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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.”
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      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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “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.”
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      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.
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      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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            But Wait, There’s More!
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      Reader word of mouth is an independent author’s lifeblood. It is your voice that truly helps indie authors gain visibility, so if you enjoyed this book and 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.
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