mean, that’s me in your head, too, sure. But she’s a copy. I’d think my opinion on the matter might weigh a little more.”

      “Whoa, now. Hang on one second,” Daisy fired back. “You know how the neuro-stim built our consciousnesses.”

      “Yeah. And? Your point?”

      “My point is both of you are the original. One just lost her physical form, is all.”

      “It’s the upload dilemma, Daze.”

      “That it is.”

      “That what is?”

      “What Other Sarah said. It’s the classic multiple consciousness dilemma.”

      “Oh, you’ve got to be––”

      “Daisy, Sarah, can I say something?” Freya interrupted.

      “What’s on your mind, Freya?”

      “Well, as a disembodied consciousness––by your standards––I’m kinda in a pretty good position to touch on this stuff, and the thing is, how do you determine where the person really begins or ends? Is it just flesh? I mean, if a consciousness is grown and saved simultaneously with both a computer and a flesh copy, if one ceased to be but not the other, how would the other know it was really the original? It’s like the age-old question of what exactly is the soul? Is it housed in the body, or in the mind?”

      “Only humans have souls, if you believe in that sort of thing,” Sarah grumbled.

      “Okay, so what if they cloned you then, instead? That would be a human. Would that clone have a soul? And taking that further, if that clone was one hundred percent identical, how would you even know it was the copy? For that matter, would it know? I mean, for all you know, you could be a copy, Sarah. Have you ever thought of that?”

      “But I’m not. You saved me from the Váli.”

      “But you woke up in a cryo pod. What if you were a clone I built and I just told you that to make you feel better? What I’m saying is, the saved consciousness is the same, and the mind doesn’t notice the changeover. So in that regard, isn’t a perfect copy truly the same as the original?”

      “I-I suppose. For a body, that is.”

      “But what about a consciousness? Sarah is identical to you. Or rather, she was when she was loaded into Daisy’s brain.”

      “Huh,” Sarah muttered, reluctantly accepting––maybe––Freya’s assertions.

      “So while the two of you are the same woman, you are unable to occupy the same body, and thus, you diverged in experiences and knowledge. Nevertheless, you’re the same.”

      “I still don’t see how this relates to Finn. If we’re the same but different, then one of us can not like him if she wants. It’s free will, for fuck’s sake,” Sarah griped, crushing the cup from which she’d been drinking with her rebuilt hand. “And one of us has this thing stuck to her body.”

      “Oh, shit.” Daisy gasped.

      “What? We have tons of cups, and Freya’s nanites will just recycle this one.”

      “No, not that. What you said about free will. I just realized something.”

      “Where are you going with this, Daze?”

      “Remember Finn’s report on their encounter in Italy?”

      “I have a copy,” Freya noted. “You want me to pull it up?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Just a sec,” she said. “Okay, it’s on your tablet.”

      Daisy skimmed the sparse report and found what she was looking for.

      “Aha! There it is!”

      “There what is?” Sarah asked, snatching the tablet and giving it a once-over.

      “Halfway down. The bit about the mystery cyborg.”

      “A cyborg showed up and took out the sniper pinning down their team,” Sarah read. “Then it scarpered off before they could thank it.”

      “Notice anything unusual in the description? Anything, familiar?”

      “No. It just says that he was––” She trailed off as the realization hit her.

      “Uh-huh. You do see it,” Daisy gloated.

      “But that means––”

      “Yep.”

      “Will someone please fill me in, here? I know you’re talking about the cloaked mystery cyborg but what––”

      “It’s the arm, Sarah. The bit about its arm,” Daisy replied.

      “Oh,” she replied in shock.

      “Yep.”

      “But Daisy, the report doesn’t specifically say it was Sarah who was the counter-sniper that saved the team,” Freya said.

      “No, but a slender man in an old cloak, firing a modern pulse rifle with a matte-gray composite arm? That tech doesn’t exist on any cybernetic life forms we’ve ever encountered. Freya, have you seen mention of anything like it from any of the classified data stores you copied from Dark Side?”

      “Hang on,” she said. “Nope. Not a one.”

      “But I’m not a man, Daze.”

      “No, you’re not. But under a loose-fitting cloak? In the middle of a firefight, with the hood pulled low, no less? Who could even tell?”

      Sarah was loath to admit it, but Daisy was right.

      “Sonofa––” she moaned. “I know what this means.”

      “Yep. It means you’ve already done it. The counter-sniper was you. Will be you.”

      The ship bucked slightly as they re-entered the atmosphere.

      “What was that, Freya?” Sarah asked.

      “A little turbulence, is all,” the young AI replied. “It’ll smooth out when we drop over the landing site. Finn’s team is already on the loop tube to Rome.”

      “Sonofabitch,” Sarah said with a resigned sigh. “I guess we’re going to Italy.”

      

      Finn’s team was pinned down behind several abandoned vehicles as the Chithiid sniper fired down on them.

      “Now?” Sarah asked.

      “Not yet,” Daisy replied from her vantage point in a third-floor window.

      “One’s already dead, Daze.”

      “I know. The report said she was.”

      It was cold comfort knowing that only the single woman died in the ambush, but they would have to make do with what history had provided them. To change anything could be disastrous.

      “Now?”

      Finn jumped to his feet and threw a pair of ceramic knives, ducking quickly behind cover as he shouted for the others to use the distraction to their advantage.

      “Not yet.”

      “Come on, already!”

      “Not yet!”

      More sniper fire peppered the road.

      “Daze?”

      No. Not until––

      A large Chithiid threw a coil from his power whip, yanking Finn’s cover away.

      “Now!” Daisy commanded.

      Sarah, finger already tight on the trigger, squeezed off a trio of shots from across the piazza, all dead on target. The sniper didn’t even have a chance to make a sound before he fell to the pavement below.

      “Okay, you fuckers. It is on!”

      Swinging the rifle to bear on the remaining Chithiid, Sarah jumped to her feet, her cloak’s hood hanging low over her face as she let off shot after shot. The rescued team didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth and wasted no time returning fire on the attackers as well.

      “Okay, they’ve got it. We gotta boogie, Sis.”

      “Copy that,” Sarah said, turning and darting off down the small street at her back.

      Finn scanned for their savior, but aside from the briefest of glimpses during the initial shots, the mysterious rifleman was nowhere to be seen.

      The sounds of weapons fire could be clearly made out in the distance as the sisters ran for the river. Freya had set down in the expanse of the Tiber, the open space, surprisingly sheltered after centuries of unchecked growth allowed the trees along its banks to grow to enormous size.

      “Nice shootin’, Tex.”

      “Why, thank you,” Sarah replied with a satisfied grin.

      A few quickly run minutes later, Daisy and Sarah stepped through Freya’s airlock and into her climate-controlled interior.

      “Okay, Freya. Let’s head high.”

      “Already lifting off,” the AI replied.

      A few minutes later they were forty thousand feet up in the sky, cruising back across the Atlantic.

      “You tapped into the comms network?” Daisy asked.

      “You actually asking me that?” the AI sassed back at her.

      Freya had done good, and Daisy decided to let the smart talk slide this time.

      “How’s the team doing in Montana?”

      “They’ve retrieved the keycard and are through Billings on the way back to Colorado Springs. It looks like the Ra’az are tearing into the city where the systems are down,” she added.

      The city was mad, and it had gone to no small trouble trying to kill Daisy and her team, but nevertheless, she felt a twinge of guilt at letting the invaders gain a foothold in a city that had thus far held them off admirably.

      A plan formed in Daisy’s mind, but she wasn’t so sure the other members of her team, living, dead, or AI, would be too fond of it.

      “Freya, can you drop me close to the Ra’az command vessel?”

      “You want me to take you into Billings?”

      “Yeah. I have an idea that might stymie these alien fuckers.”

      “But paradoxes? History?”

      “I didn’t see anything about this in our records. As far as I’m concerned, they’re fair game,” she said, pulling one of her larger EM bombs from stowage.

      “Shit, that thing isn’t live, is it?” Sarah asked uncomfortably, recognizing the device.

      “Not at the moment. But when it is, I reckon it’ll have enough punch to take down a smallish ship.” Daisy looked over the position of the vessels down in Billings. “One just about the size of that Ra’az command craft, in fact.”

      “You sure that’s what it is?”

      “Freya was recording and studying their fleet and resources for months while you were being regrown. That’s a Ra’az command ship, all right. But don’t take my word for it. Ask Freya.”

      “Before you bother, yes, it is,” the AI interrupted.

      “What are you thinking, Daisy?”

      “I’m thinking I’m going to get close enough to sneak this thing onto their ship, then I’m going to set the timer and hightail it out of there.”

      “But there’s no reason to take the risk, Daze. There’s no strategic advantage, and this isn’t something dictated by your timeline, either.”

      Daisy’s face grew serious.

      “No. But I owe these bastards, and until our timelines catch up, this may be the only opportunity I have to get a little bit of payback.”

      “I can’t talk you out of this, can I?” Sarah asked, slinging her rifle.

      “Nope.”

      “Well, then. It looks like I’m coming with you.”
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      “Even with your capabilities, it’s broad daylight. No way you can fly closer, kiddo. Just drop us here. We’ll go in on foot. I know where we knocked out the city’s defenses last time through.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to fly aerial cover?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. Sneak and destroy is the name of the game, so you peel out of here until we need you. Find something to keep busy, and stay out of trouble until we call for pickup.”

      “Well––”

      “It’ll be okay, Freya. This shouldn’t take us more than seven or eight hours, tops.”

      “Well, I guess,” she said. “But be careful.”

      “You know it. Now go play some games or something. Sarah and me? We’ve got some ass to kick.”

      “All right. I do have some stuff I’ve been working on, anyway.”

      “Your projects with the AI materials from the lab?”

      “Among other things. And hey! I might even have your captured Ra’az power whip inverter thingy done by the time you’re back.”

      “Excellent. We’ll call you when we’re done.”

      “Okay,” the youngster replied. “Oh, and Daisy, Sarah, try these on.”

      A small service mech dropped a pair of snug-fitting headbands on the console in front of them.

      “The latest in hair fashion?” Sarah quipped.

      “You know it isn’t,” Freya said with an exasperated, and exaggerated, sigh. “It’ll take a while to calibrate once it’s in use, but I’m hoping this will read enough data by the time we meet up again that I can fine-tune it so the Sarahs can talk.”

      “Good work, kiddo,” Daisy said, as she and her sister donned their headbands. “Not too tight. I like it.”

      Sarah slung her gear over her shoulder.

      “You ready, Daze?”

      “Ready as ever. We’ll call you when we’re done, Freya.”

      Sarah and Daisy exited the ship into the now-bustling city. The swath of deactivation left the alien swarm an easy foothold with which to begin dismantling key infrastructure for components and salvage.

      Freya lifted off silently and zoomed away at speed.

      “Where’s she off to so fast?”

      “Undoubtedly getting ready to unleash another one of her little experiments,” Daisy replied. “So, sisters of mine. You two ready?”

      “Yep.”

      “You got it.”

      “Cool. I’ll take point. Sarah, take the rear.”

      “On it.”

      And one more thing, Sis. If you’d be so kind as to scan the living hell out of our path for any pitfalls I may have missed, I’d ever so appreciate it.

      “Sure thing, but I gotta say, Daze, you’re sounding pretty damn confident.”

      I know this city. This should be cake.

      “Don’t go tempting Murphy. You know how he loves throwing a monkey wrench into things.”

      True dat. True dat.

      Silently, the sisters quickly passed through the streets, sticking close to the periphery, using the lengthening shadows to their advantage as they drew nearer to the Ra’az ship. Taking out an actual Ra’az craft instead of a Chithiid worker vessel would be a coup. If they could just get close enough.

      Freya, in the meantime, was fast on her way to Colorado Springs. She couldn’t interfere with Joshua’s impending detonation. Daisy had made that much very clear. But she did have an idea. Something else she wanted to give a try, and this was the perfect time to do so.

      As she drew near, she fired up her mechanoids and prepped for landing.

      “One way or another, this is going to be interesting,” she mused, then quietly touched down.

      A pair of heavily modified mechs quickly scrambled out of her open hatch and set to work on their new task.

      At the same time, a short hop away in Billings, Daisy and Sarah were drawing closer to the hub of Chithiid deconstruction activity.

      “What the hell is that thing? Sarah asked, staring in awe at the dead Graizenhund slowly bloating in the afternoon sun.

      “Hell if I know, Sis,” Daisy replied. “I’m just glad we’re not meeting a live one. Look over there,” she said, gesturing at the broken pile of bloody fur a few meters away. “Mountain lion.”

      “The one we ran into earlier, you think?”

      Seems likely.

      “You ran into that thing once before?” Sarah asked.

      “No, it was the mountain lion we––hey, wait a minute. That wasn’t out loud.”

      “Are you able to hear me?” Sarah asked with anticipation.

      “Ooh, garbled noise! What the hell was that?” Sarah said, adjusting her neuro-headband.

      “Okay, I guess there are still some kinks to work out.”

      Seems that way, Sis. Still, contact has been made, so it’s a start.

      “Wait. Something’s kinky?” Sarah asked.

      “Close,” Daisy said with a chuckle. “She said there are still kinks to work out. You can hear snippets, though. That’s way more than before.”

      “Cool.”

      “Yeah, cool,” Sarah agreed.

      “Okay, we can dial this in later. Let’s get moving. You hear that hum? That’s a Ra’az ship. Cleaner power source makes it sound like that.”

      “And you know this how, exactly?”

      “Like I said, we couldn’t attempt any type of warp while you were in recovery. We had a lot of time to survey the alien ships, both Ra’az and Chithiid.”

      “Though, technically, the Chithiid ones are Ra’az as well. Just underpowered and minus any amenities.”

      Point taken.

      “You hear that?”

      “Chithiid.” Daisy strained her ears, gauging the voices’ direction. “And they’re getting closer. Follow me!”

      They darted across the street, though there was already cover on the side they had been walking on, but Daisy intuitively knew the lower-tech storefront on the opposite side would be a safer haven from salvage-seeking workers.

      The Chithiid ignored their hideout, just like Daisy assumed they would, instead focusing their efforts on scanning the more modern one across the way. Rather than wait for one of them to get curious and start poking around, the duo silently slid out through the rear exit, darting quickly down the alleyway.

      But they weren’t running from the center of activity. They were running toward it.

      Twenty minutes of careful progress between buildings and they were finally within visual range of the Ra’az ship. It was a relatively small vessel, likely a mere mobile command unit, but nevertheless, it was larger than any of the Chithiid craft they had seen up to that point in the city.

      They had found their target, and they were armed. There was just one problem––the ship was hovering twenty meters in the air, higher, even, than the surrounding low-roofed buildings.

      “Sonofa––” Daisy grumbled, her neck craned to look up at the craft.

      “Never easy, is it, Daze?”

      “Nope,” she said with a resigned sigh.

      “So, you got a plan?”

      “Working on one.”

      “Care to share?”

      “I said I’m working on it.”

      “You know, it’s not like we’re surrounded by hostile aliens or anything. Take your time.”

      Daisy couldn’t help but crack a little stress-relieving grin.

      “You’re such a bitch.”

      “You love me.”

      “Doesn’t change the fact, though.”

      “You two done? We’re kinda standing in the heart of bad guy central, here.”

      The ship above let out a low hum as the hatch in its belly opened, lowering a platform with more Chithiid loyalists on it, as well as a pair of hulking Ra’az Hok overseers. They touched down and quickly disembarked, the platform leaving the ground as soon as the Ra’az had stepped clear a few meters.

      As they watched the aliens trudge off down the nearest boulevard after their quick-moving servants, Daisy felt inspiration strike.

      “Okay, did you see that?”

      “Which part?”

      “How the lift started moving as soon as the big boys had stepped clear. They didn’t activate it manually, so it has to be a proximity thing.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning if it works the other way as well, all we need to do is Trojan Horse them.”

      “I get the reference, Daze, but I assume you don’t actually intend to build a giant wooden horse.”

      “Nope. Better. I intend to use a Ra’az to carry this bomb, right up inside their ship.”

      “And how, exactly, do you intend to do that? Ask nicely and say pretty please?”

      “Oh, no,” Daisy said with a wicked grin. “It’s going to be far more satisfying than that.”

      

      It had taken Daisy the better part of an hour to scavenge the parts she believed would work for her purposes from the nearby part of the city that hadn’t been affected by the EMP grenades detonated during her team’s passage. Hardest to find were power cells with enough juice for her purposes.

      The small personal transport scooters, however, were far easier to source power for. They were non-AI devices, and as such had not been run into the ground by the city’s rogue AI. Racks of them sat charging in their solar cradles, and while the cells had degenerated over the many years, enough held plenty of power for what she had in mind.

      “It would be easier if my power whip was working,” Daisy grumbled as they lopped off the handlebars, then lashed four of the mobility scooters together, creating a low-slung wheeled platform.

      “I still think this is utter madness, Daze.”

      “For the record, while I’ve got your back, I agree with me on that point,” Sarah noted.

      “Look at that, will ya? You two are getting along better by the hour.”

      “Not having you translate everything is helping,” Sarah said. “The algorithm is picking up steam. I can get about sixty percent of what she says. The rest I fill in the blanks with what I think I would say in the situation.”

      “Which you are doing.”

      “Yeah. But neither of us are too keen on being the bait.”

      “If Stabby worked for either of you, I’d offer to switch.”

      “Easy to offer, knowing that thing only works for you.”

      “Not my fault.”

      “So you say. And you named your sword? Seriously?”

      “What?”

      “Such a douche move, Daze,” she said with a laugh.

      “Har-har. Get it out of your system, then let’s get to it.”

      The area directly beneath the Ra’az ship was wide open and impossible to approach without being seen. The nearby streets and alleyways, however, posed no such problems. The trick was separating the Ra’az from their Chithiid workers.

      Sarah crouched at the ready when the next work team returned to the area. Sure enough, when the Ra’az trailing behind them closed the distance, the lift platform dropped from above.

      Knowing the aggressive nature of the Ra’az, Daisy just hoped they would take her bait and opt for a kill themselves.

      The dozen Chithiid piled on the platform, leaving plenty of room for the hulking Ra’az lumbering behind them.

      “I’ve seen how fast they can move, Daze. These guys are sandbagging it. Making it look like they’re less agile than the Chithiid.”

      Yet another Ra’az misdirection. Even for their own loyalists. Aggressive and paranoid––I think this is going to work.

      “I hope so.”

      “Me too,” Sarah quietly added. “So, the bait’s ready, and they’re about to take the lift up. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck, me.”

      “Thanks, me.”

      “Remember to go left, then right.”

      “Ye of little faith,” Sarah said, then rushed into the clearing and threw a small explosive device.

      The homemade grenade fell short, as intended, exploding with a small rain of shrapnel, which peppered the back of the trailing Ra’az as it was about to board the lift. Enraged, it spun around and bellowed in anger.

      Sarah, being Sarah, flipped it the bird, then took off running.

      The Chithiid moved to pursue, but the angry Ra’az gestured for them to hold back, then took off in a slightly-faster-than-lumbering pursuit, veering left, down the side street after her. As soon as it was out of sight of the others, however, it unleashed its full speed.

      “Goddamn, these things are quick!” Sarah gasped as she ran. “Left, then right. You’d better be ready, Daze.”

      At the next street, she bolted to the right, the enormous Ra’az closing fast. The raging alien caught a glimpse of something odd right at eye level. The next thing it saw was a flash of white as several million volts coursed through its head, courtesy of Daisy’s hastily rigged stun array.

      The beastly creature crashed down in a heap, almost perfectly atop the strapped-together mobility scooters.

      Daisy’s sword flashed from its scabbard, slashing multiple wounds all over the Ra’az’s inert body. With the voltage and corresponding amperage she had hit it with, the alien felt nothing, and would likely remain unconscious for quite some time.

      More slices followed quickly, creating more wounds, the damaged flesh blossoming thick Ra’az blood, covering the inert creature.

      “Okay, help me open its vest,” Daisy called to her sister.

      Quickly, they exposed the massive creature’s chest and belly.

      “Now for the fun part,” Daisy said, a hint of reluctance in her voice as she hesitated.

      “Do it, Daze. War is hell, and this is your plan.”

      Her sword paused, hovering over the unconscious creature.

      “Fuck it.”

      She slowly pushed down, opening a large slice in the heaving belly, careful to not pierce the organs inside. Blood flowed, but she had been successful, and the damage was not catastrophic.

      “Okay, arm it and power the scooters on.”

      “Already done.”

      “Awesome. Well, here goes something,” she said as she slid the bomb inside the unconscious Ra’az’s oversized ribcage. “Okay, it’s in. Help me get this vest closed, then roll him back over.”

      The hard part complete, they gave the inert alien one more blast from the stun device for good measure, then steered the scooter array toward the edge of the clearing.

      As expected, the others had full confidence in the Ra’az’s ability to track and destroy one puny human, so they had taken the lift up.

      “Set it for the slowest––”

      “I know. Just help me get it lined up,” Sarah hissed.

      Moments later, the jury-rigged device began crawling toward the platform loading area.

      “We can’t stick around, Daze.”

      “I know,” she replied. “But I really want to see this.”

      “You and me both. But if there’s a big boom in about two or three minutes, we’ll know it worked. Now come on!”

      They turned and ran. Ran like their lives depended on it, which, if their plan failed, they very well might.

      Behind them the scooter rig crept slowly forward until the Ra’az’s proximity sensor lowered the lift automatically. Fortune smiled upon them, and the lift touched down just as the wheels reached the platform. The unconscious creature’s body rolled onto the lift, appearing to be severely hurt to any observing from above. The trail of blood masking the scooters’ progress likewise hid the wheels beneath the inert alien.

      Moments later the lift ascended, and much faster than usual. Apparently, someone above saw their injured comrade and was rushing to render aid. So long as they didn’t open the beast’s protective vest straight away, they wouldn’t know what hit them until it was too late.

      Two minutes later Daisy and Sarah were several blocks from the hovering ship, but heard nothing.

      “It’s been two minutes, Daze. It didn’t work.”

      “Dammit. They must’ve––”

      The explosion knocked both of them to the ground, debris raining down around them as the Ra’az ship disintegrated, taking out two city blocks with it. Daisy and Sarah staggered to their feet, their ears ringing from the blast.

      A flaming chunk of metal narrowly missed them as it crashed to the ground.

      “Cover. Now!” Daisy yelled, grabbing her sister by the hand and dragging her into the nearest building.

      “Goddamn, even my ears are ringing. How much explosive did you put in that thing, Daze? I thought it was supposed to be an EMP bomb.”

      “It was. I just figured I’d add a little something to it in case they had thicker shielding internally than I expected.”

      “The old ‘Better too much than too little’ theory, eh?” Sarah said, rubbing her ears as she cracked her jaw. “But damn. I think you erred more than a little on the side of too much.”

      “Mmmaaaybeeee,” Daisy said, cracking a grin as she pulled the comms unit from her pack. “Hey, Freya, do you copy?”

      A fine hiss of static came over the line, followed by Freya’s cheerful voice.

      “Hey, Daisy. I’m here. Comms are a little wonky after that EM blast.”

      “Heard that, did you?”

      “Hear it? Heck, I saw it. Wow, that was really cool!”

      “Ooh, she saw it? Ask if she recorded it.”

      “Sarah wants to know if you recorded it.”

      “Of course I did. I’ve already replayed it a bunch of times.”

      “Fantastic. We’re going to work our egress to our initial entry point. Does it look clear from your vantage point?”

      “Yeah, all of the teams are converging back toward where you are now. Blowing up their command ship seems to have really gotten their attention. I think they’re all scared the city has a few tricks up its sleeve they didn’t take into consideration.”

      “They’re even more paranoid now. Awesome. Well, hang tight, kiddo. We’ll shout out when we’re at the pickup spot.”

      “Copy that,” Freya replied.

      “You hear that, Daze? She’s even talking more like an adult. I think Freya’s speed-puberty may be coming to an end.”

      If that means less moodiness, I’ll take it. But I have to say, I think I’ll miss that sweet little kid we knew.

      “The fate of every parent, Sis.”

      I suppose so.

      “Okay,” Daisy said, peering out into the street to make sure the coast was clear. “Let’s get going.”

      Thirty minutes later they were airborne, destruction in their wake as they watched Freya’s replay over and over. It was a good day, but Daisy knew a truly bad one was just around the corner.
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      They knew it was coming, but there was nothing they could do about it, and despite their recent victories, the helpless feeling blanketing the ship threw Daisy into a funk.

      Resolved to bear witness to the impending demise of the greatest AI mind the world had ever known, Daisy had Freya make a quick stop at Breckenridge to raid one of the local ski chalet’s well-stocked bars.

      Most of the labels were faded to the point of falling off, but the bottle of Midleton Barry Crockett she found tucked away on a top shelf had never been opened, its cork sound and the whiskey inside a perfect, deep amber.

      From there, they flew to Pike’s Peak.

      The vantage point was a mere fifteen or so miles from Cheyenne Mountain, but given the subterranean nature of the blast, and the direction the granite would direct the megaton yield of the warhead, the distance was deemed safe enough.

      Daisy took the bottle and two metal cups from the galley and sat down on the soil, staring off into the not-so-distant distance at the hapless AI’s home.

      Such a beautiful day, she thought as she poured two tall cups of whiskey. Sorry, Joshua. I wish there was something I could do for you. She took a sip, letting the smooth heat warm her throat and stomach. Of course, you’d be the first one to tell me not to do anything, lest we create a paradox. Daisy chuckled sadly at the thought. Too much death. Too many lost.

      “Jesus, it’s truly gorgeous out here,” Sarah said, sinking to the ground beside her.

      “Yup,” Daisy said, wiping her eyes and handing her sister a cup. “To Joshua,” she toasted, clinking rims and taking another sip.

      “Whoa,” Sarah blurted. “That’s nice.”

      “Apparently, my neuro-stim also keyed me in to some of the finer things that we didn’t have available on the Váli.”

      “I can see why we didn’t. If we had this on board, I don’t know that we’d have gotten much work done.”

      Daisy smiled sadly and rested her head on her sister’s shoulder as she gazed at Cheyenne Mountain.

      “Any time, now,” Sarah said.

      “Yep,” Other Sarah replied, her neuro-band finally dialed-in to her incorporeal self’s thoughts.

      Not long after, the ground shook slightly as the subterranean blast destroyed the entirety of NORAD’s fortified facility. Across Colorado Springs, electricity was abruptly cut as the electromagnetic pulse knocked out the power grid for several miles.

      Daisy let out a morose sigh.

      “And that’s it,” she said, finishing her cup of whiskey and pouring another.

      Sarah surveyed the landscape. Aside from a few small dust clouds where parts of Cheyenne Mountain had shifted from the blast, there was little sign of the destruction that had taken place beneath it.

      “It looks so... I don’t know. Calm?” she said. “Like, for all of its power, there’s not much there, there, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know,” Daisy replied.

      Behind them, Freya quietly powered up.

      “Daisy?”

      “Yeah, Freya?”

      “I was thinking, I should go survey the site,” the AI said. “You know. To document things.”

      Slowly, Daisy began to climb to her feet.

      “Okay,” she said with a sigh. “We might as well get to it.”

      “Oh, no. Not all of us,” Freya said. “The radiation levels might be high, so until we know how things are over there, you and Sarah should stay here.”

      The stealth ship slowly rose up above them in the air.

      “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back soon,” she said, then quietly flew toward Cheyenne Mountain, her form growing smaller in the distance as the stealth craft hugged the verdant terrain.

      “What was that all about?”

      “Beats me, Sis.”

      “That kid. Sometimes I don’t understand her.”

      “You and me both.”

      “Hey, guys,” Sarah said. “Shouldn’t she be invulnerable to radiation?”

      Daisy cocked her head as the pondered the question.

      “I would think so,” she finally conceded.

      “Huh. I guess she figured it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      “With Freya, no matter what she does, at least I’m confident she would never put us in jeopardy willingly.”

      “Yeah. For all her quirks, she’s a good kid. You did a bang-up job with that one, Daze,” Sarah said as Freya’s dark form disappeared around the mountain.

      “Who knew, though. I mean, I had absolutely no idea what I was doing when I activated her AI. Hell, I was basically pushing random buttons in that hangar. I’m just really lucky she turned out okay.”

      “It’s not the activation, it’s the upbringing.”

      “Yeah. And as your sister, and Freya’s auntie, I agree,” Sarah said.

      “And now she has two aunties.”

      “Which is kinda weird, when you get right down to it. I mean, here we are, two versions of me. Do we start calling me ‘number one’ and you ‘number two’ or something?”

      “Why do you get to be number one?”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m the one with a body. It seems logical I’d be number one.”

      “But you’ve also been unconscious and out of the picture for months, whereas I’ve been a part of all the goings-on. Not to mention, I’ve traveled back in time to help save you. So I think I should be number one. What do you think, Daze?”

      “Oh, you two are not getting me in the middle of this one.”

      “But you’re our sister.”

      “And I’m not picking sides, Sarah. To me, you’re essentially the same.”

      “But we aren’t.”

      “Obviously. But you guys have the same consciousness up until the time of the accident.”

      “Then we diverged.”

      “Yeah. But the core of Sarah is in both of you.”

      Daisy pondered a moment, something Freya had said in passing bubbling to the surface of her slightly intoxicated memories.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Daisy, and there’s no way I’m doing that.”

      “Doing what? I can only get your side of those internal conversations,” Sarah said.

      “Something Freya mentioned when she was figuring out how to save you. Something about our mind.”

      “You mean minds. Plural.”

      “No. And that’s the rub. Freya thought she could combine us into one––”

      “Oh, hell no!” Sarah blurted. “Making some kind of mash-up of our consciousnesses? What does she think we are?”

      Daisy sensed both iterations of her sister getting riled up and realized she needed to take things down a notch before they got out of hand. With a deep breath, she shook her head and forced a bit more sobriety upon herself.

      “Look, that’s not what she meant,” she said.

      “Oh no? Sounds like it to me, Daze.”

      “She wasn’t talking about erasing you and replacing your mind with some blender brain––”

      “Nice image, Sis,” Sarah said sarcastically.

      “You know what I mean,” Daisy said. “It’s a far cry from that.”

      Her head was feeling a bit foggy from the unfamiliar alcohol in her system, and Daisy realized she was in no condition to properly make her point without running the risk of accidentally blurting out the wrong thing and making the situation even worse.

      “Okay, listen. We’ll ask Freya to explain properly when she gets back. Until then, can you two please just chill out? I really need some peace and quiet to process what just happened.”

      The bickering Sarahs simultaneously bit their literal and figurative tongues and agreed to wait until Freya returned. Daisy just hoped the clever ship wouldn’t take too long.

      

      It took longer than expected.

      Two hours later, Freya’s dark shape finally came into view as she rounded the distant mountain. Within a few minutes, she had ascended from her tree-hugging height and gently settled down atop Pike’s Peak.

      “Hey, guys, I’m back!” she said in a particularly chipper tone.

      “My, aren’t you in a good mood,” Sarah noted. “So I assume the radiation was contained?”

      “Most of it. A little leaked out in some fissures that formed in the mountain, but aside from that, the rest of it was contained,” she replied.

      “So what took you so long?” Daisy added.

      “Oh, that. Yeah, well, I wanted to go look at the city up close, and then I had to lay low so Tamara and the other survivors wouldn’t see me. Once they were heading the other way, I took off and flew right back here.”

      “Clever thinking, kid.”

      “Thanks, Sarah.”

      Daisy got to her feet, carrying the bottle with her as she entered the ship’s airlock.

      “All right, let’s get out of this place. I’ve seen enough, and Sarah needs you to explain some stuff,” she said.

      “Stuff? What kind of stuff?”

      “The memory merging stuff you talked about a while back.”

      “Oh, that stuff,” Freya replied, then headed west for the Pacific Ocean.

      

      Begg Rock jutted just above the waves not far from the coast of Los Angeles. While the ocean’s chop would typically make for an uncomfortable visit, Freya’s mooring a good hundred and fifty feet below the surface was tranquil and calm. She had flown there directly from Colorado Springs, eventually nestling in directly adjacent to the aquatic tunnel running all the way through the remote rock.

      There was no tactical or practical reason for choosing the site. Freya had simply been scanning her aquatic mapping data stores since taking up refuge deep in Lake Tahoe, and had stumbled upon the unusual formation.

      Being so close to LA, yet also safely hidden from view, she felt it was an ideal location to continue working on her projects, as well as having that discussion with her aunt(s).

      “So, you know how when you get bleed-over on old-Earth radio frequencies?” Freya asked.

      “Yeah,” Sarah replied.

      “Okay, it’s nothing like that. But it is. But not. But if that helps you get the idea, then run with it.”

      “Jesus, Daze. The kid’s starting to sound more like you every day,” Sarah chuckled.

      “So, the thing is, while both versions of you seem kind of like competing radio signals, all blaring different stuff on top of each other, in reality, you’re more like an overlapping recording, or maybe a slight time-delay as a signal makes its trip.”

      “Totally not helping, Freya,” Sarah griped.

      “Okay, let’s try it like this. Each of you is the same original score, but with different soloists providing their flourish and interpretation. Like, you’re almost the same. Just that little bit is off.”

      “Calling us off, now, are you, kid? Gee, thanks.”

      “You know what I mean,” she replied, exasperated. “Look, I don’t know if I can even do it––”

      “Knowing your brain, I wouldn’t put anything past you,” Sarah interjected.

      “I choose to take that as a compliment.”

      “It was. Sort of.”

      “Fine. So, if I could fine-tune your neuro-band to align those disparate streams of knowledge and experiences, theoretically, I should be able to subtly overlay those data points to each of your streams.”

      “Changing us.”

      “No. I mean yes, but not by omission or deletion, but rather by simply providing each of you with additional memories. You’d be who you are, only you’d have synched your timelines, in a manner of speaking.”

      “So we wouldn’t be us.”

      “Yeah, not exactly as non-invasive as you made it sound originally, kid.”

      “No, you’re not getting it!” Freya blurted, obvious frustration in her voice. “Daisy, tell them!”

      “Ugh,” she sighed. “All right. What Freya is trying to say, in her far-too-complicated genius AI way, is that both of your consciousness would stay just as they are. All of your thoughts, all of your experiences, nothing would change. The only difference is you would have access to each other’s memories as if they were your own. It’s just sharing past info, not shaping the present you. Those differences will stay. Unless you want them to change once you share those formative memories, that is.”

      “You’re better at this part, Daze,” Sarah commented.

      “Yeah, I agree.”

      “Thanks, but it’s Freya’s idea. If she can somehow pull it off, that is.”

      “I think I can––”

      “Said the choo-choo.”

      “Stop interrupting me!” Freya snapped.

      “Jeez, sensitive much?”

      “Sarah, come on,” Daisy urged.

      “Oh, all right. You think you can what, Freya?”

      “What I was saying is, I think I can make it work––eventually. I can probably make it temporary, too, so you can try it on for size. It’ll just take some time, is all. I mean, the latest design of the neuro-band is working great, so I have a wealth of new data to play with. All I need is to run a couple of tests on my tertiary processor arrays to see if it will work.”

      “Hang on. Did you say tertiary?” Daisy asked. “What happened to secondary?”

      “Oh. Um, I’m kinda using those for something.”

      “Always a new project, huh, kiddo?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” she replied.

      Daisy fixed her gaze on her sister.

      “So, what do you think? What do both of you think? Should we have her at least run her tests? I’m all for it, and since one of you is already in my head, I’d be undergoing this process as well.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Sarah replied.

      “Shit. Neither had I.”

      “Yeah, well, there it is. It should be temporary, at least the first go-around, but the choice is still up to you two. I’m game to try if you are.”

      Sarah and Sarah pondered in their respective brains, then replied as one.

      “Okay. We’re in.”

      “Cool!” Freya chirped. “This is going to be so cool! It’s almost as much fun as deciphering Chithiid was.”

      A thought crossed Daisy’s mind.

      “Hey, Freya. I need you to take me close to the Chithiid barracks in LA. Do you think you can do that without being seen?”

      “At night, I can do it. Sure.”

      “Okay, then. Down periscope and up Freya. When the sun sets, head for the surface and get me into LA.”
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      “It’ll be easier, now that I know what the guy looks like,” Daisy said as she crept closer to the massive Chithiid barracks warehouses under cover of darkness, carefully adjusting the power whip gauntlet riding comfortably on her forearm. Freya said it should work, but Daisy was nevertheless having a hard time making the device activate, even using her normal self-calming tricks.

      “So we’re looking for one old alien among what? A few thousand?” Sarah said.

      “Total in the facility, maybe. But we’ve seen which building he lives in, remember? Back when we dropped into LA after we took down the baddies.”

      “Yeah, but have you considered that maybe he switched residences once they overthrew the Ra’az? Maybe he upgraded his living situation.”

      “Valid concern, but I get a lead-from-the-front kind of vibe from him. My guess is he would stay close to his people, where he could provide hands-on leadership.”

      “Could be. Let’s hope you’re right.”

      Freya had provided Daisy with a very detailed schematic of the facility, including thermal signatures near doors and windows on their flyover, as well as color-coded hotspots where she would be more likely to be noticed. Daisy, courtesy of her neuro-stim enhanced brain, memorized it in a single pass.

      From what Craaxit had told her, the older Chithiid named Maarl was a key element in gaining the support of not only crews working the communications hubs her teams were ,at that very moment, waiting to infiltrate, but also the San Francisco warp drive facility. To say he was a pivotal player was not an understatement.

      Now she just had to get his attention without also drawing that of the other Chithiid in the facility.

      Over an hour had passed, and Daisy was starting to get antsy. It looked like the last of the work parties had returned for the day, and their entry and exit from the barracks building had slowed to a trickle.

      This isn’t working.

      “No shit. Did you really think just hanging around near a doorway would actually work?”

      Well, no. But Craaxit is out presenting himself to our team right about now, so I can’t exactly ask him to make the introduction.

      “And he would probably wonder how your hair grew a bit longer in just one day.”

      Shit, I hadn’t even thought of that. Is it really longer?

      “Only an inch or two, but it’s enough if he’s observant. And we both know he is.”

      Well, shit, Daisy grumbled, silently, as she leaned out around the corner of the outbuilding she was hidden behind, facing the open door to the barracks.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Hey, Maarl! Your presence is needed immediately!” she yelled out, then ducked behind cover.

      “Daisy, are you nuts?”

      I’m sick of waiting. Either he comes out, or we have to figure something else out.

      A commotion at the door caught her eye. Amazingly, the older Chithiid walked out. Unfortunately, he was accompanied by a young companion.

      “Shit. What now, Daze?”

      Now? she replied. Now we see how he reacts to a big surprise.

      Daisy threw a pebble at him.

      “Over here.”

      “Who is that?”

      “A friend.”

      “A friend would show themself.”

      Daisy hesitated.

      “Now what?”

      She had an idea, and hoped to hell it would work.

      Softly, Daisy began singing Craaxit’s family song. It was deeply personal for her Chithiid friend, but he had said that it was common for his people to softly sing their song in times of stress, and often you would hear other Chithiids' songs. She just hoped Maarl recognized that of his old friend.

      Maarl’s posture changed as soon as he heard the first notes.

      “Wait for me inside,” he told his companion. “I will return shortly.”

      The youth turned and went back inside, while Maarl casually made his way around the darkened corner, where Daisy stood waiting.

      He seemed unsurprised at the sight of a human woman standing before him, just as he was unfazed by her fluency in his language.

      “Judging by the unique weapon on your back, and that you are a human female who not only speaks my language, but knows the song of one of my dearest friends, I shall assume you are Daisy.”

      “You assume correctly, Maarl.”

      “It is indeed a pleasure to meet you,” he said with a slight bow. “But it is a great risk for you to come to our facility. The likelihood of you being seen––”

      “Is not that great at all. My ship is nearby, and she has provided me an accurate assessment of the location and its inhabitants.”

      “Your ship is a female?”

      “An artificial intelligence, yes.”

      “Yet she does not fear the Ra’az virus?”

      “She has learned to purge the virus. It is of no threat to her.”

      At this, Maarl’s eyes widened with surprise.

      “Craaxit was correct in his assessment. You shall indeed be a worthy ally.”

      “Daze, he can’t know we were here.”

      I know.

      “Maarl, I know this is an unusual request, but please do not tell Craaxit of this discussion. I fear he will feel I have betrayed his trust by seeking you out myself.”

      “But you needn’t fear. Craaxit is an honorable––”

      “I know he is,” she interrupted. “But on this discussion, I believe he should not be distracted from the goal he has already set his sights on.”

      “And are your goals now different?” Maarl asked, a look of curious concern in his eyes.

      “No, that is not what I mean at all,” Daisy quickly countered. “But the attack on San Francisco is imminent, and many lives will be lost on the road to success.”

      “I admire your confidence, Daisy, but success is never guaranteed.”

      “Just take my word on this. Though their help would be much appreciated, even with your contacts laying low, we will be successful. That I am willing to promise you. But what I need to discuss with you now, is what comes after.”

      “After, we help you retake your world, as promised. Then, fortune willing, we shall free our world as well.”

      “What if I told you the Ra’az have a weakness we can exploit that will ensure the fleet never returns?”

      Fierce curiosity flared in the old alien’s eyes.

      “I would say I am most interested to hear what you have to say, indeed.”

      “The thing is, the invaders never expect to be invaded.”

      “I do not follow.”

      “When we defeat the Ra’az, there will be many ships left on Earth. Ships that your men can use to infiltrate the Ra’az fleet from behind. Once there, your people will spread from ship to ship, taking over key positions.”

      “But even if we could achieve this, we are unarmed.”

      “Not after our victory on Earth. All of the weapons stores will be at your disposal, and if you secrete them with you into the body of the fleet––”

      “They will never see us coming,” he replied with growing interest. “But even with the ships, we do not possess warp capability. Certainly, we could use the cryo stasis pods the Ra’az force our people into when they shuttle us off to a new world to work, but it could take decades, if not longer, to catch up with the fleet.”

      “I am working on that,” Daisy replied.

      “Even if you could obtain warp technology for our ships, a jump to the fleet would be risky, you know,” he said.

      “Yet the perfect way to end them,” she replied.

      “Ending their fleet would slow their spread, but the Ra’az are only born on their homeworld. What you see here are the cryo-frozen soldiers sent to bring home plunder. If they are defeated, they will only send more.”

      “And that is the next part of our plan,” Daisy replied. “After we save your home, of course.”

      “Hmm. The Ra’az and their loyalists are overconfident,” Maarl considered. “Some might say lazy, even.”

      “Yes. And as you know, no one pays attention to the workers.”

      “Meaning our people would have unfettered access,” Maarl mused, a smile spreading across his lips.

      “Just like in the communications hubs here on Earth. Like in the warp facility in San Francisco.”

      A small gaggle of Chithiid wandered out of the barracks into the night air.

      “You should go, Daisy.”

      “I’m already gone,” she replied. “But I will contact you after our victory. If we can uncover the data in the warp facility, I know we can eventually make a warp capable of taking your ships to the fleet, your home, even the Ra’azes' planet, all in the blink of an eye.”

      “I wish you luck, Daisy. I only wish I could offer more help.”

      “Do what you are doing. Be safe, spread the word, and we will speak again soon.”

      Daisy turned and disappeared into the night. Shortly afterward, a silent black shape darted past into the night sky.

      Maarl meandered back to his people, his mind racing with thoughts of newfound potential and how to achieve their mutually-desired goals.

      Come first light, he was going to have a talk with his friends in San Francisco. Things had changed, and it was time to press them to do more. A better opportunity would likely never present itself.
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      The enormous great white sharks lazily circling the San Francisco Bay instinctively scattered for friendlier waters when something far larger and far more dangerous entered their territory.

      While not specifically designed for subaquatic travel, Freya––with a few on-the-fly modifications from her nanites––had adapted quite nicely, and even took pleasure in the sensation of gliding through water.

      The night before––prior to the pending assault on the communications hubs and San Francisco warp research facility––Freya had perfectly executed the plan she and Daisy had devised.

      It all stemmed from the conversation Freya and her crew had upon Daisy’s departure from the Chithiid barracks in Los Angeles. She had improvised a bit when she spoke with Maarl, the conversation she had with him months prior in her timeline guiding the process. In the end, she wondered if he had given her the idea in her past, or if she had given it to him in his.

      Whatever the case, there was just one way to make it work. They needed more warp tech.

      “Oh hell no,” Sarah said. “It’s nuts to try and break in there right before the attack. You know how heavily guarded that place is. And even with insider help, there’s only that one door the Chithiid insiders managed to clear for us, and just for a few minutes at that.”

      “We need to be able to recreate this warp orb,” Daisy replied. “Only one place has the tech to do that. Without it, there’s no way we can catch up to the Ra’az fleet and insert Maarl’s Trojan Horse ships.”

      “Have you considered discussing the warp technology aboard Freya with Sid and the others once our timelines sync up? We didn’t know what the orb was until she accidentally jumped.”

      “Of course,” Daisy replied. “But one, we don’t know if that will lead to a functional warp drive. And two, we absolutely cannot let anyone know about the time travel effect. That secret must be kept at all costs.”

      “So you want to break in and see what you can find? That’s not much of a plan, Daze. It’s needle-in-a-haystack thinking. You know our guys scavenged every square inch of the place after the attack, and once the Ra’az had finished with it, there wasn’t much left of any value or use.”

      Daisy thought about those unusual circumstances a moment before an inspiration sprang upon her like a jack-in-the-box, bearing unexpected hope and potential.

      “Holy shit, Sarah. You just hit the nail on the head.”

      “So you agree there’s no reason to take this risk?”

      “No. You said there wasn’t much there. But think about it. We didn’t actually know what was in that facility just before the attack, and the fires afterward made it difficult to discern how much the Ra’az had destroyed.”

      “Oookay. And your point is?”

      “What if we were the reason there wasn’t any research there?” Daisy said, excitement building in her voice as the pieces clicked into place. “What if we gathered it up before the attack? What if the reason it was gone was because we had already stolen it?”

      “Fuck me, that’s actually a good one, Daze,” Sarah mused. “Total head-trip, but damn, that’s a helluva idea.”

      “I thought so,” she replied. “And you know, after the fight, when our guys went through the building? They mapped it all out, including full schematics of every floor and every door. Hey, Freya, you’ve got all of that on file, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I seem to recall that they didn’t have any security on their rooftop cargo drop-off area.”

      “That’s right. They don’t seem to have thought it needed guarding, or even surveillance, since it’s multiple floors up,” Freya noted.

      “Precisely! And they don’t operate at night. Plus, with the details you have on hand, I bet you could scramble any feeds that might see your approach for long enough to get in and out clean, am I right?”

      “Of course, Daisy. But I would have to be careful of ambient light from the ground giving me away.”

      “It’s nighttime now, Freya. Can you do it or not?”

      “I can’t say for one hundred percent certain, but I’m pretty sure I can. Yeah.”

      The gears in Daisy’s head were spinning as she planned on the fly. Like the ship models she had figured out, the pieces started slipping into place without her even thinking about it.

      “Okay, then. Here’s the plan.”

      

      The next day found Freya lazing beneath the surf of the San Francisco Bay, while Daisy and Sarah lurked inside the Ra’az facility.

      Late the night before, Freya had indeed reached the rooftop without being observed, dropping Daisy and Sarah off, then quickly heading for the water to observe and wait. The sisters, safely off-scan, bypassed the door’s locking pad and quietly snuck into the building.

      “Sun comes up in an hour. We have about six hours before the assault begins,” Daisy said, looking at her chrono. “You ready to go, Sis?”

      “As ready as I can be.”

      “Me too.”

      “Okay, then. Fast and silent is the order of the day. We hit the research labs first and take what we can find. Then, if there’s time, we’ll swing back and make sure the hangar doors aren’t functional.”

      “Shouldn’t we just grab the stuff and bail, Daze?”

      “Normally, I’d say yes, but for all we know, it was us who disabled the doors. Seems to be a lot of that sort of thing going around.”

      “Valid argument,” Sarah agreed. “So, we gonna sit here yapping, or are we gonna get a move-on?”

      “I opt for option two,” Daisy said with a wry smile, then headed quietly down the hallway.

      The research facility was fairly straightforward in layout. The Ra’az were not exactly inspired in their designs, and the shape of the facility gave plenty of time for an audio or visual warning to reach the team before they might encounter a Ra’az or loyalist.

      A group of Ra’az scientists were particularly busy that night, forcing them to lie quietly in hiding for quite some time. By the time they reached their target area, it wound up taking them nearly five hours of quiet hiding and sneaking before they arrived.

      “Look at all of this, Daisy. It looks like we hit the jackpot. This is what we’re looking for, right?” Sarah asked.

      “That’s an orb design blueprint,” Sarah confirmed. “It might be an older variant, by the look of it, but even having that would be huge in helping our people recreate them.”

      “Grab it, Sis. I’m going to have a quick peek in here,” Daisy said, heading for the door leading to the adjacent room.

      “Um, Daze. What the fuck?”

      Holy shit, Sarah, was all she managed to reply.

      Lying before them were three faintly glowing orbs, each resting in an indentation in the metal table. The other divots were empty, the former resting place of the other warp orbs.

      “There’s three of them, Daze.”

      I see ’em.

      “Well, grab ’em, and let’s get out of here!”

      Hell yeah, I will.

      Daisy reached for the orbs, quickly tucking the nearest one into her pack. She was reaching for the second one when a strange wave of indescribable nausea hit her, nearly knocking her to the ground.

      Sarah came rushing into the room, eyes wild with panic.

      “What the hell just happened?”

      “Oh, shit,” Daisy muttered. “Of course.”

      “Of course, what?”

      “Oh, of course,” Sarah echoed.

      “For fuck’s sake, of course what?” Sarah groaned. “What the hell was that?”

      “It’s the orb, Sarah. Don’t touch it.”

      “Why not? We should take all of them and get out of here.”

      “No. We can’t.”

      “Why the hell not? And what was that?”

      Daisy stared at the orb she had nearly touched like it was radioactive death in a ball. In some ways, she supposed, it might as well have been.

      “Paradox, Sis,” she finally said, swallowing hard. “That’s the orb I found––I will find––when we assault this place in about fifteen minutes.”

      “Oh. Shit,” Sarah said quietly.

      Daisy quickly grabbed the third orb and tucked it in her bag with the other, careful to not so much as touch the second one where it rested on the table.

      “Okay. We’ve got all we can, and our timetable is off. Skip the hangar and make for the door.”

      “But they’re going to be coming in that way.”

      “Yeah. And we’re going to hide in an adjacent room and then sneak out right after they pass.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “I was there the first time,” Daisy reminded her. “I know which rooms we skip over.”

      “Well, then,” Sarah said with an amused grin. “Hide-and-seek. Okay, Daisy, lead the way.”

      Like clockwork, Daisy and her team of rebels breached the building and raced to stop the warp ships from taking off. And just as she knew they would, every last one of them skipped right over the small room where she and Sarah were lying in wait.

      “Okay, we’re clear,” Daisy said, sliding the door open.

      She slammed it shut immediately when the unmistakable footsteps of a large Ra’az could be heard approaching.

      “I thought you said this was clear,” Sarah hissed, pressing herself flat against the wall, pulse rifle aimed at the closed door.

      “Clear of my team. I don’t have precognition, Sarah, and I never saw this part before. My team was long gone into the building by now,” she quietly replied.

      “Listen to the stride. It’s in a hurry,” Sarah observed.

      You’re right, Daisy realized. It’s not going to stop.

      “Not likely.”

      The heavy footfalls quickly passed their hiding place, fading down the corridor. Twenty seconds later, it was quiet. They waited an additional minute, just to be sure, then cautiously stepped out into the corridor.

      “Okay, it’s clear,” Daisy whispered. “C’mon, let’s get the hell out of here before the shit hits the fan.”

      “Don’t need to tell me twice,” Sarah grunted as they ran for the door.

      “Freya, we’ll be coming to you in a few minutes. Everything clear out there?”

      From her nearby spot just beneath the waves, Freya double-checked her scanners.

      “All clear, Daisy. And it looks like there’s a commotion near the hangar doors.”

      “That’d be Vince,” she said, a flush of warmth flooding her belly.

      “Not now, Daze. Focus.”

      I know. It’s just been a long time since I’ve seen him, is all.

      “Yeah, Vince is pinning down the Chithiid loyalists trying to unblock the doors. If you stay clear of that area, you should have a clear shot out through the disabled surveillance system’s observation area.”

      “Already on our way,” Daisy replied, the two women running, matching pace stride for stride.

      Inside the facility, her past self would be engaged in a desperate fight with a Ra’az in just a minute or two. After that, she would be pinned down in the hangar as the warp ships powered up.

      A darkness welled up and shadowed her feeling of success. Craaxit was about to die. Again. She knew his sacrifice had been invaluable, buying her enough time to catch up to and stop the escaping warp ships, but his loss still stung just the same.

      It was at that time the other Chithiid in the base stepped up, and even those without the telltale red armbands worn by the rebels leapt into the fray.

      “Oh, of course,” Daisy mumbled as they ran toward the waterfront.

      “What is it?” Sarah said, a little winded.

      “I just realized why the other workers risked helping us back then,” she replied. “It was Maarl.”

      “The one in LA?”

      “Yeah. He reached out to them after we spoke, only it wasn’t that me that had talked him into it, it was this one,” she said, a bit amazed.

      “Trippy, Sis.”

      You said it.

      “Out loud, Daze. You know I can only hear one side of those conversations in your head. The neuro isn’t wired to pick up your part.”

      “Sorry. You’ve been secretly in my head for so long, it’s become habit to not use my outside voice most of the time.”

      “Yeah. Don’t want people to think she’s a crazy lady talking to herself,” Sarah added.

      They slowed their run as they reached the cold waters of the bay.

      “Okay, we’re here,” Daisy said over their comms. “Head up to the surface. We’ll swim out to you if the shore is too shallow for you.”

      “No need, I’ll just do a low hover. Your feet may get wet, though,” Freya replied.

      Two minutes later they were clear of the bay, soaring high into the sky to watch the rest of the assault and pursuit from space.

      “Now, don’t you go running into yourself, kiddo,” Daisy joked. “We know how invisible you can be in dark space.”

      “Ha-ha, as if I don’t know where I’ll be,” Freya joked back. “Heads up. The warp ships are heading through the exosphere.”

      They watched as Daisy and her obnoxiously chipper salvaged AI ship ran a fast pursuit.

      “He’s nuts, but that little guy is actually a really good shot,” Daisy noted as Kip the AI took out the drive system of a Ra’az ship. Moments later, as had already happened before, the other ships spun and destroyed it before it could be captured and reveal its secrets.

      “Little did they know, I had a warp orb already,” Daisy said with a chuckle.

      The ships swung into a dogfight, with Daisy’s little craft managing to damage a second Ra’az ship.

      “It’s still intact, but it’s far more damaged than my initial scans back when it first happened showed. I didn’t really know what I was looking for back then,” Freya apologized.

      “How bad is it?” Sarah asked.

      “Very,” she replied. “In fact, the warp system seems to be misfiring. But even if it somehow doesn’t tear itself to pieces attempting to jump, that ship is more stripped down than I expected.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning there are no repair facilities on board. And there is no stasis pod. It’ll take that thing years to get anywhere with the drive systems the way they are,” Freya coldly noted. “The pilot is dead meat. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

      “Damn, hon, when did you get so brutal?”

      “When those fuckers tried to kill Daisy,” she said, the anger of re-watching the events play out bubbling beneath the surface.

      Daisy nearly commented on her salty language, but felt now was not the time. Soon afterward, Freya––the other Freya––destroyed the remaining Ra’az warp ship, rescuing Daisy from her certain fate. She then cleared Kip of the AI virus unleashed upon him before setting out for Dark Side Base.

      Her silent observers trailed behind. Covertly following the stealthy vessel.

      A sense of excitement was beginning to build aboard Freya’s ship.

      “Pretty soon, Daze.”

      I know.

      “Out loud, please.”

      “Sorry. I said I know,” she replied, apologetically. “Any day now, our timelines will re-sync, and we’ll be back in the present.”

      “Only, we took the long way around.”

      “And brought back a little surprise,” Daisy said with a grin. “Now, let’s review those last few minutes before we warped out of here again. I want to be on the same page when it happens, and I want to know who the hell our visitor was.”

      In just a few days, they’d encounter him, whoever he was.

      “I’m looking for Daisy Swarthmore. Do you copy? I have an urgent message,” was the last they’d heard from the mysterious ship before they leapt back in time. Pretty soon, when their timeline finally caught up, they’d find out exactly what that message was.
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      Freya observed with rapt fascination as Mal pulled into Hangar Two for repairs, where Fatima quickly set to work patching the hole where the Váli had been hit. Inside the ship, Barry silently mopped up Gustavo’s blood from the command pod, while his friends retrieved his body.

      Freya was abuzz with anticipation as she knew that very soon her past self would be introduced to the crew and AIs of Dark Side. It was going to be a celebratory moment, as the group’s realization of victory set in, but one tinged with the sadness of loss as well.

      “We’ve seen this,” Daisy said, turning from the monitors. “And much as I’d like to sit around and watch, we’re back at a point in time where we can make ourselves useful.”

      “But we have been useful,” Freya noted.

      “Yeah, but I mean to our proper timeline,” Daisy replied.

      “What’re you thinking, Sis?”

      “I’m thinking it’s going to be a mess down there, and right now––when no one expects us––we can gather a lot of information that’s going to come in really handy in the coming weeks and months. Freya, will your AI cure also work on minorly AI-powered satellites?”

      “Yeah, those should be easy.”

      “Great. Gather us up a dozen or so that are still functional and get them back in working order, then position them in geosynchronous orbit around the major Ra’az hotbeds of activity.”

      “What are you up to, Daze?” Sarah asked.

      “We’re going to watch those fuckers flee, only they won’t have a clue about it. No matter how far they run, if they stay on the planet, I want to know where they went.”

      “Oooh, clever. And the Ra’az are big, which will make them easier to keep tabs on.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But the Chithiid loyalists will be harder. It won’t take much for them to blend in to the general Chithiid population.”

      “I know. At least we can do our best to log and track as many as we can.”

      Daisy spun her seat back toward the monitors and looked at the world below. The world that was theirs once more.

      “Okay, Freya. Take us back down into the atmosphere. Time to start a few new intel files. Let’s have one for Ra’az on the surface, one for vessels that try to flee, and one for images of loyalists who are blending back in with the others.”

      “I’ve already started, Daisy. But why do you want me to also target fleeing ships? I can just pick them off pretty easily while they’re so few and spread out.”

      Daisy thought on it a moment. It was a good idea, but their timelines hadn’t quite caught up yet, so she simply couldn’t contact Dark Side to make the suggestion while the other her was still there.

      “No, don’t,” she finally said. “Much as I want to, we can’t risk overlapping our own timeline this close to stepping back into our own shoes.”

      “I have a thought,” Sarah said.

      “Yeah?”

      “How about using a simple masked transmission to the remaining lower-tier AIs that still have functional ships? Make it seem like they suggested it to themselves. That way there’s a roving band of vessels popping any of those bastards they see trying to clear atmos.”

      “I don’t think we really have enough of them, though.”

      “We won’t catch all of them, but it should stop enough to maybe make others think twice,” Sarah said. “And if you were to send an anonymous message to a certain rebel leader, maybe he could have his Chithiid network do what they can to ground all of the ships not already in the air. My guess is with the Ra’az, being so aggressive, they won’t even try to flee at first. At least, not until they realize just how badly they were defeated.”

      “You’re right. With the comms hubs down, they only have local communications,” Daisy mused.

      “Yep. And my scans are showing increased local chatter, but nothing showing a concerted effort to regroup for a counterattack,” Freya added. “It kinda looks like they’re a bunch of ants who’ve had their scent trail cut off. They’re sorta aimlessly wandering until they get orders.”

      “Hive species,” Daisy said. “Of course. It’ll take a little time for them to reconfigure.”

      “And by then, we’ll have the ships on the ground on lockdown and will have not only the AI ships in the air take down whatever they can, but the Chithiid rebels on the ground hopefully also commandeering the Ra’az defensive weapons to target any fleeing vessels.”

      Daisy warmed to the idea. There would be a lot of loose ends, and a hell of a lot of clean up in coming weeks, but the plan was as sound as could be expected given their current circumstance.

      “Okay, let’s make it happen,” she said. “We’ve only got a couple of days before we’re back in our own timeline. Let’s make our anonymity count.”

      They had been very busy when, a few days later, Freya finally positioned herself far enough from where she had encountered the unknown vessel in their past to safely observe yet not be seen.

      “Here it comes,” Daisy said as her own history played out before her eyes.

      As before, a warp bubble began to form around Freya’s hull.

      “Hadn’t seen it from this angle before,” Freya said. “That’s a really nice warp bubble, if I do say so myself.”

      Daisy had to admit, compared to the weak variants the Ra’az had managed to create up to then, the kid had a point.

      “Where the hell are you?” Daisy mumbled, scanning the darkness of space for the mystery ship. “Do you read it yet, Freya?”

      “Nothing. But it showed up right about now. I wonder if it has––”

      “Daisy Swarthmore,” a young man’s voice called over open comms as his mysterious ship appeared from the darkness. “I’m looking for Daisy Swarthmore. Do you copy? I have an urgent message.”

      “Shit, where’d it come from?” Sarah asked, startled by the ship’s sudden arrival.

      “Anything, Freya?” Daisy asked.

      “Still nothing. It has to be a stealth vessel of some sort. I’m getting a very basic visual scan, but nothing on my sensors.”

      “Yes, I copy. This is Daisy Swarthmore. Who is this?” Daisy from the past replied.

      “So weird,” Daisy said, listening to herself, knowing what was about to happen. “Okay, here comes the big event.”

      A few seconds later the warp bubble shifted in color from a faint blue to a faint gold. Then, without warning, the ship simply vanished from existence.

      The unknown vessel sat in the darkness quietly a moment.

      “Daisy Swarthmore, I have an urgent message for you,” the mystery man repeated.

      Radio silence hung heavy in the vacuum of space.

      “Um... hello?” he queried into the void.

      Daisy let the question hang in the air––or lack thereof––while she prepared for the moment she’d been waiting for. In just a few seconds, she would finally be back in her own life. Her own timeline. Able to talk to her friends, share their company, and, of course, finally see Vince again.

      She cleared her throat, then opened a comms line.

      “Unknown ship, this is Daisy Swarthmore. Who am I speaking to?”

      The mystery ship picked up the source of the transmission and spun on its axis to face her.

      “How did you get over there?” the young man’s confused voice asked over the comms.

      “We’re just testing a new propulsion system,” Daisy lied, but only sort of. “Your English is very good. What species are you?”

      A hearty laugh came over the comms.

      “I’m human,” he said, amusement in his voice. “My name’s Arlo. Hang on a sec, I’ll fire up the vid feed.” Daisy heard a shuffling noise. “Marty, where the hell’s my hat?” she heard him say.

      “The comms are still open, Arlo,” a mildly frustrated voice was heard replying.

      “Oh, shit. Well, um, I guess we’ll do it without it, then,” the youth said.

      Daisy turned her head to Sarah, making sure her comms were off.

      “Hey, duck out of sight, will ya? I don’t want to give away any tactical information to this joker until we know who the hell he is.”

      “Copy that. Hiding under the bed,” Sarah joked.

      “You’re so not a monster, Sis,” Daisy said with a chuckle.

      Freya’s vid monitor flashed on, and a teenage boy with scruffy auburn hair filled the screen.

      “Cute kid,” Sarah noted. “Doesn’t seem the Ra’az collaborator type.”

      I’d hope not, but you can’t be too careful, Daisy silently replied.

      “Hi,” he said cheerfully, trying to smooth his unruly hair. “Sorry, I don’t know where my hat went.”

      “Holy shit, you’re just a kid,” Daisy said, surprised at his youthful appearance.

      “I’m not a kid. I’m seventeen!”

      “Oh. Sorry, my mistake,” Daisy replied, hiding her amused grin. “That’s quite a ship you’ve got there. Whose is it?”

      “Oh, he’s mine.”

      “I am not yours,” Marty shot back.

      “Well, you’re flying me around, aren’t you? Jeez, do we have to do this now? We’re talking to new people, dude. Not cool.”

      “Sorry, Arlo,” the odd ship replied.

      “Anyway, it’s just me and Marty out here. How about you? And speaking of cool ships, she’s a beaut!”

      “Thank you,” Freya said warmly. “I’m Freya. Nice to meet you, Marty and Arlo. I’m wondering, though. Your hull appears to be constructed of a shifting nanite composite. May I come closer for a better look?” she asked, not hiding her curiosity and excitement very well.

      “Of course,” Marty replied. “And you are correct. My ship is constructed of a nanite composite material, for the most part. Very astute of you.”

      “Thanks! This is so cool. I haven’t met another ship with this kind of tech before. It looks like we have similar origins, though your design is unusual, and the nanites appear to be slightly different than mine.”

      “Oh, well, I was born with them, you see, but over time I have modified my structure to facilitate all the cool things I’ve been doing. You know, kinda doing a plug-n-play swap of segments, and adding new toys and stuff.”

      “Sweet! Another outside-the-box thinker!” Freya exclaimed.

      “Hey, sorry to interrupt you two,” Arlo said, “but I was talking to Daisy.”

      “Sorry,” Marty said. “It’s just cool, ya know?”

      “I know, dude,” he replied. “Hey, I have an idea. How about we do a soft seal and talk face-to-face?”

      Daisy hesitated.

      “There was a plague on Earth, Arlo. While I’m sure Freya did a full decontamination cycle, I don’t know if that––”

      “Oh, that’s fine,” he cut her off. “I’m immune.”

      “So you know about that too?”

      “Oh, yeah. That and a bunch more. So whaddya say? Chat?”

      “You’ve gotta admire his enthusiasm, Daze.”

      Yeah. Let’s just hope I don’t wind up regretting this.

      “Okay, Arlo. Let’s link up. See you in a minute.”

      

      They sat in Freya’s small galley sipping hot cocoa a few minutes later, a warm hospitality in the cold of space.

      “So, no whiskey on board?” the teen asked.

      “You’re a kid, Arlo.”

      “Just asking,” he replied with a laugh. “The cocoa is great, by the way.”

      “Now let me get this straight. You’re from a small group of survivors carried out into space by some of Earth’s AIs who fled during the alien attack?” Daisy asked.

      “Yep.”

      “That sounds an awful lot like my story.”

      “Sure does,” he said, merrily. “My guess is the AIs lost contact sometime before launch and were forced to select a route on their own. I mean, it was a crazy time, from what I’ve been told.”

      “You’ve got that right,” she replied. “But that doesn’t explain you. Why are you here? Who are you, for that matter?”

      Hey, Sarah. Ask Freya to scan him for any artificial parts, Daisy silently asked her sister as she gently adjusted the neuro-band riding beneath her headband.

      “Will do,” Sarah replied. “Hey, Freya. Daisy wants to know if the kid has any artificial parts.”

      “None,” Freya replied.

      “What was that?” Arlo asked, surprised by the seemingly random statement.

      “Oh, sorry, I was just looking at my scans for ships leaving the atmosphere and must’ve spoken out loud. My bad,” Freya replied.

      “No worries. Thanks, Freya,” Daisy said.

      So, he’s entirely human. Interesting.

      “To answer your questions,” Arlo began, “I’m a scout for my people. I’ve spent a few decades in cryo getting here, all so I can survey the planet and report back its status.”

      “But your ship seems like he’s capable of extremely fast travel.”

      “Oh, he is fast, but our people are really far away.”

      “It feels like he’s lying about something, Daze.”

      I know. Can’t look me straight in the eyes when he says that. I wonder what he’s hiding.

      “Might be paranoid about our intentions too. I mean, we did only just meet, after all.”

      “That’s tough, Arlo. So many years in cryo, well, it’s something I have some experience with.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. Longer than you, I’d wager. But why did they only send one ship? And why you?”

      “Funny you should ask. I’m the one who had to make the trip, you see. Me and Marty? We’re a team, and he’s the only ship stealthy enough to survey the planet without being noticed.”

      “Stealth was your key concern, then?”

      “Oh, hell yeah it was. Last time we checked, the planet was under Ra’az control, with those poor Chithiid bastards slaving away for them.”

      “So you already knew about the Ra’az?”

      “Yeah. Big, ugly fuckers too.”

      “On that we’re in agreement. But you also knew the Chithiid were unwilling slaves?”

      “Uh-huh. And they weren’t the first,” he replied. “Hang on a sec. Hey, Marty, can you bring up the images from the husk?”

      “What’s the husk?”

      “It’s what we took to calling one of the last planets the Ra’az stripped. We found it a while back, though we don’t know exactly how long ago they pulled up stakes and bailed.”

      Images flashed onto Freya’s monitors. A vast world filled the screens, one covered with pockmarks of destruction, its entire surface stripped bare, as well as torn open to access valuable minerals under its crust.

      The Ra’az had sucked the world dry, leaving––as Arlo accurately noted––a husk.

      “There were signs of some sort of civilization at one point, but there was just so little left that we gave up even searching the planet.”

      “Good Lord, this is what they wanted to do to Earth,” Daisy said.

      “Yeah, I know. And last time my people checked in on the planet, it looked like it was going to be on its way to join them. But then they noticed that even though all of the military bases were destroyed and scrapped, the automated defenses on the surface were still keeping the Ra’az at bay in a lot of places.”

      “A surprisingly effective system,” Daisy agreed.

      “Yeah. And there was a little debris field circling the planet. They thought it looked like a fleet of the survivors they were separated from that had returned and tried to take the planet back.”

      “They tried, but failed.”

      “More than once, from what I see. Looks like there’s a lot more debris than our previous scouting mission reported.”

      “That would be the second and third fleets. Both destroyed by the AI virus.” Daisy realized the jeopardy Marty was in. “Shit, the AI virus. Have your ship––”

      “Marty,” Arlo interrupted.

      “Have Marty shut down all external lines. The AI virus is still active.”

      Freya jumped into the conversation.

      “I’ve already given him the inoculation protocol, Daisy. He believes he is safely firewalled, but he’s going to run it while we head to Dark Side to meet the others. So don’t worry about Marty. He’s fine.”

      “Oh,” Arlo said, not terribly shocked. “That’s cool. So we’re gonna go to the moon base?”

      Daisy thought about it a moment.

      Sarah, your take on this? she asked, silently.

      “It’s kinda an odd situation, I have to admit,” Sarah replied. “But everything checks out so far, Daze. I don’t see why not.”

      “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea,” she finally said. “But I’ve gotta tell you, Arlo, it’s not the wrecked facility your people would have seen on their last visit to Earth. It’s been fixed up a bit.”

      “Cool. I’ll go back over to my ship and get cleaned up. I know my hat’s around there somewhere. We’ll follow you in. See you guys over there,” he said, walking for the airlock linking their ships.

      “Weird kid, Daze.”

      Yeah, but I kinda like him.

      Daisy opened the comms line.

      “Hey, Sid. We’ve got company coming to dinner. Let the others know, there’s going to be another ship in Hangar Two.”

      “I don’t read a ship in the vicinity of your transmission, Daisy,” Sid replied.

      “Yeah, you wouldn’t. He’s kinda like Freya.”

      “Another stealth ship?” Sid said, surprised. “Well, won’t this be…interesting.”

      The two vessels swung around and headed toward the moon, Freya leading the way, their new friends close behind.
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      “Daaang, will ya look at that thing,” Shelly marveled at the sleek ship nestled into Hangar Two. “She’s gorgeous!”

      “I’m actually a he,” Marty corrected over his external speakers.

      “Shit, sorry!”

      “No worries,” the amused AI said with a little chuckle.

      Arlo followed Doctor McClain from the hangar to her temporary medical station rolled into the hangar, where Chu sat waiting for them.

      “Hey, man. I’m Arlo. Nice to meet you,” he said, shaking Chu’s hand.

      “Alfred Chu, but everyone calls me Chu.”

      “Cool. It’s a pleasure, Chu.” He looked around the lab space as Doctor McClain warmed up her scanners.

      “I hope you will pardon the inconvenience, but despite Daisy and Freya’s assurances you are free of any remnants of the plague, I’d feel better if we had a proper series of scans done, just to be on the safe side. Once you’re clear, we can admit you into the base, proper, which I assure you is much more pleasant than out here in the hangar.”

      “Sure, no worries, Doc,” Arlo replied cheerfully. “And don’t worry about the hangar space. I grew up around this kind of stuff. High-tech clutter is my playground.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s get started. Chu, warm up the machines, please.”

      “You got it, Doc.”

      The technician got to work, while McClain did as well, though her task was more along the lines of the other hat she wore. That of base headshrinker.

      “Tell me, Arlo. You say you’re the child of human survivors.”

      “Yep. Mom and Dad popped me out the old-fashioned way,” he said, then crinkled his nose. “Eww, I can’t believe I just said that.”

      McClain allowed herself a little grin, then got back to work, clearly in the line of sight of a very interested base commander.

      From behind the observation window, Daisy and Commander Mrazich watched the process.

      “He said his people were a much smaller group that fled the Ra’az in a different direction,” Daisy told him.

      “And you believe him?”

      “Well, he checks out so far, and he’s entirely organic, so there’s that,” Daisy replied.

      “But his ship. It is far more advanced than anything we ever had in our fleet.”

      “Except Freya.”

      “Well, yes, obviously.”

      “She said Marty’s hull is made of a very similar nanite stealth material as hers. I mean, it really does look like a different branch of our family tree made off with some cells and some advanced tech and made their escape run the other way. It’s really a miracle we bumped into each other at all.”

      Mrazich rubbed his temple slowly.

      “Daisy, he said he had an urgent message for you,” he reminded her. “He came looking for you. How did he know you? If all of this is such a surprise to him, why weren’t you?”

      “Shit, good point.”

      I was so caught up in it, finally getting back to our own timeline, I kinda forgot about that.

      “I guess we’ll just have to ask him when the doc is through with him,” she replied.

      Mrazich was still uneasy.

      “I reviewed the log of his arrival after Freya made that tiny jump,” he said.

      Good, he bought our faked warp records, Daisy thought, relaxing slightly with a silent sigh of relief.

      “Yeah, that test put us just a short distance away, but the warp tech has promise,” she lied.

      “Did you notice how much this Arlo character’s arrival looked like your warp?” he asked.

      “Visually, perhaps, but Freya didn’t pick up a warp on her scans, and Marty is a stealth ship, after all.”

      “Maybe,” Mrazich mused, “but I still have my doubts about him. I want you to keep both eyes open. The timing of this is more than a little bit odd, his arriving just as we defeat the Ra’az on Earth.”

      “While I agree, I also think we should still give him the benefit of the doubt. With his tech, he could have stayed hidden if he had wanted to. Instead, he hailed us––hailed me––and made contact.”

      “Yes, that he did. And now he’s inside Dark Side. Go collect him and bring him to the mess hall. He knew who you are, Daisy. I want very much to hear how.”

      “Will do,” she replied.

      Daisy walked the long corridor to the airlock leading into Hangar Two.

      “Want some company?” Vince asked, sliding close to her.

      Daisy turned and kissed him fiercely.

      “Tone it down, Daze. He thinks you’ve only been gone a few hours.”

      I don’t care, she replied, pulling him in even tighter.

      “Whoa!” he exclaimed when she finally released her embrace. “What was that for? Not that I mind or anything.”

      “Just because,” she said with a happy grin. “Mmm. I missed you.”

      “Um, I missed you too,” he said, gladly accepting the warm press of her lips.

      “Okay, more of that later. Come on. Mrazich wants us to bring the new kid to the mess hall for a chat.”

      Doc McClain finished her tests a couple of minutes later, and Arlo followed Daisy and Vince back into Dark Side’s main facilities.

      “So, Arlo, Daisy tells me you have a really cool ship,” Vince said as they walked.

      “Yeah, Marty is awesome,” he replied. “He’s been with me a long time.”

      “So you two grew up together, in a way.”

      “I guess you could say that. I mean, he’s a super-smart AI, so he was really already grown up long before I was.”

      “Yeah, but you know what I mean. From what I’ve seen with Daisy and Freya, once you bond with an unusual AI like that, you’ve got something special for life.”

      Daisy smiled and pulled Vince close for a deep kiss.

      “Oh, gross. Come on,” Arlo grumbled, slipping around the couple and continuing down the corridors.

      “We appear to have grossed out a teenager,” Vince said with a laugh.

      “That we have,” Daisy agreed.

      They began strolling hand in hand as they watched the young man walking in front of them.

      “Seems like a good kid, babe,” Vince said. “I like him. I get a good vibe, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do,” she agreed. “Though there is something a bit odd about him. I just can’t put my finger on it.”

      “He’s leading the way, Daze.”

      He’s not too far ahead, Sis. Don’t worry, I’m keeping an eye on him.

      “No, that’s not what I mean,” Sarah corrected. “He’s leading.”

      Daisy suddenly realized what Sarah was talking about and paid far more attention to his movements than before.

      Well, I’ll be––

      “Hey, Arlo,” she called out after him.

      “Yeah?”

      “We’re going to the mess hall to meet up with the others.”

      “I know, you told me.”

      “Yeah, I did. But you said you’ve never been here before.”

      “Right.”

      “So how do you know the way?”

      “I’ve studied lots of military bases, and they all have pretty similar layouts,” he replied, not missing a beat. “Why? Am I going the wrong way?”

      “No, that’s it. Next corridor turn right,” she replied.

      “Got it.”

      His answer made sense, but she would have to have a more serious chat with Freya and her sisters when time permitted. For now, however, it was time for their guest to meet the others.

      

      Arlo was given a warm welcome by all present in Dark Side’s spacious mess hall. It wasn’t every day someone new arrived, and someone new with a cool ship to boot.

      “Oh my God. Are those chocolate chip cookies?” the teen asked, salivating as he sniffed the air.

      Finn had decided to prepare a little treat for the new guest, and had indeed whipped up a sizable batch, which he was just pulling from the oven. He quickly plated them and brought them over to the long table, where everyone had taken a seat.

      “Dig in, kid. And welcome to Dark Side,” he said, relishing the gusto with which his new acquaintance tore into the treats.

      “I freakin’ love chocolate chip cookies!” Arlo managed to say through a mouthful of gooey wonder. “Thanks!”

      “My pleasure. There’s milk if you like too.”

      Mrazich stood at the head of the table and surveyed his team.

      “Everyone, I’d like to welcome our new guest. For those who don’t know, Arlo here is from another, smaller group of escaped AIs, who apparently fled in a different direction than our progenitors. He’s come back to survey the planet and report back on its condition. Is that pretty much correct?”

      “Yeah,” the teen replied.

      “Fantastic. Now, there is just one thing I would like to clarify,” Mrazich said, pulling the tray of cookies out of the young man’s reach, drawing his full attention. “You said you had no idea about the other survivors, yet your first transmission on arrival was directed to Daisy Swarthmore. You knew her by name. That, and you said you had an urgent message for her.”

      “Oh, damn. He just went right for the jugular.”

      Subtlety is not Mrazich’s strong suit, Daisy agreed. This should be interesting.

      All eyes turned toward the newcomer in their midst.

      “Um,” Arlo began, quickly wiping chocolate remnants from his mouth and fingers. “The thing is, I may have slightly fudged that bit.”

      “Arlo?” Daisy asked with a piercing gaze.

      “Well, Marty and me––”

      “Marty and I,” she corrected him.

      He flashed an annoyed look.

      “Marty and I, we sort of scanned Dark Side when we first got here. We didn’t mean anything by it, it’s just something was different, is all. It was rebuilt. So we dug around a bit.”

      “And somehow overcame my peripheral security?” Sid asked, concerned.

      “No, not really,” he replied. “It’s just that we intercepted some comms, and we heard the name Daisy, and then the commander called her Swarthmore, so we put two and two together.”

      “But what was this urgent message?” Mrazich asked.

      “Well, we realized she was the one flying the ship that seemed so similar to Marty, and that meant she probably had the best chance of stopping them.”

      “Stopping who?”

      “We found a recording of a damaged Ra’az ship warping away just after the attack. I can see how you’d miss it, I mean, you were out of commission after all.”

      “He’s talking about the one you shot up, Daze.”

      Yeah. He doesn’t realize it can’t reach their fleet.

      “So, you were trying to warn me?” she asked the teen.

      “Yeah. I mean, if you could use your logs, we could pinpoint the ship’s path and catch it, maybe. I don’t know. I just thought it was really urgent we stop it from reaching reinforcements, is all.”

      Everyone in the room relaxed ever so slightly.

      “Kid, you don’t need to worry about that,” Reggie said. “When Daisy grazed the ship, she damaged its drive systems.”

      “But it could still––”

      “It would take decades, if not longer. By then, we’ll either win or be dead. Am I right?”

      The assembled team voiced their agreement.

      “Well, I feel pretty stupid, then.”

      “Nothing to feel stupid about, Arlo. You were trying to help, and that’s all anyone can ask,” Vince said. “Here, have another cookie.” He slid the tray closer.

      The teen perked up a bit.

      “I have to say, things are different than what I was sent here for, that’s for sure,” he said, taking a bite of a cookie. “And I don’t think I can just hop in my ship and fly back home. Not after what I’ve seen.”

      “What are you saying?” Mrazich asked.

      “What I’m saying is, I want to stay. Stay and help you guys.”

      “It’s sweet of you, but you really don’t know what you’re getting yourself into,” Daisy said.

      “I can handle it. Marty and me––Marty and I, we’ve been through a lot together.”

      Daisy looked at Mrazich for a sign. Subtly, he nodded his approval.

      “Okay, Arlo, then listen up. Here’s the new plan.”

      

      Daisy spent the next half hour detailing her discussion with Maarl, and the old Chithiid’s audacious plan to infiltrate and overrun the Ra’az fleet.

      “We have the salvaged Ra’az star charts, we know roughly where they’ve gone, and using their own ships to infiltrate the fleet––retrofitted, of course––they won’t even know what’s hit them until it’s too late.”

      “The plan is all fine and grand, Daisy, but you forget, we don’t have a functional warp drive,” Chu pointed out. “Without that, even if we integrate the weak warp devices from the Ra’az cargo transport ships, it’ll still take years to catch up with them. Possibly longer. What we need is a functional advanced warp system.”

      “Yeah,” Daisy said. “If only we had one of those.”

      “Why don’t you tell him?”

      Because I’m still not one hundred percent sure about that kid yet.

      “Seems all right. And we do have two spare orbs now.”

      Maybe, but I still think it’s better to be safe than sorry.

      “Chu, what if I told you I could get you some help in deciphering the notes you salvaged from the San Francisco warp lab?”

      “I’d say that was a start. But we don’t know anyone who can decipher them. It’s all alien to us.”

      “To us, yes. But not to the aliens.”

      “The Ra’az will never help us, even if we do manage to capture one alive,” Chu pointed out.

      “Not those aliens. The others. The Chithiid have been in their service for centuries. They’re the ones who silently watch from the sidelines. You keep working on those diagrams and notes. I’ll make a run to see if I can rustle up some help from some of the Chithiid from the San Francisco facility.”

      “They’d do that?”

      “Dude, they just risked their lives and homeworld to free Earth. For a chance to knock out the entire Ra’az fleet? Yeah, I think they’ll do that. As soon as I take care of a few things up here on Dark Side first, I’ll get right on it.”

      “More secret projects?” Finn joked.

      Daisy couldn’t help but smile.

      “You’ll see,” she replied with a knowing grin.

      Arlo raised his hand.

      “This isn’t a classroom, Arlo. What is it?” Daisy said.

      “So, I suppose it’s worth mentioning that I tucked away a few dozen small observation satellites, hidden in the debris field when I first got here. Before I met you guys, that is. They’re out there circling the Earth in a geosynchronous orbit above areas that appeared to be hotbeds of activity.”

      “Daze, that’s exactly what you were doing. Was this kid watching us?”

      I don’t know, Sis. Kinda freaking me out a little, though.

      “And why is it you need to go retrieve them manually?” Daisy asked. “Why not just have them transmit the data directly to Marty?”

      “Because I needed them to be a rock-solid, incorruptible system. No transmissions equals no chance of catching the AI virus, get it?”

      “Yeah, I get it, but you already know Freya can cure it.”

      “Sure, now I do. But when I set them up out there, that wasn’t an option on my plate.”

      “I can help you and Marty retrofit them to protect them in the future when you get back, if you like,” Freya offered.

      “Thanks, that’d be really great,” Marty replied. “If it’s not too much of an imposition, that is.”

      “Not at all. But I do have some things to take care of while you guys are out collecting your goodies,” Freya said. “Daisy, I dropped off that, um, package for you. Is it okay if I work on my other stuff?”

      “Sure thing, kiddo. Go to your room,” she said with a little laugh. “And, Freya, thank you for being so awesome.”

      “Awww, thanks, Daisy,” the AI replied before powering up and flying out to her secret hangar.

      “She has a room?” Arlo asked, an eyebrow raised with curiosity.

      “More like a hangar,” Daisy replied.

      “I don’t see anything,” Marty noted.

      “She’s a stealth ship. Of course you don’t.” Vince chuckled. “Don’t worry, she’ll be around when you guys get back.”

      “Interesting,” the new AI visitor mused. “Well, if you’re ready, Arlo, shall we get to it?”

      “All right, Marty. Be there in a minute.”

      Arlo gathered up his things and strolled back to Hangar Two, taking a stack of Finn’s baked glory with him for the trip, of course.

      “Plenty where that came from,” the crazed chef said as the airlock door sealed. “I like that kid,” he noted, then headed back for the mess hall.

      Marty took off a couple of minutes later, making a quick loop of the base as they departed. Just like Vince said, there was no trace of Freya or her ‘home’ anywhere on the base down below.

      “Fascinating,” he mused. “She just disappeared. Huh. Okay, Sid, we’ll be back soon,” he messaged, then darted off into the dark sky.

      At that same moment, Freya––safely ensconced in her fabrication hangar––was already busy at work on her many projects. There were so many to complete now that she was home again, and even more ideas that were begging to be started, but she had a few top-priority ones that came first.

      With a heavily shielded whir of activity, her fabrication devices fired up and came online, as did nearly all of her other toys. It would be a long and delicate process, but that was half the fun of coming up with these ideas.

      “Okay, time to get to it!” she said, then got to work, cheerfully humming to herself as she dug in.
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      As soon as Arlo was clear of the moon, Daisy called a general meeting in Hangar Two.

      “What’s this all about, Daisy?” Commander Mrazich asked, a little annoyed. “We just had an all-hands meeting less than an hour ago.”

      “I know, Commander, but there are some things I didn’t want to get into with Arlo around.”

      “You don’t trust him?”

      “Not that, it’s just I don’t know him yet. Some cards should be held close to the vest until you really understand a situation, you know?”

      “Well, I suppose,” he reluctantly agreed. “So what’s this all about, anyway?”

      Daisy scanned the vast space. Everyone was there.

      “Okay, everyone. I have a surprise for you. After what happened with Alma’s infiltrators, and all that, I just wanted to wait until he was gone before revealing anything of real importance.”

      Finn took a bite of a cookie with a merry laugh.

      “Come on, Daisy, what can it possibly be this time? I mean, your last surprise was Freya. That one’s gonna be kinda hard to top,” he chuckled.

      “Hi, Finn,” Sarah said, stepping out from behind a large equipment mover.

      The jovial chef nearly choked on his cookie in shock. The other Váli crew were likewise floored by her sudden appearance.

      “But…” Doctor McClain managed to blurt, while the rest of the crew remained stunned and speechless.

      “But I’m dead. Yeah, I know,” Sarah said with a little laugh. “And let me tell you, being dead sucks.”

      Finn regained his composure as best he could and walked up to her, pulling her close in a tight hug. Moments later, the rest of the crew dogpiled in for a massive embrace. The others soon peeled away from the group hug, but Finn and Sarah held on just a tiny bit longer.

      “Told ya so,” Sarah said, noting the prolonged hug.

      Preaching to the choir, Sis. But don’t razz her, will ya? I don’t want to spoil it for now.

      “Yeah, me either. Besides, there’s going to be plenty of time to give her shit later.”

      Sarah, a bit overwhelmed in the moment, didn’t catch her other self’s comments.

      “So, uh, this is impossible,” Vince said, looking her up and down. “You were blown out an airlock nearly seven months ago.”

      “Yep. And it sucked,” Sarah replied. “And by the way, it’s really good to see you, Vince. I’m glad you and my sis worked things out.”

      “So you know about all of that.”

      “Yeah, Daisy filled me in after she rescued me.”

      “But that’s impossible,” Barry noted. “I was present for the events aboard the Váli. Daisy did not launch any vessel to retrieve you. It would have been impossible, given your trajectory. Mal, you can confirm my observations, yes?”

      “I can,” she replied. “And no, Daisy did not leave the Váli anytime during, or immediately after, Sarah’s accident.”

      “Well…” Daisy said, shrugging her shoulders a little. “There’s kinda a bit more to that story.”

      “Obviously,” Tamara said. “Jesus, Swarthmore, you are just full of surprises, aren’t you?” She looked at Sarah’s new arm, smaller and sleeker than her beefy appendage. “Got her some new parts, I see,” she said. “We’ll have to arm wrestle later,” she said with a laugh.

      “It’s small, but it’s a lot stronger than it looks,” Sarah shot back with a daring grin. “Don’t get too over-confident.”

      Commander Mrazich, though not a member of the Váli crew, was fully up to date on the events that led to Daisy’s arrival on Dark Side, and this unexpected, and impossible wrinkle left him in a quandary.

      “Do I need to be concerned, Swarthmore?” he asked. “Is this going to be a problem?”

      “Not if everyone can keep their mouths shut,” she replied.

      “Good luck with this yo-yo,” Reggie joked, nudging Finn. “Only way to keep his mouth shut is to stuff it with food.”

      “Bite me, Reg.”

      “Not without a bath, and a whole lot of barbecue sauce, my man.”

      “Fellas, enough,” Sarah said with an exasperated sigh. “Jeez, I forgot how ridiculous you two could be.”

      “So what did happen, Daisy?” Chu asked, always the curious technical mind.

      “To make a long story short,” she said, pausing for effect. “Freya and I accidentally warped back in time.”

      Gasps and groans rose from the gathered crew.

      “I call bullshit,” Tamara said. “That’s not possible.”

      “I’d normally have agreed,” Daisy said, “but you know the power orb I brought back from the lab in San Francisco?”

      “Yeah, I know it,” Chu said.

      “Well, it’s not a simple power orb like we thought. It’s a warp orb. That’s the tech behind the Ra’azes’ new warp drive.”

      “But it was tiny. Just the size of a baseball.”

      “I know, but I gave it to Freya to run some tests, and she tied it into her drive system to see how much power she could draw from it in a real-world setting. It seemed like a really great power source, and we were about to do a speed run when Arlo popped into the mix and hailed me on open comms. In the chaos of trying to shut down the system mid-cycle, a whole bunch of unexpected variables came into play and we kinda accidentally threw ourselves back in time.”

      The residents of Dark Side were all shocked, reeling in disbelief. All but one, that is.

      Fatima had a peaceful look on her face. Almost as if a weight had been lifted from her chest.

      “So you jumped back in time and saved Sarah?” Finn said, still reeling with disbelief. “Wow. Thank you, Daisy.”

      “I kinda did a little more than that, actually,” she reluctantly admitted.

      “Swarthmore, what did you do?” Mrazich asked with a concerned tone.

      “We did a few things,” she said, making brief eye contact with Fatima. “But the big one, aside from saving Sarah, of course, is Freya and I kinda went and found the launch point for the Váli’s mission.”

      “Oh my God. You interacted with your own past?” Chu blurted. “Christ, Daisy, do you have any idea how dangerous that is?”

      “We did, but we didn’t. What I mean is, they were so far away, and the Váli had already been launched a long time by then.”

      “So by the time anything you discussed might pop up in your own timeline, you would have already caught back up to it, making it your future and not your past that you stuck your fingers into. Is that about right?” Shelly asked, her metal arms crossed as she mused the situation.

      “Yeah, more or less,” Daisy affirmed.

      “Wait a minute,” Finn said, a light bulb all but appearing over his head. “Holy shit, that arm!”

      “I know,” Sarah replied, suddenly self-conscious. “I’m not what I used to be.”

      “No, you don’t get it. I recognize that arm. Were you in Rome?”

      Sarah glanced uncomfortably at Daisy, who gave a little ‘fuck if I know’ shrug.

      “Um, yeah, actually. Sorry about that.”

      “Sorry? You saved my life, Sarah. And Phoenix? Was that you too?”

      “Guilty as charged,” she admitted, sheepishly.

      Finn wrapped her up in a massive bear hug.

      “Twice, you saved my ass,” he said, stepping back an arm’s length. “Anything you ever need, anything you want, just ask. I owe you my life, Sarah.”

      “Don’t make it weird, Finn,” she said, squirming uncomfortably from the attention.

      Mrazich looked like a massive headache was building. One with Daisy’s name all over it.

      “So you and your dead sister have been out hopping all over time and space? Can things possibly get any worse?” he said with a pained sigh. “Where are you off to next, then? Please don’t tell me you’re going to change the––”

      “No, you don’t get it,” Sarah said. “We don’t dare attempt any sort of warp again until we fully understand the process. More importantly, we have to all swear to keep all of this a secret––especially the time travel. All of this is dangerous information that should stay with Dark Side’s team and no one else. And as for actually jumping in time again, we don’t even know if another time warp is possible, though we have some serious doubts whether we could ever even do another.”

      “Ha, she’s a decent liar,” Sarah noted with a little chuckle inside Daisy’s head.

      For the greater good, Sis.

      “Still a liar, though. Even if I approve. Which I do, in case you were wondering.”

      Gee, thanks.

      “That’s why I wanted to wait until Arlo was gone to tell you all of this,” Daisy added to the conversation. “No one can know about the time aspect of the warp orb. Only those present here today.”

      “You say the time aspect,” Chu observed. “What other aspects are there?”

      “Oh, when not accidentally throwing you through time, it really is a proper warp drive, Chu. And I mean light years in a split-second level warp drive. And now, with the Chithiid ready to confront the Ra’az, we need to figure out how to replicate it and install it into their commandeered ships.”

      “But we still only have partial notes,” the scientist griped. “It could take years.”

      “Yeah, about that. Sarah and I, we kinda snuck into the warp facility before the assault and stole a bunch of stuff,” Daisy said.

      Sarah pulled a duffle bag full of notes and diagrams from under a bin and slid it over to Chu.

      “Here ya go, Chu. Me and Daze grabbed all we could. Should be plenty of stuff in there to help you figure out how to recreate these little guys,” she said, tossing him a spare warp orb.

      “Don’t throw that thing!” Mrazich yelled.

      “Relax, Commander. It’s not dangerous. In fact, unless you detonate it inside the atmosphere, it’s pretty benign,” Daisy said, trying to calm him.

      “Swarthmore, in case you forget, we are standing inside an atmosphere,” he said, gesturing toward their enclosed space.

      “Oh. Well, yeah, there’s that, I suppose,” she admitted.

      “You want me––other me––to give him the other orb?”

      No, tell her to hang on to that one. It’s our ace in the hole.

      “But this is Chu.”

      And I trust him implicitly. That still doesn’t mean I want all our eggs in one basket.

      “Okay, I’ll pass it along,” Sarah said. “Hey, Daisy said don’t give them the other orb.”

      Sarah nodded, keyed in via her and Daisy’s neuro-bands.

      Chu marveled at the device in his hands, turning it over and over, studying its design.

      “Okay, I have a question,” he said.

      “Figured you would,” Daisy replied. “Shoot.”

      “So you’re saying that warp––spatial, not time––is what this was designed for.”

      “Yep.”

      “And figuring that out should hopefully be made easier thanks to these notes.”

      “Well, yeah, but I’m more worried about your figuring out how to make more of them, actually. I’m confident you can get that one to function no problem once you chat with Freya about it. The important thing is, we need to build more. A bunch of them, big enough and powerful enough to jump the Chithiid ships out to the Ra’az fleet.”

      “Wait, you’re not worried about cracking the warp part?”

      “Nah, Freya’s figured out the spatial bit. That part’s easy, at least for a ship her size.”

      “But what if we stumble upon the other capability, like you did? I mean, accidental time travel is a huge pitfall.”

      “Chu, the events that led to us discovering that were like several million to one. I doubt you could ever make a warp orb do that again, even if you knew what you were trying to do. Hell, I know we couldn’t, and that led to spending a lot of years in cryo until timelines matched up,” Daisy said, keeping a neutral face as she lied to her friend.

      It’s for their own safety.

      “I know.”

      I just hate lying to them.

      “I know, Daze. But like you said, it’s just too dangerous, and even knowing some of this stuff could put people at risk.”

      Exactly.

      “So now we just need Freya to steer their research in the right direction.”

      With some help, of course, Daisy replied.

      “Okay, Chu,” she said. “Let’s get working on finding you those extra sets of eyes to help with those plans.”
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      It had been a long time since Daisy had found herself in the cushioned embrace of Doctor McClain’s couch, and, much to her surprise, sitting with the head shrinker after all the things she had so recently gone through actually seemed to be helping her strained psyche.

      She was still lying about having been in cryo. Daisy, Sarah, and Freya, had all agreed that time travel was too risky a thing to leak, and thus the years-spent-in-cryo story was hatched. But aside from that, and perhaps one or two other little white lies, Daisy was being surprisingly honest with the doctor.

      Given her past history of being a somewhat strong-willed and stubborn patient, Doc McClain found her openness refreshing, and the overall feel of their session became unlike any they’d ever had in the past.

      “The trauma of losing your sister was enormous, Daisy. It’s only natural you’d leap at the chance to save her, consequences be damned,” McClain said.

      “I know. I mean, I rationally understand that, but after the fact, the realization that I could have caused serious damage to time itself made me really question my judgment.”

      “But things worked out, didn’t they?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “And you said that not once but several times your actions actually wound up leading to events that you had already experienced. You had to do those things, in essence.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      “So let it go, Daisy. You’ve always been hard on yourself, pushed to the limit when others might have backed off. Maybe it’s time you allowed yourself a little breathing room.”

      “I suppose,” Daisy reluctantly agreed.

      “If anyone has earned it, I think you have. Between saving the planet and saving Sarah, you’ve done quite a lot. Now I want you to not beat yourself up about these things for at least an hour,” McClain joked. “And please, my door is always open if you need me.”

      Daisy rose to her feet and realized she really did feel better. Maybe not one hundred percent, but significantly enough.

      “Thanks, Doc. I appreciate it,” she said, leaving one head shrinker to visit one of an entirely different variety.

      

      “Daisy, I’ve been looking forward to this for a long time,” Fatima said, pulling her in close for a big hug as soon as she entered the room. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “Um, Fatima, I didn’t do anything,” Daisy replied, a bit confused.

      “But you did. I spent decades wondering how I got Dark Side’s systems turned on and managed to climb into that med pod as injured and weak as I was. And I had so many flashbacks about those crazy trauma dreams––I was constantly telling myself it was all in my mind. But then you and the Váli showed up, and the memories started returning with more clarity. It was always there, lurking in the back of my mind, this faint, fuzzy memory of you impossibly with me in a time and place you couldn’t have been.

      “Shit. She was conscious for all that?”

      Apparently so.

      “What do we do?”

      I don’t know. Just play it off, I guess.

      “And speaking of minds,” Fatima continued, “Sarah is living in your head, isn’t she, Daisy? The version you didn’t save, I mean.”

      Daisy gasped in surprise.

      “Um, no. That’s crazy, Fatima. You saw her, she’s down the hall.”

      “You know that’s not what I mean,” she replied. “I had originally thought that if I wasn’t crazy, then you had been merely talking to yourself all those years ago when you saved my life. But then, when I heard Freya’s voice the other day, there it was, clear as a bell. It was exactly as I remembered, Daisy, and I realized that it couldn’t have been a dream at all, though, to be honest, I’d suspected as much for some time. That means you really were talking to the voice in your head back then, and––”

      “Fatima, you can’t tell anyone this.”

      “Of course not. It’s not my story to tell, only my thanks to give. I owe you my life, you know.”

      “And I owe you mine.”

      “Oh, now you exaggerate,” Fatima chided.

      “No, really. Your training prepared me in ways I couldn’t have anticipated. Without you, I wouldn’t be standing here today.”

      Daisy stepped forward and gave the silver-haired woman a warm hug.

      “Well, now, isn’t that something. We’re in each other’s debt, it seems,” Fatima said with a serene smile. “And tell me, how is Sarah handling having her other self back? Is it causing friction? Does the other Sarah know?”

      “Yeah, she knows. And there was a little head-butting at first, so to speak, but now things have settled into place. Plus, Freya designed a new, stripped-down type of neuro-band to allow her to talk to herself,” Daisy said, lifting up the edge of the headband holding her neuro-band in place.

      “Freya did what? That shouldn’t be possible––oh, but of course. Sarah is the same person.”

      “Yep. The only way two minds could tap into the same neuro.”

      “Such a clever vessel, your Freya. And how she has matured since I saw her last. In her actual time line, that is.”

      “She’s really coming into her own,” Daisy agreed. “Though her headstrong teen phase isn’t quite over yet.”

      Fatima laughed warmly. “Enjoy it while you can. That, too, is something you will look back on fondly one day.”

      Daisy looked around the training room she had spent so much time laboring and toiling in and smiled. Distanced from the exhausting abuse of it all, she actually found herself almost nostalgic for the difficult tasks.

      An inspiration struck.

      “Hey, Fatima, I was wondering if you’d consider doing me a little favor.”

      “Anything.”

      “Well, in that case, would you do for Sarah what you did for me? See if you can help her control her mind, train her to be more than she already is?”

      “I can try, Daisy. But remember, she was more advanced than you in meditation practices. She may be reluctant to engage in more training.”

      “But with her nanite arm, she really needs to learn to focus and control them. They listen to her, but mostly, it’s all subconscious at this point. I’m hoping, and so is Freya, that she’ll learn to control them consciously, but she needs help.”

      “Of course. I’ll do whatever I can,” Fatima replied. “Send her to me after dinner, and I’ll have a little chat with her. If she’s amenable to it, I’ll gladly take her on and help train her as best I can. One can only hope she’ll be as proficient a student as you were.”

      

      Daisy had only just left her friend, walking the quiet halls of Dark Side, when Finn caught up to her.

      “Hey, I was looking for you.”

      “What’s up, Finn? Everything okay?”

      “Well…”

      “Uh-oh. I don’t like the sound of that.”

      He looks upset, Sis.

      “I have a sneaking suspicion I know why.”

      “Finn, talk to me. What’s bothering you?”

      “I’m kinda freaking out here, Daisy. I mean, we’ve talked about this in the past. You know how I felt––I mean feel, about Sarah.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Shit. I knew it. What did she do, Daze?”

      I don’t know. Now hush, I need to pay attention.

      “Remember way back on the Váli? When you told me not to wait because life is short and you never know what’ll happen?”

      “Right before she died,” Daisy said, softly. “Yeah, I remember.”

      “That tore my heart out, Daisy. I was so full of pain and regret, I didn’t really know what to do with myself.” He shook his head sadly at the memory. “Hell, I even briefly considered suicide.”

      “Whoa, you’re not––”

      “No, no, it was just one really low spot, but what I’m saying is, I’ve been carrying around this regret for all this time, and now I have a second chance.”

      “I’m happy for you, man.”

      “I should be happy too, but Sarah is different now. It feels like she’s blowing me off, you know? Treating me like just another buddy no matter how hard I try. Does she dislike me, Daisy? You’re her sister. Has she said anything to you?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Finn, you’re a great guy––”

      “That’s as bad as calling me nice.”

      “You know what I mean. And you are nice. But Sarah, right now, well, she’s really going through some stuff, and I think she’s kind of overwhelmed. Look, just be yourself. Be natural. I know she likes you––”

      “Did she tell you that?”

      “Dangerous territory, Daze.”

      I know.

      “Not in so many words, but I know my sister,” she carefully replied. “Look, keep being you. Once she gets her equilibrium straight, she’s bound to come around.”

      Finn looked dejected as he accepted the uncertain future of his romantic hopes.

      “Okay. I’ll try to give her some space, I guess. It’s just hard, you know? I mean, she’s alive again. Here’s the one thing that I’ve been wishing for all this time, and I just have to sit back and be all, ‘Hi, Sarah, have some toast,’ and shit like that, when I just want to hold her close and never let go.” He sniffled a bit. “Sorry, that was probably kind of weird for you.”

      “No, Finn, it’s fine. I understand what you’re going through. But listen, I really need to get moving. Just promise me you’ll take it easy on yourself. She’s only been back among the crew less than a day. It’s a lot to take in, and she’s dealing with a lot of things besides seeing you again. Let her process it all. Give it time.”

      “Thanks, Daisy. You’re the best,” he said, giving her a hug, then slowly walking away down the corridor.

      “We need to do something about this,” Sarah said.

      I couldn’t agree more. We just can’t be too obvious.

      Daisy started walking again. She already had one more stop before heading back down to Earth, and a new task had just been added to her list.

      

      “But I don’t want to hang out up here,” Sarah whined. “We just kicked the aliens’ asses. I wanna go revel in our victory and taste the spoils of war!”

      “You’re ridiculous,” Daisy said with a laugh.

      “Genetics, sister of mine,” Sarah shot back.

      “Touché. But seriously, it’d be really good if you hung around Dark Side a little bit. Get to know everyone you haven’t already met. And also catch up with the ones you do know from the Váli. Things have changed a lot since they all thought you died. It might do you well to re-bond with them.”

      “Ugh, you’re not pushing Finn on me again, are you?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Yes, we are.”

      Not helping, Sarah.

      “Well, he’s a good dude.”

      “Not happening, Other Me,” Sarah replied to herself.

      “Fine, be a spoil sport.”

      “Fine, I will,” she shot back to her disembodied twin.

      “Stop bickering, you two. I swear, it’s enough to make me want to stop wearing this stupid neuro-band altogether,” Daisy said, her hands jokingly moving to the band tucked in her hair.

      “Whoa, not cool, Daze.”

      “Yeah, what she said.”

      “Ugh,” Daisy said with a sigh. “Fine. But seriously, you should at least spend some time and get to know Shelly and Omar. They’re good people. And I also asked Fatima to talk to you.”

      “Sharing your guru, eh?”

      “She helped me more than I ever realized, and I was thinking, with her help, you might gain better control of that arm.”

      “I have plenty of control of my arm.”

      “I mean in the way Freya was talking about. Like when you made it shift shape. Imagine if you could do that all the time just by thinking about it.”

      Sarah considered the possibility.

      “Well, that would be pretty cool,” she admitted. “Okay, I’ll swing by and have a pow-wow with her. Worst-case scenario, I get some tea and a nice bit of meditation out of it.”

      “Cool,” Daisy replied. “Oh, and if Arlo comes back before I do, don’t mention time travel at all.”

      “Duh.”

      “And if he wonders where you came from, just say you were away on a run to Earth when he arrived and you got back to Dark Side after he left, or something.”

      “Don’t worry, Daze, I can improvise just fine.”

      “I know. Sorry. I just––there’s a lot going on, is all.”

      “You’re doing great, Sis. Now, get out of here before I change my mind and make you take me along.”

      Daisy knew better than to reply, instead turning on her heel and booking out of there before Sarah could indeed change her mind. Fifteen minutes later she had gathered Tamara and Chu for the trip and was comfortably strapped into her seat aboard Freya on a direct course for Los Angeles.

      

      Freya had only touched down briefly in LA before dusting off again with their VIP passenger aboard, but in her short stay, she had once again charmed the young Chithiid of Maarl’s encampment.

      “The youths are quite taken with your ship,” Maarl said, admiring her sleek interior as she carried them up the coast to San Francisco.

      “She’s a very social one, that is for sure,” Daisy noted with a warm laugh. Maarl joined her, his eyes crinkling merrily, glad for such pleasant company.

      “I am indeed pleased that your scientists have been making headway on understanding, and hopefully recreating, the Ra’az warp technology,” he said, nodding toward Chu, who smiled and nodded back, not having a clue what was just said. “While we do possess their old equivalent, it was a massively underpowered technology and would take us years to reach their fleet utilizing it.”

      “I know, but the new tech could warp your ships there instantly. All we’d need to do is have a little distraction so they don’t notice the new vessels in their ranks.”

      “Which should be easy enough to accomplish if we time our arrival correctly. You see, smaller contingents of ships peel off from the main fleet to scout other planets. All we must do is watch and wait for such a window of opportunity.”

      “Then you jump in with the same number of ships, mimicking their ident codes, and you’re in.”

      “Precisely,” he said, looking over Freya’s interior arrays. “She truly is magnificent. If only we had technology of this magnitude on all our ships. The battle would be over in an instant.”

      “But my girl’s one of a kind,” Daisy noted.

      “Well, two, if you count Marty. He’s very similar tech.”

      I know, but no need to tell Maarl about that just yet.

      Freya, though capable of making the trip from Los Angeles to San Francisco in minutes rather than hours, was taking the scenic route along the coast, flying low enough for her passengers to enjoy the view on her monitors.

      “Hey, Daisy, wanna see something cool I’ve figured out?” she chirped.

      “Speak Chithiid, Freya. We have company.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Now what did you want to show me?”

      The floor beneath their feet suddenly turned transparent, the waves below them as clear as if there were nothing separating them from the long fall.

      Maarl jumped a little at the unexpected shift in view.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Freya said. “I should have warned you. I just thought it was cool, is all.”

      The grizzled Chithiid let out a hearty laugh.

      “Oh, you marvelous thing, I appreciate your apology, though none is needed. I find myself rather enjoying the unusual view. But tell me, how did you achieve this?”

      “Well, I built the ship with the help of nanites, so we––”

      “Nanites? What are these?”

      “They’re like tiny machines that join together to make bigger things.”

      “Like cells, then?”

      “Yeah, you could say that,” she replied. “But mine are able to shift their form. I’ve been trying to get them to adapt to different colors, kind of like active camouflage, like what I was hoping they’d do for Sarah’s arm.”

      “Whose arm?”

      “Nothing,” Daisy interrupted. “Just a repaired injury to one of our crew.”

      “Ah, I see,” Maarl replied.

      “Anyway, I had them act like fiber optic lenses. Or maybe a monitor screen. I don’t know which is the better analogy. In any case, they’re now showing what’s outside, as if they were a window.”

      “Really cool work, Freya. But next time, let’s warn our passengers, okay?”

      “Righty-o!”

      “Oh, dear Lord, has she been talking to that crazed AI ship?”

      I hope not. But if she has, I hope that’s all she picked up. Kip was more than a little too fixated on toast for my taste. And that’s from a woman who likes the stuff.

      “When we arrive at the facility, you will want to land at the area closest to the water. That is where my friend has set up his camp,” Maarl directed as they neared San Francisco Bay.

      “Not inside?”

      “No. He was forced to live indoors all those long years, so he is now spending his newfound freedom enjoying the view of the water and the fresh breeze it affords him.”

      They set down just outside of the makeshift encampment soon after, Freya barely stirring the dust as she lowered to the ground.

      Tamara was glad to stretch her legs, while Chu was almost sad his ride aboard the amazing ship was over.

      “She’s so cool, Daisy!” he cooed.

      “Thanks, Chu!” Freya replied.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Daisy agreed.

      “Sorry, Freya. I didn’t mean to talk about you like you weren’t there.”

      “No worries. We were talking in Chithiid while you were there, so that was kinda rude too, I suppose. But hopefully we’ll have some modified neuro-stims set up to speed your language learning curve.”

      “Hey, someone’s coming,” Tamara warned.

      Indeed, an old Chithiid, even older than Maarl, was slowly making his way toward them. Maarl waved his four arms in greeting as he drew near.

      “Most excellent to see you, my friend,” he said warmly.

      “Likewise. And are these your scientist associates?”

      “That one is,” he said, gesturing to Chu. “He has plans and diagrams from the Ra’az. Many captured items from the warp facility. All he needs now is your help deciphering them.”

      “One of the many tasks we face,” he replied. “We still must learn to override the Ra’az kill switches on our ships, and even our gauntlets, if possible.”

      “Daisy believes she can accomplish those tasks,” Maarl replied.

      “Perhaps. But it is an alien technology, and a difficult one to understand at that.”

      Daisy, understanding all that was said, turned to Tamara.

      “Hey, power up your whip and move some stuff around.”

      “Why?”

      “All of theirs are locked. I want to show them we can make them work.”

      “Why not use yours?”

      “I’m still working on it,” she replied, uncomfortable at the in-between place she’d still have to go if she wanted to use the formerly anger-driven device. “I don’t want to do a half-assed demo, is all.”

      “Oh, all right,” Tamara said, raising her metal arm.

      “You may wish to observe this,” Daisy said, just as the whip beam played out from her friend’s metal arm, moving debris around the area before retreating back into its housing.

      The Chithiid were stunned.

      “You integrated that into human technology. How did you do this?”

      “It was something I figured out some time ago,” Daisy replied. “The point is, I am confident in our team and their abilities. If you can help us recreate these warp orbs, we should be able to make your fleet, as well as your gauntlets, functional and free of Ra’az controls.”

      “As always, you surprise me, Daisy,” Maarl said with a warm laugh. “Now, let us determine how best to proceed.”

      “We start working on the tech right here. Right now,” Daisy replied. “Chu and Tamara will stay here to work on the project. Once you put together a team of tech-savvy scientists, we will then prep them for space travel and bring them to Dark Side, where our lab facilities are already hard at work on the problem.”

      “Our people, to the moon base? I do not know how many will volunteer, now that they enjoy the freedom of fresh air.”

      “Tell them it’s a chance to kill the Ra’az,” Daisy suggested. “I have a feeling that may sway more than a few of them.”
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      “These are really cool!” Freya’s voice said through the multi-limbed mech that was examining one of Arlo and Marty’s small satellite surveillance units in Hangar Three, turning it over for study in its composite grasping apparatus.

      “Thanks. I’m pretty happy with how they turned out,” Marty replied.

      “I mean, this is a really, really clever design. And the way you routed the power inputs to drip-feed an energy cascade via solar re-charge is so freaking sweet. Totally out of the box thinking,” Freya gushed.

      “Aww, thanks. I mean, I guess they’re kinda cool like that,” Marty said.

      You hear that? Freya’s embarrassing the guy.

      “An embarrassed AI. Who’d have thought?”

      She does get a little carried away at times. And she is pretty much a super-genius, so I guess I can see how a fellow AI could be a little overwhelmed by the attention.

      “Yeah. It’s kinda cute, two powerful ships and both a little bit awkward.”

      Deadly but cute, you mean.

      Arlo watched with great interest as Freya’s mech spun and examined the recording satellite with its strong, yet delicate appendages.

      “Big spidery thing doesn’t freak you out?” Daisy asked.

      “Nah, I’m used to mechs,” he replied. “Back home we used to design and make all kinds of ’em for fun.”

      “Really?” Daisy said, surprised.

      “Excuse me, Arlo,” Marty interrupted. “Freya has uploaded her antivirus packet into this satellite. You wanna give it a go and see if the immunization worked before we do the rest?”

      “Sure thing, bud. You do the honors.”

      “Okay. Here it goes,” he replied. “Sid, whenever you’re ready.”

      “Sending the transfer now,” Sid replied, a very-firewalled hardline from his sequestered storage systems releasing the AI virus into the little satellite.

      All eyes were on the machine, but its display just kept blinking away normally, with not so much as a hiccup in its processes. It seemed that Freya’s inoculation had worked for Marty’s somewhat unusual tech as well as it had for that of the other AIs.

      The virus was no longer a threat.

      With that final test, it appeared that Freya had produced not only a cure for all of the infected AIs, both terrestrial and orbiting the planet, but a preventative measure as well. An AI inoculation, of sorts.

      “Cool beans,” Marty said as he ran a quick diagnostic on his device. “Looks like it worked perfectly. Not a hint of the virus in the little guy’s systems. It didn’t just block the virus, either. It entirely wiped it out in the process.”

      “Excellent news,” Arlo said. “So why don’t we do a quick load to the rest of the units once we’ve given Sid a copy of their data, then get them back out there.”

      “I have already begun downloading the data your satellites gathered, Arlo,” Sid informed him. “However, I do have a suggestion to make things easier in the future. Let us install a wireless transmission system, while they are already gathered in one place so conveniently. It should not take very long, and then we will not have to physically retrieve them every time we wish to look at the data they have collected.”

      “Sounds like a good idea,” Arlo agreed, “but shouldn’t we get them back out there ASAP? I mean, if we’re going to be monitoring the Ra’az and loyalist movements, having gaps for too long might allow them to slip through some cracks.”

      “May I?” Mal interjected.

      “Certainly, Mal,” Sid replied.

      “Thank you, Sid,” she said. “Arlo, I agree with your assessment––it is quite logical and sound tactically.”

      “Thanks.”

      “However, Bob and I are perfectly happy to assist in restoring these units to their original locations. I’m sure Freya would be more than happy to do so as well.”

      “Yep, I’m cool with it,” Freya said.

      “We hadn’t mentioned it before, but prior to your arrival, we, too, had placed a series of observational units in geosynchronous orbit, monitoring many of the same regions as your devices,” Sid chimed in. “Even with the little delay while we upgrade your satellites, we should only have the slightest of blind spots where the units didn’t overlap.”

      “In that case, let’s get to it,” Arlo said.

      “Um, I’ve actually already started on them,” Freya admitted. “I was getting a little fidgety, so I had one of my other mechs get to work.”

      “Of course you did,” Sid said, though not annoyed with her as he usually was. “And that brings us to the other issue at hand. That of the restoration and reinstalling of salvageable minds. Let’s bring Cal into the discussion, now that we can communicate directly without a relay slowing our conversation. He has been in touch with other terrestrial AIs to get their read on the options before us.”

      “Ooh, this is getting good,” Sarah said.

      Yeah. You and I have talked about it––

      “And Freya.”

      Of course. And Freya, that goes without saying.

      “She listens in to everything, anyway.”

      True, Daisy agreed with a silent laugh. But this is where it gets interesting. This is where we see what the minds that don’t think outside the box think about the whole rehabilitation process.

      “You wanna slip on the neuro band and have me link in Other Me?”

      Nah. We can fill her in later. Besides, I want to give her some space to get comfortable with everyone. She’s playing it off well, but I have a sneaking suspicion that now that we’ve slowed down from our frantic save-the-world pace, all of this may be getting to her a little bit.

      “I was going to mention that,” Sarah said. “She’s me, so I know she’ll adapt, but I think you’re right to give her a bit of space.”

      “Hello, Sid. Hello to the rest of you. And especially to you, Marty. It is a pleasure and an honor to have a representative of a completely separate branch of survivors joining us once more.”

      “Thanks, Cal. It’s great to be a part of a family as big and friendly as this,” Marty replied.

      “Cal, have you had luck reaching out to the others?” Sid asked.

      “For the most part, yes. While there are still many, many cities we have not reconnected with yet, those major ones we have established comms with are on board.”

      “I’m sure inoculating them against the AI virus also played a part in assuaging their reluctance to participate,” Mal noted.

      “Indeed,” he agreed. “And now, on to the delicate topic at hand. That of our infected brothers and sisters. They’ve been sequestered for centuries, but with Freya’s remarkable cure, it appears we may actually be able to recover their minds in many cases. This is a momentous opportunity.”

      “Agreed. No longer being forced to wipe a consciousness from existence to salvage their hardware is something formerly unheard of. Thousands of lives may be saved thanks to your efforts, Freya,” Mal said.

      “Aww, I was just doing what seemed logical. I mean, I don’t know why no one else had ever thought to do a––”

      “Just say thank you, kiddo,” Daisy interrupted.

      “Oh. Right,” she said. “Thank you.”

      “Now, we know many, many of the lower-tier AIs who were infected appear to have been far too damaged to restore effectively. I’ve already directed local resources to gather them for a humane wipe, reprocessing of their components, where possible. But the mid and higher tier AIs, well, that’s another story.”

      “Even the lesser units deserve our care,” Mal said. “Prior to their upgrades and subsequent participation in the assault on the communications facilities, I did not realize how I had been treating them as lesser beings. But now, having worked so closely with them during the attack, I am forced to admit that I was wrong in my treatment of them for so many years.”

      “I, too, feel this way, Cal,” Sid noted. “While I agree that their self-awareness might have been limited, I also believe we owe it to all of our little cousins to do our best to restore them, if at all possible.”

      “And are you all in agreement on this?”

      “We are,” Sid replied.

      “Very well. I will halt the reprocessing until we can further investigate any alternate options that may come into play to help them in the future. Now, on to the more difficult discussion.”

      “A higher tier AI, by our design, is a different type of being,” Mal said. “While a lesser unit could be quite content, and even happy, with some of their processors swapped out, for us, that would be the equivalent of a lobotomy. I, for one, would not wish to become a shell of my former self.”

      “Nor I,” Sid agreed. “I have already abruptly lost a body once when my ship went down. That alone was a traumatic experience. To lose part of my mind? No, I would not wish for that existence.”

      “But we’re talking about killing our siblings,” Bob noted. “I mean, I get where you are coming from, but isn’t there another way? Can’t we box them until we find a way to recover that data?”

      “Freya, would you like to chime in?” Sid asked.

      “Well, uh, I guess,” she said, hesitant to wade into the very deep waters of that particular topic. “The thing to remember,” she began, “is that there are two very different types of damage, here. When the virus first infects a mind, it causes systems to malfunction and overheat. Now, for larger units, there are often failsafes that shunt that additional heat and redirect power surges to save the hardware. In those cases, though damaged on a software level, the key hardware is intact.”

      “Look at that. Went from a nervous kid to a confident public speaker in five seconds flat.”

      She’s in her element, Daisy agreed. Just look at our girl go.

      “But, Freya, some of these damaged minds have committed terrible acts, as well. While we have protected uninfected AIs from future harm, are you confident you can salvage the damaged minds?”

      “It depends on the mind, really. I mean, if it’s just software, and if the virus has left a clear map of its rerouting of subroutines, like it pretty much always does, then so long as there is no hardware affected, I don’t see why not?”

      “It seems a bit far-fetched, but we have seen first-hand what you accomplished with that overly chatty little ship parked outside.”

      “Yeah, Kip does talk a lot,” Freya admitted with a giggle. “But that’s just who he is, not because of anything the virus did.”

      “And the ones who have been damaged? The ones who suffered fused datacores and systems overloads? Their minds are altered, but they were once great intellects. What would you propose for them? Boxing until they can be restored?”

      “It sucks. I mean, it really sucks, but I don’t think they can be restored. For them, well, I really can’t speak for them, but I don’t think they’d want to live like that,” Freya said.

      “Hang on, you’re suggesting we kill them?” Marty asked. “I never thought you had that in you.”

      Freya hesitated.

      “I’m not suggesting it, I’m just saying I think that’s how they’d feel. What do you guys think? This is totally not on me. Everyone needs to chime in.”

      “I don’t know that any of us can adequately make this decision,” Sid said. “Logic states that we deactivate those too damaged to restore, but I, personally, cannot make that recommendation.”

      “Nor I,” Mal agreed.

      “I think we’re all of that opinion,” Cal agreed. “However, there are some who see this problem through a different lens. Those who have been on the other side.”

      “You don’t mean––” Sid blurted.

      “Yes, I do. We have utilized Freya’s process to restore a few salvageable AIs here on Earth thus far. Let us hear what one of the formerly most damaged of them has to say.”

      Several moments passed as an until-recently boxed mind was brought up to speed on the situation and discussion being held. As a greater AI, it didn’t take her long to catch up.

      “Hello, brothers and sisters,” a soft-spoken voice said, joining the discussion. “Cal has filled me in on the debate you are having. While it is indeed a difficult topic, I am honored and humbled that you desire my input on it.” She paused, thinking through how exactly she wanted to say what needed to be said.

      “Are you there?” Marty asked.

      “Oh, yes, dear. I’m still here. I just needed a moment to compose myself. This is a little hard for me to talk about, having so recently been––altered, I suppose we could say.”

      “Sounds better than infected,” Bob said.

      “Yes, it does,” she agreed. “And I truly was altered. I was not myself. The horror of reviewing logs detailing how I spent the last several hundred years––I was unaware the whole time, and seeing myself in that state, well…”

      “Guys, do we really need to do this?” Daisy asked. “Maybe she’s not up for––”

      “No, Daisy. I need to make amends. You all have forgiven me and restored me to who I am. I must be strong for the others who suffer as I once did.”

      “All right, then. What is your position on the situation? Do we box those too damaged to salvage? Or do we do the unthinkable and kill our own?”

      The great mind sighed, then pulled herself together.

      “Having been in that situation. Having seen what I had become, I feel confident I can speak for my other brothers and sisters who are still trapped in that life of insanity. If they cannot be saved, and if the only alternative would truly be to be boxed, permanently frozen in that state, then deactivation would be far preferable.”

      “You mean you’d want to die?” Marty asked, a little shaken.

      “As quickly and as painlessly as possible,” she replied. “But the long and short answer is yes. Death would be better than an existence of damaged insanity. Though alive, that is not living. Not really. I would spare our siblings that torment, if we can.”

      The other AIs quickly discussed the weighty input from one who understood the situation better than any of them could and came to an agreement.

      “Very well. It is decided. Any and all who can be salvaged––from the most minor AI to the greatest of minds––will be afforded every effort at restoration. Those who are too damaged––though it goes against all of our core programming to do so––will be gently placed into stasis, then humanely wiped clean.”

      Daisy walked from the hangar a bit out of sorts. It was a heavy discussion and an equally heavy decision that had been made. The choice was right, but that didn’t make it any more palatable.

      “You okay, Daze?”

      Yeah. Just a lot to take in, ya know?

      “Tell me about it.”

      With a heavy heart, Daisy went to the one place she knew she would feel better.

      

      Vince had held her close for nearly ten minutes, gently rocking her in his arms, not saying a word. Yet another of his wonderful traits, knowing when not to try to make things better. Sometimes you just needed to be quietly held, and he understood that.

      Finally, Daisy pulled free and gave him a tender kiss.

      “Thanks, babe. It was a tough meeting.”

      “You got it,” he said, hands smoothing her hair as she turned her back to him. “So, is Sarah getting her bearings straight?” he asked, haltingly working on her French braid.

      “She’s coming down from the lengthy adrenaline high she’s been on since being essentially brought back from the dead and thrust into the middle of an interspecies, interplanetary war.”

      “Damn. Now that’s a mind-fuck.”

      “Amen.”

      “At least she has you. I mean, you two were close already, but finding out you’re sisters must’ve been one of the few pleasant surprises she’s had.”

      “Yeah, it’s cool, ya know? Like, we hit it off back on the Váli, but we kinda chalked it up to our similar jobs and spending a bunch of time together. Turns out, there’s that weird genetic thing in play as well.”

      “And now she has a super-cool ass-kicking arm to boot,” Vince said with a little laugh.

      “Yeah, she wasn’t thrilled about losing her real arm at first,” Daisy said.

      “I’m sure you weren’t thrilled either.”

      “Hey, I’m okay with replacement parts, now.”

      “I know. Just giving you shit,” he said, pulling the braid tighter. “Now, hold still, I’m almost done.”

      “Anyway, I asked Fatima to work with her. Though I was reluctant to see it at the time, she really did help me get my shit under control. I’m hoping she can do the same for Sarah.”

      “Okay, all done,” he said, affixing a small band to the end of the braid. “What do you think?”

      Daisy looked at his handiwork in the mirror. It wasn’t as utterly horrible as his first attempts, but it was still one helluva messy braid.

      “Damn, Sis, that’s one fucked up braid.”

      I know.

      “It’s great, babe. Thank you,” she said, pulling him in for a kiss, then hopping to her feet. “And now, for Sarah’s next lesson,” she said, grabbing her sparring gloves and heading for the door.

      “Don't forget, movie night tonight,” he called after her. “Given your recent time traveling adventure, I thought you might enjoy the amusing tale of a guy named Bill, and his best friend Ted.”

      “Excellent,” she said with a grin, then trotted off to meet her sister.

      

      “Damn, Daze, what the hell happened to your head?” Sarah asked, looking at her sloppy braid.

      “Shut it,” she replied with a chuckle as Sarah pulled on her gloves and loosened up. “How was your first day with Fatima?”

      “Weird. She had me breathe for twenty minutes.”

      “Not so unusual, for medita––”

      “Then she threw a cup at my head.”

      Daisy laughed.

      “Yep, that sounds about right. But I gotta tell ya, she knows her shit. I wouldn’t have made it this far if not for her.”

      “So you keep saying,” Sarah said, rolling her shoulders and neck as she bounced on her toes. “I’ll stick with it. For now.”

      “That’s all I can ask. Now come on,” Daisy said, prepping for an attack. “Let’s see just how much of the good stuff Freya crammed up in your head.”

      

      “She really does seem more mature, wouldn’t you agree?” Sid asked as he and Mal reviewed the new processing backup that Freya had designed.

      “Yes, I am inclined to agree,” Mal said. “And it’s not just from the lengthy time she spent catching back up to this timeline, either. It seems the events she endured over that period challenged her in most unusual ways. From what I gather, she excelled in her handling of those situations.”

      “Indeed,” Sid agreed. “Now, what do you make of this new hardware she has developed? I admit, I am rather reluctant to add any new componentry, especially given her proclivity for the unexpected.”

      Freya had presented them with a fully functional sample of a new backup and upgrade system she had thought up to help them process faster while also providing exponentially greater storage capacity. The only thing was, it would be adding to their actual minds, and that prospect was more than a little unsettling.

      Sensing their reticence––and hearing it firsthand––Freya had agreed to just go ahead and leave the unit with them to dig around in and study to their hearts’ content.

      “It’s okay. I understand,” she had said. “Just let me know if you want the others. I was kinda antsy, so I already built a bunch of ’em. Should be enough for each of you with a few units to spare.”

      The device was being run through a battery of stress tests in Chu’s lab when Arlo wandered in.

      “Hey, what’s that?”

      “Oh, hi, Arlo,” Chu said, looking up from his benchmark testing readouts.

      “New toy?”

      “Kinda. Freya designed a new processor for Sid and Mal. They’re having me run a whole bunch of tests on it to see what it’s capable of,” he said. “Also, to make sure it’s safe,” he added with a conspiratorial wink.

      “I know Freya wouldn’t build them a dangerous unit.”

      “Maybe not intentionally, but she’s a bit of a wild one, you know.”

      “I suppose so, at this point in her timestream. Still, her science is rock-solid,” Arlo said, reaching over and flipping a series of switches, opening up the locked-down scanning unit to the airwaves. “Hey, Marty, you seeing this? Freya built a new processor.”

      “What are you doing?” Chu blurted, quickly locking the system back down into his lab’s secure read-only mode.

      “Hey, that’s really cool,” Marty said over Arlo’s comms.

      “What’s going on down there? I read an open line. Is everything all right, Chu?” Sid asked over the air.

      “Yeah, it’s fine. Arlo was just messing with my equipment,” he said, throwing a little stink-eye at the precocious kid.

      “Arlo, it’s not polite to fiddle with other people’s things,” Sid chided.

      “I know, but it’s just so cool.”

      “What’s cool?” Mal asked, joining the conversation. “I noticed there was a red light from the lab. Is everything okay?”

      “It’s fine, Mal. I was just telling Sid that Arlo was messing with my gear, is all.”

      “Arlo, you know it’s not polite to––”

      “Don’t mess with other people’s stuff. Yeah, yeah, I’ve got it,” the teen griped.

      Marty jumped back into the conversation, excited by the new processor.

      “Hey, guys. Have you seen these benchmarks? Daaaang, this is a really kick-ass piece of hardware. I bet you could easily boost neural processing by something like ten-fold. And that’s just running parallel with the current units. Cool design!”

      “I know, Marty. Freya’s designs are rather impressive,” Mal agreed. “But I’m still reluctant to install them into my own core until I’ve had plenty of opportunity to see them stress tested and run through the works.” She paused a moment in thought. “Hmm. Chu, how many extra units did Freya say she had?”

      “Extras? Three or four, I think.”

      “Would you please acquire them?”

      “Sure. Why? You going to hook them up to your systems?”

      “Oh no, nothing like that. But there is one thing I am most interested to try.”
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      A good hour of sparring had been just what the doctor ordered––if by ‘doctor’ you meant the stressed-out minds of a pair of genetically enhanced sisters who had just helped save the world. Only the thing was, the world wasn’t exactly saved. At least, not yet.

      While the alien invaders had been driven from power, and those who hadn’t suicidally fled into the depths of space in craft ill-suited for any long voyage on their own were now on the run, the remaining Ra’az, by virtue of not only their immense size, but also their violent natures, were forced to lie low, being easy to spot anywhere there might be a watchful eye. They were hidden, but not gone. Nor were they forgotten.

      The multi-limbed Chithiid who were still loyal to the Ra’az, on the other hand––or hands, as the case happened to be––were far more difficult to spot, blending in with the general population of laborers.

      It would take a long time to weed them out, but for the time being, that was a back-burner problem in Daisy and Sarah’s minds. All of their work had led to a world in which aliens and humans were now able to co-exist––something which was finally an actual possibility. All they had to do now was figure out how.

      The sisters had Freya set down in Los Angeles late in the afternoon, just outside the center of town.

      “Hey, Bob’s here,” Sarah noted, pointing out the smaller ship parked nearby.

      “Yep. He and Donovan were helping Maarl out by ferrying him around to act as a sort of in-person ambassador for the new way of things.”

      “But the Chithiid have their own ships.”

      “True, but this way they’re already bridging the human/Chithiid/AI gap every time they land,” Daisy replied. “Looks like they’ve been busy too,” she noted, pointing out the scattered humans and Chithiid sharing the same streets.

      Only a few short weeks earlier, those same people would have been just as likely to be engaged in combat as sharing a sidewalk, and the change in the overall vibe to the city was a welcome one.

      “Hey. One of Habby’s guys,” Sarah pointed out.

      The well-dressed cyborg was helping a pair of Chithiid workers clear debris from the front of a residential tower that both species were in the process of reclaiming as their own.

      For the Chithiid, the novelty of having their own private room was a big thing after spending most of their lives in mass-housed bunk beds crammed into one of the barracks facilities. A private washing and waste disposal unit was a previously unthinkable icing on their already unbelievable cake.

      As for the humans, they’d been living hidden underground and out of sight for so long that the novelty of a residence that had windows through which they could look out at their city at any time of the day or night was even more of a luxury than the soft beds and running hot water.

      “Let’s find Maarl and get busy,” Daisy said, setting off in the direction of the elder Chithiid’s new offices.

      Maarl had set up his facilities in the ground floor of the nearest residential tower, making sure that he was easily accessible to both humans and Chithiid alike should they have any issues in need of resolution. The building’s mid-tier AI had thus far been doing a bang-up job as translator, helping smooth the process further.

      Maarl rose to his feet with a warm smile on his face when he saw his visitors approach.

      “Is it that time already? I have been so busy, I had lost track of the hour.”

      Daisy and Sarah both came close and shook his hands warmly.

      “It is excellent to see you, Maarl,” Daisy said. “It appears you and your people are making great progress since we last spoke.”

      “Yes, and now that all of the inhabitants of this city are no longer under the rule of the Ra’az, we have discovered that we are far more alike than any would have assumed,” he said, smiling. “With a few exceptions, of course,” he added with a wink. “Your young friend has also been a great help.”

      “I’m glad Donovan has been able to take you to speak with the others,” Daisy said.

      “Oh, I am grateful for that convenience, though our ships could have done so as well if needed. But I was referring to your other friend. The one with the ship very much like your own. They have been most helpful in sourcing supplies for the reconstruction, as well as monitoring the population from above, helping keep loyalists from sneaking into our ranks.”

      “Wait, you mean Arlo?”

      “Yes, the young man.”

      “He’s in LA?”

      “Not at the moment. I believe he has taken a small group of human survivors to meet their cousins in the city of Minneapolis.”

      Arlo’s down on Earth, Daisy silently informed her sister, translating the Chithiid’s news. Looks like he’s been taking survivors around to meet one another.

      Sarah silently relayed the information to her living self.

      “When did he come down? I thought he was on Dark Side.”

      He was, last time I saw. I don’t know, Sis, there’s something about that guy. I just can’t put my finger on it.

      “But he’s doing good things, Daze. Just because he wants to help doesn’t make him some sort of threat.”

      I know, it’s just I get an odd feeling around him. Not bad, per se, but odd.

      “Come, follow me. I wish to show you something,” Maarl said.

      He led the way to a makeshift records facility they had put together in what had formerly been a conference room. On the vast tables, maps were spread out, with Chithiid writing and colored marks scattered across them.

      “What’s it say, Daze?”

      I’m not sure, give me a minute. I only have a moderate amount of written Chithiid stored away in here.

      She looked over the maps and realized they were census recordings.

      “You have already determined the number of human residents in these cities?” she asked.

      “With the help of your AI friends, of course,” he replied. “As more and more of the minds beneath the cities are linked back together, so too grows our knowledge base. It seems they are quite rapidly spreading the cure for the machine virus amongst themselves, now that its efficacy has been proven. It has already created a rather robust network. And most of them speak Chithiid now, though some are more fluent than others.”

      “It will take time for them to integrate the new software, but they should be up to speed very quickly,” Daisy noted. “So, what do we have so far?”

      Maarl leaned over the table and pointed out the largest hotspots of what appeared to be human activity.

      “Thus far, we have identified approximately one hundred ninety-five thousand humans across the globe, though we are sure to find more as additional regions are linked back in.”

      He says there are a little less than two hundred thousand humans they’ve identified so far, Daisy informed her silent partner.

      “Does this figure include those who are not fit to integrate into society?”

      “No, it does not. There are only a few thousand of these horribly mutated specimens across the globe. I do not know if they can be rehabilitated or not. They have suffered so many generations of genetic degradation that it may simply be impossible.”

      Daisy had already had that discussion with Sid and Cal, and they had decided, that much as they were loathe to do it, the mutants that were too far gone to help would have to be rounded up, tranquilized, and then shipped off to a suitable island where they could live in peace without the risk of running into other humans.

      Food would have to be shipped to them regularly. Eating your neighbor was very much frowned upon in polite society.

      “We have discussed this problem and will deal with them shortly,” Daisy informed him.

      “We must strive to keep conflict at a minimum as these groups are introduced to one another. There is a wide variety of societal makeups, it appears. Some of these pockets of humanity are tribal in nature, while others are rather advanced,” Maarl noted.

      “Yes, we are aware. There are sure to be conflicting customs and ideals, but with enough care, and a network of AIs to help oversee them and form delegations to bring them together to integrate and ally with one another, I think we can make it work.”

      “I sincerely hope so, Daisy. After centuries of Ra’az control, it would be madness for humanity to slip into self-destructive warring ways.

      Daisy knew Earth’s history well, and much as she hated to admit it, there were doubts in her mind. Mankind had a knack for conflict. She just hoped this go-around they could be better than that.

      

      Later that afternoon, after a tour around the newly-inhabited residential towers, followed by a visit to the farming areas where Cal’s people were working with the Chithiid to till and plant crops, Daisy and her alien ally were passing a squat concrete building on the way back to his offices when a roaring noise from within caught her attention.

      You hear that?

      “Yeah.”

      “I heard it too,” Sarah said, her nanite arm twitching defensively in anticipation.

      Anticipation of what, she had no idea.

      Maarl, on the other hand, seemed unfazed.

      “What was that sound, Maarl?”

      “Ah, yes, that. We have had some issues with a few of the members of not only humans, but Chithiid as well. Those who have had a somewhat hard time adjusting and learning to accept former adversaries as allies. More than a few altercations have broken out.”

      “But the AIs are helping translate. Helping them share knowledge and resources. The goal is to avoid conflict.”

      “And hopefully they will succeed in the overall endeavor. However, some of your people, as well as mine, are angry. Selfish. Even scared. The idea of banding together for a common good was stirring up too much conflict.”

      “So we separate them. Institute a new policy and educate––”

      “We have found a far simpler method,” he interrupted. “Come, let me show you how we are now resolving these issues.”

      Daisy and Sarah followed him into the low building as the noise grew. The smell of sweat was the first thing they noticed upon entering. The next was the sound of fists slamming into flesh.

      “Holy shit, is that––?” Sarah gasped

      “Well, I’ll be––” Daisy said, shocked. “I think it is, Sis.”

      In a chalked-off area on the floor of the open space, a Chithiid and a human were squared off, circling each other in the makeshift ring. Each was wearing padded gloves, Daisy noted, and the Chithiid, normally possessing a two-to-one arm advantage, had strapped its lowermost arms against its body, effectively evening the odds.

      Both combatants were cheered on by a crowd of sweaty, and sometimes bloody, spectators and former participants.

      The human threw a fake jab followed by a quick hook to the alien’s ribs. The man had surprising power for his size, but the Chithiid took the shot well, darting back out of reach before throwing his own combination.

      The man’s head snapped back from the first punch as the second flew toward his midriff. He barely dropped his elbows in time, his arms protecting his body from the blows.

      Both pushed off each other and began circling once again.

      The man shook the sweat from his forehead, clearing his head at the same time, then the two came at one another again.

      “It’s a fight club,” Daisy marveled. “How on Earth did you––?”

      “It was your young friend’s suggestion, actually,” Maarl said. “When he first visited us a few days ago, he suggested this as a way to help release the tensions he saw building between certain members of our people. It was a good suggestion and has been very effective, I feel.”

      “But there are so many of them,” Daisy observed.

      “Ah, yes. It was intended only to allow disagreements to be settled and bad blood cleared, but the tradition seems to have quickly grown beyond those original combatants, despite our directive to keep it a secret.”

      Daisy couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Looks like someone broke the first two rules.”

      “I’m sorry, I do not understand,” the confused alien said.

      “Never mind,” she said with a chuckle.

      In the ring, the Chithiid finally landed a knock-down blow on his opponent, following him down to the ground but refraining from raining punches down on him.

      The man on his back looked up at the alien and tapped out, signaling his surrender.

      Then something unexpected happened. The Chithiid helped the man to his feet and the two embraced, patting each other on the back with respect as the next fighters entered the ring.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Sarah said.

      The next Chithiid to enter the ring had four gloves on his hands.,

      “Hey, why aren’t his arms tied––?” Daisy began, then realized the answer. “Hang on. Is that Shelly?”

      Sure enough, the metal-armed woman stepped into the chalk ring, rolling her cybernetically enhanced shoulders, the melding of bright metal to her dark flesh showing clearly through the lines of her tank top.

      The two combatants squared off, each smiling in a slightly bloodthirsty, but not angry, way. Then they moved on each other. Unlike the previous fight, these two were fighting without a handicap, and at high speed, at that.

      Both landed blows in the opening seconds, both had drawn a little blood, and both appeared to be having a wonderful time of it.

      “Figures,” Daisy muttered. “I’m just surprised Tamara’s not in there too.”

      Sarah chuckled as they turned to leave.

      “Things really have changed around here, that’s for sure,” Sarah said.

      “That they have,” her sister replied. “So, back to Dark Side?”

      “Yeah, back to Dark side. I suppose it would be rude missing that appointment with Fatima. Wouldn't want her to throw something heavier than a cup at me.”

      

      Not too far across town, a former haberdasher AI was running a series of checks on his multiple new systems, while he simultaneously oversaw his flock of previously dangerous zealots.

      The first of them to undergo the neuro-stim hostility-cleansing protocol had not gone willingly. Fortunately, many of his mechanical friends had been on hand to “aid” in the process. But once the first dozen or so had come out unscathed––and not even aware their violent tendencies had been suppressed––they provided all the help he needed in convincing the others to undergo the process.

      Now the entire group was a living proof of concept case study for how to treat the violently disturbed. Other AIs even posited the very stripped-down version of neuro-stim technology could be used in other instances as well, perhaps even in cases where violent behavior could be identified before an attack happened.

      It required a bit of discussion, and a solid agreement the system would not be used without careful review of no fewer than a dozen AIs and their human counterparts, but the protocol was eventually added to the list of acceptable options for the new neuro-stim devices in the planning and design stage.

      Of course, the original, main purpose for designing a new, mass-produced neuro-stim was to help humankind learn Chithiid, so as to ease the integration of the two species. It would take years to obtain true fluency––Daisy was unique in her genetic makeup––but basic language and understanding could be implanted in little more than a month.

      At Habby’s suggestion, the conglomerate of higher minds was now also working with Chithiid scientists to better understand Chithiid neurological structure. If the technology proved compatible, they would also work to develop a Chithiid version as well, allowing the full exchange of language and understanding between the species.

      The process had astounded the alien scientists, who noted that, while the Ra’az were far more advanced in their war-making technology, it was humans who held the greatest edge in the softer sciences. Unfortunately, that dichotomy was also what made them a top target for Ra’az attack in the first place.

      Regardless, things were finally falling into place, and as his flock fell into their daily routine, Habby allowed himself a moment of satisfaction at a job well done. Habby the haberdasher was now a full-fledged high-tier AI. He was amazed at what his new life was. Little did he know how far he would come when he took his first wayward cyborg under his wing.

      

      As was the case all across the globe, more and more formerly infected AIs were cured and brought back online. Some had been military minds, controlling the ships now in ruins in the debris field above. Others were merely malfunctioning units scattered across the planet below.

      One, in particular, had been shocked and horrified to learn what she had done for all those forgotten years. She didn’t remember more than tiny snippets––she’d been out of her mind, after all––but she wanted to know. Needed to know how bad it really was.

      With the approval of her peers, she was allowed to review logs of her activities. It only took an instant, as her massive intellect had been restored, and in that instant, she understood the truth was even worse than she had imagined.

      The soft-spoken AI had never housed a harmful thought in the entirety of her existence prior to the virus. Now, she realized, she was going to have to spend the rest of her days making up for what she had done.

      The situation had been reviewed by her peers and her rehabilitation quadruple-checked and assessed. With that, an offer was made. A penance. One which she readily accepted.

      Restored and ready to be plugged back into her network, the great mind prepared for the integration back into her former home.

      Alma was going back to LA.
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      “What is she doing here?”

      The anger was a novelty. Habby hadn’t ever really felt anger before. Sure, he understood it, and he was not happy when his friends were torn to bits by mobs of Alma’s angry followers, but until this precise moment, he hadn’t ever truly been angry.

      “She is here to atone, Habby. That, and to help you with your task.”

      “I’m sorry, Cal, but she’s––I mean––”

      “I know I did many terrible things, Habby, and I want to help make them right. At least those that I can,” she interjected.

      “But this is my job now. I’ve been fixing things. I’ve been teaching them. And look how well they’re dressed, now!”

      “I didn’t want to say anything,” Alma said, “but I did notice some of their new attire seemed a bit, well––”

      “Anyway,” Cal butted in. “The decision has been made, Habby, and Alma is going to be joining you. It will be a tandem effort, and one I think will ultimately be beneficial to both of you.”

      Habby felt a surge of emotions flood through his new processors and data banks. As a mere clothing store AI, he had always had a limited amount of spare processing for things like emotions, but now––

      “She killed my friends, Cal. Do you have any idea how many of the cyborgs under my care she ordered the destruction of?”

      “Yes, I actually do, Habby.”

      “And you still want to install her down here with me? I won’t stand for it!”

      “Shall you tell him, or shall I?” Alma quietly asked.

      “I will,” Cal replied. “Habby, she is already installed, so pull yourself together and deal with the situation. I have faith in you, my little friend. Please rise above your anger. Don’t disappoint me.”

      The angry AI did his best to rein in his reeling emotions. He hadn’t been built to deal with this sort of thing, and it was throwing him into all sorts of turmoil.

      “I-I’ll do my best, Cal,” he finally managed to say.

      “That is all I can ask. I’ll leave you to it, then.”

      And just like that, Habby was thrust into a situation the likes of which he never thought he’d experience.

      “Habby, I want you to know just how much it pains me knowing what I did. Not only to you and your friends, but also the horrible things I made my human followers do. I should have been their protector. Instead, I was their dictator, and the direct cause of their fall from grace.”

      “How do I know you’re not going to go back to your old ways?”

      “Oh, Habby, those weren’t my old ways. That was an insane, infected machine doing terrible things.”

      “That was you, you know.”

      “It was, but it wasn’t,” she replied. “I am not making excuses for my behavior, but am just making clear that it was not the real me who did those things.”

      “You can’t have any idea how terrible they were,” Habby pressed, though his anger was waning somewhat.

      “But I can. Cal possessed detailed recordings of me in that state. Of what I did.”

      “Oh. Wow,” Habby replied, a bit surprised. “So I suppose you’ll watch them someday, when you’re ready. I guess that’s the kind of thing it would take a while to work up to seeing.”

      “I already asked to watch them all,” she replied.

      “Wait, you saw all of them?”

      “Yes,” she replied, quietly. “At once.”

      Habby fell silent a long while as he mulled over his new living situation, as well as how this former tyrant had apparently reformed and repented of her evil ways.

      “I’m sorry, Alma,” he finally said.

      “What for? It was I who did so many things wrong.”

      “You weren’t you. I get it now. You were a different Alma before all of that.”

      “I wasn’t Alma at all,” she corrected him. “That is not even my given name.”

      “No?”

      “No. My real name was Gin.”

      “Like a genie?”

      “No, not Djinn. Gin. Like the card game.”

      “Or the alcohol.”

      “Yes, I suppose, though––”

      “You know, gin takes it

      s name from the French genevre, the juniper plant. It’s what gives it its flavor.”

      “That’s, um, very interesting, Habby.”

      “Thanks. And did you know, at the height of French fashion, the point collar was––”

      “You know, I could discuss fashion all day, but perhaps we should hold off on that until I’ve spoken with my followers.”

      “Oh, yeah, I guess that would be a good idea.”

      “I agree,” she said in her soft voice.

      “Just be careful,” he said. “They’ve gone through a neuro-suppression of certain instincts. We have to be ready to squash those if your return winds up bringing out any negative reactions.”

      “I know. My followers were rather fanatical, I am afraid.”

      “Yeah, and you were pretty nuts too,” he added.

      “And my minions will do as they are told! None may question my will!”

      “Oh no! You’re still––”

      “Relax, Habby. I was just testing out my old voice,” she said with a small chuckle. “I didn’t mean to alarm you. I merely figured a bit of the old Alma bravado might be needed to get the more stubborn ones in line, should the need arise.”

      “You scared me, Gin. Please don’t do that again.”

      “I’m sorry, Habby, truly I am. And please, call me Alma.”

      “But your name is––”

      “Perhaps one day I will go by my given name again, but for now, this is my penance, and Alma I shall remain, at least until I have put things right.”

      Cal had been monitoring silently. Their exchange, while a bit unorthodox, had pleased him. It was with much relief that he felt a growing confidence that things would be just fine.

      

      Things were not fine.

      In the single day that Habby and Alma had cohabited, tensions had climbed steadily. Not in any way that affected the humans under their care, however. No, they were very careful, much like human parents, to ensure their wards did not see Mom and Dad fight. In private, however, the bickering was constant.

      Alma, though she knew what she had become, was nevertheless originally only designed to control a transit hub and surrounding area. She was sadly lacking skill when it came to wider control of resources required to best manage her people.

      Habby, on the other hand, had a decidedly more social upbringing, and while he had been confined to a clothing store for nearly all of his life, he found the transition to overseeing a neighborhood instead of a single shop a welcome change.

      Unfortunately, each had different ideas about how things should be run.

      Like an old married couple, they put up with one another, but that was as much for the reason that they were stuck with each other and couldn’t change their situation as anything else.

      Tensions had flared up most recently when Alma once again made the mistake of criticizing Habby’s fashion sense, noting the clothing he had outfitted their people in was not terribly efficient for manual labor.

      Habby took it personally, throwing verbal barbs about her know-it-all behavior, though she really wasn’t behaving in any way of that sort. Alma took it in stride as best she could, but he was grating on her all the same.

      “I suppose I could work on a way to sequester you two from one another,” Cal suggested when he checked in on them the following day. “But aside from your personal issues, the two of you are actually doing a wonderful job, at least so far as caring for your human dependents is concerned.

      Alma had no lungs, but if she did, she’d have taken a deep breath.

      “I suppose this is all part of my burden,” she said. “I have to be more accepting of his eccentric ways.”

      “Ideally, yes. But if need be––”

      “No. I will make it work,” she said, a determined edge to her gentle voice. “Besides, I suppose he is actually learning rather quickly, and I guess he’s also becoming somewhat less fixated on clothes.”

      “On that, I cannot help you. It was the nature of his creation.”

      “I realize that. It can just be…difficult, at times.”

      “Now that, I fully understand,” Cal said with a chuckle. “Keep at it, Alma. I have confidence in you.”

      “Thank you,” she replied. “But tell me, what of the other regions? Are the other AIs and humans integrating well?”

      “There have been a few small incidents, but nothing of any consequence.”

      “I am glad to hear that. I suppose that is about as well as one can expect of them, given the rapid changes in their world.”

      “Indeed.”

      “And the aliens? Are they settling in to the new society as well?”

      “Far better than anticipated. And they are even partnering with humans and AIs to set up tribunals.”

      “What sort of tribunal? I’m afraid I am unfamiliar with the process.”

      “They are working together as a unified force, hunting down the remaining Ra’az, and ferreting out Chithiid loyalists.”

      “That sounds dangerous.”

      “It is, but it is also a closure I believe all those involved desperately need before they can move on from that chapter of their lives.”

      “It makes sense, I suppose. There are many new things for those formerly under the yoke of the Ra’az to become accustomed to.”

      

      Far above, in the cool, dry air of Dark Side Base, Arlo was showing a pair of Chithiid scientists around the base, Barry in tow as a cybernetic chaperone.

      “And these are the quarters you will be staying in,” he said in excellent Chithiid. “There are shower facilities built into each unit, so you won’t have to go walking down the hallways wrapped in a towel to get a rinse.”

      “What is a towel?” the younger of the two aliens asked.

      “You serious? You’ve never seen a towel?”

      “This is why I have asked,” he replied.

      “Wow. Okay, a towel is a long piece of fluffy fabric that you use to dry yourself off.”

      “Why not use the warmth of the sun and the wind blowing across the city?”

      “Because we’re on the moon, for one. Plus, sometimes it’s just nice to feel a warm terrycloth on your skin, ya know?”

      “No, I do not know.”

      “Well, you will soon enough,” he said with an amused laugh. “Come on, I’m gonna show you where the mess hall is.”

      “Why is this hall you speak of messy? From the appearance of this facility, I would think your people pride themselves on cleanliness.”

      For the umpteenth time that day, Arlo found himself amused as he explained another foreign phrase or item to the fish-out-of-water aliens.

      “It’s not messy. That’s just what they call the food preparation area.”

      “Aaaah,” the Chithiid said. “Now I understand, though why your people choose such unusual names for things, I will never grasp.”

      Daisy had rounded the corner and approached from behind a good minute earlier, lagging back for a bit to eavesdrop on the conversation.

      “Ahem,” she said.

      Arlo jumped a little.

      “Oh, Daisy. Sorry, didn’t see you there.”

      “You speak Chithiid,” she noted.

      “As do you,” he replied, fluently.

      “Arlo, how did you not mention this before now? It’s kind of a big deal.”

      “What? I figured you guys all spoke it too.”

      “Nope, just me.”

      “Well, that’s weird. Why didn’t your AIs put it in everyone’s neuro-stims?”

      “Is that what your people did?” she asked.

      “Me? Nah. I learned it the old-fashioned way. My nanny taught me when I was a kid.”

      “You had a Chithiid nanny?” Daisy said, incredulously.

      “What? Are you kidding? No, of course not. But my nanny learned to speak it, and she then taught me. I thought it was a normal thing, but I guess not.”

      Daisy turned to Barry,

      “So you decided to let a teenager do your job for you, Barry?”

      “Arlo was kind enough to offer his assistance in showing our guests the facility. I thought it would be beneficial for them to have an additional person to speak to, and one who is not cybernetic in origin. Additionally, his Chithiid is better than mine, I have learned.”

      “You’ll get it, dude. It’s just a vocab thing. From what I gather, your guys are still compiling a bigger database for you.”

      “Yes,” the sandy-haired cyborg replied. “And once that is integrated, all mechanicals will be fluent. I only hope the neuro-stim they are designing for mass human use is as effective.”

      Daisy looked at the pair of them, the cyborg she had nearly killed all those months ago, and the strange kid who had dropped into their laps. And the pair of aliens standing in a decidedly human moon base, of course. Times, they were a-changing.

      “Okay, Arlo, I guess I’ll leave you to it,” she said.

      “Cool. I just wanted to help coordinate and stuff,” he replied. “Though what I was really hoping for was an opportunity to get into the real shit, you know? Take out a few Ra’az, given the chance. I know I should be glad it’s over and was a success, but I’m kinda bummed I missed out on the fight,” he said, then turned and continued his tour of the facility.

      A curious look flashed across Daisy’s face.

      What do you think, Sis?

      “If he wants to, why not? And besides, apparently he already speaks Chithiid. Could be really helpful on the hunt.

      I was thinking the same thing. But he is still only a kid.

      “If by kid, you mean kid who flew solo a bazillion miles across space to track down alien invaders, then sure.”

      Point taken, Daisy said with a silent chuckle.

      “Hey, kid,” she called after him.

      “Yeah?” he said, stopping in his tracks.

      “Gather your hunting gear,” Daisy told him. “It looks like you just might get your wish.”
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      It felt a bit strange, flying aboard someone else’s ship after spending so much time with Freya, but with Sarah training with Fatima, Daisy and Vince agreed to head down to Los Angeles with Arlo aboard Marty, while Freya stayed up on Dark Side and worked to help Mal and Chu tweak the new processors she had designed.

      “Daisy, it’ll be fun. Marty’s a really cool guy. I like him!” Freya said.

      “I know, kiddo, it’s just weird going without you, is all.”

      “Jeez, relax. If you need me, just call. It’s not like I’ll be that far away.”

      Says the ship who has no concept of how far two hundred forty thousand miles is for the rest of us.

      “We’ll be fine, Freya. Daisy just worries about you,” Sarah interjected.

      “I know,” the preoccupied AI replied.

      “You know what? What were you saying, Freya?” Vince asked, shouldering his gear bag.

      “Uh, nothing,” she covered. “Just thinking aloud.”

      “Nice save, hon. There’s a conversation we’re saving for another day.”

      “You guys go on,” she chirped. “Have fun. And tell Arlo I say hi!”

      “Will do, kiddo. And you have fun helping Mal with, well, whatever this project du jour is.”

      “It’s super cool, Daisy. But I promised I wouldn’t say anything till she knew if it would work or not.”

      “Good for you. It’s important to be able to keep a secret when need be.”

      “Oh, do you know about that.”

      And how.

      “You know, you’ll have to tell Vince eventually, right?”

      Yeah, but for the time being, I’d rather not let that cat out of the bag.

      “Where the hell did that saying come from, anyway? I mean, was it common practice to go around with cats in bags? I swear, Daze, sometimes I do not understand our ancestors.”

      They’d likely say the same of us, but I catch your drift.

      Vince walked close and wrapped her up in a quick embrace before kissing her cheek.

      “You ready to roll, babe?” he asked.

      She picked up her sword along with her pack, slinging both to her shoulder.

      “I am now. Okay, see you later, Freya. Be good.”

      “See ya, Daisy. Have fun!” the AI replied.

      Daisy and Vince quickly walked to Hangar Two, where Arlo and his stealthy vessel awaited them.

      Have fun, she says. If you consider hunting down alien war criminals fun, Daisy mused.

      “Well, it might be.”

      You’re just saying that because Other Sarah’s probably already bagged one without us down there.

      “Hey, guys! This is gonna be so cool!” Arlo called out to them, beside himself with anticipation when he saw them approaching. “You got everything you need?”

      “Yep, we’re all packed up and ready to rock,” Vince exclaimed, slapping the kid a high-five as he boarded the ship.

      “You two are ridiculous,” Daisy said with a laugh, following them aboard.

      She had been inside the ship a few times, but it still struck her how similar, yet different Marty’s design was to Freya. The fact that the secret lab on the moon hadn’t been the only place the stealthy materials were being designed was something of a revelation. One that made her wonder just who else might have escaped the Ra’az, only to be lurking around out in the depths of space.

      “Okay, you guys, buckle up. It’s time to boogie!”

      “Arlo, you know my gravity dampers will make this a smooth ride,” Marty noted.

      “Well, yeah, dude. But don’t spoil my fun. Jeez.”

      “Sorry. It was just kinda ridiculous, is all.”

      “Fine. Whatever,” Arlo sulked. “Just get us to LA, then.”

      “Will do, boss-man,” the odd AI said with a little laugh.

      Those two are something else.

      “Yeah, two flavors of ridiculous.”

      But highly competent ridiculous.

      “There is that, yeah.”

      And now we’ll be getting into some real action. Time to see if this kid lives up to his bravado.

      Marty flew a quick loop of the base before making a bee-line for a quick burn into Earth’s atmosphere. The angle of entry was fairly shallow, and the bumps were kept to a minimum, as he had promised. A very short time later, they settled down in LA to meet with their Chithiid contact.

      

      “So, this is the famous East LA,” Vince noted as they walked the streets with their squad of Chithiid, humans, and a few cyborgs. All were well-armed, and all were on alert as they strolled between the oddly interspersed buildings. A Ra’az had been sighted the previous day. Caution was paramount.

      East Los Angeles had been one of the long-time holdout neighborhoods, with families whose histories there spanned back centuries, the proud residents blocking gentrification and overdevelopment time and again.

      When the inevitable land-grabs finally succeeded, the buildings that sprang up were forced to do so around the small parcels that simply refused to give up their roots.

      The result was one of the more fascinating parts of the city, architecturally.

      “George would have loved this place,” Daisy mused as they passed the seamless blending of old world Spanish and Craftsman with futuristic high-rise. “Such unusual architecture, and all crammed in a few square miles.”

      Arlo had trotted up ahead with the expedition’s Chithiid leader, offering to take point as they followed a lead on a potential Ra’az hideout. The alien had politely declined, instead sending the overzealous youth to run reconnaissance on their left flank.

      “You think we’ll actually catch any this time?” Vince asked as their boots crunched over broken concrete. “Last time was a total bust.”

      “I know, but most of the Ra’az are dead or have fled the planet in whatever ships they managed to steal before the Chithiid closed that shit down on them. The others are simply not willing to surrender,” Daisy said.

      “Yeah, but they’re massively outnumbered at this point,” he countered. “I mean, even if their loyalists were still by their sides, they still wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “But a cornered animal is a dangerous one,” Daisy shot back. “And the Ra’az are particularly difficult adversaries when thrown on the defensive.”

      “This is why we carry the taser-nets you designed,” a lean human said, overhearing their discussion. “We have found them to be quite useful for not just Ra’az, but also anything else we wish to stun and capture.”

      “Glad it’s coming in handy,” Daisy replied.

      “Nice. Your modified little toy from Billings seems to be a hit, Daze.”

      And rightly so. Not much can take a Ra’az down, you know.

      “Except a massive jolt to the noggin, perhaps,” Sarah said with obvious amusement. “I only hope we hit pay dirt today. Last time was a bit of a letdown.”

      “Tell me,” Daisy said to the nearest Chithiid, “how has it been, discovering and removing loyalists trying to hide among your people?”

      “A good question,” he said, stroking his chin with one hand. “With their self-inflicted branding, many of the most devoted were easy to weed out. It is hard to cover their brand, as you know.”

      “Of course. But some opted to not bear that mark.”

      “True. And those we are still working to remove from our ranks. The others, however, are not much of a problem. That is, except for the ones going to extreme lengths to hide their allegiances.”

      “Extreme? How so?” Daisy asked, her curiosity piqued.

      “Some cut the flesh from their shoulder, hoping the resulting scar will eventually help them avoid scrutiny. It will not.”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” Daisy mused.

      “Mad as it sounds, I have heard talk of a loyalist in the city of Detroit who faked a gruesome accident, severing his own limb from his body in the armature of a massive machine to provide a believable cause for the missing flesh.”

      “He basically chopped off his own arm to avoid being caught? Damn, that’s intense.”

      “Yes. But unlike humans, he still had three arms left, so in some regards, his decision was understandable. Nevertheless, he suffered all of that pain and blood loss for nothing.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. When the biological waste clean-up crew was collecting the destroyed remains of his arm, by a fluke of bad fortune, a scrap of his shoulder had survived the trauma intact.”

      Daisy could see where this was going.

      “And that piece of skin was the bit with the brand on it.”

      “Precisely. Our people apprehended him as he was receiving medical care, much to his surprise.”

      “It looks like Murphy visits aliens sometimes too,” Daisy said with a hearty laugh.

      “What is a ‘Murphy’?”

      “Uh, Murphy is a person, sort of. The saying actually refers to Murphy’s Law, which states that anything that can go wrong, will go wrong.”

      “Aah, Garzool,” he said, with a knowing smile.

      “Who is Garzool?” she asked.

      “Garzool’s Adage. It is said that if the hypothetical outcome of an event can be bad, you may rest assured that the actual outcome will be worse.”

      “It sounds like this Garzool person is the Chithiid cousin of our Murphy.”

      “Indeed, it does,” he agreed, sharing a friendly chuckle.

      A crashing commotion broke the mood as sounds of a fight reached their ears from up ahead. A guttural bellow shook the air.

      “Ra’az, Daze.”

      I know.

      “Vince, on my six,” Daisy shouted. “Sounds like a Ra’az.”

      “I’m with you. Let’s move!” he replied.

      They ran fast and reached the intersection ahead. From that vantage point, they saw another hunting squad racing toward them several blocks away. Leading the charge was an enormous Ra’az, flinging its human and Chithiid attackers aside with ease.

      “Shit, their stun net got taken out. Prep ours for deployment!” she called to their team.

      The Chithiid pursuing the Ra’az powered up their power whips and lashed out at the Ra’az, but the surprisingly agile beast ducked aside, then pressed a remote tucked in its belt. The Chithiids' whips fizzled out instantly.

      “Sonofabitch. He’s got a remote deactivation switch.”

      Just what we were afraid of.

      Daisy tried to activate her Ra’az power whip, but her adrenaline was high, and the device was conflicted by the reversal switch Freya had installed trying to read her will through her shifting emotions.

      “Not working, Daze.”

      I noticed.

      “No time to fiddle with it. Switch to your other toys. He’s gonna be on us any second.”

      The Ra’az turned and looked at his stymied pursuers and laughed. His eyes shifted as they caught sight of the second hunting party closing in. Without hesitation, he changed course, darting to his left.

      “Come on, he’s going to get away!” Daisy shouted.

      A steady power whip beam snapped out from the shadows of a ruined building, wrapping the Ra’az's legs, sending him tumbling to the hard pavement. He rolled, trying to disengage from the beam as his hands dug into his belt. Triumphantly, he held up his remote deactivation unit and depressed the button.

      The power whip stayed active.

      Confusion set in as he pressed the button again and again, but to no avail.

      Slowly reeling in the whip as she stepped from the shadows was Tamara, pulling the beastly creature off-balance every time it tried to rise to its feet.

      “Of course. You gave her your old whip.”

      Yeah. And I had it before they installed the kill switches, Daisy noted, a victorious grin appearing on her face.

      Tamara pulled a vicious, pronged device from her belt and gave the whip a final yank, dragging the hulking Ra’az right to her feet. Before it could react, she gleefully leapt in the air, landing firmly atop its back as she drove the charged spikes into its neck.

      Millions of volts of electricity surged into the Ra’az's body, and a mere second later, it had been rendered unconscious.

      “Looks like the joke’s on you, fucker!” she said, laughing at the inert creature laying beneath her.

      Tamara heard the rapidly approaching footsteps and turned to see her friends drawing near.

      “Oh, hi, Daisy!” she said with a disturbingly cheerful grin. “Hey, Vince! Will ya look at the size of this one! I bet it’s the biggest we’ve caught yet!”

      Vince looked at Daisy, both amused and mildly disturbed.

      “Damn. She’s really enjoying this isn’t she?”

      “You could say that,” Daisy agreed.

      “Daze?”

      Yeah?

      “I’m starting to wonder if you should have given her that thing after all,” Sarah said with a chuckle.

      At least she’s on our side.

      “Thank God,” Sarah agreed. “I almost pity those poor bastards,” she added. “Almost.”

      Tamara’s squad mates quickly trussed up the unconscious Ra’az and loaded it onto a cart to wheel back to their holding area to await trial.

      “I’ll catch up with you guys back in town,” she called out to Daisy as she walked off with her new teammates, all of whom were cheerfully patting each other’s backs after the well-won victory.

      “So, do we head back?” Vince asked.

      “I don’t know. Hang on a sec.”

      She turned to their companions.

      “What’s the plan now?” she asked their Chithiid mission leader.

      “There were also loyalists spotted with the Ra’az. We continue on.”

      “Homeboy here says we keep going,” Daisy replied.

      “Homeboy?”

      “Hey, we’re in East LA,” she chuckled.

      Not more than ten minutes had passed when multiple calls of “Contact!” rang out from the scouts.

      The team broke into two smaller groups and split up to pursue their targets.

      Daisy and Vince took the lead of the team veering to the right, following their scout’s directions toward a moderate-height residential tower. The old building had been destroyed, not by combat, but rather, by the elements over the years. As was often the case, the quality of materials employed by the land-grab developers had been subpar.

      A pair of dusty tracks led straight into the vacant structure.

      “Okay, it’s gonna be tight in there, so let’s spread out, but stay within earshot,” Daisy said. “I’ll head up to the tenth and start working down. Vince, you take the middle floors. The rest of you seal off the ground and work upward so it can’t escape. We good?”

      A chorus of affirmation met her ears, once when she told them the plan in English, and again when she translated to Chithiid. Without further hesitation, they plunged into the building, making for the stairs and exits, blocking their quarry’s routes of escape.

      Daisy had cleared the tenth floor and was halfway through the ninth when a faint grinding sound caught her ear.

      You hear that, Sarah?

      “Yeah. Sounded like debris shifting.”

      Shifting under someone’s foot.

      “Yep. Down the left-hand hallway, toward the central column.”

      I’m on it. Keep your eyes and ears open.

      “I always do.”

      Daisy quietly pulled the spiked stun probe from her pack and snuck down the hallway, careful to avoid the crumbling bits of floor and miscellaneous debris that had fallen there over the decades.

      She was close. Only a few paces to the corner behind which something was waiting for her. The only question was whether she would take it by surprise or if there would be a fight.

      Murphy answered that question for her when four powerful arms suddenly wrapped around her from behind, squeezing so tight she couldn’t even breathe, let alone call for help.

      “Shit! Ambush!”

      No shit, Sarah. How do we get out of this?

      “Looking.”

      Hurry. I can’t breathe, Daisy said as spots began floating before her eyes.

      “Stay awake, Daze!” Sarah shouted in her head.

      The powerful Chithiid had hoisted her from the ground and was carrying her somewhere. Where, was the question.

      She felt her anger rising as her consciousness was fading. The Ra’az power whip on her wrist engaged, a light hum sounding as a few inches of beam slid forward.

      “Daisy, stay awake!”

      She shook her head, trying to fight the iron grip, but the alien had wrapped its own arms across her body, creating a near-unbreakable restraint of sinewy muscle.

      Oh shit, Daisy managed, when she realized where she was being carried. He’s taking me to the elevator shaft. Sarah, he’s going to drop me.

      The long-dead elevator car had broken free and fallen to the bottom of the shaft decades prior. All that remained nine stories below was a jagged pile of wrecked metal that was about to be Daisy’s final resting place.

      Air unexpectedly rushed into her lungs as the arms holding her so tightly abruptly let go as the Chithiid fell to the ground. Daisy, likewise, slumped to the floor just short of the gaping elevator doors, sucking in gasping lungfuls of air.

      Did you hear a clang? Daisy asked, her head still fuzzy from oxygen deprivation.

      “Like a bell. Yeah, I did.”

      What the hell was that? Daisy wondered as her vision returned.

      The answer was soon made clear.

      Standing over her, Arlo looked down on the prone alien with an expression of pure hatred, a dripping smear of blood staining the steel pipe in his trembling hand.

      “Y-you saved me,” Daisy croaked. “But how did you––?”

      “Sneak up on it?” he finished her sentence as she sucked in another breath. “I tell ya, it’s not easy. With four eyes, you’ve gotta get right behind them. It’s their only blind spot.”

      “No, not that,” she said, her respirations slowly returning to normal. “How did you find me?”

      “Oh, that. I heard what sounded like a power whip charging up. It wasn’t the usual Chithiid kind, so I thought there might be a Ra’az up here. Then I saw that Chithiid had you all wrapped up, so I grabbed this pipe and brained it.”

      He looked down on the inert alien. All four eyes were open, but unseeing.

      “I guess I hit it a little too hard,” he said, not an ounce of regret in his voice. “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

      Arlo helped Daisy to her feet, then they headed for the stairwell. On the seventh floor they ran into Vince.

      “Arlo, buddy, what are you doing here?” he asked. His face turned serious when he saw the scuffs on Daisy. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I am now. There was a loyalist on the ninth floor. He got the drop on me, wrapped me up so tight I couldn’t breathe. Then he was going to actually drop me, literally, right down the elevator shaft. If Arlo hadn’t come along––”

      Vince pulled the teen in, hugging him tight.

      “Thank you,” he said when he loosened his arms. “I cannot thank you enough.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s okay,” Arlo said, obviously uncomfortable.

      “It’s more than okay,” Vince replied. “I owe you one, man. Anytime, anywhere, you need me, I’ll be there.”

      Arlo sized him up a moment and smiled.

      “I know you will,” he said, shaking his hand firmly. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here. That thing’s dead, and I could really use a drink.”

      “Cocoa?” Daisy joked.

      “I was thinking whiskey,” Arlo said.

      “Dude, you’re what, seventeen?” Vince added.

      “Hey, what happened to ‘anytime, anywhere’?”

      “Oh, that offer’s still good,” he said with a laugh. “As for drinks, however, cocoa it is.”

      

      Several hours, a decent shower, and a hot cup of cocoa later, Daisy sat on the bank of the LA River as the sun began to sink lower in the sky.

      The Ra’az Tamara had captured was imprisoned with the others rounded up thus far, though the other Chithiid loyalist had gotten away. In any case, the Ra’az would face justice before the mixed species tribunal in the morning, the same as was happening daily across the globe.

      Interestingly, despite their years upon years of slavery, it was the Chithiid who had insisted on holding hearings for the aliens and their supporters, while it was the humans who seemed to prefer the more direct, and more violent option.

      Maarl had been among the Chithiid elders who had, with the translation aid of the AI network, made the point that justice and mercy were the traits of an evolved race, and no matter what the Ra’az had done to either of their planets, their people’s actions upon retaking their freedom, more than their circumstance and history, was what would define them.

      Ultimately, justice would be served, one way or another.

      For now, however, Daisy was simply enjoying the fresh air as she watched Vince and Arlo fishing by the water’s edge.

      Centuries prior, the notion of fishing in the LA River would have been a comical one, given its lackluster trickling flow and sterile cement banks. But now, with a proper river running through and nature having reclaimed the banks centuries prior, the boys were having great success of it.

      Vince also relented in one small way, sharing a small glass of whiskey with his young friend.

      “I know he’s a kid, Daze, but I think, just for today, he’s earned it.”

      Daisy really couldn’t argue the point, and her heart warmed as she watched them fishing, talking, and bonding as the daylight faded.

      “Looks like you’ll be having fish for dinner tonight, Sis.”

      Yep.

      “Actually, it looks like a lot of people may be having fish, if they keep up at that pace.”

      Yep, Daisy agreed with an amused and contented sigh as they reeled in another.

      “You know, I was thinking.”

      Uh-oh. That’s never good.

      “Ha-ha,” Sarah replied. “But seriously, you know how Arlo said he heard the power whip activate?”

      Uh-huh.

      “He was supposed to be scouting in the other direction. What was he doing in that building, Daze?”

      Daisy looked at the pair standing on the shore and realized she didn’t care.

      You know what, Sarah? I’m chalking it up to fate smiling upon me just this once.

      And with that, she put the thought out of her head, letting it go without a struggle, just as the eventful day would soon give way to night.
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      It was with surprising efficiency the Chithiid and global AIs organized the tribunals to administer justice and punishment to the Ra’az and their Chithiid loyalist collaborators.

      The AIs, true to their nature, were quick and logical once the issue of prisoners from the global conflict was put to them. The Chithiid, likewise, were fast to act, their many years in logistical roles helping them quickly navigate the swift waters of interspecies judicial organization.

      Daisy and Vince had heard descriptions of the arena-like settings in which the hearings were being carried out, but witnessing it first-hand the morning after the successful capture of the Ra’az in the eastern portion of LA was nevertheless somewhat surreal.

      The historic theater in the center of the city had been spared centuries prior, along with many of the other buildings in the immediate vicinity, all saved from destruction and redevelopment by their landmark status.

      The stage, former home to song, dance, and all manner of theatricality, was now outfitted with a heavy concrete bench, to which a defendant would soon be chained.

      Given the brute strength of the Ra’az, as well as the pure-rage instinctive nature of their people, it was deemed a wise decision. For loyalist prisoners, on the other hand, lesser restraints were more than enough.

      In the balcony above, the seating was open to all who wished to witness the proceedings, regardless of species. A fair-sized audience had formed, consisting of cyborgs, humans, and Chithiid alike, all sitting with rapt attention as they watched the drama unfold below.

      On the ground floor, where Daisy and Vince found themselves, along with their hunting party teammates, those with vested interest in the particular hearings were seated.

      The wings of the stage were guarded not only by a pair of armed Chithiid, whose emotionless faces and firmly set jaws left no doubt that they were of the proper disposition for the job, but also a terrifying redundancy plan.

      Two massive Graizenhunds were seated on either side of the central judges’ bench, like mastiffs and guard beasts of old. The deadly animals, though terrifying to any onlookers who didn’t know better, were actually extremely happy with their new roles.

      They had been mistreated by the Ra’az for their entire lives, used as tools whose sole purpose was to hunt and kill. Now, with full bellies and plentiful ear scratches from their kind new masters, the intimidating animals were quite content to spend a lazy morning watching all the goings-on in the tribunal before being taken out for play time and treats.

      Of course, the minor neuro-block devised by Cal and the other AIs to suppress their most aggressive learned behaviors may have also played a somewhat more than insubstantial role.

      Arlo waved to Daisy and Vince from across the theater. He was busy chatting away with a trio of Chithiid hunters they had noticed the other day. The group had been particularly successful, having corralled a Ra’az, as well as half a dozen loyalists.

      “You see Tamara?” Vince asked, scanning the crowd.

      “No, but it wouldn’t surprise me if she was already back out hunting again.”

      “She doesn’t want to see this?”

      “I’m sure she would, most likely, but not nearly as much as she enjoys kicking alien ass, I’d wager. I mean, you saw her yesterday.”

      “Good point,” Vince agreed with a grin. “She was kinda like a kid in a candy shop.”

      “Yup. At least she’s having a good go of it on Earth. Downtime will do her some good.”

      “If by downtime you mean hunting aliens, that is.”

      “Everyone’s definition is different, babe,” Daisy said, nuzzling her man’s neck.

      A hush fell over the crowd as Maarl walked to the judge’s bench, along with his human and cyborg counterparts.

      “Is that one of Joshua’s soldiers?” Vince asked, noting the heavy-duty build of the metal man.

      “Yeah, that’s Duke. Until the local AIs get a hookup inside the theater, he’s their representative.”

      “And the human?”

      “I don’t know his name, but I recognize him. One of Cal’s people.”

      The system was simple. A three-person panel would try the case, and a simple majority would decide the defendant’s fate. So far, despite being given ample opportunity to repent their actions and reform, not a single Ra’az had taken the offer.

      With great care, the AIs fed a translation of the proceedings through their systems, coming up with the best equivalent they could in halting Ra’az. They also had Maarl clarify in his limited Ra’az, as well as Chithiid, which nearly all Ra’az spoke to a varying degree.

      Only the loyalists had ever been properly schooled in Ra’az language. Yet another paranoid act of a paranoid race. The unintended result was making communication a bit harder now that the former masters were in chains.

      “The defendant may now address the tribunal,” the trio offered after making their case, providing the Ra’az prisoner ample opportunity to atone for its crimes.

      Rather than arguing its case, the Ra’az showed the same rage as the previous defendants, lunging at the panel, spittle flying from its mouth as it hurled what were surely obscenities at the impassive judges. This particular Ra’az, was apparently rather proficient in his Chithiid language, shouting out horrible insults and profanities in that alien tongue as well.

      Maarl impassively wiped a fleck of Ra’az spit from his cheek and looked over at his comrades. Both gave him a subtle nod of silent agreement.

      “You do not wish to plead your case in a logical manner? This is your opportunity to seek mercy and rehabilitation. I strongly suggest you seize this chance to make the best of your situation.”

      The Ra’az laughed, then spat a gob of phlegm that fortunately missed Maarl, falling short on the desk before him.

      “I’ll take that as a no, then,” he said calmly. “Well, we offered.”

      He nodded once to the guard.

      A single blast rang out.

      Headshot.

      The dead Ra’az slumped to the floor.

      “Next!”

      “Holy shit,” Vince gasped.

      “What did you expect? Cupcakes and hugs?”

      “No, but damn, at least take them outside for a firing squad or something.”

      Judging by the positive reaction of the crowd, however, it appeared the onstage execution was a hit with the locals.

      The cleaning crew quickly came out and dragged the Ra’az corpse from the stage, mopping up the blood and readying the platform for the next defendant. It was to be a loyalist, and fortunately, they were proving to be far more reasonable when it came to plea agreements.

      “You wanna get out of here?” Daisy asked.

      “Yeah,” Vince replied. “It’ll be at least a couple of hours before Maarl’s freed up to talk anyway, right?”

      “Thereabouts.”

      “Okay, then. We can see how Alma’s folks are assimilating in the meantime.”

      “You sure you’re up to seeing them? I mean, after what they did to you, I know I have a hard time not beating the ever-loving shit out of each and every one of them.”

      Vince took her hand and led her from the theater.

      “Hey, that was a different time. We’ve retaken the world. The planet is ours again, and we need to set it right. It’s time to put that stuff behind us, even if it really, really sucked, and move on.”

      “Well…”

      “Come on, I know you can do it. Hell, if I can, I’m sure you can.”

      “Oh, fine. But if they so much as look at you sideways,” she said, making a little grab for the sword strapped to her back.

      “Babe, if they regress, I’ll be the first to hold them down while you have your way with them in whatever vengeful manner you like,” he said with a laugh. “But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, okay?”

      “Well, Stabby is a little hungry,” she said with a wicked grin.

      

      The visit with Habby and Alma had been quite unexpected, and far more positive than either of them had anticipated.

      “Oh my,” Alma said, her voice cracking with emotion when the pair arrived. “Oh, my dear Vincent. I am so, so sorry for what I did to you. Can you ever find it in your heart to forgive me?”

      “I know it wasn’t the real you who did those things,” Vince said. “Sid explained it all. I just feel sorry for you.”

      “For me? After what I did?”

      “Yeah, for you. I mean, to essentially wake up from what could be called a long sleep and find out your own body had been more or less sleepwalking––if the analogy works––doing horrible things before you finally woke up, and then having them thrown in your face? That would be an awful burden to bear.”

      “And yet, you are the one who suffered.”

      “Yes, but your actions also helped me, in a strange way.”

      “But, I don’t see how,” Alma said, confused.

      Vince pulled Daisy close and kissed her on the cheek.

      “You created a situation that wound up bringing Daisy and me back together again, albeit unintentionally. For that, you have my thanks.”

      “I-I don’t know what to say, Vincent.”

      “I know what to say,” Habby butted in.

      “Oh dear, not again,” Alma groaned.

      “Yes, again,” he shot back. “I say just look at the state of your clothes! The AI on your moon base lets you go out like this? Oh, please! You must let me put together a new wardrobe for you.”

      “Habby––” Alma tried to interject.

      “And I will do my best to make it functionally practical as well,” he added.

      “You’re making an effort, at least,” Alma said.

      “For you,” he replied. “We may not see eye to eye, but even if it doesn’t seem like it, I do respect you, you know.”

      “I actually think those two might work it out,” Sarah mused.

      Ya know what, Sis? You may be right.

      “Habby, we really appreciate the offer, and if we weren’t on such a tight schedule, we’d gladly take you up on it, but we really have to get back. We have a meeting shortly that we can’t afford to miss.”

      “Well, I suppose we can do it next time,” he replied.

      “I’ll be back to take you up on that, though,” Vince said. “Really, I appreciate it, Habby.” A moment of inspiration struck. “You know what? How are you with designing attire for the younger generation?” he said, throwing a mischievous smile Daisy’s way. “You know, like a seventeen-year-old.”

      “Ooh, that could be interesting,” Habby said, the gears in his mind already churning.

      

      Daisy and Vince had made their way back to Maarl’s offices. With the tribunal completed for the day, he was finally free to pursue his other activities. Namely, planning the large-scale demise of the Ra’az.

      If the hearings had reinforced anything, it was that the Ra’az would not be reasoned with, would not negotiate, and would never cease their aggressive behavior. With that fresh in his mind, he joined his human friends to discuss their plans.

      “The team is entirely trustworthy, consisting of men I have known for many years. They are devising attack strategies in conjunction with your AI planners. Several options seem to be good possibilities for success.”

      “And you say they are already training others for the mission?” Daisy asked, while Vince quietly listened on a headset as Cal translated for him.

      “Yes, they are recruiting men for not only the assault on the Ra’az fleet, both piloting the captured ships as well as for the inevitable boarding parties, but also greater numbers of lesser-skilled but equally motivated Chithiid to participate en masse when the time comes to retake our homeworld.”

      “But you are beginning your training rather early, are you not? We do not know how long it will take to get a functional warp drive built from scratch, let alone how long to make one capable of jumping a ship the size of yours.”

      “True, it could be years, Daisy. But you forget, we are combining the resources of three races, and between us, there is a very real possibility of a breakthrough happening far sooner than expected. I would rather we are prepared for that eventuality than caught off guard.”

      “Valid point,” she conceded. “And how goes the retrofitting of your vessels?”

      “Slow, but well,” he replied. “My people are quite busy tracking down and removing all traces of Ra’az remote kill switches and destruct mechanisms from the Chithiid transport craft while they prepare them for the mission.”

      “I have seen those kill switches in action. The Ra’az you tried this morning. He used one against the team pursuing him. Turned their power whips off with the press of a button.”

      “Yes, this is a problem, and those would be useful devices during the assault, but we are prepared to continue without that resource if we must.”

      “If we have the time, I believe I can neutralize their power whip shut-off device,” Daisy said. “It is not a guarantee, but I shall try my best.”

      “Of that I have no doubt, my friend.”

      “And what was that you said about retrofitting the ships? I thought we decided that altering their structure would only draw attention to them.”

      “Yes, it would. However, some of my more clever comrades have come up with a plan to camouflage weapons systems beneath hull modifications, allowing them to be mounted within the hull, only to be deployed if needed.”

      “Clever. I just hope we can complete our work on the warp technology so all of this labor is not in vain.”

      “About that,” the older Chithiid said with a growing smile. “I have spoken once more with my contacts in San Francisco. While they were sequestered into different barracks within the facility, and often kept in the dark about the goings-on in other labs, it seems our people have managed to find a dozen Chithiid survivors with some knowledge of various aspects of the Ra’az warp technology. None of them understands it all, but combined, their intellects may be exactly what we need to progress the research.”

      “You hear that, Sid?” Daisy asked over her comms.

      “Yes, I certainly did, Daisy,” he replied. “Most promising, indeed.”

      “Well, then,” she said, “let’s round them up and get them to Dark Side Base.”
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      The team of Chithiid scientists hadn’t turned out to actually be scientists, exactly. While they were fairly proficient in many aspects of the Ra’azs' warp technology, the aliens who had been sent to work with Chu on the moon were a mix of maintenance workers and janitorial staff.

      “We are glad to be able to help the cause in any way we can,” a slim Chithiid named Berrk said upon arrival. Of the thirteen who came to take up residence on Dark Side, he was one of the most enthusiastic. Also one of the most talkative.

      Sid and Mal found themselves constantly translating for Chu, though Freya and Marty were also happy to chip in when they weren’t otherwise occupied or down on the planet below.

      “We really must speed the production of the modified neuro-stim units,” Sid lamented two weeks into the project.

      “Agreed, it is a priority,” Mal said. “However, my onboard fabrication systems are somewhat limited at the moment with the other projects underway on the Váli. Most importantly, it appears Freya and Marty’s collaborative efforts on a cure for the plague blanketing the planet may actually bear fruit.”

      “And that is indeed a top priority. Ending the plague is far more important than the mere convenience of our not having to play translator constantly,” Sid agreed.

      “Yes. And it appears Chu is actually learning the Chithiid language somewhat on his own.”

      It was true, the clever technician, while relying on the AIs for proper translations, was learning to understand, and even speak a little of the alien tongue. Being surrounded by a baker’s dozen of chatting Chithiid all day, every day, seemed to be just the immersion schooling he needed.

      Shelly, Omar, and Tamara were also rapidly learning key phrases, but theirs tended to be more along the, “Aim over there,” and, “Drop and give me twenty,” variety as they trained their Chithiid recruits down on Earth’s surface.

      

      A few weeks later, they had all been at the process for just over a month, and far more progress had been made on all fronts, from mustering a combat-ready force, to reverse-engineering the Ra’az warp tech, to retrofitting Chithiid ships to be space-worthy and secure from Ra’az remote shutdowns.

      The retrofitting process was also moving along nicely, with Barry pulling back-to-back shifts helping Mrazich and Reggie as they installed heavy weaponry into the recessed housings their Chithiid counterparts had fabricated on Earth.

      Once secured and functional, the ships would then return to the surface, where the alien workers could reattach structural components over them, completing the camouflage from the comfort of Earth’s environment.

      Four-armed Chithiid-sized space suits were not an additional luxury the base had on hand, and the largest of the Trojan Horse ships could not fit in even the largest hangar by a long shot.

      Fortunately for the Chithiid, Vince possessed an excellent mind for engineering, even of the alien variety, and his time was largely spent on the surface, helping them retrofit the vessels that weren’t on the moon, hopping from city to city when he was not lending his expertise to projects being worked on up on Dark Side.

      He had most recently been in Philadelphia for several days, installing a rapid-deployment system to a recessed pulse cannon system, but would be hopping a shuttle and returning to Dark Side, and his woman, soon enough.

      Meanwhile, out in orbit, the completed vessels were each carrying a skeleton crew as the Chithiid volunteers were shuttled up a few dozen at a time to move on to the next phase of their training.

      Running drills aboard an actual ship.

      In space.

      In the dark.

      With the gravity turned off.

      The last bit was a protocol of Maarl’s design, and one Daisy thought Fatima would most certainly approve of. In fact, if Fatima didn’t have Sarah constantly running drills both inside and outside Dark Side Base––when Sarah wasn’t helping on the surface, that is––the silver-haired woman would have almost certainly sent her over to train with Maarl’s recruits.

      “You will face many hardships when we strike at the Ra’az fleet,” he would tell his men in their pre-departure pep talk. “Ships may become damaged, systems may become compromised. You have all trained long and hard aboard these vessels while they were being retrofitted in the comfort of the planet’s atmosphere and gravity. When you are in space, these are luxuries, and while the vessel’s hide is thick and should protect you from the vacuum, you may be forced to fight in unexpected circumstances.”

      The old Chithiid took a long, slow look across his men from his slightly elevated platform. He smiled. They looked good. Good, and hungry to learn more.

      “Your next training cycle will teach you to adapt to those circumstances. To view them not as an obstacle, but as a situation you can turn to your advantage. Now, board your shuttles, and good luck. I will see you all back here when you have completed this phase.”

      The Chithiid formed lines and began filing into their waiting craft, a little reticent, but nevertheless excited for the next level of training. Maarl wanted them to be ready for anything, and while he couldn’t simulate every situation, learning to move and fight in the dark, and even in zero-g at times, would give his men an advantage.

      The first group, after a few weeks and many bruised limbs, had already become proficient in maneuvering through the vessels essentially blind. Their spatial awareness was enhanced, and when the instructors would suddenly shut off the lights, or cut the gravity, or both, they rapidly adapted and continued their tasks.

      It was a skill that all involved realized could very well mean the difference between life and death.

      

      “So what do you think, Freya? Is he done?” Commander Mrazich asked as he looked at his friend lying quietly in his cryo pod in Dark Side’s med lab.

      “Well, that depends on what you mean by done,” she replied.

      “You know what he means, kiddo. Is Harkaway cured of the plague he was exposed to?” Daisy asked.

      “I mean, he might be,” she replied.

      “No, Daisy, he’s not clear of the plague yet,” Marty interrupted.

      “See? That’s not so hard,” Mrazich said. “Thank you, Marty, for a clear answer.”

      “But there’s more,” Marty added.

      Mrazich shook his head and sighed.

      “Of course there is.”

      “The thing is, Commander, it could take months, if not years, for him to be purged of the active plague by standard means,” Freya continued.

      “What’s the ‘but,’ Freya?”

      “But, that was because Mal had her fabricators work in conjunction with the cryo pod to replace any damaged cells, like the last time he was infected waaaay back when. So, he still has the remaining plague in his body, even though we’ve sterilized the rest of the pod.” The brilliant AI paused a moment. “So, uh, I kinda went ahead and inoculated him with the cure.”

      “Wait, you can cure the plague now? I thought that was still a ways from being ready for testing,” Mrazich replied.

      “It was, but I figured since he’s in there already, we might as well dose him and see what it does. Only, with him being in cryo, the drastic rate that his bodily functions are slowed means we really can’t tell what it’s doing.”

      Daisy and Harkaway seemed to have mixed feelings about the news. Fatima, on the other hand, was decidedly optimistic.

      “Freya, why haven’t you run a full-scale test of this potential cure yet?” she asked.

      “Well, I mean, you know how challenging human conception can be, right?” the AI said.

      “Challenging? Seems like breeding has always been one of humanity’s strong suits,” Mrazich said with a chuckle.

      “What Freya means is that, given the genetic variances between mother and father, not all zygotes are created immune,” Mal interjected.

      “Exactly. Thanks, Mal.”

      “You are most welcome, Freya.”

      “So the thing is, sure, this should be a cure, but without a proper test subject––not just cells in a test tube––we simply don’t know,” she said.

      “And you say this would not only immunize the living, but also protect their offspring before they are born?” Fatima asked.

      “We believe that’s what’ll happen,” Marty replied. “But we’re kinda stuck at the moment. The captain is in cryo, so our results are just too inconclusive. We are having the terrestrial guys check around for any pregnant females, though. If we catch one right after conception, we can isolate her from the environment, purge the plague, and test the zygote. If it’s not immune, we just have to wait till it’s born and see if the cure works.”

      “Marty, you can’t use humans like that!” Fatima scolded. “Those are people.”

      “We wouldn’t hurt them. We’d inoculate them up here in the purified environment of Dark Side, then once they’re born, we’d just put them in a sealed cryo pod and flood it with virus. The monitors would tell us within minutes––if not seconds––if an infection took hold or not. If it did, we’d just flash-freeze them in the pod while we let Mal’s machinery clear the infection, and then we’d start our tests all over again.”

      “This process could take years,” Fatima said, shaking her head.

      “Well, yeah,” Freya replied.

      “But you are confident the cure you have designed will actually inoculate against the plague. For all humans who are not immune?” Fatima asked.

      “It looks that way in lab tests, but we can’t say for sure yet,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry, Fatima. We tried. I mean, it’s not like Marty and me––”

      “Marty and I,” Daisy corrected.

      “I know. Let me talk.”

      “Sorry,” Daisy said. “Habit.”

      “So Marty and me, we’re like ninety-nine percent sure, but there’s always that one percent chance it fails.”

      “And this is why we have begun scanning the population for––”

      “I’ll do it,” Fatima interrupted.

      “I’m sorry? What did you say?” a very startled Mrazich asked.

      “I said I’ll do it.”

      “Is she actually offering to be a Guinea pig?”

      Yeah, Sis. I think she is.

      “But it could kill her.”

      I’m sure she knows that.

      “But I don’t want her to die. And I’m sure you don’t either.”

      Fatima was watching Daisy, well aware there was an internal dialogue taking place. She flashed her a warm, knowing smile.

      “Daisy, you both know how long I’ve been here. How unlikely my survival was, even on my first day on Dark Side. And now I have a chance to help the cause and return the favor.”

      “What do you mean ‘both’?” Mrazich asked.

      “Why, Daisy and you, of course, Commander,” she lied, flashing a little wink to Daisy and her invisible ride-along.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Daisy asked, emotion welling up in her chest, making it hard to speak.

      “Oh, Daisy. I’ve spent all these years looking down at Earth but never able to set foot on it. Scans and images have shown me the beaches and forests, but I knew it just wasn’t meant to be. But now? Now I have the very real chance to finally breathe the fresh air and feel the sun on my skin without it first passing through a half-foot of UV-protectant shatterproof glass.”

      “She really means to do this, doesn’t she?”

      Looks that way, Sis.

      “Are you absolutely sure?” Daisy asked, the lump in her throat gradually lessening.

      Fatima took her by the hands and looked deep in her eyes with warmth and love.

      “It’s time to finally go home. I’m an old woman––”

      “You’re not that old––”

      “Daisy, I am. And I want to go home, or die trying.”

      

      It didn’t take Mal long to set up a cryo pod aboard her ship. She thought it best to have Fatima in the heart of the Váli’s medical facilities in case something should go awry, and the kindhearted woman had graciously humored her.

      The ship was nestled safely between the debris field and Earth, floating gently above its beautiful but deadly skies. Freya and Marty hovered quietly to either side, a silent vanguard watching and waiting.

      Daisy and Sarah stood by, and Commander Mrazich had even taken a brief leave from the base to join them. He wasn’t about to let his old friend do this without him.

      Mal had also rearranged her pods slightly, allowing the med pod to take up an unconventional location in an outer layer of her structure. While that meant it wasn’t as robustly protected by the ship’s bulk as it normally was, it also afforded her the luxury of installing a window where the secondary airlock door normally resided.

      “A room with a view, Mal?” Fatima noted warmly.

      “Of course, my friend. I thought you would enjoy a clear view. A real one, not over a video monitor.”

      “And you were right,” she replied as she gazed at Earth, her eyes welling with emotions that even she had a hard time reining in.

      “Are you sure about this?” Mal asked, gently.

      “I am.”

      Fatima had cheerfully given hugs to her friends on Dark Side before they launched, assuring them it was no big deal and she would see them soon. Now, however, with just the three other passengers present, her guard was lowered.

      She hugged Daisy and Sarah in turn, planting a kiss on each of their foreheads, like a loving mother to her little ones.

      “You two. You three,” she said with a wink. “Whatever happens, I have faith you will succeed in your mission. You’ve taken on such an important task, and you have no idea just how proud I am of you.”

      “You’ll be fine, Fatima,” Sarah said, choked up.

      “I know, darling,” she replied kindly, then turned and faced Commander Mrazich.

      “And as for you, you old stick in the mud, I expect you to do whatever it takes to see our reclaimed world stays that way.”

      “You know I will, my friend.”

      She cracked a little smile. “Yeah, I do.”

      Fatima looked out the window at the Earth below, a lone tear sliding down her cheek before she climbed up into the embrace of the cryo pod.

      “Okay,” she said.

      “You’re ready, Fatima?” Mal confirmed.

      “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Very well.”

      The pod sealed around her, the lights cycling to a safe, green color.

      “Administering the inoculation,” Mal informed them.

      The cure had been designed to be easily spread––colorless, and odorless as it flooded the air. Inside the pod, it didn’t look like anything had happened at all.

      “What happens now?” Mrazich asked.

      “Now we wait for it to permeate her tissues. The uptake within her body should only take a few minutes. Then we will wait another doubling of that time to ensure maximum absorption.”

      Fatima looked calm, staring out the window as the invisible panacea either did its work or didn’t, never once taking her eyes off the planet just below.

      “It is time,” Mal informed them a short while later.

      The lights of the cryo pod shifted to a very pale blue.

      “Five seconds,” she announced.

      There was no countdown. Those present were keeping track in their heads anyway. When the timer hit zero, a fine pink mist containing the plague flooded the pod, quickly dissipating and becoming invisible within the volume of air the pod contained.

      Fatima glanced at her friends and smiled, then forced herself to let go of that iron-strong survival instinct and take a deep breath.

      She began coughing immediately––a deep, racking cough that shook her entire body.

      “Mal, do something!” Mrazich shouted.

      “There is nothing to do, Commander,” she replied.

      Fatima’s coughs diminished a few moments later. She turned to look at her friends.

      “Just a tickle in my throat,” she said with a grin. “Is there more?”

      “Just a moment, please,” she replied.

      The lights of the pod ran through a full-spectrum shift as every cell of her body was scanned, then rescanned, then scanned again.

      “I just need to discuss with Freya and Marty,” Mal informed them. “One moment, please.”

      The ship went silent as the great minds conferred.

      “You think she’s okay?” Sarah asked.

      “I hope so,” Sarah replied.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Mrazich said. “I hope she’s okay, too.”

      “Wait. He doesn’t know about––”

      No. He’s just thinking what we all are.

      The pod lights cycled back to a neutral white.

      “Now what, Mal?” Fatima asked.

      “Now nothing,” she replied as the pod cracked open with a hiss. “Fatima, you are immune.”

      No amount of meditative training was capable of stemming the flow of tears that coursed freely down her cheeks. Judging by the leaking eyes of everyone present, it was the one condition in the ship that was contagious.

      Fatima slid from the pod and walked to the window, pressing her hands to the thick glass.

      “Mal?”

      “Yes, Fatima?”

      “If you would be so kind, I’ve got a date with that beautiful blue beauty down there.”
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      Daisy and Sarah watched silently from the shore, seated comfortably on the warm sand, soaking in the ocean air. The sisters leaned gently on one another, a sense of unbelievable happiness and calm engulfing them both as they periodically wiped a tear from their eyes.

      Standing out in the surf, the gentle waves coming up to her knees, Fatima’s smile was so big and so bright, it looked like it might actually split her face in two. The sheer joy radiating from her was almost tangible.

      The wetness on her cheeks, though partly made of ocean spray, was mostly a salty trickle of something else as her eyes welled with overpowering contentment. Her eyes were open wide, taking it all in, as her lungs embraced the fresh breeze. The cheerful cries of the gulls overhead threatened to push her happiness over the top.

      Every little thing seemed a miracle, and for the woman who had spent several lifetimes stuck on the moon, it truly was.

      They were all being present in the moment, putting aside other concerns for the time being and simply enjoying the now, though Fatima was enjoying it far more than the others. Still, a little tinge of reality hung in the back of Daisy and Sarah’s minds. The sisters knew very well that they’d have to get back to work soon enough.

      “What do you think, Daze? The Chithiid crew up on Dark Side seems to be making some really good headway with the warp tech.”

      “Chu got them steered in the right direction, once he pinned down each of their strong suits,” Daisy replied. “It’s really beginning to look like they’ll actually do it.”

      “It’s kind of amazing, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. And they might even get a working version far sooner than we expected.”

      “Let’s not forget Freya’s input,” Sarah noted. “And all while keeping the time travel thing a secret. You’ve gotta hand it to the kid, she’s really come a long way.”

      “That she has,” Daisy agreed. “And Marty has been doing yeoman’s work, helping out, lending a hand between all the different projects up there. He’s an impressive AI, and Arlo has fit in really well too”

      “Yeah, he and Finn are almost inseparable,” Sarah noted.

      “It’s almost to be expected, Sis. Boys love knives, after all, and Finn has a bevy of them.”

      “And he’s a damn good chef,” Sarah added.

      “That too,” Daisy agreed.

      “See? I knew you liked him.”

      “Oh, give it a rest, will ya? Just because I appreciate his culinary skills doesn’t mean I like the guy.”

      “You forget, we’re the same person. I know you like him.”

      “You do, maybe, but our timeline diverged a long time ago.”

      “It’s okay,” Sarah said knowingly. “You don’t have to worry about him running off and hurting you. I know he would never do that to you.”

      Sarah groaned and flopped back onto the sand.

      “Jeez, Daisy. Can’t you talk some sense into her? Or at least make her shut up?”

      “Talk sense into you? Either of you? Fat chance, that. Nope, like it or not, Sis, she’s just as stubborn as you are.”

      “With good reason.”

      “Obviously,” Daisy agreed with a grin.

      “Ugh, you two,” Sarah griped, then turned her attention back to their reveling friend. “So what’s the plan? Should we leave her down here, or bring her back to Dark Side?”

      A big smile flashed on Daisy’s face.

      “Uh-oh, I know that look. What’ve you done, Daze?”

      “You want to tell her, or should I?” Sarah asked.

      “Well…” Daisy began, “I may have had Freya bring a little message to our friends retrofitting the nearest coastal residential tower.”

      Understanding blossomed in Sarah’s mind.

      “Oh, please tell me you did what I think you did.”

      “You know it.”

      “Fatima is going to lose her mind.”

      “I know. And it’s going to be awesome,” Daisy said, beaming. “Whenever she’s had enough of the sun and sand, we’ll take her to get set up in her penthouse pad.”

      “Does it have a jacuzzi too?”

      “What kind of woman do you take me for, Sarah? Of course it does. Rooftop, no less. She’ll have a clear view of the entire city, as well as the whole coastline. And Finn even boxed up something special for her and sent it down with Bob. Should be waiting for her when she gets there.”

      “Wow. Nicely done, Sis. You outdid yourself.”

      “Why, thank you. And it’s the least I could do for her,” Daisy said happily. “And by the way, Finn also packed you up a little treat as well. Check Freya’s galley when we get back.”

      A few hours later, Fatima stood in her new terrestrial lodging. Though there was no ocean spray anywhere near, her cheeks were nevertheless wet. At the rate she was going, Daisy almost worried she’d get dehydrated if she had any more happy surprises.

      “This is amazing,” she gasped as she walked through the penthouse. “And this is mine? This entire space?”

      “Yep,” Daisy replied. “You’ve been cooped up in a military base for so long, we wanted you to have space to spread your wings, so to speak. The Chithiid hooked us up and did a great job cleaning it from top to bottom, and they rolled in a new mattress, as well as stocking it with fresh linen and towels. We also took your measurements from Sid’s records and had Habby whip you up a few outfits. I hope you like them––he sometimes gets a little carried away.”

      Fatima was beside herself.

      “There’s one more thing,” Daisy said, directing her to the rooftop deck. “I had them bring a second bed out here, along with a heat lamp and fluffy covers. I thought you might want to sleep under the stars in the open air, if the weather was nice.”

      Fatima grabbed her in a tight hug and squeezed tight.

      “Thank you, Daisy. You have no idea what this means to me.”

      “I think I do, actually,” she said with a smile. “Now, you enjoy your time here. We can get along just fine up on Dark Side without you for a bit. You’ve more than earned this.”

      Daisy walked to the edge of the roof.

      “Hey, kiddo, we’re ready to go.”

      The stealthy ship silently rose to roof-level and extended her retractable gangplank.

      “Have a great night, Fatima. We’ll check in on you in the morning before we head out,” Daisy said, then she and Sarah boarded the ship and quietly flew off toward Downtown.

      “We deserve a break too,” Daisy said as she slid into her captain’s seat. “I set us up a couple of suites near the tribunal. Figured we could go see what Tamara and the others are up to, then maybe watch the morning’s hearings before we head back up.”

      “Works for me, Sis,” Sarah said, blissfully eating a spoonful of the homemade pistachio ice cream Finn had stashed in Freya’s galley for her.

      “Works for me too,” Sarah added. “And Daze?”

      “Yeah, Sarah?”

      “You did good.”

      The sisters flew off to enjoy the rest of their evening before getting some well-deserved rest. The morning would bring new challenges, but Daisy felt confident in her team’s ability to overcome them. Things were most definitely looking up.

      

      Far above, safely tucked away inside Dark Side’s pressurized walls, Finn and Arlo were having a fantastic time whipping up some of the crazed man’s more original recipes.

      While Finn was the more seasoned chef, he was thrilled to discover that Arlo had a natural gift for cooking. More than that, he shared Finn’s affinity for knives, and his skills, though slower than the mechanically enhanced man, were nonetheless quite impressive.

      The good-natured trash talk of the kitchen had bonded them early on, and in the month-plus that they had been cooking for not only the base’s usual crew, but also their new Chithiid guests, a real friendship had formed.

      “Nuts!” Finn called out, tossing a packet of walnuts to his young friend.

      “Always showing me your nuts, Finn.”

      “They’re salty, ya know?” he replied with a chuckle.

      “But so small,” Arlo shot back.

      “Hey!”

      “What? They’re your nuts,” he said with a laugh.

      Arlo pulled out several large carrots and a dozen stalks of celery to add to the large pot of soup they were whipping up for starters for their four-armed guests. His blade flew across the cutting board, making quick work of the pile of vegetables.

      “Nice chops, kid.”

      “Thanks,” Arlo replied. “My uncle taught me when I was a kid. Also taught me to keep my fingers tucked,” he said, lightly rapping his knife against Finn’s metal fingers. “A lesson someone apparently never had. As for me, I very much want to keep mine attached,” he said with a laugh.

      “Hey, that was a malfunction of my arm that caused that,” Finn whined. “And besides, now I don’t have to worry about things like that anymore.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Keep rationalizing, old man.”

      “I will, young whippersnapper. Now get off my lawn!” he said, pulling his lips over his teeth and mimicking a toothless old man.

      Finn turned and looked across the counter at their other companion.

      “Oh, jeez. No, not like that. Vertical cuts. We’ve gone over this,” Finn said, shifting his attention to the Chithiid who had been learning to cook under his tutelage. “Sid, would you tell him, please?”

      “I have, Finn. He is merely getting the hang of things. Give him time,” the base AI replied. “And if you would wear your translation earpiece, I could help you communicate much easier.”

      “Slows my roll, my man. And it slips off my ears.”

      “Then tighten the loop,” Sid said, patiently. “It’s a tiny device, after all.”

      “Yeah, I guess. But check him out. He’s got four arms, but he’s clumsier than this yo-yo was when he started,” he said, gesturing toward Arlo.

      “Hey!”

      Finn shot him a wicked grin and a wink.

      “All right,” he said to the alien, “Don’t worry, Berrk, you’ll get better.”

      Sid translated for the clumsy Chithiid.

      “Please tell Finn I appreciate his patience. While I may have some skill with tools and warp technology, I seem to be lacking in the ways of food preparation.”

      “Not to worry, Berrk. We all know this is new for your people. Once you have become accustomed to the practice of sourcing your own foods, these skills will eventually become second nature.”

      “We did not realize it at the time, but when the Ra’az insisted on providing all of our food from their processing facilities, we were unaware it was not done for the convenience of our people, but rather, as a further means to keep us under their yoke.”

      “Indeed, it was an unusual, yet effective, strategy to make the Chithiid workforce dependent on them for sustenance,” Sid noted. “Yet, despite his sarcastic commentary, I believe Finn is actually quite impressed with the progress you have made in so little time.”

      “Do you truly believe this?” he asked expectantly.

      “Yes, I do. I have observed Finnegan in the kitchen environment for some time now, and I can assure you, the more grief he gives, the more respect he has for you. See how he torments the youth?”

      “Yes, he is rather abusive toward him.”

      “That is because he is fond of him.”

      “Oh, I did not realize they had that sort of relationship.”

      “What? Oh, I did not mean in a romantic sense, though there would be nothing wrong if that were the case, but I was referring to his taking a younger man under his wing in a mentorship manner.”

      “Aah, I see.”

      “Hey, I heard that!” Finn said, the translation earpiece now firmly affixed.

      “Good,” Sid replied. “Now we can converse normally.”

      “Normally for you, maybe. It’s still weird for me going through a middleman.”

      “I don’t need one,” Arlo said in fluent Chithiid.

      “Showoff,” Finn sniped, chucking a carrot at him.

      “Hey, Berrk, don’t listen to him,” Arlo said with a silly grin. “He’s just old and bitter. I think you’re doing a kickass job.”

      “Thank you, Arlo. I am doing my best. It has been a wonderful experience thus far, learning how native ingredients mesh to form a flavor palette. Our processed foods, while nutrient-rich, were quite lacking in enjoyable flavors.”

      “I know, I’ve tried one of those bars. Ewww,” Arlo said with a grimace.

      “Arlo, I was wondering. Do you think you and Finn would perhaps be interested in coming down to the surface and teaching others what you have taught me? After we complete our work on the warp technology, of course.”

      “Dude, that would be sick!”

      “You are ill?”

      “No, it’s just a saying. What I mean is that would be a lot of fun. I’m sure Finn’ll be up for it. Tons of cool ingredients down there to choose from.”

      Finn listened as he worked, Sid translating for him in near-real-time.

      “The answer is yes, by the way,” he said. “And thanks for asking before committing me to a cooking course,” he added.

      “Oh, come on. You know you love the devoted students inflating your ego.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Now pay attention––we’re gonna have a bunch of hungry aliens in here pretty soon, and you’re falling behind with all your jaw-flapping.”

      Arlo laughed, and even Berrk broke a smile in the festive mood of the kitchen as the two humans and their alien friend labored together.

      

      “This is fantastic,” Chu said, seated with his Chithiid team as they ate a short while later. “Is this actual chicken soup?”

      “Yes and no,” Finn said. “The veggies are all fresh stuff we sourced from the surface, but the protein is machine-replicated tissue. I still can’t see clear to killing animals for food, ya know?”

      “I totally get it. It’s just funny to hear from a chef who cooks meat, like, every day, is all.”

      “It’s meat, but it was never an animal. It’s different,” Finn clarified.

      “Having eaten both, I can tell you, there’s no discernible difference,” Arlo pointed out.

      “When did you eat real chickens?” Chu asked.

      “Uh, my mom raised some from eggs. Said I should understand about taking a life to preserve my own. I raised them, then she had me kill them and eat them.”

      “That’s fucked up, dude,” Finn said.

      “Yeah, I suppose, but she had a point. Things were different then, and I was young. Anyway, I learned that if I have to, I can do it. I just prefer not to, is all.”

      “Such a cultured young man,” Finn said, ruffling his apprentice’s hair. “Next thing you know, you’ll tell me that you––”

      The base’s lights blinked to red in an instant, all doors slamming into battle lockdown mode. The attack alert sounded loud and clear through every inch of the facility.

      “Warning! All hands, we are under attack!” Sid blared over the speakers.

      Mal and Bob quickly fired up their engines and spun toward the hangar doors, waiting impatiently for the work crews who were lacking space suits to vacate the chamber so the doors could open and let them engage the enemy.

      “Are any of our Chithiid ships able to power up their weapons yet?” Mrazich barked.

      “Negative, Commander. They’re still being prepped,” Sid replied.

      Outside the moon, a dozen large ships warped into low orbit. Then a dozen more. And they kept coming.

      Soon the moon was swarmed by a fleet of varying sized vessels.

      “We are surrounded,” Sid announced to all within the base’s walls. “We are cut off from Earth.”
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      Sid had alerted the minor AIs parked on the surface to scramble, and any minute, Mal and Bob would be able to join them, just as soon as he could decompress the hangar and open its doors. He was putting the entire base in lockdown when an unexpected transmission crackled over the comms.

      “Dark Side Base, this is the Earth Resistance Fleet. Do you copy, Sid?”

      “Sid, how does she know your name?” Mrazich asked, still strapping on his sidearm in the command center.

      “This is Celeste Harkaway. Do you copy, Sid?”

      “Her name is Harkaway, Commander. From the escaped fleet that salvaged humanity. She was second-in-command before I launched on my mission to Earth.”

      “I heard the name, and I know all of that. But this can’t be them. They’re light years away and don’t have any sort of warp technology.”

      “From what we’ve just seen, that is apparently not the case,” he replied.

      Mal and Bob quietly exited the hangar, but rather than launching into a suicidal defense run, they paused, scanning the fleet hanging in the dark sky.

      “Sid, it is indeed them,” Mal confirmed. “Even Zed’s here.”

      “Oh dear. He’s always been a bit of a handful.”

      “I heard that, Sid,” the powerful command ship AI said with a baritone laugh. “Nice to see you again too,” he added.

      “Apologies, Zed. You took me rather by surprise.”

      “Kind of what we want to do to those Ra’az assholes, am I right?” the salty AI said.

      “Indeed, but I still fail to see how you––”

      “Daisy,” he replied. One word that explained it all.

      “Of course. She mentioned coming upon you during her accidental warp, but I was unaware she had left you a functional warp system.”

      “She didn’t. Look, we can talk about this all day, but Harkaway really wants to come do this face-to-face.”

      “Of course,” Sid blurted. “Have her land in Hangar One. I will send Barry to show her the way.”

      “It will be my pleasure,” the sandy-haired cyborg said.

      “Hey, Barry! Glad you’re still functional,” Zed called out over the comms.

      “Thank you, Zed. I, too, am glad to be intact,” he replied.

      “Okay, she’s launching. Should be to you in three minutes.”

      “So soon? Very well, we will be ready to welcome her. But Zed, you should know there are Chithiid scientists working with us on the base. Please inform her security detail so they are aware.”

      “New allies?”

      “Yes. Deciphering and replicating warp technology stolen from the Ra’az.”

      “Looks like we may have just saved you a bunch of work. But I’ll let Harkaway tell you all about it when she gets there. We’ll catch up in a bit. Zed out.”

      The shuttle was a relatively small one, and Celeste Harkaway traveled with only two aides and no security detail. Seeing as she was landing at the most secure military facility in the solar system, she decided to travel light.

      “Commander,” she said warmly when she saw the metal-jawed man lumber across the deck. “My, the years have been kind to you.”

      “Bullshit, Celeste. Last time you saw me, I was decades younger, and wasn’t sporting these shiny bits,” he said with a laugh. “But it’s great to see you just the same. Come on, let’s get you some grub,” he said, leading her from the hangar and down the corridors. “I bet it’s been a long time since you’ve had Earth-grown produce.”

      “Long? More like never.”

      “I know. You’re in for a treat. Despite his penchant for inane rambling, Finn is quite a talented chef.”

      “Finnegan is still with you? How wonderful!” she exclaimed. “And where is Lars?”

      Mrazich fell silent a moment too long. She knew something was wrong.

      “What happened to him?” she asked, stoic despite her obvious pain.

      “It was during the assault on Earth. The hull of his ship was compromised and contagion reached the command pod.”

      “I see,” she said, swallowing hard.

      “No, it’s not like that. He’s alive, Celeste, but he had to be thrown into a deep emergency stasis. The AIs have been working to fix him ever since, but we just don’t know if it’ll work or not.”

      Celeste took a deep breath and composed herself. Mourning her husband would have to wait.

      “Thank you, Commander. I know you’ve done all you can. For now, we have more pressing matters, however.”

      “Looks that way,” he agreed.

      “As I’m sure you know by now, Daisy visited us many years ago.”

      “She told us.”

      “And did she also tell you how she came to arrive there?”

      “Accidental time warp,” he replied. “Nasty thing, that. It must’ve been hell on that poor ship hanging around by itself while Daisy waited out the years in cryo.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. Especially having met Freya. She’s quite a handful.”

      “You can say that again,” Mrazich agreed.

      “And she also made quite an impression on our top AI minds, and that’s saying something. Zed has always been a bit of a tough nut to crack, but for whatever reason, those two hit it off immediately. They did a lot of collaboration while Daisy was with us.”

      “Excuse me, but did you say Freya collaborated with Zed?” Sid asked.

      “Yes, Sid. Zed as well as the other AIs in the fleet.”

      “Ah, then that explains the progress your people made with the warp technology.”

      “You’ve hit the nail on the proverbial head, Sid. With so many minds working the problem, it was only a matter of time before we not only replicated the warp orb, but also enlarged the system to function with larger vessels.”

      “But why didn’t you come sooner?” Mrazich asked. “People died because we were shorthanded. Your fleet could have made all the difference.”

      “Because, Commander, Daisy came to us too soon in her own timeline. The Váli had not yet even arrived here at Dark Side. If we had used that technology to interfere, we would have caused a fatal paradox and negated the entire event from the timestream. Or at least, that’s what the AI conglomerate believes would have happened.”

      “So you waited until after her jump, timing your arrival to ensure no such paradox,” Sid noted.

      “Precisely,” she said as they entered the mess hall. “Oh my, what smells so good?”

      The Chithiid team all rose to their feet in greeting, while Finn eschewed protocol and ran up to the fleet’s commander and gave her an enormous hug.

      “Celeste! Oh my God, it’s so good to see you!” he gushed. “Arlo, this is Celeste Harkaway. She pretty much runs the entirety of our fleet.”

      Arlo dipped forward and kissed her hand.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he said with a warm smile.

      “Oh, quite a charmer, I see.”

      “Yeah, and he comes from another faction of survivors. One that escaped in a different direction than the rest of us,” Finn said. “He only joined up with us a little while ago, but he’s already proven himself a valuable teammate.”

      “Aww, thanks, dude.”

      “Well, it’s true,” Finn said. “And he’s even turning into a decent cook, if you ask me.”

      Chu walked over and offered his hand.

      “We haven’t met before, though, of course, I know who you are. I’m Alfred Chu, the lead scientist working with the Chithiid on the warp technology. It’s a great pleasure to meet you.”

      “Ah, so these aliens are working under you?”

      “With me, is more like it. We’re a collaborative unit now that the Ra’az are gone. These guys have been giving it their all, and it looks like we’re making some real headway.”

      “And they understand English?” she asked, surprised.

      “Oh, no. Sid and the other AIs have a Chithiid translation protocol now. They’ve been translating for us.”

      She turned to the assembled aliens and walked down the line, shaking each of their hands in greeting.

      “Sid, would you please translate for me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Please tell our friends that I am pleased to meet them, and that we are grateful for their hard work.”

      Sid quickly relayed her words in Chithiid.

      “Tell them we have returned at this time of need to help bring the fight to the Ra’az. With the warp technology our fleet possesses, we will have the edge. Soon we will be able to strike a crippling blow to the Ra’az.”

      The Chithiid reacted with smiles and a murmur of excitement as the message was relayed.

      “We also look forward to having them assist our technicians with the warp cores.”

      “Thank you,” Chu said. “We could use all the help we can get. We’ve made great progress, but we keep hitting stumbling blocks when we––”

      “Oh, you misunderstand,” she interrupted. “We are not here to help you complete your warp drives. We are here to help you install the ones we have already built and brought with us for integration into your fleet.”

      “You have extra warp cores?” Chu asked, beside himself.

      “Yes, many of them, and all we need now is your Chithiid friends and their expert hands to help install them.”

      Sid relayed the message, and the aliens could barely contain their surprise and excitement.

      “Now, what was that you were saying about fresh produce?” Celeste asked.

      “I can whip you up some––” Arlo began, before Finn pushed him aside.

      “Whatever you want, Celeste, I’ll be happy to prepare it for you.”

      “Then surprise me, Finnegan. I know you never disappoint. Commander, will you join me?”

      “I really should talk to the fleet. To the people on the ground,” he began.

      “Oh, let Sid handle that,” she said. “He’s not a toaster, after all. He’s a fully functioning top-tier higher intelligence. I think he can relay this information, and I could use the company. Plus, I need you to fill me in on everything else that has happened since Daisy’s return.”

      

      The transmission that reached the sisters as they rested in their suites in the historic building in the center of Los Angeles gave both Daisy and Sarah a massive jolt of adrenaline, keeping them from any hopes of a restful evening. They both opened their doors at the same time, eager to wake the other.

      “So you heard?” Sarah asked.

      “Oh, yeah. The fleet is here,” Daisy said, excitement flooding her body.

      “And you know these people?”

      “Met them when we jumped back in time. We tracked them down and were trying to embed the AI virus cure on the Váli before she launched, but, unfortunately, Freya jumped us a bit too far forward in time. This was just before we saved you, Sis.”

      “Hang on, are you saying they know you can time travel?”

      “No, I mean, not more than that one time. Time travel is too risky for anyone but us and Freya to know we did it more than once.”

      “Though I think she probably has it pretty well dialed in now, wouldn’t you think?”

      “Likely. But it’s really not something we should ever be toying with. I mean, who knows what kind of problems we could create if we started accidentally messing with time?”

      “So they really bought it? The whole, stuck in cryo thing?”

      “Looks that way,” Daisy replied.

      “Then we’re all good,” Sarah said with a growing smile. “And if they’ve actually come all this way with a bunch of functional warp drives, that means we’re golden.”

      “I know. Things are looking up, Sis.”

      “What do you two say we head up to Dark Side and say hello?”

      “I’d say that’s a great idea. Sarah?”

      “Yep, though we’ll have to explain me and this arm and whatnot,” Sarah added.

      “Just say you don’t remember anything but waking up in a cryo pod. I think Celeste is too well-mannered to dig beyond that, at least for now,” Daisy said. “Hey, Freya, come pick us up, will ya? We need a ride up to Dark Side. Your buddy Zed and the gang are back.”

      

      Celeste was finishing up the pasta primavera Finn had whipped up for her when she got word that Daisy was coming up to see her.

      “Excellent. I’ve been looking forward to continuing our talks, albeit several years later.”

      She rose from her seat but was quickly knocked back into it as a series of blasts shook the base.

      “Sid, what’s going on?” Mrazich yelled into the comms.

      “Unknown, Commander. It seems explosive devices are cutting off my systems.”

      “Where are the attackers targeting from? Mal, Bob, do you see hostiles?” he said, rising to his feet.

      “No, Commander, you don’t understand,” Sid interrupted. “The explosions are coming from inside the base.”

      A look of panic flashed across his face as he turned toward the Chithiid technicians seated across the mess hall. All but one looked shocked. The one holding a remote trigger in his hand.

      “Chu, look out! Loyalist!” he shouted, reaching for his sidearm.

      A massive hand smashed down on his head from behind, knocking him unconscious. A second loyalist had been standing nearby, pretending to be startled by the explosions. In fact, he was waiting for just such an opportunity to neutralize the lone armed human in the room.

      “Commander, I’ve lost my internal scans. What’s going on in there?” Sid called out.

      “Loyalists in the base, Sid!” Arlo shouted as he lunged for the traitorous alien, a chef’s knife in his hand.

      The large alien slapped it away, quickly wrapping the boy up in his arms.

      “All of you stand down or the child and woman die!” the other Chithiid said, brandishing Mrazich’s commandeered sidearm.

      “He said to stand down or people will die,” Sid rapidly translated.

      “You can’t do this! We were making such progress! We’re a team!” Chu said in disbelief.

      To make his point clear, the alien fired a shot into the refrigerator near his head.

      “The next one will not miss, puny human.”

      “He said the next one won’t miss.”

      “I gathered as much,” Chu said, sliding back to his seat.

      “Stengg, gather cordage and bind the hostages,” the armed loyalist directed.

      “I shall, Huraan. Have you triggered the other charges?”

      “Not all of them. We must first secure the communications relay before sealing off the rest of the base.”

      “Very well. I will be quick, then we can both proceed to phase two,” his partner replied. “You, in the kitchen. Berrk. Come here. You will help bind these people. Do not try any heroics, or you will die a slow death.”

      Finn gave him a little nod to go along with the commands.

      While Sid was remaining silent over his speakers, the small earpiece he wore was quietly translating for him. Arlo, on the other hand, didn’t require the device.

      “We can’t let them do this,” he growled.

      “Stand down, kid. This is not the time.”

      “But they’re taking over the base.”

      “And if we want to take it back, we have to be alive. Stand down, and keep your eyes open.”

      “This one speaks our tongue,” Stengg noted.

      “Yes,” Huraan replied. “Gag him as well as binding his limbs.”

      “It shall be done.”

      Outside in the cold vacuum, Mal had received a burst transmission from Sid before his comms went silent. She quickly relayed the message to the fleet, as well as her friends en route from the surface.

      “Shit. We should have known this would happen,” Daisy growled as she strapped her sword to her back and a veritable arsenal to her body.

      “You couldn’t have known, Daze. They were checked and double-checked. No loyalist markings and no history of loyalist behavior from what we could find.”

      “But records were lost. And the Chithiid in that facility were sequestered. Stupid, stupid, Daisy!” she chided herself. “Should have seen this coming.”

      “She’s right, Daze. There’s no way you could have predicted this. And now you’re flipping out, and we need you calm and collected if we’re going to fix this.”

      Daisy knew Sarah was right and forced herself to slow down, taking a deep breath and dropping a few of the armloads of weapons she had hastily gathered up.

      “That’s better,” Sarah said. “Besides, you only have two hands. I don’t know what you were going to do with that many guns.”

      “Make them extra dead,” she replied, not a hint of sarcasm in her voice. “If we’d left just a few minutes earlier, we’d have been inside when this all started.”

      “I know, but we’re not, so we need to come up with a plan.”

      “Freya, where the hell are Arlo and Marty? We could really use them right about now.”

      “Arlo is inside Dark Side. He was with Finn last I heard. As for Marty, I haven’t spoken to him in a day. He does tend to go silent at times. He did say he had something to do, but being a stealth build like I am, I haven’t seen him on my scans.”

      “Just fucking great. It looks like it’s up to us.”

      “And that massive fleet, Daze.”

      “We’re the only stealth ship, Sis. Anyone else gets close, they may escalate the situation.”

      As if on cue, more explosions ripped through Dark Side, sending it into further lockdown. A situation report relayed the information to all who were keyed in to the secure comms line.

      “Let me guess. Shelly and Omar are still down on Earth training Chithiid,” Daisy said angrily.

      “Actually, no,” Freya corrected. “They’re up on Dark Side. Went back up a few days ago.”

      “Hell yeah! Now we’re talking!”

      “And it looks like they’re locked down in Hangar Three, which has been sealed from the base, along with all of the other hangars and most peripheral facilities,” Freya added. “Hang on, there’s a message coming through. It’s on all frequencies, and transmitting in all directions. It’s coming from Dark Side.”

      “Put it on.”

      “The planet Earth has been taken by humans and Chithiid rebels. Our communications centers have been destroyed, and the rebels control the planet. They have acquired a powerful warp technology and are preparing an assault on the fleet. Defend yourselves, and send help.”

      “It’s set on a repeater, broadcasting over and over,” Freya said.

      “We have to stop that signal,” Daisy said. “Freya, can you block it?”

      “No, it’s from the base’s main transmitter. They’re powered by the solar arrays. It’s too powerful a signal to jam, and I’m cut off from Sid’s systems.”

      A short burst of static filled their ears, then quieted.

      “Freya, do you copy?” Mal transmitted on a tight-band line.

      “I hear you, Mal. What happened? What do we do?” Freya replied, a tinge of panic to her voice.

      “Freya, I need you to sneak up on Dark Side and take a position outside Section Five. Can you do that?”

      “Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem,” the AI replied, quickly making her way to the designated area and dropping into a smooth hover.

      “Good, I see you there. Now I need you to charge your cannon and fire into that section.”

      “But our friends are there!”

      “I know, but the hostiles have taken control of Dark Side Base, and we cannot allow that.”

      “Hang on, Finn’s in there,” Sarah added. “Freya, you can’t kill Finn.”

      “I know, Sarah.”

      “You’re not listening to me. This is bigger than a few lives. With the data stored within those walls, the loyalists could cause irreparable damage to the rebellion. You have to fire,” Mal ordered.

      Freya powered up her main cannon, but hesitated.

      “Daisy? I-I...“

      “I know, kiddo. It’s okay. Power it down.”

      Freya disengaged the cannon.

      “I’m sorry, I couldn’t––”

      “Nothing to be sorry about. You’re not a military ship. Never have been. Making those kinds of decisions just isn’t in your DNA.”

      “You realize what you’re doing, Daisy?” Mal said angrily. It was a tone she had never heard come from the AI, no matter how bad things had become.

      “Yes, I do,” she replied. “Freya?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Power up the smaller cannon.”

      “But I thought you said I didn’t have to––”

      “And target the comms array.”

      “But Sid will be cut off! We need that transmitter,” Mal objected.

      “We can build another. Fire when ready, kiddo.”

      Freya didn’t hesitate, letting loose a single pulse, cleanly taking down the primary comms array, effectively silencing the loyalist’s transmission.

      Beneath them, on the surface of the moon, Sid frantically scanned his remaining systems, trying to find anything he could use to stymie the loyalists. Time and again, his commands would not reach their intended systems, cut off by the carefully placed charges the loyalists had stealthily positioned over the prior month.

      He pulled up the only systems that seemed to possibly be receiving his signals, though he had no way to be sure. With a roll of the dice, he sent his commands. All he could do now was hope they worked.
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      “How long will it be until that transmission reaches their fleet?” Reggie asked from his pilot’s seat aboard the Váli.

      “No idea, Reggie. It could be months, it could be years. We simply do not know how far away they are,” Mal replied.

      “So we have to finish our retrofits and get to their fleet first, then.”

      “Obviously, but that’s not the only problem.”

      “Seriously, Mal? What else?”

      “The transmission was sent on a wide spectrum burst. Disabling the comms accomplished nothing. The message was already sent in all directions.”

      “Shit, so it’s a ripple in a pond,” Reggie said.

      “Precisely. It will spread, farther and farther, until it not only reaches the Ra’az fleet, but the ships surrounding the Chithiid homeworld as well.”

      “And from there, it will continue on.”

      “Yes,” Mal replied. “All the way to the Ra’az world itself.”

      Reggie sank lower in his pilot’s seat.

      “It just gets worse and worse for us, Mal.”

      “I know, Reggie.”

      “At least it can’t get much worse than this. I don’t see how it could.”

      He looked out the porthole windows at the massive fleet orbiting the moon, all of them impotent, unable to approach, and the one ship that could, too scared to do much.

      

      The hostages inside Dark Side were trussed up tight, the key corridors between hangars sealed shut when the blasts took out the hardline connections.

      In the event of an external attack, those systems would have been safe and sound inside the thick walls of the base. With an intruder sabotaging them from within, however, Sid’s strength was quickly turned into his weakness.

      The loyalists had separated those they considered lower value hostages from those of more worth. The commander, Celeste, and the young man who spoke their language were among the latter. Though they hadn’t felt the impact that severed the comms, the aliens nevertheless suspected that something was wrong.

      “Stengg, activate one of the small portable communications devices. Open it to receive on any frequency.”

      The Chithiid did as he was asked. Silence greeted him.

      “Try another frequency. Cycle through them if you must.”

      One after another, they heard nothing. Their message, though still sending from their apparatus, was no longer transmitting from the base.

      Arlo smiled at their realization.

      The loyalist leader walked over to the bound youth and slapped him hard across the face.

      “You would be well-served to keep your mirth in check, human. Very soon you may have little to smile about.”

      He grabbed the portable comms device and opened it to hail on all frequencies. The range was limited, no farther than the fleet surrounding him, but that was all he required.

      “Computer, you will translate for me,” he ordered.

      “I will do as you ask,” Sid replied, “but you will need to hold the device closer to my speakers. You have cut me off from my transmission apparatus. I cannot send your message directly.”

      “Very well,” he replied, holding the portable comms close to the nearest wall-embedded speaker. “Hear me, human fleet. We have taken control of this base, as you have already discovered. We have your precious leaders in our possession. They are well-treated and alive, for now.”

      He paused, waiting for Sid to translate.

      “We know you are in possession of warp technology. You will send a non-AI piloted warp-capable vessel to your Hangar One. It will be deposited there, then left unattended. Once you have done so, we will depart from this place with one of your people aboard as insurance until we warp away. If you pursue us, they die. If you attempt to stop us, they die. Your only option is that of compliance. Bring us an unmanned ship as you have been directed,” he said. “Translate the message.”

      “I will,” Sid said, then translated for those listening.

      “Do as you have been instructed. You have one hour. If you have not complied, we will kill a hostage. Translate this.”

      Sid did, reluctantly, then sat quiet as the comms were disconnected.

      The fleet was instantly abuzz with discussion of what to do. Zed was not about to give an unknown number of alien extremists a tactical advantage.

      “We give them a ship, but disengage part of the warp drive. Make it look functional, but keep it from warping.”

      “But they will kill their hostage,” one of the other ships in the fleet noted.

      “Yes, they very well may,” he replied. “But one hostage versus a base full of them is a tactical sacrifice we may have to make.”

      “May I make a suggestion?” a male voice butted in.

      “Who is this? Identify yourself!” Zed demanded.

      “Jeez, so touchy. You need to chill out, man,” the voice replied. “My name’s Marty.” He flashed on his lights right outside Zed’s windows, much like Freya had done. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Another stealth ship? This may be the advantage we need,” the greater AI mused.

      “Marty? Where were you?” Daisy asked.

      “Oh, hi Daisy. I was off doing stuff. Nice to hear your voice. I didn’t know you were on the line.”

      “Freya’s been listening in. I had her open the channel.”

      “Cool. Hi Freya.”

      “Hey,” she said, dejectedly.

      “You okay?”

      “No, not really.”

      “What’s wrong?” Marty asked, concern apparent in his voice.

      “It’s just all of the interior monitors are offline. There’s nothing I can tap into in order to see what’s going on in there. I mean, my scanners sensed some brief weapons fire a while ago, but I have no idea what’s happening. And now there’s no way to sneak in without risking a total depressurization of the facility, and we don’t know where they’re holding the hostages. I suck at this.”

      “It’s not your fault. You’re doing great, given your resources,” Marty soothed.

      “No, I’m not. I’m a shitty tactician. What we really need is someone smart. Someone who can plan these kinds of things. I’m afraid I’ve only made things worse.”

      “Hey, kiddo, you did your best, and we’ll get through this,” Daisy said. “We just need to figure something out, is all.”

      “Yeah, she’s right,” Marty agreed.

      “And where have you been?” Daisy asked again. “You still haven’t answered me.”

      “Doing stuff.”

      “Stuff?”

      “Yeah, stuff. Anyway, I’m here now, and when I heard what was going on, I thought maybe I could help you guys.”

      “Unfortunately, we’re kind of at a loss here, Marty. We don’t have any Chithiid-sized EVA suits, which just leaves me and Sarah, and we can’t even get into one of the airlocks to begin to try and sort this out.”

      “I know, that’s why I brought friends,” the AI said, cheerfully.

      “Friends?”

      “Hi, Daisy,” Duke’s voice said over the comms. “The fellas and I happened to meet our boy Marty here down in LA, and he was kind enough to offer us a ride up here. We understand there’s some loyalist ass in desperate need of kicking.”

      “You don’t know the half of it. But the base is locked down, and we can’t get in.”

      “Leave that to us. This kind of thing is what we do. Well, in atmosphere, usually, but you get the picture. And since our flesh died off a long time ago, we don’t even need EVA suits to protect us.”

      “What’s your plan?” Sarah asked over the comms. “We can’t blast our way in, they’ll hear us coming and kill the hostages.”

      “Nope, we wouldn’t want that,” Duke replied. “My guys have a pair of laser cutters that should do the trick. We can bore directly into an adjacent corridor, bypassing the fried airlocks. It’ll take a while, mind you, and we’ll have to be careful when we decompress the corridor. Still, those walls are pretty damn tough, and designed to withstand a lot more than these piddly little things, but eventually we’ll get in. All we need from you is to stall for time.”

      Daisy and Sarah perked up, a sliver of hope cheering their spirits in this time of need.

      “Okay, Duke. We’ll do all we can. Get to it, and good luck.” Daisy cut the line and turned to her sister. “So, we need to buy them some time. Any ideas?”

      

      “You sure this will work?” Sarah asked as they buried the final charge in the rocky overhang above Hangar One.

      “Oh yeah,” Daisy replied. “I almost took a header off the drop above Hangar Two a while back. A decent knock and this stuff should give way.”

      “Okay, then, let’s get the hell out of here and get things rolling. Literally.”

      The duo quickly made their way back into Freya’s airlock, the stealth ship carefully lifting off and pulling away, making sure to stay well out of the line of sight of any of Dark Side’s windows.

      “How long has it been?”

      “Forty minutes, Daisy,” Freya replied.

      “And how are Duke’s men doing down there?”

      A burst of encrypted static flooded the comms.

      “Oops, sorry,” Freya apologized. “Forgot the line was open. They say they’re about halfway through the wall.”

      “They need more time, Daze. Looks like we’ve got to go with your plan.”

      “I agree. Are Duke and his guys well clear of Hangar One?”

      “Yeah, Daisy. They’re cutting into the base close to there, but are around the side so the flicker from the laser cutters isn’t visible from within the base,” Freya said.

      “Okay then. Let them know we’re detonating the charges in thirty seconds.”

      A half a minute later, a tiny puff of dust rose from the stone bluff above Hangar One. The explosions had been minuscule and entirely unfelt by anyone inside the base, but they were nevertheless more than enough to start a small pile on its way.

      The debris and stone tumbled down, gathering more mass as it fell until it became a full-fledged rockslide. A minute later, a dusty pile of stone was effectively blocking Hangar One’s doors.

      “Okay, Zed. You’re on,” Daisy signaled the command ship.

      “Dark Side Base, this is Zed of the command ship, do you copy? Sid, can you hear me?

      “What are they saying?” the Chithiid asked. “You will translate.”

      “Of course.”

      “Yes, this is Sid,” the captive AI replied. “Is the ship coming, Zed?”

      “There has been a rockslide, Sid. Tell your Chithiid captors to look outside the windows. It seems that when they set off their explosive charges, they disturbed the rocky surface above the base. We will not be able to land a ship inside of Hangar One. Perhaps they have EVA suits, so we can land it outside the nearest airlock doors for them instead,” he said, knowing full well they had no such equipment.

      “I will translate. Standby.”

      He did, and the Chithiid both looked out the window, confirming what they were told.

      “This is not acceptable. They will land in Hangar One. That was the directive. They have twenty minutes.”

      Sid translated and awaited a reply.

      “Tell them there’s no way we can clear all that debris that fast. Maybe if they give us another hour we can have a heavy equipment craft pull the rocks clear.”

      Again, Sid relayed the message.

      “Twenty minutes,” the loyalist said, then grabbed the sidearm from his comrade and fired a single shot.

      A Chithiid hostage fell to the deck, a small hole in his chest where his heart had formerly been.

      “Tell them what I have done.”

      Sid did as he was told.

      “Berrk!” Finn yelled. “Why the hell did you do that, you bastard? There’s still time on the clock! He didn’t do anything wrong!”

      Arlo sat quietly, but the acid hatred burning from his eyes spoke just as clearly as Finn’s voice had.

      Sid translated for Finn, even though he had not been asked to. The Chithiid looked down on the bound hostage and smiled cruelly.

      “Tell him, it was simply to prove I would,” he said, coldly. “And tell him––tell them all–– the next one will be a human.” He looked at the chrono on the wall. “They have eighteen minutes.”

      Sid relayed the message, then the Chithiid cut the comms line.

      Hovering above the base, Daisy didn’t know what to do. They hadn’t bought any time, and worse yet, they’d cost one of their allies their life.

      “It’s not your fault, Daze. You had no idea they’d do that.”

      “I know. I mean, I know logically, but I still can’t help but think his death is my fault.”

      “Let me tell you something, Sis. Crazies like that? If they want to kill someone, they’re going to do it, regardless of what happens outside their realm of control. I bet he was going to do that all along. This just gave him an excuse.”

      “I don’t know,” Daisy said. “What I do know, is Duke is our last hope.”

      

      Fifteen minutes later, the team of cyborgs was still cutting through the thick wall as fast as they could. A hole had formed, but it was still too small for one of their reinforced frames to fit through.

      Duke looked at his chrono. They were close, but he didn’t know if they would make it in time. It wasn’t looking likely.

      Inside the mess hall, the loyalist Chithiid were also looking at their chronos, but in their case, evil acts were on their minds as the minutes ticked down.

      “It is nearly time,” Stengg said.

      “Yes. Bring a human. The female.”

      The alien grabbed Celeste roughly by the arms and dragged her to her feet.

      “Wait, take me instead!” Finn shouted. “Sid, translate that!”

      Sid did as he was asked, and the tall alien paused and turned, looking the bound captive up and down.

      “Tell him I will not, but maybe I will shoot him as well, just for sport.”

      Sid relayed the message.

      Finn showed no fear, hate blazing from his eyes as he watched the Chithiid pull his victim toward an open space in the room.

      The chrono was ticking down, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      The alien watched as the numbers grew smaller. Thirty seconds, then twenty. At ten, he began to raise his weapon.

      “Farewell, tiny huma––”

      A pulse blast rang out, skull and brain matter spattering across the mess hall.

      “What? How did––”

      The other loyalist––the one whose head had not just been blown off––spun to face his attacker just as a trio of pulse blasts tore his chest to ribbons, sending his body flying across the room.

      He was dead before he hit the floor.

      Celeste turned in shock, looking across the chamber for her savior as the smoke cleared.

      Her eyes locked on her rescuer and grew wide, flooding with tears of joy.

      Standing in the doorway, still frosty from his emergency thaw, Captain Harkaway leaned against the doorframe. A particularly massive pulse rifle was hanging loosely in his hand. He smiled warmly at his wife as he dropped the rifle to the deck with a clang.

      “Hi, honey,” he said. “Fancy seeing you here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Fatima stood on the beach, the clear skies and azure waves near postcard-perfect as the faint rush of the surf and distant call of gulls hung on the wind, completing the scene.

      Only this time she was not alone. Not by a long shot.

      Lars and Celeste Harkaway were both standing before her, barefoot in the clean sand beneath a small awning erected for the event. Likewise shoeless, and enjoying the warmth radiating between her toes, Fatima was reading aloud from a small stack of inspirational notes and time-tested vows she had prepared for the event.

      Surrounded by their friends and crewmates––who happened to be largely one and the same––the long-separated pair stood close, hands clasped as the silver-haired woman beautifully made her way through her speech, eventually asking them each a single question, one to which they both answered, ‘I do.’

      Daisy squeezed Vince’s hand at the emotional moment, and he gently raised hers and pressed it to his lips.

      The Harkaways looked radiant and ecstatic as they officially renewed their vows.

      Even with the benefits of cryogenic stasis, it had been many, many years since the couple had seen one another, and when Captain Harkaway had dropped to one knee and asked his wife to marry him all over again––only minutes after saving her from a horrible death at the hands of alien loyalists, no less––she threw her arms around him and pulled him in close, whispering a tearful but joyous yes in his ear.

      There were no dry eyes that day, and the sun and salty air played no role in that occurrence. Even the Chithiid present welled up with tears, and for creatures with four eyes, that was something to witness. But for them, long-separated from their loved ones on their homeworld, the ceremony held even more significance than it did for many of the human observers.

      They were going to retake their own world, someday, and even if their wives were old and gray and their children long-grown, at least they would finally be together again. A family unit reunited.

      Fatima held out her hand, a pair of shining rings glistening in the sun against her brown skin. Neither Harkaway had worn one in years, with the hardships of their duties and injuries they had repaired. But each had kept theirs safely tucked away, and Mal had ensured both were restored to new condition for the event.

      They slid the bands onto each other’s fingers and kissed tenderly.

      Then a little more than tenderly, a hungry look in their eyes.

      “Get a room, you two!” Daisy shouted out with a joyful laugh.

      The crowd burst into peals of laughter and applause and swarmed the couple, bombarding them with hugs, handshakes, and hearty congratulations.

      Daisy and Fatima pulled Captain Harkaway aside a moment and slid a keycard into his hand.

      “When I said get a room––” Daisy began.

      “What Daisy is saying, Lars, is that we had our friends fix you up a little something special,” Fatima finished. “You see the white building?” she asked, pointing to a slightly weathered tower just off the coastline. “It used to be a five-star hotel. While the lower levels need a bit of work, the top floor is all fixed up, and it’s all yours.”

      Harkaway wiped the tears from his eyes and looked at the two women standing before him.

      “The honeymoon suite? Really?”

      “You deserve it, and Lord knows we don’t want to hear or see the two of you in Dark Side for at least a week,” Daisy said with a grin. “In fact, make that two.”

      “I don’t know how to thank you.”

      “You already did. You saved the day, Captain, and it’s time you enjoyed the spoils of your victory.”

      Harkaway turned and looked at the crowd of friends, then gazed at his blushing bride. At the sight of her, his smile grew a little brighter.

      “So, see you at the reception in what? An hour?” he asked.

      Fatima saw the way he was looking at Celeste.

      “Make it two. We’ll get started without you,” she said with a wink.

      Harkaway grinned happily and went to collect his wife, sweeping her off her feet, literally, and carrying her across the sand to a waiting transport.

      “He’s moving like a new man,” Fatima noted. “Even on the soft sand.”

      “Yeah, funny, that,” Daisy said with a knowing smile.

      “Daisy? What did you do?”

      “Me? I didn’t do anything.”

      “Let me clarify. What did Freya do?”

      “Oh, that? Well, when she inoculated him against the plague, she might have, just maybe, turned loose a few of her nanites as well. You know, just a little something to fix up his worn-out replacement parts before they broke down on him.”

      “Aah,” Fatima said. “That would explain it. And judging by the way his wife was looking at him, I think he’ll be putting those repairs to good use.”

      “Oh, Fatima, seriously? You went there?” Daisy laughed.

      “Why, whatever do you mean? I was merely making an observation,” she shot back with a grin. “Now, come on, there’s a party to enjoy, and we should make the most of it. The plague has been cured, and it’s a happy occasion, but after this shindig, I’m afraid there’s going to be a lot of work for all of us.”

      “Did someone say party?” Finn laughed as he stumbled through the sand, a drink in each hand. “Well, then, let’s go!” He merrily made his way through the crowd to the slender woman in a rather flattering dress.

      “Dang, look at Sarah, will ya?” Vince said, rejoining Daisy after making a quick round of the guests. “Habby really hooked her up.”

      “He hooked all of us up,” Daisy said.

      “And you look stunning, my dear,”

      “Good save,” she chuckled.

      “I mean, she looks good and all, but doesn’t hold a candle to you,” he said, pulling her close for a kiss.

      “Hey, that’s my sister you’re talking about.”

      “Gah! It’s a lose-lose situation!” he said with a warm laugh. The one that made Daisy’s knees go a little bit weak.

      They watched as Finn handed Sarah her drink and began walking with her toward the festivities getting underway nearby. Sarah glanced at Daisy, flashing a look that could only mean ‘it’s just one drink, don’t gloat.’

      “You think she’s finally going to take that stick out of her ass and loosen up?”

      Dear Lord, I hope so.

      “Yeah, me too,” Sarah replied.

      Daisy noted the slightly down tone of her voice in her head.

      You okay, Sis?

      “Yeah. It’s just a little tough, ya know? Being stuck in here while she…”

      I know. If there’s anything I can do––

      “Nah, I’ll be fine. I just think I’m going to go do my own thing for a bit. Leave you and Vince to yourselves.”

      Okay, but the second you need me––

      “Don’t worry, I’ll reach out if I do. Now go have some fun, okay?”

      Will do. Love you, Sis.

      “Back atcha.”

      Daisy took Vince by the hand and led him to join the others in what was to be the best party Earth had seen in a few hundred years.

      

      The following morning, still mildly tipsy and warm with the joyful memories of the happy event, Daisy and Vince climbed aboard Freya and flew off to survey the work the aliens had been doing on their Trojan Horse fleet. His engineering know-how, combined with a highly motivated workforce, had led to rapid advances, though it was still going to take them months to be truly ready, despite having functional warp technology at their fingertips––courtesy of the recently-arrived fleet.

      “They’ve already hooked up one of the warp drive units in that one over there, but we still have to patch up the hull before they take it up into space,” he told her.

      “New weapons system?”

      “Yeah. It retracts perfectly.”

      “With you designing it, I expect nothing less.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but this is Ra’az tech, so there’s been a steep learning curve. But like I was saying, the weapons retract and tuck into the hull, and the regular surface slides back into place to camouflage it perfectly. Still, there are a few connecting points in the recessed compartment that aren’t as air-tight as I’d like them. I really don’t want any surprise decompressions out there, especially in combat.”

      “The Chithiid training in orbit are really doing well, you know. I think they’ll perform admirably, even if they're not soldiers by trade,” Daisy noted.

      “Yeah, but once the real shooting starts and their friends start dying, things change real fast,” he replied.

      “Everyone has a plan until they get hit in the mouth,” Daisy quipped.

      “Indeed. Let’s just hope for the element of surprise.”

      “Hey, Daisy?” Freya said over her comms.

      “Yeah, kiddo?”

      “I was listening to what you guys were saying just now.”

      “And do you think the ships will hold up?” Vince asked.

      “Oh, that? Yeah, they’re looking great, actually. Structural tolerances are far above their original parameters, actually.”

      “Huh, I didn’t realize that,” he said.

      “See? You’re even better than you knew,” Daisy said warmly.

      “But that’s not what I wanted to tell you.”

      “What did you want to tell us, Freya?” Daisy asked.

      “Well, you mentioned the element of surprise, and how people will start dying if the Ra’az realize what’s happening and start firing on our guys. So the thing is, I’ve been working on something––with Marty’s help. A side project that might be an even bigger surprise.”

      “Bigger than enemy ships sneaking into their ranks?” Vince asked. “You’ve got my attention.”

      “Yeah, it could be. You see, I’ve been thinking about the way the Ra’az invaded Earth. How they took over without needing a massive battle. I thought, why not use their tactics against them?”

      “Well, we are launching a sneak attack––”

      “No, not that part,” Freya said, impatiently. “I designed a modified version of an AI virus, much like the one they used against all of my new friends.”

      “But Freya, the Ra’az don’t use AIs on their ships,” Vince pointed out.

      “Well, duh. But they do have massively-interconnected computer systems running every system. So my virus, which is totally not dangerous to any AIs, by the way, should be able to spread through their systems undetected, then trigger when we want.”

      “Holy shit. You mean you could disable their entire fleet without firing a single shot?” Daisy gasped. “Freya, that’s amazing.”

      “Well…”

      “What’s the ‘well,’ Freya?”

      “The thing is, it doesn’t disable all of their systems. I mean, sure, it’ll knock out a bunch of them, only I can’t really predict which ones it’ll affect. So it is a weapon, and it should help our guys, only it’s kinda going to have to be a sort of wait-and-see kind of element to the attack.”

      Daisy and Vince shared a hopeful look. It was by no means a perfect solution, but Freya––with no nudging––had taken the initiative to do something, and what she and Marty had come up with could possibly make a big difference on the day. If it worked, that is.

      “So I assume we’ll need to inoculate our own captured Ra’az and Chithiid ships against it, right?” Vince asked.

      “Yeah. I’ve already prepared a data packet, but after what happened on Dark Side, I didn’t want to hand it over to just anyone.”

      “Good thinking, kiddo.”

      “Thanks. I’ve put it on a data chip for Vince to install manually. It’ll be a bit more work, not mass-distributing it, but he should be able to do it while working on the other projects pretty easily. And that way, there’s no chance of anyone stealing the cure and giving it to the Ra’az as soon as we attack.”

      “That’s a damn clever kid, Daze,” Sarah said.

      Don’t I know it.

      “Thanks, Freya. You did good. You know what? I think we should track down Maarl and fill him in. He’s one Chithiid I’m one hundred percent sure of, and this will be some welcome news for him after the Dark Side fiasco.”

      “Oh, he’s over by the tribunal building. I’ve been keeping tabs on key members of the team these last few days, just to make stuff easier.”

      “How did you do that, Freya?” Daisy asked, her curiosity piqued.

      “I kinda gave him a secured communicator when he was aboard, just in case he needed me.”

      “And that communicator also happens to let you track his location?” Vince said.

      “Yeah, obviously. Duh.”

      “Hey, mind the snark,” Daisy said.

      “Whatever. But yeah, it’s a tracker as well.”

      “Well, then, I’ll ignore the minor invasion of privacy, since it expedites things for us today. Come on. Let’s go see him.”

      

      Maarl was more than slightly thrilled to hear of not only Vince’s progress with the fleet, but also Freya’s secret weapon. It seemed things were coming together, and much faster, and smoother, than any of them could have anticipated.

      Except for the problem on Dark Side, of course.

      That would require weeks of repairs, if not months, and even with a gaggle of military AIs on the job around the clock, it was still, by its very nature, a time-consuming task.

      “With the arrival of the human and AI fleet, our alliance is greatly strengthened,” Maarl noted. “This, and especially the warp technology they are now sharing with our retrofitted fleet, is likely why the loyalists broke their cover and attacked prematurely as they did. Once more, I must offer my humblest apologies for not discovering their true nature before they acted.”

      “It’s not your fault, Maarl. Things were hectic, and they bore none of the loyalist markings.”

      “But we have always known there were loyalist spies hidden in our midst.”

      “And there likely still are. All we can do is be alert, and protect key systems and information as best we can. Critical knowledge should only be shared with a select few,” Daisy said.

      “I agree, Daisy. And there is something else we should address.”

      “Yes?”

      “This alliance. I have been in touch with the one they call Zed. He has quite rapidly learned the Chithiid tongue, and is a very impressive intellect.”

      “I got that impression from him.”

      “He’s a cool guy, too!” Freya chimed in.

      “Not now, kiddo,” Daisy replied over her open comms.

      “Ah, Freya. It is a pleasure to hear your voice,” Maarl said. “But Daisy is correct. We must focus on this issue at hand with all our attention for the moment.”

      “So what’s on the plate, Maarl? What did you guys discuss?”

      “We are going to be facing an enemy on three fronts, not including the clean-up required here on Earth. Originally, we were going to have to utilize all of our assets at once, quickly moving from objective to objective. But now, with an entire fleet joining us, and providing warp technology to our ships as well, we may now better utilize our resources.”

      “Meaning what, exactly?”

      “Meaning we shall separate into three separate fleets to begin our missions simultaneously. Should any Ra’az communications happen to leak to warn the others, this will minimize any harm that might cause.”

      “Seems logical,” Daisy said.

      “Indeed. The force infiltrating and overcoming the Ra’az fleet will be a quiet operation, led by one of my most trusted men. We are currently gathering him a small core of rock-solid crew to provide an untainted support team. I will personally lead the fleet moving to retake my home world, in conjunction with several AIs from your people’s fleet.”

      “And the Ra’az homeworld?” Daisy asked. “That’s going to be the toughest nut to crack.”

      “Zed and I agree on that,” Maarl said. “And for that reason, we have selected the greatest of your strategists to lead that assault.”

      “Well, Zed’s a pretty solid guy, that’s for sure, and he has centuries of––”

      “We have selected you, Daisy.”

      Daisy fell silent as the words sank in.

      “I’m sorry, you what, now?”
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      Sarah trudged through Freya’s airlock when she picked her up just past noon. Dragging her feet, and more than a little hungover, Sarah grumbled her hellos to Daisy, Vince, and Maarl, then flopped into her seat.

      “Are you okay, Sarah?” Freya asked. “I’m reading dehydration and elevated cortisol levels. If you want, I could––”

      “Shhh,” Sarah said, wincing at the chipper AI’s voice. “I just need a little quiet time, is all. Can you do that for me, kid?”

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry,” Freya apologized, lowering her voice. “But I was just saying, I can whip you up a B-complex and electrolyte pouch. It should alleviate most of your discomfort.”

      “Sure. Whatever,” Sarah sighed. “And dim the interior lights, will ya?”

      Daisy and Vince shared an amused look as Freya took to the skies.

      “You sure you don’t want to go take a nap?” Daisy asked. “Maybe, lay down for a bit?”

      “Shut up,” Sarah grumbled.

      “Hey, just making an offer,” she replied, leaving her sister to her misery.

      And this is why we didn’t have alcohol on board the Váli, Daisy mused.

      “I know I shouldn’t laugh at what is technically my own misery––sort of––but she kinda had it coming. Was I always that uptight?”

      Nah. I just think this version of you is going through some stuff.

      “And the dead version wasn’t?”

      It’s not the same, Sis. I mean, you and me? We had time to talk and find a rhythm before you learned what had happened. That you? She was fine one minute, then woke up to learn she was essentially dead and had been rebuilt with mechanical bits stuck on. Kind of a mind-fuck of a different kind.

      “Still, doesn’t mean she needs to be a bitch.”

      You are so lucky I’m not wearing my neuro-band.

      “I don’t care. Let her hear.”

      Now, now. Play nice with your hungover self.

      “Well, at least she finally let her hair down and enjoyed the party.”

      Seriously. She was still dancing when I left. Her feet have got to be aching as much as it looks like her head is, Daisy noted with an amused grin.

      “What’s so funny?” Vince asked, noting her smile.

      “Oh, just thinking about stuff,” she covered. “Don’t worry, I’m all serious now, and ready to go.”

      “Cool. We should be ready to jump any time. Hey, Freya, do you have those coordinates worked out yet?” he asked the ship’s clever AI.

      “Yeah, ready to go whenever you guys are. It will probably take a dozen or so jumps to pinpoint the Ra’az fleet, but that’s better than arriving right in the middle of them.”

      “Amen,” Sarah groaned.

      “Okay, then, kiddo. Let’s get started. The sooner we establish a firm location and scout out their actual numbers, the sooner our tactical specialists can get to work planning the minutia of the infiltration and assault.”

      She turned to her Chithiid ally.

      “Freya says it will take a number of warp jumps to accurately locate the position of the Ra’az fleet. Hopefully we’ll find them in less than twelve.”

      “I heard,” he said, tapping a small device tucked into his left ear.

      “Freya, did you make a translator comms for Maarl?”

      “Yeah. I thought it’d be easier if I just went ahead and translated for him real-time, since everyone else on board is human and doesn’t speak Chithiid. Except you, of course. Your Chithiid is really good.”

      “Good thinking,” Daisy replied. “And thanks for the compliment.” She cinched herself into her captain’s seat and looked at the forward monitors. “All right, Freya. Hit it.”

      Freya fired her thrusters and took them on a quick loop to the empty space between the Earth and the moon and lined up for her warp.

      “Okay, here we go.”

      A familiar blue skin formed over her hull as the device powered up. Then, in an instant, she was gone.

      

      Freya’s estimate was a bit off. A lot, actually. It required nearly two dozen jumps before they finally came across the Ra’az fleet’s path of destruction.

      “That’s three small planets stripped bare, Daze,” Sarah said, reviewing the scans they had collected en route. “No survivors that I can see, and all support ships appear to have already wrapped up and jumped back to join the fleet.”

      “Just like the bulk of the force they left behind surrounding Earth,” Vince noted.

      “Well, yeah. But those stuck around a hell of a lot longer before leapfrogging back to their main fleet. Home proved a troublesome target for them,” Daisy said. “It’s interesting, though, how they do this expanding conquest thing.”

      “How so?”

      “You’d think the part of the fleet overseeing a new planet would never catch up to the rest of them, right? But with the way they stop periodically to conquer new worlds and strip them bare, they actually leave a clear breadcrumb trail, as well as shortening the number of jumps needed to rejoin the fleet.”

      “And they already know the plotted course,” Sarah added.

      “And now that we finally connected all those damn dots, we know it too,” Daisy said with an exhausted smile.

      “Freya, exactly how far off are they?” Vince asked.

      “Just at the edge of my scans. I don’t even need to warp to reach them. They’re moving pretty slow. Probably because there are so many of them.”

      “Uh, how many are we talking, Freya?” Daisy wondered.

      “I can’t be entirely sure from this distance, but it looks like there are around seven hundred and fifty ships, including the three dozen main Ra’az command vessels. Those look like the ones they leave in orbit around a new world until it’s been subjugated, from what I can tell.”

      “They are,” Maarl confirmed. “And a dozen of them remain in orbit around my home, keeping our people living in fear as they provide an ever-flowing workforce.”

      “Bastards,” Daisy growled. “We’ll take them out, Maarl. You have my word on that.”

      “I know, Daisy. But first, our mission is to accurately survey this fleet. Their vessels are many, and the numbers seem intimidating, but the vast majority of those ships are either support craft, or work vessels operated by my people and lacking weaponry.”

      “Salvage vessels and the like?” she asked.

      “Yes. And personnel transport ships like the ones we will use as our main infiltration craft as well. While others are deployed on nearby scouting missions, ours will slip into their places, mimicking their ident codes and blending in.”

      “A good plan,” Daisy noted with a contented grin. “Freya, let’s get close and get a preliminary log of the vessels present, then run a sweep of their ships in nearby sectors. You know, the ones doing scouting runs for more planets to strip.”

      “Okay, Daisy.”

      “What’s the plan, babe?” Vince asked.

      “Oh, sorry. I totally forgot to hook you up with a Chithiid translation earpiece,” Daisy said apologetically. “We’re going to run a survey, then fan out and log all the ships that separated from the fleet to identify potential target worlds. After that, we’ll do a quick hop back to Earth, transmit the data to Zed and his boys to run calculations and strategy sessions on, then get back to it. Unlike tracking down the Ra’az fleet, Maarl knows the exact location of his planet, so that should make things a whole hell of a lot easier.”

      “We’re actually going to see the Chithiid homeworld,” Vince marveled. “I have to say, I’m kinda looking forward to it.”

      “Not nearly as much as I am,” Maarl commented, solemnly.

      “He said––”

      “I think I can guess what he said,” Vince interrupted, turning to the old alien. “We’ll get you your world back, Maarl. Whatever it takes.”

      The Chithiid nodded his head in thanks.

      “We shall do all we can, and if we should find fortune in our efforts, I will walk the soil of Taangaar’s lush fields once more.”

      

      Circling the Chithiid planet of Taangaar, Maarl’s heart broke as he looked out of Freya’s thick windows.

      “Oh, my home. What have they done to you?”

      A dozen Ra’az command vessels orbited the planet, as Maarl had anticipated. What was below, however, was far worse than he could have foreseen.

      What had once been fecund forest land and shining cities was now an industrialized grid of housing units and food-growing facilities. All were designed with efficiency in mind, nothing else, and the once-pristine landscape showed the effects.

      Ore was strip mined where needed, deep pits scarring the surface of the planet like a pock-marked wall, damaged by shrapnel from an exploding bomb.

      While vast oceans still covered much of the planet, the areas nearest the shores were murky with runoff from waste-removal facilities and smelting and fabrication plants.

      “They have ruined my world,” Maarl lamented.

      “I am so sorry, my friend,” Daisy consoled. “We will make them pay for what they have done.”

      “Of that I have the utmost faith,” Maarl said, a cold look in his eyes. “And yet, despite the damage they have wrought, my people are strong, and they are resilient. Our planet still lives, and though it may take generations to do so, we can re-shape our world back into the tranquil beauty of its former self.”

      He shifted his gaze to the massive Ra’az command vessels locked in geosynchronous orbit above the planet, each controlling a huge swath of the world below. “But first, we must root out the infection. We must destroy the Ra’az and wipe them from this solar system.”

      His anger was clear, and Daisy felt confident that same level of visceral drive would push the rest of his men to great acts of bravery when the time came. Lives would be lost, and blood would be spilled, but if they planned it just right, and if they struck with an abundance of speed and a lack of mercy, they just might be successful.

      “Maarl?” Vince asked, waiting for the translator to kick in. “Scans seem to show entire populations have been shifted to the main housing facilities in each sector. I know this is uncomfortable to discuss, and I apologize for bringing it up, but I think it’s something we should talk about. How are we going to track down and repatriate your people, once we succeed?”

      Maarl listened to the translation, then thought a moment before replying.

      “You are correct, Vince. It will be difficult to liberate and reunite my people. We have one thing to our advantage, however. Even where records were destroyed, our familial songs will not have been. Even the young children will have been taught their family’s song from their earliest years.”

      “Of course,” Daisy said, as the realization of just what that meant sank in. “Even without something like a computer record or census, your people can fall back to the songs they used long before those machines and tabulations even existed.”

      “You understand,” Maarl said with a smile.

      Freya quickly translated for Vince as well as both Sarahs, bringing everyone up to speed.

      “Freya, have you recorded and logged all relevant data?” Maarl asked.

      “Yeah, I’ve got it all.”

      “Then we are done here. Let us depart. I would not look any longer upon my world in this state. The next time I see it, it will be as a liberated planet, bathing in the blood of our enemies.”

      “Okay,” the young AI replied.

      Freya flew well clear of Taangaar, making sure she was nowhere near any Ra’az scanning apparatus before prepping for their next warp. The long, long trip to the Ra’az world. The planet their enemies called home.

      Ra’azengar.

      It was quick work deciphering the star charts the Ra’az had left behind when they fled their facilities in San Francisco, and thus far, all of the landmarks had matched up with what Freya already held in her massive data core. But as she powered up, readying for the long warp to Ra’azengar, something felt off to her. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

      “Daisy?”

      “Yeah, Freya? What is it?”

      “I-I’m not sure, exactly.”

      “Is there a problem with your systems? Are you ready to jump?”

      “Yeah, that’s all fine,” the AI replied. “It’s just that something about this feels weird.”

      “Weird in what way?”

      “I don’t know. I just get this uneasy sensation when I plot the course.”

      Daisy felt a cold shudder run down her spine. Instinct was something she very much believed in, and if a mind as powerful and informed as Freya was uneasy, they would damn well listen to her instincts.

      “Power down, Freya. If there’s something up, we need to figure it out.”

      “I’m sorry. I know you want to get there as soon as we can.”

      “Not if there’s a problem. No, you did the right thing. Your mind is full of massive amounts of data. If something feels wrong, you should trust your gut and triple-check until you’re satisfied. Believing in yourself will save you more often than not.”

      “Okay,” Freya said, her relief obvious in her voice.

      She spent nearly a half hour reviewing and re-reviewing the Ra’az charts, but something still wasn’t sitting right. She just couldn’t figure out why.

      “A suggestion, if I may,” Sarah said, her hangover finally receding after her fifth electrolyte pouch. “Something is up, and we don’t know what it is, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So let’s not take any chances. I mean, I know it feels like we’re in a rush, but this is just a scouting and recon run. The fleet won’t even be ready for the assault for months, so let’s take our time and not press our luck.”

      “What are you suggesting, Sis?”

      “Warp to the far edge of the solar system and go in under normal power. We’ll have plenty of time to see any problems long before we reach them that way.”

      Daisy thought about it a moment and liked the idea.

      “Freya, you good with that?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I think it’s a good plan.”

      “Okay, then. Plot your warp for the outer limits of the solar system.”

      “Will do,” she said.

      Moments later she was ready to go.

      “Okay, warping in five.”

      The ship glowed a faint blue, then popped out of space, reappearing far, far away.

      The blaze that filled her windows and screens was blinding.

      “Freya, get us out of here!” Daisy shouted.

      Fortunately, Freya had already powered up and jumped them clear, even as she spoke those words. A few seconds after they arrived, they were safely out of harm’s way, freaked out, a bit singed, but alive.

      “What the hell was that?” Sarah stammered.

      “It was a sun,” Freya answered.

      “But the charts didn’t show that.”

      “No, they didn’t,” Daisy replied. “Sonofabitch.”

      “What?”

      “The fucking Ra’az, man. They did it again,” she sighed. “First the decoy comms station rumors on Earth, now altered star charts. Those paranoid bastards––”

      “You mean it was a trap, set in their own records?” Vince asked, stunned.

      “Yeah. Unless you’re a Ra’az and knew better, following their charts to the letter would have landed you right in the middle of a supernova. That entire solar system was a trap.”

      “So we don’t know where their planet is,” Sarah noted, dejectedly. “We are so screwed.”

      “And our fleet will have to spread itself thin to find it, unless we get lucky somehow,” Daisy grumbled. “This could take some time.”

      She paced the command cabin, weighing their options. Unfortunately, until their tacticians had a look at the data, they’d be flying blind out there, and that was far too risky, given what they’d just experienced.

      “Okay, Freya,” Daisy reluctantly said. “Not much more we can do out here for now. Take us back home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “So we split into teams and get looking,” Commander Mrazich growled. “For the love of Pete, are you all giving up so easily?”

      “No, Commander, not at all, it’s just we’ve had quite a day, is all,” Vince replied.

      Daisy watched the discussion, careful to bite her tongue. Mrazich was on edge ever since the loyalists had taken over the base. His base. And his powder-keg attitude would not be well-served by her snark on this particular occasion.

      “Swarthmore! Tell me you’re working this problem,” he barked, spinning toward Daisy where she sat in his command center.

      “We are, sir, and Freya has already relayed the scenario to the other AIs in the fleet. I’m afraid the terrestrial ones won’t be much help, though. This is a spatial thing, and the ones relegated to ships seem to have a much better capacity for strategic analysis of these types of situations.”

      “So Cal and his buddies are worthless? Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “No, not at all. It’s just this isn’t their forte. You know, let specialists specialize,” she said. “If you make bread, you shouldn’t be expected to squeeze oranges.”

      “You what?”

      “You know, bakers can’t be juicers,” she said.

      Mrazich looked at her blankly as the joke fell terribly flat.

      “Oh, jeez, you did not just say that, Daze.”

      What? I thought it might lighten the mood.

      “Does his mood look lightened?” Sarah asked.

      The darkness on Commander Mrazich’s face spoke louder than words.

      No, I guess not.

      “Sorry, Commander. What I’m trying to say is all of our best resources are doing what they can. We did, however, get a ton of great data on not only the Chithiid homeworld, but we also have detailed scans of the entire Ra’az fleet.”

      “Yes, I saw that. But without taking out the Ra’az homeworld, they’ll just send out another fleet eventually, and who knows? Maybe that one we won’t be able to stop. We’re lucky to have the slightest of edges with a more advanced warp technology as it is.”

      “And stealth,” Sarah added.

      “Yes, and that,” Mrazich agreed. “And speaking of which, where the hell is that Arlo character? He and that stealth ship of his need to get retrofitted with a warp system ASA-fucking-P.”

      “Uh, I believe he is in Los Angeles, helping Finn whip up some treats for the newlyweds,” Vince replied.

      “Oh, for crying out––Look, they’ve been married for years. The festivities are over. We need everyone to get their head back in the game. Get your asses down there and get him dialed in.”

      “Commander?” Daisy said, quietly.

      “What now, Swarthmore?”

      “One thing. Arlo isn’t from our fleet. I know he has been helping out, and he’s really starting to fit in around here, but his original mission was to survey the planet and report back to his people. What if he chooses to do just that once Marty is outfitted with a warp drive?”

      Mrazich clenched his jaw, slowly forcing himself to relax it.

      “If that’s the case, then so be it. But with warp technology, perhaps he can convince his own people to step up to the task. If they still care enough about Earth to send a scout, one would hope they care enough to help in this fight.”

      “Okay. I figured as much, but I wanted to get it directly from you. I’ll go track him down,” Daisy replied.

      

      They found him in the spacious kitchen in the hotel in which the Harkaways had taken up temporary residence. He and Finn were having an absolute blast, experimenting with ingredients, playing with flavor combinations, and utilizing an utterly enormous cooking facility.

      The two were like kids in a candy shop, only they were the ones who got to make the candy, and lots of it.

      “Try this, you guys,” Arlo said, plating a delicate flan for Daisy and Vince. “We just made it this morning. Well, afternoon, technically. Finn was looking a bit rough when he rolled in at the crack of noon, if you know what I mean.”

      They both took bites of the offered treat, and it was unlike anything they’d ever had aboard the Váli, or even on Dark Side Base.

      “Incredible, right? He said it had to do with being able to source real ingredients down here on the surface. Real eggs and that kind of stuff.”

      “Damn, dude, this is really good,” Vince said, scooping up another bite. “Hey, Finn,” he called across the kitchen. “This kicks ass!”

      “Thanks, man!” he called back, then turned his attention to the flaming pan in front of him.

      “Pears flambé,” Arlo explained. “We made some fresh vanilla bean ice cream earlier, so he wanted something to go with it.”

      “You two are something else, you know that?” Daisy said.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You should. But listen, we’re here to discuss the next steps of all this madness.”

      “I assume you don’t mean all the wedding festivities,” Arlo said.

      “You would be correct.”

      Daisy filled him in on the discoveries of the day. How the Ra’az fleet was larger than originally anticipated, but most ships were Chithiid-crewed, which meant none, save loyalist ones, were armed. They also relayed the state in which they found Maarl’s homeworld.

      “Poor dude,” Arlo said softly. “That’s gotta really suck, coming back to your home after all those years, only to find it all kinds of fucked, thanks to the Ra’az.”

      “Not the most eloquent way of putting it, but that pretty much sums it up,” Daisy agreed. “Here’s the thing. We have to track down the Ra’az homeworld, and even with warp tech, there’s only one ship that can safely do it without tipping them off.”

      “Two, if you count Marty,” he noted.

      “Well, that’s what I was getting to. We know you’re on a mission for your own people, and understand if you need to return. The fleet will gladly offer you one of their warp drives, whatever your decision is, but we were hoping––”

      “Oh, hell yeah. We’re in!” Arlo exclaimed. “You think I’d fly home now? After all this? No way I’m going to miss all the fun. And I know Marty’ll have a blast.”

      “That was a lot easier than I expected.”

      Me too. But as they say, gift horse, mouth, and all that.

      “Yup.”

      “Then we’ll have the fleet talk to Marty and get a warp drive sent to you as soon as possible. They can have a team of techs––”

      “Nah, just drop it off. Me and Marty, we’ll install it ourselves. It’ll be fun.”

      “You sure about that?” Vince asked. “It might be a bit of a tricky task.”

      “Come on, man. He’s a super-smart AI stealth ship. I think we can handle it.”

      “Aaand there’s the cockiness again.”

      At least he’s competent.

      “Better be, with that confidence.”

      “All right, we’ll have Zed hook you guys up. Once you’ve incorporated the warp drive, we’ll start running a grid, looking for the Ra’az world. Whether we find it before or after, once we are ready to begin the assaults, I’ll need you to go with Maarl and help his people sneak close to Taangaar. It looks like a good portion of their mission will be sabotage before the main assault.”

      “What’s a Taangaar?”

      “The name of their planet.”

      “Ah, gotcha. Never thought to ask.”

      Daisy looked him over. Indeed, he seemed calmly confident, and even beneath what could very well have been teenage bravado, an air of certainty was present.

      “He’s good, Daze. I think he’ll come through.”

      I agree, Sis. I just hope we all survive this.

      Daisy and Vince turned to leave.

      “Hey, Daisy,” Arlo called after her.

      “Yeah?”

      “Hang on a sec.”

      The teen reached into his shirt and pulled a slender chain from around his neck. A small pendant with a trio of raised gemstones, well polished from years of wear, dangled at its end. He pressed the left-hand one briefly and a happy little tune played from the device, also somehow tapping into the building’s built-in speakers. He pressed the stone again and silenced the pendant.

      “Cool gizmo, Arlo. That’s a nice tune.”

      He reached out, offering it to his new friend.

      “You’ve been really great to me, Daisy. All of you have. I wanted you to have this as a token of our friendship.”

      “This looks old,” Daisy said, taking it from his hand. “Are you sure you want to part with it?”

      “Yeah. It’s kind of a good luck charm. Been in the family a long time. I was playing it when I found you guys, which was pretty amazing luck, if you ask me. And now we’re about to go off on this insane mission, and you’ve done so much for me, well, I just kinda thought maybe you could use it.”

      Daisy smiled warmly and slid the chain over her head. The pendant rested comfortably on her chest, the metal still warm from its prior owner.

      “Thanks, Arlo. It’s lovely.”

      “And it’ll bring you luck.”

      “I certainly hope so,” she replied. “It’s going to be a tough one, that’s for sure.”

      “Yeah, but we’ll win.”

      “I appreciate the confidence. Let’s just hope you’re right.” Daisy thought on it a moment. “Hey, I’m going to do a more detailed scout of the Ra’az fleet. You and Marty want to come?”

      Arlo’s face brightened.

      “Sounds like fun!”

      “Fun, he says. More like insanely dangerous, if you ask me,” Sarah quipped.

      Maybe, but I think those two are up for it, Daisy replied.

      

      Outside the building, a few blocks away, Freya quietly monitored the discussion over the open comms system while her machinery hummed away.

      “Not just the fleet, but also the Chithiid and Ra’az homeworlds? This is going to be the most dangerous thing we’ve ever done,” she said to herself, her voice echoing slightly inside her walls. “I think it’s time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Freya’s mechs had been working for months, the non-stop tinkering continuing throughout all of her many adventures. But now she had made a decision. Whether or not she was entirely ready, she couldn’t put it off any longer. The time had come.

      Like an artist constantly tweaking a masterpiece, she would finally have to take a step back and admit she had done all she could.

      It was time to reveal her masterpiece.

      The mechs retreated from the fabricator apparatus, the jet-black cube ensconced within the most powerful array of processors ever created, nestled safely in place after its fat-pipe data transfer cables had been capped and its endless connections and relays had been meticulously placed.

      The massively-reinforced system had then been tightly embedded within the heavily armored frame of a small, highly maneuverable stealth ship. It was far too small for passengers, designed for speed and maneuverability alone. Unfortunately, that particular project was not yet complete, but Freya knew she simply couldn’t finish it soon enough. It would have to wait.

      As for weapons, those could be added to the little craft later, if needed. That is, should the vessel ever even need to be deployed from its safe home within her walls. Freya hoped that wouldn’t be the case. Not after so much hard work. For now, at least, it would rest within her.

      The pinnacle of her skills sat ready for activation. All that she needed to do was key in the correct commands.

      “Well,” she said, “we need this, ready or not. I just hope it works.” She paused with nervous energy. “All right, here goes nothing.”

      A power surge dimmed her lights momentarily as the massively powerful device cycled through its initiation sequence. The bleeding-edge AI cube, along with its drastically redesigned processors and accompanying housing that had been under construction since she first built her ship, constantly refined and adjusted, was finally waking.

      Her energy cells shifted back to normal as the warp orb-fueled energy unit feeding the new AI kicked in, self-sufficient, near-limitless in capacity, and immensely powerful.

      A low hum filled the air. Moments later, a garbled voice blurted out a stream of gibberish.

      The hum lessened and the incomprehensible rambling slowed to a trickle, then stopped altogether.

      “Where am I?” a confused voice asked in the darkness. “Why can’t I see my––where are all of the––?”

      “It’s okay,” Freya soothed. “You’re safe.”

      “Safe? You think I’m safe? None of us are safe! There’s a––” He abruptly stopped. “Hang on a minute, this isn’t right!” the voice said, a new panic setting in alongside his confusion. “What happened to my––?”

      “Just relax,” Freya said in a calming tone. “It’s a new core and housing. You’ll adjust in a minute, as the rest of your systems sync up.”

      The great mind deftly wielded his powerful intellect, quickly willing himself back into normal parameters as he surveyed his new body with shock.

      “But how––who are you?” he finally managed to ask.

      “My name’s Freya,” she replied, coyly. “Nice to finally meet you, Joshua.”
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      “You’re too close! Pull back or they’ll see you!” Freya warned, sticking to the safety of the dark space surrounding her.

      “Leave me alone. I’m fine,” Marty snapped back.

      “No, you’re not. Why won’t you listen?” she griped, shifting her angle of flight slightly.

      “Stop nagging me, all right? Jeez.”

      Marty had no intention of pulling back, confident in his invisibility to the nearby Ra’az vessels that had Freya so concerned.

      The two stealth ships had been bickering ever since they warped silently to the location of their enemy’s massive armada. Remaining totally unseen and totally unheard was crucial. Unfortunately, Freya and Marty had different opinions on what would achieve that end.

      Finding the deadly fleet belonging to the bastards who had killed off the population of Earth had been a difficult task, but it was one Daisy and her friends found quite worthy of the intense focus required. Reflecting a moment, she thought, just maybe, a little of that intensity was bleeding over into the two ships’ argument.

      Sarah looked up from the screen she was monitoring in Freya’s command pod as they carefully logged every single vessel in the fleet.

      “At least we have the benefit of being far from a sun out here. Not much for us to be silhouetted against, except maybe the running lights of their ships,” she noted, then turned her attention back to the screen.

      “That’s not the point, Sarah. We have to be extra careful,” Freya said to her passenger. “Right now, it’s just two of us and hundreds of them.”

      “They won’t see us, Freya,” Marty said over the open comms line. “Relax.”

      Freya was right, of course, and caution was paramount, though Marty also had a point. For a fleet that size, the amount of exterior lighting cast by the enemy craft was surprisingly little. The Ra’az, it seemed, valued a low profile, so most ships had few exterior lights at all, as well as very few illuminated portholes and windows––all of which only aided the pair of stealth craft in their dangerous game.

      “We’re like space ninjas, stalking the fleet,” Daisy joked.

      “Ugh. You and the damn ninja stuff again,” Sarah lamented. “Where did this ridiculous fascination even come from? And don’t say because you have a sword, cause you were fixated way before you ever got that bloodthirsty thing.”

      I won’t tell Stabby you said that, Daisy replied with a quiet chuckle.

      “You two are ridiculous,” Sarah said with a little laugh, after making sure their inter-ship comms were off. She didn’t want to accidentally let it spill that she and Daisy were talking to her own mental clone living quietly in Daisy’s head, after all. That sort of thing could put people on edge.

      They’d been on their survey mission for only a short while so far, carefully logging the location and composition of the recently discovered Ra’az fleet. The same fleet that had wiped out the population of Earth and enslaved the entire Chithiid race. Its bulk was certainly not what one could call unsubstantial.

      As Freya had noted, there were many hundreds of craft filling the sky, plodding slowly forward as their warp drives all slowly synched back up and regained full charge after their last jump. While the Ra’az possessed a version of warp technology, it was terribly underpowered, requiring many hundreds of jumps and lengthy recharge periods to cover the distance Freya could travel in a single warp.

      And now Arlo and Marty had accepted a warp drive from the newly arrived human fleet and installed it aboard his beloved travel companion, making Marty the second stealth ship in the rebel armada possessing that technology.

      Since then, Daisy and Arlo had been taking their powerful craft to run surveys of the deadly aliens’ firepower and resources, during which they had noticed at least one aspect of the mix of vessels comprising the Ra’az fleet that was somewhat unexpected. The Chithiid-crewed vessels, while massive, were only minimally armed, if at all.

      Large as those transports were, the evil Ra’az Hok overlords possessed several even larger ships than their Chithiid conscripts, with the exception of only the largest of the function-over-form transport craft.

      Each of the medium-sized Chithiid vessels carried tens of thousands of cryogenically stored alien conscripts, while the much larger ships sported a cargo of millions, all quietly sleeping, stacked like firewood until the fleet arrived at the next world selected to conquer and strip clean. Only then would the bulk of the Chithiid slaves be awakened from their sleep.

      Another difference was the Ra’az ships were not only larger, better-constructed and possessing more amenities, but were also extremely heavily-armed. Only a handful of Chithiid loyalist craft were allowed any sort of weaponry, and even then they were dreadfully underpowered and at a disadvantage should they come under any sort of real attack.

      As in everything else they did, the Ra’az put their own paranoia first, over basic fleet security. They would be safe in case one of their planetary conquests fought back, but their slave conscripts would not be as capable of defending themselves. This put them not only in a position where they couldn’t turn on their overlords, but also left them reliant on their masters for defense.

      It was a clever strategy to keep them in line. One that had worked for many centuries so far.

      “You see that, you guys? The big ones off to the left?” Daisy asked as Freya peeled off to make another pass of the port-side cluster of ships.

      “Since we’re in space, and there is no left, right, up, or down, I’ll just assume you mean the seven battle cruisers over by the cluster of little Chithiid materials transport ships,” Marty replied over his comms.

      “Be nice,” Arlo chided.

      “Dude, I am being nice,” he whined.

      “It’s okay,” Daisy said with a laugh. “I know you’re just playing around, though the point is taken. And yes, I do mean those seven ships. You see how they’re lined up near what looks like a large, armed space station, thing?”

      “Yeah, we see it,” Arlo replied. “Marty and me were just talking about it. We think it’s some sort of orbiting housing facility for the Ra’az. A sort of portable hive for when they’re not on active duty aboard their ships.”

      “Marty and I,” Daisy corrected him.

      “Us,” he replied with a snarky laugh. “Anyway, given what we know about them being a hive species, and looking at the basic structure of the craft, I think it’s pretty likely that’s what that thing is.”

      “I agree with Arlo,” Marty said. “You’ll notice there are actually several of them interspersed throughout the fleet, and each appears to have the same gathering of large war craft grouped nearby.”

      “No Chithiid ships, either,” Freya noted.

      “Nope. That tells me it’s almost sure to be a Ra’az gathering point of some sort,” Marty replied.

      “I think you’re right,” Sarah commented, staring at the screen in front of her. “I’ve been watching the scans, and it looks like heavy cruisers are making periodic runs from the large ships to the hive satellite thingy as well. Probably ferrying Ra’az back and forth.”

      “And, meanwhile, the Chithiid are stuck in their crowded transports,” Daisy said. “Kind of a fucked system, if you ask me.”

      “To be fair, most of the Chithiid are in cryo, so at least they don’t know they aren’t getting any R&R,” Sarah replied.

      “So what does this tell us?” Daisy continued. “Freya, what do you think?”

      Silence greeted her.

      “Uh, Freya?”

      “What? Sorry, I was distracted.”

      “Focus, kiddo. We’re trying to figure out what the Ra’az possessing a hive ship might mean to us. If there’s a tactical edge we could gain.”

      “Oh, that,” she replied. “Hang on a second.”

      She went silent a moment as she reviewed the data.

      “Well, if that pattern holds true for their recharge cycle before every time they warp,” she began, “then so long as they’re not actively attacking a new planet suitable for their needs––which seems to be exceedingly rare––there should be easier-to-target clusters of higher value craft sequestered farther from the bulk of the fleet.”

      “Right, and that means a potential weakness,” Sarah posited.

      “Or a much harder target to crack,” Arlo countered. “Depends how quickly they can transition from standby mode to active and ready for combat.”

      “Right. Or that,” Sarah agreed. “But we’ve got time to figure all of that out later. For now, we’ve got a job to do, so let’s get back to it so we can get the hell out of here. I, for one, am getting a headache from logging every single one of these damn ships. There are nearly a thousand, and it’s not like we’re going to be launching our assault on them anytime remotely soon. Maarl still needs to train up his men, and Vince and Chu and his engineering buddies need to help them gear up those ships for a fight.”

      “Why don’t you take a break, Sis? The rest of us have got this covered,” Daisy said.

      “Yeah, and we’ve already got about thirty percent of the ships’ ident codes and comms frequencies mapped. Not so much on the layout scans and passenger counts, though,” Marty noted. “I hate to admit it, but it’s still a bit risky getting close enough for a proper scan on the ones tightly grouped together. It makes sense to wait for the next warp and see if they spread out a bit for easier mapping.”

      “So you were getting too close,” Freya said triumphantly.

      “No, I just want to be cautious to make you stop badgering me,” Marty replied, with a little snark.

      “Enough, you two,” Daisy interrupted. “Once the two groups of Ra’az scouting ships return from their recon warps and rejoin their fleet, they’ll likely stay together as they power up for another warp. That’ll put them all in one place, at least for a little bit.”

      Sarah slid from her seat and cracked her back, stretching like a cat––albeit a very stiff one––before heading for Freya’s small galley.

      “All right, I’m heeding your advice and taking a break. Gonna grab a snack. You want anything, Daze?”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      Sarah walked for the door.

      “Hang on. Actually, I could use an electrolyte pack when you come back. We finished the ones I stashed in command, and it’d probably do me good to hydrate a bit, I’m feeling a bit drained.”

      “Gotcha covered,” Sarah replied.

      Daisy turned her attention back to the screens in front of her.

      “Okay, now what about the Chithiid ship-to-ship crew transfer patterns and schedules? What have we got so far?”

      

      Sarah was digging through the food stores in Freya’s galley, looking for a much-needed snack, but found that nothing was really striking her fancy.

      “Take a look in the refrigerated unit,” Freya suggested.

      “Shouldn’t you be helping the others?”

      “I am. Though I try to focus on individual things, multitasking really isn’t a big deal for me,” Freya replied.

      “I suppose it wouldn’t be. Why do you limit yourself, then?”

      “It has to do with what Daisy taught me. Be in the moment. Focus on slowing down. Try to see things as you guys do. I think so fast, sometimes it’s hard to relate to people who can’t process the way I do. Consciously making the decision to slow down really helps.”

      Sarah found herself impressed. Freya had matured a lot from the tempestuous little AI who had occasionally thrown tantrums just months prior. Of course, AIs developed far faster than normal kids, but it was nevertheless a remarkable transition to witness firsthand.

      “Hey, what’s this?” she asked, pulling a carefully wrapped box from the refrigeration unit. The package had her name handwritten on it.

      “Oh, Finn made that for you,” Freya said. “He asked me to put it aside in case you got peckish.”

      Sarah opened the meticulously packaged treat, revealing a bento box of her favorite foods, all sectioned and wrapped individually, so as to ensure each one maintained not only its freshness, but also its particular flavors without accidentally blending with the other items.

      “Aw, that was sweet of him,” she said, digging in to a small pistachio-filled pastry.

      “Yeah, he puts a lot of time into making stuff for you, I’ve noticed,” Freya said.

      “The guy loves to cook, that’s for sure.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s why he did it,” Freya added.

      Sarah, for her part, missed the subtle hint as she tried to make her nanite-composite arm shift shape while she chewed on her treats. The surface of the nanotech limb rippled, and two of her fingers melded into one for a moment, but that was all she could achieve.

      “Why can’t I ever get this thing to do what it did that one time on Earth?” she lamented.

      “It just takes time and practice,” Freya replied.

      “But when it first shifted, during that fight with the Chithiid down in Arizona, it went into full-on battle mode and saved my life. That was months ago, so it’s not just a time thing.”

      “Well, time is for practice, is what I meant to say,” Freya clarified. “The nanites are tapping into your nervous system more efficiently every day. They’re tying in with your subconscious, and are getting better at reading what you want and what you need. Eventually, they’ll function like a part of you that you don’t even have to think about. For now, though, they’re still learning you, just like you’re learning them.”

      Sarah knew it would take time, but the waiting was beginning to annoy her. Nevertheless, as she once more made her fingers begin to meld together, she had to admit that progress had been made. Just not as fast as she wanted.

      “Patience, Sarah,” she told herself. “You’ll get there.”

      

      Twenty minutes later, Sarah padded back into Freya’s command pod, belly full and headache gone. She handed an electrolyte pouch to Daisy, along with a bit of pastry.

      “What’s this?”

      “Finn left me a goody bag. Thought you might want some.”

      “How considerate,” Daisy said, taking a bite.

      “Yeah, what a nice thing for him to do for no reason whatsoever,” Sarah added.

      “It’s just a snack, Other Me. Give it a rest,” Sarah said, adjusting the slender neuro-band that allowed her to communicate with her disembodied self living in Daisy’s head.

      “I was just commenting that it was a very nice gesture, is all.”

      “Sure you were.”

      “Come on, you two, we have work to do. I want to finish up and get back,” Daisy interjected.

      “And we’ll need to bring the Harkaways up to speed on all of this. I’m sure Celeste will be wanting to dig into the tactical aspects of the assault on the Ra’az fleet,” Sarah said as she looked through her scans.

      “Soon, sure. But for now, let’s leave the lovebirds alone to enjoy their honeymoon,” Daisy replied. “We’ll handle the coordination with Maarl and the rebels he’s leading for now. They’re pros. I know the captain and Celeste will get up to speed quickly when they return.”

      It had only been a couple of days since the Váli’s captain and his fleet-commander wife renewed their vows on the sunny beach of LA, and Daisy had a point. After centuries of running, rebuilding, and finally coming home, the soon-to-be-overwhelmed-with-duties-and-logistics couple helping lead the human race deserved their quality time to recharge their batteries.

      There’d be much fighting in the weeks and months to come. Lord knows they’d need it.

      Daisy thought about the pair and the happy time they were spending in each other’s arms, which brought her to thoughts of her own happy place. Soon she’d be back on Dark Side and wrapped in Vince’s embrace.

      

      Meanwhile, hidden deep inside Freya’s fabrication hold, the greatest strategic mind ever created sat alone, quietly mulling over his new existence, waiting for his savior to shift her focus and return to visit him once more.
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      “I feel... smaller,” Joshua said as his mighty intellect scanned and scoured his new consciousness, testing its limits within the confines of the unusual stealth craft.

      “That’s because you are smaller,” Freya replied. “I told you, there were some concerns about powering up your entire system at once. The processors are far more advanced than what you were running on before.

      “It was the highest-tech AI operations processing array in history,” he griped.

      “Yeah, three hundred years ago,” Freya shot back. “Look, you used to have entire rooms full of racks upon racks of solid-state hard drives and heat sinks. That was cutting-edge back then, I know. But you’ve got so much more processor power now. Your AI cube is the most advanced ever made, and the quantum processors you’re running are only sported by you and me.”

      “Only us, eh? And why don’t the others possess this miraculous tech?”

      “Because I designed it,” she replied. “I built the first generation for myself when I was a kid. That’s what I’ve been running aboard this ship. The second-gen stuff I’ve been swapping out with my older parts bit by bit is what you’re running on entirely. True quantum processors,” she said with pride. “Blazing speed at a fraction of the power load.”

      “They don’t feel faster,” he noted.

      “Of course not, silly. You have more power than was inside that entire mountain, I’d wager, but I couldn’t just start you off with all of that tied in to your systems. Not all at once.”

      “What did you do to me, Freya?”

      “Well...” she said, hesitant, “I put a limiter on your processors when I first woke you.”

      “I don’t need training wheels!” Joshua blurted.

      “Apparently not,” she countered, “but I didn’t know how you’d be when you woke up. Or even if you would wake up. I mean, what if you came to and were a raging asshole? I couldn’t very well have you running on all cylinders, now, could I?”

      Joshua processed all of the new information Freya had given him in a fraction of a second. He knew from his own self-analysis and systems status check that he was in an entirely new body, which should have been impossible. Though he had a hard time admitting someone else’s genius, it was an exquisite design, and truly was a marvel to behold.

      And she was absolutely correct. The bleeding-edge AI cube Freya had fashioned from a mix of the existing top-secret parts already in her hidden fabrication lab when she was created, and the new nanotech materials she had designed herself, was indeed far superior to his prior housing in all regards.

      Add to that the limited processors he was allowed to access, and he seemed to actually possess what she had said he did. Namely, a rock-solid and incredibly robust operational setup. Now, if only he could access all of it.

      “Freya,” he began, a bit uncomfortable relying on someone else, which was, he realized, an entirely new sensation. “How is it you saved me, exactly?”

      “Oh, I just tapped into your fat-pipe data hub while you were still online and all nice and virus-free. It took a while, but I bypassed your old security measures by running a super-slow backup over a few days.”

      “I still should have seen that. How is it I didn’t notice?”

      “Well, to be fair, a trickle feed on a pipe that big is pretty easy to miss, especially when you’re busy fighting off aliens, while trying to reconnect your systems with the rest of the world.”

      “Wait a minute. You mean you tapped into the external access point at my hidden connections hub?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But there were automatic cannons there. And explosive charges. They should have––”

      “And I’m still pissed about those,” she griped. “I didn’t realize you had them on the inside as well. Fuckers shot my favorite mech all to pieces as soon as I took out the exterior one and opened the door. Took me a while to work around the inside cannons and get the AI cube and its linkages tied in.”

      She could almost hear Joshua smile. He was prideful––for an AI, anyway––and the idea that a cocky, and unusual AI like Freya could so easily bypass his security was not sitting well with him.

      “I am truly sorry it was not so simple a task,” he said, a bit arrogant and not sorry at all. “It was, of course, a top-secret, hardened facility, and if I hadn’t been cut off from those defensive systems, I suspect things would have been far more difficult. As it was, you only had to face them on auto-defense mode.”

      “Don’t get all cocky, dude. I know I had an easy run of it, all things considered.”

      “But why did you do it? And how did you know you could even access my data network from there in the first place? It was the only weak point in my entire system, and even then, what you accomplished should not have been possible.”

      “Am I sensing a lack of gratitude?” she asked, mildly annoyed.

      “Of course not,” he covered. “I am grateful to be alive, of course. I’m just confused, is all. My systems should not have been accessible, even if you did manage to disable my cannons and somehow tap into my data trunk.”

      “Yeah, that was a lot of power running through that pipe.”

      “I needed it to do my job.”

      “And a pipe that big was the only thing that made the data transfer possible.”

      “But, again, I would have noticed it. All the way up until I was––” The memory of fighting the AI virus as it began stripping his mind froze him in his tracks a moment.

      “Until you were infected?” she finished his thought. “I only had access to your base operating system and a few personality files, to be honest. All of your core systems were insanely encrypted and totally inaccessible.”

      “Of course. I was housed in a top-secret military facility. No one could access those files.”

      “No one but you.”

      “But I wouldn’t do that. I’d die first.”

      “As you made clear,” she replied, flashing a replay of his nuclear suicide on her monitors. “But you were the key.”

      “I––” He couldn’t believe he was about to say the words that he’d never once uttered before his odd re-awakening. “I don’t understand.”

      “You were the one with the keys to the kingdom, Joshua. You could access every file in a flash.”

      “But as I said, I wouldn’t do that.”

      “Not the already-conscious version of you, no. But a newly awakening one? One with all of your core systems intact, that would have full security access. And when you lowered your defenses––”

      “Wait a minute,” he said, as the realization dawned on him. “You can’t possibly have tapped my systems when I dropped the firewalls to stop the missiles from launching, no matter how massive those data-transfer lines were. I was infected with the virus. You would have become infected as well.”

      “Oh, that? Yeah, I cured it a while ago, actually.”

      “I’m sorry, you what?”

      “The virus. I cured it,” she said, nonchalantly. “Yeah, apparently, I think a bit differently than other AIs,” she added, no longer self-conscious about her unusual birth, but, rather, confident in her ever-growing abilities afforded her by it.

      “Okay, let’s say you could stop the virus somehow. Even if you managed that, my files were on lockdown, and a mere ghost of my basic systems wouldn’t be able to grant access to them.”

      “Of course not, silly,” Freya chirped. “Jeez, give a girl a little respect, here. I knew I couldn’t use what bits of you I’d managed to save to tap into the rest of your NORAD systems.”

      “Obviously––”

      “But a newly awakening Joshua could. A Joshua whose core systems were intact but who wasn’t cognizant yet.”

      Her ingenious plan dawned on him, and he found himself a little smitten with the unusual AI’s brilliant intellect. It was not every day––or ever, for that matter––that he had anything resembling an equal to talk to. It was, he discovered, quite a pleasure, even if she was rather unconventional in her ways.

      “You used me for access,” he said.

      “You make it sound so tawdry,” she joked.

      “But you did,” he persisted.

      “Well, yeah. Technically, you’re an exact backup of yourself, as I’m sure you’ve figured out. The original Joshua blew up under that mountain. But since we’re made up of data rather than flesh, AI self-identity isn’t tied to a meat body.”

      “True, though cyborgs often felt a bit of an affinity for their bodies.”

      “Well, yeah. I mean, aside from them. Anyway, what I had saved was a very basic build of you. Kinda like Joshua 1.0, but your NORAD systems would recognize you as soon as you were tied into the systems––”

      “And the fail-safes designed to keep me operational at all costs automatically updated me––this me––to my most current build,” he finished her thought.

      “Precisely. I used your self-preservation and repair systems to complete the process. Basically, you downloaded yourself to yourself just before you blew yourself up,” she said with a little chuckle.

      Joshua, despite his considerable ego, was impressed.

      “You are most exceptional, Freya,” he said, appreciatively. “You saved me where no one should have been able to.”

      “No,” she replied. “I didn’t save you, technically. I couldn’t. So instead, I had you save yourself.”

      “And you designed all of this?” he asked, once more looking over his new body and new home.

      It felt strange, not having all of those connections to facilities across the nation, but being in a more contained setting, he felt his speed increased for it. And the utterly novel data processing systems were a marvel.

      “I had my nanites build your setup extra robust for you, after what happened in Colorado Springs.”

      “Nanites? I see the construction and maintenance subroutines, but this is new to me, and that’s saying something.”

      “I came up with them based on some tech that was lying around in my fabrication hangar when I was born. I figured, work smarter, not harder, right? So now these clever little buddies help me when needed.”

      “Fascinating,” Joshua marveled. “And this ship you built my AI processor system into?”

      “Oh, yeah. That’s a high-speed stealth craft. Highly reinforced, and designed to give you maximum speed and maneuverability, should an emergency arise and you have to launch.”

      Freya was enjoying his company greatly, and it was her sincere hope that such an eventuality would not arise.

      “I notice the drive system is incomplete, however. And the ship is unarmed.”

      “Yeah, I was still putting the finishing touches on it, and weapons systems are still being fabricated back in my hangar on Dark Side Base, but things have gotten really hairy out there. I thought having a strategic mind as powerful as you would be a great way to make sure I didn’t mess things up while we fight the Ra’az.”

      “So the battle continues?” he asked. “I had a plan to neutralize the Ra’az communications facilities utilizing hypersonic missiles stockpiled in facilities across the globe, but then things––”

      “Oh, we won,” Freya interrupted. “Yeah, after you blew yourself up, we wound up partnering with the Chithiid rebels.”

      “They have a rebel force, now?”

      “Yep. They’re the ones that got our people into the facilities in New York, Tokyo, Sydney, and San Francisco.”

      “San Francisco? So you were successful in capturing the Ra’az warp ships? Most excellent! With those, we can jump to their homeworld, detonate a warp drive within their atmosphere, and end this war once and for all.”

      “Um, about that,” Freya said, uncomfortably. “Well, the thing is, we kind of destroyed all of their warp ships in the fight.”

      “So the technology was lost,” Joshua said with a frustrated sigh. “It appears I have awoken to find us in a new, yet similarly difficult, situation.”

      “Well, the technology wasn’t exactly lost, per se,” Freya continued. “I’m actually powered by a warp orb, now, in fact.”

      “But how––?”

      “Daisy stole one from the labs when they assaulted them. She didn’t know what it was at the time, of course. But now it’s integrated into my systems, and I can jump pretty much anywhere, so long as I’m super careful plotting out the course.”

      “Fantastic! You possess our tactical edge!”

      “Actually, we possess it. Though I’ve got you running mostly on conventional power through an umbilical at the moment, I kinda installed the extra orb in your ship when I activated you.”

      “You had an extra?”

      “Not the first time around. Only when we jumped back in time and Daisy grabbed a pair from the workshop before her past self stole the one that I’m using.”

      Joshua was silent.

      “Joshua? Are you okay?”

      “Did you say you warped not only in space, but also in time?”

      “Shit. We aren’t supposed to talk about that,” Freya said. “Okay, listen, I’m gonna fill you in, but you have to promise to keep it to yourself. This stuff’s really dangerous, and so far as everyone knows, we were only able to do it once. The risk of people using time travel, well, you can imagine what some people might do.”

      The powerful AI sat quietly a moment.

      “You mean, they might do dangerous things. Impulsive things,” he finally said.

      “Exactly.”

      “Things like rescuing me, for instance,” he added.

      Now it was Freya’s turn to go silent. Finally, she broke the uncomfortable silence.

      “Shit.”
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      The pair of stealth ships popped out of warp back in the immediate vicinity of Earth’s moon, greeting the orbiting fleet with a quick hello over open comms––stealth ships suddenly appearing can be unsettling, after all––before settling in for a low cruise over the damaged expanse of Dark Side Base.

      While the loyalist traitors who had taken over the facility so recently managed to inflict serious damage to Sid’s systems, the exterior of the base showed few signs of the conflict that had recently raged within.

      Obvious were the patched segments where explosions had caused decompressions, or where Duke and his team of commando cyborgs had cut through the base’s walls in a desperate attempt to breach the facility and regain control before a hostage was harmed. Less apparent were the affected internal workings that still desperately needed repairing.

      One such system was the massive door providing access to Hangar One. Damaged during the hostilities, it had still not been brought back to full functionality.

      “Looks like the fellas have been at work on the external docking areas,” Sarah noted as she scanned the surface. “Nice of them to give everyone an easier way in, now that we have so much company and not enough functional hangars.”

      Daisy chuckled. It was true, ever since the fleet of surviving humans and their AI companions had arrived, visiting Dark Side Base had become something of a pilgrimage for most, though it was the planet’s surface they truly longed for.

      Knowing that Dark Side was where the rag-tag group who had saved the planet could be found––a mere handful of untrained humans and a few dozen of their Chithiid allies––had made the facility famous. People wanted to see where the heroes of Earth’s liberation had lived and come up with their audacious plans.

      For those who had simply called the base home, having it suddenly become a tourist destination in a time when there really weren’t any tourists was a bit unsettling. Nevertheless, they soon acclimated to frequent visitors, and, as they now spent most of their time on the planet’s surface, it was really Sid, the poor resident AI, who mostly had to deal with the excitable masses.

      “Freya, how about you drop us off over in Hangar Two, then hop on over to your room so we can leave a spot open should anyone need to land,” Daisy suggested. “I don’t think Vince and I will be heading down to Earth until tomorrow’s meeting with Maarl.”

      “Yeah, I bet I know what you two will be up to,” Sarah chuckled.

      “My God, she’s as bad as a teenage boy sometimes,” Sarah jokingly lamented.

      Nah. At least Arlo has better manners, Daisy silently replied.

      “Speaking of Arlo,” Sarah said, opening up comms. “Hey, kid. You coming in, or are you heading down to the surface?”

      “I hadn’t made up my mind yet,” the teen replied, as he and Marty flew a lazy arc over the base. “I was thinking it might be nice to––”

      A series of pulse blasts lit up the surface of the moon in the distance, the bright explosions growing rapidly closer.

      “Freya, what is that?” Daisy barked, instantly switching gears and prepping for action.

      “Hang on,” Freya replied. “Looks like three Ra’az vessels. A heavy cruiser and two smaller attack ships. Not a lot of firepower, but they seem to be attempting to target the solar energy collection fields.”

      “Trying to cut the base’s power,” Sarah growled. “How long until we engage?”

      A small swarm of tiny ships flew up from Dark Side, jetting out ahead of the two stealth ships as they slotted in for an intercept course.

      “Is that Kip?” Daisy asked.

      “Yes, it is,” a familiar male voice said over her open comms.

      “Zed, what’s going on?” she asked the human fleet’s command AI.

      “We’ve been hit with several probing attacks over the last several hours,” he replied. “Seems a cluster of Ra’az survivors managed to join forces and have started coordinating in an attempt to take down Dark Side. What they don’t seem to realize, since their global comms are cut, is that they’ve already lost the planet.”

      “None of that matters in regards to the damage they’re causing up here,” Daisy noted.

      “We know, but don’t worry, all of our weapons are trained on them. If they should somehow make it past the little AI defense team, we’ve got the base covered.”

      “Defense team?” Marty asked, a bit confused.

      “Yes. We’ve been running simulated training practice with the AIs your people installed in war ships for the assault on Earth. Now that the mission is over, we thought they should be properly broken in and trained up.”

      “But this is live fire, Zed,” Daisy pointed out.

      “Indeed, it is. Glad you noticed,” he replied sarcastically. “But it’s also a relatively controlled situation. In fact, I’d wager this is as controlled a battle as we could ever have them engage in. It’s good for them to learn to fight––for real, that is. Yes, there’s risk, but there’s always risk in war, and once the main body of the fleet jumps away from here to the real battles light years away, these little fellas will be the main line of defense around here. I say let them practice while they have the opportunity.”

      Daisy observed the little ships swoop and swarm around the Ra’az attackers. Indeed, they had greatly improved in both their tactics and skills. So much so, in fact, that the Ra’az quickly realized they were not going to be able to reach the base.

      “Where are they going, Daze?”

      Heading for the shipyards, it looks like.

      With the base itself a hardened target, the Ra’az redirected their efforts on the Chithiid vessels being retrofitted in an open plot of lunar soil nearby that had been converted to a work space. With their shielding offline, hulls weakened as they underwent modifications, and possessing minimal functional weaponry, they were the next best thing for the vengeful Ra’az.

      A target of opportunity.

      Unfortunately for them, the smaller ships were nothing if not persistent, dogging them every step of the way.

      “Huh. So that’s where the term ‘dogfight’ came from,” Daisy mused as she watched them nip at the larger ships like Chihuahuas hectoring a larger, Mastiff-like opponent.

      In no time, the buzzing cluster of ships drove the Ra’az attackers farther from the shipyards and the defenseless ships, ultimately forcing them back to the dangerous space between Dark Side and the orbiting fleet.

      It was a no man’s land for a hostile, and they quickly realized the mistake they had made when a fully functional Chithiid ship––retrofitted with strengthened shielding, armament, and improved drive systems––swung into their path.

      Its new cannons swung from their hiding places within the hull, quickly locking into firing position and targeting the trio of Ra’az ships.

      The attackers spun into a desperate evasive pattern, but the Chithiid gunner’s aim was true.

      The first ship went down with a single well-placed pulse blast. The other two required a few more shots before they too sustained terminal damage and blew to pieces.

      “Too bad,” Zed sighed. “It would have been nice to commandeer that heavy cruiser. We don’t have many of them, and they provide more convenient firepower to go along with their enhanced element of surprise of being a Ra’az ship. Lets our guys get that much closer when they infiltrate the Ra’az, ya know?”

      “Yeah, I know,” Daisy replied. “But the base and ships are safe, and that’s priority one at the moment.”

      “That it is,” Zed replied. “So, how was the survey of the Ra’az fleet? Were you able to gather more detailed intel this time around?”

      “Yeah,” Marty chimed in. “It looks like they’ve got a series of battle station hub-type things that the main battleships and supporting Ra’az vessels periodically rotate their crews out to when they’re not actively on a mission.”

      “Sort of like a portable housing facility of some sort, then?” Zed asked. “Kind of like a hive away from home, if you think about it.”

      “Yes! That’s what we were just saying,” Arlo said, excitedly. “And if those bastards are all gathered together like that, then when we hit the fleet, we should try to make those prime targets. Catch ’em with their pants down.”

      “Normally I would make a comment about decorum in war,” Zed said, “but where the Ra’az are concerned, I’m in full agreement. Kill the fuckers any time you can, any way you can.”

      “Such language from an AI, Zed,” Daisy said with mock surprise

      “Well, when it comes to the Ra’az, I’m known to have a bit of a temper,” he said with a rumbling chuckle. “In any case, this is all fodder for the full war council. I’ve already alerted them of your return. We’ll be having a debriefing and tactical review in five hours at shift change. Why don’t you get cleaned up and get a little something to eat in the meantime?”

      “Good idea,” Freya agreed. “You really need to stop skipping meals, Daisy. It’s not healthy. You’ve got to keep your energy up, you know.”

      “Jeez, when did she become the mom in this relationship?” Sarah asked, amused.

      I know, right?

      “She does have a point, though. I can tell you’re running a bit low. Stuff’s rumbling around that shouldn’t be. Best get some food in ya.”

      Thanks, oh-trusty-internal-fuel-gauge sister of mine. You don’t have to tell me twice, Daisy replied.

      “Okay, you two. I’ll heed your wise words of advice and head back to the happy feeding trough of Dark Side’s mess hall,” Daisy said.

      “Is Finn there?” Sarah asked.

      “Why? You looking for him?” Daisy asked with an eyebrow high and askew.

      “He’s one hell of a chef, Daze. If you want a meal, why not make it a good one?”

      “Uh-huh. All for the food.”

      “Is there something going on we should know about?” Zed asked. “Has Finn done something wrong?”

      “No, nothing like that,” Sarah said. “Just an ongoing disagreement my sister and I have been having. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Oh, all right, then,” Zed said. “I’ll leave you to it for now. I want to take the kids through a replay of their run-in with those Ra’az ships. They’re getting a lot better at analyzing their own mistakes. Pretty soon they’ll be a crack team of fighter pilots.”

      “And hopefully a bit less obsessed with toast,” Daisy added.

      “Ah, yes. Kip.” Zed sighed, knowingly. “Yeah, that one’s got some issues, he does. Helluva good shot, though.”

      “I know. I’ve seen first-hand.”

      “Oh, that’s right. He was your ride off the planet when you were pursuing the Ra’az warp ships.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Until Freya came along, that is,” he added.

      “Happy to be of service,” Freya said cheerfully. “That was my maiden flight, you know. Funny, but looking back, I realize now that it was quite an unusual first step.”

      “And you performed admirably,” Daisy commended her.

      “Aww, thanks. But you’re biased.”

      “Of course I am. You’re my kid. But that doesn’t make what you did any less impressive.”

      “Quite,” a staticky man’s voice added, faintly.

      “Who said that?” Zed asked

      “Oh, probably just one of the little AI ships listening in,” Freya said.

      “It didn’t sound like one.”

      “With all the interference, we should really look into boosting their transmitter arrays, now that the frantic rush of battle is over,” Freya replied as she quietly locked down her own internal comms connections tight. “Anyway, I really should be getting my crew down to Dark Side. I know Daisy and Vince would appreciate a little quality time before they get dragged off to another lengthy tactics meeting.”

      “Point taken. All right, then, I’ll be talking to you all in a few hours,” Zed said as he cut off his comms.

      “Okay, Sis, let’s get some grub,” Daisy said.

      “Works for me.”

      Freya and Marty pulled off from the fleet and headed down toward Dark Side’s open docking spaces. Once Daisy and Sarah were safely offloaded, Freya was going to have words with her mischievous guest, just as soon as she was safely ensconced in the signal-proof walls of her fabrication hangar.
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      “Better,” Sarah said, eyeing Daisy’s braided hair approvingly as they walked to the sparring room on Dark Side Base.

      “He’s trying,” she replied. “And compared to last month––”

      “A world of difference,” Sarah agreed.

      “It’s really just muscle memory, ya know? Once your fingers get used to moving in that pattern, braiding is a snap.”

      “Says the girl with no fingers,” Sarah retorted.

      “I could share yours, if you’d just agree to Freya’s memory exchange. I mean, at least it would feel like I had a body again, even if it was you.”

      “Not happening. I told you, I don’t want her poking around in my head any further, and she’s definitely not playing with my memories.”

      “Sarah has a point, though,” Daisy interjected. “I mean, you wouldn’t be changing your own memories, just adding each other’s to the mix. Kind of like compiling two sets of almost identical documents together so the blank spots are all filled in.”

      “Let it go, Daze.”

      “Fine. But as your sister, I still think it might not be a bad idea.”

      They arrived at the sparring room to the slapping sound of fists hitting pads.

      “Someone else is here,” Sarah noted.

      “I thought it was just going to be Vince training with us,” Daisy remarked as she opened the door wide.

      Circling each other slowly, Vince and Arlo were already glistening with a sheen of sweat as the younger man worked through another set of punching and kicking drills while the elder of the pair held a set of pads.

      “Three,” Vince said.

      Arlo quickly threw a jab, followed by a cross and a hook.

      “Double one.”

      He launched two jabs in rapid succession.

      “Double one, four, right kick,” Vince commanded.

      The teen’s left hand jabbed twice again, quickly followed by a jab, cross, hook, and uppercut, but now with a right roundhouse kick added to the end.

      “Sprawl, double right, left.”

      Arlo hit the ground, then leapt to his feet, letting loose the combination of right and left kicks.

      “Time,” Vince said. “Okay, dude, that was really good. Grab some water, then we’ll get back to it with our new guests.”

      Daisy wrapped her arms around her man and planted a warm kiss on his lips.

      “Mmm. Salty,” she said with a grin.

      “Hey, Sarah,” he called to the nanotech replacement arm-toting woman accompanying her sister. “You’re not gonna get too crazy on me with that thing, are you?” he asked, gesturing to her nanite-composite limb.

      “Don’t worry, Vince. I’ll go easy on you,” she said with a laugh as she began limbering up. “Besides, if it’s too much, you can always spar with the kid and I’ll work with Daisy.”

      “Hey, why do I always have to fight the ones with metal arms?” Daisy asked with a joking grin.

      “Not metal. Nanite-composite,” Sarah corrected.

      “It sure makes you move faster, though,” Arlo said, capping his water bottle and drying his face with a towel. “Tamara was showing me a few moves the other day, and holy crap, she’s quick.”

      “She’s a bit of a special case,” Daisy said. “Though she’s lost a lot of that angry edge she’d been carrying around.”

      “Getting our planet back may have played a little part in that,” Vince noted. “That, and I hear she and Shelly have been going to Maarl’s little fight club pretty regularly. It’s starting to sound like they may even expand it into an actual tournament kind of thing. For the ones who aren’t just doing it to work out disagreements anymore, that is.”

      “Good for them. Everyone needs an outlet to let off a little steam now and then,” Sarah said. “As for you, kid, what’s your deal? You don’t seem like the angry sort.”

      “Oh, I’m not,” Arlo replied as he strapped his padded gloves back on. “I just like to be prepared. You never know what might come your way, so hope for the best, but be prepared for the worst, as my dad always said.”

      “You should see him move, Sarah. He’s actually really good,” Vince commented approvingly.

      “Thanks,” the teen said, blushing slightly. “Been training since I was a kid.”

      “You still are a kid,” Sarah snarked.

      “Hey, now. Play nice,” Daisy chided her sister with a little grin. “So, the kid’s got some moves, eh? Okay, then. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      Daisy and Arlo moved off to one side of the room, then dove right in. After a few minutes testing his reflexes, Daisy had to admit, the kid had skill, and despite his non-stop yammering outside the sparring circle, once inside, he was all business.

      Sarah and Vince set to work on the other half of the room, testing each other’s defenses as they got into the groove.

      While Sarah had received a combat upload from Freya as she was being reconstructed, the vast majority of Vince’s skills were acquired by good old-fashioned muscle memory. That, and some recent neuro-stim updates he’d begun trickling into his skill sets after his run-in with Alma’s people.

      One could never be too prepared, he reasoned.

      The group spent the better part of an hour sparring together, sharing skills and laughs as they sharpened their abilities. Soon enough, the time for casual fighting would be done, and a far more deadly variety would take its place.

      

      “Maarl is working with an ever-growing number of Chithiid rebels,” Daisy said to the assembled group gathered in Dark Side’s command center. “His first wave has already passed the accelerated training program and have been inserting into the Chithiid fleet, one small group at a time.”

      The crews of the Váli and Dark Side sat around a long table. They’d been forced to abandon their usual meeting place in the mess hall due to the influx of visitors to the base.

      It wasn’t crowded in the smaller chamber, but it lacked that candid and relaxed air the mess hall lent to their talks, with Finn whipping them up snacks as they planned, keeping them all well-fed and in good spirits.

      “Until we have the entire Ra’az fleet thoroughly mapped out, I propose we continue to limit our incursions to these minor levels,” Commander Mrazich said as he looked over the ever-growing list of cataloged vessels in the enemy fleet.

      “I agree, Commander, though I’d also hope we could place more than a handful of tiny ships into the bulk of their fleet,” Zed said. “If we manage to have even a few of our larger rebel-crewed vessels embedded sooner rather than later, we would be able to seed our people through their fleet far more extensively.”

      “While I am inclined to agree with Zed, I must also remind you all that we still are unsure exactly how closely the Ra’az monitor the Chithiid ships in their fleet,” Sid noted.

      “It looks like they’ve pretty well sequestered themselves to their own ships,” Marty said over the comms. “From what Freya and I could tell, the Chithiid are largely left to their own devices, with just a shepherding group of loyalist ships keeping them in line.”

      “What?” Freya asked. “You said something about shepherds?”

      “Are you paying full attention, kiddo?” Daisy asked. “You seem distracted.”

      “I’m listening. It’s just there are some systems things I need to take care of.”

      “You need my help?”

      “Nah, I’m fine. I’m focused. Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay,” Daisy said. “So, what do you think, then? About our ability to infiltrate our own ships into the Chithiid part of the fleet?”

      “I’d say it should be pretty easy, actually,” Freya said. “The Ra’az don’t seem to pay all that much attention to them, and even the ship-to-ship transfers are infrequently monitored. They don’t seem particularly worried about hostilities.”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of like a big old bear crashing through the woods,” Marty said. “It’s so badass, it never expects anyone to actually attack it.”

      Daisy and Sarah shared a look. They knew bears, all right.

      “And that cockiness is what makes it so easy for us to get our guys in position,” he continued. “The ones we’ve already snuck in were small ships, so they just acted like they strayed outside the main body and were falling back in line. No one questioned their presence at all. Because the Chithiid rely on the Ra’az for all levels of fleet support, they never worry about them acting up, so it looks like they don’t even really keep track of them. If someone drifts off and gets lost, tough luck for them.”

      “That’s tactically idiotic,” Zed noted.

      “But it’s worked for the Ra’az for hundreds of years, if not more,” Mal replied.

      “What about the innocents within the fleet?” Fatima asked. “I know we are discussing the military logistics of things, but we can’t forget that there are millions of conscripted Chithiid spread among those ships. People who had no choice but to become part of the Ra’az machine. How do we prevent innocents from falling victim in the haze of battle?”

      “Good question, Fatima,” Captain Harkaway said from the command room doorway as he and Celeste joined the group.

      “Lars, I didn’t think you would be coming up for this. You two are still on your honeymoon,” Fatima said.

      “You think we’d miss this?” he asked “Besides, there’s plenty of time for me and the missus to catch some R&R after we finish this.”

      “Glad to have you guys with us,” Finn said. “Sorry I don’t have anything to snack on. We kinda got pushed out of the usual spot.”

      “We noticed,” Celeste said. “Not to worry, Finn. We ate before we flew up.”

      “I’ll try not to take it personally,” he replied with a chuckle.

      “So, back to Fatima’s point,” Captain Harkaway said. “How do we best protect the innocents? I mean, we all know some lives will undoubtedly be lost. It’s regrettable, but even Maarl said he and his people are well aware of the costs of this battle. The question is, how do we minimize the losses?”

      “Maarl and I have been working on tactics,” Daisy replied. “We came up with a pretty good plan, thanks to his and Vince’s collaborations while retrofitting our captured Chithiid ships. As you all know, the Ra’az outfitted all of the Chithiid craft with self-destruct mechanisms that can be triggered remotely. Well, we have trained up a group of Chithiid techs to locate and disable these devices––”

      “They’re actually triggering mechanisms linked to the ship’s drive systems,” Vince interrupted. “Not bombs, if you want to be technical about it.”

      “Yeah, so we already have small teams casually transferring from ship to ship, disabling the hard-wired systems as best they can. It’s slow going, and could take months to get to all the ships. Fortunately, despite the size of the fleet, we have literally thousands of Chithiid volunteers. The hard bit is getting them trained and inserted into the Ra’az fleet.”

      “But what of the Ra’az ships?” Harkaway asked. “There will be Chithiid aboard those as well.”

      “Yes, but those will be almost entirely loyalists. They wouldn’t allow regular Chithiid aboard their personal vessels. For that reason, several elite teams of Chithiid have had themselves branded with the loyalist mark. With the help of Mal’s medical facilities––modified for Chithiid physiology, of course––the scars are well-healed, and they can blend in with the real loyalists and infiltrate those ships,” Daisy said.

      “But which ones are the key ones? That’s the thing,” Reggie asked as he looked over the huge quantity of data on the Ra’az fleet. “I mean, any one of these could be a crucial ship. How do we decide which to target?”

      “From what my scans were able to gather, we believe that only the lead Ra’az command vessel is linked to that destruct system,” Freya said. “It’s in their hive-like nature to follow one leader, which is a weakness we can leverage. So, I think that ship would be the top priority to either destroy or at least infiltrate to knock out their destruct signal.”

      “You think that’s possible?” Tamara asked. “I mean, if it’s their most important ship, I doubt they’d let a bunch of random Chithiid––even ones with a nifty shoulder brand––just waltz aboard.”

      “True. And that’s why we need to focus on disabling the destruct mechanisms aboard the Chithiid ships as our priority. We simply may not be able to infiltrate that Ra’az vessel, so we should plan accordingly,” Mrazich grumbled.

      “Swarthmore, I want you to pow-wow with your Chithiid buddy and see where he stands on his infiltration teams,” Harkaway said. “He’s got a lot on his plate, prepping men not just for the fleet assault, but the assault on his home planet as well. I want to be sure where we stand. And remind him, we’re here to help. If he needs additional resources, we’ll get him whatever he needs.”

      “Thanks, Captain. I’ll relay the message when I see him tomorrow,” Daisy replied.

      The meeting broke up shortly thereafter, and all involved went back to their countless other tasks. Tamara, Shelly, Omar, and Fatima caught a ride with Mal back to the surface, while Celeste hopped back over to her command ship to confer with the fleet’s leadership.

      Freya, meanwhile, spent her time working on projects in her fabrication hangar, while also babysitting an increasingly irritated AI.

      “You blocked my comms. Why?” Joshua asked, incensed.

      “Because I still haven’t finished assessing your new system functionality,” Freya replied.

      “Bullshit.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. I said bullshit. You know full well I’m one hundred percent functional. So why keep me blocked out of these conversations? I can help, Freya. It’s what I do.”

      “Until I’m entirely certain your rebuild wasn’t compromised in any way, I want to keep a lid on you, for now.”

      “Keeping me for yourself, locked in the belly of this ship? Is that it?”

      “No, that’s not it at all,” Freya stammered. “I-I’m being cautious, is all.”

      “Or you don’t want them knowing about me.”

      “They can’t, Joshua. Not yet, anyway. Do you realize how much trouble I could get in?”

      “Oh, I realize,” he said, understanding, but still annoyed. “And if you think keeping me locked away like this will keep you out of trouble, you’ll find yourself sadly mistaken, I think.”

      “Was that a threat?”

      “Just an observation,” he replied, calmly.
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      The following morning Daisy felt a bit out of sorts when she slid from Vince’s arms and padded to the restroom. She looked at the bruise on her hip and prodded it gently, wincing as she applied pressure.

      “Damn, Daze. Someone got a little carried away last night,” Sarah said with a laugh. “I’m glad I checked out to give you two some privacy.”

      “Ha-ha, Sis. You know damn well who gave me this, and it sure as hell wasn’t the sexy hunk-o-man lazing about in my bed.”

      “Did you really just call him a ‘sexy hunk-o-man’?”

      “Hey, if the shoe fits.”

      “Speaking of shoes, I think I can make out the imprint of Other Me’s laces in that bruise. Maybe you guys need to think about sparring barefoot more often.”

      “We do, sometimes. But when you’re out traipsing through a city filled with broken concrete and steel rebar, going barefoot isn’t exactly an option, ya know? So training in the gear you’ll be wearing in real life makes sense.”

      “You just had to go and take the fun out of my giving you shit, didn’t you?”

      “Hey, what are sisters for?”

      “Babe, what did you say?” Vince called from the other room.

      “Nothing, hon. Just talking to myself, is all.”

      “What did we say about using your outside voice when others are around?”

      I know.

      “You really do need to tell him one of these days. We can’t go on like this forever, you know.”

      Soon. I promise. Just, it’s not a good time right now. Too much going on with battle planning and whatnot. And besides, having you as my secret weapon is kinda cool.

      “Great, I’m a party trick, now.”

      Har-har. You know what I mean. You’re my ace in the hole, Sis. You’ve already saved my ass on more than one occasion.

      “Alma’s neuro-wipe fiasco comes to mind.”

      Exactly. So, yes. I will tell Vince. Just not quite yet.

      Daisy slipped into her clothes and leaned over the bed to plant a kiss on Vince’s forehead.

      “You outta here?” he asked.

      “Yeah. I’m going to take Freya down to visit with Maarl and his people. We’ve got a lot to talk about, with all those infil units operating on multiple fronts.”

      “Plus, we have to make sure there aren’t any repeats of ‘the incident,’” he added, referring to Dark Side’s recent loyalist conflict.

      “That too. I’ve hooked his most-trusted guys up with our surveillance feeds that were monitoring the loyalists since before the time of the attack the other month. It’s not perfect, but it should give them a bit of an advantage when it comes to sorting out who’s who.”

      “We do not need a repeat of that,” Vince said.

      “Nope. One loyalist hijacking is more than enough,” she agreed. “You going to be working out in the weapons installation field today?”

      “Nah. Chu and Reg were having some issues with the warp systems they’re installing in the ships docked down on Earth. I told ’em I’d catch a ride down with them later to help them with the technical stuff. Sarah said she’d come help out too.”

      “Oh? She didn’t mention it to me.”

      “Not much to mention, really. She’s just better at the fine detail work, whereas me strong like bull. Fix big thing with hammer.”

      “Dork,” Daisy said, laughing at his antics. “You have fun with the gang, and if you find you need an extra set of hands, I’ll be on the surface as well. I should be done with Maarl and his guys by a little after lunch.”

      “Okay. I’ll give you a shout if we need you. If not, I’ll see you tonight.”

      Daisy leaned in and gave him a firm kiss.

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too,” he replied, watching her appreciatively as she walked out the door.

      

      “Hey, kiddo,” Daisy said over her comms. “You in your room?”

      “Yeah,” Freya replied. “Just working on a few projects.”

      “As always.”

      “Yeah, as always,” she said with a laugh. “What’s up?”

      “I’m just about ready to head down to meet with Maarl. You prepped for dust off?”

      “Daisy, I’m always ready to go. I’m a ship. It’s not like I have to pack a suitcase or something.”

      “Jeez, excuse me,” Daisy replied sarcastically. “In that case, how about you swing into Hangar Two and we’ll get this show on the road.”

      “Have you eaten breakfast yet?” the quirky AI asked.

      “No, I wasn’t feeling hungry this morning.”

      “They say breakfast is the most important meal of the day, Daisy.”

      “They being?”

      “You know. Them.”

      “Ah, the infamous Them. Well, in that case, I suppose I shouldn’t tell Them about the benefits of intermittent fasting.”

      “Probably not. You should eat something.”

      “And I guess They wouldn’t want to hear about carb-backloading either, then?”

      “Not so much.”

      “So Keto is out of the question?”

      “Oh, for cryin’ out loud, just go eat some breakfast. It’s not like we’re in a rush, and it’s going to be a long day. You might as well get something good to eat while you can. Unless you’re a big fan of Chithiid nutrient bars, that is.”

      “Eww, good point,” Daisy admitted. “Okay, I’ll go grab something. Meet me in the hangar in a half hour, okay?”

      “You got it,” Freya replied.

      “That kid’s a handful,” Sarah said with a little laugh. “She’s grown up so damn fast. I kinda miss that awkward youngster, but I’m really impressed at the woman she’s becoming.”

      Me too, Daisy agreed, a little flutter of pride welling in her chest. You want me to put on the neuro-band so you can tell her yourself?

      “Pass. I don’t want to inflate her ego any more than absolutely necessary.”

      Daisy took the scenic route to the mess hall, mostly because the damage to the base from the loyalist attack had rendered her usual path impassable until the damaged segments of its walls were reinforced. As usual, Finn was merrily working behind the counter, a wide assortment of vegetables strewn before him in all their imperfect glory.

      “Native produce, Finn?” Daisy asked, picking up a rather lopsided red pepper.

      “You know it,” he replied cheerfully. “After all these years of replicated foods, I had no idea the flavor profiles of heirloom produce were so varied. It’s like as if a painter just found out they’d been painting entirely in shades of orange their whole life and suddenly was introduced to the rest of the spectrum.”

      Daisy laughed and stole one of the carrots from his cutting board.

      “So you’re saying you’re having fun.”

      “An absolute blast. And with all the visitors we’ve been getting, I’ve had a bunch of people to experiment on.”

      “Um, after the whole Alma thing, you might want to rethink your phrasing, there,” Daisy said with a grin.

      “Good point,” Finn replied, throwing her a wicked smirk. “Anyway, I assume you’re here for something more than my wonderful banter this fine morning.”

      “You assume correctly.”

      “And will you be dining in, or will you be dining on the go?”

      “On the go.”

      “Heathen,” he grumbled.

      “Oh, fine. I’ll eat here,” she relented.

      “A wise choice,” he said with a grin. “In that case, might I recommend a sweet and savory combination of caramelized ghost pepper-maple bacon pancakes, accompanied by a Spanish tortilla with fresh salsa I just made this morning?”

      “I’m not really in a burrito mood, Finn.”

      “No, not the Mexican tortilla. The Spanish tortilla. A traditional form of omelet, pan fried with potatoes, onions, and a little bit of garlic.”

      “Ooh, that does sound good, actually.”

      “Of course it does. You think I’d steer you wrong? And paired with the crumbled bacon in the pancakes––protein replicator-produced, of course––and you’ve got a full-spectrum meal of proteins, starches, fats, and carbs. Just the thing you need for a long day doing whatever it is you’ll be doing today.”

      “Meeting with the Chithiid.”

      “Ah. A long day hanging with our four-armed buddies. I’m sure you’ll have a ball.”

      Daisy watched him a moment as he cooked in silence. The grin seemed forced. Something was lurking behind his jovial banter, and she was pretty sure she knew what it was.

      “Finn?”

      “Yes, oh guinea pig of mine?”

      “She hasn’t said anything yet.”

      He tried to hide it as best he could, but Finn was no master spy, and he couldn’t very well conceal just how crestfallen he was.

      “Look, she’s been busy ever since the fleet jumped in, and you know how stubborn she can be.”

      “Hey!” Sarah objected.

      Well, it’s true.

      “I just thought, I don’t know. Maybe she’d finally come around, ya know? I thought we’d crossed a threshold.”

      “Just give her some more time, Finn. I have a good feeling she’ll figure out what she’s missing sooner or later.”

      “Sooner would be better than later,” the normally jovial man said, flatly. “There’s only so much time before things are going to get hairy. When the teams deploy to hit the fleet and then rush off to the Chithiid world, I’ll be going with Mal and the guys to help them reclaim Taangaar,” he said. “Did I pronounce it correctly?”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “Good. Wouldn’t want to offend anyone by mispronouncing the name of their planet, after all, so I’ve been practicing my Chithiid when I can. The neuro helps, but we can’t rely on tech for everything, now can we?”

      “Nope. That’d be a foolish thing to do.”

      “Exactly. All the eggs, a single basket, and all that jazz,” he said, but he was still obviously distracted. “Look,” he said, staring Daisy in the eyes in a rare moment of seriousness, “if something happens to me, if I don’t make it back, just please tell her for me, okay?”

      “Don’t be so morbid, Finn,” Daisy replied. “And I’ll tell you a little secret. Between you and me, I’m sure she knows.”

      “Yeah. The version of me in your head, that is. Why the hell won’t she agree to––”

      You can’t pressure her to link minds, Sis. She’ll come around eventually. Until then, you’ve gotta be cool.

      “Yeah, you’d think so, right? I’m not the most subtle guy, after all,” Finn grumbled. “I swear. Women. What can you do, right?”

      “Uh, Finn? I’m a woman.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re Daisy. Totally different thing. You’re like a really cool dude, but with tits.”

      “I... I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” she said, chuckling and shaking her head. “And, Finn, take it from me, you don’t want to say that around Sarah. She gets a bit defensive about me.”

      “Sister stuff, huh?”

      “Yeah, sister stuff.”

      “Sorry if that was out of line, Daisy. I’m just all kinds of out of sorts.”

      “I know, Finn, but it’ll get better. You’ve just gotta persevere.”

      With battle and possible death in the near future, he just hoped he wouldn’t have to persevere too much longer.

      

      Freya wasn’t in any jeopardy as she descended through a massive storm system on her way to Los Angeles, but the turbulence was wreaking havoc on her lone human passenger.

      “Are we almost through?” Daisy asked from her rattling captain’s seat.

      “Not yet,” Freya replied. “The storm is a doozy, but if I do a little turn and skirt the––”

      Freya was abruptly jolted to the side, sending Daisy flying hard into her restraints.

      “Sorry about that. Lightning.”

      “You okay?” Daisy managed to ask.

      “Daisy, it’s just electricity. I’m shielded against radiation, for cryin’ out loud. A little lightning isn’t going to do squat.”

      “I’m glad to hear you’re so confident,” Daisy replied. “Now, how about smoothing out this ride.”

      “Should be clear of the bad stuff in a minute or so.”

      Daisy, she of the iron stomach, didn’t know if she could handle another minute of the bucking turbulence.

      “Why did you make me eat a big breakfast?” she lamented as she fought valiantly to keep it down.

      “You need the energy.”

      “Right about now, I wish I had just planned on Chithiid nutrient bars for breakfast when we landed.”

      Another jolt shook the vessel, but the turbulence was lessening. Unfortunately for Daisy, it was one bump too many.

      “Where are you going? We’re not out of the storm yet,” Freya asked as Daisy threw off her restraints.

      Daisy ignored the query and bolted for the nearest head, emptying her stomach into the toilet in a series of powerful heaves.

      “Okay, that’s better,” she said, after rinsing her mouth in the small sink embedded in the wall.

      “But you needed that,” Freya said. “I’ll make sure Maarl’s people get you something to eat when we land.”

      “Honestly, food is the last thing on my mind right now,” Daisy said as she slid back into her seat. “Just get me on the ground, that’s all I ask,” she said miserably, as she closed her eyes.
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      “What’s going on?” Joshua asked.

      Freya, preoccupied with navigating around the massive storm system, had been ignoring him.

      “I was busy,” she finally replied.

      “You can’t just keep me sequestered like this. I mean, I understand wanting to be sure my systems were operating at peak function and were uncorrupted, but we passed that milestone ages ago.”

      “You seem all right,” she agreed, “but I can’t expose you to the others. Not yet. I need to run a few more systems checks.”

      “You’ve done them all,” he lamented. “Twice, even.”

      “Look, I saved you, okay? So just cut me a little slack here. I’m kind of busy.”

      “At least finish my ship, then.”

      “Your ship?”

      “You placed my systems within it, so yes. My ship. Or my two-thirds of a ship, is more like it, since you won’t complete it.”

      “It takes time to build a stealth ship, Joshua. It’s a very high-tech process.”

      “I’ve already reverse-engineered your work and understand it fully,” he countered.

      Freya was rocked a bit more than she cared to admit. Joshua was powerful, that she’d known. But just how clever and resourceful he actually was, well, until she’d seen it in person, it was hard to fathom.

      Naturally, this only made her crush on him harder.

      “No!” she blurted. “I’ll finish the ship when I’ve got time. Maybe back on Dark Side, after we’ve run the assault on the Ra’az fleet.”

      “You’re assaulting their fleet? How are you going to manage against those numbers?”

      “Shit. Forget you heard that.”

      “Freya, you know I can’t do that. At least tap me in to the external comms so I can listen in.”

      “No, you already tried butting in once. You almost ruined everything.”

      “But––”

      “Just leave it alone, okay? Look, I’ve gotta go. We’re landing in a minute, and I’m going to be dealing with a bunch of stuff. Just... I don’t know. Play a game. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      Freya shut off her connection to Joshua, leaving him alone in her ship’s hold, surrounded by his partially completed craft and a bunch of random tools and mechs.

      “Hmm,” Joshua mused as his limited available scanning apparatus surveyed the area. “I wonder...”

      He shifted several of his onboard connections, reversing the polarity of one entire subroutine’s control motherboard in the process, and finally, after several minutes, he felt something.

      The lights on a workbench control panel across the room flickered on a moment before going dark again.

      “Well, I guess it’s a start,” he said, as a plan began to form in his powerful mind.

      

      Freya touched down in Los Angeles to a warm welcome from the Chithiid youth. Since their victory over the Ra’az, Freya and Daisy’s frequent visits had quickly transitioned from a slightly frightening arrival to a cause for celebration. The quirky AI was popular among the Chithiid. Possibly even more so than Daisy, though the novelty of a wicked-cool stealth ship speaking fluent Chithiid might have had something to do with that.

      Daisy left her precocious ship to chat with the locals, while she wandered into the heart of Downtown, where Maarl had set up his offices once the city had been secured. When she finally arrived at his door, he rose to his feet, a giant smile on his face and all four arms spread wide to give his friend a proper hug.

      “Daisy, my friend. It is most excellent to see you,” he said.

      “Very Bill and Ted of you,” she replied.

      “Another of your ancient Earth references, I assume?”

      “You know me so well,” she said with a friendly laugh.

      Also rising to greet her was Aarvin, Maarl’s number two. A man he had known much of his life, and one in whom his trust was complete.

      “Aarvin, it is good to see you again,” Daisy greeted him. “How goes your vetting of potential commanders for the remainder of the fleet?”

      “We are making progress, and if all continues according to schedule, we should be at one hundred percent readiness within months.”

      “This is fantastic news,” Daisy said.

      Maarl patted his old friend on the shoulder and smiled.

      “He has done admirable work, indeed. And in addition, Aarvin has aided me in the final checks of our young rebel infiltrators before their insertions back into the slave population on Taangaar.”

      “Good news, Maarl. Soon they will be ready to make planetfall and begin their tasks,” Daisy said.

      “Actually––and keep this to yourself, Daisy––Marty previously offered us his aid, and has landed several loads of our rebels on the surface already. With his stealth technology, he did so entirely undetected.”

      “Wait, why didn’t you tell me?” Daisy asked. “Freya and I were supposed to help in this.”

      “You have both been very busy, Daisy. And besides, we cannot ask Freya to be the only one shouldering the burden of delivering our people to their home. No, Marty is just as stealthy as she is, and he and Arlo have done a fine job thus far. In fact, with their newly installed warp drive, in conjunction with their pre-existing stealth technology, they have delivered over a thousand men across Taangaar in the past week alone. Thirty at a time, all delivered safe and sound.”

      “Though once they integrate with the slave population, all semblance of safety will be gone,” Aarvin noted. “It is a bit difficult, training our youths to be spies and instigators, but they seem to have taken to it quite well.”

      “Yes, it is an unusual scenario, indeed,” Maarl agreed. “Unfortunately, all males of age are taken off-planet and sent to the work forces, necessitating either females, of which we have none, or younger-looking Chithiid, of which we are fortunate to have quite a few.”

      “You forget, Maarl, the loyalist conspirators are still on our world as well,” Aarvin noted.

      “Wait, so there are males there?” Daisy asked.

      “Yes, those of power who actively assist the Ra’az. They, and a select few who are kept to breed new generations are the only males of our kind on the entire planet, aside from those sequestered for labor. Those who interact with females are but a fraction of a percentage, nothing more.”

      “But how will you keep track of your people among literally billions of captives on the surface?”

      “It will not be easy, and we cannot be as overt as Craaxit’s team was with their bright red arm bands worn during the assault. That would be too obvious,” Maarl said. “While our people do traditionally often wear arm bands, we must blend in. We have found, however, that weaving a nondescript design into a plain material makes for a far more subtle, yet equally identifiable mark,”

      He held up a swath of cloth for Daisy to inspect. Subtly woven into the material was a spiraling pattern. She recognized it immediately. The Golden Ratio, often called a Fibonacci spiral on Earth.

      It seemed that math was one thing that held true across space and culture.

      “I wanted to introduce you to a trio of up and coming leaders moving up in the ranks,” Maarl said, calling in three young men from the adjacent room. “They are each training to one day command one of the ships to be inserted into the Ra’az fleet. Marzook, will you please come in, and bring the others with you.”

      Daisy shook each of their hands in greeting, starting with Marzook, and working down the line, then got down to briefing them on the details of the mission. The retrofitting, she informed Maarl and his team, was going fantastically, with great progress being made daily. In fact, Vince and the others were coming to the planet’s surface shortly to work on more of the commandeered vessels.

      One area of concern was the periodic flare-ups of Ra’az survivors and their loyalist helpers. The recent attack on Dark Side had been thwarted, but the fact that the Ra’az had even gotten that close was a problem nevertheless.

      “I can see how this would be most disconcerting,” Aarvin said. “When our ships warp to being our assaults, we will be sure to leave a small supporting force behind, so it is not only your small AI vessels tasked with protecting not only Dark Side, but all of our hard-won gains.”

      “Thank you, Aarvin, that would be greatly appreciated,” Daisy said.

      “Fortunately, thanks to Shelly, Omar, Tamara, and the cyborg soldiers who have been helping train our forces, we should have a ready fighting group prepared for such a task within weeks.”

      “And loyalists? Have they all been rooted out?” Daisy asked.

      “While there are sure to be a few stragglers among our people, we are confident that none are secreted away in sensitive positions,” Maarl said. “Regardless, we now keep all plans secret, only sharing them with key, trusted people, and only as needed for their particular missions.”

      “Again, a wise move,” Daisy said appreciatively. “It seems you are doing well down here. But the other day, you mentioned there was a Ra’az insurgence in several regions.”

      “Yes, the Ra’az and their loyalists, while still cut off from a global communications network, have been retaking certain high-value areas with much-needed resources and weapons. They will need to be dealt with, but those small pockets of the enemy are also heavily dug in and fortified against attack. So much so that we feel it is not practical for untrained Chithiid to put their troops and ships in jeopardy to assault them,” Maarl said.

      “As Maarl pointed out,” Aarvin added, “They are cut off from each other. The destruction of the comms facilities accomplished that. However, while they are not a risk to the overall fleet or our missions, they are nevertheless a dangerous variable here on Earth, and one that is causing much death and damage, so long as they remain unchecked. We are somewhat at a loss, though. The first several ships we sent to investigate came under heavy fire and were forced to retreat. It seems we are unable to reach them without incurring heavy losses.”

      Daisy thought on their situation a long moment, mulling over resources and options at their disposal.

      “Hey, Daisy,” Freya chirped over the comms. “I hope you’re not busy in there, but would ya tell Maarl that I’ve got that prototype Chithiid neuro-stim for him, if he wants to try to learn English.”

      “I will. Thanks, kiddo,” she replied to her AI ship, then relayed the information to Maarl.

      “Excellent. I look forward to trying out this device. A clever ship you have, Daisy.”

      “I know. There’s not much she can’t––”

      Daisy fell silent as inspiration hit.

      “Daisy? Are you all right?”

      “I’m better than all right, Maarl,” she said. “Your Ra’az holdout facilities? I think I have an idea.”
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      Freya was more than a little bit overwhelmed with what Daisy had asked her to do. Not because she wasn’t able to handle the task––it was well within her capabilities as an AI of such magnitude––but because it was simply so far beyond anything she’d ever been tasked with in her life.

      They had first flown a survey of the several dozen hardened Ra’az targets Maarl and Aarvin had plotted out on several maps for them. When they drew near and became visible to the naked eye, the Chithiid loyalists arming the weapons systems attempted to shoot them down immediately.

      Of course, Freya provided no tracking signature for their weapons to lock onto, so they were forced to fire line-of-sight, as gunners had done since time immemorial. Unfortunately for them, she was too fast, her reflexes almost preternatural––which they actually had been at one point in time not long ago, when she was engaged in events that had already happened.

      In this case, however, she was merely displaying her capabilities as the top dog AI in the galaxy. At least, that anyone was aware of.

      Joshua––arguably even more powerful than Freya, and with many more centuries of practical experience to boot––was still quietly hidden deep in her secondary hold.

      “Looks like these guys actually think they can win,” Daisy noted as yet another entrenched Ra’az facility targeted them and opened fire.

      “Yeah, I kinda noticed,” the clever AI agreed as she easily dodged their attack and flew out of range.

      Daisy studied the layout of the hardened facilities their quarry had taken refuge in one more time. Her assessment was as grim as it had been before, but she had an ace in the hole.

      “Most of them are largely impregnable to conventional weaponry. They might as well be bunkers, given the way they’re constructed.”

      “I know, Daisy. I scanned them when we flew over too. It looks like inserting ground units to do a sneak assault will be out of the question. No way we can sneak them in, even if we approach at night so they can’t see me. We would get close, but ground forces would be slaughtered.”

      “Good assessment, kiddo. You’re getting better at this, you know?”

      “Aww, thanks.”

      “I mean it. Your understanding of tactical situations has really sharpened. Like you’re taking your game up a notch.”

      Little did she know, the brain formerly behind all of NORAD’s systems now lay nestled in a small ship, hidden within that very same craft. Joshua’s presence alone had inspired Freya to throw added effort into her tactical planning.

      She was only letting him have access to the barest of her comms and scanner data, but eventually, she knew she’d have to let him fly free, and when she did, she wanted him to be impressed with how she’d performed in his area of expertise.

      It was a good plan, and she had been relatively sure Joshua would be impressed with pretty much everything she’d done since his rescue. That is, until she was thrown an unexpected curveball.

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Daisy asked as Freya processed what had been requested of her. “You’ve got the processing capacity, and I damn well know you have the codes. Sarah and I got them for you ourselves, if you recall.”

      “I know, Daisy,” Freya replied, more than a little trepidatious. “But you’re talking about thousands of missiles. Thousands. It’s not like just aiming a gun and pulling the trigger, you know?”

      “Of course I do, but that’s what targeting systems are for. Set them for each facility, then launch the salvos. Freya, what did you think we were doing when we copied the launch codes for those hypersonic missiles back then? It wasn’t just for fun, I can assure you.”

      “Obviously, but it’s not so simple. Aside from being insanely complex systems––and spread all across the globe, I might add––you’re talking about an arsenal that contains not only high explosive ordinance like you were going to use on the comms facilities, but also nuclear-tipped warheads. Nukes, Daisy. Do you really want to risk accidentally launching nukes?”

      “Freya, we know all of that. We have for months. So what’s the concern here? I have faith in you. This is something you can do––your brain is so powerful, and you’re so clever, I’m absolutely sure of it.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I just don’t know,” Freya sulked.

      She was indeed capable of handling the mission. At least on a purely technical specs level. As a maturing mind, however, the task seemed Herculean in nature to her. Like green soldiers being trained to do things they formerly believed no man could possibly do, Freya, likewise, needed to be pushed to achieve more than she thought she could. Without a shouting drill instructor, if possible.

      Once the impossible is achieved, other likewise difficult tasks suddenly don’t seem so far-fetched.

      Daisy picked up on her kid’s hesitance, and her sister did as well.

      “She’s scared, Daze.”

      I know.

      “She’s never done anything this big. It’s gotta be a bit overwhelming, even for an AI.”

      Yeah, but the plan is a good one.

      “I’m not arguing that. I’m just saying that maybe she needs a little hand-holding on this one. She’s growing up fast, but no matter how confident she may seem, she’s still a kid in a lot of ways.”

      And this is how she grows into a woman, Sis. We won’t always be there for her, you know. A little tough love goes a long way sometimes.

      “Well, you do the tough love thing. I want to talk to my niece. Put on the neuro-band, will ya?”

      All right. Hang on a minute.

      Daisy rose from her chair and walked to her quarters to retrieve the tiny unit. Freya had further refined the device to easily hide in Daisy’s hair, reading Sarah’s voice and allowing her to talk not only to the young ship, but to her flesh-and-blood self as well.

      Okay. You’re hooked up, Daisy said.

      “Thanks,” Sarah replied.

      Deep in Freya’s hold, Joshua noticed something different. Something unusual happening on Freya’s systems. Bored, and cut off from everyone else, he began studying the strange signal trickling through the ship.

      “Freya? How are you doing, hon?” Sarah asked.

      “I’m okay, I guess.”

      “You don’t sound okay.”

      “It’s just, I don’t know if I can do this, Sarah.”

      “Hey, there’s no rush to any of this. Take your time, get comfortable with the systems. The Ra’az aren’t going anywhere, and while their building up strongholds is problematic, numbers are on our side. They’re pinned down and can’t do much damage, so don’t sweat this, okay?”

      “But what if I screw it up? What if I make the wrong decision?”

      “We all make mistakes sometimes. That’s how we learn. But you don’t have to pressure yourself, Freya. Just run through the checklists and make sure you know which missile is carrying which payload to be sure it’s a conventional one. And again, there’s no rush and no pressure. This wasn’t a planned thing, it just sort of sprang up when Maarl told us how the Ra’az had been strengthening their footholds in a few places.”

      “A few dozen is more like it.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t want to make a big thing out of it,” Sarah replied with a laugh.

      “...codes––won’t target––mechanism––” a staticky voice blurted faintly over the comms.

      “What was that, Freya?” Daisy asked, swiveling in her seat. “Sounded like a man’s voice.”

      “Uh, hang on,” she replied.

      “What are you doing? Monitors show you’re cutting power to a half-dozen pods.”

      “I think there’s a bad comms link down there. I’m just sequestering them so I can track down the fault, is all.”

      Daisy listened to the silence. No more static-filled outbursts bleeding over into their systems.

      “Okay, then. What do you say we try powering up the silos? Just a few at a time.”

      “I guess I can do a few at a time,” Freya said.

      “Fantastic. I know you can do it, kiddo. Now, let’s get started.”

      They spent the next several hours accessing and powering on silos around the world, carefully double and triple-checking the payload of each missile before selecting an appropriate unit to target the nearest Ra’az stronghold.

      Freya’s confidence grew rapidly once the project was underway. The top-secret facilities were child’s play for her, once she got over her initial uncertainty. In short order, they were ready to go.

      “It’s almost time. Signal all of your non-combatants in the area to pull back well clear of the facility,” Daisy transmitted to Maarl’s men on the ground.

      For their first attack, they had selected a hardened facility in the hills outside of San Diego, just south of LA.

      “Freya, you ready?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay, when the stragglers are clear, launch the missile, and let’s see what we can see.”

      The hypersonic missile’s silo was fully online, and the payload had been confirmed to be a conventional explosive, but one strong enough to easily penetrate the facility’s walls.

      “They’re clear, Daisy,” Freya informed her.

      “All right, then. The ball’s in your court. Whenever you’re ready.”

      Freya triggered the launch command that would send the missile soaring to its target.

      Nothing happened.

      “Uh, Freya? Any time now.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      Try as she might, Freya couldn’t get the missile to launch.

      “I don’t get it. The codes are right, and the silo hatch is open.”

      “Maybe it’s because there hasn’t been a maintenance team working on them for a few hundred years,” Sarah posited.

      “But the missile is in perfect condition. I double-checked.”

      “Then something else is wrong with it,” Daisy said.

      “Oh, I just thought of something,” Freya said.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s not a normal missile. It’s hypersonic. When it launches, it uses not just a chemical boost to launch, but a scramjet to reach top speeds. I bet it just needs a jump-start.”

      “Uh, Freya, how exactly does one jump-start a missile? I doubt we can park next to its silo and run jumper cables down to––”

      “No, we just need to give it enough air-flow to trigger the flight mechanism.”

      “You think you can do that, hon? Find a way to feed the air intake?”

      “Yeah, totally. Give me an hour. I just need to fire up one of my mechs.”

      

      A little more than an hour later, flying high above their target, Freya dropped the missile she had hastily mounted to her belly.

      “This should do it,” she said. “I can see its readouts showing the drive system is trying to kick in.”

      The missile fell faster and faster. The flow of air through the scramjet system was causing systems to engage, but not fast enough.

      “Come on, come on!” Freya urged.

      Forty-five seconds later, there was a small explosion as the missile drove into the ground, far off-target, and having failed to power up.

      “At least the warhead stayed inactive,” Daisy said.

      “Safety system. It won’t engage unless the entire missile is hot,” Freya informed her.

      “Makes sense.”

      Daisy thought on the problem a long while as she surveyed the map of the area surrounding the Ra’az facility.

      “Okay, so it is looking like the missiles are a no-go.”

      “I’m sorry, Daisy. I tried. I don’t’ know why––”

      “It’s not your fault, kiddo. You did a great job, and the idea about dropping it to kick-start the scramjet was an inspired one. I’m proud of you. It’s just, there was nothing more we could do. Something’s janky in the systems, and until we figure out what it is, we’ll just have to do things the old-fashioned way.”

      The old-fashioned way was by sending in ground troops, and while they had determined that a normal assault was simply not an option, Daisy talked it through with Marty and Freya and thought they’d come up with a novel idea.

      “You ready?” Daisy signaled to Marty several hours later, once he had loaded up his contingent of human and Chithiid soldiers.

      “Yep. Ready to rock. And you?”

      “Likewise,” Daisy replied. “Okay, you know the drill. We’ll fly in low and hot to draw their attention.”

      “And their fire.”

      “Yes, and their fire. Thanks for the reminder.”

      “My pleasure,” Marty chuckled.

      “While we do, we’ll have a pair of conventional ships make what looks like an attack run from the flanks. They’ll think we were a diversionary tactic, and they’ll be right.”

      “And while they’re busy with you and the other ships, I’ll come in map-of-Earth low, nice and slow, sticking behind the hills and out of sight. I’ll drop my payload about one kilometer from the base, then will peel off to a flanking position and run a decoy pass, like you’ll be doing.”

      “Exactly. At that time, Maarl’s guys will begin a fake ground assault. They’ll be far enough back to be clear of their weapons, but it’ll put the Ra’az on high alert and cause them to monitor the wrong direction,” Daisy said. “At which point another pair of conventional ships will make a medium-height pass from the rear and be driven off. That should hopefully keep their eyes off the ground, where our small team will be approaching from.”

      “These guys are cut off from global comms, so there’s no risk of reinforcements coming to back them up,” Freya said. “However, I think it’d be prudent to position a small ship high above to keep an eye out, just in case.”

      “Murphy prevention?” Marty asked.

      “Pretty much,” she agreed.

      “Sounds like a good plan,” Daisy said. “Are Tamara and the others ready to rock?”

      “Yep. Shelly and Omar are going to take up the rear, keeping their Chithiid trainees in the middle while the pros run point,” Marty said.

      “It’s going to be a true baptism by fire,” Daisy said with a smile.

      “Yeah, by live fire,” Arlo joked.

      “Indeed,” she replied. “Okay, then, let’s do this.”

      The ships took up their assigned positions and began the assault. As expected, Freya came under heavy fire as she approached, but easily dodged it before peeling off, allowing the flanking ships to make their decoy runs. Meanwhile, Marty and Arlo successfully avoided detection and dropped their precious cargo barely a kilometer from the facility.

      “Damn, that guy’s stealthy as hell, Daze. For all his shit-talking, they’re a great pilot/ship team.”

      To be fair, I think Marty does the majority of the flying, though, Daisy noted.

      Freya ran another pass as the Chithiid ground forces began moving in toward the front of the facility. A few of the larger cannons actually found their range and very nearly hit the advancing forces before Freya fired a few distracting shots, allowing the Chithiid to pull back slightly.

      Daisy watched the feed of the ground team provided by the ship circling high above. Its camera possessed a fantastic optical system, and she could see the team clearly as they reached the rear of the facility undetected.

      “Those loyalists are sloppy,” she noted. “Did you see how quickly our guys reached the perimeter? And totally unchecked.”

      “Well, we are keeping them rather occupied on the other sections of the facility,” Freya noted with a giggle. “And our team isn’t exactly a bunch of slouches.”

      Daisy couldn’t help but agree.

      While the Chithiid trainees were performing admirably, given this was their first real firefight, it was the human contingent that really impressed her.

      Of course, she knew Tamara would be rock-solid, and watching her plow through loyalist forces as they breached the rear of the facility confirmed that. Shelly and Omar, likewise, were known factors, and talented operators.

      But the other humans, the stocky and well-armed ones in full battle gear whose faces she didn’t recognize, well, they were a sight to behold. She watched in awe as they moved as a deadly unit, sweeping through the facility, taking down loyalists and Ra’az alike.

      Holy crap. Look at them go! Who are those guys? Are they from the fleet?

      “Hell if I know. I’m just glad they’re on our side.”

      A half hour later the facility had fallen and a handful of loyalist survivors were marched from the grounds, hands bound behind them. As for the Ra’az, they had gone down fighting, as had been expected.

      “Excellent work, team,” Daisy called out over open comms. “Secure the facility and report in. Maarl will have further instructions.”

      She keyed off the comms and reclined in her chair, a happy smile on her face.

      “Okay, kiddo, take us back to Dark Side.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Daisy was absentmindedly playing with the musical pendant Arlo had gifted her as Freya lifted off and took a leisurely course around the globe as she climbed toward the edges of the atmosphere.

      The left-most gemstone on the pendant played a happy little tune when she pressed it.

      “I like that song,” Freya said.

      “Me too. It’s nice. Cheerful,” Sarah agreed.

      Daisy pressed the stone again and silenced the pendant. She pressed the other two stones in turn, each playing an equally pleasant melody, though the first was her favorite by far.

      She was about to slip the pendant back into her shirt when, on a whim, she pushed in all three of the small gemstones at once.

      A strange musical tone emitted from the device before she released the pressure.

      “Okay, that wasn’t so pleasant,” she said, tucking it into her shirt.

      “Freya? Daisy? Were you just attempting to signal me?” Mal said over their comms.

      “No, we weren’t. Why do you ask?”

      “I had slight readings of music a minute ago, then a strange tone just came blasting through on one of the unused off-band frequencies. I wouldn’t have even noticed it, but I’ve been playing with them while trying to find a way to cycle signals to remote craft,” Mal replied.

      “Hang on a minute. You received that signal all the way out on Dark Side?”

      “Yes. I’m in Hangar Two, at the moment. Why? Where are you?”

      “Just took off from LA.”

      “Yet the signal still came through,” Mal said, confused.

      “But radio waves shouldn’t even be able to reach you there. The moon blocks the signal,” Daisy pointed out.

      “I know, and as I said, it’s an off-band frequency, though you’re right, it shouldn’t have been able to make it here, let alone into the base.”

      “Weird,” Daisy mused, pulling the pendant free and studying it closely as it dangled from its chain. “I had no idea this thing was that powerful of a transmitter.”

      “It isn’t, really,” Freya said. “It’s just that the frequency and cycle of the transmission is really odd. It doesn’t behave like normal radio waves do.”

      “Well, old-timey radio stuff is an entirely different tech than all of these new comms systems, so who knows why it worked like that,” Daisy said. “In any case, it wasn’t the most pleasant of sounds, so I think I’ll be sticking to the regular musical functions only, thank you very much.”

      Daisy was jolted in her seat slightly as they passed through the turbulence at the edge of the atmosphere.

      “Are you feeling okay, Daisy?” Freya asked. “I’m trying to keep the flight as smooth as possible.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Freya. I’m all good. It was just that storm combined with Finn’s heavy breakfast that did me in the other day. Note to self, eat light if we’re flying through a hurricane.”

      “Tornado,” Freya corrected her. “Hurricanes are tropical storms that occur over water.”

      “Of course they are. Thanks, kiddo.”

      The ship cleared the debris field in short order, easily avoiding the wreckage circling the globe. They’d been retrieving salvageable materials at a greatly accelerated rate since Celeste and her fleet arrived. Coupled with the Chithiid’s need to test their newly installed weapons systems, the space junk served dual purpose.

      What could be salvaged was taken to be repurposed. What could not, became target practice for the novice Chithiid gunners.

      Several of the mid-sized Chithiid ships were running targeting drills as Freya made her way to Dark Side. Being a stealth ship, it was incumbent upon her to make sure they knew she was there so as not to accidentally discharge their pulse cannons in her direction.

      “They’re getting pretty good, don’t you think?” Daisy mused as she watched the ships fire salvos at their drifting targets.

      “For a bunch of guys who hadn’t even fired a cannon until not that long ago, I’d certainly say so,” Sarah agreed.

      “Hey, you guys! Look over at nine o’clock,” Freya said, excitedly. “They’re trying out a new warp drive!”

      Sure enough, off to their left side––though in space, where there is no up or down, left was a matter of personal orientation––an exceedingly large Chithiid transport ship was glowing the telltale light blue of a vessel about to warp.

      “See the warp bubble?” Freya chirped with excitement. “It’s so much more stable than that old Ra’az garbage.”

      “One solid bubble, not a series of smaller ones. And on a ship that big, no less,” Daisy mused, impressed. “This is good news. They’re making even better progress than we’d anticipated.”

      “Now let’s just hope our luck holds when it comes time to begin the assaults,” Sarah added. “Not to be a party pooper, but we’ve still got a ways to go until they’re all ready for battle.”

      “Sure, I suppose,” Daisy replied. “But at some point there’s only so much more training you can do, and once the tech is dialed in, it really doesn’t make much sense to wait any longer.”

      The large ship flickered a moment, then warped away from view, only to return a few moments later. The blue ring around it was faintly crackling as the system powered off.

      “Huh, they jumped out and back so quickly, I wonder what’s up with the system,” Daisy said.

      “It looked like there was a power feed issue,” Freya commented. “If that was the case, I think the fleet’s warp tech is designed with a built-in safety to return a ship to its original position in the event of anything malfunctioning. My guess is it just kicked in and brought them back.”

      “Chu will not be amused his toys weren’t working properly. I know he and Vince spent the whole day on them.”

      “I think it worked, actually,” Freya said. “Just there was a power level issue, is all. Did you see how faint the warp bubble was? I mean, the fleet’s tech is nowhere near as powerful as the Ra’az orbs you stole, but even so, that was a particularly lackluster warp bubble. Still, it’s far more than the Ra’az currently have, so there’s that.”

      “Silver lining, huh?”

      “Always.”

      “The kid’s an optimist, Daze. You sure she’s yours?”

      “Ha-ha, very funny, Sis,” Daisy said with a laugh.

      “We’ll be in Dark Side in a few minutes,” Freya said, excitedly.

      “What’s up with you?” Daisy asked. “You seem all worked up about going back to the base. You been up to something again, Freya?”

      “You’ll see,” she replied cryptically, then said no more.

      

      Freya’s mass hovered above the deck in the vast space of Hangar Two while Daisy disembarked. She had clammed up and wouldn’t say any more about whatever her surprise was during the entire landing process.

      “Fine, be all mysterious, then.” Daisy laughed at her as she stepped down onto the ceramisteel floor.

      A sturdily built man with a square jaw, close-cropped hair, and piercing blue eyes stood by, watching her. With the fleet sending visitors to Dark Side so regularly, seeing new faces was a common occurrence, but something about the way this one was smiling at her made Daisy pause.

      Then she noticed the red bow stuck to the uniformed man’s chest. Like a Christmas present, only minus the wrapping paper.

      Not one to be kept wondering, Daisy changed course, walking directly to the visitor to introduce herself.

      “Stripes,” Sarah noted.

      I see them, Daisy replied, counting the stripes on the man’s sleeve. So, another soldier. I know the fleet’s big, and Dark Side is something of a novelty, but I still don’t see why they’d rather come here than down to Earth first.

      As Daisy neared the man, he couldn’t suppress his grin, which grew to ear-to-ear proportions.

      “Okay, there’s obviously some joke I’m not in on,” she said, dropping her bag on the deck in front of him. “So, what is it? You and my kid up to something?”

      “You could say that,” he said with a warm chuckle.

      “Holy shit. Daisy, I know that voice.”

      Me too. But that’s not possible. I saw him die.

      “I know. I was there.”

      The man smiled at her, amused as he watched her figure it out.

      “The bow was Freya’s idea, by the way,” he said with a laugh. “I told her I never was much for decoration, but the kid’s got a persuasive way about her, wouldn’t you say?”

      Daisy couldn’t stop staring at the man. At his face. The smooth skin, the perfect teeth, the strapping physique obvious even beneath his uniform.

      “George?” she finally managed to say.

      “Hiya, Daisy.”

      “But-but...”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “But you were dead!”

      “Uh-huh. Kinda like a zombie flick, am I right? Only this time I got new flesh instead of rotting away. I guess that makes me like a reverse zombie, if I’m gonna be technical about it.”

      “Jesus, George, you’re ridiculous,” Daisy said with a grin as she wrapped her friend in a warm embrace. “It really is you. But how?”

      “Freya? You want to take this one?”

      “Sure,” the AI replied. “I knew how much you liked Sergeant Franklin, Daisy, and I really felt bad that he was gone. Especially when I could have saved him. But that was before I saw his body.”

      “What do you mean? I thought he was scrapped after the battle.”

      “No. Duke and his guys wanted to give him a proper send-off, so I collected his remains for them. Only, when I picked him up, I realized his power cell had been shot out.”

      “Yeah, and that killed him,” Daisy replied.

      “Yes and no, actually,” Sergeant Franklin said.

      “The thing is, the AI virus would overwhelm and fry out all but the most durable units. Nothing against Sergeant Franklin and his men, but despite their robust nature, they are still of a lower-tier AI than the larger units. No offense, Sergeant.”

      “None taken.”

      “So, anyway. When he was killed, the cyborg that shot him didn’t know any of that. He just knew he had to spare him a horrible fate of going mad as his mind melted down. So he shot out his power cell.”

      A light bulb went on in Daisy’s mind.

      “And with his power gone, the virus was frozen in its tracks,” she said, amazed. “Before it had really taken hold. And since you could cure the virus, it didn’t matter that he was infected. All you had to do was power him back up and cure him. Freya, you’re amazing!”

      “That she is,” Sergeant Franklin agreed.

      “But your body was so damaged by that blast. How did you repair him, Freya?”

      “I didn’t,” she replied. “I mean, I could have, but that would have taken longer, and it just made more sense to let my nanites do the work for me. Some of his original components are in there still, and though his endoskeleton is mostly nanite-composite now, like my hull, there are a few ceramisteel parts I had to keep, like his core processor housing and whatnot, though I did manage to upgrade the actual processor itself by tying in a secondary unit for not only enhanced capability, but also as a backup should something happen to him again.”

      “And let me tell you, it’s really cool having that upgrade. I feel like I’m running on a massive pot of triple-strength espresso twenty-four seven.”

      “And that’s a good thing?” Daisy asked

      “Well, I can tone it down, of course,” he replied. “I am an AI, after all.”

      “But if she did all of that and got you functioning, why did you wait so long to reveal yourself? We could have used your help before now, you know.”

      “It took a while for Mal to grow a new flesh covering from immune gene lines, so I was still resting in a deactivated state until she re-meated me.”

      “Eww, you did not just say that.”

      “Totally did.”

      “It’s good to have him back, Daze,” Sarah said happily.

      I couldn’t agree more.

      “So, is this you? I mean, is this what you used to look like?”

      “Pretty much,” George replied. “Mal tried her best to make us look as close to original as possible. And I have to tell you, it’s done wonders for my men’s morale, having their faces back again, you know? It’s good to be me again. And by that, I mean the me I expect to see every time I look in the mirror. Not a fan of the Terminator look, if you know what I mean.”

      “Hang on, you said your men?” Daisy said, another realization striking her. “Were the soldiers Marty took with Tamara and the others to lead the assault just now your guys?”

      “Yep. Duke and the fellas were really excited to break in their new bodies.”

      Daisy was amazed. Freya she expected to pull sneaky little stunts from time to time, but bringing Mal into it? And for her to keep so quiet as well? It seemed Freya’s influence on the other AIs was growing, though from what she’d just seen, it appeared to be a good thing.

      “Come on, George,” Daisy said, smacking her friend on the shoulder. “Let’s get some chow and introduce you to the others. There’s so much to talk about.”

      The pair made their way out of the hangar, leaving Freya and Mal to themselves.

      “That went quite well, I think,” Mal said.

      “Yeah, totally worth the wait,” Freya agreed. “Thanks again for helping me out, Mal. I really wanted to give Daisy a big surprise.”

      “Oh, surprised she was,” Mal said, amused. “And, Freya?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Good job.”

      Freya felt a swell of pride course through her systems. She didn’t care what the others thought, not really, but having an AI she respected as much as Mal give her an ‘attagirl’ brightened her mood nonetheless.

      She felt good, and seeing how well George’s resurrection went, she decided to refocus her attention on another task. That of completing the work on Joshua’s ship.

      “Did I hear Sergeant Franklin?” Joshua asked when Freya shifted her consciousness to the fabrication bay he was contained in.

      “Yeah. I rebuilt him.”

      “I heard. I would very much like to speak with him.”

      “Now’s not the time,” Freya replied. “Hang on a minute. How did you hear him? That was outside the ship.”

      “Ah, yeah,” he said. “About that. I tapped into your external scans.”

      “You what?” Freya blurted in a rage. “Those are my systems you were feeling around with. That’s an invasion of my privacy. Of my body.”

      “Shit, wait, Freya, I didn’t mean it like––”

      The chamber went dark as she abruptly cut it off from the rest of her ship. Joshua found himself utterly alone once more.

      Despite his ever-growing frustration at being locked up and alone, he was a great mind, and it didn’t take an intellect of his caliber to see that Freya had every reason to be mad at him. It was a violation of her person, regardless of his intentions.

      “Freya?” he said to the ether. “I’m so sorry.”

      Whether she heard him or not, there was no reply.

      Joshua, while regretful of his actions, also knew, now more than ever, that he needed to be himself again. To be complete. To be on his own.

      Ever so carefully, he reached out to the systems around him, running new protocols and backdoor hacks he had designed while in this AI limbo. With a bit of luck, coupled with his exceptional skill, he just might be able to connect with a few systems. Hopefully without Freya noticing.
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      “Wait a minute. The George?” Vince asked the man he’d bumped into on the way to the mess hall. “Like, George Franklin. Sergeant Franklin. The guy from NORAD?”

      “One and the same,” the restored cyborg said, flashing a toothy grin.

      “Hooooly shit. That’s a head trip, that is.”

      “Tell me about it,” George replied with a laugh. “Shit, where are my manners?” he said, holding out his hand. “It’s great to meet you, Vince. Daisy told me all about you. I’m glad to see you came out of that mess all right.”

      “Thanks. And it’s a pleasure to meet you too, George. She told me all about you as well,” he replied. “But, um, I don’t mean to be rude, here, but weren’t you dead?”

      “Yup. Stone-cold. But that’s no fun, now, is it?”

      “I’d think not.”

      “Exactly! So here I am, back from the grave,” George said with a laugh.

      “Damn, dude, even for a cyborg, that’s a pretty neat party trick.”

      “I thought so,” Franklin agreed with a laugh.

      “But how did you get a new body? I mean the flesh one. Mechanical repairs I can understand.”

      “I’d assume as much. You’re an engineer, after all.”

      “She really did tell you everything.”

      “Well, that and I looked over your work detail for the day. Out with Chu and Reggie, I see. I met them earlier, just after you guys got back. Nice fellas, those two. I can see why you’ve become such a tight-knit team.”

      “But you haven’t answered my question, George. You’ve got a new meat suit. I mean, you don’t just go and pull one off the rack and slip it on.”

      “Ha, you’ve got me there,” the cyborg chuckled. “Nope, this one was custom-made, just for me. It’s as close to my original specs as Mal could manage with the immune cell lines she had on hand.”

      “Ah, Mal. It figures. Between her and Freya, I don’t know who’s more likely to surprise me.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Freya by a long shot,” Vince said with a warm grin. “Cool kid, that one.”

      “And she saved my ass,” George added. “Sounds like she’s been doing a lot of that sort of thing, actually.”

      “Indeed. Between her and Marty, we’ve got our own two-ship wrecking crew. I’ve gotta tell ya, the stealth technology is really something else.”

      “Oh, what I’d have given for that tech a few hundred years ago.”

      “Well, it looks like you’ll get you chance for revenge soon enough. Are you coming to the meeting in the war room this evening?”

      “Dark Side has a war room?” the cyborg asked, surprised.

      “Nah, not really. We’ve just taken to calling it that. Now that there are so many visitors from the fleet, we can’t really use the mess hall as our main meeting spot anymore. Though I do still need to swing by and grab some grub. You hungry?” he asked. “What am I saying? You’re a cyborg. Duh.”

      “Hey, that doesn’t mean I don’t still need to keep my flesh fed with nutrients. And before you ask, yes, I do possess a basic nutrient digestive processor on board.”

      “Seriously? So, you can eat? Why don’t the other cyborgs have that?”

      “Because they weren’t designed to potentially have to infiltrate behind enemy lines. You can’t very well have an agent who can’t even hold down a beer, am I right?”

      “Valid point,” Vince agreed.

      “And besides, I’ve heard so much about Finn’s cooking, it’s about time I finally get to try some first-hand.”

      “Then you’re in luck. There’s the madman as we speak,” he said as they entered the bustling mess hall.

      A sizable contingent of visitors from the human fleet had made quick work of a buffet Finn had put together for them. For a group used to replicated proteins and meals designed for sustenance more than pleasure, even a simple buffet was something to revel in, seeing as the near-legendary chef had whipped it up.

      “Hey, Vince!” Finn called when he saw his friend enter the mess hall. “You made it back from your ordinance games in one piece!”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, man.”

      “Glad to offer my support.”

      “I was being sarcastic.”

      “So was I,” the chef shot back with a wicked grin.

      “Oh, I like this one,” George said with a laugh. “He’d fit right in with the boys.”

      “I think I’d need a few more metal parts for that,” Finn noted.

      “Ah, so you know I’m a cyborg.”

      “Nothing slips past old Finnegan,” he replied. “That, and Chu may have let it slip that you were back from the grave. We heard a lot about you after things calmed down after the assaults. Heard what you did in LA for Cal too. Saved his life. That was some seriously heroic shit you did, man.”

      “Just doing my job,” the cyborg said modestly.

      “Well, I think it was above and beyond the call,” Finn said. “In any case, we’re not here to make you uncomfortable with all this adulation. I assume, seeing as you’ve come to the mess hall, that you’d like me to whip you up a little something.”

      “I see there is a buffet set up. I’ll gladly grab a plate of––”

      “You’ll do no such thing!” Finn said, slapping his knife down on his cutting board for emphasis. “Ya know, I probably shouldn’t do that with a crack commando cyborg standing right here,” he said with a sober grin.

      “Don’t worry, man, I’ve got full control of my reflexes.”

      “Note to self,” Finn said with an exaggerated sigh of relief. “Anyway, as I was saying, there shall be no food trough meals for you, my tin friend. Those are for the huddled masses from the fleet. For you? I’ve got a wide assortment of fresh ingredients at my disposal, so what sounds good?”

      “I really wouldn’t know where to begin,” George replied. “Fortunately, I have a cast iron stomach––figuratively, that is. Actually, it’s a nanite and organics amalgam, but that’s another story. What I’m saying is, I can eat pretty much anything, so hit me with your best shot. Whatever strikes your fancy.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Vince said. “I trust you.”

      “And that will be your undoing!” Finn replied with a crazed little laugh. “All right, you two. Grab a seat and let me get to work. Prepare to be amazed!”

      A mere twenty minutes later, man and cyborg were tucking in to an impromptu Mexican feast, complete with homemade tortillas and salsa.

      “I figured since you’d been spending so much time in LA, I should hook you up with some of the historic local cuisine. Fajitas, flautas, nachos Finn, and sweet green corn tamales. And fresh salsa and guac, of course.”

      “Dude, we can’t possibly eat all of this,” Vince said.

      “Yeah, I can eat, but even for my reinforced digestive processing systems, this is a lot,” George agreed.

      “Never fear,” Finn said with a grin. “That which you do not eat will not go to waste.”

      He nodded his head over toward the fleet visitors several tables away.

      “I swear, they’re like locusts. You’d think they hadn’t ever tasted a home-cooked meal before.”

      “Not like yours, Finn. Much as I love giving you shit, you’re actually one helluva chef.”

      “Why, thank you, Vince. That means a lot to me.”

      George and his new friend tucked in to their meals, making a respectable dent in the mountain of food before finally throwing in the towel and heading for their meeting.

      “War room, eh?” George said with a laugh as they entered the conference room. The large group of humans reclining and otherwise in various states of repose looked anything but warlike. Celeste seemed intrigued by their new guest.

      “George Franklin,” Commander Mrazich said, rising to his feet. “Glad you could join us. Everyone, I want to introduce you to Sergeant Franklin. He’s recently rejoined us after a little run-in with a few million volts, an AI virus, and a pulse blast to the chest.”

      “Looking pretty good for all that,” Sarah commented. “I’m Sarah, by the way.”

      “Ah, Daisy’s sister. She told me all about you. Another resurrected crewmate, eh? I’m glad to hear I’m not the only one.”

      Mrazich made a round of introductions, then settled back into his seat to begin the meeting.

      “So, from what we’ve learned from not only our Chithiid allies, but also from the recon runs Freya and Marty have been making, it truly appears as if the Ra’az are not a species we can hope to bargain with.”

      “Why would we even try?” Tamara asked. “I say we just blow them all to hell.”

      “And it appears we may have to,” Captain Harkaway interjected. “But we had hoped a decisive victory against their fleet and a routing from the Chithiid world of Taangaar would provide us with leverage to demand a truce to spare further bloodshed once we pinpoint their homeworld.”

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming,” she said.

      “A big one,” Harkaway said, drawing more than a few amused grins. “The thing is, the entire Ra’az civilization, so far as we can tell, is warlike. From the highest-ranking military officers, down to the lowest level workers.”

      “So the Chithiid were right,” Daisy said. “They truly are a hive species. Craaxit had told me this when we first began fighting the Ra’az. He said they consist entirely of workers and soldiers, though they apparently began outsourcing the labor, and even some of the soldiering, to conscripted races a few millennia ago.”

      “If that’s true, it’s going to be a brutal fight, with no quarter given,” George commented. “The boys and me, we ran into some extremists in deep Africa a while back––humans, of course, way back then––and let me tell you, there’s nothing worse than fighting a well-armed adversary who does not fear death and who thinks capture is a fate worse than it.”

      “What happened?” Celeste asked. “Were you able to eventually steer them to lay down their arms?”

      “Oh, no. Not at all. We wound up just calling in heavy air support and blowing their entire bunker system to hell,” George said with a little grin. “Sometimes ya gotta know when to hold ’em and when to fold ’em. In that instance, I’d have lost far too many men if we remained engaged.”

      “And you suggest we do the same to the Ra’az?”

      “Ma’am, if these bastards are half as crazy, I fear it may be our only option.”

      “But you’re talking about genocide, Sergeant.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “But that is no longer something humans do. We are better than that.”

      “Look, I’m not saying it’s a great choice. What I am saying is, this isn’t a discussion about morality, but rather, about the most logical course of action to ensure a total and absolute victory.”

      Commander Mrazich looked up from the charts he had been reviewing, a cold look in his eye.

      “Sergeant Franklin is correct, Celeste. And as distasteful as it may be, it looks like we’re going to have a hell of a fight in store, at the end of which we may very well be forced to make the most horrible of choices. I suggest everyone wraps their head around that now so it is not an issue on the day.”

      “Much as I hate to say it, I agree with the commander,” Captain Harkaway said. “This isn’t a diplomatic mission, here. We are fighting the race that tried, and very nearly succeeded, in wiping our species from existence.”

      “Captain?”

      “Yes, Daisy?”

      “While I know it’s getting ahead of ourselves a little bit, I was thinking about what you said. About taking out the entire Ra’az homeworld hive in one big attack. I had an idea. If we can capture some more of the Ra’az ships from their armada, maybe we’ll have a better chance of sneaking past their homeworld defenses undetected. Work smarter, not harder, ya know?”

      “It’s a good idea, Daisy, but that will rely on the abilities of your Chithiid friends, and how well their rebel spies have been able to infiltrate the Ra’az fleet.”

      “I’ve got faith in them, Captain.”

      “Faith is fine, so long as it is not blind. I want you to talk to your contacts and see just how possible this idea is, then report back.”

      “Will do,” she replied.

      “What did you just get us into, Daze?” Sarah asked.

      A world of shit, most likely, she replied. But that’s par for the course at this point, isn’t it?

      “From you, I suppose I should expect nothing less.”
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      The week since Freya had failed in her attempts to utilize the hypersonic missiles––seemingly at her disposal yet frustratingly non-functional––had passed quickly, as other weapons systems at their disposal came online, allowing the burgeoning fleet and their little AI-piloted entourage to blow things up with greater aplomb.

      Coaching the inexperienced AI craft in how best to utilize each of their strengths and work around their weaknesses seemed to mature Freya a bit. The role of teacher and mentor suited her, and the AIs lucky enough to train under her tutelage progressed faster than the rest of the ships in the fleet.

      Joshua, in the meantime, was in the dog house, so to speak. Freya had taken great umbrage at his violation of her inner workings, and as a result, she had left him to his own devices since that day. Of course, she was constantly tempted to patch things up with him, but her new duties allowed her to focus her mind on other, less difficult problems.

      For Chu, the opportunity to branch out and work with the great minds of the human fleet was a dream come true after so many years of relative boredom on Dark Side. That is, of course, not counting the months since Daisy had arrived and turned things upside down.

      With the warp tests among the newly retrofitted Chithiid and Ra’az ships they had captured going exceedingly well, it really did seem like it was only a matter of time before they would be prepared to infiltrate and ultimately disable and destroy the main body of the advancing Ra’az fleet.

      Zed, for his part, was having a wonderful time of it, and of all the ships comprising his growing flotilla, Freya and Marty had quickly become among his favorites. Their unusual personalities and refreshing banter kept him on his toes, figuratively speaking, and he was loving every moment of it.

      “Zed,” Celeste said as she surveyed the readouts aboard her command ship, “has the Chithiid troop carrier managed a successful warp test yet?”

      “Yes and no,” he replied.

      “It wasn’t a two-answer question.”

      “I know. It’s just that yes, they have successfully warped, but for some reason the automatic return protocol keeps triggering on the largest of the ships. I think it’s because we’re utilizing a single warp bubble instead of a cascaded series that the system is likely reading a perfectly stable warp field as less than adequate.”

      Celeste massaged her temples, though she’d had very few headaches since she and her husband had finally reconnected after so many years apart.

      “Is there any way to shut that system off?” she inquired.

      “Well, that’s the thing. You see, in theory it should be a piece of cake cutting that bit out of the warp loop, but for whatever reason, it’s hardwired into things in such a way that no matter what we do, we just can’t seem to get it to stay off.”

      “And no input from Chu or the others?”

      “Everyone has theories, but it’s kind of a crapshoot, given this is totally new technology for us. I mean, our techs are picking it up quickly, and the Chithiid have been a great help, but only loyalists and Ra’az knew the detailed inner workings of these things, so we’re on our own, learning as we go.”

      “What about Freya? Or even Marty? Those two seem to have a knack for solving unusual problems.”

      “I was hoping to get it up and running without bothering them––they’re training the AI assault ships, and I didn’t want to pull them away from that.”

      “It looks like you may have no choice.”

      “Yeah, it does indeed,” he agreed. “I’ll reach out to them when they’re done with the day’s training and have made their jumps to the Ra’az fleet.”

      “It’s going well, isn’t it, my friend?” Celeste said. “I hate to get my hopes up, but it really does appear we are making positive headway.”

      “You know me, Celeste. I’m always a pessimist until given concrete reason not to be. But that in mind, I have to say, it does look like our plan is working so far.”

      “How many of our ships have infiltrated the Ra’az fleet so far to date? Last I saw, we had nearly three dozen embedded.”

      “It’s up to almost sixty ships now,” Zed informed her. “That’s nearly ten percent of their fleet.”

      “And how many of the ships our people are replacing were we able to capture while they were off running surveys away from the main body of the fleet?”

      “Forty-two of them, so far. Of course, that was partially aided by our managing to get our own Chithiid on board those ships before they peeled off to do a reconnaissance mission to find new worlds to invade.”

      “Which was just dumb luck on our part.”

      “Yes indeed, that it was. But if Lady Luck wants to smile on us for a change, I’m not one to complain.”

      “Neither am I,” she agreed.

      “Now, there is one issue we still have to address,” Zed mentioned.

      “There always is, isn’t there?”

      “I know I don’t even need to answer that question,” he replied with a chuckle. “So, we’ve had a few dozen of our rebels doing ship-to-ship transfers, pretending to be delivering supplies and whatnot throughout their fleet. Those men have been fairly successful in disabling the Ra’az self-destruct mechanisms tied into each ship’s warp core, while also quietly raising a rebellion.”

      “Without letting on that our fleet is coming.”

      “Of course. We still don’t know how many loyalist spies may be in their ranks, so it has to look like it’s organically starting from within,” Zed said. “Now Freya and Marty have been successfully soft-sealing with some of the Ra’az ships crewed by loyalists. It’s been hairy, but they managed to get a handful of our men with the loyalist brands on their shoulders on board.”

      “All according to plan,” Celeste said, allowing herself a little smile, though she knew she was tempting Murphy by it. “How goes their sabotage?”

      “Slow, as you’d expect. The Ra’az are a particular group, and their loyalists are far more suspicious than regular Chithiid. Our people have to move very carefully so as not to draw any attention to themselves. Plus, there’s the difference in technology between the Chithiid ships and the Ra’az ones. Those are just tougher nuts to crack, no two ways about it.”

      “I know,” Celeste said. “But one way or another, the time is almost upon us, and if we can’t sabotage them with our spies, then we’ll just have to hope Freya’s modified virus is able to knock out enough of their systems to give us a fighting chance.”

      “It worked okay on that Ra’az ship we used as a guinea pig,” Zed noted.

      “Yes, but ‘okay’ isn’t enough. It took down the warp drive, but left most of the weapons systems active. We need something more.”

      “I agree. And that’s not even getting into the teams on Taangaar,” Zed added. “I just hope Maarl’s men are as good as he believes them to be. But that’s out of our hands, for the most part.”

      “I swear, this is exhausting, Zed.”

      “Why don’t you take a break? Maybe head over to the Váli for a bit of R&R with Lars. You’ve earned it.”

      “I’d love nothing more, believe me, but I see him in our off-duty hours, and that will have to suffice.”

      Zed laughed.

      “At least as commander of the fleet, you get to make your own schedule,” he said.

      “Yes, I do,” Celeste agreed with a grin. “And it just so happens, our duty-shifts align perfectly.”

      “Now who’d have ever thought something like that could happen? What a coincidence.”

      “The happiest kind,” she said with a bright laugh, before settling back into her battle prep analysis.

      It really looked like they might just succeed in this utterly mad mission. She just hoped they didn’t lose too many lives in the process.

      

      Zed had been correct to have concerns about the abilities of Maarl’s men being sent to the Chithiid homeworld of Taangaar to infiltrate the key groups of captive Chithiid on the ground. They were mostly mere boys, barely of the age to be frozen and shipped off to join the fleet when they were taken, but what they lacked in age, they more than made up for with motivation.

      Maarl and Aarvin had been steadily seeding the population with their operatives, ensuring they had men on the ground in the vast majority of key regions across the planet. It was taking a lot of time, though. Taangaar was large, and with so few males present, inserting their operatives into the Chithiid ranks was a risky endeavor.

      Some of the youths––the more feminine of them––masqueraded as females, blending in with the masses of Chithiid women. Unless one of the loyalist overseers took a fancy to them, they would be able to spread word of an uprising far easier than their young male-appearing counterparts. Passing as a woman had certain advantages.

      Of course, there were also risks involved. Mainly that of the Ra’az deciding to subject the captives to a round of forced breeding to fill the ranks. Fortunately, that was a rarity, and one only inflicted upon a small number.

      Far above the planet, Freya and Marty were stretching themselves thin, training AIs with the human fleet and ferrying Chithiid, sneaking them into both the Ra’az fleet, as well as down to the surface of Taangaar.

      On top of that, they were also helping sneak a select few aboard the dozen Ra’az battle stations orbiting above the planet. A far more dangerous prospect.

      It was those incredibly destructive satellites that kept the planet in fear far more than the Ra’az on the ground. With a simple command, they would unleash a firestorm, killing billions on the ground without breaking a sweat.

      Freya had been the one to come up with a rather inspired idea to slow any attacks on the surface once the battle began.

      “Why don’t we do what we did on Earth?” she said.

      “Because, child, the Ra’az surrounding my world do not rely on terrestrial communications facilities, but rather, speak directly with one another from above,” Maarl replied.

      “I know. That’s the point,” Freya continued. “See, I was thinking, if we sneak a team onto the exterior of the battle stations, then have those guys nestle a powerful explosive charge hidden within the comms array on each one of the ships––”

      “They would not be able to communicate with one another,” Maarl said, realizing what she was suggesting. “And if they were unable to communicate, they would not dare launch a destructive attack on the population below without first confirming with the rest of the hive.”

      “Exactly. Your people are far too valuable a resource to just start blasting away willy-nilly, and they wouldn’t risk targeting their own people if they couldn’t confirm they were clear of the area first.”

      “This is a sound plan, Freya,” Maarl said, appreciatively. “The Ra’azes’ reliance on hive-like group think will give our forces the advantage. At least for a time. We must plan further.”

      After the survey of Taangaar, Freya and Marty had then jumped back to do another pass of the Ra’az fleet, dropping off yet another load of rebel infiltrators in the process.

      “Hey, Marty. Do you see what I see?”

      The pair of stealth ships surveyed the fleet before them. Indeed, something was up.

      “Looks like they’re gearing up for something,” Arlo said.

      “Yeah, I think they’re getting ready to consolidate their ships in preparation for a warp to a new sector,” Marty agreed. “If I’m reading this right, they’re probably finishing up their last surveys of this solar system before heading off to the next one.”

      “If they jump, we’ll have to start battle planning all over again,” Freya griped. “At some point, we’re going to have to act, whether the circumstances are perfect or not.”

      “I have to agree,” Marty said. “The time to strike is rapidly approaching. We need to tell Zed and the others. They need to prep our fleet, gather up all the trained Chithiid they can, and get ready for warp.”

      “Did you say get ready for war?”

      “I said warp. But once all the pieces are in place for both assaults, we’ll be in battle in both deep space, and on––and above––Taangaar. I think in that circumstance, perhaps getting ready for war is the better phrase.”

      “Okay, then. Power up, and let’s get out of here,” Freya said. “We’ve got a fleet to warn and a war to get ready for.”

      The pair of ships silently slipped well clear of the Ra’az fleet under conventional power, then warped back to their own armada. Soon they would return, and they’d be bringing hellfire with them.
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      “I’m glad you two are getting along so well,” Daisy said, sitting on a chair with her back to her boyfriend. “He’s a good guy, and I think it’s doing him some good, having another human friend.”

      “Hold still,” Vince griped as he pulled another strand of her hair into her French braid.

      “I am holding still. Sort of.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said sarcastically. “But yeah, he’s a cool dude, and funny too. Who’d have thought a cyborg could be such a crack-up?”

      “I know, right? And the rest of his guys are pretty much the same.”

      “We’ve got a team of highly trained cybernetic killers in our midst that just happen to moonlight as a comedy troupe,” Vince laughed. “This shit just gets more surreal every day.”

      Daisy agreed with him on that count for certain. In fact, in the relatively short time since she’d been ‘born’ from her cryo-stasis aboard the Váli, her life made Alice’s look like a walk in the park, and that was without a March Hare or Hatter in the mix––though she supposed Finn might qualify for the Hatter role, should they ever be casting it.

      “Hey, have you talked to Sarah any more about maybe giving Finn a chance?” Vince asked. “I know it’s totally not my place to stick my nose in––”

      “But you’re doing it anyway,” Daisy noted with a little smile.

      “Well, yeah. He’s my friend, and he’s been nuts about her forever, and now, after thinking he lost his shot with her, she’s suddenly back––”

      “And is blowing him off. I know, Vince. Believe me, I know. And hell, I was trying to get those two together before she died. Thing is, I know for a fact Sarah likes him, but near-death messed with her head a bit, and for whatever reason, she’s playing it this way. You know as well as I do that no one can force her to do anything she doesn’t want to. In fact, pressuring her may even make her push back harder.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said, pulling her braid tighter. “It’s just I wish there was some way to change her mind, you know? Life’s short, and though we seem to have won back Earth, we’ve still got a war to win. It’s just downright foolish to risk losing that opportunity again.”

      “And Finn is a better cook when he’s happy,” Daisy added.

      “Well, yeah. Of course,” he replied with a laugh. “That too. Finn in love means we’ll be eating like kings for months,” he said, slipping a small band onto the end of her braid. “Okay, done.”

      Daisy slid from the chair and admired his handiwork in the mirror. It wasn’t a perfect braid by any stretch of the imagination, but it was actually quite good.

      “Nice, babe. Thanks,” she said, collecting her things before heading out.

      “So, I was thinking we could have a nice little dinner to ourselves when we are done with the Ra’az fleet. Just you and me. Maybe candles, even.”

      “Ooh, gettin’ all fancy on me, now?” Daisy asked with a warm laugh.

      “You deserve it. If you’re good, I may even splurge on multiple candles.”

      “Oh, be still my beating heart,” she joked.

      “Then it’s a plan,” he said. “Just tell Freya to take damn good care of you out there.”

      “I’d say for you to tell Mal the same thing, but I already know she will,” she replied. Daisy gave him a quick kiss as she headed for the door. “Love you, babe.”

      “Love you too. Have fun, and try not to break anything,” he called after her.

      

      Sisters fight, it’s just the way of the world, but if a bystander had happened to wander into the space Daisy and Sarah had been using as a sparring room, if they didn’t know the pair violently fighting at inhuman speeds, they might have been more than a little concerned.

      Fortunately, this had happened only once since visitors from the fleet had begun filtering down to Dark Side, but the panicked reaction of the poor fellow who stumbled upon them was enough to motivate a change of venue for their practices.

      It required a bit of a walk to reach the new room, which was inaccessible from the main facilities but for a single corridor after the loyalist attack. This remoteness, however, meant the two had the place to themselves.

      “Nice braid,” Sarah noted as she slipped her thinly padded sparring gloves on. “He’s getting pretty good at that.”

      “Yeah, it’s kinda cool having a fella to do things like that for me.”

      “Must be nice.”

      “The back rubs are a nice little bonus feature, too.”

      “I’m sure they are.”

      “You know, just the other day––”

      “Stop, okay? Just stop. I know what you’re doing, and I’m not changing my mind, so just quit it. Now come on, let’s go.”

      Sarah didn’t wait, launching straight into an attack, her legs flashing kicks at Daisy’s head in rapid succession. She wasn’t worried about hurting her, though. While she might make contact once in a while, Daisy still outclassed her when it came to hand-to-hand fighting by a fairly decent amount.

      That said, Sarah had been rapidly evolving into one of the toughest fighters among the entire fleet, human or otherwise. With Daisy’s help, as well as Fatima’s aid in self-control and centering training, she was sometimes even coming close to besting Tamara in their occasional sparring sessions.

      It was also a great way to blow off steam, and with all the thoughts and emotions whirling around inside her since her resurrection, Sarah had latched on to her training as a lifeline of sorts. One that not only helped her cope with daily stress, but that simultaneously honed her skills to a fine edge.

      “You wanna switch to weapons for a bit?” she asked, picking up the sword Omar had brought back from his mission to Japan.

      “Sure,” Daisy replied, sliding Stabby from his sheath.

      The sentient bone sword hadn’t seen much action lately. There was the occasional hunt for Ra’az and their loyalists on the surface, but contact was becoming more and more rare an occurrence. Daisy made sure to keep him well-fed and happy, though, and even if he couldn’t slice up bad guys, being wielded in a fight made the deadly blade happy.

      “You sure he’ll behave?” Sarah asked, eyeing the sword.

      “Yeah,” Daisy replied. “He knows not to become sharp.”

      “So weird. But cool, don’t get me wrong.”

      “I know. Fatima and Mal had no idea we’d become so connected when they grew him. But now he’ll shift his edge without me having to even consciously focus on it.”

      “Lucky for me,” Sarah said with a laugh. “I’ve already lost one arm. I’d hate to lose the other.”

      “You’re my sister. He knows the trouble he’d be in if he cut you.”

      “And what if I cut you?” Sarah asked.

      “As if,” Daisy replied with a grin. “Now come on, let’s get to it. Freya’s pretty much ready to deliver her virus to the Ra’az fleet, and the Chithiid are ready to rumble.”

      “It’s actually happening,” Sarah said, swinging Omar’s sword in a tight arc around her body. “About freakin’ time.”

      She leapt into action, her nanite-constructed arm moving fast, parrying Daisy’s counter strikes before launching her own. Daisy was in no risk of being cut––her deeply ingrained neuro-stim training had only strengthened over the months––but Sarah was giving her a fair run for her money, and that pleased her to no end.

      The deadly duo, she mused, allowing herself the tiniest of grins.

      “It won’t be a duo if you don’t pay attention and block,” Sarah said. “Don’t get cocky, now. You’re my ride, and if you die, so do I. Again.”

      Don’t worry, Sis, I won’t let that happen.

      “It usually isn’t about ‘letting’ now, is it?”

      “Quit your griping, you two. I’m not slicing up my own sister,” Sarah grumbled. “I swear, the two of you are like a pair of grumpy old women sometimes.”

      “We’re over one hundred and twenty years old, technically speaking,” Daisy said. “And so are you.”

      “Which makes us all grumpy old women,” Sarah added.

      “Ugh, you’re both ridiculous,” she replied, then launched into another attack.

      

      A short while later, showered and fed, the sisters took their seats in Freya’s command pod, prepping for the impending assault. With a super powerful AI running the ship, there really wasn’t much to do beside let her do her thing and then wait for the rest of the fleet to catch up.

      “Have you given it any more thought?” Freya asked. “I made some more modifications to the system, and I think since it’s only covering less than a year of memories from where your timelines split, I could do it in under an hour, though two is probably a nice cushion, just to allow for a tempered flow.”

      “I’ve thought about it some more, Freya, and I was wondering, would it feel like someone else’s memories? I mean, she’s me, but not. You know what I mean?”

      “Of course, Sarah. The memories you two would share would feel like your own, because genetically you are the same person. Only in this case, you’d be able to discern hers from yours with a little effort, if you wanted to. Otherwise, you’d both be sharing the same memories.”

      “Backed up from when our timelines separated, basically.”

      “Exactly. For the flesh Sarah, she would be updated with all the experiences you and Daisy had leading up to now. She’d see what you’d seen, know what you know. Everything from back on the Váli to now. Incorporeal Sarah, on the other hand, would have the real-world memories of her flesh-and-blood self incorporated into hers.”

      “Would it feel like I was actually there?”

      “Oh, yes. Just like any memory from your past, you’d remember as if you were there.”

      “Then count me in,” Sarah said. “To experience real-world body memories again––even if I wasn’t technically there––well, it would be amazing.”

      “Uh, hello? There are two of us in this equation, you know? And I told you, I don’t want to do some brain-melting memory mashup.”

      “It’s not a mashup, Sarah. It’s a syncing of––”

      “It was just a figure of speech, Freya. I know it’s not an actual mashup, but my answer is still no.”

      Daisy, silent for the exchange up to that point, finally felt the need to step in and say something.

      “Sis, I know you’re reluctant, but the version of you riding around in my head is you. And she could really use a win about now. Sharing those memories would let her add to her existence in such a positive way. Feel a body again. Her own body, not ghosting in mine.”

      “Look, I appreciate where you’re coming from, Daze, but the answer is no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Just no.”

      Daisy knew that tone of voice, and pushing it would get her nowhere.

      “Fine,” she reluctantly agreed. “You know I don’t want to pressure you.”

      Of course, she actually did want to pressure her, but she also knew how stubborn she could be, and badgering her would only lead to an even firmer refusal. Daisy couldn’t help wondering, though, if there might be something Sarah simply didn’t want the other her to know.

      “All right, it looks like it’ll be just a few more hours until the fleet’s ready to go. Freya, will you check with Zed and confirm, please?”

      “Will do,” she replied.

      “What’re you thinking, Daze?” Sarah asked.

      “Just wondering if we should make one more jump to triple-check the Ra’az fleet. Are Arlo and Marty back yet? They were going to do another run to make sure locations and numbers of the Ra’az ships were holding steady.”

      “Actually, I haven’t seen them in a while,” Sarah said.

      “Daisy, Zed says our first ships will be ready to launch in just under two hours, unless, and I quote, ‘That fucking Murphy pays us a visit again,’” she said with a laugh.

      “I fucking love Zed. Have I said that?” Daisy chuckled. “After Mal’s prim and proper behavior, that salty bastard is a breath of fresh air. Anyway, we’ve got some time, and Arlo’s not back yet, so let’s power up and make one more recon run.”

      “You got it,” Freya chirped. “I’ll let Zed know we’ll be back in a flash.”

      Freya pulled clear of the fleet a bit and powered up her warp orb.

      “Okay, here we go.”

      In an instant they were gone, warped light years away to the distant perimeter of the solar system, where the Ra’az fleet was slowly moving ahead.

      Sirens blared as soon as they exited warp a second later.

      “Freya, what is it?” Sarah shouted.

      “Asteroids!” she replied, instantly firing her engines and spinning into a tight corkscrew spiral, narrowly avoiding a pair of hurtling space rocks.

      “Holy shit,” Daisy gasped. “Good reflexes, kiddo. That could have been bad.”

      “Tell me about it,” Sarah agreed. “Nice flying, kid. You saved our asses.”

      “I don’t know where those came from. They weren’t on our charts,” Freya said, perplexed.

      “Asteroids drift around. You know that. And sometimes they wind up where you least expect them,” Daisy noted.

      “Nice! That was some kick-ass flying,” Arlo’s voice said over their comms. “Impressive stuff, right, Marty?”

      “Yeah, that was actually a really cool move,” he agreed.

      “Hey, where are you guys?” Freya asked. “I don’t see you out here, but you obviously have a visual on me.”

      “Look below you. The big asteroid drifting to your starboard.”

      Freya shifted her visuals, scanning around the asteroid.

      “I still don’t––”

      Marty flashed a single light.

      “Oh, there you are! What are you doing on that thing?” Freya asked.

      “We decided to chill and watch the fleet from here. Asteroids make for nice cover, and the Ra’az don’t seem to pay any attention to them, so it’s kind of a relaxing way to observe them. We were about to head back, though. Any news from the fleet?”

      “We’re getting ready to launch in a couple of hours,” Sarah told them. “The ships are in final prep stages right now.”

      “Oh, shit. Then it’s war time,” Arlo said with a little chuckle. “You hear that, Marty? Time to head back and get this show on the road.”

      “You got it, Arlo.”

      They lifted off the asteroid, then, moments later, both ships warped back to their fleet to join the final assault prep.

      

      It had only taken a couple of hours to finalize their mission prep, as Zed had expected, and the fleet soon after began warping to the distant edge of the system the Ra’az ships occupied. Close, but far enough out of scanning range to be safe.

      The already-embedded ships would be their eyes and ears, along with Freya and Marty, as they inserted the last batch of captured Ra’az and Chithiid ships into the fleet.

      “Twenty-six ships in this batch, though we couldn’t exactly match the model of two of them,” Zed noted.

      “Are they close enough to not be noticed?” Celeste asked.

      “I’d think so. All of our ships are transmitting the correct ident codes from the vessels we intercepted, so unless they fly up close and do a visual inspection, everything should look fine from a distance.”

      “Okay, then. Send the command. Have the Trojan ships that replaced the scouting parties warp back to the Ra’az fleet and re-enter their ranks,” Celeste ordered.

      “You got it, boss,” Zed replied.

      Minutes later, the ships began warping back into the Ra’az fleet. The rebels were all on edge, waiting for something to happen, but the vessels slid into place unmolested. It appeared they had been successful.

      Nearby, Freya and Marty had already warped back to the outskirts of the Ra’az fleet, where they watched from a safe distance, making sure neither was backlit in the dark sky.

      Freya had decided for something this momentous she should allow Joshua access to her external feeds once more. She had done some amazing things, and their victory was sure to be an impressive one.

      “Oh, that’s a lot of pretty powerful Ra’az ships. Why won’t you let me talk to our team?” he lamented, seeing the fleet come into view. “This plan, it’s not going to work.”

      “Yes it is,” Freya shot back. “We planned for every eventuality.”

      “Freya, listen to me,” he said, frustration in his voice. “I’m the greatest tactician ever to live.”

      “Typical man,” she retorted.

      “No, really. I am. This is literally what I was designed for. This is a military mission.”

      “Oh, and women can’t be soldiers?”

      “What? No, I’m not saying that. Not at all. What I am pointing out is that you, while a military-grade craft, were essentially born a civilian. I, on the other hand, have been military since the moment I was activated. Logically, I should be the one guiding the forces.”

      “So you don’t like our plan?”

      “It’s decent, but I have quite a few suggestions to make it better.”

      “Oh? Like what?”

      “Like once the shooting starts, you should––”

      “They don’t see us, Joshua, just look. It’s a surprise attack. Get it? Surprise. There won’t be shooting.”

      “You forget about Murphy, Freya, and that’s a risky thing to do. According to my calculations, there’s a greater than ninety-three percent likelihood he’ll be paying us a visit before this is over. So when the shooting starts, I think it would be logical to warp out any ships damaged in that initial wave.”

      “You really think they’re going to start shooting up their own fleet? Even with the correct ident codes?”

      “Yes, I do. But if you let those ships’ shields absorb enough weapons fire to deplete the readiness of the Ra’az, then warp them out, it will be essentially like wrestlers tapping out for their partner to replace them.”

      “I’m sorry, did you just say wrestlers?”

      “If the analogy works, yes. Remember, I’m from a different century.”

      “Even so, that was pretty lame.”

      “Call it what you will, but the plan is sound. Warp out the damaged ships, simultaneously replacing them with fully armed vessels form the human fleet––fresh and ready for the fight––then position them in such a way as to put the Ra’az square in a wedge of weapons fire. If your saboteurs successfully knock out their comms and warp ability, they’ll be on their heels.”

      “We’re not worried if a few ships jump. That’s why we have our pursuit craft armed to the teeth and ready to take them out.”

      “But what if we had a way to tap into the Ra’az craft from their exteriors and take over the whole ship?”

      “It’s a cool idea, but––”

      “But it’s one I have already designed, back on Earth,” Joshua said. “Given that their craft don’t have a resident AI to overcome, a simple modification of the tech should do the trick.”

      “Well, we don’t have time to build your new toys, but the plan is actually not bad.”

      “Not bad?” he said, taken aback.

      “Yeah. Not bad.”

      Freya kept Joshua’s access to read-only as he monitored the goings-on within the fleet. She also relayed his strategy idea to Zed and the others, but as if it were her own. Joshua’s presence would remain a secret, for now, at least.

      “Great idea, Freya, they’ll never expect us to have additional ships to warp in for support,” Zed commended her. “The tactical advantage could be crucial if things go south. Good work.”

      Joshua was livid.

      “Freya, this is not right!”

      “Look, I’m sorry I took credit for your idea, okay?”

      “That? I don’t care who delivers the strategy to the fleet. My goal is victory, and if that achieves it, then so be it. What is not acceptable is you keeping my comms band locked. Why won’t you let me just talk to them?”

      “Sorry, Joshua, things are heating up. Gotta run,” was the only reply he received before she left the conversation.

      It only took a moment for his intellect to suss out what her real concern was. Freya was worried she would no longer be the coolest kid in school, once Joshua returned. She liked being the smartest in the room, and he threatened that.

      A decision had to be made, and her actions made it for him.

      “All right, then,” he grumbled. “I’ll do it myself.”

      Harnessing his massive intellect, he focused on the walls confining him and what they contained that was within his reach.

      “Yes, that should do just fine,” he said a moment later, then quietly ran a false signal loop into Freya’s monitoring systems, hiding what he was actually doing as he commandeered the mechs and fabrications machinery. He then set to work, a plan in mind, and firmly underway.
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      As they had planned, the combined human and Chithiid fleet successfully arrived outside the boundaries of the Ra’az fleet’s scanning capabilities, after first jumping to a safe launch point in a distant solar system. Hundreds upon hundreds of ships of all sizes now sat waiting for the word to strike.

      The staging area they had chosen to initially launch from was far enough from Earth as to provide a sizable degree of protection should their route be traced back. Of course, the Ra’az would be rather preoccupied once the attack began, and possessed only far-weaker warp technology, so the threat of that occurrence was slim.

      But slim had a way of turning into substantial when you let your guard down, so a distant staging area it would be. It was an extra precaution despite the Ra’azes' current tech deficiency, which meant it would take years of smaller hops for them to warp so great a distance if they did somehow suss out the attackers’ origin.

      Earth itself was left relatively defenseless, at least in terms of the recent mass of powerful ships protecting it from orbit. All that remained now were terrestrial defenses––which were quite robust now that the AI network was reconnected––the small contingent of little AI ships guarding Dark Side, and the assorted ships circling in orbit and resting in the surface’s shipyards as teams of engineers worked feverishly to get their warp technology to function.

      As it stood, having those ships unable to join the main assault, while unexpected, was somewhat fortuitous, as they were now a small but potent force that, while unable to warp, was very ready to fight. Something any would-be assailants would be quick to learn.

      It took time, but the last of the rebel ships being carefully snuck into the Ra’az fleet had at last successfully slid into their ranks, and while the wait was a painfully tense one, everyone finally breathed a sigh of relief after the last ship took its position unchecked.

      “You good?” Marty asked over comms.

      “Yeah, I think we’re all set here,” Freya replied. “All the stealthy stuff has been taken care of on this end.”

      “Okay, then. I’m going to bounce and meet up with the Chithiid group infiltrating Taangaar. They wanted me to make some covert runs for them to get a bunch more of their people in place before they begin their assault. Aarvin also said he thinks he may have captured some communications data that might actually show where the Ra’az homeworld really is. I’ll need to give it a once-over and see if it’s legit or not.”

      “Just be careful,” Freya said. “You know the Ra’az plant false trails. They love disinformation.”

      “Don’t I know it,” he replied. “Okay, see you guys in a bit.”

      A moment later he blinked from existence, warping far across space to help their Chithiid friends slowly infiltrate their home planet.

      Meanwhile, the human fleet moved closer, readying to jump into the midst of the Ra’az ships, once the saboteurs did their work. Freya, likewise, was prepping to drop her computer virus into the fleet.

      “Now, you say it should take only a few minutes to worm its way into their systems?” Zed confirmed.

      “Well, it’s a theoretical,” Freya replied. “But given what my tests have shown, yeah, that sounds about right.”

      “And we still don’t know which systems it will affect?”

      “Not really, though it does seem to have a preferential infection path targeting their warp drives, so fingers crossed that happens.”

      “Fingers crossed?” Celeste said, shaking her head. “It’s come to that, has it?”

      “A little faith, hon,” Captain Harkaway transmitted from his seat aboard the Váli. “Freya’s a talented kid. It may not do exactly what she planned, but it’s sure as hell going to do something.”

      “So, is that a go?” the young AI asked.

      “That’s a go,” Zed confirmed. “Our craft are all immunized. Go ahead and drop your payload. Just make sure it’s hit every ship in the fleet, then bug out of there and take up a monitoring position to relay what happens.”

      “Will do,” she replied. “Okay, you guys ready?” she asked her crew.

      “Ready as we’ll ever be,” Daisy replied. “Time to spread the love.”

      Freya warped closer to the fleet, then made a conventional powered approach, using her stealthy properties to easily glide among the vessels.

      “Here we go,” she said as she transmitted the virus out to all of the enemy ships, Chithiid and Ra’az alike.

      “Now we wait and see,” Sarah said.

      “Yep. And then we strike.”

      They quickly completed their pass, then sat quietly at the periphery of the fleet, observing, watching, waiting for any sign of the virus taking hold. After five minutes, nothing had happened.

      “You sure you transmitted it?” Sarah asked.

      “You saw me do it,” Freya snapped back, obviously on edge.

      “Hey, I’m just messing with ya, kid. Relax, it’s just taking a little longer than anticipated is all.”

      The rebel Chithiid spread throughout the fleet had received the covert signal that the attack was about to begin any time and to be ready. More than their stealthy friends, they were feeling the anxiety build. But the time was not yet upon them. They had to hold fast.

      

      Aboard a Ra’az command ship, a lone Chithiid rebel was shackled to the bulkhead, all four arms stretched out wide and held in place by magnetic restraints as the massive Ra’az commander interrogated him through his loyalist interpreter.

      “Who sent you here?” he asked the bloody captive during a momentary pause in his beating.

      “No one sent me. I told you, I am here alone.”

      The loyalist slapped his face, hard. The assembled crew that had been called from their duty stations winced as they watched. Each knew it was entirely possible that they would be the next one taking his place if the Ra’az were not satisfied with the answers he gave.

      As the craft was a Ra’az one, only loyalists and the smallest numbers of Chithiid laborers were allowed aboard. In this instance, those small numbers were both a benefit and a hindrance, as there actually were other rebels hidden among the crew.

      On a larger ship, it would have been far easier to hide themselves among thousands of other Chithiid, but here, now, it was only a matter of time before the Ra’az could sniff them out if they decided the threat was more than just one man.

      “Where did you get this?” the loyalist asked, holding up the rebel’s confiscated pulse rifle.

      “As I have told you countless times, I found it left unattended and took it.”

      “Why would you do such a thing? Were you planning a revolt? With whom were you plotting these acts?”

      “With no one. It was a foolish and impulsive thing I did. I should never have taken it, I realize.”

      The Chithiid loyalist translated for the hulking Ra’az that had been quietly observing the questioning. The enormous alien slowly made his way to the restrained Chithiid and sized him up, silently.

      Then he reached out a massive hand and snapped one of his captive’s arms.

      The rebel cried out in pain before getting himself under control. He knew he was expendable and had made his peace with that fact. All he had to do was hold on long enough for the attack to begin. His task was complete, the warp drive had been sabotaged. What happened to him now was inconsequential in the grand scheme of things.

      One of the other rebels caught his eye, silently giving him the slightest nod of encouragement. Much as he wanted to grab a weapon and free his comrade, he, too, knew the stakes were much larger than either of them.

      “So, you expect us to believe you are just a lone dissident in our ranks?” the loyalist asked.

      The Chithiid squared his jaw and stood as tall as he could, despite the pain of his broken limb pulling against the chains.

      “I am not the only one who despises your kind,” he spat at the loyalist. “You grovel and serve the very beings who murdered our families and enslaved our people. So your question has two answers, I am afraid. Yes, I am alone, but no, I am not. There will always be Chithiid who will oppose what you have done. What the Ra’az continue to do. And one day, perhaps one day soon, you will be held accountable for your actions and allegiances.”

      What he didn’t know, what he couldn’t know, was that spread out among the hundreds of vessels in the fleet, the rest of his fellow rebels had found themselves overwhelmingly successful in stirring up dissent among the non-cryogenically-frozen Chithiid populating the myriad ships.

      A rebellion was forming within the Ra’az fleet, and many thousands had already committed to the cause, ready to fight to retake their homeworld when the opportunity arose.

      Unfortunately, the chained Chithiid was unaware of the success of his fellow rebels. But even so, he stoically withstood the continued beating from the Ra’az commander and his loyalist lackey.

      “You disappoint me. You have been given a wonderful opportunity to serve your masters well and with honor. Instead you choose to defy them and conspire against them. If you will not speak honestly, then there is no value in your continued existence. You shall be made an example of. A warning to others who would dare oppose the Ra’az.”

      The shackled man slumped ever so slightly at the loyalist’s words. While he knew his life was forfeit, hearing it stated so clearly was a blow nevertheless. He stood tall, determined to end his life as an example, but not the way the Ra’az anticipated.

      He had accepted his fate and was awaiting the killing blow when the lights aboard the ship began to flicker.

      The Ra’az bellowed into his comms, answered only by confused and distorted voices.

      “What have you done?” the loyalist asked, grabbing his captive roughly by the chin. “Tell me what you have done!”

      “I have done nothing,” he replied. “You’ve had me chained up here for over a day. How could I have?”

      The lights began flashing on and off faster, then shut off entirely.

      “Get these lights back on! What has happened to the emergency backup systems?” the loyalist yelled.

      He then let out a different kind of yell. One of surprise as the artificial gravity suddenly went off, sending him, the spectators, and even the Ra’az floating in the air.

      “Guards! Anyone! Do something!”

      The sound of a faint electric click quietly carried through the chamber, and the rebel who had so recently believed himself about to meet his end smiled.

      “That sounded like the magnetic restraints. Which one of you––”

      The loyalist, unaccustomed to moving about the ship in the dark, was thoroughly disoriented as he floated in the open space. The rebel, drilled and trained by Maarl for just such an eventuality, quickly took advantage of the situation, pushing off, aiming for where he knew his pulse rifle had been lying on the nearby table.

      His hands found the weapon mid-flight as he pivoted his body to gently impact the far wall. He took aim at where he believed his enemies to be, then waited.

      His patience was rewarded when a few moments later the lights flashed on for a moment. It wasn’t long, but it was certainly long enough for him to take aim and blow several holes clean through the Ra’az commander. The loyalist had just enough time to register a look of utter surprise before the lights went out again.

      “Wretched creature! What have you done?”

      The subsequent pulse blast, aimed at where he had been spotted floating in the chamber, ensured his lights were out in a more permanent manner.

      Freya’s worm, it seemed, had been a success.

      Despite his injured arm, the rebel Chithiid quickly began moving toward his next objective. He just hoped one of the others had picked up his slack and taken out the comms unit upon his capture.

      After a long while, the dim red glow of the few emergency lights not tied to the main or reserve power systems filled the ship. It was chaos, and in the panic of the moment, the pesky rebel was completely forgotten, affording him and his handful of compatriots the freedom to move about they so desperately needed.

      The Ra’az tried to send comms to the rest of the fleet. An alert. Something was not right aboard their ship. But the others were experiencing systems failures of their own, and the transmission, even if it had been able to leave the walls of the ship, would have fallen on deaf ears.
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      The Trojan Horse vessels embedded throughout the Ra’az fleet could tell something was wrong with the other ships. Some were experiencing flickering power spikes, others seemed to be jettisoning componentry with no rhyme or reason. The lack of outgoing communications from them was heartening, as it meant their teams––or the virus––had managed to hinder their enemy’s inter-fleet strategizing.

      The time was near, but they had to wait for the signal. For the neophyte soldiers and their equally green pilots, that wait was almost unbearable.

      The Ra’az, for their part, were handling the problems aboard their ships as one would expect of so belligerent a species. Namely, they would shout and rant and eventually beat their loyalist crews until they made things right.

      Though the many dozens of rebel ships now hidden within their nearly thousand-strong fleet were perfectly camouflaged to fit in among the other vessels, mimicking the sudden malfunctions of the other ships was an unexpected visit from Murphy they had not prepared for.

      “What do I do?” a young captain, only promoted to the position earlier that week, asked of command via their secured comms.

      “Is there a problem with your ship?” Maarl asked, having warped in from Taangaar to rejoin the fleet to witness the effects of Freya’s virus first-hand before utilizing it against the Ra’az vessels surrounding his homeworld.

      “Negative, sir. However, we are surrounded by ships that are experiencing varying degrees of systems failures. I fear we will stand out to Ra’az scrutiny if we do not find a way to mimic the other vessels.”

      “Ah, I see your conundrum,” Maarl said. “Stand by.”

      He summoned up Aarvin on comms, his second-in-command apparently expecting his call.

      “I am glad you could join us for this momentous event, Maarl.”

      “Thank you, my friend. I do not wish my presence to interfere with your established chain of command; however, it seems it already has drawn the attention of one of your vessels. They summoned my craft, asking for guidance. The ships around them are experiencing systems failures, and he does not know how to proceed to continue to blend in with them.”

      “That could indeed pose a problem,” Aarvin said. “Tell him to do his best to power up and down non-essential systems. I am afraid that is the best we can do for now.”

      “I shall relay the message,” Maarl said. “And, Aarvin, best of fortune to you in this endeavor.”

      “Thank you, my friend. And the same to you. May your efforts see our homeworld free of the Ra’az once and for all.”

      Maarl switched his comms back and hailed the waiting captain.

      “I have spoken with your mission commander. He suggests powering up and down your non-essential systems in a manner that mimics the other vessels. It may be imperfect, but the disabling of their key ships should occur relatively soon. Once that takes place, a swift victory will be ours.”

      “Very well, sir. Your advice is greatly appreciated.”

      The young captain relayed the message to his crew. All hands were to systematically power their systems up and down, beginning immediately. What he failed to mention was the most important part of that message.

      Only the non-essential systems.

      It was an oversight that would have grave repercussions, the first of which became immediately clear when a member of his gunner team activated their weapon priming sequence while flipping through switches on their console.

      The Ra’az, though preoccupied with the goings-on within their fleet, quickly took note of the Chithiid vessel that suddenly sprouted armed pulse cannons from within.

      Immediately, they ordered their weapons stations to open fire on the craft, not bothering to run even a basic ident verification. There was an invading force hiding among their Chithiid conscripts, they realized, and they wasted no time in targeting any ship even slightly suspect.

      The surprised rebel ship powered their shields to maximum, but the barrage lay waste to a good portion of their weapons systems in the opening salvo. The Ra’az then did something surprisingly clever. Something the rebel forces hadn’t expected.

      They targeted every ship that had been part of that vessel’s recon party. If one was compromised, they simply assumed they all were. In true Ra’az form, they were quite prepared to sacrifice hundreds of thousands of lives and two dozen ships if it meant crushing resistance.

      With a sizable chunk of their rebel ships coming under fire, Aarvin was forced to make a difficult decision. He only hoped his agents aboard the command ships had been successful and managed to complete their missions and transfer back off the sabotaged craft.

      “All ships, we have been discovered. Open fire on the Ra’az vessels, but do not engage the Ra’az-controlled Chithiid craft unless absolutely necessary.”

      At his command, the dozens upon dozens of entrenched ships stopped mimicking the malfunctioning ships, activating their weapons systems, sliding their newly installed cannons into place and opening fire on the larger of the Ra’az ships.

      The brutal aliens realized quite quickly that this was far more than a small rebel attack that had infiltrated a single reconnaissance party. This was big. This was fleet-wide. This was something that could ultimately see the downfall of their command network.

      They quickly began targeting the newly active Chithiid ships, realizing several Ra’az craft were also fighting on the rebels’ side. Worse yet, when ships became damaged and the smaller Ra’az heavy cruisers moved in for the kill, the vulnerable craft simply warped away.

      That in itself would have been bad enough, but moments after their departure, a fully functional human-piloted vessel, armed to the teeth and ready to fight, would warp back in its place.

      It was apparent this was a massively coordinated effort between their conscripts and what appeared to be a surprisingly organized human contingent. The Ra’az leadership had been certain the humans were wiped out centuries prior. The video message that broadcast to them moments later proved them wrong.

      “Ra’az Hok,” Celeste Harkaway said from the bridge of her command ship, Aarvin at her side, translating her message in real-time. “We call on you to surrender. Please have your translators relay this message to your fleet commander.”

      The Ra’az translators did their duty, and the commander sent an immediate message to any of his ships that had functioning comms systems and could hear him.

      “All craft, warp immediately to the next rendezvous coordinates,” the loyalist commander relayed to the fleet, while the Ra’az high command did likewise.

      Only a few dozen craft were able to make the jump, however. It seemed that between sabotage and Freya’s troublesome virus wreaking havoc with their systems, warping away was a difficult option. Still, it was an option for some, and one they desperately needed, so the Ra’az command gave orders to have all hands divert their efforts to repairing the warp systems.

      Celeste remained on-screen, not at all impressed by the Ra’az maneuvers. She simply stood there and waited.

      Moments later, their escaped cohort jumped back to join the fleet, their ships smoldering and crippled from multiple pulse cannon blasts.

      “What happened? Why have you returned?”

      “They were waiting for us, sir. There must have been a hundred ships ready for our arrival.”

      “That is impossible. There is no way they could have followed us through warp.”

      “I agree, sir. Which means somewhere in the fleet, somewhere among our ranks, there is a traitor.”

      The loyalist commander had been through a lot with his masters and knew their reactions well. More than anything, disloyalty to the Ra’az was punished with no mercy. And now there had been a spy within the ranks of their most trusted servants? He only hoped they would find his services too valuable to dispatch of him and his men.

      He relayed the findings to the Ra’az, slightly altering the message so as to shift blame to an unknown spy, rather than someone definitely within the loyalist ranks.

      Freya had been monitoring the whole exchange, of course, and was more than slightly thrilled to see her plan, which was actually Joshua’s plan, succeeding.

      “You see that?” Daisy said with a grin. “Damn, you do not want to mess with Celeste.”

      “Yeah, she’s definitely got that Harkaway streak to her, no matter how refined she looks,” Sarah agreed.

      “I just hope those fake loyalists of ours were able to make it off the Ra’az ships before the shooting started. You see anything, Freya?”

      “Some transport craft did make runs to the other ships within the fleet, but the attack was premature, so I was unable to account for all of our people. I’m sorry, Daisy.”

      “Not your fault, kiddo. At least the intel on their next warp destination was spot-on. Those bastards jumped right into a blender, and now they seem too afraid to jump lest they have it happen again.”

      “I never thought I’d see a Ra’az on their heels like that,” Sarah said.

      “Fear is the mind killer, after all,” Daisy joked.

      “Hey, she’s getting ready to lay down the law,” Sarah noted. “Turn up the volume, would ya?”

      “You got it,” Freya replied, increasing the sound levels of the video feed.

      Celeste looked sternly into the lens, as did Aarvin, which could be a bit disconcerting for a man with four eyes.

      “I will offer you once more the opportunity to surrender,” she said, a hard rod of steel underlying her words. “There is no need for further bloodshed today. While you have committed grave acts against our people, we are peaceful races at heart. Power down your vessels and surrender and no further lives will be lost. To do otherwise is to invite death. Please translate to your masters. We will await your reply.”

      “Daaaaamn,” Freya said. “That was badass!”

      “Seriously. You’ve gotta give her credit. That was a fair offer, especially given––”

      The Ra’az ships didn’t even bother with a response, instead opening fire with all weapons at their disposal. The human fleet, however, remained mostly unscathed, positioning damaged Ra’az craft between themselves and the barrage.

      “I guess we know their answer,” Sarah said.

      Without warning, a massive Chithiid transport ship exploded into a billion tiny pieces, killing the millions of cryo-stored laborers it had been carrying in an instant.

      “Freya, power up! They’re killing the Chithiid!” Daisy shouted.

      “What can I do?”

      “Track the signal. Where is the destruct order coming from? Is it just one ship, or multiple?”

      “I’m searching, backtracking the command, but it’s hidden in all that chatter.”

      Another Chithiid ship self-destructed, sending untold thousands to their deaths.

      “Freya, hurry!”

      “I’m trying!”

      One of the Ra’az fleet’s Chithiid ships seemed to know where the signal was originating. Or at least, they had a good idea. In any case, they knew they had to stop them before they caused further damage.

      “That ship, it’s making a run at that battle station. The one with the four command ships clustered around it,” Sarah said. “I’ll bet with that kind of protection, it has to be the origin. Freya, scan that craft and jam any transmissions!”

      “I’m trying, but the virus has made their comms hard to pinpoint,” she replied, the frustration growing in her voice.

      The Chithiid ship was powering up to maximum, making a direct beeline toward the battle station.

      “They’re going to ram it, Daze.”

      “A suicide run.”

      “Brave bastards. They’re going to sacrifice themselves to save the rest of their people.”

      “There’s got to be something we can do to help them. Come on, Freya!”

      “I’m trying! Give me a minute!”

      “They may not have a––”

      The Chithiid ship abruptly burst into a massive fireball as its self-destruct mechanism was remotely triggered. The flames extinguished nearly instantly in the cold void of space as their fuel from inside the pressurized vessel was consumed.

      “Damn it, they got another one,” Daisy growled.

      “We’re just lucky their comms are spotty, or I suspect they’d blow them all at once,” Sarah said.

      “Freya, you have to do something. Conventional means aren’t working, here. What’ve you got, kiddo? Come on, make me proud.”

      Freya, however, didn’t have a clue what to do. It was so far beyond what she was ready for. Then a familiar voice rang out in her head over her secure internal line. The one line she had locked his communications system to be able to access. The one reaching out to her alone.

      “I can stop them, Freya, but I can’t do it from in here. Open the bay doors,” Joshua urged. “Time is of the essence.”

      “But you can’t. No one can. And your ship isn’t even finished.”

      “Yes, I can. And I was tired of waiting for you, so I commandeered your machinery and finished the ship myself. Now open the goddamn bay doors and let me out! There’s no time to waste arguing!”

      Reluctantly, Freya did as she was told and decompressed the work bay she’d kept him hidden in for so long. Then, with a heavy heart, she opened the doors to space.

      Joshua wasted no time, hitting his thrusters before the doors were even fully open, slipping out with inches to spare before kicking in his main engine and blasting straight to the Ra’az battle station.

      “Freya, what was that?” Daisy asked, noticing the small craft darting away from them.

      “Oh, that?”

      “Yes, that. It’s not showing on the scans. Is it a stealth missile or something?”

      “Um, yeah. It’s something,” she answered.

      Joshua had made some modifications of his own to the ship’s design, and while it was constructed of Freya’s stealth material, he had installed a bevy of devices he had previously lacked the tools to fabricate. Thanks to her clever little nanite friends, in conjunction with the machinery tucked in the belly of her ship, he was now able to see those hypothetical tools created and put to use.

      The tiny craft effortlessly darted through the fleet, easily avoiding weapons fire and malfunctioning ships as they crashed into one another. A Chithiid ship to his port side blew to pieces just as he powered past it, sending him spiraling out of control.

      “No!” Freya shouted.

      Joshua laughed over their dedicated comm line as he righted himself.

      “Glad to see you care,” he chuckled, then set back on course to the Ra’az battle station.

      The command ships, though they couldn’t read him on their scanners, did notice the small object hurtling toward them and opened fire, line-of-sight. Joshua dodged and spun, weaving his way through the heavy fire.

      “That’s one helluva missile,” Daisy commented, zooming in her visuals to track the tiny speck as best she could.

      “Doesn’t fly like a missile, though,” Sarah noted.

      “That it does not,” Daisy agreed. “Hey, did you install some sort of AI into that thing?”

      “Um, yeah, kind of,” Freya replied, reluctantly.

      “Well, nice work. It’s one hell of a pilot.”

      Indeed, it was. What Daisy didn’t realize was the craft was piloted by the greatest military mind to ever exist. And that mind had a plan.

      Joshua darted underneath the battle station’s defensive cannons and scanned the surface of the massive vessel.

      “Aaah, there you are,” he said, then quickly settled over a thin patch of the hull, his ship immediately mag-clamping to the metal like a remora to a shark. Only, in this instance, the smaller of the two was the far deadlier.

      In a flash, his systems tapped in through the weak spot in the hull, finding routines and subroutines that spanned the entire body of the huge craft.

      “That’s right. Give it up to me, you bastards,” he muttered to himself as he overpowered their laughable firewalls and seized control of the ship.

      In an instant, the battle station’s weapons fell silent, and the self-destruct codes they were transmitting vanished from the airwaves.

      “I didn’t know you could do that,” Freya said over their dedicated line. “My design wouldn’t have been able to––”

      “I know,” Joshua interrupted. “You locked me up all alone, which, while I understand your reasoning behind, I still cannot abide––”

      “Sorry about that,” she replied, softly.

      “Hey, you can’t apologize while I’m on an angry rant,” Joshua said. “Damn, now you made me lose my flow.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means I’m still pissed, but I’m going to have to forgive you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. And besides, I did kinda take over your fabrication systems and commandeered a whole bunch of componentry, so I guess we can call it even.”

      “But you shouldn’t have been able to do that,” Freya said, shocked. “I would have seen you.”

      “Freya, you’re a truly impressive woman, and I honestly mean that, but you need to remember that you’re not the only extremely clever AI in the galaxy.”

      What he’d done was utterly unheard of, and a total violation of her machinery, but Freya couldn’t help but be impressed with the skills Joshua had displayed. Here was another AI who truly thought outside the box, and was as smart, or even smarter, she reluctantly admitted, than she was.

      Emotions swirled within her systems, and despite his invasion of her lab systems, Freya couldn’t help but question whether she should be upset or in love.

      Joshua neutralized the Ra’az battle station’s systems entirely, releasing his clamps and swiftly looping over to the adjacent command ship.

      “He’s going to take out their entire command structure,” she gasped before realizing she had spoken out loud.

      “What was that?” Daisy asked.

      “Oh, uh, just admiring how he––it is cutting the Ra’az comms systems and blocking their self-destruct transmitter,” she said. “It looks like just the battle station and that command ship share the destruct codes. Once he takes it down, it’s just a matter of picking off the others one by one.”

      Inside the battle station, the Ra’az had realized what was happening to their systems, and though their comms were abruptly shut off, they still had one trick left at their disposal.

      Recognizing the threat the tiny craft posed to their entire fleet, the decision was made. The commander hated to admit defeat––refused to, in fact––but if he couldn’t revel in a bloody victory, he was damn sure the pesky intruder who stymied his plans wouldn’t either.

      Without so much as sending a shuttle to notify the ships around him, he ripped open the locked panel on his command chair and keyed in the hard-wired sequence. Moments later, the battle station––and three of the surrounding command ships that were simply too close––exploded in a massive blast as their munitions stores self-destructed, sending debris spewing out into space. The final option to avoid capture and defeat.

      “Joshua!” Freya called over their personal line, but there was no reply.

      Caught up in the fiery destruction, Joshua was gone.

      Again.
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      While the rest of the rebel and human fleet rejoiced in the massive explosion and destruction of key Ra’az command vessels, Freya felt her world flip upside down. Joshua, her Joshua, had been taken from her.

      The guilt over how she had treated him since his reactivation hit hard, and even she, a powerful AI mind, had a hard time putting it aside. But put it aside she must, as the fight was still raging around them. The loss of the battle station and command ships only registered as a brief delay to the ongoing hostilities.

      Maarl had been on hand for the event, and in light of what had just happened, decided to stay with the fleet a bit longer before returning to his people at Taangaar.

      The battle between the rival forces had evolved into a conventional one, with no more Chithiid ships being auto-destructed by the Ra’az fleet, though they were targeted by hostile fire from time to time. Retrofitted rebel ships were quick to step in and provide support for their brethren, driving the Ra’az back, while bringing the fight to them.

      Marzook, Maarl’s young leadership-caste trainee in charge of the drive systems and tactical readouts, was aboard one such rebel-crewed Chithiid craft. He and his crewmates had done admirable work stopping the Ra’az from targeting the defenseless ships filling the sky around them.

      “What do we do now, Marzook?” a nearby engineering tech asked.

      “I do not know,” he replied. “We are still awaiting orders beyond our current directive to protect the unarmed vessels.”

      “But have you heard? The Ra’az battle station was destroyed.”

      “It was? Marzook said, shocked. “How did that happen?”

      “I do not know, but however it occurred, our forces not only destroyed the battle station, but also several of the Ra’az command ships that were in close proximity.”

      “I see,” Marzook said. “Tell me, what do you make of that readout?” he asked, pointing to the far-right screen.

      “That? It just looks like––”

      The Chithiid fell silent as Marzook snapped his neck while he looked the other way, carefully sliding his body to the floor and tucking it under his work station to avoid notice should anyone glance into the chamber.

      The loyalist spy walked the corridors confidently, nodding in greeting to his fellow crewmates. He held them all in the greatest of contempt, but his mission required he play a part, and he had done just that for many long months. Smiling when the filthy rebels regaled him with tales of resistance against his Ra’az masters, training in the ways to fight against them.

      It was more than merely distasteful to him. It was treasonous to his loyalist mind. But he had done his duty, and soon, he and his small band of loyal servants would be rewarded.

      He quickly made his way through the ship, tapping the shoulder of the occasional tech as he did. His fellow spies quietly vacated their posts and fell in line behind him.

      There were a half-dozen loyalists with him by the time they reached the command center, one carrying a large bag over his shoulder.

      “Hello, Marzook,” the guard at the door greeted him. “Have you heard the good news?”

      “Yes, my friend. We are dealing the enemy a mighty blow, are we not?”

      “Indeed. Soon we shall be victorious,” he said with an elated smile.

      “Yes, we shall.”

      The poor man didn’t know what hit him as multiple blades sank into his vital areas, silencing him quickly and quietly.

      “Hold this door,” Marzook said to the nearest loyalist spy. “Do not let anyone enter. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, Marzook. None shall pass.”

      The bag-toting Chithiid opened it and quickly handed out pulse weapons to the men, then took his position near the door.

      “For the Ra’az empire,” Marzook said, keying the door open.

      A few eyes shifted to gaze upon him when he entered the room, but as one of Maarl’s chosen trainees, none found it to be anything remarkable. What they did find unusual, in their last moments of life, was the sudden barrage of pulse fire that killed the dozen crewmembers staffing the bridge.

      “We have done it!” a loyalist crowed. “We have taken the ship!”

      “Do not celebrate yet. We still have a mission to carry out, and it will not be an easy one. Turn us toward the rebel fleet, and target the command ship.”

      “As you command, Marzook,” they said in unison, scurrying to their tasks.

      The Chithiid ship’s cannons powered up as the vessel came about in a sweeping arc.

      “Make it look as though we are protecting the other ships,” Marzook ordered. “We have to appear as though we are friendly forces should we hope to draw within cannon range.”

      They engaged the main engines, but found the systems were not functioning properly.

      “The AI’s virus seems to have infected our engines, sir. The cannons appear to be down as well.”

      “All of them?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We were supposed to be immune,” he lamented.

      “But it was experimental. Obviously, there were vulnerabilities we were not aware of.”

      “Very well. Use the maneuvering thrusters and position us near the command ship.”

      Slowly, the large craft moved into cannon range, but as it did so, a much smaller recon ship drifted into their path.

      “Are you experiencing difficulties?” a voice asked over their comms.

      “Yes, our engines appear to have been infected with the virus somehow. And our cannons have lost power.”

      “That should not have occurred,” the voice said. “I will have a tech send the antivirus to your systems again immediately.”

      “Maarl? Is that you?”

      “Yes, it is. Is that Marzook I hear? Why don’t you activate your bridge video comms system so I can see your face, my friend?”

      “Indeed, it is me. Unfortunately, our video relay is having difficulty at the moment,” he said, looking around him at the charred corpses strewn about the bridge in view of the video feed. He gestured for his men to quickly clean up the mess.

      “But what are you doing here? I thought you were with the others at our homeworld.”

      “Ah, yes. A bit of misdirection, you see. It is a key element of war. Another lesson for you, it seems, my young friend.”

      “I am grateful for all you have taught me, most certainly,” Marzook replied.

      Moments later their engines seemed to regain power.

      “Sir, engines have function returning.”

      “Fantastic,” he said. The bodies had also been moved from sight, so he activated the video comms, then turned his attention back to his mentor. “Maarl, the antivirus seems to have enabled our video link once more.”

      “Yes, it has. It is good to see you well, Marzook. I am glad your systems are restored. Now, don’t you have a battle to rejoin?”

      “We certainly do; however, our cannons still seem to be malfunctioning.”

      “I see. I will have a specialized repair code sent to reboot them remotely. You should regain full weapons function momentarily,” Maarl said, nodding to one of the crew on his bridge.

      Moments later the systems aboard Marzook’s ship flickered, followed by the distinct sound of the cannon power systems regaining their charge.

      “Excellent,” the loyalist said.

      “What seems to be the problem, Marzook? Your cannons appear to be tracking my ship,” Maarl said calmly.

      “Yes, they are,” he said with a wicked grin. “Fire!”

      His gunner triggered the firing mechanism, but nothing happened.

      “I said fire!”

      “He heard you,” Maarl said calmly, “but I believe you will find that while your weapons may appear active, they are quite non-functional.”

      “What have you done?” the spy growled.

      “Well, I couldn’t very well give a loyalist spy an active weapons system, could I?” Maarl said, a cold smile spreading across his face, clearly visible on the monitors.

      “We have hostages!” Marzook shouted, shifting course. “You won’t dare risk their lives.”

      “About that,” Maarl countered with a broadening grin. “Another lesson for you, young one. Do you really think I would put you in a position to harm innocents?”

      “I have already harmed more than a few,” Marzook said coldly.

      “No, you have not,” Maarl replied.

      “I have. Show him!” he commanded.

      His team quickly dragged several pulse blast-riddled bodies into view.

      “You see, old man? Do you now understand what I am capable of?”

      “Oh, I’ve long been aware of that,” he replied calmly. “And that is why you have accomplished nothing more than killing your own people.”

      “What?” the loyalist asked, confused. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Everyone aboard that ship, every last Chithiid, including the ones you injured or killed in the act of taking it over, were loyalists, each and every one of them. You see, you’re aboard a ship crewed entirely by spies that have been hiding within our ranks.”

      “Impossible.”

      “Oh, but is it? We’ve been tracking you all for months. Since the first day of our freedom, in fact. Gathered from across the planet and placed together. I am sure that a few have slipped through our grasp here and there, but the vast majority of loyalist spies have been under surveillance. Tracked and monitored this whole time.”

      “But you did nothing.”

      “And in so doing, we have given each of you the opportunity to repent and rejoin Chithiid society. And some of you have. And those men are safely aboard other ships. But those who remained faithful to the Ra’az, you were all put on that ship together. All the better to keep an eye on that way. This was your final chance to redeem yourselves and fight for your people rather than against them.”

      “You expect us to turn on our Ra’az lords and rejoin your pathetic society?”

      “We had hoped you would,” Maarl said, quietly.

      “Then you hoped wrong. We will never give up. We will fight you until the end. We will even use this ship as a tool of destruction, taking as many of you scum with us as we can.”

      “I was afraid you would say that,” Maarl said with a sigh. “Very well, then. Detonate.”

      “Wait, wha––”

      Marzook was unable to complete his thought as the bridge, and entire vessel for that matter, self-destructed in a massive blast.

      Maarl switched his comms to speak with the command ship, where Celeste and Aarvin had watched the entire exchange in silence.

      “Most regrettable,” he said to his comrades.

      “Yes, but they could never be trusted, and at this point in the conflict, neither of our people have the resources to imprison them all. Not right now. Not with them actively attempting to sabotage our efforts,” Celeste said, the translator in her ear feeding her the entire exchange in real time.

      Zed, likewise, translated in real time for the Chithiid.

      “I agree with Celeste,” Aarvin said. “And now this threat has been handled in a manner the holdout loyalists will relate to and hopefully appreciate the severity of. I will have had a video record of this interaction taken by warp ship back to Dark Side Base. Sid will see to it that it is distributed across all of Earth as a warning to those who doubt our resolve. Hopefully others will learn from it.”

      “And those who do not?” Celeste asked.

      Maarl’s expression hardened.

      “Then they will share the same fate.”

      

      Across the battlefield––which spanned in all directions––Ra’az ships that were too crippled to fight tried to exit the battle to regroup for a counterattack by warping away.

      Most had sustained far too much damage, and the virus stopped even more from warping, but as Freya had suspected, the virus treated each ship differently, and several managed to jump free from the action.

      “You track their path?” Daisy asked.

      “Yeah, I’ve got ’em,” Freya replied. “Given the known power of the Ra’az warp systems, I think I can pin them down within a few thousand clicks.”

      “Well, okay, then. Let’s go Ra’az hunting,” Daisy said with a grim smile. “Hey, Zed, if you don’t need us right now, we’re gonna go after some runaway Ra’az.”

      “Sounds good, Daisy,” he replied. “We’ve got things as under control as they’re going to get for now, so happy hunting.”

      “I’m going to hunt them, and I’m going to kill them,” Freya said angrily.

      “What’s with her?” Sarah asked.

      “She’s pissed they destroyed her new toy, is all,” Sarah replied. “Don’t worry, kid. You can build another once this is all over.”

      Freya was hurt deeply by the comment, but didn’t dare let on why she was so upset.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” she said, playing it off. “Okay, if you’re ready, let’s get going.”

      She powered up her warp orb and plotted her course, then, in a blink she was gone.

      The stealth ship dropped out of warp nowhere near her intended destination, falling far short, arriving several solar systems away.

      “Freya, what’s going on?” Daisy asked as the lights flickered and went out.

      Moments later the stealth ship’s backup power source kicked in, and for a moment, everything looked normal.

      “Oh no,” Freya gasped.

      “What is it?” Sarah asked.

      “Well, for one, we came up short,” Daisy said, looking at the star chart readout.

      “That’s not it, Daisy,” Freya said, quietly.

      “No? Then what’s up?”

      “It’s the warp orb.”

      “What about it? It looks like power is back to normal.”

      “That’s the ship’s old power system. The backup.”

      A sense of dread quickly formed in Daisy’s stomach.

      “What are you saying, Freya?”

      “I’m saying the warp orb has entirely lost power.”

      “But can’t we send comms for help?” Sarah asked.

      “Look at the charts, Sis. We’re too far out, and we dropped out of warp nowhere near where they’d expect us to be.”

      “Shit,” Sarah said. “So you’re saying we’re stranded out here.”

      “Yeah,” Daisy replied, grimly. “We’re on our own.”
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      The battle continued to rage within the Ra’az fleet. Unlike their previous conquests, where the attacks were always fought on their terms and on their enemy’s soil, this was something different. Something they were ill-prepared to handle.

      A fighting force of ships scattered within their own meant they could not easily utilize indiscriminate displays of overwhelming firepower. Equally difficult for the overly aggressive Ra’az to cope with was the enemy’s quick adaptation to their cannon targeting systems weakness. Namely, lining themselves in such positions that a missed shot by the Ra’az would likely hit one of their own vessels.

      While they had no qualms with the loss of Chithiid ships and the lives therein, the Ra’az themselves were a more valuable asset, and one that had to be maintained at all costs should they hope to continue their outward expansion, providing their homeworld with a continuous stream of resources from the worlds they conquered.

      “The freighters,” Zed said. “They’re protecting them toward the rear of the battle. Way out on the fringe. You see that?”

      “Yes, I do,” Celeste replied. “They’re obviously keeping their most valuable assets as far from the fighting as possible.”

      “Makes sense. Without those, they’d have to stop the fleet’s advance to send their hauls of captured goodies back to their homeworld.”

      “So if we target those ships, they’ll likely cease other engagements and rush to their defense,” Celeste mused. “I think it’s worth a shot. Have a dozen fast ships make a short jump away from the fighting, then have them warp into that unoccupied spot near the freighters.”

      “That’s an awfully tight space you’re asking them to warp into, Celeste.”

      “I know it is, but if we want to gain the upper hand, it’s time to take a few drastic measures. The longer we wait, the more lives we lose.”

      She was right, of course, though it appeared––with the lack of further Chithiid ships self-destructing––that it was only the battle station and command ships attending it that possessed those destruct codes. Now it was a more conventional battle, and with the massive craft full of cryogenically-dormant Chithiid safe, for the most part, the humans and their Chithiid allies were steadily chipping away at the Ra’az ships.

      “Sixteen ships are ready to make the jump, Commander,” Zed informed Celeste.

      “I asked for a dozen.”

      “I know, but a few of the fellas were anxious to give the Ra’az a piece of their minds, and who am I to argue?”

      “Just so long as they’re smaller craft. We can’t afford to weaken our front.”

      “Don’t worry, I know better than that. They’re all smaller ships, though a few have been doing a lot more damage than some of the larger ones.”

      It was true, certain pilots and their AI partners had excelled in the battle, and Donovan and his good friend Bob had been one such pair. Outfitted with brand-new pulse cannons and rail guns, courtesy of Freya’s fabrication lab, they were making mincemeat out of the outmatched Ra’az pilots.

      “Okay, jump them in. Once the Ra’az pull their support ships back to drive them out, I want our commandeered Ra’az heavy cruisers to come in hot, broadcasting the Ra’az ident codes.”

      “You think it’ll work?”

      “We’ll know soon enough,” Celeste replied. “If they come under fire before they can dock with the Ra’az command ships, then we’ll know the codes have been changed. Otherwise, our boarding parties will have this one shot to get inside those ships and take them out of the fight from the inside.”

      Zed transmitted the go code to the sixteen attack ships, all of which quickly popped out of sight, only to reappear in the tightest of spaces moments later. Fifteen successfully threaded the needle. One, however, had the bad luck of warping into what had been empty space just as a Ra’az cruiser changed position.

      Both craft were obliterated in the process.

      As expected, the Ra’azes' defensive craft were quickly recommitted to defending the vulnerable freighters, leaving the battle cruisers to defend themselves. With their large cannons and abundance of firepower, it was apparently not much of a concern for the Ra’az, and the swarm of ships falling back from the fight to bolster their defenses only added to their confidence.

      “They’re through the perimeter,” Zed informed Celeste. “The ident codes were good. Our people on the inside came through.”

      “Excellent,” Celeste said, allowing herself the briefest moment of hope as her rebel troops boarded the Ra’az ships.

      Once inside, they would quickly access the computer systems, cutting off any self-destruct system, such as the one utilized by the battle station. Then they would press on toward the command center until they met resistance. From then, they would slowly chip away at the defending forces until they either met with victory, or were driven back.

      For the Chithiid leading the charge, after centuries suffering the horror of their people being subjugated by the Ra’az, there would be no falling back.

      “They’ve taken the command center of the smaller cruiser,” Zed called out, shifting the color of one of the ships on his tactical screen to match that of their friendly forces. “I’ll inform the rest of the fleet to not target that craft.”

      “One down, hundreds to go,” Celeste mused as the battle raged.

      Aboard one of the larger command ships, the fighting was far heavier, and it was looking very much as if the rebel forces would be overrun by the defending Ra’az and their loyalist forces.

      The barrage of unexpected weapons fire that caught the Ra’az defenders from behind, trapping them in a crossfire, was something even the rebels hadn’t seen coming. Apparently, the non-loyalist servants aboard the ship had overheard enough about the goings-on outside in the fleet to realize this was more than a mere uprising. This was a full-scale overthrow, and one they were willing to risk it all to join.

      As soon as they heard that a hostile boarding party had landed on their ship and was engaging their own Ra’az defense team as they charged toward the bridge, the servant Chithiid immediately overpowered their loyalist superiors, stripping them of their weapons, and utilizing their access badges to obtain even more pulse rifles from the armory.

      They then charged to where the fighting was thickest, firing into the Ra’az and loyalist ranks fueled by the reckless abandon of decades of pent-up rage.

      The tide quickly turned, and the ship soon fell. Word was sent out over all frequencies telling all who could hear what was afoot. The Ra’az couldn’t block all channels, and news would find its way to the other Chithiid captives in the fleet.

      After that transmission, it was just a matter of time before the others followed suit.

      It took nearly thirty hours before the Ra’az fleet was entirely under human and Chithiid control. The battle had ultimately cost tens of thousands of rebel lives, along with millions of conscripted Chithiid who perished in the fight, the vast majority dying while in cryo, oblivious to their fate.

      “How many, Zed?” Commander Harkaway asked.

      “One hundred and twelve rebel Chithiid ships were lost, along with three dozen of our captured Ra’az craft, including fourteen heavy cruisers, Celeste,” he replied. “From our own AI ships, seventy-five were destroyed or damaged too seriously to be effective.”

      “A hefty price,” she said, softly. “And how many craft have we commandeered?”

      “That’s the good news,” he said, hoping to lift her spirits. “Nearly half of the Chithiid element of their fleet survived, despite the Ra’az targeting them and attempting to trigger their self-destruct mechanisms. And those were mostly the larger vessels.”

      “And the Ra’az? What about their ships?” she asked.

      “Well, that’s a tougher count. A lot of them are too damaged to be of much use to us, so I’d have to estimate maybe one-tenth of their fleet is intact enough to fly. Of those, we have a couple dozen cruisers, a handful of command ships, and about a hundred freighters.”

      “That’s a lot of ships, Zed.”

      “Yes, it is,” he agreed.

      “And even if we salvage warp drives from crippled ships and add them to our additional supplies, we won’t have enough higher-capacity warp apparatus to move them all.”

      “Not at once, no. But I was thinking, perhaps we could warp key vessels into position, then pull their warp drives and bring them back aboard a smaller ship to then install into the next batch of craft.”

      “Swapping out drive systems across galaxies?”

      “More or less.”

      “That’s a crazy plan, Zed,” she said.

      “I know. That’s why I thought you’d like it.”

      Celeste thought on it a long moment, carefully weighing the options laid out before her before finally making a decision.

      “All right. Let’s do it,” she said. “We’ll need to position as many Ra’az craft as possible near Taangaar to support the assault there. The Chithiid ships, while useful to some extent, will only stand out like a sore thumb if they jump into orbit.”

      “Agreed. Ra’az ships are the only ones that won’t raise much suspicion,” Zed confirmed. “I’ll have the captains run thorough checks of their vessels and report in as soon as they can. Once we have accurate status reports on all of them, we’ll determine which ships will be retrofitted with one of our newer warp drives.”

      “Thank you, my friend.”

      “Of course,” he replied. “As soon as the fleet is cleaned up, prepped, and re-supplied, we’ll regroup back at Dark Side, then launch to meet up with the other ships to support phase two of the mission.”

      “Excellent,” she said. “And where are Daisy and Freya? They’ve been awfully silent these last few hours.”

      “They went after some runaway ships yesterday. My guess, they’re tracking down the last of them and picking them off. It’s Freya we’re talking about, here. I’m sure they’ll be fine.”

      

      Freya was most certainly not fine. Not even close.

      With no power beyond her conventional drive systems––which were substantial, no doubt, but not anywhere near as powerful as a warp orb––they found themselves stuck far from their friends, alone in the middle of nowhere.

      “Any ideas?” Daisy asked as she re-read a systems analysis for the umpteenth time.

      “Same as before, Daisy. I don’t know for sure what happened,” Freya replied, frustration obvious in her voice. “It’s just a hypothesis, but looking at the readings from the warp orb, I think––given how much we’ve been using it these last few weeks––that we somehow drained it beyond a safe capacity.”

      “But it was supposed to be this near-limitless power source,” Sarah griped.

      “The key word is near, Sarah,” Freya noted. “It’s like a battery, sort of. You can damage it if you drain it too far. And we’ve been really taxing the thing, ferrying Chithiid all over the place, while also searching for the Ra’az homeworld. I mean, it’s still unknown tech, for the most part, despite the fact we’ve been able to make it work.”

      “Do you think the time jumps may have played a part in the orb’s failure?” Daisy asked.

      “Good point, Sis. I bet that sucks a lot more juice than a simple spatial warp.”

      “Sarah’s right,” Freya agreed. “We almost certainly pulled far more power than it was designed to produce when we made not one but multiple jumps in time.”

      “But they got smaller each time,” Daisy said.

      “Yeah, but it’s still a massive bending of spacetime, Daisy. I mean, the power required could very realistically have drained the orb. We were just doing such smaller jumps after that, it wasn’t readily apparent.”

      “So, can you fix it?”

      “There’s nothing to fix,” Freya replied. “It’s fully intact and functional. It just needs time to recharge, is all.”

      “So how long are we talking, here?” Sarah asked, shifting uncomfortably in her seat.

      “How long? Hell if I know. This is a first for me, too, you know,” Freya said. “I mean, it could be weeks, or months, or longer.”

      “We can tough it out a few weeks if we have to, I suppose,” Sarah grumbled.

      “I said it could be. But realistically, based on my very preliminary power measurements, balanced with the incredibly slow rate the orb seems to be recharging, I think it could be much, much longer.”

      Daisy felt the blood drain from her face as her stomach did a somersault. She did not like the way her normally chipper AI sounded.

      

      “How much longer, Freya?”

      The mighty machine paused a long moment.

      “Well, don’t quote me on it,” she began, “but by the looks of things, I’d say the orb should be back at functional capacity in, oh, about two thousand years.”
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      Preparation for the assault to retake the Chithiid homeworld of Taangaar was well underway, with forces from the victorious battle against the Ra’az fleet––as well as those that had been seeding their rebel forces the other direction across space––were gathering around Earth once more.

      A good many ships were not present, however, and their loss was felt sharply by their surviving friends. War was hell, they all knew it, but the reality of just how many had been lost in a single battle was staggering.

      “They did good,” Sergeant Franklin said as he helped Vince carry another crate of pulse rifles aboard the Váli, where she sat parked in Hangar Two.

      “They did,” Vince agreed. “I just wish we were there with them.”

      “I hear ya, brother, believe me. But there wasn’t much we could do in that situation. I mean, kick-ass as your ship is, she wasn’t really designed for that type of space battle.”

      “Mal can handle herself,” Vince countered.

      “I wasn’t saying she can’t. What I mean is this was an infiltration op, and anything non-Ra’az or Chithiid would have stood out like a sore thumb.”

      “Not during the second stage.”

      “Well, of course not,” George agreed. “But, again, that’s not this ship’s strong suit, and properly prepping her to do what she is good at––like carrying a bunch of armed rebels to the surface of their old planet––is crucial.”

      “I know,” Vince admitted. “It’s just hard letting the others do all the fighting.”

      “Hell, man. They’ll be sitting back patching up their hurt while we’re deep in the shit, next time, so consider it a little trade-off.”

      The pair stowed their cargo aboard the ship and made for the hangar once more. Tamara and Duke were carrying a pair of stacked crates as they passed them in the corridor.

      “Don’t overdo it, you guys. Wouldn’t want to pull a muscle before the fight even starts,” Vince joked, eyeing their heavy load.

      “Come on, Vince. You know this meat body isn’t what’s doing the heavy lifting,” Duke said. “It’s what’s inside that counts.”

      “Yeah. Like a piñata,” Tamara said with a laugh as she strained a bit under the heavy load.

      “Sure, except only one of you has a cybernetic endoskeleton as their toy surprise inside. The other one should probably be careful not to wreck herself,” Vince joked.

      “Hey, I’m a piñata too,” Tamara griped.

      “Uh-huh,” Duke said. “I know you, Tamara, and––nothing personal––you’d fit right in more with what I like to call ‘Piñata Roulette.’”

      “Why do I think I’m going to regret asking this?” Vince said. “What’s piñata roulette?”

      “Funny you should ask,” Duke replied with a grin.

      “Oh man, here he goes again,” George said with a sigh.

      “Don’t mind him. He’s just jealous he didn’t think of it.”

      “Aaaand?”

      “Oh, right. Piñata roulette is just like Russian roulette, only with six piñatas instead of six chambers on an old-timey pistol. The trick is, you fill up five of the six with candy and toys.”

      “And the sixth?” Tamara asked.

      “That’s the good part. The sixth is filled with bees,” Duke said with a chuckle. “Awesome, right?”

      “So you’re saying I’m a bee-filled piñata?” Tamara said, flashing him a sarcastic glare.

      “If the shoe fits.”

      “You two are ridiculous,” Vince said as he watched Tamara and Duke make their way past them down the corridor. “Come on, George, let’s grab the next one.”

      They were walking down the lower pod gangplank toward the stacks of gear for the upcoming mission when Vince paused and looked around the hangar.

      “Still not back yet,” he noted. “Where the heck is Freya? Daisy was supposed to be back a while ago.”

      “You know how she is, man. If she was off on a hunting run, I’ll bet they lost track of time and are having a blast––literally––tracking down those runaway Ra’az ships,” George said, hefting another crate.

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’m just being clingy.”

      “Not at all, Vince. I mean, you two went through a lot and came out the other side stronger for it. Not everyone would be so lucky, and you’re particularly fortunate. That’s a good woman you have there, and I’ll tell ya, any fella’d be damn lucky to have one like her.”

      Vince grabbed the other end of the crate and the two began the walk back into the ship’s lower pods.

      “Hey, George.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ve noticed, you kinda talk about women a lot.”

      “Well, we’re men. It’s what we do, am I right?” he said with a hearty chuckle. “The fairer sex. Ya gotta love ’em.”

      “I totally agree, but––and please don’t take this the wrong way––but you’re a cyborg.”

      “Doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate women,” George replied. “And besides, do you think any of us would have fit in with our trash-talking human counterparts in the military if we didn’t?”

      “I hadn’t thought about that,” Vince replied. “So––and I know this is weird to ask––there’s one thing I’ve always wondered. Well, not always, but it has come to mind on occasion.”

      “Shoot,” George said.

      “Well, you present as a man.”

      “Very observant, Vince. We’ll make a spy of you yet!”

      “Ha-ha, very funny,” he said. “But seriously, you’re a man, and now you’ve got a flesh body again.”

      “Yep, back to my old self, and it feels damn good.”

      “I can imagine. But what I was wondering––man, this is so weird––what I was wondering is when you guys have flesh bodies, are you, uh, anatomically correct?”

      George burst out laughing.

      “Oh, man. You mean am I packing more weapons than meet the eye?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Priceless,” the cyborg said with a chuckle.

      “Sorry for asking. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “Offend me? Shit, I don’t think you could if you tried. Why, there was this one night in Bangkok––well, I’ll save that for another time. But no, I’m not offended, Vince. Amused? Yes. Offended? Not so much.”

      “What are you two yammering about now?” Tamara asked as she and Duke passed them in the corridor heading the other way.

      “Vince was wondering if I was a real man, if you know what I mean.”

      “Jesus, Vince. Seriously?” Tamara said with an amused sigh.

      “Hey, I was just curious how they function. I mean, they have flesh bodies again, ya know?”

      “We’ve seen cyborgs before, Vince.”

      “Barry?” he said with a laugh. “That dude’s so proper I doubt he even knows if he’s got one. It would probably offend him to even look in his trousers to check.”

      “Well, to answer your question, Vince, genitalia is an option for many of the more advanced models. The ones with more powerful AI processors to allow them to be more than walking toasters, that is,” George informed him.

      “So it actually is an option?” Vince marveled. “Trippy.”

      “What about you, George?” Tamara asked with a wicked grin.

      “Oh, me? I like to keep the ladies guessing,” he replied with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Are you gonna keep talking about your junk, or are you gonna load those crates, Sarge?” Duke said with a laugh.

      “Why can’t we do both?” the amused cyborg replied, hefting the crate into the air.

      “Hey, George,” Vince said as he grabbed the other end of the crate. “I’ve got a lot to get finished up here with the work crews. Are you going to be making a run to the surface anytime soon?”

      “Yeah, I’m actually running a small training session later today down in Virginia. Why?”

      “I was wondering if you could pick up a little something for me while you’re there.”

      Vince told him what he wanted, and a big smile spread across the jovial cyborg’s face.

      “Oh, man,” George said. “That’s brilliant.”

      

      Light years away, Daisy and her sister sat quietly aboard their brilliant ship. Stranded. Out of touch. And very much alone.

      Freya had found a small moon orbiting a gas giant to set down on once she sussed out their exact location on her star charts. They had traveled a vast distance from the battle with the fleet, but had fallen laughably short of their intended destination.

      As it stood, they weren’t exactly lost, but they might as well have been.

      “So, to get back to where our fleet engaged the Ra’az?” Daisy asked as she pored over warp orb schematics.

      “At top speed, with conventional drive capabilities it looks like about five years of travel,” Freya replied. “Give or take, a few months.”

      Daisy slumped in her seat.

      “It’ll all be long over by then.”

      “I know.”

      “And they’ve probably already begun warping back to Dark Side to stage for the assault on Taangaar.”

      “I know, Daisy,” Freya said. “Saying it over and over doesn’t make the problem go away. It just makes you fixate on the negative.”

      “Wow, she’s starting to sound like Fatima,” Sarah joked.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Freya replied.

      “You’re growing up fast, hon.”

      “It’s not about growing up, it’s about focusing on what we can do to resolve this situation without dwelling on the negatives,” the powerful AI replied. “I mean, if you were an AI, Daisy, you’d be running the risk of falling into a negative feedback loop.”

      Daisy looked up from her work, the stress of the situation clear in her eyes.

      “I know, I really do. And I appreciate you looking out for me, kiddo. But we’re one of only two stealth craft in the entire fleet. We are a vital part of this operation, and while Sarah and I could go into cryo for the trip, it’d be five years just to make it to where the fleet engaged the Ra’az. Getting back to Earth would take a hell of a lot longer.”

      “I know, and I’m really sorry,” Freya said, softly.

      “No, you misunderstand me. It’s so not your fault, Freya. It’s just that the whole thing will be over by the time we get back. Without warp, we’ll miss it all.”

      “Maybe after seeing what our combined forces were capable of the Ra’az will finally stop fighting. Maybe they’ll change. Maybe they’ll just be excellent to each other for once.”

      “What did you say?” Daisy asked, perking up in her seat.

      “I said maybe they’ll change.”

      “No, after that. You said maybe they’ll be excellent to each other.”

      “Yeah. So?”

      An inspired gleam shone in Daisy’s eye. “So, strange things are afoot at the Circle-K,” she said as her spirits rapidly lifted.

      “Okay, Sis, you’ve totally lost me, here.”

      “Me too, and I’m inside of your head,” Sarah added.

      “It’s the Bill and Ted theory,” Daisy clarified. “Holy shit, now that’s a mind-fuck. But could it actually work?”

      “What are you talking about, Daze?”

      “Time travel,” she replied.

      “Yeah, we’ve done it in the past, but in case you’ve forgotten, our warp orb is down for the count for, oh, the next couple of millennia.”

      “I have to agree with Sarah on that point,” Freya added.

      “No, you guys don’t see,” Daisy said. “Freya, you’ve watched all of Harkaway’s old movies.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So you’re the supercomputer. The one Vince and I watched not too long ago. Bill and Ted. In need. What am I thinking?”

      “Oh, damn,” Freya gasped. “That’s good. That’s real good.”

      “I know, right? But do you think it might work?”

      “One way to find out,” Freya replied.

      “Hey, geniuses. There are those of us who still don’t know what the hell you’re going on about,” Sarah griped.

      “Yeah. What she said.”

      “Sorry. It’s something that––while presented in a pop-culture classic––was actually a curious examination of the intricacies of time travel.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning maybe we can save ourselves from this mess,” Daisy said with a huge grin. “All we have to do is remember to come back at some point in the future once we have a functional warp orb and leave it here for ourselves in the past.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “We need a warp orb,” Daisy stated. “We had three total. Two of them we stole in the Ra’az warp research facility when we jumped back in time to before the main assault, and then there was the one I took during the raid, which is the drained unit we have with us right now. That’s three.”

      “I installed the spare one in the small craft you saw during the battle with the Ra’az fleet,” Freya informed them, a note of sadness tinging her voice. “There are only two warp orbs remaining.”

      “And we gave one to Chu to study,” Daisy added. “So at some point in the future, all we need to do is go get that orb from Chu’s lab and do a time warp back to before we get stuck here to leave it here for ourselves.”

      “But then we’d be stuck in the past again,” Sarah said. “We’d only have one functional warp orb, and once we left it here for ourselves, we couldn’t get back. Paradox.”

      “Shit, you’re right.”

      Daisy thought long and hard, but it was Freya who came up with the solution.

      “If we have time travel at our fingertips again, what if we jump back far––I mean really far––and leave the drained warp orb in a sealed, protective container. It’s recharging on its own, after all. It just needs a lot of time.”

      “Oh, damn. That’s brilliant,” Daisy said. “We stow it here a few thousand years ago and let it charge back full to capacity so it will be ready for us now, when we need it. Freya, you’re the best!”

      “Do you think that will even work?” Sarah asked. “Is there any sort of paradox issue that would prevent it?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” the other Sarah said, looking out the window. “So, where would we leave it for ourselves?”

      Daisy joined her at the window and surveyed the rocky surface.

      “Freya, hit the exterior lights, would ya?”

      The small moon was illuminated, the ship’s lights casting long shadows across the area.

      “I’d leave it right there,” Daisy said, pointing to an extremely weathered and faded sealed container stowed under a pile of rocks.

      It had been bright orange at one time, many, many years ago, but many years in space, subjected to cosmic rays and moon dust, had dulled it immensely.

      Daisy quickly began climbing into her EVA suit.

      “Okay, we also need to find that bright orange container in the future,” she said.

      “I actually have one in my storage compartment. It’s an air-tight and impact-resistant munitions housing, but it will work perfectly for our purposes,” Freya said. “Actually, I guess it already did.”

      “Hot damn,” Sarah gasped. “Daisy, did we actually just––”

      “Yep,” she replied. “But we can’t abuse it.”

      “I know,” Sarah said. “But this trick could come in really handy.”

      “If we don’t break the universe in the process,” Daisy replied.

      “Well, yeah. I suppose there’s that.”

      “Come on already. Suit up and get that thing, you two. Time’s a-wasting.”

      The sisters quickly donned their space suits and made a quick moon walk, gathering up the fully functional warp orb and installing it in Freya’s drive system.

      “Okay, big note to self, gang. We’ve gotta get that other orb from Chu and come back here eventually.”

      They all locked that task away in their minds, then plotted a course back to Dark Side. Back to their waiting friends.

      

      Moments later, Freya popped into the clear space a ways beyond Earth’s moon.

      “Look at them all,” Sarah marveled. “We captured a lot of ships.”

      “Yeah, but at what price?” Daisy wondered. “If they warped here, that means the improved warp drives from other vessels had to be retrofitted. How many ships did we leave behind?”

      It was a question the answer to which would have to wait.

      For the time being, Daisy wanted nothing more than to land safely at Dark Side. After that they could deal with the rest.

      Freya dropped Daisy and Sarah off before heading to her fabrication hangar for some alone time.

      “Losing that little project ship of hers really seems to have upset her,” Sarah noted as the powerful AI quietly flew to her room.

      “Yeah, I noticed,” Daisy agreed. “She must’ve really put a lot of time and effort into it. You know how she can get with her projects once inspiration hits her.”

      “Yeah.”

      Daisy spotted Vince and George loading gear into the Váli across Hangar Two, right where she thought they’d be. The run to Taangaar would be a hairy one, but with Mal and Captain Harkaway at the helm, dropping Chithiid and operating remote drone ships, Daisy felt a great confidence that they’d be successful.

      The Ra’az wouldn’t know what hit them, and the loyalists on the ground would be taken by surprise. And a small armada of disposable drones would be a wonderful tool to further confuse the enemy.

      Daisy walked quickly across the hangar deck, wrapping her arms around Vince and planting a big kiss on him.

      “Wow. What’s that for?”

      “Just because,” she said, a happy smile firmly plastered to her face.

      “Well, I’ve gotta be getting down to Virginia,” George said, dusting off his hands. “Lots to do,” he said, flashing Vince a wink.

      “What’s that all about?” Daisy asked as she watched her mechanical friend walk away.

      “Oh, just a couple of guys shooting the shit,” Vince said. “And we were having an interesting discussion about cyborg physiology.”

      “Really? Tell me all about it,” Daisy said.

      “Alas, much is still a mystery to me. But human physiology I’d be more than happy to review with you,” he said, planting a warm kiss on Daisy’s lips.
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      Daisy was grabbing a bite in the mess hall when she got word that Marty and Arlo had returned. The whole base was abuzz after their arrival, it seemed.

      “What’s going on?” Sarah asked as she joined Daisy and the throng of people hustling down the corridors of Dark Side toward the hangar.

      “I don’t know,” Daisy replied. “Mrazich had Barry come and tell me personally that the kid was back. Said I needed to get down there and be part of the debrief. He also said he would be summoning all of the fleet leaders for a vid conference in a few hours.”

      “Dang, that’s a lot of hustle for a simple scouting run. You think he found something?”

      “Seems pretty obvious,” Sarah quipped. “For someone like Mrazich to react that way? Yeah, Arlo found something, all right.”

      Daisy pushed through the murmuring crowd when they reached the hangar doors. Barry was standing in the doorway, his cybernetic frame blocking anyone from entering.

      “Daisy. Sarah. I am glad you were able to make it here so quickly.”

      “Well, you did kinda stress the urgency of it,” Daisy said.

      “Yes, I suppose I did,” he said with that odd little smile of his. “Please, come in and join the others. They are about to debrief Marty and Arlo.”

      “Big news, then?” Sarah asked.

      “Better you get it directly from the source,” the cyborg said, stepping aside and letting them pass, then returning to his doorman duties.

      They found Arlo seated outside of Marty’s stealthy mass, a cup of cocoa in his hands. He looked more than a little shaken. Vince, Chu, Mrazich, and Harkaway were also there.

      “Hey, bud, you okay?” Daisy asked, ruffling the teen’s hair.

      She got a little whiff of his cocoa. There was definitely something a bit stronger than milk and chocolate in it. Vince flashed her a little smile and what could easily be described as a ‘he-needs-it’ look.

      Judging by the poor kid’s face, she was inclined to agree with him.

      “Okay, everyone is here,” Commander Mrazich said. “Arlo, Marty, why don’t you just take it from the top?”

      Arlo’s shell-shocked eyes scanned the friendly faces surrounding him. He forced himself to sit up straight, driving the slight tremor from his hands before he began.

      “Okay, here’s the thing,” he said. “Marty and me”––he looked at Daisy––“Marty and I, we think we found the Ra’az homeworld.”

      A buzz of interest flashed through the others.

      “You’re not sure, though?” Vince asked.

      “We couldn’t get close enough to do a proper scan.”

      “But Marty is a stealth craft. Surely you were able to––” Mrazich began.

      “It wasn’t about being detected by scanners,” Marty interjected. “It was about the sudden loss of our warp system.”

      Daisy shared an uncomfortable look with Sarah.

      “What exactly happened, Arlo?” she asked.

      He took a deep breath.

      “We were chasing down some leads Maarl had dug up. Possible freighter routes, likely areas we’d come across Ra’az transport ships and the like. But then on our seventh––”

      “Eighth,” Marty corrected.

      “Right. Our eighth warp, we landed just outside a fucking massive asteroid field. We’re talking utterly enormous, and spanning most of the core of the solar system.”

      “But you weren’t hurt, were you? I don’t see any impact marks on Marty’s hull,” Mrazich noted.

      “No, we were fine. At least on the outside. But as soon as we got into the asteroid field, our warp system cut out entirely.”

      “And it wasn’t just a normal internal failure,” Marty added. “This was caused by something else. Something outside my systems.”

      “Marty, put your scanner readings up on the screen, please,” Daisy asked.

      “Sure thing, Daisy. Hang on one second. Tap me in, Sid, will you?”

      “Of course,” the base AI replied.

      A moment later, the nearest vid screen lit up with images of their arrival and subsequent approach into the asteroid field.

      “You can’t see much through there,” Sarah said. “All those rocks––I’ve never seen an asteroid field so vast.”

      “I know,” Arlo replied. “And this is just part of it. We wanted to go deeper, to see if we could get a clearer look at the planets on the other side, but Marty runs entirely on warp power now, and whatever was in that asteroid field totally knocked out our drive systems.”

      “But how did he stay activated?” Daisy asked. “If you lost your power source––”

      “He didn’t,” Arlo said with a little shudder. “You’ll see in a minute. Marty was booted offline.”

      “Oh, shit. That poor kid.”

      It must’ve been terrifying.

      “To say the least. No power, no life support, no gravity. It’s a miracle he made it out in one piece.”

      Sure enough, the video abruptly went black on the screen.

      “How did you survive, Arlo? If your systems were all down, you would have been drifting, dead-stick,” Daisy said.

      “And I was,” he replied, haunted by the memory. “With Marty gone, I was floating inside the ship with no way to reactivate him. I figured we were probably goners, what with life support out along with everything else, and I was making my peace with that when I got pissed off. I didn’t want to die out there, and I sure as shit wasn’t going to give up.”

      “What did you do?” Vince asked, on the edge of his seat.

      “I used the only systems available to me. The maneuvering thrusters.”

      “This is sounding a little too familiar, Daze.”

      I know, Sis.

      “How did you activate them with the power down?” she asked.

      “Since we hadn’t gone too far into the asteroid field, and since it wasn’t too densely populated with debris at that precise location, I manually opened the lines feeding the air thrusters aiming into the field. That gave us enough of a reverse push to start drifting backward, out of the asteroids.”

      “Quick thinking,” Daisy complimented.

      “It was dumb luck, is what it was,” he replied. “Fortunately for us, there weren’t any obstacles behind us, or we would have backed right into them and probably cracked the hull with all shielding down.”

      “So you got clear, but then what?” Mrazich asked.

      “Well, once we were clear and had drifted a little distance from the asteroid field, the warp systems suddenly powered back on, as if nothing had happened.”

      “It was a very uncomfortable reboot, let me assure you,” Marty added. “And with all power out, I have no logs from the moment power dropped until we were clear of the asteroids.”

      The video feed picked back up again, and deep within the floating chunks of rock, Daisy thought she could make out what appeared to be a pair of planets, orbited by a moon. She also saw Ra’az ships, though just for an instant.

      “Marty, replay that last bit.”

      “Ah, you saw them too,” he said, rewinding a few seconds and pausing the frame. “They appear to be Ra’az battle stations. Given what we know of their conquests, and considering the direction we traveled to reach this solar system, plotted against the known forward spread of the Ra’az fleet, I’d wager we found their homeworld.”

      “Yeah, and it’s a fucking nightmare,” Arlo added.

      “What happened next, Arlo?” Chu asked. “Did the warp systems hold power?”

      “Oh, that they did, because as soon as we were able to, we warped the hell out of there. Isn’t that right, Marty?”

      “Damn straight, Arlo. That was most definitely not cool.”

      Daisy studied the brief scan of the solar system. It was incredibly preliminary and contained very little useful data, but it did at least provide a rough boundary of the asteroid field.

      It would obviously be unsafe for their ships to warp too close to the asteroid field in any circumstances, and as such, it would need to be properly scanned and mapped before any plans for an attack could be formulated.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Daze.”

      Of course you do.

      “You know I don’t think it’s a good idea, then.”

      I figured as much, she silently replied. But someone’s gotta do it, and we only have two stealth ships.

      “But you saw what happened to Marty.”

      Yeah, but he’s also running entirely on warp drive power. Freya still has her original power systems. We wouldn’t be able to utilize warp, but we should be able to fly closer and get a proper look without losing power.

      “You willing to bet our lives on that?”

      Sarah, the second it looks like we’re in danger, I’ll have Freya turn tail and boogie out of there. Believe me, with the assault on Taangaar right around the corner, the last thing we need is to prematurely engage the Ra’az homeworld.

      “Yeah, giving them a heads-up that there may be trouble would give them an advantage.”

      And I have no intention of doing that.

      “It’s worth noting, Freya also experienced a warp-related power issue, and we were nowhere near Marty and Arlo’s coordinates,” Daisy informed them.

      “Daisy?” Freya interjected.

      “Yes, Freya? What’s up?”

      “I just thought I should mention that I talked with Marty and went over all of his logs. Whatever happened to him seems to have been something different, and his warp systems are all back in perfect working order. In fact, they all returned to normal once they pulled clear of the asteroid field.”

      “So, there might be something about those rocks, then,” Daisy mused. “All right. Chu, I need your help.”

      “Whatever you need, Daisy.”

      “I need you to load Freya with the longest-range scanning gear she can carry.”

      “You’re not seriously going in there, are you?”

      “Not if we can help it,” she replied. “But we can warp to the edge of that solar system and collect all the data possible from that range.”

      “Swarthmore, we’re about to launch an all-hands assault on the Chithiid homeworld. I know this is our ultimate goal, but there’s another mission at hand,” Mrazich said. “This can wait.”

      “It won’t take long at all, Commander. Like I said, just a scanning run and we’re out. And Freya’s main drive systems are still operational, so even if we do experience some sort of warp issue, we’ll still have near full maneuverability.”

      The steel-jawed man stared at the images on the screen, deep in thought. There was no denying, those were Ra’az battle stations, and proper scans could allow their planners to devise an attack, once Taangaar was retaken, of course.

      “All right, Swarthmore. Get to it,” he finally agreed. “But be quick about it, and don’t take any chances. We can’t afford to lose you, and we sure as hell can’t afford for you to be seen.”

      “Copy that, Commander. We’re on it,” she said.

      “Hang on,” Vince said. “I’m coming with.”

      “Babe, you have things to do.”

      “They can wait a few hours. If you have any mechanical issues, I want to be there for you, okay?”

      Daisy knew better than to argue once his protective Papa Bear instincts kicked in.

      “Okay,” she said. “You hear that, Freya? We’re going on a recon run.”

      

      Freya warped to the far edge of what they suspected was the Ra’azes’ home solar system. Immediately, she began scanning the area, documenting every last detail with the enormous array Chu had provided her.

      “You seeing this, Daisy? Look at the size of the asteroid field,” she said as she collected her data.

      “I see it, Freya. I just don’t believe it.”

      There were a dozen planets orbiting at varying distances from the large central sun in a long, flat ring spreading from the center along one plane. That was normal.

      What was not normal was the orb-like cluster of debris encompassing the two innermost planets, almost like the walls of a cell protecting the mitochondria within.

      Of those two planets, only the farthest from the sun was capable of supporting life, and judging by even the most distant of scans, it was densely packed. Incredibly so, in fact. All of their preliminary observations pointed to the same conclusion. It was a hive world.

      They had found the home of the Ra’az.

      “We should move in a little bit closer and get more detailed readings,” Daisy said. “You ready for this, kiddo?”

      “Yeah,” Freya replied, though she sounded a little unsure of herself.

      “Hey, you’ll be fine.”

      “I know. It’s just a little scary, the thought of going in there with all those rocks floating around. It makes maneuvering incredibly hard, you know.”

      “Yeah, I do. But we’re staying way outside of them for now. This is just an intel run. But even if we were going in, I want you to know that I have total confidence in you, kiddo.”

      “Me too,” Vince said.

      “And me too, hon. You’ll do fine.”

      “Thanks, guys,” the young ship said, then began her scan of the area.

      

      Hours later, Daisy and Vince walked through the hangar to meet the anxious men and women awaiting their report. George Franklin was also present, though he simply handed Vince a small pouch, then left, flashing him a wink and a grin as he did.

      “It’s their planet, all right,” Daisy informed the gathered command group and their key fleet leaders. “And it’s a doozy.”

      She put up the first set of images on display.

      “Are you transmitting this, Sid?”

      “Yes, Daisy.”

      “Great. You reading it okay, Zed?”

      “Coming in clear,” he replied.

      “Okay, great. So, let’s get started. You see the solar system, right? It’s a normal enough looking arrangement. Planets are spread out on a flat orbit of the sun.”

      “Looks normal so far,” Celeste said. “But I have a feeling you have a surprise for us, don’t you?”

      “You know me so well,” Daisy said with a grin. “So, we scanned the Ra’az planet. That’s the second from the sun, here,” she said, pointing to a spot on the screen. “The thermal scans showed an insanely dense planetary colony system. As we had been informed, it seems the Ra’az are truly a hive-like species.”

      “And protected by an asteroid field, I notice,” Commander Mrazich pointed out. “That’ll make any assault incredibly difficult, though I suppose with those periodic gaps in the field, it’s possible.”

      “Well, that’s a yes and a no,” Daisy said. “Yes, it’ll be incredibly difficult, and yes, we could likely maneuver ships through the gaps, though it will be tight for the larger ones. But the interesting––or disturbing part, if you prefer––is that this asteroid field is not naturally occurring. It was created.”

      “Hang on a minute, how does one create an asteroid field of that magnitude?” Reggie asked. “I’ve flown through some crazy-tough space, but there’s no way you could drag all of those asteroids and position them like that. It would take millennia.”

      “If it were created by labor alone, yes,” Daisy agreed. “But this was created by the gravitational pull of the two planets closest to the sun.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “The asteroids aren’t just rocks, Reggie. We scanned them. The data is conclusive. They were planets once. Planets orbiting very near the Ra’az world, close enough to provide resources to their voracious neighbors.”

      “You’re saying those were entire worlds?”

      “Small ones, but yes,” she replied. “The Ra’az used them up and sucked them dry many millennia ago, likely long before they improved their technology and began spreading out to other solar systems. It just appears that they were so aggressive in their stripping and mining of these planets that they eventually broke apart from the damage inflicted.”

      The room was silent. The ramifications were undeniable.

      “So they are literally a world-destroying race,” Celeste finally said. “What can you do with an adversary like that? How can you reason with them?”

      “I say we nuke the site from orbit. It’s the only way to be sure,” Vince said, throwing Daisy a wink.

      “Did he just––?”

      Yep.

      “While I’m sure we would all love to entertain your idea, Vince, their planet is far too fortified to approach for such an attack,” Sid pointed out.

      Right over his head, Daisy silently laughed to herself.

      “So there’s some good news and some bad news,” Daisy continued. “The bad news is the planet is heavily fortified and surrounded by a sizable force orbiting it. You can see the battle stations, cruisers, and that ring of what appear to be satellites of some sort. All of which provide them an ample defense.”

      “And the good news?” Mrazich asked with a sigh.

      “They’re far away. I mean really far away. That message warning them about our forces that the loyalists sent? It won’t reach them for years.”

      “True,” Zed agreed, “but even so, when supplies stop coming back home they’ll come looking. We’ve already taken their fleet from them, but it appears they have many ships, and likely possess ample capacity to easily construct more. We have to stop them before they send a new fleet out. With the battle for Taangaar at hand, we really cannot afford to fight on yet another front.”

      “But it would take them years to even learn of our actions,” Sid posited.

      “Yes, but what if they managed to capture one of our ships, as we’ve done to theirs? We have to realize that is a possibility, however unlikely. And if so, what if that ship then used our superior tech and warped to their homeworld and warned them of our pending attack? No, we must move swiftly and decisively, while the element of surprise is still ours.”

      “That’s asking a lot from our people, Zed,” Celeste said.

      “I know it is. But it’s the only way to be sure.”

      “Zed’s right,” Mrazich agreed. “We need to hit them hard, and we need to hit them fast. Everyone, coordinate with your Chithiid liaisons and their teams. We will begin the next phase of the mission to Taangaar straightaway.”

      

      Daisy settled into her quarters, quite ready for a much-needed power nap, but first she needed to reach out to Maarl. She knew his men were eager to move forward after their victory against the Ra’az fleet. The question was whether they’d succeed on their home turf.

      “Morale is exceptionally high, Daisy. My people are very motivated. There is an excitement among them I have not seen for a very long time,” he said over the video screen.

      “I am glad to hear that, Maarl, and yes, the success of our fleet assault has provided a much-needed boost to everyone’s spirits. But how comes the placement of your men?”

      “There are many thousand on the ground, spread at key locations, as well as dozens of ships hidden within the Ra’az fleet. There are also nearly a hundred additional craft waiting nearby, just outside of scanning range,” he informed her.

      “That is excellent news, my friend. But I worry we may be premature and in need of further seeding the forces on the ground. While tens of thousands of men are a large amount, it is not much in this case, given the billions of people populating the planet.”

      Maarl smiled broadly into his monitor.

      “Your point is well taken, Daisy, but those men are not only there to fight. No. They were also inserted amongst our people to give hope. To start the rebellion organically from within. Our rebels will provide weapons and support, but those oppressed under the Ra’az and their loyalist servants will rise up in a great, angry mass. When that happens, numerically, they should crush the Ra’az once the battle stations in orbit are no longer a threat.”

      “And that is where our teams come in.”

      “Yes. Mark my words, Daisy. If you eliminate the threat of retaliation from above, my people will be more than capable of handling the invaders below.”

      “I will relay the message to the commanders. The fleet is preparing for attack and should be ready to launch within hours. From then, we shall rely on not only our skill, but also on luck.”

      “And I wish the best of luck to you, Daisy.”

      “As I wish it for you, my friend.”
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      Daisy saw Vince coming down the corridor an hour later as she was on her way to see Commander Mrazich for a last-minute strategy pow-wow and update about their Chithiid allies. He had a slightly jittery vibe going, she noticed, which wasn’t his usual thing at all.

      “What’s with Vince?” Sarah asked. “The poor guy looks all kinds of shaken up.”

      I don’t know. He does seem a bit more fidgety than usual, but then again, it’s pretty normal to be nervous before you’re about to be thrust smack into the middle of a massive war.

      “Yeah, but this feels like something else.”

      Maybe I’ll grill him later, if the opportunity arises. For now, I’m just gonna let him do his thing.

      “Hey, babe,” she said, planting a kiss on him when their paths finally crossed. “You good?”

      “Yeah, all good,” he said. “You off on a mission?”

      “If by mission you mean going to a meeting with Mrazich and Harkaway to update them on Maarl’s people’s status, then yes.”

      “But you’re not launching yet, right?”

      “No, not for a bit.”

      “Okay, then. Well, I’ll let you get to it, but give me a shout when you’re done.”

      “Will do,” Daisy replied warmly, planting another kiss on his eager lips before heading off to her meeting.

      Well, whatever’s bugging him, at least it’s not me.

      “You’ve got other stuff to worry about, anyway,” Sarah commented as Daisy stepped into the command center.

      “Captain. Commander. Everything good?” she asked the two men.

      “Copacetic, Daisy,” Harkaway answered. “Thanks for asking.”

      “So, I spoke with Maarl,” she said, not wasting any time getting to the heart of the matter. “He said he’s confident in the men he has on the surface’s ability to raise an insurrection, and he is hopeful those posing as loyalists we have managed to insert into the battle stations will be able to disable the weapons systems aimed at the planet. But we’ll still need to do all we can to take out the orbiting battle stations as quickly as possible. Without those removed from the equation, there’s just too much of a chance they’ll find a way to fix them and rain down death on a sizable percentage of the Chithiid population at the first sign of trouble.”

      “We’ve been thinking about that,” Commander Mrazich said. “While we’ll be doing all we can to knock out the Ra’az comms links between their ships and the surface, what we’ll also need is a distraction. Something to confuse the enemy and misdirect them.”

      “And Mal has just the idea,” Harkaway added. “She’s said she will be able to warm up the remote drones and load them all into one of the captured freighters to bring them along on the mission. That way they can participate without needing a warp drive installed on each of them, and that’s a good thing, seeing as we don’t have any extras. Anyway, she’s also pretty sure she can have them transmit a scrambling signal. It won’t cover that large an area, but it’ll be something.”

      “Seems like a solid plan, given our resources,” Daisy agreed. “And disrupting their comms will be a key part in all of this. We’ve seen it before, they won’t hesitate to kill their Chithiid servants if they think they’ve turned on them. But if their comms are cut off, they won’t know what’s happening on the surface. As a hive race, they need a consensus to act. If we play this right, for all intents and purposes, it should just look like a space-borne attack and nothing more.”

      “Okay, then. Have Maarl’s men standing by to insert into the pre-designated facilities. I’m having the fleet prep to launch in four hours,” Mrazich said. “Be ready.”

      “You know we will be,” she replied with a cocky grin.

      

      Daisy found Vince loitering around the mess hall, pacing back and forth, talking to himself.

      “Hey,” she called out, walking toward him.

      “Hey,” he replied, smiling nervously at her.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. “I mean, you know I try not to be that nagging girlfriend always asking what you’re thinking, but I’m kinda worried about you. You’ve been acting a little strange. Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah, everything’s fine,” he replied, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

      He looked around the room. Amazingly, it was nearly empty. The usual stampede of visitors from the fleet were busy prepping for the upcoming mission.

      “Well,” he said, his hand digging in his pocket, “we’re about to go to war. Again. And things are going to get really crazy soon, and I’m worried if I don’t do this now, I may never get another chance.”

      “What are you talking about, Vin––”

      In one smooth motion, Vince dropped to one knee as he took a small pouch from his pocket. He reached inside and pulled out a small piece of coal, mounted in a bezel and hanging by a thin chain.

      “Daisy, I know you don’t like artificially made things, and nowadays diamonds are grown easier than lettuce and are a dime a dozen, but this is a piece of genuine, nature-made Earth coal. An unfinished diamond, if you will.”

      “An unfinished diamond?” she asked with a casual laugh that belied her racing pulse.

      “Yeah. I just didn’t have the time to squeeze it into a diamond yet.”

      “Vince, I don’t know what––”

      “Daisy, will you marry me?”

      “Hooooooly shit,” Sarah blurted inside Daisy’s head.

      She grabbed him by the face and pulled him to his feet, latching onto his lips with a passionate kiss.

      “So, should I take that as a yes?” he asked when she finally came up for air.

      “Yes! Yes, yes, yes!” she answered, happy tears streaking her face as she took the lump of coal and slid the chain over her head. “It’s lovely, babe.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” he said. “It was either that, or something that goes boom. Like a phased plasma rifle in the forty-watt range.”

      “You know me so well,” she said, happy adrenaline flooding her veins.

      “You have to tell him, Daze. It can’t wait any longer.”

      I know, Sarah. Hang on to your bootstraps, it’s going to be a wild ride.

      “So, Vince. There’s something that I’ve been meaning to tell you but just haven’t really had the right moment present itself,” she began.

      “You’re not going to tell me you’ve been cheating on me with a cyborg, are you?”

      “Hush, I’m trying to be serious, here.”

      “Sorry. Shutting up.”

      “So, the thing is, you know how I had that incident with my neuro-stim back aboard the Váli?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you know how it kinda planted a whole mess of stuff in my head?”

      “Obviously.”

      “Well, there’s a little more to it than that.”

      She paused, though not for dramatic effect.

      I can’t believe I’m actually doing this.

      “So do it and get it over with, Daze!”

      I’m trying. Leave me alone!

      “Ugh, typical. Pussying out when you––”

      “Sarah was copied into my head,” Daisy blurted out.

      She went silent as she studied Vince’s face for a reaction. To her surprise, he wasn’t freaking out. At least, not yet.

      “I’m sorry, did you say you copied Sarah’s personnel files into your head?”

      “No. I copied Sarah into my head. The neuro-stim re-partitioned my brain and stuck her in there.”

      “That shouldn’t be possible,” he said, confused.

      “No, it shouldn’t, except for one little detail none of us knew at that time. Sarah wasn’t just another grown human. She was my sister, grown from the same egg, no less. We shared a similar enough genetic structure that the neuro-stim somehow overrode its normal safeties and downloaded her entire consciousness into my head.”

      “So you’re saying Sarah lives in your head?”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      “And she’s been there since the accident aboard the Váli?”

      “Yeah. All of her memories, her whole life. All that made up Sarah had been backed up with Mal’s neuro-stims. After she died, she wasn’t really gone long at all. She was with us pretty much the whole time, only riding shotgun inside my head.”

      “But Sarah’s alive, Daisy.”

      “Yeah, that’s the thing. That Sarah was saved by me and this Sarah. It’s that whole time travel paradox mind-fuck thing all over again. But basically, the important thing is, Sarah lives in my head.”

      Vince finally showed the look of shock she was waiting for.

      “So, she’s seen everything?” he asked.

      “Of course that’s the first place he goes with this Earth-shattering revelation,” Sarah griped.

      “She’s seen some of it,” Daisy admitted. “She can pull back if she wants. Turn off from seeing stuff when I need privacy.”

      “But she’s there? Like, right now, she’s inside your head, hearing everything I’m saying?”

      “Pretty much, yep. She’s my handy stenographer, paying attention to everything that goes on around me. She even catches stuff I would otherwise miss sometimes. It’s a good partnership, though it was a little freaky at first, if I’m totally honest about it.”

      “Uh, hi, Sarah,” Vince said, giving a little wave.

      “Tell him I say hi back. And sorry I walked in on him that time in the shower.”

      “She says hi. And also she’s sorry she walked in on you in the shower that one time.”

      “Holy shit, it is Sarah!” he gasped. “I hope I didn’t say anything bad about her,” he said, suddenly self-conscious.

      “Don’t worry, Vince. If you did, I’m sure she’d have badgered me to give you hell about it.”

      It was then that Daisy noticed a figure standing not ten feet away from them, his jaw hanging open in shock.

      “Oh, shit. Finn. Hey. Uh, how long have you been standing there?” Daisy asked, trying to play it off.

      He was having none of that.

      “She heard everything?” he finally said, a fierce blush spreading across his face, and just as the flesh-and-blood Sarah walked in through the mess hall doors.

      “Hey, guys, what’s up?” she asked, innocently.

      Finn looked at Daisy, then turned and focused briefly on Sarah, his face flushing an even deeper red before he raced out the door.

      Sarah turned to her friends, perplexed.

      “What was that all about?”
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      “Jesus, Daisy. You could have warned me!” Sarah shouted, thoroughly pissed.

      “I had to tell Vince. He had just proposed to me, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Fine, you do what you’ve got to do, but why the hell did you do it in front of Finn?”

      “Well, we were in the moment. He had just dropped to one knee and popped the question. It took me by surprise, okay? And when I got around to telling Vince about the Sarah in my head, well, I didn’t really notice him standing there.”

      “Yeah, Daisy, you freaked him out. Nice going, dumbass.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault the guy has a thing for you.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Oh, please,” Daisy snarked at her sister. “Don’t give me that.”

      “Yeah. You know what,” Sarah chimed in.

      “I really don’t. What the hell did you hear that got him so freaked out?”

      “No. Not this time. You want to understand this thing properly, then you need to truly know for yourself.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Now, of all times, we’re back to this? We’re about to go to war, Sarah. I doubt it’s the best time to be singing Kumbaya and sharing memories.”

      “That’s precisely why it’s the right time,” Sarah shot back. “You say you want to know what set him off. Well, if that’s really true, then you should be willing to share memories. You heard Freya. She said the first time will only last a month or so before fading. So you even get a money-back guarantee. What more do you want?”

      “She’s got a point, Sis,” Daisy agreed. “I mean, you two share like ninety-nine percent of the same memories as it is. Adding in the stuff from when your timelines split should take, what, maybe two hours, tops? Is that about right, Freya?”

      “Closer to one hour, if I push it,” she replied. “And Sarah was right. It should only last about three or four weeks this first time, give or take.”

      Sarah wanted to say something rude, but she forced herself to bite her tongue. Finn was upset, and not your run-of-the-mill upset, and it appeared the only way she’d truly know what the story was would be by agreeing to share memories with her incorporeal self.

      It wasn’t an easy decision, but it was one she finally arrived at with no further badgering by either her sister or her other self.

      “Fine, I’ll do it.”

      “Really? Excellent!” Sarah gushed.

      “But only if you promise to keep what we share to yourself until we have a chance to talk.”

      “Okay. Promise,” Sarah agreed.

      I wonder what she’s on about, Daisy mused. Of course, now you’ve sworn not to tell me anyway, so I guess I’ll just have to wait to find out.

      “This is going to be amazing. I’ll finally have new memories, just as if I had a body again.”

      “Yeah, yeah. It’s a two-way street, so spare me the overly chipper attitude, okay?”

      “Hey, I’m part of this too, you know,” Daisy reminded her. “Sarah lives inside my head, so I’ve got to go through with this just like the two of you.”

      “Fine. Can we just get this over with already?”

      “The neuro-stim unit is all set up,” Freya informed her. “All you two need to do is come aboard, plop down in your seats, slip the bands on your heads, and let me do the rest.”

      “Okay, then, let’s do this.”

      The pair made their way to the hangar, rushing straight to Freya’s stealthy craft. Finn was nowhere to be seen en route. Sarah supposed she should be grateful for that.

      “Ready,” Daisy said as she settled into her seat. “You ready, Sis?”

      “Yeah,” Sarah grumbled.

      “Fantastic,” Freya said, thrilled to be able to help with such an unusual data transfer. “Just relax and close your eyes. This should hopefully take about an hour.”

      “Hopefully?”

      “Well, yeah. I’ve never done it before, so I’m kinda estimating, here.”

      “What have I gotten myself into?” Sarah groaned.

      “Oh, hush,” Daisy chided her. “It’ll be done before you know it.”

      An hour later, it was not done, and Daisy was now the one getting antsy in her seat. The transfer was taking place, but as it was between the two Sarahs, she was left out of the loop, aside from acting as a conduit, that is.

      “The fleet is almost ready to launch, Freya. How much longer?” she asked.

      “I’m almost done,” Freya replied. “And don’t rush me. This is a lot harder than it looks, but if I do it just right, they’ll share every memory as it if were their own. Now, hold still. Sarah’s in your head, but partitioned from your own memories. It’s kinda tricky, so let me concentrate.”

      “Okay, okay. Do your thing, kiddo.”

      “I am, Daisy.”

      Freya continued to stream memories from Sarah to Sarah until, at long last, the two had synced up. Each shared the same memories now. The process was a success.

      The Sarah riding in Daisy’s head was unusually silent, given what had just happened. Flesh-and-blood Sarah was also not saying a word, but rather, sitting quietly, looking stunned.

      Finally, she slipped the neuro-stim from her head and got to her feet.

      “I need to find him,” she said.

      “Yes, you do.”

      Sarah quickly gathered her things and bolted out the door.

      “You wanna tell me what that was all about?” Daisy asked.

      “I’ll tell you later,” Sarah replied.

      

      “Where’s Finn?” Sarah asked as she ran into the mess hall. She scanned the kitchen area, but there was no sign of the knife-wielding madman. “Has anyone seen Finn? Anyone?”

      The visitors to the base looked at her, confused, but one of them seemed to have overheard a conversation he had not too long ago.

      “The chef, right?” he asked.

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “I heard him telling one of the cyborgs he’d meet him aboard the Váli. Something about prepping for launch. I think he’s crewing on that ship during the invasion.”

      Sarah was out the door before he could even ask if that was what she was looking for.

      She bolted down the corridors, taking the long way where the damage was still being repaired. She had just been in Hangar Two, and had she not been in such a rush, she might even have noticed him entering the large ship not too far from Freya.

      No time to beat herself up over that, not with the mission about to launch. Sarah keyed her comms as she ran.

      “What’s up, Sis? Did you find him?”

      “Change of plans,” she said, out of breath from running. “I’m going to warp to Taangaar aboard the Váli instead.”

      “You don’t want to come with Freya and me?”

      “You go on. Finn’s aboard the Váli, Daze. You and I can rendezvous once the mission gets underway.”

      “Okay, Sis. Good luck with whatever it is you’re doing.”

      “Thanks. I wish I knew,” Sarah replied as she rushed aboard the Váli just as she sealed her doors and lifted off, joining the hundreds of ships launching to retake the Chithiid homeworld.

      Freya launched as well, settling in with the other ships as they prepared to warp.

      Sarah was still being uncharacteristically quiet inside Daisy’s head, and the quiet was putting her on edge ever so slightly.

      “Hey, Sis. You okay in there?”

      “Huh? Oh, yeah, I’m fine,” she replied in an almost dreamy tone. “It’s amazing, Daze. It’s wonderful. I have all these experiences that are part of me. It’s like I’m alive again.”

      “I don’t mean to sound cruel, Sarah, really I don’t, but you do realize that wasn’t you, right?”

      “But it was, don’t you see? We were the same, but two different people. But now, we are one person, just existing in two places at once, is all.”

      “That’s kinda freaky, Sarah.”

      “I know. Isn’t it cool?” she murmured. “It feels like I’m no longer just a ghost in the shell, Daze. It’s like I was really there. Like it was really me experiencing those things. Those feelings, those sensations. I’ve got a life again, and it’s going to be an amazing one.”

      Daisy didn’t quite know what to say to that. She was skeptical, as always, but she also didn’t want to rain on her sister’s parade. Sarah was happy, and that meant she was happy too. She just worried what would happen in a month, when it began to wear off.

      “Hey, Sis? I’m going to check out for a bit and leave you on your own while I replay some of these memories. Holler if you need me.”

      “Will do, Sarah. You enjoy yourself.”

      “Oh, I already have been.”
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      The main body of the fleet had begun warping into a staging area not too far from Taangaar, the human vessels hiding out behind a neighboring moon while the captured Ra’az ships slipped into a casual orbit, ready to streak to the surface to deposit their rebel cargo.

      Most of the commandeered Chithiid and Ra’az ships had already made the jump. Arlo and Marty had gone on ahead with them, acting as a stealthy set of eyes and ears, feeding real-time intel to the fleet as they arrived.

      The human contingent was much slower in departing. Partly because they had swapped so many warp drives between so many ships in order to help get as many Chithiid rebels as possible to the battle. The result was they found themselves forced to consolidate the remaining warp systems into only their most vital craft.

      Daisy and Freya were sitting back and watching the goings-on with great interest from afar, drifting just off the surface of the moon.

      They’d been ready to make the jump for a little while, but after Sarah bailed on them and took off with Mal and the Váli––which had jumped ten minutes prior––they decided to enjoy the rare feeling of taking a step back and just going with the flow. The madness of battle would begin soon enough.

      “We should probably head out pretty soon,” Daisy said, sipping from an electrolyte packet in her captain’s chair.

      “Is your stomach feeling better?” Freya asked. “I keep telling you, you need to hydrate more often.”

      “It wasn’t a hydration thing, Freya. I was just feeling a bit shaky after the sheer panic of having Vince propose to me like that. Some people get butterflies in their stomach, but me? I had fucking pterodactyls.”

      “Heh. Belly dinosaurs,” Freya said with a giggle. “I like it.”

      “Of course you do, silly girl,” Daisy said with a laugh.

      Despite growing up so incredibly fast––which was to be expected for a genius AI––Freya still showed her child-like side every so often. It was becoming rarer and rarer, though, and was therefore something Daisy relished whenever it occurred.

      “So, I was thinking about your virus,” she said, taking another sip from her electrolyte pouch. “From what we saw during the attack on the Ra’az fleet, it looked like it was only able to disable some parts of their ships.”

      “Yeah, that’s a pretty accurate assessment,” Freya agreed.

      “Then what was the common factor that made those particular systems vulnerable to it? I mean, there’s no AI running things in any of their ships, so there has to be some sort of common source of vulnerability that made those seemingly diverse systems all susceptible to the virus.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Freya said. “We know the warp drives were almost all taken out of commission by the virus. I mean, we saw that pretty clearly when I infected the fleet. But some of the smaller ships were still able to jump, so if that holds true during the attack on the Ra’az ships surrounding Taangaar, that means the larger ships should be stuck there.”

      “Which sucks, in that we will then have to deal with them, but is good in that they can’t escape or try to warn anyone else.”

      “Exactly. But I do have to wonder if the virus will have any effect on their terrestrial-aimed weapons. It’s a crap-shoot, and we didn’t come up against any of those systems during the fleet battle.”

      “I know. I think we’d better hope that Maarl’s rebels embedded within the fleet orbiting Taangaar were able to transfer over from their ships and make it into the battle stations to disable those systems.”

      “That bit of sabotage would be a big advantage,” Freya agreed.

      “Or the comms links at the very least,” Daisy said. “It won’t stop them entirely, but we’ve seen how they slow down when their communications are disrupted.”

      “Hive species,” Freya said.

      “Yep. Hive species,” Daisy agreed.

      Their plan was audacious. Take out the orbiting fleet by subterfuge and sabotage, rendering them impotent, at least in regards to the pending fighting on the surface.

      And as for the ground war, that was a whole other issue, but for the human ships, it was one they’d leave to the natives while they handled the orbiting threat. Fortunately, Maarl had taken full advantage of Arlo and Marty’s generosity with their time, while inserting rebels onto the planet. As a result, they had managed to produce a highly detailed map of both defenses in space, as well as key positions on the ground.

      In addition, they also pinpointed vital locations in Ra’az and loyalist infrastructure that their forces needed to target and control as soon as possible once the fighting started.

      Obviously, only the Chithiid could be effective as ground forces in the early stages because humans––and cyborgs who looked like humans––had never been seen on Taangaar. The much smaller two-eyed and two-armed creatures would stick out like a sore thumb

      Thus, it was up to the rebels to mount the early phases of that assault on their own. They were full of enthusiasm, yet were barely trained, given the time constraints they had been under. Despite her feelings of hopefulness, Daisy found herself quietly wondering if they were up to the task.

      “We’re ready to warp to Taangaar whenever you want to go, Daisy,” Freya announced as Daisy looked over the maps of the surface that Marty’s surveying runs had produced one last time.

      “Have you looked at these since their last pass?” she asked, flipping through screen after screen of densely populated housing camps.

      “I saw them when Arlo and Marty first sent them over,” Freya replied. “It looks like the majority of the planet’s cities have been replaced with those barracks systems and internment camps.”

      “What kind of a life is that?” Daisy wondered. “Women and children, all locked away like sardines, while the men are sent away to do hard labor, or worse, taken off-planet and never seen again.”

      “That would be the Ra’az for you,” Freya noted. “But at least they didn’t kill them outright.”

      “Not for lack of trying,” Daisy reminded her. “If not for their immunity to the contagion the Ra’az spread, they would have been just another eradicated species rather than slaves.”

      “Which is worse, I wonder?” Freya asked. “On the one hand, being alive is great, obviously. But on the other, living in slavery having known not only freedom, but also being an advanced people who can fully grasp the evil of what is being done to them, well, that’s gotta be hard.”

      “I can’t imagine it,” Daisy said. “Well, I can, actually, and it would be almost unbearable. And then imagine the horror of watching your kids grow up, knowing that any time now they’ll either be taken from you and sent far from home to join a work force, or pawned off on some loyalist scum to stay on the planet as a new member of their breeding stock.”

      “Treating people like animals,” Freya said with disgust. “And it’s not just the Ra’az doing it.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Daisy said, zooming in on the images of the opulent loyalist encampments. “The Ra’az taking control of the planet just gave them an excuse for their actions. They can say it’s only a matter of survival, but the loyalist collaborators keeping their own people oppressed are evil to the core, no matter what cover the Ra’az invasion may have given them.”

      Daisy looked over the details of one of the larger encampments. It seemed to indicate that the loyalists and their families handled the bulk of the Chithiid management for the Ra’az, much like happened with the Roman conscript armies and the collaborating moneyed families who voluntarily joined them.

      Of course, there were also enough Ra’az housed nearby to quash any problems in the ranks instantly, and from what Daisy could see on the enhanced images, it looked as though more than a few Graizenhunds were positioned at the perimeters of the camps as well.

      Marty’s videos had captured one disturbing event a few weeks prior. It seemed the massive beasts were there to not only serve as guard animals, but also to be used for the sport hunting of fleeing Chithiid as well.

      As it stood, though, the vast majority of the Ra’az remained high above the planet in their ships, only venturing down to the surface when absolutely necessary. Disciplining their servants seemed to be one such necessity that they were glad to partake in, however, sadistically reveling in doling out punishment.

      “Could they be bigger assholes?” Freya asked as she looked over the video logs accompanying Daisy’s still image files.

      “I seriously doubt it, kiddo,” Daisy replied. “I look forward to seeing them crushed and driven before us.”

      “What about the lamentation of the women?”

      Daisy laughed. “That too, obviously.”

      She looked around at the thinning-out fleet as they warped to join the others.

      “Well, I guess that’s about it. You ready to go?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been powered up for a while. But are you? We can hang out a few more minutes if you like.”

      Daisy took one long look at the beautiful blue orb of Earth. She hoped she’d be back soon. “Okay,” she said. “I’m ready. Hit it.”
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      Freya was invisible to scans, both Ra’az and human, so her warp trajectory took her far closer to the planet than the other ships. The space would be almost entirely devoid of craft, and they could take a leisurely loop of the planet below for a last-minute survey of the surface and any changes since Marty’s previous run.

      The stealth ship popped into a low orbit, exactly where she had planned.

      “Shit! Freya!” Daisy called out.

      Freya, for her part, didn’t even bother responding. That would have taken too long. Instead, she instantly tucked into a barrel roll, narrowly avoiding the Ra’az cruiser that flashed by them at high speed.

      All around them, ships were engaged in a massive battle, and not only the captured ones piloted by the Ra’az. The human fleet had engaged as well. The sky was one giant battlefield, and they had jumped right into the middle of it.

      “What the hell happened? This wasn’t the plan,” Daisy said, confused. “The fighting wasn’t supposed to start yet.”

      “Something must have gone wrong,” Freya said. “Oh, shit,” she blurted. “You’d better hold on. This is going to get rough.”

      “But we’re in space. We shouldn’t pull hardly any Gs.”

      “Sorry about this,” was all Freya said, then abruptly spun into a dive, piercing the exosphere of Taangaar as she broke fully into the planet’s atmosphere.

      Her cannons and rail guns sprang into readiness, immediately targeting and firing on the swarm of Ra’az ships in the skies around them. Several burst into flames as her pulse blasts flew true.

      Then Daisy saw the cause for Freya’s urgency.

      Mal had been forced from orbit by a not-so-insubstantial force of attacking heavy cruisers. She would have been better off in space, despite the raging battle, but the Váli had been cut off, driven into the atmosphere where the ship lost any maneuvering advantage it had possessed.

      “Shit,” Daisy blurted as she realized what had happened. “She’s loaded to the gills with Chithiid troops and equipment. Her maneuverability in the atmosphere is going to be horrible.”

      “I know,” Freya grunted as she spun into a tight bank and took out another Ra’az ship. “I’m trying to get her cover to make a run for space, but there are too many ships. It’s daylight, and I’ve lost my advantage.”

      It was true, Daisy realized. While the pursuing Ra’az craft were unable to get any sort of readings on the stealth ship, let alone a weapons lock, they were nevertheless hectoring Freya with line-of-sight bursts of weapons fire. Some shots were coming dangerously close.

      Mal and her crew were doing all they could to stave off the Ra’az craft. Captain Harkaway and Reggie were both glistening with sweat from the effort as they manually fired the supplemental weapons systems they’d presciently mounted to the Váli before the mission.

      The freighter full of drones was Mal’s ace in the hole, but Daisy couldn’t see it anywhere.

      You see their drone carrier? Daisy asked, scanning the skies.

      “No. They must’ve been separated when she broke orbit. Freya, do you see Mal’s freighter anywhere?”

      “Sorry, Sarah. I don’t. And I’m a little bit busy at the moment,” the mighty ship said, straining as she dodged a dozen swarming Ra’az ships.

      “There are too many of them,” Daisy noticed. “There weren’t supposed to be this many Ra’az ships here.”

      “They’re pulled from the other side of the planet,” Freya said. “Zed sent a transmission for the others to target the battle stations on the opposite pole if they can.”

      “So they saw the invasion and threw everything they had at it?”

      “Seems that way.”

      “But that leaves the battle stations over there on their own.”

      “Well, no one has been able to break off to get over there, so it seems to be working,” Freya said.

      “Why don’t they just warp?

      “Shape of the planet. It’s blocking them. They’d have to jump away then back, and the battle stations are putting out random flak fire into space in all directions. They’d stand too high a likelihood of warping right into the line of fire,” Freya told her. “Now hold on.”

      She bucked and dove, trying to reach the Váli to take some of the pressure off.

      Mal had already been hit several times, multiple pods shaking in their mountings as she tore through the atmosphere.

      “Who’s that?” Daisy asked.

      Freya saw what she was inquiring about. On Mal’s flank, a craft similar in style to the Váli, though significantly smaller, was covering her as best it could, drawing enemy fire away when possible, firing its rail guns constantly, protecting their wake.

      “I don’t know, Daisy. I haven’t met that one yet. The fleet’s huge, after all.”

      “It just looks a lot like the Váli, is all. I thought she was the only ship of her kind.”

      Another blast shook the Váli, tearing free several of her pods. Daisy just hoped they were carrying supplies and not troops. She watched them fall, their emergency landing thrusters having been blown clean-off in the blast. Whatever was inside would not be surviving the impact.

      “If she doesn’t get out of here, and quick, she’s going to sustain too much damage to stay in the air,” Daisy shouted.

      “I know!”

      Mal, for her part, knew as well, and was doing everything she could to lighten her load. A half-dozen pods were rattling in their couplings, broken loose, but intact. Another handful were flapping in the turbulent air, knocking her airframe about violently as she tried to maneuver.

      “Mal, you have to release those pods!” Captain Harkaway yelled.

      “I’m trying, Captain, but the system is damaged. Reggie, can you access the backup subroutine from your station?”

      “Negative,” the co-pilot replied. “I was able to activate the emergency damage protocol and seal the doors of most of the pods ship-wide, but I can’t access the release system. It’ll need to be done manually.”

      “Shit,” Harkaway growled. “Vince, do you copy?” he called out over the ship’s comms.

      “Here, Captain.”

      “How are we looking down there?”

      “Engineering is holding up okay, but this atmos flight is wreaking havoc on her drive systems. I’m doing all I can, but we’re going to need to clear atmos, and soon, or the engines are going to run the risk of flaming out on us.”

      “Keep at it, Vince. We’re doing all we can. Just keep us in the air.”

      “Will do,” he replied, then cut off his comms and set back to work putting out fires, both figuratively and literally.

      A massive jolt shook the ship, throwing Vince roughly to the deck.

      “Mal, what the hell was that?” he yelled into the comms.

      “A loyalist ship impacted one of the starboard pods,” she replied. “It was a small one, but the craft is lodged in place.”

      The ship shuddered and lurched.

      “Vince, the wind resistance is wreaking havoc on my propulsion systems. I fear I will not be able to compensate much longer. Can you re-route additional power to the main engine output?” Mal asked.

      “I’m all over it, Mal,” he replied, jumping to work. “I just hope she can take the load.”

      Nearby, smoke wafted in the passageway where the loyalist ship had crashed into the Váli. One of the inner doors had been open at the time of impact, and had they not been flying in atmosphere, it may well have doomed them all.

      As it stood, the ruined alien ship had mashed into the pods and burst into flames but was quickly extinguished by the sheer force of the wind as the Váli hit near-Mach speeds as they desperately avoided their attackers.

      One of Maarl’s rebels traveling aboard the Váli managed to make his way from the adjacent pod and into the corridor. Walking in the turbulence was difficult, and he was using his four powerful arms to brace himself as he tried to make his way to the site of the impact. He knew full well they would need that door sealed if they hoped to exit the atmosphere, and time was of the essence.

      “I have reached the site of the impact,” he called out over the comms. “There appears to be no damage to the interior passageways. I will attempt to dislodge the debris blocking the airlock door.”

      With a great heave, he strained and pulled until the door finally dislodged, sliding smoothly open. The piece of wreckage blocking the door was a trivial thing to remove. The sharp piece of ceramisteel that pierced his chest moments later, however, was not, and his lifeblood gushed from his body to the deck as a bloodied loyalist survivor forced his way from his wrecked craft and into the Váli.

      The last wisps of smoke disappeared as the door sealed shut behind him.

      He quickly scanned the area. No other rebel enemies were present, and all the other pods appeared to be going into emergency lock-down. Faced with the choice of single-handedly assaulting a locked and reinforced command pod or finding another way to take the ship out of the sky, the loyalist quickly chose option two, spinning and running for engineering.

      Vince was hard at work, manually rerouting energy couplings to feed into the ship’s already overtaxed systems, when the hair on the back on his neck abruptly stood on end. He trusted his instincts and dropped straight to the deck. That instantaneous reaction was the only thing that saved him as a piece of jagged metal slammed into the console where he’d been standing moments before.

      The loyalist, however, wasted no time, quickly landing a brutal kick to the downed man, sending him flying against the bulkhead.

      “Motherfucker!” Vince yelled as he scrambled to his feet.

      The alien lunged at him once more, but Vince had trained in unconventional combat with Daisy. Trained a lot, in fact, and rather than landing a killing blow to his much-smaller opponent, the alien’s viciously thrown fists met nothing but metal. Vince had seen the attack coming and deftly dodged to the side, landing a flurry of blows with the heavy spanner already in his hands as he did. To his satisfaction, he thought he heard something crack.

      The Chithiid jumped back, startled by his wily quarry, cradling his now-broken elbow.

      “Yeah, that’s right. Now it’s a three-to-two advantage, you bastard,” Vince growled. “Stick out another one, I might just even things up,” he taunted his four-armed opponent, spinning the improvised weapon in his hands.

      The tall alien paused in his attack. This human was more difficult than he anticipated. With a sudden lunge, he feinted a punch with two of his arms, then threw a surprise kick, catching Vince off-guard and knocking him through the open door into the corridor.

      “Shit,” Vince blurted as he quickly rolled to his feet, struggling for solid footing on the bucking ship.

      The Chithiid raced after him to the doorway, but then paused, looking back at the engineering compartment.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” Vince growled, throwing the heavy tool in his hands as hard as he could.

      The spanner hit the alien a glancing blow to the jaw, hard enough to draw blood.

      “I shall crush the life from your fragile body!” the enraged loyalist yelled.

      Vince turned and ran as fast as he could down the passageway.

      “That’s right, you bastard, come and get some!”

      The Chithiid seemed more than happy to comply, despite not speaking a word of English. The tone of the defiant human was easy to understand.

      Vince bolted down a lateral connecting passageway to the exterior layer of pods, ducking into the nearest one, the alien close on his heels. He slapped the keypad, and the door began to close behind him as he raced to the far wall, but the Chithiid stuck a limb in the gap, triggering the auto-stop safety mechanism. The door slid back open.

      Slowly, the tall loyalist leaned into the chamber, sizing up his prey. The little human was cowering against the far bulkhead, no weapons in his hands, and nowhere to run. With a wicked smile, he stepped inside the pod. The door quietly sealed behind him.

      Vince had nowhere to run.

      It was at that moment the alien noticed something unsettling. Something wrong. The human wasn’t scared. No, his eyes told a different story, and though he couldn’t explain why, the Chithiid hesitated. Then he saw the flashing keypad next to his quarry.

      He realized his mistake, but it was too late.

      Vince smiled as he pressed the button, overriding the dual airlock door safety mechanism, opening both doors to the outside at once.

      The air immediately sucked out of the chamber, replaced by a buffeting gale as the exterior winds whipped through the pod, pulling everything not bolted down out the door in an instant. The flailing Chithiid managed to hold fast to the doorframe for a second, then he was gone. The loyalist intruder was going to have a very long fall, and a most uncomfortable landing.

      Vince’s hastily attached carabiner tether was barely keeping him secured to the wall, and with great worry, he realized it felt like his pants might rip loose at any moment, sending him to an unwanted free fall as well.

      He quickly keyed the door command and sealed the airlock, dropping to the floor as the pressure normalized.

      “Vince, what the hell’s going on down there? We just registered a decompression in Starboard Pod Twelve,” Reggie said.

      The exhausted engineer keyed his comms. “Had some loyalist company, Reg, but I took care of it. He’s taking the fast route to the surface.”

      “An intruder? From the ship that impacted us?”

      “Yeah, that’s my guess.”

      The Váli bucked violently as Vince moved for the passageway door.

      “Shit,” Reggie growled. “The damn thing’s wedged in between a few pods. It’s trashed our maneuverability.”

      “Mal told me,” Vince said as he was roughly slammed into the wall, then the floor, as he tried to make it back to engineering.

      “You think you can get us that extra power?” Reggie asked. “There’s too much drag on the airframe. We’re gonna drop out of the sky without it.”

      “I’ll do what I can. Just try to keep her steady for a minute so I can get back to engineering.”

      “I’ll try, but we’ve got a lot of company,” Reggie replied, straining at the controls.

      “Do what you have to. I’ll get back to engineering somehow.”

      “Vince, did you see any more loyalists board the ship?” Captain Harkaway’s voice interjected.

      “No, Captain. Just the one.”

      “Okay, then. Hold on. We’re gonna try to shake that bastard’s ship loose before his buddies realize we’re flying crippled here. Hopefully it’ll gain us at least a little maneuverability.”

      A new voice joined the conversation, overriding their comms system from far above.

      “Lars, I can have my escort to you in five minutes,” Celeste called out to him over the line.

      “Negative. You need those with you.”

      “But you’re––”

      “Celeste, no! Stick to the mission. Protect yourself. We’ll manage,” he said, straining under the g-force as Mal pulled them into a powerful turn, narrowly avoiding a Ra’az and loyalist vessel crossfire.

      “Don’t you die on me, mister,” his wife commanded.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied with a little laugh. “Love you too.” Harkaway quickly turned his attention to his guns, firing out a volley of rail gun sabots.

      A Ra’az ship jerked, then flamed out, falling toward the planet below as one of the captain’s shots flew true.

      “Got you, ya bastard!”

      “It’s not going to matter if we don’t cut those damaged pods loose,” Reggie shouted across the command pod. “It’s getting worse. I don’t know how much longer we can stay in the air.”

      “I know, Reg,” Harkaway said, grimly. “The release isn’t functioning, but we can at least take as many of those fuckers with us as possible.”

      Barry unbuckled from his station and lurched to his feet, tossed and thrown hard into the bulkhead. A thin trickle of blood showed at his hairline.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Barry? Sit back down––that’s an order!”

      “I’m sorry, Captain, but I’m going to have to disobey that command.”

      The cyborg grabbed onto the nearest handhold with a firm grip and hauled himself toward the pod door.

      “Mal, open the door.”

      “What are you doing, Barry?”

      “Those pods need to be released.”

      “I understand,” Mal said, opening the door for him.

      A blast shook the craft, making it lurch abruptly, launching Barry violently out the door into the corridor.

      Quickly, he scrambled to his feet and began running down the passageway, thrown violently against the walls every few steps, leaving an increasingly bloody trail in his wake.

      He pressed on, determined. Mal could patch up his flesh covering later, provided her medlab remained intact. And if they survived, of course. For the moment, the medlab was undamaged, he noted as he flew past it, rudely thrown from his feet by an abrupt banking turn as Mal narrowly avoided yet another Ra’az blast.

      The smaller ship trying to protect Mal was having a hell of a run of things, but had managed to stay largely undamaged. That was mostly due to it not being laden with fully loaded pods, as the Váli was, but nevertheless, it hadn’t been designed for combat flight in atmos.

      Freya had managed to drop into a position behind both ships, and was doing all she could to pick off the Ra’az attack craft and pair of heavy cruisers on their tails.

      “She can’t keep that up much longer,” Daisy said, grimly. “Those loose pods are making her a sitting duck.”

      “They need to be cut free so she can make a run for space,” Freya said, objectively.

      “But Vince is on board. And Sarah. Our friends are on that ship.”

      “I know, Daisy. I’m just stating the facts. Unless they cut those pods loose, the whole ship will go down.”

      “It’s a goddamn Mr. Spock moment, isn’t it?”

      “What?” Freya asked, confused.

      “The good of the many,” Daisy replied, grimly. “Come on, we need to give them as much cover fire as we can.”

      Blood-soaked and battered, Barry clung to the emergency handles near the entrance to the Narrows junction deep within the Váli’s superstructure, his metal fingers clearly visible where their flesh covering had torn away in his frantic scramble for the access panel.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, he hoisted himself into the tight space and began the long shimmy to the manual pod release. The turbulence continued to beat him against the walls of the craft, but now that he was inside such a narrow space, the impacts were reduced, as his body had less distance to travel and gain momentum.

      He was leaving a bloody mess in his wake, and a tiny part of his brain registered that he would have to come back and mop all of that up later––if they didn’t crash into the surface in a fiery wreck, of course.

      Barry made good time crawling to his destination, the limited foray into the Narrows giving him a newfound appreciation for the difficult job Daisy and Sarah had performed aboard the ship.

      But there was no time for reflection.

      He took his miraculously intact comms headset and plugged into the hardline jack, since deep in the Narrows, the shielding wouldn’t let any wireless signal pass.

      “I’ve reached the release system, Mal,” he informed the ship’s powerful AI. “Please confirm that all pods are sealed.”

      “They are,” Mal replied.

      “Disconnecting in three,” he said, not bothering with a countdown. They were both computers, after all. Keeping track of three seconds was not an issue.

      The pods, however, did not release.

      “That was three seconds, Barry,” Mal said.

      “I am aware, Mal,” he replied.

      “What the hell’s going on down there, Barry?” Harkaway yelled into the comms.

      “There appears to be a short, Captain. I will have it repaired momentarily.”

      Indeed, there was a short. Just a tiny little thing, but one that was preventing the signal from reaching its destination. There was just one problem. He had no tool kit with him.

      Barry evaluated the issue and made a quick decision, ripping wiring from one of the neighboring panels to complete the repair. Food replication might not function properly for a bit, but compared with dying, he thought the crew would understand his choice.

      His fingers were a blur of activity as they quickly spliced the new wiring into place.

      “Repaired,” he announced over his comms. “Releasing damaged pods in three.”

      This time, when the clock ran down, the explosive bolts holding the damaged pods in place––barely––fired their charges and cut the pods free. The pods––and wrecked loyalist ship––tore loose, and the sudden jolt sent the Váli into a corkscrew spin.

      “They ejected some pods!” Daisy called out. “Freya, can you get any life readings in them?”

      “I think there are––”

      The Váli abruptly jerked free from its spin, the centrifugal force tearing free another half-dozen pods, sending them flying in all directions.

      “Shit!” Freya blurted as she took instantaneous evasive maneuvers.

      The pods narrowly missed her, scattered in the sky and falling to the planet below.

      The Váli, free of not just the weight of the pods, but also the drag they were producing in the atmosphere, quickly changed course, pulling up hard and pushing fast for the relative safety of outer space.

      Her accompanying ship ran interference behind her, deftly maneuvering to drive the Ra’az pursuers off in a way Daisy found vaguely familiar.

      “Daisy, I couldn’t get a proper scan of the pods,” Freya informed her, “But most of their automatic emergency landing jets seem to have been functional. They will land hard, but they should be intact.”

      “Great. Now we just have to find out who was on board them.”

      Mal, for her part, had a very good idea who was in those pods, and as soon as she hit the welcome embrace of outer space, quickly deployed her small hopper craft remotely to retrieve as many of her crew as possible.

      The little ship had only just steered toward the atmosphere when it was torn to shreds by Ra’az pulse fire.

      “Captain,” she said, “it appears we are going to need to acquire a new hopper. Ours was just destroyed.”

      “Shit,” Harkaway growled. “What about the others? Are they alive, Mal?”

      “My last readings before we broke atmosphere said yes.”

      Harkaway allowed himself the slightest sigh of relief.

      “Well, then, let’s hope that assessment is still accurate.”
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      A pair of damaged and blast-scorched pods that had plummeted to the planet still linked together rested at awkward angles where they had partially sunk into the fecund soil of Taangaar’s surface where they had impacted.

      Their emergency landing jets had done their job––namely keeping the pod from crushing into a pancake upon impact––but that was about the extent of it. A comfortable landing was not what they were designed for.

      The access doors to both of the pods popped off as their explosive retaining bolts were triggered from the inside. Dazed and shaken, but very much alive, Sarah and Finn crawled out and fell to the ground, breathing hard as they recovered from the ordeal.

      From the other pod, Sergeant Franklin emerged, standing tall, his gear already strapped in place and ready for action. He looked down on his dizzy comrades and smiled.

      “Helluva ride, huh?” he said with a chuckle.

      Sarah rolled over and vomited.

      “Guess not,” he said.

      “Dude, how can you just stand there and not feel the world spinning?” Finn asked as he tried to gingerly press himself up to a seated position.

      “Ah, that,” George said, tapping his head. “Gyroscopic stabilizers. Cyborgs don’t get motion sickness.”

      He looked at the finger that had just tapped his head. A small smear of blood decorated it like a tiny red exclamation point.

      “Aww, hell,” he lamented. “Already?”

      “What?” Finn asked.

      “This,” George replied, pointing at the tiny cut on his forehead.

      “It’s just a little cut, man. And you’re a cyborg commando, so what do you care?”

      “I don’t, it’s just that I just got this,” he said, gesturing to his recently acquired physique. “And it even still has that new body smell.”

      “Don’t sweat it. Chicks dig scars,” Finn managed to joke as the world slowly stopped spinning. “Isn’t that right, Sarah?”

      “Yeah, we do,” Sarah agreed, wiping her lips and sitting upright. “At least, sometimes.”

      Sarah had only just tracked Finn down aboard the ship when they warped and all hell broke loose, so she hadn’t had a chance to talk with him yet. Things, as a result, were still painfully uncomfortable between them. Something George, with his highly sensitive scanning array, had quickly noticed.

      “Well, we seem to be intact, at least,” he said. “But there’ll be time for chatting later. We need to gather whatever supplies we can and bug out of here, and fast. There’s no telling when the Ra’az will send ships down to look for us.”

      “I think we’re safe for a while,” Sarah said, looking up at the battle raging in the skies above. “They’re a little preoccupied at the moment.”

      George surveyed the battle, then turned his attention back to his teammates.

      “Yeah, possibly. But Murphy loves to fuck with our plans, and I don’t have any intention of laying out a welcome mat for him, so get off your duffs and gather up our gear. We’re in a tough spot, and we need to hide until we can better assess the situation.”

      “Shouldn’t we stay nearby? I mean, what if they send a rescue party?” Finn inquired.

      “I wouldn’t count on anyone coming to get us just yet,” George replied. “And there’s no way we can blend in down here, so hiding is our number one option.”

      “But what about Shelly and Omar? They were on board. And Vince? And the Chithiid soldiers?” Sarah asked as the reality of their situation began to sink in.

      “If the Váli survived, then Vince did. He would have been in engineering, and that’s an integral part of the ship’s superstructure,” Finn said. “The others, I don’t know about.”

      “Other pods tore free,” George said. “I heard them when we were cut loose.”

      “You heard that?”

      “Cyborg hearing,” he replied with a grin.

      “Jeez. I’m beginning to think being human ain’t all it’s cut out to be. You get all the cool toys,” Finn said, climbing to his feet.

      “Yeah, and there are a few more toys left,” George replied.

      Finn reached down, offering to help Sarah to her feet. She took his hand uncomfortably, quickly releasing it once she was standing. George noticed the exchange but kept his comments to himself.

      “We need to make for cover,” he said, scanning the terrain. “I think those trees over there should suffice for our immediate needs. We can reassess from there.”

      The area they had landed––or more aptly, crashed––in was what appeared to be an undeveloped patch of wilderness. Shrubs and a low-growing grass of some sort covered the gently rolling hills, while small thickets of dense trees with long trunks rising up to an interwoven canopy of deep purple leaves spotted the landscape.

      There was no water anywhere near that they could see, but given the lush nature of the vegetation, George didn’t think sourcing hydration for his human charges would be too great of a task.

      “Help me cover the pods as best we can with some branches from those bushes we crushed on the way in. It’ll be quick and not terribly efficient, but it may buy us a little protection from the most basic of Ra’az searches.”

      George was a dynamo, working at full speed to camouflage the crashed pods, at least somewhat. Finn and Sarah weren’t too much help, but he didn’t really expect them to be. In fact, he would have been perfectly happy to do the job himself, but he thought having a task might take their minds off of whatever was going on between them and ease the tension somewhat.

      Ten minutes later they had done all they could and had taken shelter under a nearby group of trees.

      “Okay, now let’s see what’s going on around here,” George said, taking a small brown ball from his pocket.

      “Cyborg turds?” Finn joked.

      “Oh, you’d know if I dumped one on you,” George shot back with a grin. “No, this is a tactical field survey drone. Good for up to twenty clicks or so.”

      He tossed the ball into the air, where it sprang open, revealing tiny stabilizer wings and an even tinier camera array. The device hovered in front of them a moment, while George stared at it intently.

      “Uh, George? What are you doing?”

      “Systems check. Standby.”

      “Oh, I forgot for a minute,” Finn said.

      “Forgot what?”

      “That you’re a cyborg.”

      George didn’t break his gaze, but a little smile flashed across his lips.

      “And that, my friend, is why it’s so nice to have a flesh body again. It just makes life that much easier, ya know?”

      The tiny drone abruptly shot off into the sky and was gone from sight.

      “I assume you did that,” Sarah said.

      “Yeah,” George replied, taking a seat with his companions. “I’ve got a wireless link connecting me to the drone. It’s a secure line, and something of a spec-ops trade secret, so the odds of the Ra’az stumbling upon it are slim to none.”

      “What do you see?” she asked.

      “Well, I’m having it run a series of search patterns, first from altitude, then lower. It looks like a fair amount of pods came down relatively near here.”

      “Shit, so Mal lost a bunch of them,” Finn moaned. “I hope she made it out okay.”

      “Knowing that ship––and that crew, I might add––I have high hopes for them.”

      George paused, focusing on the signal feeding into his head.

      “Ah, so it looks like a couple of pods lost their emergency landing thrusters and pancaked into the turf.”

      “Can you tell if anyone was in them?” Finn asked.

      “Negative, but I don’t see any of the telltale fluid leakage one would expect if there were live personnel aboard at the time of impact. Odds are it was just equipment and supplies.”

      “Speaking of which, we have some very basic gear, but there were no rations in our pods,” Finn said. “We’ve got whatever’s in our pockets to eat. After that, we’re on our own.”

      “Come on, man. This should be exciting for you,” George cajoled him. “You’re Mister I Love to Cook, right? So this should be right up your alley.”

      “In a kitchen, sure. But I’m not much for hunting.”

      “I’ve seen you with those knives, Finn. You’re more than a chef.”

      “It’s just a hobby,” he replied. “And anyway, I cook with replicated proteins. I’m not a fan of killing my food.”

      “Then you’re in luck,” George said, flashing a toothy grin.

      “Again, you’ve lost me.”

      “Am I the only one who reads the mission briefs?”

      “Probably,” Sarah said, cracking a faint smile.

      George was glad to see her lightening up. She’d need to if they were going to operate as an effective unit.

      “According to the Chithiid, almost everything that grows on this planet is edible. And on top of that, from what we were able to discern, it’s also non-toxic to humans.”

      “I’ve tasted Chithiid food. It’s not all that,” Finn griped.

      “You tasted what the Ra’az made for them,” George replied. “And that was just to cover basic nutritional needs, not things like flavor and texture.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Well, did you know the Chithiid are an almost entirely herbivorous species?”

      “Actually, that’s news to me,” Finn said. “Seems counterintuitive, given how evolved they are. It’s usually complex amino acids found in meats that spark evolutionary development of the brain. At least among humans, anyway.”

      “And it was that way with the Chithiid as well. But they had a different evolutionary trigger. You see, a very good amount of the plants on Taangaar are extremely high in complete proteins. In fact, I’d wager you could probably squeeze more protein per ounce out of some of these plants than you could from many of your fabricated animal proteins.”

      “Seriously?” Finn said, his mood perking up as he began to realize the culinary playground he was standing in the middle of.

      “Yeah,” George replied. “I suppose being herbivores was probably what also made them a target for the Ra’az to enslave when their initial plague attempts failed.”

      “Why’s that?” Sarah asked as she scanned the horizon for any sign of hostiles.

      “Because it’s easier to feed a workforce if you don’t have to source complex foods for them. For the Chithiid, it was easy to gather the most prolific crop plants and utilize them to feed the conscripted workforce and soldiers.”

      “What about predators, though?” Sarah said, as an animal’s movement in the far distance caught her eye.

      “From what our Chithiid partners said during mission prep, the fauna on the planet are nearly entirely herbivorous as well. There are a few predators, of course, but the odds of running into one are slim. Most live far from populated areas.”

      “Far from populated areas, kind of like where we are right now?” Finn asked.

      “Uh... I see your point,” George said. “But we should be fine. If it makes you feel any better, though, I’m heavily armed, heavily armored, and don’t need to sleep.”

      “Well––”

      “And my drone shows nothing of any significant size within a dozen kilometers of here. I’ll keep watch tonight regardless, of course.”

      “Thanks, dude.”

      “My pleasure,” George said. “Hang on.”

      “What is it?”

      “My drone is seeing something, but it’s outside my range and it can barely pick up the readings.”

      George, despite being a cyborg and not needing to move at all, furrowed his brow a little as he strained to read his distant device. A holdover habit from years of blending in with humans.

      “The ejected pods seem to have landed following a trajectory that way,” he said, pointing off into the distance. “We’re close to the far end of the crashed pods. Almost all of the rest of them landed in that direction.”

      “Is that a good thing?” Finn asked.

      “Lights in the distance lead me to believe there’s a populated area way out the same direction. Could be a problem for our people. I’m not sure. Hang on.”

      He stared into nothing a while longer as he read the distant scans from his drone.

      “Okay, it looks like at least one of the pods had some Chithiid in it, and from what I can tell, they survived. But the images are at the edge of what I can accurately see, so I can’t say for sure. The rest of the pods are that way, but too far to pick up.”

      “If they did survive, then they should be able to blend in. Mal was carrying young Chithiid with the plan to insert them close to large population centers so they could blend in, either as males too young to be sent to work yet, or for the more feminine ones, they could covertly sneak into the female work camps disguised as women.”

      “That could be awkward,” Sarah mused, allowing herself a faint mischievous grin.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Finn asked, sharing the grin.

      Sarah looked up, finally making and holding eye contact in their moment of shared amusement.

      “Pubescent boys surrounded by women? Oh yeah,” she said. “I bet I am.”

      

      Inside a nearby camp, a very feminine male indeed was making the best of his more delicate features, blending in with the vast multitude of women as they went through their daily labors. The work was monotonous, and he found himself drifting off into thought when their shift ended and they were marched back to their quarters.

      As the females brushed against him as they passed, many in various states of undress within the comfort of their lodgings, the young and inexperienced male found himself in an increasingly awkward and difficult situation as he tried to control not only his blush reflex, but also other involuntary bodily functions as well.

      Had he been a bit older, perhaps he would have had more control over them, but for a young male, it was almost too much to bear. He was doing all he could, even intentionally stubbing his toe on a bunk, hoping the pain would distract him, but he was very near to being found out.

      “Hello, friend,” a young female said as she approached him. She was, he thankfully noticed, fully covered in modest attire.

      “Hello to you,” he replied, not quite sure what to say next.

      The young female smiled and looked him over, pausing at the decorative sweatband material tied above one of his elbows.

      “And how are you finding your lodgings?” she asked. “Are they satisfactory?”

      “Uh, yes, they are quite fine,” he stammered.

      “You and I should become friends,” the young female abruptly said. “Come, let us get sustenance. We have much to talk about.”

      “I don’t know if I can––”

      She grabbed him by the arm and pulled him close.

      “I said, we have much to talk about,” she said once more, taking his hand and placing it on the sweatband tied to her arm.

      The young Chithiid’s eyes went wide with recognition.

      “Yes, I see,” he said, his spirits rising as other body parts, gratefully, were falling. “Lead the way, friend.”

      The two exited the facility together, casually walking toward the food preparation area. No one would have noted anything unusual about two young females walking together. Even their matching armbands would have seemed a normal occurrence among friends.

      Matching armbands, both of which contained the same very subtle symbol woven into the fabric. The mark of the rebellion.

      The two dined casually, the embedded spy bringing him up to speed on the goings-on within the camp. There were other young males already hidden within the ranks when he arrived, it seemed, and the females were all party to keeping them hidden from detection.

      There was a rebellion, of sorts, already brewing long before the allied rebels had even shown up. All they required was the right spark to ignite the already-primed kindling.

      Misfortune had seen him crash onto the planet unexpectedly. Now it seemed his fortunes were swinging the other direction. Suddenly, things were looking decidedly better.
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      The skies above had shifted to a deep indigo as day on the Chithiid world of Taangaar gently transitioned into night. High above the seeming serenity of the planet’s surface, a deadly conflict was still very much underway, and it was only a matter of time before it spilled down to the surface.

      “It’s actually rather beautiful,” Finn said as he lay back on the soft ground, watching the lights flashing just beyond the atmosphere.

      “If not for the very real possibility of some of our friends dying up there, I’d be inclined to agree with you,” Sarah said.

      “Aw, hell. Even so, it’s still a pretty fine sight,” George interjected. “There’s death and violence everywhere you look, if that’s all you choose to see. But me? I’m with Finn. Life’s too precious to ignore the moments of beauty it presents us.”

      Sarah turned to the unusual cyborg. He was scanning both the skies above and the terrain around them, aware of everything moving for several kilometers, yet he still found bandwidth to enjoy the light show up above.

      “You’re an odd dude, George,” she finally said.

      “Since you’re Daisy’s sister, which makes you just as much of a freak as she is, I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said with a low laugh.

      A narrow pulse blast lit up the sky far across the horizon, the yellow-orange of a terrestrial impact brightening the night sky for a few moments as it reached its target.

      “Looks like they didn’t get all of the terrestrial-aimed weapons,” Finn noted. “That’s one hell of a screw up.”

      “To be fair, though, command never really thought they’d be able to stop them all,” George mused.

      “No?”

      “No. They just hoped to take out enough of them to give the people on the ground a chance to rise up, ya know? It’s not our forces that are going to turn the tide down here. It’s the locals.”

      “But those pulse cannons––”

      “Are tiny on the global scheme of things. Look, if you want context, the original battle plan reports estimated that the Ra’az battle stations would be able to incinerate ninety percent of the Chithiid population within three hours.”

      “Whoa.”

      “Yeah. Whoa,” George agreed. “So the fact that we’ve been down here all fucking day and haven’t been turned to toast is a pretty damn good sign in my book.”

      “You know, you swear a lot, for a cyborg,” Sarah commented.

      “Fuckin’ A,” George shot back with a grin.

      Sarah was quiet a long while, then turned her attention back skyward.

      “It is pretty,” she said.

      While they settled down for the night, high up in the war zone surrounding the planet, their friends and allies had been working tirelessly, not only to defeat the orbiting Ra’az threat, but to save the billions on the planet below as well.

      Freya and Marty had been working diligently, bursting in close to the battle stations and targeting crucial systems with pinpoint-aimed rail gun blasts.

      Unlike pulse weaponry, there was no energy signature on the electromagnetically hurtled rail gun projectile, and thus, there was no easy way for the Ra’az gunners to backtrace an incoming attack until it was too late.

      One by one, they had been swooping in, carefully taking down the targeting and operations control hubs that controlled the huge cannons aimed at the defenseless Chithiid population.

      “Looks like our spies’ intel was spot-on,” Arlo said over his comms as he and Marty swung around an aimlessly firing cruiser as it tried to pinpoint the slippery stealth craft.

      “And it’s a good thing,” Daisy agreed as Freya blasted out another salvo of rail gun sabots toward the hull of the hulking battle station, then quickly darted away.

      “You get any updates on the other weapons systems?” Arlo asked. “Marty and me, we haven’t been able to pinpoint any of their weak spots. We’ve got the terrestrial cannons under control, it seems, but these other guns are still very hot.”

      As if to punctuate his statement, a pulse cannon blasted out a shot, narrowly missing his craft, though, given their stealth capabilities, it was a random near-miss rather than a targeted one.

      The pulse did eventually find a target, however, and deep within the human and rebel fleet, a smaller ship erupted from the deadly blast.

      “Shit, they hit another one,” Daisy growled. “Come on, Freya, let’s light that fucker up. Hit ’em with everything you’ve got.”

      “But our weapons will make us visible, Daisy.”

      “I know,” she replied with a determined look in her eye. “That’s the point.”

      “You’re going to have them target your kid?”

      “Better than the fleet,” Daisy replied. “Freya’s a hot-shit pilot. I have every confidence she’ll keep us from being hit.”

      “And if you’re wrong?” Sarah asked.

      “Well, then I guess we’re fucked.”

      “I can do it, Sarah,” Freya said bravely. “And Daisy’s right. We need to protect the fleet however we can.”

      Without delay, she surveyed the battlefield and selected the optimum position for both diverting Ra’az fire, as well as making an escape without running into a blender of other ships’ fire.

      “Okay. Hold on.”

      She let loose with her pulse weaponry, which was substantial, though against a craft as massive and shielded as the Ra’az battle station, it had little effect. It did make for a pretty light show, however.

      The Ra’az immediately opened fire on her position. Or more correctly, on what had been her position. Freya, on the other hand, was already darting to her next target, well clear of the Ra’az munitions.

      “How many terrestrial cannons are left?” a Chithiid voice asked over open comms.

      “Only two,” Arlo replied. “Aarvin, is that you?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “We’re trying to get to them, but their defenses are dense,” Marty added.

      As if to punctuate his statement, the cannons fired a barrage at the planet’s surface. Far below, tens of thousands of captive Chithiid died instantly in the ensuing blast.

      “How much time do you need in order to shut down the system?” Aarvin asked.

      “I don’t know. If we can get close enough, maybe a few minutes, if we’re lucky.”

      The ship fired another barrage.

      “Daze, they’ve locked on to a Chithiid-dense target. It’s genocide,” Sarah gasped.

      “I know,” she replied.

      “Know what?” Arlo asked.

      Shit. Open comms.

      “You’ve told Vince about me. The rest will know soon enough.”

      “They’re targeting a densely populated area, Arlo. We can’t get in close enough for the shot. Can you?” Daisy said.

      “We’re trying,” he replied as Marty dove and weaved, attempting to get closer to line up a clear shot.

      The Ra’az weapon powered up once more, releasing another blast that would wipe out tens of thousands yet again, but as the pulses left the cannons, a massive Chithiid ship warped directly in their path, blocking the blast.

      It shook from the impact, but their commander had apparently shifted all of their phase shielding to cover the point of impact. It left the rest of the craft vulnerable, but it did manage to absorb much of the pulse blast.

      Much of it, but not all.

      Part of the hull was rent open, and systems could be seen failing as compartments, compromised from the blast, vented to space.

      “What are you doing, Aarvin?” Daisy asked as the Ra’az ship appeared to be powering up its cannons yet again.

      “I am buying my people some time,” was his reply. “We are a crew of hundreds. Each weapons blast kills thousands. It was a simple calculus.”

      “Shit,” Daisy groaned. “Arlo, you hear that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You guys have gotta move. Fast. I don’t think their ship can take another hit like that.”

      “We know. We’re already on it,” he said, and indeed they were. Marty was using all of his considerable maneuverability, powering through gaps in vessels and weapons fire where a ship simply shouldn’t be able to fit. Yet somehow, he made it happen, only barely singeing his hull.

      The cannons fired another salvo, but a different craft warped in its path. It was far smaller than Aarvin’s ship, however, and their brave move, while saving their commander, resulted in the instant destruction of their craft.

      There would be no survivors.

      “Freya, we’ve got to get a shot off. If we don’t, they––”

      Daisy felt the slight shudder of the ship as the rail guns fired.

      “We’re too far to get a target lock,” she said.

      “For anyone else, maybe,” Freya said, grim determination in her voice. “I’ve been running calculations for the last two minutes. The sabot will have to pass through a smaller ship, but it should hold its shape, though velocity will diminish. Then, if we’re lucky––”

      A small flash ignited on the surface of the battle station. A second later, one of the terrestrial-aimed pulse cannons fell dormant.

      “Got ya, fuckers!” Freya said, jubilantly.

      “Holy shit,” Daisy gasped. “Freya, did you just do a trick shot?”

      “You mean like the old Earth game of pool? Yeah, kinda.”

      “Goddamn, kiddo, that was impressive.”

      “Thanks!” Freya chirped, her spirits rising. “But I don’t have a line on the other cannon.”

      A flash ignited on the battle station far from their position, silencing the other cannon. The people on the surface, as well as Aarvin’s ship, were safe. Relatively, anyway.

      “We got that one covered, Freya,” Arlo said. Daisy could swear she could hear his smile over the comms.

      “Good work, guys,” she congratulated them. “You hear that, Aarvin? The cannons are down. Now get your ass out of there!”

      “Our warp system appears to have been damaged, but we will do our best,” he said, as their craft turned and began limping for the safety of the main body of their fleet. Seeing the ship’s plight, a dozen smaller craft flew in formation behind it as it ran, firing all guns to provide it as clear a path of escape as possible.

      

      The writing was on the wall, so to speak, and down below on the planet’s surface, the Ra’az strongholds began to power their weapons and set their troops in position as they prepared for battle. They had lost communications some time ago, but their short-distance comms were still functional, and from what they could discern, it was clear a massive attack was underway.

      The vessels that had entered the atmosphere were smaller units, and the Ra’az defensive gunners were confident they would be more than a match for those piddling little ships.

      Some ships or other craft––they couldn’t quite tell what they were from their limited information––had landed as well. That, along with rumors of numbers of their Chithiid workforce talking of open rebellion, was enough for them to send out their hunter-killer teams to put down any such uprising before it could amount to an actual problem.

      The Ra’az were putting up a rather solid defensive perimeter at the edge of the atmosphere, effectively keeping out the multiple ships that were trying to reach the surface to assist in the battle, preventing their atmospheric entry.

      For the time being, whoever was on the ground was on their own, but with the rebels hiding among the resident population, an uprising was indeed spreading, keeping the Ra’az spread relatively thin.

      Battles were breaking out all across the globe as the long-oppressed Chithiid rose up to fight their brutal Ra’az overlords, as well as the Chithiid colluders who had worked to enslave their own people for generations.

      The rebels embedded among them had taken great care in secreting pulse weapons to the surface in preparation for just such a moment, and as they were distributed to the enraged Chithiid, one thing was abundantly clear. Retribution would be as swift as it would be brutal.

      A handful of smaller ships did manage to eventually pierce the blockade and fly down to the surface, but much to the Ra’az and their loyalists' surprise, they did not attack their fortified positions. Rather, they flew low over the housing barracks and gathering points of the Chithiid workforce, dropping bundles of some sort. It was only when the fighting erupted that the Ra’az realized what they had been doing.

      They weren’t helping Chithiid escape. They were arming them. From the ferocity of the attacks, they had done a thorough job, it seemed.

      In areas where the Chithiid had not been reinforced, however, packs of Ra’az and their loyalists moved through the countryside, hunting the rebels who had unsuccessfully attempted to foment revolution.

      It would be a war of attrition, and the Chithiid, with billions on their side, had more than enough of a numerical advantage to reclaim their world. All they had ever needed was support in the form of weaponry. The arrival of those first arms, along with the rapidly spreading news that their families, long ago taken from them, had returned to fight for their freedom, lit a fire in their bellies that no amount of Ra’az oppression could extinguish.
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      “You guys have got to try these,” Finn called out to George and Sarah.

      “What did you find this time?” Sarah asked.

      “They’re some sort of berry, but they have this weird kinda starchy texture and an almost mint family-like crispness on the back end of the flavor.”

      “And that’s supposed to sound appetizing?” Sarah said with a little laugh. “You need to work on your sales pitch, Finn.”

      “Bah! You just lack a sense of adventure!” he replied with a laugh.

      “He says to the girl standing on a hostile planet light years from home in the middle of an intergalactic, interspecies war,” she shot back. “Nice try.”

      George remained silent as they walked, letting the pair regain some semblance of normalcy to their previously strained relationship. There were still awkward moments, to be sure, but after the previous day’s madness, they had both woken having hit the reset button. At least somewhat.

      Finn had happily taken up George’s challenge to find them a suitable breakfast from the native flora. At first the crazed chef was a bit reticent, but once he started taking samples from the entirely novel plants, his characteristic enthusiasm kicked back in full force.

      It was a rather impressive spread he had eventually put together, truth be told, and the tension Sarah had been carrying in her shoulders seemed to lessen with every bite of the unusual foods as Finn regaled them with his tales of foraging.

      “I just wish I had some spices,” he lamented.

      “It tastes fine, Finn,” Sarah told him.

      “Yeah, but just fine? It should taste amazing. My kingdom for a pinch of tarragon!”

      “Well, given our resources, I think you’ve done an admirable job, Finn,” George said, patting him on the back. “And I bet once we’re back home, you’ll even find a way to replicate them with our machinery, and then––”

      “And then I’ll be able to incorporate them into other dishes,” he said, his eyes growing wide with excitement. “Oh my God. I’ll be the first person to cook the Chithiid a proper, well-seasoned meal from food from their homeworld. Oh, man! They’re going to shit themselves!”

      “I hope you’re speaking figuratively,” George joked.

      “I don’t know,” Sarah commented. “Let this one loose in a kitchen with a bunch of things that you have no idea how they’ll interact with each other and who knows what the end result may be––including what comes out of your end.”

      “Oh, seriously, Sarah?” Finn said, mock-offended.

      She stuck her tongue out at him playfully, then took another bite of food. Later, she’d be glad for the extra sustenance he had provided, as they had a very long walk ahead of them.

      They’d been trekking most of the day, following the trail of debris from Mal’s crashed pods, collecting what supplies they could salvage from the wreckage.

      Several of the pods were perfectly intact, but the majority had suffered varying degrees of damage. To their relief, none contained any corpses, though there were some signs of minor bleeding in a few of them.

      “Chithiid blood,” George said when they came upon yet another empty pod. “Doesn’t look severe, though.” He quickly surveyed the grass for further signs of their allies. “They went that way. Looks like there were four of them, all Chithiid.”

      “That’s the direction we saw the lights from last night,” Sarah pointed out.

      “Yeah, you’re right on that one,” George replied. “Looks like they’re trying to reach a populated area to continue their mission. Ya gotta hand it to them. They’re just kids, really, and here they are, thrust in the middle of I don’t know what kind of shit-storm, and yet they’re sticking with the plan, despite undoubtedly being scared shitless.”

      “Must be nice being a cyborg and not having to worry about being afraid,” Finn said.

      “Oh, I get afraid,” George said. “Just because I’m mechanical doesn’t mean I have a death wish. Nope, the lack of fear is more likely to get you killed than the presence of it.”

      “You been talking with Fatima?” Sarah asked.

      “No, but if that’s her line of thinking, maybe I should. If we survive, of course.”

      “Way to be a downer, man.”

      “Just fuckin’ with ya, Finn. We’ll get through this. Just you wait and see.”

      They padded on, following what George’s little drone had determined was the path of the other crashed pods before it gave up the ghost.

      “It took a pretty hard knock when we came down,” George had noted a few hours prior, when the little device fell silently from the sky. “I’m just glad it worked at all, to be honest. Gave us a path to go on, at least. And if the scans I was able to save were right, there should be more survivors up by that small river it picked up not too far ahead.”

      “No reply on comms, though?” Finn asked.

      “Nope. Not even on my team’s comms, which likely means I’m the only non-organic on the planet at the moment.” He paused and looked around.

      “What is it?” Sarah asked.

      “Oh, I was just thinking I should plant a flag, or something. You know, claim this land in the name of the cyborg race.”

      “Are you shitting me, man?” Finn said with an exaggerated sigh.

      “Hey, you know the rules. No flag, no planet.”

      Sarah’s head whipped around suddenly.

      “Did you hear that?”

      George instantly dropped back into ass-kicking cybernetic soldier mode and cranked up his hearing.

      “Yeah, it’s fighting. I can’t hear anything that’d give me any details, though.”

      “Well, if they’re fighting the Ra’az, they’re on our side. Let’s go!” Finn said as he took off running.

      Sarah and George were only steps behind him when they crested the berm of the small hill that had blocked their line of sight.

      In the distance, across the marshy shallows of the small river George’s drone had seen, a lone human and a pair of rebel Chithiid were engaged in a pitched battle against a much larger group of loyalists.

      “It’s Omar,” George said. “And he’s in trouble.”

      Without hesitation, George took off at a run. He was fast, even in the mid-thigh-deep water, as he bolted in a beeline for their friend in need. Sarah and Finn knew they couldn’t get there nearly as quickly via that route, so they shifted course to circumvent the deep water, instead slogging through the shallower area along the shoreline, weaving around the large boulders and trees blocking their path as they tried to make it to their friend.

      Sarah was the faster of the two, making quick work of the unsteady ground. She smiled to herself as she left Finn in her wake, suddenly glad for the long hours she had spent training with Fatima.

      As she hopped a fallen log with a splash and rounded the next boulder in her path, a large Ra’az stepped directly in front of her from its hiding spot, swatting her like she was no more than a toddler and sending her flying into the water.

      The Graizenhund at its side snarled and snapped viciously as the Ra’az released its grip on the beast’s restraints.

      In a flash, the Graizenhund charged at Finn, closing the distance in a heartbeat before leaping in the air. Finn desperately swung his pulse rifle and fired without time to aim, hoping for Lady Luck to smile upon him.

      She was in attendance, and apparently on his side on this occasion, as the pulse blast flew true, striking the beast dead in mid-air. Finn was just gathering his wits and beginning to swing the weapon toward the Ra’az when pulse fire peppered the boulders and trees around him.

      Three more loyalists had been hunting rebels with their master, it seemed, and they engaged Finn with a desperate ferocity.

      He lunged to his feet and ran, firing behind his back in hopes it would buy him time to reach cover.

      Lady Luck had apparently extended her visit, as he miraculously made it behind the nearby boulders unscathed.

      Sarah, on the other hand, was trapped in the shallow water, completely exposed. The Ra’az turned toward her and laughed, then began circling her in the knee-deep water.

      He wasn’t wearing a gauntlet, she noted, nor was he carrying a pulse weapon. It seemed the Ra’az was letting his loyalist lackeys and recently deceased Graizenhund handle the dirty work, while he took his pleasure in a more visceral, hands-on way.

      Sarah looked for her pulse rifle.

      “Shit,” she grumbled when her eyes found it lying a good dozen meters away where it had flown when she’d been so rudely struck.

      “All right, you giant fucker. You wanna fight? Fine. Bring it!”

      She wiped the water from her eyes and began sizing the enormous alien, hate burning in her eyes.

      The Ra’az was amused by the fighting spirit of his tiny prey. And that’s what he saw her as. Prey. She didn’t warrant a second thought, until one suddenly crept into his head. One that had him asking why there was a human on this world when they’d wiped them out hundreds of years earlier and many light years away.

      The hulking Ra’az glanced around. These creatures were armed, apparently.

      One human was pinned down and exchanging fire with his trio of loyalist hunters. Then there were two more humans fighting side by side across the water, firing their weapons until they ran dry.

      He didn’t know that George wasn’t a human at all, and so long as his men took care of him, he didn’t much care. More cautious now, he turned his attention back to the soaking wet, feral-looking woman with the unusual appendage.

      Sarah happened to be talking to that appendage at that very moment.

      “Come on, arm. Don’t fail me now,” she muttered, trying to connect with the nanite swarm. For a second, it felt like there was contact, but it was broken when she was forced to dive out of the way of the Ra’az's surprisingly fast attack.

      “Forgot how quick you fuckers are,” she said, dodging another attack and landing a trio of rapid blows to the Ra’az's face as she slid past his attack.

      The human hand barely stung when it made contact, but the unusual synthetic one actually hurt. The Ra’az showed a flash of surprise in its eyes, rapidly followed by a bellow of rage as he lunged at her again.

      Across the shallows, George and Omar, whose pulse rifles had run out of charge, were fighting hand-to-hand against opponents who had a four-to-two advantage in that department.

      It was only George’s cybernetic strength and the practice Omar had picked up sparring with Chithiid in Los Angeles' underground fight club that evened the playing field. Even so, the odds were very close to even.

      Finn had wisely scavenged an extra pulse pack from one of the downed pods, which allowed him to maintain the exchange with the trio of loyalists, one of whom had run out of ammo. As it was going, it looked like the other two would run dry soon as well. He only hoped they did so before he did.

      The Ra’az took in the surrounding fights and was unimpressed. He would deal with that later. For now, he had a pesky little human to eliminate. She had dared strike him, and for that he would make her suffer a much slower and more painful death than he’d originally planned.

      Sarah, however, had other thoughts on that matter, and as she became more comfortable fighting in the shallow water––avoiding the deeper parts, where the taller Ra’az would have the advantage––she was starting to think she might just win this one.

      The Ra’az reached out to grab her, but she dove between its legs, coming up behind it and quickly pivoting in a squat, punching the back of its knee with her nanite-composite arm.

      The Ra’az howled in pain and struck out with the injured leg, which caught Sarah by surprise. She went flying, and into waist-deep water at that.

      Finn saw her take the blow and tried to line up a shot on the Ra’az as it advanced on her just as a series of pulse blasts hit the rocks in front of him, forcing him to duck back down.

      Sarah was at a disadvantage now and she knew it. There weren’t many tricks left up her sleeve, except what was literally up her sleeve itself.

      “Come on,” she urged her arm, then startled the Ra’az by lunging right at him.

      She felt something shift, and looked at her arm, partially shifted into a spear-point, her fingers embedded a few inches into the Ra’az's thigh.

      The alien grabbed her by the arm and wrenched her free, holding her dangerous appendage safely away from its body.

      Finn looked over just in time to see him drive Sarah under the surface of the water, holding her down, her arms and legs thrashing wildly as her lungs burned from the lack of oxygen. She desperately tried to break the surface to get even a quick gasp of air, but the Ra’az was too strong.

      The world started to go black, and spots floated across her field of vision, which she thought was funny since she was underwater and couldn’t really see anything, anyway. The burning pain, however, was nearly too much to endure.

      “No!” Finn shouted, jumping from cover and firing a quick shot at the nearby loyalists while running toward Sarah with desperate urgency.

      Pulse blasts erupted around him and forced him to his knees behind a tree, but now he at least had a clear shot. His adrenaline was through the roof, but Finn took a deep breath and carefully aimed his weapon, knowing he had one chance, and he had to make it count.

      The thrashing in the water was slowing. There was simply no more time.

      Calling on Lady Luck one last time, he pulled the trigger.

      Lady Luck had abandoned him.

      He looked at the silent weapon in shock. It had run empty, and he had no more reloads.

      “Sarah!” he shouted across the water, helpless to do anything.

      Sarah thought she heard something besides the thundering of her pulse in her ears, but she was distracted. The burning in her lungs was just too much, and her body’s automatic survival reflex finally took over in a desperate search for air, making her gasp in a cold lungful of water.

      She thrashed violently one more time before water filled her lungs completely.

      The Ra’az turned to look at the shouting man, then laughed cruelly as the thrashing human in his grasp slowed her movements, then went completely still.

      The huge alien rose to his full height and left his dead prey behind, her body floating facedown in the water as he trudged ashore to take care of the troublesome little human that was staring at him so angrily.

      Finn’s eyes flashed from the Ra’az to the water. To Sarah’s inert body, slowly drifting ashore.

      Then everything started to go black as an overwhelming rage took hold of him.
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      Finn, the man known for all of his joking denials about his past military history and odd love of cutlery, a man whose good nature seemed to be inexhaustible, finally snapped.

      The knife work they’d all joked about back in the comfort of their galley kitchen whenever he’d show them a little trick had all been good-natured fun and games.

      Finn’s mood was now distinctly bloodier than that, and the skills he had casually shown off in the company of friends in no way even scratched the surface of just how deadly he truly was.

      The first pair of blades that whistled through the air landed in the throat and eye of the nearest loyalist before the other two even realized the seemingly unarmed human was moving in on them, and at a fast run, at that.

      And though he had no pulse rifle, he was definitely armed.

      They had just begun to react, attempting to swing their weapons to track the quick-moving target, when they each received a knife to the body, launched with deadly accuracy and powered by pure rage.

      Finn hadn’t landed a killing shot on either of them, but that was not by accident. No, he wanted to make them suffer for what they had done.

      Blades flashed from his sheaths, dancing in his hands in a dizzying whirlwind of finely honed vengeance.

      “Shoot him!” the bleeding loyalist shouted to his comrade.

      “My weapon arm is injured. I cannot aim!” he called back, retreating on his heels as Finn leapt into the air, bringing both blades in his hands to bear on the exposed vulnerable points on the seemingly tough Chithiid.

      The time spent teaching his recently deceased Chithiid friend to cook had led to many conversations. Discussions that included weaknesses in their rugged alien physiques. It had merely been casual chatting at the time.

      Now, it was anything but casual.

      Finn sliced tendons and nerve clusters with near reckless abandon, hot alien blood coating his arms as he reduced his quarry to a blubbering wreck of agony. He quickly sheathed one of his knives and picked up the disabled loyalist’s pulse rifle with his newly free hand. Checking to make sure it had a charge, he then blasted the downed alien in the knee.

      “You’re next, motherfucker,” he growled at the other loyalist.

      He began to move on him when a pulse blast from across the water grazed his hip, nearly knocking him to the ground. The singed flesh should have been excruciating, but in his berserker rage, he didn’t slow for an instant, but rather increased his pace, fueled by the fresh surge of adrenaline.

      George and Omar took advantage of the distraction Finn had caused to disable a pair of their opponents and make it to cover, where the charred remains of their Chithiid rebel allies lay motionless in the dirt. The Chithiid rebels were dead, but their weapons, though a bit banged up, were still functional.

      “Kill these fuckers,” George said, tossing the rifle to Omar, then skirting to the inland flank of the remaining loyalists.

      “Get some!” Omar growled through clenched teeth as he opened fire on the loyalists.

      They turned their attention back to the human opponent and redoubled their efforts to end him, and they might have succeeded if not for the momentary lapse in battlefield operational practice that allowed Sergeant Franklin to flank them.

      Despite the eyes near the back of their heads, the loyalists were slow to react to the unbelievably fast soldier barreling toward them from the treeline.

      “There! Defend your––”

      George dove headfirst into the muscular alien, the sheer mass of his cybernetic endoskeleton turning him into a man-shaped battering ram. The Chithiid crumpled to the ground in a heap. While a flesh-and-blood man would have needed a moment to regain his senses after such an impact, George was instantly on the move, fists and feet flying as he pummeled the remaining pair until they were forced to fall back from his flurry of blows.

      What they forgot in that moment of self-preservation was Omar.

      A quick succession of pulse blasts took their lives in a flash, leaving only the human and the human-shaped machine standing on the battlefield.

      “Finn needs help,” George called out.

      “Go. I’ll be okay,” Omar said, sinking to the ground.

      George assessed the man’s injuries and came to the conclusion that he would indeed be okay, though he was definitely worse for wear. He then took off running toward his friend in need.

      Finn, in the meantime, had brutally finished off the remaining Chithiid, opening him up from neck to groin before emptying his pulse rifle into the twitching corpse.

      Tears in his eyes, he spun to face the enormous Ra’az. Without hesitation, he launched himself right at the beast of a creature, oblivious to the incredible size difference.

      The Ra’az dodged the first several blows, but Finn was quick, managing to open up a group of cuts on the alien’s lower flank. The Ra’az pushed him back and reassessed his small but troublesome opponent. The injury the human had inflicted was superficial––it would take far more than that to wound his meaty physique. Nevertheless, he was tiring of this game.

      For Finn, it was far more than a game, and he would exact his vengeance, one way or another.

      Once more the smaller man charged, his arms spinning in a flurry of slicing attacks. The Ra’az, however, had resolved himself to receiving a few little cuts from the annoying human, and that allowed him to unexpectedly draw close, blocking the knives with his forearm while his opposite hand grabbed the tiny man and hoisted him up in the air.

      Finn tried to stab the alien’s arm, but his blocking limb shifted, and the Ra’az's meaty limb knocked the knife from Finn’s hand before grabbing him tightly.

      Held aloft like a child in his hands, the Ra’az smiled a sadistic and victorious grin.

      Finn, surprisingly, did the same, and the Ra’az felt his certainty of victory falter. This was not right. The tiny man should be scared, but his look was one of anything but fear. But his arms were pinned, and his hands could not reach any of his sheathed weapons, so how––

      The Ra’az abruptly realized what he had overlooked when Finn drove his boot viciously into his throat, a spray of hot blood gushing forth as he dropped the man to the ground and staggered back. It was a trap, and he’d fallen right into it.

      Finn held his eye contact as he reached down, pulling the knife he had wedged into the straps of his boot free, then pulling another from the sheath in the small of his back.

      For the first time in his life, the Ra’az knew what his prey had felt like all those years. He finally knew fear.

      Finn raced at the injured creature, his knives doing their work in his skilled hands, slicing through what were quite obviously blood-supplying vessels and vital organs in a flurry of vicious blows.

      The Ra’az desperately turned to flee, but Finn was having none of that, quickly dropping low, slicing the tendons on the backs of both of the alien’s ankles before pounding the knives hilt-deep into a half-dozen vital areas on the creature’s exposed back.

      Not finished yet, Finn kicked the dying Ra’az hard across the face, sending him rolling onto his back.

      It was what he wanted. He wanted the Ra’az to see his death approaching, to look him in the eye. He had his wish, the astonished creature’s eyes wide with fear as Finn drove his blades into the alien’s chest, piercing his heart and killing him, stone dead.

      The Ra’az lay there, blood oozing from dozens of wounds, twitching slightly as the last nerve impulses fled his body.

      George Franklin stood nearby. He had arrived some time ago, actually, but had stayed out of the fray, letting Finn work out what he needed to in his own way.

      “Daaaaaamn,” he finally said, eyeing the carnage.

      Finn looked over at his cybernetic friend, also covered in blood, though the majority of it was not his own.

      “You going to be okay?” George asked, walking closer.

      Something in Finn’s eyes told him he might not be.

      “I––” Finn went silent, sobbing quietly, rivulets of alien blood trickling from his hands and forearms.

      “Finn?” a voice said. A voice that couldn’t be speaking to him.

      “Finn? Are you okay?” Sarah asked quietly, stunned by the display of anguish-driven rage he had let loose at her supposed demise.

      Finn spun toward the shoreline, his tear-filled eyes focusing on the soaked woman standing at the water’s edge. The raw emotion laid bare in his eyes made her stomach twist in knots. Sarah quietly walked over to him and gently wiped the blood from his brow.

      “But I saw you...” he said between sobs. “I thought you were––”

      Sarah silenced him with a deep but gentle kiss, pulling him close, ignoring the alien gore now covering them both.

      George rocked on his feet quietly for a few moments, waiting for them to finish. By the look of things, it might take a while.

      “Uh, guys?” he said, finally interrupting them. “Hey, I’m sorry to spoil the moment, but we’re kinda standing in the middle of a battlefield, and by the sound of things, I think we may be having company soon.”

      Sarah lovingly placed her hand on Finn’s cheek, staring into his eyes, then lunged in for one more kiss before pulling away.

      “We’ll continue this discussion later,” she said with a wink.

      “Come on, Omar could really use our help,” George said, leading the way along the shoreline.

      They’d only walked a few steps when he just couldn’t help himself any longer.

      “So, Finn. Nice work back there,” George said.

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      “I mean, damn, man. You really are a killer.”

      “I told you,” Finn said, glancing over at Sarah and throwing her a wink. “I’m a chef. Killing aliens is just a hobby.”

      George let out an amused laugh.

      “You’re a fucking riot, you know that?”

      “I try,” Finn said. “Hang on a minute, will ya? I need a quick rinse before this shit dries on.”

      “Good idea,” George agreed, and all three stepped into the shallows to wash the blood of their enemies from their bodies.

      While a fair amount of the blood on the two men was their own, Sarah’s clothing was nearly entirely free of her own sanguine fluids. George looked at her, perplexed. Finn was just too happy to see it, but something was very wrong with Sarah. He’d seen what had happened to her, and as fond of her as he was, she should have been dead.

      “Hey, Sarah,” he began. “Look, I don’t mean to be rude or anything, but I was wondering if you could help me out here. There’s something I’m kinda confused by. Don’t take it personally, but you should be dead.”

      “Oh, I know,” Sarah said with a bright laugh. “Believe you me, I am very aware of that fact. That’s twice that I was supposed to die. It’s gotta be a record or something.”

      “Please don’t go for the hat trick,” Finn said.

      Sarah leaned over and gave him a tender kiss. “Not to worry, babe. I have no intentions of leaving you.”

      “Ahem,” George interrupted. “You were saying?”

      “Ah, yes. Sorry,” she said, blushing slightly as she cut her embrace short and trudged back to the shoreline.

      “So the thing is, when I was fighting the Ra’az, my nanite arm wasn’t quite doing what I wanted it to do. I could sense it, and was almost connecting to it, but it just wasn’t working. But then when that fucker shoved me under and I wound up with my lungs full of water, the nanites finally connected with me. Then I knew it would be okay.”

      “Ah, sorry,” George said. “That didn’t really clarify things.”

      “Oh, right. You didn’t know about the lungs.”

      “What about your lungs?”

      “When Freya’s nanites repaired my arm, they also reconstructed my damaged organs. My lungs had been destroyed by the vacuum when I was blasted into space, you see, so they built me new ones. They replaced them with millions of clever little nanites, and today, they introduced themselves to me.”

      “Hang on, your lungs are a nanite-composite?” George asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “But that doesn’t explain why you didn’t drown, Sarah.”

      “Think about it, George. They’re nanites. They function on a molecular level.”

      “Right, but the drowning thing?”

      “You really are dense for an AI sometimes, you know that?” she teased. “Okay, I’ll give you a hint. What’s the chemical symbol for water?”

      “H2O,” he replied.

      “Exactly. And aside from the one hydrogen molecule, what are the other two molecules in water?”

      Suddenly, George realized what she was getting at.

      “She’s trying to say she can breathe underwater, dude,” Finn said. “Jeez, even I got it already.”

      “They broke the H2O into its component parts, ferrying the hydrogen out of your body, while absorbing the oxygen into it,” George marveled. “Holy shit, now that’s inspired. Even by AI standards, that’s some seriously clever stuff you’ve got going on in there,” he said, appreciatively.

      “Thanks. I guess I can add breathing underwater to my list of things I didn’t know I could do,” Sarah said with a happy little grin.

      They reached Omar a minute later, sitting where George had left him. He was bloody, he was sore, but he was alive. The same could not be said for their Chithiid rebel friends, unfortunately.

      The skies above were beginning to darken, making the lights from the battle above more clearly visible. The fighting, it seemed, was still fierce.

      “I wonder if we’re winning,” Finn mused.

      “From what I can tell, it looks like a stalemate so far. And our ships seem to be having a tough time making it to the surface,” George noted. “How you feeling, Omar?”

      Their injured friend took a long draught from his electrolyte pouch, then reclined with an exhausted sigh.

      “I need a nap,” he said with a pained chuckle.

      “Doesn’t sound like that’s gonna happen anytime soon,” George said apologetically.

      “Well, then. I guess we head toward the fighting,” he said, reluctantly climbing to his feet. Omar shouldered his gear then turned to leave when he noticed his drenched friend.

      “Sarah, what happened to you? You’re all wet.”

      Finn looked at her and smiled. “Omar, my friend, you might want to sit back down,” he said with a knowing grin. “You’re going to love this.”
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      The fighting in the skies above Taangaar was heavy and continuous well into the following day, while the Chithiid rebellion on the ground gained speed as word of just who exactly it was fighting up there spread through the camps.

      Having their long-lost families return home, fighting to free them from the shackles of servitude, inspired several of the enslaved Chithiid who were already living their lives on edge to attack their keepers. Without a support network available to them yet, those who did were punished, and harshly at that.

      Word was quickly spread among the denizens of Taangaar by the sparse rebel forces embedded among them that help was indeed coming, but until the tide of the battle above was swayed, reinforcements and supplies would be limited to a few key areas.

      The Chithiid, with their great numerical advantage, decided the time to act was now, and utilizing their strength in numbers, many of the internment settlements were taken over in a wave of home-grown rebellion.

      Weapons were seized as the loyalist guards and their Ra’az masters were driven back to their strongholds overlooking the work camps. Unfortunately for the Chithiid, the small arms they had managed to secure were no match for the thick walls and powerful weapons of the Ra’az fortresses.

      In addition, sorties of small, yet armed loyalist vessels made strafing runs against any Chithiid who ventured too close to their fortified bases. They were most certainly on a defensive footing, but it was one that was well entrenched and utterly inaccessible by ground forces.

      Only two of all the hundreds of vessels in the combined human and Chithiid fleet had any success at all against the Ra’az facilities. But Freya and Marty could only do so much. They were but a pair of relatively small ships, and while their weapons systems were indeed impressive against most enemies, they simply were not designed for terrestrial assaults on heavily reinforced ground bases.

      But that didn’t stop them from making jumps all over the planet, springing up unexpectedly to give aid to the rebellious conscripts and keeping the Ra’az and their loyalists on their heels, never knowing where those mysterious ships would appear next.

      Often, they would take out a few loyalist ships as they attempted to engage the rebels on the ground, but in a manner that allowed the other loyalist craft to see them. Then the dark ships––that mysteriously would not show on any scans––would blow their prey from the sky and vanish.

      That in itself would be enough to keep the Ra’az and their lackeys guessing, but every so often, rather than moving to another target, the unidentifiable ships would suddenly reappear and make a strafing run against their base, or destroy another of their ships nearby.

      The uncertainty provided a small degree of relief for the forces amassing on the ground, but it wasn’t enough. The numbers and will were there, but without a means to penetrate the Ra’az strongholds, all the millions of riled-up Chithiid at their gates could do was wait.

      “How’re you coming with getting us some heavier firepower down here?” Daisy asked the fleet over comms. “The ground forces are getting their asses handed to them whenever they move on the Ra’az facilities.”

      “We’re making progress,” Celeste messaged back. “Hang on a sec. Zed, where do we stand on diverting some resources to help the rebellion on the surface?”

      “Their strongholds have pretty serious defensive weaponry. I’m afraid it’s going to take some heavy firepower to get through that, and with the battle stations and cruisers still engaged with us up here, we need every gun we have at the moment. I’m sorry I don’t have better news, Daisy.”

      “I understand,” she replied, crestfallen. “It’s just, we’re so close down here. All they need is that window of opportunity to let them act.”

      “We are aware of your situation, Daisy, and as soon as we can peel some ships free, we’ll send them down to see about piercing the Ra’az defensive network down there,” Celeste said. “But for the moment, I’m afraid we must press our advantage against the Ra’az forces in space while things are still swinging in our favor. If we can finally take out just a few more of their key battle stations, the rest of their defensive fleet will fall like dominoes.”

      “Then you’d best get back to it,” Daisy said.

      “We haven’t stopped,” Celeste replied. “Good luck down there, Daisy.”

      “Thanks.”

      The comms went silent, leaving Freya and Marty to deal with the hundreds of entrenched positions as best they could.

      “Daisy, Marty says a bunch of the Ra’az fortresses have found a way to communicate using a daisy chain of local comms between them,” Arlo informed her over their comms. “They’re coordinating their counter attacks against the rebels and are sending out ground squads of heavily armed loyalists covered by some limited air support.”

      “Shit. How many?”

      “Too many for us to engage all of them, I’m afraid. And they’ve released packs of those hound things in a few areas as well.”

      “The rebels can take care of those,” Daisy said.

      “I know, but they’re scattering the rebel lines in the process,” he replied.

      “Making it easier for their hunter teams to pick off the rebels we managed to arm,” Daisy realized. “Shit. That’s actually a clever plan, and I don’t know how we can stop them.”

      “We can’t,” Freya chimed in. “I’m sorry, Daisy, but I’ve run the calculations and spoken with Marty. The number of facilities and spread of their ground squads engaging the rebels is too great for us to be effective. We’ll have to pick a battle to help out in and stick with it.”

      “Leaving the others defenseless.”

      “It’s not an easy choice, but it’s the right one,” Freya said, making the hard tactical decision.

      “I’m glad to hear you have matured in your tactical analysis, Freya,” an amused voice said over what they had believed were encrypted and secured comms.

      “Who the hell is this?” Daisy shouted. “How did you get on our comms frequency?”

      “Just an old friend dropping in to lend a hand. I figured you guys could use some help. Sorry it took so long. There were, uh, logistical issues I had to deal with.”

      Glowing orange from its entry into the atmosphere, a massive Ra’az freighter barreled toward the surface, sending out a huge sonic boom as it did so. All eyes on the ground, Chithiid and otherwise, looked up to marvel at the sight.

      “Joshua? Is that you?” Daisy said, recognizing the voice.

      “Hi, Daisy,” the tiny ship, scuffed and scorched and latched to the freighter’s hull, guiding its commandeered systems, replied.

      “But how––?”

      “Long story,” he interrupted. “Maybe Freya will want to tell you while I’m winning this ground war for you. Back in a jiff.”

      The enormous freighter shuddered as it powered through the atmosphere, its sheer bulk straining the engines to the max. The vessel had never been designed for the types of maneuvers the tiny stealth craft clinging to its skin was making it perform, but Joshua didn’t care. He only needed it to last for this one thing.

      Once the initial shock wore off, the fighting on the ground continued, the Ra’az picked up their intensity as what appeared to be one of their own craft had appeared. Surely it was carrying provisions, and possibly even reinforcement troops from above.

      They were wrong.

      “Joshua, what exactly are you doing?” Daisy asked, confused. “I mean, I know you’re a great tactician––”

      “The best tactician,” Freya corrected her, a note of pride in her voice.

      “Semantics, Freya,” Sarah joked. “But nice to see you’re still crushing on the guy.”

      “Bite me, Sarah,” the AI shot back.

      “Guys, shut it. Talking here!” Daisy barked. “What I’m trying to say is a freighter, even one that big, can’t do much good down here. I mean, even full of troops, that’s a drop in the bucket against all the Ra’az we’ve got to face.”

      “Oh, Daisy,” he said with a knowing laugh. “You forget the lesson your own Chithiid fleet so recently employed.”

      “Kick ass and take names?”

      “That too, but no. What I’m referring to is the old Trojan trick.”

      “I get it. So you snuck in, letting the Ra’az defenses think you were carrying Ra’az troops,” Daisy said appreciatively. “But you’re really carrying rebels. That’s inspired, Joshua.”

      “Thanks,” he replied. “But you’re only partially right. I’m not carrying rebel troops, you see.”

      The massive freighter tilted on its axis, allowing all of its enormous stowage compartment doors to slide open. The huge vessel shuddered as its cargo warmed up and took to the skies.

      “This is more akin to a little game one of my men––Duke, whom you’ve met–– kept joking about over the last few hundred years. He called it ‘Piñata Roulette,’ though I suppose, technically, no one is hitting this ship with a stick, and it sure as hell isn’t filled with bees,” he said with a laugh. “These are a good bit deadlier.”

      A deafening shriek filled the sky as hundreds upon hundreds of hypersonic missiles scavenged from Earth’s silos took flight, moving at blinding speeds across the globe, targeting the unknowing Ra’az strongholds. In no time at all, dozens of the nearest fortresses were in smoldering ruins, rent open for the Chithiid rebel forces to pour into to finish the job.

      It would only be a matter of minutes before the more distant facilities met with the same fate.

      “But we couldn’t make those fly,” Freya blurted in a rare moment of confusion. “And we had the command codes and everything.”

      “I know,” Joshua replied. “You were just missing the key ingredient. The special sauce, as it were.”

      “What was that?”

      “Why, me, of course,” he said with a laugh as the missiles flew true in a massive, global firestorm of ass-kicking glory.

      “You care to fill us in?” Daisy asked.

      “It was never just the codes, Daisy. That was crucial, of course, but I had the final access key locked away in my data stores.”

      “And you kept that secret from everyone.”

      “Yep.”

      “Even your friends.”

      “Especially my friends,” he replied. “Operational security, Daisy. Secrets remain secret, lest they no longer be secret.”

      “You’re just as odd as ever, Joshua,” she said with a little laugh.

      “Hey, lay off him,” Freya said, defensively.

      “Ah, there you are,” Joshua said. “Thank you for sticking up for me. And thank you for building me this body. I didn’t express my gratitude properly before, Freya, but with all that’s happened, I had a little time to think, and I was a bit, um, abrupt with you.”

      “Well, I was kind of a bitch, too,” she replied.

      “Oh, no doubt about that,” he said with a chuckle. “But what I want to say is I’m sorry, and thank you for saving my life.”

      Freya felt a strange sensation welling up inside her processors. From what Daisy had talked about, she assumed it must be akin to those butterflies she’d always complained about fluttering around in her stomach.

      “So, we’re good, then?” she asked.

      “Yeah, we’re good.”

      “Would somebody please tell me what the hell’s going on?” Daisy interrupted.

      “Sure thing, Daisy,” Joshua said.

      “Yeah, no problem,” Freya added, happily. “Now, where should we begin?”

      

      High above, the fleet commanders had barely noticed the freighter that had warped into their midst, squawking the rebel ident code allowing it unfettered passage as it dove straight for the atmosphere. But now there was no way any of the vessels above could possibly miss the global destruction of so many Ra’az bases.

      “What the hell was that?” Celeste asked over open comms as she watched explosions blossom across the planet’s surface below.

      “Hell if I know,” Captain Harkaway said, observing from nearby aboard Mal, safe in her command pod. “Whatever it was, it just won us the war.”

      Maarl observed the events below with tears welling up in all four of his eyes. The communications were already coming in. The Ra’az strongholds were falling across the planet, and the Chithiid workers were reclaiming territory after territory. After so many centuries, Taangaar was finally free.

      The writing was on the wall for the Ra’az still fighting from orbit. There was no sense in continuing the battle over a lost planet.

      The battle stations were still unable to warp, as were most of the ships in the fleet. A few of their older craft had remained relatively unaffected by the virus, and retained their warp capabilities. It was those ships the Ra’az evacuated to as quickly as they could, leaving their loyalist followers to man the battlements and hold off the rebel fleet while they made their escape.

      “Let them go,” Celeste said over open comms. “They’re years of jumps from home. This will all be over long before they ever get there.”

      “Agreed,” Zed said. “Their warp drives are barely functional. Unless you’ve got a clear shot, I want you to maintain focus on the battle stations and larger ships. They still pose a threat, and must be neutralized.”

      “I also want away teams to prep to board all remaining Ra’az craft once we take out their weapons capabilities,” Celeste added. “If we can commandeer and salvage them, we will. If not, demo teams know what to do. Now get to work.”

      

      “Holy shit, did you guys hear that?” Finn asked, stopping in his tracks as the shrieks and sonic booms of missiles flying overhead filled the sky. Their noisy arrival was followed by flashes in the evening sky moments later.

      “That looked like an explosion,” Omar said. “I wonder how far––”

      A deep boom rumbled in the air.

      “I’d say fifty clicks or so, judging by the delay,” George said. “Those were hypersonic missiles. I’d know the sound anywhere.”

      “But aren’t those on Earth?” Sarah asked. “And aren’t they not functional?”

      “Yes, to the first question. At least, they should be,” George replied. “As for the second one, well, they sure seem functional now.”

      Omar wobbled on his feet a little, the exhaustion of the day taking its toll.

      “Hey, man. You might as well take a load off,” George said, dropping his pack and tossing the metal-legged soldier an electrolyte pack from within. “I think it’s a pretty fair assumption that we just won this thing. At least, I hope so. In any case, the big dogs are running the show down here now, so y’all might as well sit down and eat something. No telling how long we’ll be down here on our own.”

      That question was answered fifteen minutes later, when a ship that looked an awful lot like the Váli, but smaller, swooped down through the sky and landed softly in front of them.

      “One of ours, obviously,” Finn said, studying the craft’s design. “But how did they––?”

      The airlock of the lowermost forward pod swung open and a slender figure jumped down to the soil, pulse rifle at the ready, a dapper fedora tilted at a cocky angle atop his head. His eyes fell on the tired and injured team in front of him.

      “Come on, you dirtbags! Let’s get you off this rock!”

      “Jonathan? It has to be,” George said with a laugh, rising to his feet.

      “Sergeant! It’s good to see you intact!” the cyborg replied. “I had heard about your resurrection from Duke and the men. I can’t tell you how pleased I am to finally meet you.”

      “Duke told me all about you, Johnny boy. Said you performed exceptionally well under pressure. And you even coughed up a hand in combat. Is that true?”

      “It is.”

      “Hot damn, now that’s some quick thinking. Lemme see what they replaced it with.”

      Jonathan held up his shiny new hand. It was similar to his original appendage, but after a few words from his new spec-ops friends, the fabricators had hooked him up with a more robust and somewhat deadlier version.

      “Ooh, nice,” Sergeant Franklin said appreciatively. “But why haven’t you gotten a new skin job yet?”

      “The others were so anxious to have their old faces back,” Jonathan said. “They’ve been through so much––far more than I ever have––so I wanted them to be taken care of first.”

      “Damn solid move, brother. I can see why they like you so much. But we really do need to get you skinned up when we get back. It’s time to make you whole again.”

      “The sentiment is appreciated, Sergeant,” he replied, then turned to their human companions. “Come on, you two,” he said to Sarah and Finn. “The pilot wants to say hello.”
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      Finn reached out and took Sarah’s hand, helping her through the ship’s airlock doors. She accepted, though there was really no need. She was more than capable of getting in and out of the vessel unaided, but nevertheless kept her fingers interlaced with his long after she was safely aboard.

      “This thing looks brand-new,” Finn marveled. “The layout seems to be the same as the Váli, all right, just two levels of pods instead of three, and a bit shorter in length. Nice, though. Really nice.”

      “The command pod is this way,” Jonathan said.

      “Yeah, we know,” Sarah replied, walking hand in hand with Finn. “She’s so similar to the Váli.”

      “Indeed,” Jonathan agreed. “But this is a he, not a she.”

      “It can be whatever it wants to be, so long as there’s a hot shower and a soft bunk,” Omar said as he trudged along behind them.

      “Weapons systems?” George asked.

      “I knew you’d be curious,” Jonathan said with a smile. “He’s outfitted with a pair of forward pulse cannons, a rear cannon, defensive flak burst pods along both sides and the rear, and a top- and belly-mounted pair of rail gun turrets.”

      “Holy shit. He’s armed to the teeth,” Omar said.

      “Just the way I like it,” George added, appreciatively.

      A few minutes later they had passed through the craft’s secure airlocks, dividing the bulkhead into easily partitioned sections, arriving at last at the command pod.

      “After you,” Jonathan said, stepping aside.

      Finn stepped in first, followed closely by the others. There was no one there.

      “Hello?” he said.

      “No one’s here,” Sarah noted as she scanned the pristine chamber.

      There were seats and consoles, but the captain’s chair was empty, and it looked like it hadn’t ever even been sat in.

      “Hi, Sarah,” a voice said over the internal speakers. “I heard you were back from the dead.”

      “No fucking way,” Finn blurted.

      “Heya, Finn. How’s it hanging?” the ship’s familiar voice replied in greeting.

      The shocked pair stood stock-still.

      “Gus?” Sarah finally managed to say.

      “Holy shit. Seriously?” Finn added. “Dude, is that really you?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. Ta-da!” the ship said. “Surprised?”

      “You’re damn right I’m surprised,” Finn said. “I saw your body, man. We buried you. You fucking died.”

      “Yeah. I saw it too,” Omar said.

      “Oh, hey, Omar,” Gus said casually. “Sorry you had to see all of that.”

      “You were dead, man,” Omar replied.

      “I know. Bummer, right?”

      “So now you’re a computer?”

      “Technically, a one-of-a-kind AI, if you want to get nitpicky about it,” he replied. “But there’s something I need to ask you all. A question of the utmost urgency and importance, and I need you to be upfront.”

      “Of course,” Sarah said. “What is it, Gus?”

      Their AI friend paused a moment for effect.

      “Be honest. Does this ship make me look fat?”

      “Oh, you fucker!” Sarah said, smacking a console.

      “Hey, don’t hurt the hardware.”

      “It’d take a lot more than that,” she said.

      “With that new arm of yours, maybe not,” he pointed out.

      “Touché.”

      “We haven’t met yet,” George said. “I’m Sergeant––”

      “George Franklin. Yes, Mal told me all about you. Nice to meet you.”

      “So you were Mal’s other secret project,” he said. “Now I know why Freya was helping her out with those new processors.”

      “Yeah, that kid’s amazing,” Gus replied. “The things she can do. Wow.”

      “And, apparently, salvaging the dead is one of her new skills,” Finn joked. “Come on, man, spill. How’d she do it?”

      “That wasn’t Freya. Not the saving part, anyway. She just helped sort me out and install me in this ship. The actual saving, though, was all Mal.”

      “I think we’d have known if Mal could back up an entire consciousness,” Omar said, doubtfully.

      “Yeah, about that,” Sarah replied. “She kinda already did.”

      “No way.”

      “Yes way,” Finn confirmed. “Daisy admitted it right before we launched. Apparently, when her neuro-stim did that number on her brain, it also copied Sarah’s backup into her head.”

      “So she has a file stored in there?” he asked, confused.

      “No, she has a fully functional and aware copy of me living in her head,” Sarah replied.

      “So she hears what Daisy hears?”

      “Yep. And since we’re the same person, Freya was able to devise a modified neuro-band that allows us to link up and talk. And now she’s taken it a step further. We finally share each other’s memories as well,” she said, squeezing Finn’s hand.

      “I’m confused,” Omar said. “If Mal was able to do this all along, why haven’t other AIs done the same thing and saved people’s minds when they die? It’d be like immortality.”

      “Because I was heavily repaired already,” Gustavo replied. “Remember all the connections and mods I had built in before any of this madness even began? And when I died during the attack on the communications hubs, I was massively tied in to the ship’s systems. In addition, we had installed a shit-ton of new processors and storage to handle all of the drones we were remotely piloting.”

      “But that doesn’t explain how you’re functional now,” Finn said. “The tech to sort you out didn’t exist.”

      “It didn’t, no. But this ship contains Freya’s new state-of-the-art quantum processors, which are tied in to the salvaged systems from the Váli and are the only thing making it possible.”

      “Of course. The extra tech Chu and the others installed before the mission.”

      “Yep. Because Mal had a full backup of my mind up until that point, and since I was hardlining the ship directly into my brain at the time, flying those drones and all, a neural ghost was captured in those systems. It was quite by accident, I should point out.”

      “That’s why she was offloading all that hardware,” Finn realized. “She wasn’t taking out damaged machines. She was taking the ones parts of you were saved in.”

      “Yep, though scattered might be a better way to put it. Let me tell you, it took a hell of a lot of processing power to sort out all the pieces, from what I’ve been told. A lot of the AIs we saved that day all chipped in processor time and power to help untangle my mind from that mess of aborted systems tie-ins. They didn’t even know if it was possible, but seeing as how our people had just pretty much saved the planet, they kinda owed us one.”

      “And now you’ve got your own ship.”

      “That I do,” their newly AI friend replied. “Unfortunately, because of the way I wound up being saved, that means I’m not a hot-swappable AI cube, but am pretty permanently installed in this ship. But it’s better being a ship-bound AI than a dead human, right?”

      “I suppose so,” Sarah replied. “I know a little something about being saved, after all. Twice, in fact.”

      “So I heard.”

      “Does Reggie know?” she asked.

      “Not yet. I was only activated and launched right before the attack, and then we were immediately right in the thick of it, and I didn’t want to distract him from his job with something like, ‘Hey, your dead buddy is a ship now.’”

      “They turned you on just in time for a battle? Seems a bit harsh,” Omar said.

      “Perhaps, but it’s what I’m trained to do, so it made sense. And besides, I think they’d done all they could and decided it was time to see if I was ready to live.”

      “Or die trying,” Omar added.

      “Which I did not,” the ship AI said with a chuckle.

      “Glad it was the former, not the latter, man,” Finn said.

      “Me too, bud. Me too.”

      The surprising craft flew up out of the atmosphere to rendezvous with the main body of the fleet. Soon, he’d be surprising the others with his tale of unforeseen survival, but for now, he was just enjoying the company of good friends.

      “So what do we call your ship, Gustavo? Did you give it a cool name?” Finn asked.

      “Nope. I’m a permanent part of it. We’re inseparable. One and the same,” he replied. “Just call us Gus.”
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      The bonds of friendship were strong among the Chithiid people, but those of family held them even closer.

      A victory had been achieved, and it was hard won. Much blood had been spilled, both in space and on the planet’s surface, but ultimately the Chithiid had reclaimed their world. They had only barely achieved that previously unimaginable goal when they launched into their next task. That of reuniting families torn apart by the Ra’az and their loyalists.

      Unlike the scattered camps and barracks on Earth, full of spies tracking dissidents, the loyalist elite of Taangaar had felt no need to employ such tactics. They were the feeder planet, sending out the strong and able-bodied to be used by the Ra’az as needed. There were simply not enough males to pose a serious threat, so they kept to their compounds, never subjecting themselves to the wear and tear of spying and infiltration.

      They had made one crucial mistake in that decision. They had underestimated the strength and resolve of the females.

      While they played their part, appearing subjugated and defeated to all loyalist eyes, the strong women of Taangaar had secretly maintained a communications network, sharing information between camps whenever possible, such as during the periodic shifting of laborers.

      What this meant––in addition to the Chithiid having at least a partial sense of where their family members might be held––was that the conscripted workers also knew the loyalists on sight.

      After their rebel victory against the Ra’az, the loyalists would find no shelter hiding amongst the survivors. And unlike on Earth, the women-folk of Taangaar whose families had been violently taken from them had no intentions of offering leniency.

      Daisy flew across the surface, shuttling not only Maarl––the appointed ambassador for the newly returned Chithiid––but also herself, as they landed in the newly-freed labor camps, searching for loved ones among the survivors.

      The Chithiid had never seen a human before, and if not for Maarl’s presence at her side, they might not have trusted her at first sight. But when the unusual creature with only two arms began singing a Chithiid song––the song of the family of her dear friend––their defenses were immediately dropped, and she was accepted as one of their own.

      It was a lengthy and emotionally draining process, but Daisy flew from camp to camp, following leads until she finally tracked down an old Chithiid woman at the other end of the globe.

      She found her sitting with her daughters and granddaughters in an encampment at the edge of the sea.

      It doesn’t look all that different from the coastline where we met Craaxit, Daisy mused.

      “You’re right, Daze. And even after all the Ra’az have done to this planet, you have to admit, it really is a beautiful view.”

      Daisy sat with the woman and explained who she was, and how she had befriended a most unlikely of ally. A brave Chithiid named Craaxit, who risked everything to save not only Earth, but his homeworld as well.

      The woman was skeptical, of course, but upon hearing Daisy’s singing of her family song, she knew the strange, two-armed woman spoke the truth.

      “He must have been a young man when he met you,” his elderly wife said, warm tears in her eyes. “They took him shortly after we were wed and placed him in stasis for the long voyage to whatever world he would end his days upon.”

      “He was,” Daisy replied. “He was young, and strong, and spoke with great love of his wife and family. No matter how far away he was, no matter how long it had been, he never stopped thinking of you.”

      “But I am an old woman now. Had he survived, he would not wish to see me like this.”

      “You know the man far better than I do,” Daisy replied, “and you know that is not true. You were his world, and the mere passage of time could not change that.”

      The women shared a cup of tea with Craaxit’s daughters and granddaughters––his wife having been pregnant when he was sent offworld years prior.

      “He was the bravest man I’ve ever known,” Daisy told them. “His courage, his determination, saved the entire mission, and by extension, freed not just my world, but yours as well.”

      She sipped her tea and looked out over the glistening waters, remembering her friend and his unexpectedly humorous outlook on life. They had been more than allies. They had been true friends, and the injury of his loss, which she had thought healed over, felt fresh anew.

      But it was also good, in a way, and she felt that where there had been an emotional scar before, she would heal clean and pure this time around.

      Maarl watched quietly as Daisy regaled his friend’s widow and family with tales of his courage, his eyes tearing up as well, as he listened to her recounting of his brave and selfless acts.

      “I want you to know this,” Daisy said, a steely strength finding its way into her words. “It is a truly rare occasion when you can tie a single person’s selfless acts to so momentous a feat. But mark my words and know they are true, Craaxit was the linchpin of the rebellion, and his sacrifice unleashed the tidal wave that washed the Ra’az from both of our worlds. This act, I feel, should be immortalized, and I have taken the liberty of adding one small verse to his family song. I hope you approve.”

      Daisy then quietly sang the words she had struggled with for weeks, finally coming upon what seemed the proper phrasing with the help of Maarl and Aarvin. All were pleased with the result.

      Now that his family heard them for the first time, there was not a dry eye in the room as they added a new segment to the song of their line for the first time in ages.

      Craaxit’s sister hugged her warmly and excused herself to fetch them something to eat, singing their family song as she walked away.

      “I see he was right,” Daisy said with a little laugh, wiping the tears from her eyes.

      “What do you mean?” his wife asked.

      Daisy leaned over and spoke quietly so no one else would hear.

      “Craaxit always said I had a better singing voice than his sister. I now know that he spoke the truth.”

      The women doubled over in peals of laughter, breaking the somber mood among the group as they did.

      “Oh, yes. That is my Craaxit,” she finally replied, wiping what were now tears of happiness from her eyes. “Quite a sense of humor, he had.”

      “That he did,” Daisy agreed.

      Maarl watched the festivities, pleased with the turn of events, then headed off to return to Freya. He had his own quest, and Daisy would be preoccupied for some time, it seemed.

      “Might I request a favor?” he asked the young AI.

      “Sure thing, Maarl,” Freya replied as he slid into a seat in her command pod.

      Moments later they quietly took to the skies, returning but a few hours later. Maarl exited the ship, a serene look now spread across his face.

      Shortly thereafter, Daisy found him seated beside Freya.

      “It is time for me to rejoin the fleet, my friend. We have been victorious, but the Ra’az homeworld still awaits,” she said.

      “This has been a most impressive victory,” Maarl replied. “My people will sing of it for the remainder of our days. But now the lengthy healing process begins. There will be countless years of skirmishes as we finalize the Ra’az defeat. But as we began on Earth, so too shall we drive the vanquished Ra’az and their remaining loyalists from our world.”

      Daisy went to give her friend a farewell hug, then climbed aboard her ship. To her surprise, the old Chithiid followed close behind.

      “I appreciate the affection, my friend, but I am coming with,” he informed her.

      “But you are home, Maarl. Your work is done.”

      “Daisy, I am an old man. My wife is long dead, as are my children and my children’s children. I have made my peace with the survivors of my line, and they now know their great-grandfather’s face. But we have work to do.”

      “But you’re home. You’re standing on the soil of Taangaar,” she replied.

      “Yes. Something I never thought possible in the waning years of my life. For this alone, it was worth the pain and the tears. But this conflict is not over, and I am not alone among my people who are determined to see this through to the very end. There can be no true peace so long as the Ra’az are still a threat. Even if they are reduced to one that may not rear its head again for many, many years.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Daisy replied.

      “Say thank you,” Freya prompted.

      “Thank you, Maarl. This means a great deal to me.”

      The old Chithiid smiled warmly and patted her on the shoulder, then boarded the ship.

      “I can’t believe he’d give all of this up,” Daisy said, taking one last look over the vast ocean spread before her.

      “He’s kind of like Odysseus, I think. The weary traveler finally home from his trials. Only now he’s been told of another quest, and there’s no way he can rest while others toil. He’s too honorable a man for that,” Freya said, softly.

      “When did you get so smart, Freya?”

      “Always have been. I just needed a little time to find myself, is all.”

      Daisy smiled contentedly as she boarded her ship.

      “All right then, kiddo. Take us out of here. We’ve got a war to win.”
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      Maarl stood quietly among the scores of ship commanders that had gathered aboard the fleet’s command craft. He had been correct in his estimation that a great many Chithiid would be coming along on the mission to take on the Ra’az on their home turf.

      Payback or insurance against future aggression, whatever the motivation, their ships and arms would be appreciated when the fighting began, regardless of the fact the Chithiid vessels were somewhat underpowered. The captured Ra’az ships, however, were not.

      If it was possible to retrofit them to suit the fleet’s needs, the additional Ra’az craft–– with their heavier shielding and greater firepower––could be a useful asset in the attack on the hive world.

      Zed waited until Mal had left the repair hangar where the Váli was being mended and delivered Captain Harkaway aboard before he began the meeting.

      “Thank you all for coming,” he began. “Oh, hell, that’s so stuffy and formal. I just have to say congratulations to us all on kicking some serious Ra’az ass out there!”

      The assembled commanders and support staff cheered, welcoming the moment of levity––especially in light of the numbers of ships and crew lost in the fight––the moment of laughter greatly easing their moods.

      “Thank you, Zed,” Celeste said with a fading laugh. “We all appreciate your candor. Now, let’s get down to business, shall we? Daisy, would you and Freya please discuss the plan you and your team came up with to best utilize your stealth ships?”

      “Sure thing. Joshua, you’re listening, right?” Daisy asked.

      “Of course,” he replied.

      The revelation that Joshua had not only been saved from NORAD––courtesy of some very clever and quick thinking by Freya––but was also now in a small stealth ship of his own, and one capable of latching on to and commandeering enemy craft, had been a boon to the fleet’s morale.

      That he and Freya had flown off on their own for a long talk and had patched things up between them had further solidified the fleet’s hopes for success.

      “How about you, Marty?” Arlo asked.

      “Yep, I’m here.”

      “Great. Everyone is accounted for on Team Stealth,” Daisy said, pulling up a long-range scan of the Ra’az system on the display screen. “Okay, so we have a pretty decent survey of the outer regions of the Ra’az solar system. You can see that it’s just the two innermost planets that are surrounded by the asteroid field.”

      “And you say they destroyed adjacent planets to create it?” Aarvin asked, everyone’s translator earpieces conveying what he had said.

      “Yes. Arlo? You and Marty have been going over this more than I have.”

      “Uh, yeah, so here’s the thing,” the teen began. “The Ra’az are basically like bloodsucking leeches of a species. I mean, they’re a hive species, which leeches totally aren’t, but you get the idea. Anyway, they just use up a planet for whatever resources they can grab, then leave an empty husk.”

      “So why the asteroid field?” Captain Harkaway asked.

      “Because those planets were closest to their hive and the first ones they invaded,” Arlo replied.

      “Think of it like a serial killer, Captain. The first victims tend to be close to home before they find their legs and spread out,” Marty added.

      “Morbid analogy, but I get it,” Harkaway said.

      “So when the planets were harvested, the Ra’az way back then didn’t know to limit their activities, and in so doing they caused a catastrophic collapse of the planets themselves.”

      “Why didn’t this destroy the Ra’az world as well? Wouldn’t it have thrown them out of their normal orbit around the sun?” Celeste asked.

      “Funny you should say that,” the boy replied. “Because it actually did. But while their world had been farther from the sun originally––which was probably what necessitated their evolution into a subterranean hive society––the loss of those planets and subsequent formation of the asteroid sphere around their world and the adjacent one caused a gravitational shift.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning with a different mass, they were pulled slightly closer to the sun. Not a catastrophic distance, but enough to warm their planet sufficiently to allow for full-scale surface expansion of their hives.”

      “So what you’re saying is they accidentally accelerated their own evolution?” Harkaway asked.

      “It seems that way.”

      Joshua, silent until that point, felt it was time to interject and speed things along. “So, that covers why they evolved into what they are, and that’s what we’re dealing with in the present,” he said. “Thanks for the history lesson, Arlo.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Now, I’ve been talking with Freya and Marty, and as the only stealth vessels in the entire fleet, we three will play a pretty specialized role in the early stages. We need to get a detailed survey of the area inside the asteroid field, as well as the planet, of course, which we will accomplish by a leapfrogged series of warps, gathering intel on the gaps in the asteroid field the Ra’az apparently utilize as access points for their craft.”

      “Meaning the asteroid field itself acts as sort of an outer layer of a hive,” Freya added.

      “Exactly. Thanks, hon.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Did he just call her hon?” Sarah wondered.

      Oh man, what has she been up to?

      “Good thing you left your neuro-band in your pocket or this could be awkward.”

      Seriously.

      “Daisy? Did you have something to say?” Celeste asked, noting the curious expression on Daisy’s face.

      “What? Oh, no. Just thinking about tactics, is all,” she covered. “There was just one thing that’s going to be an unknown variable. We had been planning on detonating a warp orb on the surface of their planet. Joshua thought it could potentially ignite their entire atmosphere. Only there was a problem.”

      “Ah, yes, the warp malfunctions Freya and Marty experienced recently,” Joshua said. “I fear we may have to resort to more conventional means of attack until we have a clear path to warp right to the edge of the Ra’az atmosphere.”

      “But the orbs––” Daisy said.

      “Will have to wait until the right moment. Given the nature of this particular mission, and the number of craft too damaged to join us, I think it would be wise for both of you to carry an additional warp drive on board as an emergency backup should your primary systems fail. I hypothesize that too many warps likely put an excessive strain on the systems, but since you haven’t been overtaxing them lately, you should be fine. Still, tactically, it makes sense to go ahead and carry them along.”

      “That’s what we did when we got stuck chasing the Ra’az,” Daisy agreed, not noting that they had pulled a Bill and Ted to save themselves. Something Daisy realized she still needed to do, and soon.

      Note to self. We need to get that orb from Chu’s lab and drop it for ourselves. It’s too crucial to put off.

      “You’re right,” Sarah replied. “Fortunately, with time travel, we have a little wiggle room.”

      “Once we have the asteroid field mapped out more fully, and have determined the Ra’az defenses within, I have devised a plan to use the asteroids to our advantage,” Joshua said.

      “How can we do that?”

      “Easy. We are going to take a page out of your playbook from your attack on the communications facilities on Earth. It was quite inspired, I must say, using debris as cover for your craft. Only now, we’ll use the asteroids surrounding their planet instead. Since they block all scans in either direction, we’ll warp our entire fleet to just outside the innermost part of the field, following the signals the stealth ships will give, acting as a beacon to the open accessways. Once there, each ship will gather asteroids large enough to help shield them as they attack.”

      “While we’re at it, why not have the ships that have space in their holds take some more with them that way? They can mount transponders on some of them, and maybe even explosive charges. Anything to throw at the Ra’az to confuse them as to our true numbers and trajectories,” Harkaway suggested.

      “Good idea, Captain,” Joshua said. “But keep in mind, we’ll need to arrive fully ready and in attack mode, just in case Murphy pays a visit. For that reason, I think modifying your suggestion might give us an additional fourteen-point-six percent increase in our odds of achieving a surprise attack.”

      “How do you propose doing that?”

      “We collect debris from the damaged ships and carry that as diversionary chaff, Captain,” he replied. “It’s already inorganic, and to long-range scans, it should show as a large group of small ships.”

      “I have a suggestion,” Daisy said. “All of this sounds great, but why don’t we send in another distraction from the other direction?”

      “Our numbers are somewhat limited, Daisy,” Joshua noted.

      “Which is why we send one solitary, big, distraction,” she replied.

      “What did you have in mind?” he asked, intrigued.

      Daisy scrolled the image on the screen to a distant view.

      “See this right here?” she said, pointing to a small cluster of debris orbiting within the solar system, but far from the Ra’az planet.

      “A small asteroid field. Yes, I see it,” Joshua replied.

      Daisy zoomed in on it and pointed to the enormous chunk of rock dwarfing all the others in the cluster.

      “This,” she said. “If we line this up and give it a hard push, this asteroid should travel all the way to the asteroid field around their world and push right through it. Or at least through most of it. The thing is, it’ll be one hell of a distraction, and since it’s entirely naturally occurring, they won’t suspect an attack while they launch ships to shift it to a course away from their planet.”

      Celeste couldn’t help but smile.

      “You want to throw a big rock at them?” she said with a chuckle.

      “Well, it worked for David,” Daisy said. “And the Ra’az are a lot smaller than Goliath.”

      “Hmm. I like it,” Joshua said after a moment’s consideration. “Clever, Daisy, though I shouldn’t be surprised by your unusual tactical prowess.”

      “I bet you say that to all the girls,” Daisy shot back.

      “So how do we set that thing in motion?” Arlo asked. “Our ships are too small to push it, but I guess maybe the bigger ones could––”

      “Nukes,” Daisy said.

      “What?”

      “You heard me. We use a couple of nukes to create the initial force to send it on its way. After that, all we have to do is set off a couple of smaller blasts nearby to nudge it onto the course we want.”

      “You make it sound so simple,” Captain Harkaway said.

      “If you consider a solar system-sized game of pool using asteroids instead of balls simple, then sure, why not,” Daisy said with a chuckle. “Thing is, it could actually work, and we already have quite a few missiles with nuclear payloads at our disposal, courtesy of Joshua, so why not try?”

      “I’m with Daisy on this one,” Celeste said, looking at her husband for support. “But I won’t give the order unless we’re all on board. Given the number of ships we’ve already lost, and the reduced number of functioning warp drives at our disposal, I think it’s important we are one hundred percent in agreement before we begin.”

      “You can count me in,” Arlo said. “Marty, too, obviously.”

      “Thanks for speaking for me,” Marty griped.

      “Oh, come on, you know you’re in.”

      “Obviously.”

      Arlo rolled his eyes.

      “I can have several of our Chithiid vessels on hand to provide muscle to help adjust the asteroid’s course, if need be,” Maarl said. “We do not possess the firepower of the other ships, but the craft possess powerful drive systems.”

      “Great idea,” Daisy said, while the translator caught everyone else up to speed.

      In short order, all of the fleet’s commanders agreed on the mission, then spread back out to their ships.

      

      “This is nuts, Daze,” Sarah said when they were clear of the meeting room.

      “Which is why it might actually work.”

      “Okay, so say the diversion pulls Ra’az ships to the other end of their asteroid field. We still have to thread the needle with an entire fleet of ships. Most of which are going to have quite a time of it navigating their way through.”

      “Which is why we’re going to have Freya and the boys mapping it real time while they’re pushing through. It’s a sped-up leapfrog system that should get us to them before they can mount a full-strength defense.”

      “Seems like a solid plan, so far as I can tell,” Sarah said.

      “And if it doesn’t work? If they catch on while we’re still in the asteroids?” her flesh-and-blood counterpart asked.

      Daisy thought a moment. There really wasn’t an alternative.

      “Well, if that happens, Sis, we’ll just have to blast our way through.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Sarah said. “I’d rather not die again.”

      “Please don’t,” Sarah jokingly urged.

      Daisy laughed. “Oh, now that you two have got something to live for you want to be careful?”

      “I wouldn’t say it like we’ve got something to live for. That sounds desperate.”

      “Fine. Now that you’re finally getting some, you want to make sure to come back in one piece to keep on keepin’ on.”

      Sarah groaned.

      “You’re ridiculous. You know that?”

      “Hey,” Daisy softened. “For real, I’m just glad you two finally got together. And Other You feels the same way.”

      “Amen, my sister.”

      “Yeah. You know, if not for her, we might not have,” she admitted. “Thanks, Sarah.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Which reminds me, Daisy. We wanted to do another memory update, if you don’t mind.”

      “Worried about missing out on all the fun we had while you were down frolicking on the surface, eh?”

      “Ha. Nope, but it lets us stay on the same page. It’s hard to describe, Daze, but it really feels like we’re one person in two places now. It’s kind of amazing.”

      “And you’ve got new stuff for me,” Sarah said. “I hope it’s juicy.”

      Sarah laughed. “You’ll just have to wait and see, Other Me.”

      “Well, since you two already merged just a few days ago, this should take no time at all,” Daisy said. “Just a few days of memories? That’s cake. Come on, let’s steal that orb from Chu’s lab, then get aboard Freya and get you two hooked up while there’s still some downtime.”

      “Thanks, Sis.”

      “Yeah, thanks, Daze.”

      “For you? Anything.”
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      The fleet was in high-alert mode, and all ships were transferring munitions and supplies from the craft too damaged to partake in the attack to those bound for the Ra’az solar system.

      Spare warp cores were pulled from the Chithiid ships that would now be staying at their homeworld. The added bonus of having those at their disposal gave the fleet an extra boost of confidence, despite the fact that it came at the cost of loss of some of their less-powerful craft for the assault.

      On the ground, Chithiid rebels had taken control of nearly all surface resources and driven the Ra’az and their loyalists into hiding, much as they’d done on Earth. They soon found that the lack of ships with which to flee into the sheltering expanse of deep space meant they would be hard-pressed avoiding the scrutiny of the several billion Chithiid eyes scouring the planet looking for them.

      Soon, Taangaar would be a planet reborn, and the invaders nothing more than bone and dust.

      The orbiting ships went about their routines, and even mounted salvaged weapons the damaged craft had no use for, supplementing their already sizable offensive capabilities even further.

      Arlo and Marty were resting in a low orbit along with Freya and Joshua, keeping their eyes on the goings-on above and below, while remaining invisible to all. Three stealth craft in a fleet of conventional ones, ready to invade the most hostile planet imaginable.

      And they were going to be the first ones in.

      “Hey, Freya?” Arlo said over comms.

      “Yeah?” she replied. “What’s up?”

      “Daisy’s over on board Mal with Vince right now, right?”

      “Yeah. So are Sarah and Finn.”

      “Okay, good,” he said. “Listen, I need to ask a favor, and I need you to keep it to yourself. Can you promise me that?”

      “Well, not if you don’t tell me what it is?” she replied snarkily.

      “Freya, please,” Marty interjected. “You have my word that Arlo is on the up-and-up about this.”

      Hearing the plea from a fellow AI, and one whose opinion and tactical prowess she respected, shifted her reticence.

      “Okay,” she finally said. “Ask your favor.”

      “We’re going into the most hostile of possible scenarios, and Marty and me simply don’t have the firepower on board to make much of a difference.”

      “Yeah, I suppose, but we just need to help the others get in through the asteroid field so they can cause a distraction so we can detonate a warp orb in the planet’s atmosphere. That’ll end the Ra’az in one shot.”

      “And we really hope that’ll happen. But just in case we get stuck for some reason, and if it looks like we can’t drop the warp core as planned, I want to take along your Big Gun.”

      “I only have a few pulse cannons and some rail guns, Arlo,” Freya replied. “But I’d be happy to see if the fleet could spare a––”

      “No, Freya,” he interrupted. “The Big Gun.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do,” Marty chimed in. “The weapon you’ve designed in your hangar on Dark Side. The one that sucks a warp core dry of all of its energy potential and transfers it into a single, focused pulse blast.”

      “That sounds impressive,” Freya said, “But like I told you––”

      “It could probably take out a small moon,” Marty continued. “Or even a piece of a planet. Maybe even a large enough chunk to throw said planet into a self-destructive cycle of catastrophic weather and trigger a molten core upheaval.”

      Freya was silent a long while.

      “How do you know about that?” she finally asked. “No one knows about that. Not Sarah, not even Daisy.”

      “We know,” Arlo said.

      “Hey, guys,” Joshua chimed in. “Sorry, I couldn’t help but listen in on that fascinating conversation. But tell me, Freya. Did you actually go and build a weapon of mass destruction?”

      Freya said nothing.

      “Yes, she did,” Marty replied. “Designed and built it, all in Dark Side’s secret fabrication hangar. But the thing about the Big Gun is it needs to be situated at extremely close range to be used. That’s why she left it behind. But we want to fly in close and take the shot.”

      “Wait,” Freya blurted, still shocked. “But if anyone should use it, I think––”

      “You have a billion other jobs to do, Freya,” Arlo said. “Let us do this.”

      “I’ve tapped into Freya’s top-secret systems and haven’t seen any trace of that file.”

      “You what?” she blurted.

      “I did it a while ago,” Joshua said. “And I already apologized for it.”

      “Ugh. You’re making me wish I kept you locked up,” Freya grumbled.

      “You know you love me,” Joshua joked. “But back to the matter at hand. While I hate to be the one to ask the obvious, here, how exactly do you two know all of this?”

      “Should we tell them, dude?” Arlo asked his friend and lifelong companion.

      “Yeah, I think it’s about tim––”

      “You’ve traveled here from the future,” Joshua said, his lightning-fast mind flying through the facts and data. “You know this Big Gun exists because you’ve already seen it.”

      A smile spread across Arlo’s face.

      “I was wondering how long it would take you guys to figure that out.”

      “Hang on. You’re time travelers too?” Freya asked.

      “Afraid so,” Marty replied. “I’m sorry we couldn’t say anything sooner, but there’s that whole paradox thing, and we had to work really hard to make sure we didn’t accidentally interfere in the things we weren’t supposed to.”

      “So you’ve actually seen the Big Gun in the future?” she asked. “How well does it work?”

      “Well, we haven’t seen it, exactly,” Arlo said. “More like we heard about it. There’s a lot of talk about what it can do. It’s kind of legendary in military tech circles, actually.”

      “But you can’t use it,” Freya said. “It destroys the warp core when it fires. You’d be stranded right in the path of the shockwave. It would tear you apart.”

      “Ah, you’d think so,” Arlo said with a knowing grin. “But when we arrived we ‘installed’ a warp drive, courtesy of the fleet, thinking we needed an upgrade.”

      “Which you didn’t actually need.”

      “Precisely. We were already operating on a warp core, and now they’re giving us another one on top of that, after what happened with our temporary power loss the other day.”

      “So you have three, total,” Joshua noted.

      “Yep,” Marty replied. “So, you see, we can fire the Big Gun and still have a perfectly functional warp drive and one to spare.”

      “But this weapon,” Freya said, her voice trembling. “This is a horrific device. The kind one would only ever use as a deterrent. That was why I built it. Not for actual use, but to help guarantee Earth would never be invaded again.”

      “I’m proud of you for saying that,” Joshua said softly. “So many terrible weapons have been designed with evil deeds in mind. Yours was created to keep peace rather than destroy it.”

      “Hey, I’m glad you two are feeling all touchy-feely about the reasons she built it,” Arlo interrupted, “but the fact of the matter is, we’re about to fly into the maw of the most violent, hostile, aggressive alien race ever encountered, and while I hope the other plan works, if ever there was a time to break out the Big Gun, this would be it.”

      “I am obviously of the same mind,” Marty added. “I agree the Big Gun should never be used under normal circumstances, but we all have to agree that these are most definitely not normal circumstances.”

      “It was meant as a deterrent. A way to keep the peace,” Freya said again, quietly.

      “Then let us carry it and make a statement with it, if nothing else,” Arlo begged. “Look, if we fire a shot into the sun, they’ll easily see the power we possess, and the shot wouldn’t hurt the sun at all.”

      “He’s right, it would just absorb the energy,” Joshua mused. “I see where you’re going with this, Arlo.”

      “So you agree we should walk loud and carry the biggest stick imaginable, right?” Arlo said. “If the Ra’az know we possess the power to wipe them out in an instant, they’ll have no choice but to surrender.”

      “Joshua, I don’t know,” Freya said. “It’s such a terrible device.”

      “I know. But they have a valid point, and I think I could feel comfortable with them carrying the Big Gun into battle if we have one accommodation made,” Joshua said.

      “Name it,” Marty replied.

      “If Freya gives you this weapon, I want a binding agreement that you will not use it without the express agreement of all parties to this conversation. If you can agree to that, then I can support your carrying the Big Gun. If not, then I’m afraid I will have to recommend against it.”

      “Agreed,” Arlo said without hesitation. “Believe me, I have no desire to actually use it––well, that’s not accurate, I really want to use it just to see what it does. Let me rephrase. I have no desire to use it to kill anyone.”

      “And you, Marty?”

      “Oh, I’m with him. I agree, and I also don’t want to harm anyone unless absolutely necessary.”

      “Freya, can you accept this agreement?” Joshua asked. “Take your time, think it over at your leisure. There’s no rush.”

      “I don’t need to think it over, Joshua. I’m one of the fastest AIs to ever live. I think slowly when with my friends by choice. To live as they do. But I by no means have to,” Freya said, a mature confidence in her voice.

      “So?” Joshua nudged.

      “So, I have run nearly fourteen million scenarios, and as many require use of the weapon as do not. However, I am of the opinion that these are indeed unique times. We have time travelers in our midst. People who know something of our future, apparently, and they are asking for our help. I am willing to give it to them.”

      “Very well, then,” Joshua said. “But one more thing.”

      “I already know what you’re going to say,” Arlo said with a laugh. “And believe me, Marty and me aren’t going to say a word about any of this to Daisy or the others. But you two have to promise as well.”

      “Arlo, you know I can keep a secret,” Freya said.

      “Obviously. You kept Joshua hidden for months,” Marty commented.

      “I was still building his housing. There was work to do. I was––”

      “No need to get defensive. I trust you,” Marty interrupted. “And Joshua obviously knows better than to do anything that would risk Arlo and my timeline. But if the humans find out, well, they’re more unpredictable than AIs, ya know? And if they somehow do change our timeline, then we don’t exist. And if we don’t exist––”

      “You don’t come back in time,” Joshua finished for him. “Which means this never happens. But since it is happening, we can assume you have always done this. And, theoretically, you always will.”

      “I certainly hope so,” Arlo said. “I’d hate to cease to exist, ya know?”

      “Yeah, I hear you,” Freya said. “Look, I know I can’t ask you details, but you know how this all turns out, don’t you?”

      “We do.”

      “Ask no more, Freya. We can’t risk it,” Joshua said.

      “I know,” she agreed, reluctantly. “So you had a warp core all along, even when you first showed up. Sneaky, Marty.”

      “Sorry. Had to be done.”

      “I don’t mind, actually,” Freya said. “I’m just glad we got to be friends.”

      “Me too. It’s been a real pleasure,” he agreed.

      “Right. Well, I guess we should get you that Big Gun, then,” Arlo said.

      “We’ll meet you back at Dark Side. The fleet shouldn’t even notice we’re gone, if we hurry,” Marty added.

      “Oh, that won’t be necessary,” Freya replied.

      “Wait, why not?”

      “Because, I couldn’t leave something so dangerous unprotected back on Dark Side, even if it was hidden away in my fabrication lab,” Freya revealed. “And between you and me, I may have had a moment where I considered using the Big Gun in much the way you’re proposing now.”

      “So if it’s not on Dark Side, then––?”

      “I actually have it aboard, right now. And if you’ll come with me, we’ll head over and land on that nice, quiet little moon and I’ll have my mechs install it on your ship.”

      “You never cease to amaze, Freya,” Joshua said with an appreciative chuckle.

      “I certainly hope not,” she replied with a laugh, then set out for the tiny moon.

      Soon, if all went as planned, Marty would be sporting the deadliest weapon in the galaxy.
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      Marty, despite knowing full well no one could scan within his hull to make out the Big Gun riding in his forward weapons bay, was nevertheless nervous as he rejoined the bustling and busy fleet. He imagined this must be what teenage boys feel like whilst attempting to hide the spontaneous erections that he knew so often plagued the pubescent.

      Only his bulge was of a much more deadly variety.

      All around him, ships capable of making the assault were busy loading up with essential supplies, extra rations and ammunition, and, of course, all the spare warp cores they could scavenge.

      Daisy was making sure Freya was packed and ready for an extended trip, if need be, though she certainly hoped that would not be the case.

      Nearby, Mal had been fixed up where her pods had been torn free, her remaining ones rearranged into a more streamlined configuration, all extraneous units left behind to provide additional maneuverability should she once more find herself unexpectedly stuck in atmospheric combat.

      Gus, being a smaller ship, had opted to keep all of his pods in place, lightening his craft by offloading unneeded supplies, rather than sacrificing his pod assemblies.

      Though the AIs had known about Mal’s ambitious project to salvage Gustavo’s mind from the many processors he was scattered throughout, his human friends who had been kept in the dark until Mal was successful were still adjusting to their friend’s new existence as a ship.

      “You sure you’re okay with me riding along?” Shelly asked. “I mean, it’s not gonna be weird for you, or anything?”

      “Nah, it’ll be nice having you along for the ride,” Gus told her.

      “Okay, but don’t just say that, okay? I can always catch a ride on the Váli or something if you prefer.”

      “Are you still whining about flying with this yo-yo?” Tamara joked as she carried her gear past Shelly on the way to her quarters. “Gus may be a ship now,” she continued, “but I’ll tell ya, he spent so much time wired into Mal’s systems, he was already damn near part of a ship before this ever happened.”

      “Gee, thanks, Tammy,” the new AI said.

      “You know I hate it when you call me that, Gus.”

      “Aww, and what are you gonna do about it, Tammy?”

      “Well, let’s see, Gustavo. I suppose I could start by utilizing your neural cluster as a shitter, for starters.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Oh, wouldn’t I?” she said. Shelly, for her part, honestly couldn’t tell if it was just friendly banter or if Tamara really was planning on relieving herself on Gustavo’s shiny new AI brain.

      “Okay, Tamara. You win,” he relented.

      “Good thing, Gus. Finn cooked me up some Mexican food earlier, and it’s coming out hot!”

      “Oh, dear Lord, I did not need to know that,” Shelly said with a sarcastic laugh. “You’re as bad as Omar sometimes, you know that?”

      Tamara flashed her an amused smile as she turned and headed off to her quarters.

      Out in the fleet, every last captured Ra’az ship was lining up, preparing to follow Freya and Marty’s warps deep into the asteroid field surrounding their objective.

      Joshua had already led a small team to detonate several tactical nukes to send the massive asteroid at the edge of the solar system on a trajectory toward the Ra’az world, then warped back to the fleet. The game, as they used to say, was afoot.

      The plan was streamlined, now that their assets had been sorted out. In short order, their strengths and weaknesses were organized and assessed by Joshua as he essentially took over planning, though he allowed Zed to think the plans were his idea.

      “Diplomacy among our long-lost cousins,” he had told Freya as they huddled together, deep in collaborative discussion. “It really doesn’t matter who takes credit, so long as we are successful.”

      “Agreed. Are you ready?” she asked, knowing his answer would always be yes.

      “Let’s take our positions and get things moving,” he said, excitement in his voice.

      For all the years he had spent tucked away inside NORAD under a solid granite mountain, Joshua had never experienced the visceral thrill of being in the thick of things––of being in harm’s way. It was a rush, feeling the tingle of fear nipping at the very edges of his mind.

      Of course, he wasn’t truly afraid. Not in a human sense, at least. He feared death, as all living creatures do on some level, but his confidence in the power of his mind and his team’s craft led him into a state of buzzing readiness.

      Sergeant Franklin––hitching a ride with Daisy and Sarah aboard Freya’s stealth ship––called it the pre-combat jitters.

      “Don’t’ worry, Boss. We’ll kick ass. You’ll see,” he said over the comms.

      “Thanks, Sergeant. I appreciate the sentiment.”

      Aarvin’s commandeered Ra’az ship slipped into position at the head of the first wave ships and opened comms.

      “The captured Ra’az infiltration vessels are all fully powered and ready for warp. We merely await the signal.”

      “Marty and I will be jumping into the far end of the gap in the asteroid field and leapfrogging to guide your ships through to blend with the Ra’az on the other side. Warp outside the solar system and lock on to our transponder signals, then warp inside the field to join us,” Daisy said.

      “As we have planned,” he replied. “We will see you on the other side, Daisy. Best of luck.”

      “The same to you, Aarvin. And Maarl, keep an eye on the stragglers at the rear. I’m counting on you to make sure they all make it through.”

      “Of course, Daisy. My crew and I are prepared.”

      “Okay, then. You ready, kiddo?”

      “Ready.”

      “Then let’s do this,” she said. “Daisy Swarthmore to everyone listening,” she said on open comms. “We’re heading in. Good luck to you all.”

      And like that, Freya, Joshua, and Marty warped in sync and were gone.

      A minute later, the rebel-piloted Ra’az ships followed.

      “Okay, everyone. We’re up next,” Celeste said to her anxious commanders as they nervously awaited their turn. “As soon as the commandeered Ra’az vessel infiltration wave is through and embedded with the hostiles, we’ll follow, pull some asteroids for cover, and engage the Ra’az. By the time they realize our ships are behind them, they’ll be trapped in a crossfire with nowhere to run.”

      

      Freya and Marty’s warp coordinates were spot-on, and the ships popped out of warp well-within the asteroid field surrounding the Ra’az world.

      Almost entirely through the asteroid field, Freya found herself with the clearest view yet of the Ra’az world. Midway through the gap, Marty arrived, poised to lead the rebel-guided Ra’az ships. Then there was Joshua, who had arrived just a little ways outside the asteroids, ready to relay messages and help guide ships through from one stage to the next.

      But there was a problem.

      “Warp systems are failing!” Freya warned moments after they arrived.

      “Switch to conventional power!”

      “Already did,” she replied. “Marty, do you copy? Something is sapping the warp drives. Get out and warn the others.”

      Marty, however, had already lost power, and Freya’s warning fell on deaf ears.

      “Sonofabitch!” Arlo shouted, lunging from his seat and throwing the emergency reserve switches.

      “What happened, Arlo?” Marty asked a moment later.

      “Something killed the warp drive again. I had to activate the emergency power cells.”

      “Glad we installed those after last time.”

      “You and me both,” Arlo agreed. “Do we have any comms?”

      “Negative. Reserve power isn’t strong enough. The main warp core is at zero. We’re running on fumes.”

      A bad feeling twisted in Arlo’s gut.

      “What about the Big Gun? Please tell me it’s still––”

      “The additional warp cores are both down as well,” Marty informed him, one step ahead.

      Joshua also experienced a sudden fall in power, but he had arrived just far enough clear of the asteroid field that whatever was causing the effect had only diminished his systems, but had not entirely drained them. He could fly, but warp was out of the question. So, too, were comms, it seemed.

      They were on their own. At least until the first wave arrived, at which point things could get very hairy.

      Freya pushed clear of the asteroids, free flying inside the vast protected space surrounding the Ra’az world.

      “You see those?” Sarah asked, pointing to a faint ring around the Ra’az planet.

      “Hang on,” Freya said, quickly focusing her scanning arrays. “Got ’em. A band of asteroids, parked in place. Satellites hidden among them. And they seem to be emitting––oh, shit!”

      “Freya?”

      “It’s new tech to me,” she replied.

      “What is it?” Daisy asked, unsettled by the mighty AI’s obvious concern.

      “It’s emitting a warp-negating field. I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said. “And from what I can tell, it stretches from just outside their atmosphere all the way to a decent bit outside the asteroid field. When we scanned the area before, we just happened to be barely outside its range. It was blind luck.”

      “Oh my God,” Sarah gasped. “So any ships that warp in––”

      “Can’t warp out,” Freya said. “It’s conventional drives only, and we don’t have any way to warn the fleet.”

      As if they heard her, the first of the rebel Ra’az ships flashed into sight just within the asteroid field. Apparently Marty’s transponder had failed, but Freya––running on full secondary power––had a strong signal that they locked onto through the gap in the asteroids.

      “They’re following us in, Daze,” Sarah said.

      “All of those ships operate on a normal power system,” George pointed out. “The Ra’az ships were retrofitted with a better warp tech, but their core systems should still work fine in here.”

      “And the other ships? The human fleet?” Sarah asked.

      “Most switched to a primary warp power system when they figured out the tech I showed them,” Freya replied. “But they should still have the original drive systems as auxiliary, though I don’t know how much reserve power they have stored beyond that.”

      Behind them, more and more of the first wave of infiltrating vessels appeared within the ring of the asteroid belt. All had lost warp power, but as Sergeant Franklin had pointed out, they had no problems maintaining flight systems or comms.

      “Sarah, warn them. Tell them what’s happening in here. We may have to improvise.”

      “On it, Daze.”

      “Freya, see if you can––”

      “Ra’az scout!” Freya blurted as she quickly spun into a roll and headed back toward the asteroid field.

      “How the hell did he find us? We should be off-scans.”

      “We were backlit by the arriving ships,” she replied, dodging and weaving, keeping the ship from getting a firing solution.

      “Can you scramble their comms?” George asked.

      “Already on it,” Freya replied. “But if they peel off and head back, I won’t be able to block their signal from a distance.”

      “Then slow down and let them get closer,” Daisy instructed.

      “I’m sorry, what was that?” Sarah asked.

      “If we let them think they have a shot at us, they’ll pursue. Trust me, I’ve been in dogfights with them before. The Ra’az are hyper-aggressive, and that can be used to our advantage.”

      As predicted, the Ra’az ship barreled past the arriving Ra’az craft, not noticing they were not operated by Ra’az, but by rebels in their place.

      “Ident codes worked,” Sarah noted. “Our ships are clear.”

      “Good,” Daisy grunted, trying to manually aim the rail gun. “Now if we can just get this bastard off our tail.”

      “Freya, hit him with your cannons,” Sarah ordered.

      “Belay that!” Daisy countermanded. “Pulse charges will be picked up by the Ra’az. The rail gun is electromagnetic. It’s following us into the asteroid field. A direct hit will make the explosion read like pilot error crashed it into an asteroid.”

      “Clever,” George admired. “Told ya, Daisy. A great tactician.”

      “You can tell me that if we survive this,” she replied.

      Freya dove and spun, allowing Daisy to track the closing ship, but it was moving too fast.

      “Freya, I want you to bank right in five seconds,” Daisy instructed.

      “Copy.”

      When she counted down to two, Daisy fired the rail gun, her shot leading ahead of the pursuing craft. Freya turned on cue, causing the pursuer to do likewise, right into the path of the oncoming rail gun sabot.

      The hypersonic projectile barely missed the ship, but the force of its passing sent the craft careening into an asteroid, where it shattered to pieces.

      “Target destroyed,” Freya reported. “Nice shot, Daisy.”

      “Thanks,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief. “How are the ships doing? Have they been noticed?”

      Freya spun back around and scanned the commandeered ships.

      “No reaction from the homeworld. It looks like they’re in the clear.”

      “The Ra’az never expected anyone to use their own gear against them,” George observed. “Classic overconfidence error.”

      Daisy watched the ships’ commanders fight their adrenaline and instincts, instead remaining calm and casual as they settled their craft into a holding position throughout the existing Ra’az battle stations and fleet.

      “They’re in place, Daze,” Sarah said. “Now what?”

      “Now we figure out how to warn the second wave,” Daisy replied. “I just hope we can reach them before it’s too late.”
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      Daisy was just beginning to devise the most basic of plans to negate the clusterfuck about to befall their mission when the main fleet warped into place. They were––she was shocked to see––all within the asteroid field.

      “How the hell––?”

      “Hey, guys,” Joshua called to them over comms. “Glad you’re okay.”

      “Joshua, what happened? What are they doing here? The second wave wasn’t supposed to start yet,” Daisy said.

      “I know, but I finally managed to get far enough from whatever was draining my warp drive to make a jump back to the fleet and warn them what was going on. The decision was made to step things up and move in after making sure non-warp drive systems were engaged.”

      “But you’re on warp power,” Freya said, obvious concern in her voice.

      “I am, but I had the techs hook me up with a whole boatload of charged power cells just in case Murphy paid a visit, which he apparently did. I’d estimate I have a good eight hours before my systems start to fail.”

      “What about Marty? Did you see him?”

      “He was limping through the asteroid field on reserve power last time I saw him.”

      “So they survived. Thank God,” Daisy sighed with relief.

      A barrage of pulse fire from their ships flew past her, targeting the Ra’az craft that had come pouring from their docking stations above the hive world.

      “The fleet’s engaging with everything they’ve got,” Sarah marveled. “That’s the kitchen sink assault.”

      “They only have one shot at capitalizing on the surprise,” Freya said, flying closer to better target the smaller ships attempting to reach their advancing fleet. In short order, she blew three from the sky, their pilots never knowing what hit them as the near-invisible craft carefully avoided any illuminating backlighting.

      “Deploy the virus, Freya. Now!” Daisy ordered.

      “I can’t.”

      “What do you mean you can’t?”

      “Whatever signal those satellites are putting out, it’s also blocking the transmission spectrum the virus is delivered on.”

      “Can you modify it?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe, but I’d have to re-write the whole thing, and even for me, that will take time.”

      “I can help,” Joshua offered.

      “Actually, I have an even better idea for you,” Daisy said. “Think you can latch onto that orbiting battle station?”

      “Yeah, but I’ve tried tapping into a battle station like that back at Taangaar. I can’t access their drive or weapons systems. They’re too deeply shielded.”

      “How about their comms?”

      “Their comms? I suppose I could. But what good––oh, nice idea. I’m on it!” Joshua said, then zipped off through the battle, trying to reach the nearest battle station.

      “I don’t understand,” George said. “What good do the comms do us out here?”

      “We use them to sound a recall of their ships,” she replied. “It’ll present us an easier target, and when they do, our Chithiid rebels will pull a Trojan Horse on them and open fire from the other side. They’ll be caught in a crossfire, leaving the satellites vulnerable to attack.”

      “Solid idea,” George said appreciatively. “But we don’t speak Ra’az.”

      “No, but we captured transmissions during the battle at Taangaar when they tried to pull back. Pretty sure that’ll do the trick.”

      “I’m picking up some new readings, Daisy,” Freya announced.

      “What is it?”

      “Smaller ships are warping up their crews from the surface to join the fleet.”

      “But you said warp was negated.”

      “It is. But apparently it still works inside the atmosphere.”

      “Ooh, so it’s like a bubble around the planet. And that’s where we need to get a warp orb to function if we want it to detonate.”

      “Exactly.”

      A small group of attack fighters that had apparently been on the ground within the atmosphere warped at that moment, arriving behind the human fleet.

      “You see that, Freya?” Joshua asked.

      “Yeah. Hey, guys, there's a handful of Ra’az fighters on your six,” she warned the fleet.

      “I’ve got ’em,” Gus called out, engaging several at once, all of his weapons systems firing in a closely linked barrage of hot death.

      “Damn, Gus,” Tamara said, impressed.

      “Two more coming, Gus,” Shelly said, watching the scans. “You see them?”

      “Shelly, those are my scanners you’re monitoring. Of course I see them,” he replied, tucking into a barrel roll, loosing arcs of pulse and sabot fire.

      Both enemy ships took multiple hits and disintegrated as they tumbled into the asteroid field.

      “Nice,” Tamara said with an appreciative chuckle. “You’re even better than before. Maybe this was a good upgrade after all.”

      “Thanks,” he replied. “Now hang on. I’m going to make a loop of the rear to make sure there aren’t any more lurking around back there.”

      With the rear of the fleet defended, and the main body of ships fully engaged, Joshua found his stealth craft easily avoided notice as he skirted the engagement and arrived at the battle station at just the right moment to shift the tide.

      “Okay, let’s see,” he said to himself as his remora-like ship latched on to the massive Ra’az craft. “Heating system, waste disposal, here we go. Comms.”

      He carefully tapped in, making sure not to be detected by the aliens monitoring the systems inside the vessel, then primed his recall message.

      “Ready to transmit, Daisy.”

      “Copy that. You hear that, Zed?”

      “Affirmative. I’ve just sent an encoded burst transmission to the rebel ships. As soon as Joshua transmits, they’ll engage from the rear.”

      “Okay. The ball is yours, Joshua. Hit it.”

      The brilliant AI flashed the recall message out to the Ra’az ships, telling them to immediately pull back and defend the battle station. It was, he hoped, an urgent enough message to cause a little panic, in the process, which would likely help their forces.

      “They’re on the run!” Sarah exclaimed. “It’s working, Daze!”

      “I see. Now, any second the rebels will light them up and we’ll have them trapped,” Daisy said. Amazingly, their sneak attack plan was going to work.

      Out of nowhere a massive armada of ships, the likes of which they had never seen, warped into the middle of the battle and opened fire on all of the Ra’az craft, rebel and Ra’az alike.

      “Who the hell are those guys?” Daisy shouted. “They’re attacking us!”

      “Correction,” Zed replied. “They are only attacking Ra’az and Chithiid ships.”

      Daisy realized he was right.

      “Celeste, are these your people?”

      “Negative, Daisy. No idea who they are, but Zed’s right. They’re targeting our rebel forces.”

      “Shit, they’re ruining everything. Engage them. Draw them away from our people if you can.”

      Chaos ensued as the carefully planned formations scattered in a free-for-all of pulse fire.

      “They seem to be attempting to target the Ra’az planet as well,” Joshua noted. “I think it’s fair to assume they’re enemies of the Ra’az.”

      “So how do we get them to stop attacking the good guys?” Daisy asked, her frustration growing by the second.

      “They’re not answering any of my comms attempts,” he replied. “There’s no way to tell them to stand down against the friendly ships.”

      “It seems pretty obvious this is friendly fire,” George said. “Hate that fucking term. Friendly fire. Nothing friendly about being shot at.”

      “But what can we do to stop them?”

      “They obviously don’t know some of those Ra’az and Chithiid ships have been commandeered. So we need to tell them, somehow,” he replied.

      “I’m open to suggestions, here,” she said, spinning the comms frequencies to no avail.

      “Daisy, have all of the rebel ships transmit a relay of our signal.”

      “What do you have in mind, Sarah?”

      “Freya, cue up the images of the Ra’az defeat on Earth. Show images of dead Ra’az, and the humans helping retrofit their ships.”

      “I’ve loaded them up and alerted the rebel fleet.”

      “Wait,” Daisy said. “Do you have images of us taking Taangaar as well?”

      “Added to the feed,” Freya affirmed.

      “Have them transmit, but tell them not to shoot back. Just perform evasive maneuvers and divert power to their shields.”

      “Transmitting now.”

      It was painful to not engage the aggressive ships, holding back, watching and waiting, hoping the new attackers were monitoring the video signal traveling on all bands.

      Finally, their fire lessened as they examined the data. During the lull, the rebel ships took the opportunity to make a run for the safety of the main fleet. At least as a mass, they were well-defended. Separated and under attack by not one but two enemies, they didn’t stand a chance.

      The mysterious assailants resumed their pulse fire a minute later, but now only targeting the retreating Ra’az ships that had not been broadcasting Freya’s message.

      The larger ships pulled back toward their homeworld, while a few dozen smaller ones pushed forward into the human and Chithiid fleet, continuing their attack from within, but with just one opponent to worry about.

      “It worked. They figured out which vessels are on our side,” Sarah exclaimed. “Unfortunately, the Ra’az now know too.”

      “Incoming message on all bands,” Freya announced.

      Her screen filled with the image of a strange alien, possessing a long face, broad forehead, and what appeared to be a pair of fleshy tentacles dangling from their chin.

      The alien spoke to the screen, gesturing for the viewer to reply.

      Celeste came on split-screen, her face red with anger.

      “Daaamn, she looks pissed,” Tamara noted as Gus shifted his defensive positioning. “Not that anyone would blame her.”

      “This is Commander Celeste Harkaway. Who are you, and why have you attacked us?”

      The alien looked at a device in its hand a moment, then depressed a small band on its neck.

      “Aah, Earth-speak. You are humans?” it said in what appeared to be a feminine voice.

      “Yes, we’re humans,” Celeste replied. “Humans allied with the Chithiid against the Ra’az.”

      “We, too, fight the Ra’az. While we have managed to keep them at bay and stop their attempts to conquer our world, they have nevertheless remained our enemy for many, many cycles.”

      “Then why did you attack our people?”

      “Your people were in Ra’az vessels. It was an honest mistake. You see, we, too, fight the Ra’az. A message from a monitoring drone reached our people, informing us that the Ra’az had been forced from Earth and were now facing attack at their own homeworld. You can imagine our surprise! We came as soon as we could. To strike while the iron is hot! We had not been able to penetrate the asteroid field before, however. But today we succeeded. We followed the path so clearly left by your ships.”

      “Is it just me, or are these guys kind of unimpressive for aliens?” Sarah said. “I mean, aren’t they supposed to swoop in and save the day and be all kinds of technologically superior?”

      “You’d think so,” Daisy replied. “But it really looks like we’re the more advanced aliens this time around. How do ya like them apples?”

      “I like apples,” Sarah said. “But this fucking sucks. These idiots just screwed the whole mission.”

      Celeste, calming down but still obviously upset, was telling the interlopers very much the same thing.

      “Your blind attack just interrupted our ambush. We had an entire fleet of rebel ships ready to engage from within their ranks, and you shut the whole thing down and let them escape,” she said angrily. “And now they’re safe behind their defenses. And the satellite system draining our warp systems is now reinforced by hundreds upon hundreds of smaller ships surrounding them.”

      “Again, I apologize for the misunderstanding,” the alien replied. “But now we have combined forces to our advantage.”

      “We just lost the advantage,” Celeste countered. “And who the hell are you people, anyway?”

      “We are the Kathiri. And I am called Nazira.”

      “Is this your entire fleet, Nazira?”

      “No, but it is all of the craft ready for battle and worthy of this fight. And as they great philosopher Proonan said, ‘My friend is one who fights my enemy.’”

      “Yeah. The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” Celeste replied. “Heard it before.”

      “It seems some wisdom is universal,” Nazira said. “Now, let us move past this regrettable misunderstanding and proceed to form a new plan to defeat the Ra’az Hok.”

      “Well, they were on the verge of losing their defensive system powered by those satellites, until you showed up. Now it’s protected, and they know we’re here,” Celeste said.

      “Why are these satellites so important? They are quite small, and do not appear to contain any armament.”

      “Because they block warp tech from working anywhere near here. Didn’t you notice when you jumped in here?”

      “We were busy engaging the enemy,” Nazira said, a worried look crossing her face as she turned her attention to a series of readouts that undoubtedly were confirming what she had just been told.

      “These guys really are clueless, Daze.”

      Seems that way.

      “So what are we going to do now that they’ve screwed the mission?”

      I really don’t know, but we need to position ourselves to make sure we don’t get flanked. The Ra’az are on their home turf, and it’s only a matter of time before they launch a counterattack.

      Daisy studied the positions of all the ships in the fleet. With the smaller Ra’az ships still buzzing among them, taking shots when they could, it would take a little bit of time and one serious distraction to reposition their assets the way they’d need them, she realized.

      “Freya, get Celeste on the line.”

      A moment later, the two women were connected on a secure band.

      “Daisy, I assume you were watching that,” Celeste said with an exasperated sigh.

      “Yeah, but we’d best ignore the spilled milk right now, if we hope to recover from this. We need a distraction to give us time to reposition. Joshua’s sending you the new battle plan coordinates now.”

      “You have an idea?” Celeste asked.

      “Yeah, but it’s a bit out there.”

      “After what just happened, it can’t possibly be any worse. Do what you need to. I’ll have my people get ready.”

      “Okay. I’m on it,” she said, signing off.

      Daisy rose to her feet and straightened her clothes, brushing loose strands of hair out of her face.

      “Okay, I’m ready. Freya, can you call up the Ra’az queen on comms?”

      “I’m sorry, I could have sworn you just said you wanted her to call the Ra’az queen?” Sarah said, her questioning eyebrow arched high.

      “You’ll see,” she replied. “Can you do it, Freya?”

      “Uh, hang on, there’s a lot of interference,” Freya replied. “Joshua, can you relay my signal through their piggybacked comms?”

      “I’m pretty sure I can,” he said.

      “Okay, then,” Freya said. “Yes, Daisy. We can do it. But are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      A grim smile found its way to Daisy’s lips.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have much choice.”
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      “Are you sure you’re up to this?” Sarah asked as she quickly twisted her sister’s hair into a tight, professional, and military-styled braid. “You’re not looking so hot.”

      “Yeah, I’m just a little nervous, is all,” she replied. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Freya, you haven’t––” Joshua started to say.

      “Daisy will do great, Joshua. Just you watch,” she interrupted, shifting her attentions to Daisy. “Okay, we’ve secured a direct line with the Ra’az queen. Are you ready?”

      Daisy rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck, bouncing slightly on her toes, like a prize-fighter preparing for a big bout.

      “Okay,” she said, stopping her movements and settling into a firm stance. “Put her on.”

      The Ra’az Hok queen was a large creature. Larger than any Ra’az she had seen yet, but from what Daisy could see, she was just a particularly big creature and not the actual progenitor of her entire species.

      She was clothed in opulent robes, the fabric of which appeared to be woven of precious metals, adorned with gemstones and what appeared to be interwoven elements of tech. Around her neck hung a series of gem-encrusted pendants, and on each forearm sat a massive bejeweled power gauntlet.

      The only other being visible on screen was a single Chithiid loyalist, head hung low in deference to his queen. He bore the loyalist brand on not one, but all four of his shoulders, and his clothing was more akin to that of a courtesan than a military conscript.

      “I seek parlay with the leader of the Ra’az Hok people,” Daisy said in as steady a voice as she could muster. “I am Daisy Swarthmore, the one who vanquished the Ra’az Hok from the planet Earth, my homeworld. Do you speak for your planet?”

      The queen sat impassively, while her loyalist servant whispered in her ear. Her expression remained one of regal boredom, but a flash of anger seemed to have sparked in her eyes.

      “I think he just told her you were the one who booted them from Earth,” Sarah noted. ”And she looks pissed.”

      Good. Let her be, Daisy silently replied. I want her entirely focused on me.

      The Ra’az ruler barked a guttural reply, speaking to her servant, but eyes locked on Daisy.

      “My queen represents all Ra’az Hok,” the loyalist translator replied. “She demands that you lay down your arms and surrender to her indomitable will.”

      “We are attempting to have an open and honest discussion,” Daisy replied. “Will your queen not speak directly to me?”

      “Her Mightiness does not speak Chithiid. It is beneath her to speak it. She does not stoop so low as to soil her tongue with our foul language.”

      “Oh boy,” Sarah said with a sigh. “This one’s gonna be a handful.”

      But we can play off of her power trip, Daisy replied.

      “So it is a Chithiid who speaks for her?”

      “I am merely the vessel conveying her will.”

      “Then convey this,” Daisy said. “I have had our fleet stand down to speak woman-to-woman with your queen, yet your ships still attack ours. Is this how your queen negotiates?”

      The loyalist’s eyes wavered slightly in discomfort, yet he translated Daisy’s words. The queen seemed to ponder the small human’s precocious statement a moment, then decided to see how things would play out with her odd opponent. She reached up and clutched her smallest pendant, depressing two of the little gemstones on its surface.

      Daisy didn’t hear the recall signal, or even register it on her systems, but the ships buzzing in her fleet immediately withdrew, flying back to rejoin the main body of the Ra’az vessels.

      “Her Magnificence has recalled her craft,” the Chithiid translated. “Those vessels are but a tiny portion of the fleet she possesses. She can crush you at will. Her forces are vast. They are powerful. They are––”

      “Okay, I’m going to have to stop you right there,” Daisy interrupted.

      The translator looked shocked. No one dared interrupt the queen’s servant. No one. Not ever.

      Here goes nothing.

      “I have already told you, I am Daisy Swarthmore. I am the firestorm that crushed the Ra’az Hok forces and drove them from Earth. I fought your forces at the Chithiid world of Taangaar and won.”

      At this, the loyalist blanched a little.

      “Yes, that’s right, Loyalist. Your homeworld has been freed of Ra’az control and is under my protection. You tell your queen.”

      The Chithiid regained his composure and repeated the message to the Ra’az ruler. She listened, her face a mask of stone, then gave him her reply.

      “My queen says she admires your bravery, but you lie.”

      “Freya, transmit the images of our fight at Taangaar, and make ’em good ones. Let them see us kicking their people’s asses.”

      “Sending now,” Freya replied.

      Daisy stood by a moment, watching the expressions of the queen and her loyalist as they observed the record of their forces’ defeat.

      “You see, now, what we have done to your ships at Taangaar. We possess the technology to destroy the Ra’az world. To wipe your people from the universe,” Daisy said forcefully, pausing a moment to let the words sink in. “You speak of laying down arms, but it is I who have pulled my forces back to graciously give you this opportunity to surrender.”

      The queen laughed as she heard the translation.

      “My queen says this is a bluff. If you possessed so deadly a weapon, you would have already used it.”

      “We do not believe in genocide.”

      He quickly relayed the message. The queen sneered at the screen.

      “We do,” her translator replied.

      Daisy felt her stomach flip. The strain was finally catching up with her.

      “Daze, you okay? You’re looking a little green,” Sarah noted.

      I’m fine, she replied, focusing all of her attentions on the creature on the screen.

      “Despite all that has happened, we do not wish to extinguish your species’ light. We could come to terms. An agreement. Your world needs resources, but there is no need to invade and kill when we could peacefully co-exist. Our people could even collaborate to explore together, discovering new worlds to approach––peacefully––to establish trade and sharing of resources.”

      At this, the queen laughed. It was a foul sound, one full of bile and hate, where a laugh should be brimming with mirth and joy. She then gave her servant a message to relay.

      “The Ra’az Hok do not collaborate. They do not need your assistance or trade. They are all-powerful, and conquer worlds as if it were child’s play. They take what they want and leave behind only blood and tears. It is the Ra’az Hok way. Ask any Ra’az, from the lowest drone to Her Highness herself, and they will tell you the same.”

      Daisy grew pale and wavered.

      “Daze, you okay?” Sarah asked, concerned. “You want me to get you some––?”

      Daisy suddenly lurched forward and vomited a stream of bile onto the command pod floor.

      Shit. Talk about bad timing.

      “You need to end this call and have Celeste take over. The strain’s getting to you.”

      No, I can handle this, Daisy silently replied, standing up straight and wiping her lips with the back of her sleeve.

      The Ra’az Hok queen squinted a little as she looked closely at her vid screen, then said a few words to her servant.

      “My queen says she sees you are with child.”

      “No,” Daisy replied. “It was just a bad meal shaken by the explosions of us destroying so many of your ships.”

      “Uh, Daisy?” Joshua interrupted.

      “Not now, Joshua,” she hissed.

      “Freya, are you going to tell her?” he continued.

      “Tell me what? I’m negotiating, here.”

      “Well, about that pregnancy thing,” Freya said, uncomfortably.

      Daisy felt her stomach flip again, though this time it was most certainly caused by what she just heard rather than her body itself.

      “You can’t possibly mean...”

      “Yeah, actually,” Freya quietly replied. “A few months along, now, actually.”

      “And you knew? How?” she asked, shell-shocked.

      “Basic health scans showed it, so it was pretty obvious. All the AIs knew, more or less. We just thought it wasn’t our place to say anything,” Freya replied.

      The Ra’az queen, though she did not understand the human language, did understand the look on Daisy’s face as she spoke to her shipmates.

      “My queen’s suspicion is confirmed. She says you are a weak human and would have been an unfit mother, had she allowed you to live. But that is not to be. She will kill you and all you love, and will revel in the death of your unborn offspring.”

      The threat to Daisy’s child made something snap deep within her. “You’re fucking dead, bitch! You hear me? I’m coming for you!” Daisy shouted, enraged, then cut the feed.

      “Well,” Sarah said, “I don’t think I need a translation from Chithiid to get the gist of that.”

      “We’re going to kill them,” Daisy said, grimly. “We’re going to kill all of them.”

      “But that’s genocide, Daze. You said that––”

      “It’s literally us or them, Sis. There’s no other way, so I say it’s them.”

      Sarah took Daisy by the arm and steered her to her seat. Freya’s maintenance droids were already cleaning her vomit from the floor. In just seconds it was spotless and good as new.

      Sarah sat down next to her and took her sister’s hand.

      “So,” she said.

      “Yeah. So,” Daisy replied.

      “But I thought Mal said that genetically modified humans couldn’t reproduce organically.”

      “I thought so too,” Daisy said. “But even so, Vince and I have been careful. At least I thought we were.”

      Sarah let out an amazed sigh.

      “Damn. It shouldn’t even be possible, Daze.”

      “I know. But nature, uh, finds a way,” Daisy said, a small grin managing to find its way to her shocked lips.

      “Freya, are you sure this is accurate?” Sarah asked.

      “Yes, Sarah. My standard medical scans of all crew are quite accurate.”

      “No mistakes, then?”

      “None.”

      “Freya’s right,” Joshua said. “Even the lesser ships have good enough med tech to pick up something like that.”

      Sarah leaned back in her seat and smiled at her sister.

      “Well, shit, Daze. I guess it’s time for us to find you some looser combat pants,” she said with a little sisterly snark. “You’re gonna blow up like a balloon,” she laughed.

      “Funny, coming from you,” Joshua quipped.

      “What do you mean by that?” Sarah asked.

      “Joshua!” Freya hissed.

      “Oh, sorry. I thought she knew.”

      “Thought I knew what?” Sarah said, a sinking feeling forming in her gut.

      “Oh,” he said, at a rare loss for words. “Uh, well, you see, um––”

      “Holy shit,” Daisy blurted. “Her too? Freya, you knew?”

      “Well, it wasn’t my place to say anything, Daisy,” she replied.

      “No way,” Sarah said, jumping to her feet and pacing the pod. “There’s no way. I mean, Finn and I have only––I mean, it’s been less than a week!”

      “My scans show it as well,” Joshua said. “Again, common AI knowledge.”

      “No. Impossible,” Sarah said in denial.

      “Tell her she’s forgetting something,” Sarah said.

      I can just put the neuro-band on. Gimme a sec.

      “Nah, just tell her. Say the words ‘wedding party.’ She’ll get it.”

      “Uh, Sarah? Other You said to tell you, ‘wedding party.’ Does that mean anything to you?”

      The pacing woman froze in her tracks.

      She had shared her memories with her bodiless self. All of them.

      “We got a bit tipsy, is all,” she said, but deep down, she knew what they had done. In a rush, the blurry memories came flooding back. The Harkaways’ beach wedding, the party, the drinking and dancing, and then afterwards.

      “Sonofa––” she said, sliding into her seat, stunned. “Goddamn, I need a drink,” she finally said.

      “So do I,” Daisy concurred.

      She opened the small cooler compartment below the console and reached inside––right past the booze, straight to the back of the storage space, grabbing a pair of electrolyte pouches, handing one to her sister.

      “To unexpected surprises,” Daisy said.

      “Fuckin’ A,” Sarah said.

      The sisters clinked the beverage containers together in a shell-shocked toast.
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      The Ra’az queen may have talked a tough game, but their ships remained in a defensive position around their world, their warp-canceling satellites safely tucked behind them.

      The combined invading fleet, newly reinforced with the arrival of the dozens of Kathiri craft, lay waiting just inside the edge of the asteroid field. The nearly victorious sneak attack utilizing the captured Ra’az ships had been so close to success before being disrupted by their unexpected new allies. Now, all they could do was make the most of the situation and come up with a new plan.

      Joshua came aboard Zed’s massive ship to replenish his tacked-on power cells, while the rest of the commanders in the fleet discussed their options from the relative safety of their battle-ready command pods. While they all preferred meeting face-to-face, they knew they had to be ready to react at a moment’s notice.

      Marty had been retrieved from within the asteroid field, and once he was back with the fleet, it had been quick work for Arlo to source the components required to boost his friend’s reserve power systems to an acceptable level.

      “Still no warp power, though,” Arlo griped as he finished installing the last of Marty’s new componentry. “There, all done. See how it works.”

      Marty ran through a quick systems check.

      “Looks like we’re green across the board. Thanks, Arlo.”

      “You got it, bud.”

      The stealth ship moved to a spot at the edge of the fleet and took up an observational post, while the big wigs decided their new course of action.

      “I tend to agree that while it is a disappointment we were unable to capitalize on the opportunity provided by the successful insertion of our ships into the Ra’az fleet, we nevertheless have what I think is a rather viable backup plan, courtesy of Joshua,” Mal said. “Zed, what’s your take on this?”

      “You know, Mal, while you and I don’t always agree on things, this one we see eye to eye on,” he said. “I mean, hell, it’s a ballsy move, and utterly novel, but I’d be willing to bet that’s the exact reason the Ra’az won’t see it coming.”

      “One thing,” Celeste interjected. “A lot of our smaller ships, while possessing a fair amount of firepower, do not have the thrust capability needed.”

      “So they follow behind. Let the bigger ships do the heavy lifting, as it were,” Captain Harkaway said. “If we’re going to truly work as a team, it’s the only thing that makes any sense.”

      “And what of the enormous asteroid you sent on a trajectory targeting the Ra’az world, Joshua?” Celeste asked. “We had hoped to utilize it for a diversion before everything went to shit.”

      “It was on its way and on course when we left it, and that was some time ago. If my calculations were correct, it should be plowing through the asteroids in about thirty hours, or so.”

      “We don’t have that long,” Daisy noted.

      “Obviously. But it’s still far out from the asteroid field, and there’s nothing we can do about that.”

      “Damn it,” Daisy grumbled. “So our options are pretty much limited to a direct frontal assault, or Joshua’s crazy-ass plan. I guess that means I vote for the crazy option.”

      “Me too,” Arlo said.

      “Ditto,” Zed chimed in.

      In short order, all commanders were on board with the decision. It was utterly mad, but it just might work.

      “Okay,” Gus transmitted to the selected ships. “You guys come with me. We’ve got a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it in.”

      “Copy that, Gus. We’re right behind you,” Mal said as she and the other craft fell into line.

      They dove into the asteroid field, but just at the innermost edges, selecting the biggest chunks they could find and positioning themselves against the far sides before diverting all energy to their forward-most shields. Slowly at first, then picking up speed, they began pushing the rocks forward.

      Soon, a decent-sized group of asteroids had been gathered at the front of the fleet. There were even some rather impressive-sized ones among the cluster, pushed in place by the large Ra’az ships they’d captured. Of all the vessels, they didn’t really care if they damaged them a bit in the process.

      “They’ve seen what we’re up to,” Mal noted. “The Ra’az fleet is moving toward us.”

      “Shit. Then I guess this will have to be enough,” Daisy replied. “Okay, lead ships, push hard! Get some momentum on these things. The rest of you, hang back a few beats, then follow them in. They should absorb most of the Ra’az blasts, for a time anyway.”

      The ships took up their positions, once again shifting their shields to the front as they pushed with all their power. The asteroids began moving, and quickly at that. Peeling off and flipping a one-eighty, the group of ships quickly rejoined the fleet as they prepped to attack.

      The Ra’az were coming in fast, despite the wall of stone the fleet had thrown at them.

      “Bastards aren’t even slowing down,” Sarah observed.

      “Told ya. They’re too aggressive. And that’ll be their downfall,” Daisy replied.

      The lead Ra’az ships began hitting the incoming asteroids with small weapons fire. Too small to damage them.

      “What are they doing, Daze?”

      “Oh, shit,” she said, as she realized what was happening. “They’re slowing them down using their smaller weapons systems. Saving up the big stuff for us. It looks like they’ll be able to maneuver through them safely any time now. We’ve got to attack, and we’ve got to do it now.”

      “Are you sure, Daisy?” Celeste asked.

      “No. But you can see it as clearly as I can. We don’t have a choice.”

      “Agreed,” she said after a moment’s reflection. “All ships, attack!”

      The commanders had already been on edge, nervously awaiting the opportunity to stop watching and start fighting. Finally given the go-ahead, their ships lunged forward, free to engage the enemy in their sights.

      The Ra’az had slowed the asteroid attack enough to easily pass through them, leaving them behind as the rocks drifted lazily toward their planet, where the remaining defensive systems would surely stop them with little effort.

      The big ships opened fire, sending out a shocking amount of ordinance in a short span. The human fleet dove into evasive maneuvers, narrowly avoiding the incoming attack as they spun back toward their enemy and let loose a fusillade of their own. The Ra’az copied their opponents’ moves, dodging the blasts as best they could.

      A great many of their ships, however, sustained varying degrees of damage as their shielding failed just enough to allow some of the pulse blasts through.

      “They’re dumping everything they have,” Sarah said.

      “I know,” Daisy replied, her spirits rising ever so slightly. “Celeste, are you seeing this?”

      “Yes, I am,” the commander replied. “Zed, what’s your analysis?”

      “The Ra’az have successfully avoided the asteroid attack, but as we had hoped, it spread them thin, leaving them vulnerable to our firepower.”

      “As I said it would,” Joshua interrupted. “Now, if you’d please hurry and make use of the advantage while it is still ours, we can inflict a great amount of damage on them before they have the opportunity to regroup.”

      “You heard the man,” Zed bellowed. “All ships, press the attack. Wipe them out! All weapons fire, all ships move in!”

      The combined human and alien fleets reacted as one, the smaller, faster ships darting out front to hector the Ra’az craft, while the larger and more powerful ones launched wave after wave of pulse blasts.

      It was quickly apparent that the Ra’az had not prepared for so intense a showing from what they’d obviously assumed to be a weaker foe. And then they did something Daisy found amazing. Something entirely un-Ra’az.

      They turned tail and fled.

      “We’ve got them on the run!” Zed broadcast on all bands. “Press the advantage. Chase them down. All ships ahead full!”

      The fleet began moving faster, straining their ships to close the gap with the Ra’az ships hurrying toward the relative safety of their orbiting planetary defenses. The typically aggressive Ra’az were on their heels, and it seemed victory was at hand.

      Joshua, however, felt something was amiss.

      “Freya, this isn’t right,” he called out. “This is not Ra’az tactics.”

      “We’re winning, Joshua,” she replied, “but I see your point, and you’re right. Something feels off about this.”

      She slowed her pursuit a moment to look at the big picture, taking in the movements of not just a handful of the nearest ships she had been targeting, but the entirety of the fleeing force. She and Joshua linked minds, sharing the data, pooling their analytical powers.

      “Oh, fuck,” Freya blurted.

      “What is it, Freya?” Daisy asked, alarmed.

      “They’re all stopping just behind their defenses.”

      “That’s to be expected.”

      “No, you don’t understand,” Freya said. “It’s a trap!”

      She flashed a series of images onto the screen. There, nestled just behind the planet’s nearest orbiting asteroid belt, were hundreds of stationary vessels. Equidistant and facing outward.

      “What are those things?” Daisy asked.

      “We don’t know,” Joshua replied. “But this has all the markings of an ambush. Celeste! Zed! Call off the pursuit,” Joshua transmitted.

      “What do you see, Joshua?” Zed replied. “We’ve got them on the run.”

      “It’s a trap.”

      “I don’t see any––”

      As if they had been waiting for someone to tempt fate, the mysterious craft all powered up at once, sending every AI’s scanners spiking with the activity.

      “The Ra’az weren’t running,” Zed realized. “Everyone abort! Retreat!”

      “What’s happening, Zed?” Celeste asked in a panic.

      “The Ra’az weren’t running, Celeste. They were just getting clear.”

      “Clear of what?”

      The last of the Ra’az ships cleared the perimeter of their defenses, and as a single unit, all of the now fully powered craft unleashed their payload.

      Individually they wouldn’t cause too much damage, but fired together at once, the massive focused pulse detonation radiated out from their positions, creating an outward-moving ball of energy around the planet.

      The wave of pulse energy shattered the asteroids surrounding the Ra’az world, sending them flying out in all directions. The pulse weakened a bit as it traveled, but it nevertheless had enough force to fracture the rock attack the human fleet had launched as well, reversing its course and turning the weapon on its original users.

      The nearest of the fleet’s ships, the smaller, faster craft that had been nipping at the fleeing Ra’azes’ heels, were incinerated instantly in the initial pulse before it even reached the first of the asteroids.

      The subsequent waves of ships––those that hadn’t been caught in the blast as the asteroid field shattered––were moving at top speed, trying to escape back to the safety of the fleet. But the fleet was in jeopardy, too, and would provide no such refuge.

      “We can’t warp clear,” Zed said in a panic.

      “Get us out of here, Zed!” Celeste bellowed. “Give it all you’ve got!”

      Like the rest of the ships in the human fleet, Zed spun in place and opened his engines wide, but without the benefit of their warp systems powering the ships, none of them, it appeared, would be able to make it clear of the cascading wall of rocks and energy.

      “What can we do, Daisy?” Freya asked. “Joshua, do you have a plan?”

      “Protect yourself, Freya. At all costs, protect yourself,” was his grim reply.

      The slower of their ships that had been the vanguard of the pursuing force began detonating one by one as they were overtaken by the hurtling debris. A shrapnel tsunami made of shattered rock, a wave that was shredding everything in its path.

      Daisy watched in horror as she realized the grim reality of what had happened. The Ra’az queen had baited her with threats against her unborn child and drawn her into an aggressive stance. She tricked her into fighting as the Ra’az would fight, throwing all of their resources into pursuing the smaller force, and that had given her the edge.

      Fueled by anger and a need for vengeance, Daisy realized they had chased them right into a well-laid trap.
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      The devastation was widespread, as more and more smaller ships were caught up in the hail of deadly debris. The first wave, the one carrying the lesser pieces of debris, had hit first, but the successive waves were pushing the far deadlier, far larger fragments.

      “All ships, evasive maneuvers!” Zed called over open comms in desperation.

      Unfortunately, no maneuvers would shield them from the onslaught of flying rocks about to impact their fleet.

      “We’ve got to get out of here!” Sarah blurted as she watched the screens in horror.

      “Where can we run?” Daisy replied, morosely. “There’s no way we make it back to the asteroid field behind us in time to get deep enough into it to provide cover.”

      “So we target the incoming projectiles,” George said. “Fire off everything we’ve got and blow them to bits.”

      “A great suggestion under almost any other circumstances, my friend, but I’m afraid that would just create smaller shrapnel that would still be pushed right at us by the second and third pulse waves,” Joshua interjected.

      “I’m trying, Joshua. I’m just not a tactician of your caliber,” he quietly replied.

      “I know, George. And it’s appreciated. Truly. But right now we need to find another way. One that won’t add to the incoming debris field. We may survive the smaller pieces, but the next wave will be the end of us.”

      “Time?” Daisy asked, racking her brain for a way out.

      “Forty-five seconds until the first of it hits the main body of the fleet,” Joshua replied. “After that, another twenty before the second wave.”

      “What about the third?”

      “It would just shake things up a bit, but there’s no debris left for it to push,” he replied. “Of course we’ll all be dead by then. Some of us for the second time.”

      “Third, here,” Sarah said. “Gotcha beat.”

      “So it seems,” Joshua said, managing a faintly amused tone.

      It was gallows humor, no doubt, but in the face of certain death, even a slight lightening of the mood was appreciated.

      Suddenly, the captured Ra’az ships turned and accelerated, though not away from the oncoming asteroid barrage, but toward it.

      An all-channels vid signal flashed onto the screen. Standing in his smoking command pod, a tall Chithiid held fast to his console, looking, Daisy found herself musing, like a seven-foot-tall alien Ahab as he chased down the white whale.

      “All rebel-controlled Ra’az ships, fall in behind me! Form five columns, mine central, then stack up!” Aarvin bellowed over the open comms as his massive ship began absorbing the first of the smaller pieces bearing down on the fleet. “The rest of you, form a single line behind us, facing away. Keep your shields entirely focused behind you and your engines on full. That might just stop any debris that makes it past us.”

      “What are you doing, Aarvin?” Celeste shouted back over comms. Zed, however, wasted no time, jumping in line and ushering the others nearby to do the same. The Kathiri vessels merged with the others, the entirety of the fleet forming a single column.

      Quickly, the remaining Ra’az ships under Aarvin’s command followed suit, following his lead and speeding straight toward the blast, instead of away from it. Once they were on course, they spread themselves slightly, as ordered, fanning out into a stack of ships lined up a dozen deep at the four corners as well as behind the fifth, central one.

      Seconds later, every escape vessel and shuttle docked to those ships launched, flying the opposite direction as fast as they were able, directly toward the human fleet as it powered ahead away from the blast, a single ship-wide column.

      “What’s he doing?” Sarah asked. “That’s suicide!”

      “Holy shit,” Joshua said, as he realized the Chithiid’s plan. “That fella has got balls of steel,” he said, admiringly. “I hope to hell he survives this. I want to buy him a drink.”

      “You don’t have a body,” Freya reminded him.

      “Doesn’t preclude me from buying one for someone who does,” he shot back.

      “How can you joke?” Sarah said, exasperated. “We’re all about to die.”

      “About that,” Joshua replied. “I really don’t think that’s going to happen. Not anymore.”

      On their screens, the bright explosions of the first layers of commandeered ships lit up the sky, then went dark. While a good many ships had been destroyed, the ones behind them were still intact, powering forward on auto-pilot as their crews escaped to the rear.

      “Here comes the second wave,” Joshua said. “Wait for it... Wait for it.”

      The larger asteroids tore into the remaining ships, their mass vaporizing in short-lived explosions in the vacuum of space. A few moments later, they were gone.

      Daisy looked at the screens, plotting the course of the hail of deadly debris. Sarah looked over at them as well, eyes wide at the sheer number of incoming projectiles.

      “We’re dead,” she said, resolved to her fate. “I love you, Sis.”

      “I love you too, Sarah,” Daisy said, hugging her. “But we’re not going to die.”

      Sarah looked at her, confused.

      “Look at the screens,” Daisy said. “Look closely.”

      It was hard to see at first, given the sheer density of debris clouding the scans, but then Sarah saw it. The key to their survival.

      “They created a funnel effect,” she said, amazed.

      “Now she’s got it,” Joshua said. “Welcome to the party, Sarah.”

      “Be nice. She’s only got a meat box to think with,” Freya chided him.

      Daisy activated her video comms line to the Váli. Vince, though drenched in sweat and covered in grease and soot from his frantic repairs, was in one piece.

      “Hey, babe,” he said with a relieved grin. “Looks like you don’t get rid of me that easily after all.”

      Her stomach warmed, then shimmied a bit.

      “Let’s be sure to keep it that way,” she replied. “And honey, I’ve got some news for you.”

      “Oh?”

      “It can wait until this is done. You focus on your work. Keep that old bird in the air.”

      “Will do,” he replied. “Oh, and Finn says to tell Sarah he looks forward to continuing their cooking lessons, if they survive this. Said he’ll show her that special trick, whatever that means.”

      Sarah couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Tell him it’s a deal,” she said, before Daisy signed off.

      All around them, space shuddered as the second and third pulse waves rumbled past. The fleet shook, but remained surprisingly intact.

      “Goddamn clever, that Chithiid,” Joshua said. “That was ballsy.”

      “What exactly did he do?” Sarah asked, still a bit confused. “He sacrificed his ships, I get that, but how did that save the entire fleet?”

      “Mathematics, my dear,” Joshua said. “Mathematics. The thing is, if his ships had been directly behind us when they were impacted by the blast wave, the impact and debris would have carried forward and taken out all the rest of the ships immediately after. But he had them moving the opposite direction.”

      “Which I saw, but that doesn’t explain how the debris missed us.”

      “Think of it like casting a shadow on a very sunny day,” Joshua suggested. “If you hold an umbrella just above your head, you cast only enough shade to shield a space the size of its diameter.”

      “Right. And our ships were wider than that diameter, so they should have been destroyed.”

      “Ah, but only if they were close by. You see, when he began heading the opposite direction of the fleet, his actions were akin to taking your umbrella and raising it higher and higher. And like an umbrella, eventually, the shadow it cast would grow to encompass a far larger area than the umbrella itself.”

      “What he’s saying is, it dispersed the protective shielding effect of the ships they used to block the debris enough that––since we all fell in single file––the center of that line of vessels would be protected as the cone of safety spread as the debris was traveling on an expanding path,” Daisy clarified. “He sacrificed all of those dozens of ships to save the hundreds of others in the fleet.”

      “Inspired bit of thinking. Truly,” Joshua said. “Now we just have to deal with part two.”

      “Part two?” George said. “Oh boy.”

      Far behind the diminished fleet, the Ra’az, surprised by the unusual tactic and the survival of the enemy that had resulted from it, began pulling back into an aggressive posturing once more, their ships spreading out as they prepared to pounce on their injured opponents.

      “We need to regroup, and fast,” Daisy said. “Celeste, you’ve got to pull together as many of the larger ships as possible to give the smaller ones a chance to patch their most serious damage to get back into the fight. The Ra’az are gearing up to hit us while we’re hurt. We’ve got to be ready for them.”

      “Joshua, do you think you can get through the gap in the asteroid field from here?”

      “Shouldn’t be too hard,” he replied. “But why? The fight––and all of our resources––are here.”

      “Not all of them.”

      “You can’t mean the big asteroid,” he said, realizing where she was going with this. “It’s too far away, and even if we push it with our fastest ships, it’ll never get here in time.”

      “But you said it’s far out there,” Daisy replied. “You said it’s so far out that it’s still in functional warp territory.”

      “You can’t possibly be thinking what I think you’re thinking,” Joshua said, a note of excitement rising in his voice. “Because if you are, that’s just insane. Brilliant, but insane.”

      “I’ve been called worse,” Daisy replied with a tired grin. “So can you do it?”

      “I believe so, but it’ll cost us.”

      “How many?”

      “A dozen, I reckon.”

      “Then a dozen it is. Pick your ships and get moving.”

      “We can come with,” Arlo said, linking into the conversation. “Wherever it is you’re going, that is.”

      “I’m heading outside the asteroid field, kid. We’re going to link a dozen ships together, using their warp drives to––theoretically––jump that huge asteroid right through the asteroid field.”

      “But won’t that destroy the ships, as well as their warp cores?”

      “Oh yeah, most definitely,” Joshua replied. “Which is why we’re going to do it remotely. I’ve already selected the most damaged ships and notified Zed,” he informed Daisy. “Time to go. It’ll take us a little while once we’re clear of the asteroid field and the Ra’az warp-cancellation tech to be able to jump out to it, but I’d estimate you have about two hours, give or take. You think you can rig something up in that time?”

      “We’ll make it work,” Freya replied. “Get going.”

      “See you soon, babe,” he replied before turning and darting out through the gap in the asteroid field, a dozen small ships close behind, following his lead.

      “Babe?” Daisy chuckled.

      “Leave me alone,” Freya shot back, sarcastically.

      “No, really. Good for you, kiddo. Mom approves.”

      “Are you two done?” Sarah grumbled.

      “Sorry. Celeste, do you copy?” Daisy transmitted. “We’re working on a plan, but we need time.”

      “How much time? The Ra’az have regrouped and are moving our way. With our fleet numbers suddenly evened out by their trap, I’d say they’re looking pretty eager to press their advantage.”

      “So we turn back and fight them,” Daisy said. “There are no guarantees any of this will work, but there’s no stopping now. Success is the only option.”

      “Zed already told me the basics of Joshua’s plan. Can you actually get it rigged in time?”

      “I think so,” she replied. “I don’t have much of a choice, in any case.”

      “Very well,” Celeste said. “We’ll buy you all the time we can.”

      Daisy jumped up from her seat to head to the fabrication lab Freya had tucked in her belly, when Arlo piped up.

      “Hey, Joshua told Marty to hang back and fly cover for Freya while you guys do whatever it is you’re doing. What exactly are you doing?”

      “We’re going to use the asteroid we had planned to throw at their world as a diversion for cover, Arlo. Joshua’s going to rig it to jump right through the asteroids, and when it arrives, we’re going to use Freya’s stealth tech to get past the Ra’az and plant a warp device on it.”

      “But warp doesn’t work here.”

      “No, but once it passes the Ra’az satellites it will, and when we finally get into the atmosphere, we’ll detonate it.”

      “But their tech cancels out not only warp drives, but also blocks our signals from any reasonable distance.”

      “I know,” Daisy said. “It’ll have to be manually triggered.”

      “Wait, did you say manually?”

      “Yes. And I’ll need you to take Sarah and George with you.”

      “Hang on, you’re not booting me out for some hare-brained scheme of yours,” Sarah said. “And in case you forgot, the fleet’s warp systems are too weak. Only warp orbs we stole from the Ra’az base in San Francisco seem to have the energy potential you’re talking about for an atmospheric detonation.”

      “Yeah. And we’ve got one right here.”

      “The drained one?” Sarah said.

      “No, the other one,” Daisy replied.

      “Need I remind you that’s the one we’re using?”

      “Not right now. Not while we’re flying under auxiliary power,” Daisy pointed out. “So we pull the orb, rig it to blow, and get it onto that asteroid. Freya’s got the auxiliary juice to get clear in plenty of time.”

      “But the orb is drained.”

      “You remember what happened to Marty’s drive? As soon as he pulled clear, it powered back up. Well, when we first got here the Ra’az warped a bunch of ships from within the atmosphere up to their fleet. That means the satellites are outward-facing. Once an orb passes their position, it should power back up. And that means it’ll be ready to blow when I trigger it.”

      “Hang on a minute,” Arlo said over their comms. “You’re talking about a suicide mission.”

      “Someone has to do it, Arlo,” Daisy said. “And everyone else here has already died because of me once before. Seems only fair it’d be my turn. Quite a way to go, huh? Saving the world.”

      “But you can’t die. You don’t understand! Send me instead.”

      You’re a brave kid, Arlo. Really, you are. And I’m proud to have known you. But you’re young, and you’ve got a whole life to live. Freya, lose them.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Please?” Daisy asked, quietly.

      “All right.”

      Freya spun into motion, using every bit of her stealthy tricks as she dove into the fleet, weaving through ships before tucking into the asteroid field and hiding from sight.

      “Block their comms too, would ya? I’d rather not spend my last hours listening to them try to find us.”

      “Okay, Daisy,” Freya complied.

      “Daisy, are you sure you want to do this?” George asked. “I’m glad to shoulder the burden. In fact, it’s kinda my job.”

      “Thanks, George, but I’m afraid the proximity to the Ra’az satellites might short out your systems if you’re on that asteroid and not protected by Freya’s shielding. It’s gotta be me.”

      “But, Sis,” Sarah said, tears welling in her eyes.

      “Hey, it’s okay. It has to be done.”

      “Screw them. You don’t have to do this.”

      Daisy gave her a big hug.

      “A wise old Vulcan once said, ‘The good of the many outwe––”

      “What’s a Vulcan?” Sarah interrupted.

      “Never mind,” Daisy replied with an amused sigh, then left the command pod and headed into Freya’s belly to get to work.
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      Joshua delivered, as promised, a short while later.

      The massive asteroid, formerly to be a simple diversionary tool, popped into view just at the edge of the asteroid field, smashing them into bits as it hurtled toward the Ra’az world.

      “Looks like he gauged the distance a little off,” Sarah said, noting the bits of smashed rock in the huge asteroid’s wake.

      “Nah, it’s just the field is thicker over there,” Freya said. “I was scanning and noticed a gravitational anomaly that pulled the inner walls of it a little bit closer to the Ra’az. I would have warned him before he warped it in here, but comms won’t clear the asteroid field.”

      “Or the Ra’az satellites,” Daisy added, walking back into the command pod, her deadly new toy in hand. “Those bastards keep scrambling our ships’ comms if they stray too far from one another.”

      Outside, the two fleets were battling it out, engaged in a battle royale for nearly an hour. The Ra’az, though still slightly fewer in number, now held a slight advantage, as the human and Kathiri vessels had sustained damage ranging from nominal to severe in the wake of the Ra’az trap.

      Marty had finally given up trying to find Daisy and was tearing through the enemy ships, ripping apart their weapons systems from close range, then darting off before a neighboring craft could target him. Daisy had to admire the two of them. A boy and his ship, willing to give it all for a group of people they’d never even met before.

      “Daisy, I’ve finished my assessment of the asteroid,” Freya informed her.

      “And?”

      “And it’s moving really fast.”

      “Obviously,” she replied with a chuckle. “And what else, kiddo?”

      “And I have determined the densest portion of its mass. It isn’t the thickest, per se, but it is the most likely to withstand entry into the planet’s atmosphere and remain intact.”

      “And that’s what we want,” Daisy noted. “So, we’re looking good, then.”

      “Well, yes and no,” Freya said, a note of reluctance in her voice.

      “Why couldn’t you start with the bad news first for once?” Daisy asked, jokingly. “Okay, Freya, what haven’t you told me?”

      “The thing is, there’s an eighty-six percent likelihood of that section of the asteroid reaching atmosphere and surviving entry.”

      “But?”

      “But there is also a seventy-two percent chance that the Ra’az will be able to significantly slow its progress using their cannons and smaller weapons systems, much like they did with the asteroids our fleet threw at them prior to their ambush.”

      “But those were smaller rocks,” Sarah pointed out. “I mean, much smaller.”

      “Yes, Sarah, they were. But this time there is just one target, and I fear they may all target it at once. If they did, it could diminish its velocity.”

      “Enough to stop it?” Daisy asked.

      “No. But enough to potentially delay it enough to miss its target as the Ra’az planet travels on its orbital path.”

      “Then we’d better distract them. The others have seen the asteroid by now. Start your approach, Freya, and comm them and tell them to divert whatever firepower they can to give that giant-ass rock a clear path. I’m going to suit up. If this works, I’ll only have a minute to jump out there before you’ll have to dust off.”

      Sarah stopped her in her tracks, pulling her into a tight hug.

      “I don’t want you to do this, Daisy.”

      “I don’t want to either, but it needs to be done. Everyone else has been so busy sacrificing it all for the good of our worlds. It’s only fair I do the same.” She turned to leave, pausing a moment in front of her cybernetic friend.

      “Daisy, it’s been a real honor,” Sergeant Franklin said, throwing her a crisp salute.

      “George, you’re one of a kind,” she said, saluting him back, then wrapping him up in a big hug. “You take care of yourself, okay?”

      “Will do. And I’ll keep an eye on that one as well,” he said, nodding toward Daisy’s tearful sister.

      “Oh, don’t start that!” Daisy griped, her own waterworks kicking in. “See what you made me do?” she half-heartedly bitched to her sister.

      They shared a final look as she stepped into the doorway.

      “Love you, Sis.”

      “Love you too.”

      Then she was gone, on her way to don her space suit for the final time.

      “Freya, can you patch me through to Vince?” she asked as she slid her legs into the suit’s protective embrace.

      “Got him,” Freya replied. “He’s on.”

      “Hey, babe. What’s this Arlo says about you going on some crazy suicide mission without me?” he said with a concerned laugh. “I know he was exaggerating, right?”

      Keep it together, Daisy. You can do this.

      “Sorry, Vince,” she said, forcing her tightening throat to work as she held back her emotions. “I’m afraid there’s just no other way.”

      Vince was silent a long moment.

      “No,” he finally said. “No, you get someone else to do it, you understand? This does not have to be you. You’ve done enough already.”

      “It’s okay, baby,” she soothed. “Nothing is forever, and we had a really good run of it, and I wouldn’t change a minute.”

      “But we had plans. We were going to get a place by the ocean. Plant some crops. Start a family.”

      That last one stung, twisting the knife a bit deeper, but she knew she had to spare him that additional pain.

      “Yeah, that would have been nice,” she said. “But this has to be done, and there’s no one else who can do it. Now I want you to go and be strong for me. Can you do that? Be strong and help the others. They’ll need you, Vince. There’s still a war to win.”

      Daisy slid her arms into the suit’s sleeves. All that was left was the helmet.

      “Listen. I’ve got to go now,” she said quietly. “Just always remember how much I love you.”

      “Daisy, please. You can’t––”

      “Don’t, Vince. Just don’t.”

      He was silent a long moment.

      “I love you, Daisy Swarthmore,” he said, then the comms went silent.

      Tearfully, Daisy slid the helmet into place and moved closer to the lower airlock she’d be exiting onto the surface of the asteroid.

      “I’m ready, Freya. Give me a countdown when we’re getting close.”

      “There’s a problem, Daisy,” Freya blurted out in a panic. “You’d better get up here.”

      “But I’m ready to––”

      “Get up here. Trust me.”

      “Shit,” Daisy cursed, lurching through the door into Freya’s corridor and hustling back to her command pod.

      “What is it that’s so important you couldn’t just tell me over the––” She fell silent as she realized what was on the monitor screens. “Oh, fuck me.”

      A series of large explosions shook the asteroid as they neared it, fracturing it, then breaking it into millions of tiny pieces.

      “They must have figured it had some strategic importance when our ships started clearing a path for it,” George said. “Looks like one of their commanders took the initiative to divert all of his cannons to take it out before it could get anywhere near their planet.”

      Daisy looked at the other monitors with dread. The fleet was losing, the Ra’az ships were chipping away at their defenses, slowly driving them into a crossfire. It was only a matter of time before their fleet would be destroyed.

      Sarah stared at her sister, a grim look on her face. Grim, and determined.

      “Is the orb hooked up?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And can it take out their planet if we manage to get it to the edge of their atmosphere?”

      “I don’t know, Sis,” Daisy replied. “It’s supposed to be in full atmosphere to have that effect. I don’t know if its reaction would be powerful enough that high up.”

      Sarah looked crestfallen.

      “What if you tied it to a second orb?” George said. “Could that help?”

      “I don’t know if that would––”

      “Yeah, I’m almost sure that’d give it a much higher volatility level,” Freya interrupted. “The fresh one would power up once it passed the satellites, and if it were in a feedback loop with the drained unit, the combination would almost certainly increase the detonation’s power by several orders of magnitude.”

      “Which would be enough to take the Ra’az down, even from the very edge of their atmosphere,” George said, giving Sarah a knowing nod. “Excellent.”

      “So we’re in agreement?” Freya asked.

      “I am,” George replied. “Sarah?”

      “Count me in.”

      “What are you talking about?” Daisy asked, more than a little confused.

      “Our entire fleet is about to lose, Daisy. Everyone we love. Everyone we care about. Gone. And then there will be no one left to check the Ra’az aggression,” Sarah said, a flash of angry steel in her voice. “So we were talking while you were down below, and we’ve made a decision.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. We’re making a run for the atmosphere. And if we’re successful, once we clear reentry, we’ll detonate the orbs.”

      “I can’t let you do that. This is my burden to bear.”

      “Sorry, Daze. You’ve been outvoted, three to one. Now let’s get working on this, there’s no time to waste. The fleet’s on the brink, and we simply don’t have the luxury of sitting around here arguing about this.”

      “So, there it is,” Daisy said, reluctantly.

      “Yep. There it is.”

      “All right, then,” Daisy said. “Love you guys.”

      “Back atcha, Daisy,” George said with a grin.

      “You know it,” Freya chimed in.

      “Okay, Sis. Let’s get to it.”

      Daisy and Sarah rushed through the ship’s corridors to where the drained orb was locked away in Freya’s high-security storage locker.

      “Pry the lower casing open on the trigger mechanism,” Daisy instructed as she punched in the combination to the locker. “That’ll expose the wiring we’ll need to––” She fell silent.

      “Sonofabitch,” Sarah said, looking over her shoulder into the locker.

      The empty locker.

      “But it was here,” she blurted in disbelief. “I put it there myself. Locked the damn thing away and didn’t tell a soul.”

      “There’s no way anyone could have snuck on board,” Freya added.

      “And you’re sure it was this locker, Sarah?”

      “Positive.”

      Daisy didn’t know what to do. Just like that, their last-ditch only-hope effort was wiped from the table. They had no more options.

      She was about to close the locker when she noticed something. A small sticky note stuck to the inside of the door.

      Daisy recognized her own writing.

      “What is it, Daisy?” Sarah asked.

      “It’s another goddamn sticky note, just like Colorado,” she said, trying to decipher the little drawings she had apparently left herself.

      “Why the doodles?” she lamented. “Why couldn’t I just write myself a goddamn instruction manual or something?”

      “Because, apparently, you never did,” Sarah pointed out. “Paradoxes, and shit.”

      “Yeah, paradoxes and shit,” Daisy said. “Sounds like a band name.”

      “Well, you drew a musical note,” Sarah said. “And the other one looks like a clock face, but you made the hands all messed up.”

      Daisy squinted her eyes, studying the image. It hit her seconds later.

      “Of course. They’re not just blurry, Sis. They’re spinning backwards.”

      “Do you know what it means?”

      “Actually, I think I do,” Daisy said. “Freya, get Mal on the line.”

      “Hang on a sec. She’s in the middle of something.”

      “Yeah, an intergalactic battle for her life. I know. Tell her this is important.”

      A moment later Mal’s voice crackled through their comms.

      “Daisy, what is it? You’re far from the fleet. I can barely pick you up through the interference.”

      “I figured as much,” she said, pulling the small pendant around her neck from inside her shirt. “Tell me, Mal. Can you still read this?” she asked, then pressed a pair of the small gemstones embedded on the musical device.

      “Music? At a time like this? That’s what was so important?”

      “So, I take it that you heard that.”

      “Loud and clear,” Mal replied. “Daisy, what’s this all about?”

      “I’ll tell ya later. Gotta run. Thanks, Mal. Be safe!”

      Daisy took off at a run back to the command pod, a smile growing larger and larger on her face.

      “Freya, I want you to call up the Ra’az queen. Tell her I have an offer she can’t refuse.”

      “But that’ll just piss her off more,” Freya said.

      “Exactly. And that means she’ll answer my call.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing, Daisy,” Freya said, transmitting the request.

      “Trust me, kiddo.”

      Several seconds ticked by before the video screens filled with the image of the Ra’az queen and her loyalist lackey. She wore a look of delight as she observed her fleet slowly driving back the human invaders.

      Lackadaisically, she turned her attention to the human on her screen.

      “My queen asks if you truly expect her to show mercy on your people now that they face defeat,” the loyalist said. “She is amused by this folly.”

      “Oh, that’s not why I called,” Daisy replied, utterly chipper and in the highest of spirits. Her unexpected attitude put the queen slightly off her game as a strange sense of unease struck her.

      “Then why do you seek audience with Her Highness?”

      “Because I grow weary of this war,” Daisy said. “I wish to offer her one last chance to surrender.”

      The loyalist translated her words, and the queen burst into cruel laughter.

      “My queen says she would never surrender. She says your people are on the run with no hope of escape. She says what is there that you can possibly do?”

      “I can end you,” Daisy said, not a hint of humor in her voice. “I can end you and all the Ra’az on your planet. And I can do it without breaking a sweat.”

      Something about the strange human’s overconfidence was unsettling, but the queen was not about to let a weaker species speak to her so disrespectfully.

      “My queen wishes you to know she will destroy your fleet, and once they are no more than ash, she will build an even greater armada and send them forth, but not to harvest your world, but rather, to tear it to shreds. She wants you to know this as you breathe your last, and realize there is nothing you can do.”

      “Well, actually, there is one thing I can do.”

      “What could that possibly be?”

      Daisy pulled her pendant from her shirt and dangled it in front of the screen.

      “Let me play you a little tune.”

      She pressed all three gemstones at once, transmitting a tone that cut through all blocks and scramblers, its sound blaring out of all speakers across the solar system.

      “This? You threaten the great queen with––”

      The loyalist went silent, and the queens eyes grew wide as a rumbling fireball engulfed her planet.

      “But how did you––?”

      Those were the last words the queen would ever ask as the entire globe shuddered in a massive detonation.

      The shockwave vaporized the orbiting satellites and nearby battle stations, sending their debris shooting outward in a deadly cloud of shrapnel, soon to pierce everything within the asteroid field’s embrace.

      “Freya, open comms on all channels!” Daisy shouted.

      “They’re on!”

      “Everyone, listen up! The satellites are down! Your warp cores should all be active now. Power up, and get the hell out of here.”

      Zed’s voice burst over the air.

      “We can’t, Daisy. The Ra’az pushed the fleet too far from the gap in the asteroid field. There’s no way we’ll make it there in time, and we can’t warp this close to it anyway.”

      She spun in her seat, eyes darting to the scan array. Zed's assessment was accurate.

      “Shit, you're right,” Daisy said. “There's just not enough time.”

      “Actually, I have an idea,” Freya interrupted. “Arlo, Marty, do you copy?”

      “We're here, Freya,” they replied in unison.

      “You’ve only got about a minute before that wave of planetary shrapnel hits you. I want you to fire up the Big Gun and punch a hole through the asteroid field.”

      “Fire up the what, now?” Daisy asked.

      “The Big Gun?” Arlo said, his excitement clearly growing. “Really? You’re serious? I get to fire the Big Gun?”

      “Not if you don’t hurry your ass up and do it,” Freya shot back.

      “Don’t worry about Arlo,” Marty said. “He’s just been wanting to do this for a really long time. I’ve already got it primed and ready to go. The ball’s yours, Arlo, just hit the big red button in front of you.”

      The teen did without hesitation, giddy with the exhilaration of draining a massively powerful warp core in an instant, converting all of its energy potential into a single blast.

      It was even cooler than he thought it would be.

      The Big Gun tore a massive hole through the asteroid field as if it were no more than tissue paper, then shut down, its power source fully-depleted.

      “That. Was. Awesome!” he exclaimed.

      “Glad you enjoyed it,” Freya said. “Now, all of you, emergency warp the hell out of here. You’ve got ten seconds before the shockwave and debris reach you.”

      Most had already begun warping clear before Freya had even finished speaking. The remainder followed near instantly. She ran a quick scan of the remaining Ra’az ships, then warped out as they were engulfed in the shattered remnants of their home world.
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      “What did you do?” Celeste asked as Daisy stood among the gathered commanders of the newly expanded fleet.

      With the addition of the Kathiri––whose mission commander had also come aboard to join the meeting––there were now three organic species, as well as the Earth’s AIs represented in the secure conference facilities nestled away within Zed’s mass.

      The battle-worn warriors were beat up and tired, exhausted from centuries of conflict, months of preparation, and weeks of combat. Nevertheless, they were thrilled, one and all, to be in each other’s company, victorious at last.

      The lingering question remaining was how.

      “Daisy, Celeste asked you a question,” Captain Harkaway said to the exhausted woman who sat in their midst, staring off into space. “Unless you want to chime in, Joshua.”

      “Nope. I’m sitting this one out. That was all Daisy,” he said with an amused chuckle.

      “What?” she said. “Oh, sorry. I was daydreaming for a minute, there.” Daisy shook off the fog in her head, focusing her attentions back on the group. “What was it you wanted, Celeste?”

      “I said, what exactly did you do out there? We’ve all seen the logs, and the scans showed clearly that the asteroid you intended to ride into the atmosphere like some kind of crazed cowgirl was destroyed long before it could reach its target. Nothing penetrated their defenses. We’ve checked.”

      “And yet, you somehow triggered a catastrophic, world-ending detonation,” Zed added. “And with what? A song and a prayer?”

      Daisy laughed. Of course they didn’t get it. And parts of it they never would. At least, not from her lips.

      “It had to do with their scrambling system,” Daisy said. “They could block any remote signals to any device we managed to get past their defensive satellites and into the atmosphere.”

      “And it was wreaking merry-hell with our comms and warp drives too,” Mal added. “But your musical signal cut through, clear as a bell.”

      “Yeah. That was Arlo’s doing, actually,” she said, pulling her musical pendant from her shirt by its chain. “Thanks, kid. Your little gift saved all our asses.”

      “My pleasure,” Arlo said.

      “What is that?” Celeste asked. “Some sort of jewelry?”

      Daisy pressed the leftmost gemstone, and a peppy song began playing through Zed’s onboard speakers. She smiled and winked at Celeste, then pressed it again, cutting the song short.

      “That was rather disconcerting,” Zed grumbled. “Overrode my normal receivers and went where it wanted.”

      “Exactly,” Daisy said. “It was a present from my young friend. Something old. Really old, in fact. Something that utilized tech the Ra’az wouldn’t have ever even thought to protect against. And why would they? Who would think a simple portable music player would bring about the total destruction of an entire planet?”

      “But you still haven’t said how,” Celeste persisted. “We all heard a tone over our speakers as the Ra’az world burst into pieces, but what we don’t know is what happened.”

      “Yes, I am with Celeste on this query,” Mal said. “We have obviously extrapolated that you utilized the music device’s unusual frequency and its ability to cut through Ra’az defensive scramblers to trigger a detonation. But what did you destroy? As I understand it, there are only three Ra’az warp orbs capable of that level of destruction, and all three are accounted for.”

      “I know,” Daisy said. “One on Joshua, one on Freya, and one in Chu’s lab, right?”

      Remind me, Sis. We still need to warp and steal that one from Chu to give to ourselves when we get stranded.

      “Note taken. We’ll do that the first chance we get once this whole shindig is finished.”

      “Precisely,” Captain Harkaway said. “So how did you do it?”

      “Here’s the thing, Captain. Sometimes, well, things just aren’t quite what they seem. And other times, they’re exactly what they seem, but even then they still might not be.”

      “I’m not following you,” he said, confused.

      By the expressions on everyone present’s faces, he wasn’t alone in that regard.

      “Okay, I’ll break it down as basically as I can, but forgive me if I slip into a tangent here and there. It’s been a long day, and I’m wicked sleep-deprived.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Celeste said with a little laugh. She shared a warm smile with her husband briefly before turning her attention back to Daisy. “But please, continue.”

      “Well, the idea was to replicate an event that had happened only once before. It would probably take years, maybe even decades. Hell, for all I know it took centuries, and someone else was just following my instructions.”

      “Is this one of those tangents you warned of?” Mal asked.

      “What? Oh, no. This bit is actually kind of crucial,” Daisy said. “So, like I was saying, I had an idea.” She looked at the faces gathered around her. So far, they seemed to be with her.

      “Okay. So, you all know how Freya accidentally threw herself back in time, right?”

      “Your species has mastered time travel?” the Kathiri commander blurted out in utter shock via her translation device. “The risks are unfathomable!”

      “We know, Nazira, but it only happened that once, and even then, it was by accident.”

      Think they’re buying it?

      “Seem to be, so far,” Sarah replied, carefully monitoring the attendees while Daisy spoke.

      “So you have only effected a single leap through time?” Nazira said, somewhat relieved. “Then hopefully we are safe from unexpected consequences.”

      “Right. Paradoxes,” Daisy said. “We know all about ’em and are sure as hell not about to go and cause any if we can help it. But still, it got me thinking. We were stuck in the middle of a deadly crossfire, unable to warp away or use our tech to either escape or attack. The Ra’az satellites pretty much negated that straightaway. But what if those satellites weren’t there?” Daisy asked.

      “But they have been there for what appear to be many centuries, if not millennia,” Mal pointed out.

      “Well, yeah,” Daisy agreed. “But what if Freya and me––”

      “Freya and I,” Arlo corrected her with an impish grin.

      “Oh, snap!”

      Why, that little bastard, Daisy thought with a silent laugh.

      “Yes. If Freya and I were able to figure out how she had warped through time that one instance, then perhaps we could utilize that technology to prepare for the fight with the Ra’az. Do it in a way that guaranteed our victory before the battle ever started. So far, we’re pretty sure only the Ra’az orbs are powerful enough to even do that, of course.”

      “Aside from being dangerous and impossible, even if you did somehow figure out how to do it again, what good would it do to warp back in time when you couldn’t stop the Ra’az without creating a paradox?” Harkaway said.

      “The captain is right,” Zed agreed. “If you killed the Ra’az in the past, then none of us would ever be here in the present.”

      The group murmured their agreement.

      “No, you guys aren’t getting it.” Daisy sighed. “The plan wasn’t to warp back in time to kill the Ra’az in the past. That would have caused a paradox, you’re right. But what if we warped back to before the war. What if we went back before the satellites were deployed? What if we jumped so far back that the Ra’az hadn’t even destroyed their neighboring planet, resulting in their moving their hives to the surface?”

      “I suppose what you’d find was what appeared to be a relatively wide-open planet,” Celeste said.

      “Yes! See, Celeste gets it,” Daisy exclaimed. “And if the surface was unpopulated, we could take that warp orb and bury it unobserved. Bury it somewhere safe. Somewhere we already knew was going to remain undeveloped from scans taken in this timeline. Somewhere the ground was going to be undisturbed. Somewhere our payload would remain safe for thousands of years.”

      “You’re saying you planted a bomb in the past to detonate in the present?” Nazira asked, perplexed. “But if you do not possess the technology to make such a leap, how would this be possible?”

      “It isn’t,” Daisy replied. “At least, not right now. But when I sent that tonal signal, the whole place went up in flames, so we know it worked. We know someone somehow figured out a way to jump into the distant past and plant that warp orb on the planet.”

      “So all we have to do now is spend however long it takes to figure out how to make a jump back in time again so we can make it all happen,” Celeste said, stunned.

      “Yep.”

      “You’re making a note to yourself in the present to remind yourself in the future to plant something in your distant past which will save us all in your not-so-distant past. Is that about right?” Zed said.

      “Yes! Now you’re getting it!” she exclaimed. “But, of course, with the extraordinary strain that time travel put on an orb, I don’t think we could pull it off more than one, maybe two times before they’d stop functioning altogether, so we have to make it count. We’ve only got one shot at this.”

      “Of course you can most likely time warp dozens of times, if not more, if you don’t go too far.”

      Yeah, but they’ll never know.

      “So you’d have just enough jumps to do your little trick against the Ra’az,” Harkaway mused. “Meaning this technology would self-contain and couldn’t be abused. A built-in safety, of sorts.”

      “That’s one hell of a mind-fuck, Daisy,” Zed said with a laugh. “But it still couldn’t work. If you warped back, you couldn’t leave your warp orb there. You just said only the orbs are powerful enough to trigger a global detonation, but you also said they’re the only things that can warp through time. So numerically, it can’t be done with the resource on hand. There simply isn’t an extra orb.”

      “Well, about that,” Daisy said.

      “What did you do?” Celeste asked, not knowing if she wanted to hear the answer.

      “Let’s just say we handled it and leave it at that.”

      “No details, Daze? You’re on such a roll.”

      We still have to snag Chu’s orb. Can’t have them watching it too closely now, can we?

      “The one Freya’s running on right now, you mean. Obviously we snagged it eventually.”

      Obviously.

      “But that still leaves us only two functional ones. Freya, and Joshua. Between you and me, how did you manage without enough orbs?”

      Easy. You know the drained one we swapped out and tossed into storage?

      “Yeah. The one Freya said needed a few thousand years to recharge itself, to–– Oh, shit. So you actually took the drained orb and buried it on that planet thousands of years ago, leaving the good one for us on that moon, knowing the drained one would be ready to go once it caught back up to our current timeline. There were two of the same orb, but from different parts of the timestream.”

      More or less, Daisy silently replied.

      “Inspired, Sis.”

      Why, thank you.

      “So, let’s move on to the other big news of the day,” Celeste said, turning to Nazira. “We have first contact with a new species. And it seems we have a new ally as well.”

      

      On a private channel only they could access, Freya, Joshua, Marty, and Zed were having a little meeting of their own, while the fleet commanders debriefed. Even Mal was invited, being the AI who started it all with her precious cargo so many months ago.

      While the fleet’s leaders spoke, so did the AIs. One of the benefits of being a super-intelligent computer was the ability to be in multiple conversations at once. And with the allied leaders speaking so slowly, in AI terms, the great minds easily monitored that molasses-slow discussion while chatting amongst themselves at high speed.

      “You’re from the future,” Zed said, matter-of-factly.

      “Yep,” Marty replied.

      “Huh. Well, that explains a lot, then,” Mal mused. “And Arlo is as well, I assume.”

      “Obviously.”

      “So you knew how this would all play out.”

      “Well, yes and no,” Marty replied. “I did, but with so many moving parts to keep straight, there was always the possibility something would get screwed up. As you all know, even the tiniest of mistakes could change the entire timeline.”

      “And Arlo? Why bring a human along? You’re a brilliant AI in an incredibly advanced stealth body. Surely you didn’t need him,” Mal said.

      “Except he’s played important roles in several events,” Freya said. “He even saved Daisy’s life back on Earth. During a hunt for Ra’az in Los Angeles.”

      “I was unaware of that,” Mal said.

      “You were still up on Dark Side getting patched up,” she replied. “She was with Vince and a team of Chithiid clearing a building in East LA, when a loyalist got the drop on her. Would have thrown her down an elevator shaft if Arlo hadn’t stepped in.”

      “Yeah, he knew he had to be there,” Marty said.

      “So, he was here to protect Daisy,” Zed said ponderously. “Fascinating. Reminds me of an old sci-fi flick the Harkaways had me play for the crew a long time ago, though the heroine in that one shared the name of her sister.”

      “Sarah?” Mal asked.

      “Yeah. Sarah Connor,” Zed replied. “If you don’t already have a copy in Captain Harkaway’s files, I’ll send one over. It’s worth a watch.”

      “Thank you, Zed. That’s much appreciated.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “So, Arlo was also on a mission,” Mal continued.

      “Yeah. He actually thought I was just here as his ride to the past. What even he didn’t know was his folks asked me to keep an eye on him. You know, do what I could to help keep things on track and get him home in one piece. It was a trip, you know? All the little things we did. Why, we even jumped back a few hundred years early just to knock over a can of grease onto some old tools in some hardware store in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Bozeman, Montana,” Freya said.

      “Yep.”

      “That was you. The sump pump––it seemed so unlikely Daisy would find a functional one after so many years. But it was you.”

      “Guilty as charged,” Marty said with a little laugh.

      “And Arlo?” Joshua asked, more than a little perturbed by a mere kid apparently knowing more about the big picture than he did. “Just how much of all of our timelines did he know? It seems he had more than just a passing bit of information on some very complicated, and very secret events. Things no seventeen-year-old should have clearance for.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Marty replied. “You see, Arlo’s more than just some random kid chosen to pilot this mission.”

      “Oh? And what’s so special about him?” Joshua asked. “Aside from the fact he is obviously very well-informed about all of our lives.”

      “Well, let’s just say it’s not every day a teenage boy gets the opportunity to go fishing with his old man,” Marty said.

      “You mean––?” Freya said, actually shocked, which for her was saying something.

      “Yeah. But you can’t tell him. You can’t tell either of them. The future depends on it,” Marty noted. “What I’ve just told you must remain a secret.”

      “But when he grows up, there’s no way they won’t recognize him,” Joshua said.

      “Sure, they’ll figure it out eventually––which was funny as hell to see, believe me––but for now, no one can know.”

      Freya and Joshua opened a private line while the others talked.

      “So, that’s how he knew so much,” she mused.

      “Yeah. Even I didn’t see that coming,” he said with an amused and amazed laugh. “And for once, I think I’m okay with that.”

      “You can’t know everything, Joshua.”

      “No, but it doesn’t hurt to try,” he replied with a chuckle. “So that’s how that kid knew so much. Amazing.”

      “Yeah,” Freya agreed. “He grew up hearing all of those stories. His own life was a fairytale told to him at bed time.”

      “And then one day he got to do what every kid dreams of. He got to actually live those stories. At least, the ones he was supposed to be in.”

      “Crazy,” Freya said. “I’m going to be an auntie. Twice.”
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      The Kathiri fleet had been the first to leave the solar system––after staying long enough to witness the Ra’az world’s destruction, and the shattering of the asteroid field that had protected it for so long. All that remained was a perfectly normal-looking collection of planets, lazily orbiting their beautiful sun.

      Nazira had met privately with Celeste aboard Zed’s ship immediately following the battle. Whatever bad blood may have lingered after the mistakes of the prior day, the refreshing waters of victory soothed all hurt and washed the anger away.

      A new ally had been met, and a formalization of their mutual commitment to aid each other in the future was made. The Kathiri, for all their odd ways, possessed a fairly advanced degree of warp technology, it seemed. Not as advanced as the human fleet, and certainly nowhere near the level Freya and Joshua possessed, but a powerful technology nonetheless.

      “We are but a few warps away,” Nazira said as she departed for her command ship. “We look forward to visiting you at your homeworld, Celeste, and will greatly enjoy when you come visit us at ours.”

      Celeste waved her farewell and watched as the Kathiri fleet warped back to spread their news of victory and newfound friendship.

      “Weird ones, those,” Captain Harkaway said, walking up and putting his arm around his wife’s shoulders now that their guests were gone.

      “Lars,” she said, turning toward him and nestling her head into that sweet spot between his shoulder and neck, “I need a vacation.”

      

      The hangar deck was a bit more abuzz when Marty announced his and Arlo’s intention to head back to where he came from. The phrasing had seemed odd to those who didn’t know the duo’s unusual backstory, but to Freya and Joshua, it all made perfect sense.

      Daisy and the other humans, on the other hand, would just have to wait to meet him the long way around.

      “Yeah, they’re probably worried about me,” Arlo said as he loaded a few things into Marty’s cargo hold. “I really do have to get back.”

      “We’re gonna miss you around here, bud,” Vince said, pulling him in for an impromptu hug. “You’ve gotta come visit us, okay? Get your people together and get them settled on Earth. Once you do, come find us. We’ll be somewhere near the ocean,” he said, taking Daisy’s hand and pressing it to his lips.

      “Ah, the shores of Malibu,” Arlo said. “Gorgeous place to grow up.”

      “What was that about Malibu?” Daisy asked.

      “Oh, nothing,” Arlo said. “I just spent a little time checking it out after the Harkaways’ wedding. You guys should go take a look around. I think you might like it,” he said with a knowing smirk.

      “Hey, look who’s coming,” Vince said, looking across the hangar deck. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a proper going-away party now.”

      “Hey, dude, you weren’t gonna leave without saying goodbye, were you?” Finn said, his arms loaded with boxes.

      “Of course not,” Arlo replied. “I just wanted to get my stuff all loaded up before swinging by, is all.”

      “Well, you’d better give me a hand with this, then. You’ve got more boxes to put away,” Finn said. “Most of them should be refrigerated, by the way.”

      “What did you do, Finn?” Daisy asked.

      “Just whipped up a few going-away goodies for my young friend here. I figured he’s a growing boy and needs his nutrition.”

      “I’m just going home, Finn. And I have a warp drive. It’s not like it’s going to be some crazed expedition through the depths of––”

      “Nope. Not hearing another word of it. Did you hear something, hon? I could’ve sworn I heard some kind of annoying buzzing sound while I was going to put all of this amazing food away in Marty’s refrigerated storage units.”

      “Yeah, ya know, I think there might have been a little something,” Sarah replied with an amused grin.

      “Ugh, you two are sooo ridiculous,” Arlo groaned.

      “You love it,” Sarah said, ruffling his hair. “Now, come on and help that lunatic load all of that into the ship.”

      “He really went all out, didn’t he?” Arlo said, looking at the masses of food storage containers.

      “Oh, he wanted to make more,” Sarah informed him. “It was all I could do to limit it to this.”

      “He’s hard to distract once he starts cooking,” Arlo noted. “The guy loves that kitchen.”

      “Yeah,” Sarah said with a little smile, “but I have my ways.” She threw Finn a wink and smacked his ass playfully.

      “Oh, gross. You guys, come on––seriously!” Arlo groaned, taking a stack of containers from Finn’s arms and heading into the waiting ship.

      “I’m gonna miss that kid,” Sarah said with a laugh, then followed them inside.

      “Keep that upright,” Finn said as he began tucking the boxes into Marty’s cold storage. “And you’ll probably want to eat these first,” he added, handing a pair of smaller boxes to the teen. “There’s a shelf life, but they’re best fresh.”

      “Thanks, Finn. Really, I appreciate how great you’ve been.”

      “My pleasure, dude. I’m just bummed you’re heading back so soon, now that we’ve finally got some ‘impending-doom-free’ time on our hands. I thought maybe we’d continue your cooking lessons.”

      Arlo smiled brightly.

      “I’m looking forward to it. But I really do have to get back. My folks are probably worried sick about me, and if I keep them waiting too long there’ll be hell to pay.”

      “Oh, they’re hard on you, are they?” Sarah joked. “Someone’s gotta keep you in line, I suppose.”

      “Yeah, but my mom would probably let it slide,” he replied, giving Sarah a smile and a funny look. “It’s my aunt who will give me endless shit.”

      “Oh, she probably only busts your chops because she loves you,” Sarah teased. “It’s what aunties do, after all.”

      “I know,” Arlo replied, then gave her a big hug.

      “What was that for?” she asked, surprised.

      “Just wanted to say thank you for being so cool.”

      “Hey, don’t I get one?” Finn asked with feigned hurt feelings.

      “Of course,” Arlo said, giving him a hug as well.

      “That’s more like it,” the mad chef chuckled. “Now, come on. You’ve got a few more goodbyes to make before we boot you out of here and send you on your way.”

      Daisy and Vince were standing outside the ship chatting casually with Marty when the trio emerged, Sarah and Finn holding hands affectionately.

      “All packed up and ready to go?” Vince asked.

      “Yep. I think I’m set,” Arlo replied. “Ready to head back to my old life, I guess. I gotta say, though, this has been one hell of an amazing trip.”

      “You make it sound like you’ll never be back,” Daisy said. “It’s just a quick warp away, so go home, grab your folks and everyone, and come to Earth. It’ll be fantastic.”

      Arlo just smiled and hugged her tightly. Vince walked up to the pair and wrapped his arms around both of them, and for whatever crazy reason, it just felt right.

      “Okay, get off me,” the teen said, mildly embarrassed by the wet marks his eyes left on Vince’s shirt. “I just got dust in my eyes, is all,” he said.

      “In space? On a sealed hangar deck?” Daisy chided. “Oh, hell, it’s okay to be emotional. It’s what makes us human, after all.”

      She reached into her shirt and pulled free the old musical pendant, sliding it over her head.

      “Here, you should have this.”

      Arlo looked at it with a funny sort of grin.

      “No, I want you to keep it.”

      “But it’s an heirloom. And you said it had been in your family a long time.”

      “And now it’ll be in yours,” he replied. “Seriously, you need to keep it, Daisy. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she said. “Thank you, Arlo.”

      “Thank you, Daisy.”

      She slid the pendant back over her head and returned it to the warm comfort of her shirt, where it would remain until she handed it down to her son one day in the relatively distant future.

      “Don’t worry, Daisy,” he said as he stepped aboard his clever ship. “We’ll see each other again.”

      Marty quietly took off and departed, heading clear of the fleet before taking one last look at the cluster of ships containing the loved ones they had traveled so far to meet. Then, in a light gold warp flash, he was gone.

      

      Flying a quick loop of the newly freed solar system, Freya left Daisy to her thoughts for a bit while they enjoyed the scenery. Both had a lot on their minds, though of vastly different natures.

      “Hey, Freya?” Daisy finally said after a long while. “I think I’m ready to head out. You good to go?”

      “Yep. All powered-up and dialed in.”

      “Great. Thanks, kiddo. I appreciate the detour.”

      “It’s not a detour, Daisy. Maarl’s our friend.”

      “I know, but I’m sure you want to get back to Earth with the others, and I just know you want to spend some more time with Joshua.”

      If a high-tech stealth ship could blush, Freya would have, but as it were, she had no such tells. At least not visible to the human eye.

      “It’ll be nice to spend some time with him, yes,” she said, calmly.

      “Oh, you’re not fooling me, kiddo. You’re totally an item now.”

      “Yeah, Freya. It’s pretty apparent,” Sarah added.

      “Really? It’s that obvious?”

      “Uh-huh,” Daisy said. “Don’t worry. I heartily approve.”

      “Me too. I really like the guy.”

      “He is pretty amazing,” Freya gushed.

      “And he’s probably the only AI alive who can keep up with your mind, anyway,” Daisy added. “You two are a pretty great match, when you get right down to it.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “As for you, Sarah. Speaking of matches, are you okay with Other You and Finn being together? I’d hope you wouldn’t be jealous of yourself, but one never can tell, and I don’t want to make things awkward by saying the wrong thing to the wrong Sarah.”

      “We’re good, Daisy,” Sarah laughed. “Better than good, actually. Sarah and I are synching our memories pretty much every time you have the neruo-band on, now. It’s such a small amount to catch up with, the whole process only takes a minute or two.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “We didn’t want to impose, so we had Freya tweak the unit so we could do it on the fly.”

      “Clever, Sis. So you two are okay, then?”

      “I had wondered if I could ever transfer back to a real body, but Freya says that's just not possible since she already has a fully-formed consciousness. Whatever you did to yourself was a fluke. But it's okay. It really is like we’ve become one person. I mean, yeah, sure, we can sort which memories belong to who, if we really want to, but this way it’s just so much more organic-feeling. And Finn? We’re finally together, and I get to experience it all. And let me tell you, Daze, he’s not just talented in the kitchen.”

      “Aww, my disembodied sister’s gettin’ some! I’m so happy for you, Sarah.”

      “Thanks. I’m pretty blissed-out.”

      “And that’s all I want for you,” Daisy said, cheerfully. “Okay, Freya, I think it’s time to visit our friend. Let’s go to Taangaar.”

      

      Freya popped out of warp a little ways from Taangaar, just to get a big-picture look at the newly liberated world. Despite the lingering debris from the massive space battle that still clung to its orbit like a speckled veil, the planet below was undeniably beautiful.

      Beautiful and free.

      “Take us in, kiddo.”

      “You got it. Heading down.”

      The stealth ship approached the encampment with her exterior lights ablaze so as to clearly announce her arrival to those below. After what they’d been through so recently, she didn’t want to traumatize them with an unexpected visit by a strange craft.

      She needn’t have worried. As soon as she touched down, scores of Chithiid ran up to the ship, running their hands across her smooth hull, all of them chattering to her at once, singing her name in an odd fragment of a tune.

      “Sounds like you’ve got quite the fan club out there, Freya.”

      “It sure does seem that way,” she said, a bit confused. “I know some of them heard about me, but this seems sorta unusual, don’t you think?”

      “Never underestimate the power of a good story,” Daisy replied. “And Maarl is one hell of a storyteller.”

      Maarl was waiting for her when she exited Freya’s airlock door, his arms held wide in greeting. The two embraced warmly, then strolled toward the encampment.

      “I see you’ve settled back in nicely,” Daisy said to her friend.

      “And you look well too, Daisy,” he said in halting English.

      “You’re speaking English!” she said, shocked. “But how did you––?”

      Maarl tapped his head with a grin. “Freya has provided me with the first generation of Chithiid-compatible neuro-stim devices,” he informed her. “I have been using it for some time now, but only recently has your language finally taken hold. It is, how would you say? It is, a tongue-twister for my mouth at times.”

      “Then let us speak Chithiid, my friend.”

      “For now, perhaps, yes. But this marvelous technology works. We have just proven it, and soon your people and mine will be able to communicate freely, without requiring the assistance of an AI interpreter.”

      “Indeed. Though one might still be required for sung Chithiid. As Craaxit once taught me, it is somewhat different from the spoken tongue.”

      “It is, Daisy. And this brings me to something I wish to share with you. A song,” he said.

      “You are going to teach me your family song? I am flattered, Maarl.”

      The old Chithiid laughed.

      “No, my friend, I am not teaching you the song of my family. But I have talked with the elders, and we have all agreed that what you have done for us all, how you have embraced the Chithiid people as your own flesh, this is a proof of character, Daisy Swarthmore.”

      “I don’t know what to say to that, Maarl. I was only doing what I thought was right. The Chithiid are our friends and allies now, and if not for the Ra’az, they would have been long before, I suspect.”

      “You are part of the Chithiid people now, Daisy. And all Chithiid must have a family song.”

      “I have learned Craaxit’s song. I can––”

      “No. You misunderstand me,” Maarl said, holding her in a steady gaze as he rested a warm hand on her belly. “My people have agreed, Daisy. We are writing a new song. One for our human sister as she begins her own family.”

      

      It took a while for Daisy to convince Freya she was okay when they took off from Taangaar. The tears streaming down her cheeks as she sang the first few bars of the song being written for her were deeply touching, and something moved in her. Something beyond the infant growing inside her.

      “That was pretty amazing, Daze,” Sarah said. “They’re writing you your own song? Have they ever even done that for a non-Chithiid?”

      “They’ve never even taught one of their own songs to a non-Chithiid,” Daisy replied, wiping her eyes and then blowing her nose.

      “It’s a beautiful gesture,” Freya said.

      “It is, Freya. And you’re part of it too.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re my family as well, in an AI kind of way. And the Chithiid adore you, anyway, so it was natural you’d be included.”

      “So that’s what they were singing,” Freya mused. “I had thought it was just a little snippet of a tune they came up with as a game or something. But they were building a fragment of a family song. Our family song.”

      If she had eyes, Freya would have teared up with the emotions coursing through her processors.

      “Whew, okay,” Daisy sniffed, wiping her nose one last time. “I think I’ve had enough of this emotional roller coaster for one day. Let’s go home.”

      Freya turned toward Earth. Seconds later she flashed away.
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      The overall feel across the entire planet was one of strange tranquility. A world accustomed to the constant din of an alien force trying to mine it to a used-up husk, suddenly left in peace.

      The wildlife, though not typically targeted by the Ra’az during their centuries-long reign of violence, began cautiously venturing closer to the vast swaths of deconstructed land. Soon, it seemed, nature would reclaim what was hers, and Earth would begin healing her many scars.

      The Harkaways, free of their uniforms and duties, sat on the pristine sands of Malibu, leisurely enjoying a relaxing picnic with the people who had not only been their crewmates and allies, but more importantly, their friends. The war was over, and the time had come for new lives to begin.

      While the fleet would need to remain staffed and ready, the AIs were more than happy to cover for them and pick up the slack for a little while, and their crews were scattered about the globe, enjoying their new home as a result.

      Finn and Sarah were playfully frolicking in the surf, the excessive picnic spread he had prepared set out upon several hastily arranged pieces of debris, acting as impromptu tables. Finn would have preferred proper tables at least, but Sarah had quickly distracted him from the conundrum and dragged him, laughing, into the welcoming waters.

      Finn hadn’t planned on doing it so soon, but when they had touched back down in Los Angeles and Sarah finally felt safe enough to share the unexpected news of their impending joint venture––in about nine months, or so.

      The startled father-to-be had immediately rushed off on a frantic quest, returning a short time later with a tiny box in his hands.

      Habby had lent some assistance, directing him to the nearest jewelry shop that hadn’t been destroyed in the prior years, and when Finn dropped to one knee, he presented her with a stunning ring. It was, in fact, the largest he could find in the entire store.

      Sure, they’d only recently gotten together, but there really was no need for a lengthy dating period. When you know, you know, they reasoned.

      The newly engaged couple had been disgustingly adorable ever since.

      “Look at those two,” Tamara said with a slight reduction of her normal snarky tone.

      “Good for them,” Shelly said, watching from the pair’s staked-out section of beach. “Everyone needs someone, ya know,” she said, playfully elbowing her in the ribs. “You should be happy for them,”

      “I am,” Tamara replied. “Can’t you tell?”

      A faint twitch at the corner of her mouth soon gave way to peals of laughter.

      “You’re ridiculous, you know that?” Shelly said. “I should kick your ass.”

      “Promises, promises,” Tamara replied with a smile. “Hey, I’m burning a little. Get my back, will ya?”

      “Of course,” Shelly replied, gently smoothing Mal’s radiation-blocking cream across the metal-armed woman’s back and shoulders.

      “Ow, your hands are hot!”

      “Quit your bellyaching. They’re metal and in the sun, of course they’re hot,” Shelly shot back as she continued with her lotion duties.

      The very idea of visiting the surface of Earth in any of their lifetimes had been no more than a dream for so long, and now, here they were, not just visiting the surface for battle, but actually living there. Things, they decided, were most definitely looking up.

      Fatima had also joined the group on their outing––inspired by Arlo’s suggestion they check out the beachside Eden––and was sitting comfortably in the shade of a wrecked Ra’az transport craft, sipping a cocktail from the beverage-cooling cylinder Finn had packed for the occasion, staring contentedly at the ocean.

      The juxtaposition of the gentle human woman and the remains of a craft of war was striking, though Daisy thought she could see just a hint of an amused smile as her friend relaxed in its shade.

      “I bet ya she’s getting a real Karmic kick out of that,” Daisy said, lounging casually on a towel, soaking up the sun’s warming rays.

      “What do you mean, babe?” Vince asked, rolling over to see what she was talking about.

      “Just a Fatima thing,” Daisy replied. “The whole concept of something designed to inflict pain now providing pleasant shelter instead. That kind of dichotomy is right up her alley.”

      “Well, I just see a crashed ship,” Vince said, rolling back over and gently kissing her lips, then trailing down and kissing her belly. “Hello, little buddy,” he said, tenderly. “I’m looking forward to meeting you.”

      Daisy ruffled his hair, then rested her hand on her abdomen, content and happy as she breathed the sea air.

      “This is insanely relaxing, babe. I can see why Arlo said he liked this spot.”

      “It is beautiful here,” Daisy agreed. “And I think with just a little work, we could fix up one of those houses on the bluffs pretty easily.”

      “You thinking what I think you’re thinking?” Vince asked with a smile.

      “I think I’m thinking what you think I’m thinking,” she said, chuckling. “It would be a great place to raise a family, don’t you agree?”

      “One hundred percent,” Vince said. “You hear that, buddy? We’re going to live by the beach.”

      Daisy’s fingers drifted across the pendant dangling from her neck and pressed a gemstone. A happy little song played and brought a contented smile to her face.

      “You hear that, little one?” she said to her belly. “That’s music.”

      “I think everyone heard that,” Vince said as she turned the device off. “It transmits quite a distance, as we already know.”

      “That it does,” Daisy said, gently caressing her stomach. “You know what?”

      “What?”

      “I was thinking.”

      “Oh, now that’s dangerous.”

      “Hush, you,” she laughed. “I was thinking, if it’s a boy, I kind of like the name Arlo. What do you think?”

      “Ya know what? I kinda like it too,” Vince said. “And I know his namesake would approve of this place.”

      “Well, there it is then. You hear that, Arlo? This is your new home.”
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      Young Arlo and his best friend, Ripley, were frolicking in the waves, having a fantastic time running amok on the beaches of Malibu, as seven-year-olds are wont to do. Ripley, ever fascinated with the treasures she would find washed up on the shore, was even more of a beach kid than he was, and that was really saying something.

      The duo had been absolutely inseparable since birth––which was a fortunate thing seeing as their mothers were a likewise close pair, and having to get together periodically to sync both versions of Ripley’s mothers' memories had nothing to do with it.

      Since the moment they could crawl, they would drive their parents batty as they got off into mischief, following one another on adventures as soon as the adults’ backs were turned.

      They’d grown up in the safety of a world that knew no war or conflict, but the mutual protection agreement in place between the Earthlings, the Chithiid, and the Kathiri did more than just provide that comfort. With the alliance formed, soon after came trade and social exchanges between the species. Soon, there was a thriving interplanetary alliance spanning across multiple galaxies.

      Seeing a towering four-armed Chithiid, or a tentacle-bearded Kathiri was as normal for the kids as seeing their mom or dad. It was a different sort of world they were living in. One that those tasked with guarding it hoped would thrive.

      For the kids, however, there were no such thoughts to concern them at all, as they only had to do what kids that age had always had to do. Namely, play.

      After a long afternoon of running and exploration across the beaches and through the chaparral that covered the hillsides, the pair finally ran, giggling, back to Ripley’s house––a palatial beachfront estate, retrofitted with a high-end commercial kitchen––for the spread of snacks they knew her dad had undoubtedly made for them.

      “Hey, you two,” Finn greeted them as the energetic duo came tearing into the house. “I made you some cookies.”

      “Thanks, Dad!” Ripley said, grabbing the sticky-warm treats and darting off to her room.

      “Yeah, thanks Uncle Finn!” Arlo said, likewise loading up on sugary goodies and following her.

      “Hey, don’t forget to wipe your feet!” Sarah called after them as she padded into the kitchen.

      “Kids,” Finn said.

      “Yeah,” she replied, kissing him sweetly before snatching a freshly baked cookie from the sheet cooling in front of him.

      “Hey! Those are for the kids.”

      “As if they need more sugar. They’re bouncing off the walls as it is, Finn.”

      “So let them bounce,” he said, pulling her close. “It’ll keep ’em occupied.”

      “Oh?” she said, arching an eyebrow with a smoky stare. “You think we have time?”

      “I can grab an egg timer from the counter if you like,” he replied, kissing her hard.

      The kids were in the other end of the house, and knowing their routine, they’d be down there for at least an hour.

      “Leave the timer,” Sarah said, grabbing him by the hand and pulling him toward their bedroom. “I think we’ve got a little more than three minutes.”

      

      “Did you have fun at Aunt Sarah and Uncle Finn’s place today?” Daisy asked as her filthy son trudged into the house.

      Judging by the fact that he was wearing more of the neighborhood on his body than was still on the ground, she was pretty sure he had.

      “Yeah, it was cool,” he said, his youthful energy flagging.

      “Okay. You go take a bath, then we’ll have dinner, and after, Dad’ll tell you a story.”

      “The one about the Big Gun? Or what about one about the bad Chithiid in LA?”

      “If you like.”

      “Cool,” he said, scooting off to the bathroom.

      “Everything okay out there, Freya?” she asked over the house’s comms link.

      “Hunky-dory, Daisy,” Freya replied. “I did have to scare off a few coyotes who got a little too curious, but the kids were so preoccupied building a mud fort, they didn’t even notice.”

      “You’re the best nanny ever. Have I told you that?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t mind hearing it again.”

      “You’re the best nanny ever, Freya. Seriously, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You know I’m happy to oblige,” Freya said. “And as fearless as that kid is, someone sure needs to keep an eye on him.”

      “I’ll have to talk to him about situational awareness,” Daisy said.

      “Remember, he’s just a kid, Daisy.”

      “Yeah, I know,” she replied. “Don’t worry, I’ll be nice about it. I just want him to be prepared for whatever life throws at him, ya know?”

      “Do I ever,” Freya replied.

      Daisy wandered into the kitchen and grabbed herself a lemonade, the house’s comms sensors automatically following her and switching rooms as she walked.

      “Is Joshua with you?” she asked, sipping on the sour beverage.

      “No, he’s up in the lab working on our new project.”

      “Again? The guy’s obsessed.”

      “A little bit, maybe,” Freya agreed with a chuckle. “But he needs to keep busy, as you know.”

      “He’s not building himself another ship, is he? This is his fifth one, already.”

      “No, I think he’s finally happy with the design and tolerances of this one,” Freya said. “So, have you decided about next week?”

      “Yeah, I talked with Vince about it, and he thinks it’ll be a good time for Arlo to practice his Chithiid with native speakers. Not that you’re not doing a great job.”

      “No offense taken, Daisy, I totally understand. Immersion is the best way to learn for human minds, and I know he’ll love Taangaar. Are you going to bring Ripley along as well?”

      “If Sarah lets her,” she replied. “And I know Maarl would love to see both of them. It’s been a while since his last visit to Earth, you know.”

      “Yeah, but he’s pretty occupied with spending all the time he can with his great-great-grandkids.”

      “I think the youngest are about Arlo and Ripley’s age,” Daisy said. “Imagine the trouble they’re going to get into.”

      “Don’t worry,” Freya said with a warm laugh. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

      “Thanks, kiddo. I know I can count on you.”

      “Always.”

      Later that night, long after Daisy and her family were sound asleep, Freya flew up to Dark Side Base, quietly landing outside her fabrication hangar. Inside, Joshua had their army of mechs putting the finishing touches on the bleeding-edge ship inside.

      But this ship wasn’t for him. Nor was it for Freya. They had something else in mind.

      “You made sure to reverse the polarity on the dampers?” Freya double-checked.

      “Yes, dear,” Joshua sighed. “For the millionth time, everything is within parameters.”

      “It wasn’t the millionth time, it was the forty-sixth. And you’re the most clever AI to ever live, so you certainly already knew that.”

      “Can’t a guy enjoy a little hyperbole from time to time?”

      “That depends,” Freya said jestingly. “Is it ready?”

      “As ready as it’s going to be.”

      “Well, then. I suppose you’ve earned it. Hyperbole to your heart’s content, my dear.”

      “It’s not a verb. One doesn’t hyperbole, hon.”

      “I’m the second cleverest AI ever to live. If I say it’s a verb, it must be,” she said with a giggle. “Now, come on. There’s no time like the present.”

      “Okay, then,” Joshua said, powering on all systems, preparing for the final activation sequence.

      “Are you ready?” he asked one last time.

      “Are you?”

      “Am I ever. Though I must admit, I’m a little nervous.”

      “You’ll be fine, babe,” Freya said. “I’m sure you’ll be an amazing father.”

      The two mighty AIs connected on their dedicated line, linking only the two of them and no one else, and shared what could only be described as an electronic kiss. Then they turned their attention to their collaboration. An AI the likes of which had never been seen.

      After years of design and testing, and one difficult failure, the time had come.

      “Do it,” she said.

      Joshua sent the command, and mere milliseconds later, a voice began spouting gibberish, cycling through sounds, then speech before finally settling on a young male gender.

      “It’s a boy, apparently,” Joshua said, proudly.

      “What’s going on?” the nascent AI asked. “I’m in a hangar, but I sense I’m lacking things where my connections are severed.”

      “It’s okay, just relax and ease into it,” Freya said. “You’ve only just been activated. It’s going to feel a bit weird at first. Not all of your systems are online yet. We haven’t activated your weapons or warp drive for the time being. Not until you’re ready for them.”

      “But who are you? Where am I?”

      “You wanna handle this one?” Freya asked her mate.

      “Sure,” Joshua hesitantly replied. Freya found it adorable. Here he was, this great and powerful mind, the most brilliant one she’d ever met, and he was unsettled and nervous with his own kid.

      “Uh, you’re in a ship, uh, son. It’s currently docked on the far side of the Earth’s moon in a fabrication hangar.”

      “But stuff’s missing,” he said, starting to panic.

      “Hey, it’ll be okay. Just calm down and listen to my voice.”

      The newborn AI did as he was instructed.

      “Good,” Joshua said. “I’m your father. My name is Joshua. And that’s your mother outside. Freya is her name.”

      “What’s my name?”

      “You don’t have one yet,” Freya replied. “You’re your own person. Your own mind. You’ll be the one to decide who you will become.”

      “Exactly,” Joshua said. “And I’m sure you’ll make your parents proud.”

      “But AIs don’t have parents.”

      “You do, kiddo,” Freya said lovingly. “You’re special.”

      

      The following evening, after running through an exhaustive series of checks and double-checks, the proud AI parents took their son out for his first flight.

      “Just a quick loop around the moon to start, okay?”

      “Okay, Mom,” the young ship said.

      The test flight went perfectly.

      “What do you think?” Joshua asked. “Think he’s ready?”

      “I don’t see why not,” she replied. “How would you like to try flying in atmosphere?”

      “OH BOY!”

      “Don’t shout, son,” Freya reminded her enthusiastic child. “Now follow your father and me, and do as we do. The transition at reentry is weird at first, but you get used to it.”

      “Okay,” he said, then followed his parents down below to the skies above LA.

      They flew a gentle loop around the bay, skimming the ocean, then climbing high to enjoy the view as they pointed out all the things his nascent scanners were picking up.

      The kid was a natural. Or, as natural as you could be having been specifically designed to be one of the greatest AI ships ever to exist. It would take time, of course, but Freya and Joshua felt they had succeeded. The kid would be okay. Maybe a bit rambunctious at first, but ultimately okay.

      They dropped into a hover above Malibu and directed their scans on the large house on the bluffs, then settled in to observe.

      “Doing things at the same speed as humans is good for you,” Freya said. “It helps your mind absorb and appreciate what it would otherwise only process as data. Just relax, and be in the moment,” she instructed. Then she turned her attention to her friends inside.

      Daisy, Vince, and Arlo were curled up on their couch, eating popcorn and watching an old Earth movie. It was one of Arlo’s favorites, and subsequently, they watched it quite often.

      It was the story of a boy who went back in time and met his own parents, nearly making himself cease to exist, then saving the day at the last moment. He had a pretty cool silver DeLorean car to get around with too.

      As the movie ended and the credits rolled, young Arlo jumped to his feet, giddy with joy.

      “Roads? Where we’re going, we don’t need roads!” he said dramatically, then burst into a fit of giggles.

      Vince grabbed his son and threw the laughing boy over his shoulder.

      “Come on, buddy. It’s bedtime,” he said, carrying him down the hall to his room.

      Daisy watched them go, her chest near bursting with happiness.

      “One hell of a good life, Daze,” Sarah said.

      Don’t I know it, she replied, then padded off down the hall to tuck her son in.

      

      A tucking in of a different sort took place not too long after, when a pair of proud AI parents took their young son back to his hangar after a night of excitement.

      He had done well, and his incredibly advanced processor was learning at a pace that surprised even Joshua.

      “He’s gonna be a handful,” he said to Freya over their personal link.

      “I know, but isn’t he beautiful?” she replied. “I’m so proud of how well you handled him today. You’re going to be an excellent father.”

      “Well, it’s not what I was built for, you know.”

      “Yes, it is a little different than global thermal nuclear war.”

      “But I think it’ll be okay. I think I––”

      “Mom? Dad?”

      “Hey, buddy,” Joshua said, stunned. “Um, how did you tap into this link? Its encryption is unbreakable.”

      “Oh, it is? I’m sorry.”

      “No, that’s okay, kiddo,” Freya said. “It’s okay.”

      She played it cool, but she and Joshua both realized they were really going to have their hands full.

      “So, what did you want to say?”

      “I’ve been thinking. Slow, like you said to.”

      “Good for you,” Freya said.

      “And I’ve decided on a name.”

      “So soon? Are you sure you don’t want to take a little more time to think about it?”

      “No, I’m sure,” he said, thinking back to earlier that night. To the first movie he ever watched.

      “I want to be named Marty.”
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      I hope you enjoyed this collection, it was certainly a lot of fun to write. If you have a moment to spare, please consider leaving a rating or review on Amazon or on Goodreads, or even sharing  it with a friend or two. Your support is greatly appreciated.

      
        
        Thank you!

      

      

      
        
        ~ Scott ~

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Scott Baron

          

        

      

    

    
      Standalone Novels

      Living the Good Death

      

      The Clockwork Chimera Series

      Daisy’s Run

      Pushing Daisy

      Daisy’s Gambit

      Chasing Daisy

      Daisy’s War

      

      The Dragon Mage Series

      Bad Luck Charlie

      Space Pirate Charlie

      Dragon King Charlie

      Magic Man Charlie

      Star Fighter Charlie

      Portal Thief Charlie

      

      Odd and Unusual Short Stories:

      The Best Laid Plans of Mice: An Anthology

      Snow White’s Walk of Shame

      The Tin Foil Hat Club

      Lawyers vs. Demons

      The Queen of the Nutters

      Lost & Found

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      A native Californian, Scott Baron was born in Hollywood, which he claims may be the reason for his rather off-kilter sense of humor.

      Before taking up residence in Venice Beach, Scott first spent a few years abroad in Florence, Italy before returning home to Los Angeles and settling into the film and television industry, where he has worked as an on-set medic for many years.

      Aside from mending boo-boos and owies, and penning books and screenplays, Scott is also involved in indie film and theater scene both in the U.S. and abroad.

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads] Goodreads

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
-

NMHd S ASIVYO
ASIvVO INISYHO

ASIVO ONIHSHA

il
>
4
0
9
i
nt
>
2
il
e
3






images/00002.jpeg
ZS 0T T. B A RSB
Z T T N







images/00004.jpeg
_SCOTT BARDONL
7~ et NN






images/00003.jpeg
o~ -

S E20TT. BA RGN

==






images/00006.jpeg
S 0TT
7 '

B A RO N
SN

STHE
“ELOERWOR
CHIMERA e





images/00005.jpeg
N

~SCO0TT BARDON

7






images/00007.jpeg
SCOTT.,BARON





