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	1 Chapter 1 – Australian Expanse



	I was still in shock as our antiquated hypersonic attack drone descended through the clouds into the open air above our destination, the Australian Expanse.  We were pushed forward in our multi-point harnesses as the drone decelerated from high Mach speeds almost as quickly as it had accelerated and pushed us deep into our acceleration seats when we launched back in Greater York above the bones of the sunken city of New York just ninety minutes ago.

	Blinking, I was still reeling from what I learned, that I wasn’t who I thought I was. Was I even a who anymore?  I turned to Adya, who had been trying to get my attention. “April?  April, are you ok?”

	I smiled at my former instructor at Clarke Tech before we went on the run from the Corporations and government agents.  “I think so?  Maybe?  I mean…”

	She smiled sadly and was able to reach over to me as the G-forces equalized as we slowed to subsonic, the automated systems putting us on a glide path for our pre-programmed destination.  “I know.  Once we can catch our breaths we’ll talk this through.”

	Taking her hand in mine, I sighed and shrugged, “Ok.”  Then I prompted, “Do you think Callisto is ok?  I mean, she was facing the Banshee… Yaeko Hisamatsu from Kashima Corporation’s special projects division.”

	Chuckling, my dark-haired obsession shared, “Yaeko may be a stone-cold killing machine, but Calli is on another level when it comes to intelligence, at the top end of the IQ spectrum.  I’d put my money on her against a dozen elite assassins like the Banshee.  She likely was ten steps ahead when they clashed.  She gave us the chance to escape to try to find your father.”

	My father, was he technically my father at all, after what we found out about me?  In my heart, I knew the answer was yes.  “I’m still worried.  Can we contact her to see if she’s ok without putting a target on ourselves for the Kashima Corp?”

	I guess I should introduce myself, my name is April Yale… at least I thought it was until a few hours ago.  It turns out I’m really just a copy of April, some sort of biological cybernetic construct my father, Doctor Adrian Yale… yes that Doctor Yale… resurrected everything that made April Yale her.  Her or my memories, my mannerisms and emotions.  Our, well, our everything.

	My body is indistinguishable from human in all medical scans and in truth, pretty much is human except for my skeletal and tendon structure which is encased in what is essentially cloned flesh and blood.  A virtually human Chrome avatar originally designed by my father to aid people with disabilities like locked-in syndrome, to be able to live relatively normal lives.

	The corporation, Kashima, took the technology Dad created to build a super-soldier prototype instead.  Something meant to help others had been perverted into a military weapon to kill.  With the ability to imprint the memory engrams of the deadliest soldier into an artificial body, making as many copies as needed to fight wars between the corporations without losing the lives of their human counterparts.

	They stole from dad, so he stole the prototype right back from them to save his daughter who had been taken from him along with mom in an accident arranged by Kashima to pressure dad into completing the prototype.  And now one of the two top corporations, Kashima, the United States Conglomerate military service, and a handful of smaller corporations are hunting my father to find the prototype and other tech he stole from Kashima to… well to create me.

	We just unraveled dad’s riddles for me, to where he is hiding out… here somewhere in the Australian Expanse, when Kashima’s assassin enforcer tracked us down in the Fringe, on a floating wreck of the last Hercules class Mega-Carrier, the USS Valor, floating in the waves below the mega-city of Greater York above the sunken bones of the old, flooded New York City.

	Mega-carriers were five times the size of the prior class of carriers, just three feet short of one mile long to allow for hypersonic craft launches before robotics and cyber warfare virtually wiped out most of the prior generation militaries.  It caused most countries to turn to the corporations, which supplied the tech that brought them to their knees in the first place, for aid.

	The exterior of the Valor turned out to be a deception, as from what I’ve seen, the carrier is at least partially operational since we launched from one of the linear accelerators in this fighter drone to make our escape.

	Adya nodded slowly.  “It’s possible.  But first, we need to land, and find a secure place to Frame in to hack up an untraceable feed to her.”

	She said it so casually and matter-of-factly that I chuckled at her since, between the two of us, we were among the top Frame hackers in the world along with Calli and her crew.  Adya was none other than the infamous hacker, Dark Dirk, and I was, in my youth, or in April’s youth, Lame Duck.

	Her smirk did interesting things to all the favorite parts of my body.

	We both turned to the controls of the fighter which were currently locked out in autonomous mode when an alarm started beeping as we suddenly veered off from the pre-programmed landing zone, along the stilted coastline of Australia which looked like some sort of cobbled-together city rising from a virtual junkyard of discarded tech from above.  The famous, or infamous depending on your point of view, New Sidney Reclamation Zone or SRZ.

	After the polar ice caps melted, raising the sea level, nobody thought Australia would recover since ninety percent of their population lived in the cities which eventually flooded since most of the country was the Outback.

	But they came back stronger than ever as a tech hotbed with virtually no rules.  Most of the Dark Frame users live there, and they maintain their sovereignty, and the mega-corps are not allowed in.  They are one of the last Free-Zones out there and they aren't going anywhere soon.  If you wanted to fly under the corporate radar, you went to the Australian Expanse.

	Which is likely exactly why dad chose it to hide from the corporations to draw them away from me.  But as we’ve found, that backfired spectacularly since all the mega-corps and other interested parties like the USC, turned their attention to me to try to find out where dad is hidden away, trying to get their hands on the super-soldier chrome prototype and tech.

	But we were here now...

	When I was eight, dad brought me to a reclamation center where we had found some perfectly good servos on a discarded trash-bot for our robotics projects at home, and when he saw how excited I was, he told me of the Australian Expanse, how it was an entire island of treasure that was just waiting to be explored.  He told me, her, whatever… that one day he'd bring me there and we could explore the endless expanse of tech.

	I never thought he wouldn’t be with me when I finally got to the Expanse, but we’ll find him, we have to.  I have so many questions for him.  But first, we had to deal with an aborted landing sequence and determine what that annoying alarm was.

	Adya’s hands were flying over the controls and I found I was instinctively wirelessly connecting to its antiquated network which was the precursor to the Frame, the global virtual staging world.  I muttered, “This is all pre-quantum phase tech, just short of stone knives and clubs.”

	She snorted and furrowed her brow. “The control system has been compromised by some sort of brute force attack.”

	I swallowed, my blood running cold as I asked, “Kashima? Yaeko?”

	While I isolated the navigation subsystems, she sat back in her seat, shaking her head, then flicked her finger causing the ancient, monochrome, holographic canopy display to show thousands of lines of code scrolling in mid-air with a slowly spinning cartoon duck icon in a red highlighted compromised code section.

	Blinking at it, I whispered, “Fut the actual wuck?”  That was the tag I left behind for future hackers to see that Lame Duck beat them to hacking a computer system, which also installed back doors for me in case I needed to access the compromised system in the future without having to hack it again.

	She muttered as she started scrolling through the code, “These are military-grade encrypted systems, true they’re pre-quantum phase tech as you said, but still this was a hell of a hack.”

	“How did they get ahold of my exploit toolkit?”

	“I don’t know, but they’ve locked out manual control and engaged stealth systems and chameleon skin.  Give me a second and I’ll see if I can’t…”

	As the ship went virtually silent and the outer skin shimmered as cameras sampled the sky above us and projected it onto the skin of the craft with its programmable paint, I pointed at our original landing zone, blurting, “Look!”

	We both leaned forward to look out the small cockpit window.  There were four nasty-looking military skimmers with Kashima Corp markings on them, hovering around the landing zone, tilted up toward the sky while a group of heavily armed Kashima men were fighting off advancing… well they weren’t really dressed as soldiers, but they were pushing the Kashima fighters back.

	I whispered as we soundlessly glided, undetected over the confrontation, “They were waiting for us.  The systems are reading high-power scans sweeping the sky.  Whoever hacked us just saved us.”

	She looked just as stunned as me as she stopped working on gaining control of the craft.  “Are Kashima and the other mega-corporations insane?  Or are they so desperate to obtain your dad’s tech that they’d challenge the Expanse?”

	We looked away from the scene below as the Kashima troops were retreating to waiting boats when one of the skimmers was brought crashing to the ground in a fiery explosion by a directional electromagnetic pulse.  Holy crap, the Expanse fighters were not effing around.

	I was successful in gaining access to navigation as she started tracing the signal from the hacker.  I shared, “It looks like we’re being redirected to a section of the city called The Lane, but the maps don’t show any landing zones.”

	Adya growled out through gritted teeth, “This would be so much easier if I chanced Framing in, but I can’t until I can secure the connection or it would be sending up a flare to our pursuers.  The hacker’s signal is being bounced all over the globe, it’ll take months to dig out their location from what I’m seeing here.  They’re good.”

	The stealth systems disengaged and we swooped over what looked like a huge open-air marketplace that went on for miles, going over the horizon even from our elevated viewpoint.  It was like a line cutting right through the immense city like a lane or a… I pointed, squishing my lips to one side, and said, “The Lane.”

	“Ya think?  God, you’re geeky, woman, you’re lucky you’re so cute so nobody notices it.”

	I stuck my tongue out at the smirking woman, and then we both turned back to the window when we decelerated and plummeted toward the towering, structures made of recycled scrap.  My eyes widened as we careened toward some vendor stalls off the Lane a block or two.  Then the sun was blotted out as we swooped under them, through a far too tight tunnel of junk barely wide enough for us to pass through.

	Moments later we were pivoting and descending as the vectored thrust lowered us in a vertical landing on one of the dozen or so makeshift landing pads in a huge cobbled-together cavern by all manner of other crafts from shiny sport VTOLs to larger craft that seemed to be assembled from mismatched parts.

	Hundreds of people were milling about, and there were all sorts of vendor stalls everywhere which looked to be piled full of air vehicle parts.  On the fringes of the cavern were dozens of ground vehicles ranging from ancient gas-burning internal combustion cars to newer AVs… autonomous vehicles.

	As soon as we touched down, the cockpit retracted and our multi-point restraints detached.  The duck on the holographic display winked and quacked out, “You’re welcome,” before shimmering out, the compromised code essentially self-destructing before our very eyes.

	We exited the drone and took some quick steps back when its engines fired as the cockpit closed, and the drone shot back out of the tunnel we came in from.  I asked, “Umm?”

	She offered with a shrug, “Automatic recall?  Calli is pretty possessive of her toys.  And it took months to restore the fighter drones on the Valor.”

	We just looked at the tunnel and then turned back to the cavernous space where only a few vendors showed any sort of interest in our arrival.  It was my turn to shrug and spread my hands to this underground space. “Welcome to the Australian Expanse?”



	





	
	2 Chapter 2 – The Lane



	We wandered into the bustling crowd, my eyes were sweeping everywhere, trying to take everything in at once.  This was just a small sampling of everything we’ve been told about the AE.  And among all the scrappers, tech merchants, and people shopping for that elusive part, piece of tech or programming to finish whatever projects they were working on, wandered a multitude of Chromes, mechanized robots, and even mechanical creatures.

	Quite a few of the wares I could identify have been outlawed by many of the corporations and countries.  Some were even military-grade components that civilians weren’t supposed to have access to.  And all were mismatched parts, likely scavenged from various locations across the globe.

	My smile widened when a large house-cat-looking bot, with wings, hissed and took a swipe at a scrapper who looked ready to pluck a wing servo from it.  The man held his hands up. “Whatever, sorry,” and he moved off.  The cat swung its red glowing eyes up to me and I suppressed my grin as I looked away, and it pranced off indignantly just like a real cat would.  It had some good adaptive programming, reminding me of my Moto.

	Adya whispered to me, “I don’t think you impressed her.”

	I bumped the teasing vixen’s hip as I continued to look around seeing the bulk of the people wearing their VR visors, likely Framed in and using augmented reality in this illicit marketplace, “It’s a veritable wonderland.”

	She was nodding thoughtfully then leaned in and pointed discreetly. “Not for everyone.”  I saw on the fringes of the open space, in smaller tunnels that led into this patchwork mega-structure.  The neon and holographic ads for virtually any vice, whether it was for drugs, prostitutes, or illegal tech implants for your body.  And hanging around in side corridors were people strung out on drugs, or worse… Twitchers sitting against walls, looking almost half skeletal as their eyes darted around in the visors, using the Frame to live a fantasy life instead of real life.  It was the same in the Fringe back in Greater York.

	Twitchers escaped reality almost full-time for VR worlds, ignoring their physical bodies to the extent they virtually starved like this, or developed neurological conditions causing their extremities to twitch and shake as they piloted their Avatars in a world that was so much more gratifying to them than their actual reality could offer.

	I whispered, “Do we chance Framing in, this is the Expanse after all, they have some of the toughest firewalls that the mega-corps haven’t cracked yet.  I can’t even guess where dad is hiding out here… the AE is huge and this is only one city.”

	She thought seriously for a moment, then her eyes brightened as she took her stylish shades off that were her high-end VR interface rather than the clunky visors I used to wear, like the bulk of the people around us now, until I learned I could just Frame in by thinking about it now that I’m… well, in this body now.

	Pointing at a shop recessed into the outer wall, just past the open-air stalls, which had colorful holograms dancing in the air, advertising all the latest VR gear.  “Let me grab a VR visor in there, one that’s not registered to me and I’ll set up a preliminary set of security protocols and firewalls.  Then we can set up an ad-hoc network between us and route your access through it since I’m sure Kashima, the Van der Berg Group of the Dutch Consortium, and those assholes from the US Conglomerate Military Investigations Signet Division are monitoring the Frame for our login credentials.”

	I nodded and we pushed our way through the crowd, she was a lot more deft than me since I felt so awkward and ungraceful compared to her.  Why couldn’t I access the fluid grace I had when threatened… scratch that thought, I didn’t want to access the violent subroutines of the military assassin lying dormant inside me.  Mostly because I had a hunch I knew whose training memories I was accessing whenever they came out in me, and that made me shudder since she’s a little, or a lot, unhinged.

	At that thought, my hand shot out when a woman bumped into me without me realizing it, grabbing her wrist when she had discretely reached into my pocket with the skill of a longtime pickpocket.  She tried to pull away, but I held her in an iron grip as Adya turned to see what was happening.  Her eyes widened as the woman’s face contorted in pain and her legs started to sway while hissing out in an Aussie accent, “Hey, ow, alright.  Ya can’t blame a girl for tryin’, mate.”

	I glared at her until Adya placed a hand on my arm. “April.”  Oh… I blinked, the woman’s pain registering, and let her go like she was on fire and I backpedaled a couple of steps, bumping into a passerby behind me, eyes widening in alarm.

	She started to scurry off but then paused then said to Adders, “Hey, ain’t ya Doctor Konda?  My cousin took your Frame Interface course in Greater York last year.  You’re a legend.”

	“No, sorry, you have me confused with someone else, I’m Dirk.”

	“Funny name that, isn’t it a boy’s name?”

	Adya’s feathers were ruffled as she sputtered out, “No… Dirk, as in a wicked dagger, not… oh, never mind, just get lost already.”

	The woman just took a step back, and a couple of old model Chromes passed between us and she was gone.  I chuckled and teased, “See?  I told you.”

	“Shut up.”

	“Shutting up.”

	I looked back to where the woman vanished, thinking she was awfully brazen and almost aloof about pickpocketing.  Almost as if she could read my mind, my former instructor told me as she took my hand, lacing our fingers to drag me through the crowd, “It’s the Expanse, remember silly duck.”

	I squinted an eye at her jab at my call sign and nodded.  Virtually everything was allowed in this lawless land.  There were only four rules that were enforced with extreme prejudice.

	No murder, no sexual assault, no exploitation of minors, and the fourth was met with extreme force, no mega-corporations on AE soil.

	The AE is governed by the Gathering, which loosely keeps the peace.  And they have tech the mega-corps don't.  Since the majority of the dark web programmers and techs live in the Expanse, the creativity in creating weapons specifically to defend against corporation tech is unmatched.  Like what we just witnessed with the enforcers of the Gathering utilizing that directional EMP blaster against the Kashima troops.  I mean, a directional EMP?  How is that even possible?

	We stepped inside the shop with a sign over the counter, that read, Jimmy’s Gear, and looked around.  The VR gear ran the whole gamut in the disorganized shop.  From junk visors and goggles that would barely let you Frame in without dropping too many FPS and likely would glitch too frequently to be usable for anything productive, to cobbled together gear I couldn’t identify to…

	“Ooo is that an Enerdyne full tactile immersion body suit?”

	A young man’s voice called out from behind the counter as he stood up with a box full of what looked like various eye tracker sensors, “You’ve a good eye there, Sheila.  I can make a deal for you on that one.  Just got it cleaned and refurbished.  I recovered a crate of them from a shipwreck just a hundred miles off shore last week.”

	Then before we could say anything, he prompted, “You don’t look familiar, your accent is American, is it?”

	Adya stepped in front of me, blocking his view as he was studying me with a grin and a raised eyebrow.  “We’re not here for that.  I need a decent headset, preferably with a Carridine v3 chip, or a Zephyr 10 chip in a pinch.”

	The man smiled appreciatively at her, which had me feeling, well, feeling a little jealous, to tell the truth.  “Ah, said like a woman who wants to exploit the addressing flaws to avoid detection.”  He held his hands up, palms out in a stopping motion. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, mind you.”

	Then he came from behind the counter, mumbling, “Let’s see what we can hook you up with, ladies.”  Then he slapped the back of a teen’s head, who was trying to stuff an old set of Frame goggles down his pants.  “Oy, get lost ya bloody wanker.  Are you blind as well as daft, boy?”  He pointed to a couple of cameras on the ceiling.  “Either learn how to steal properly, or come back with money or trading stock to get those, Kipper.”

	He grumbled to us as the boy sped off to a group of boys and Chromes waiting outside the door for him, “That really chaffs my hide.  They don’t have the common decency to even give it a respectable run at it.  What’re their parents teaching them at home?  The Expanse is going to eat him and his mates alive if they don’t learn better.  Ya know what I mean?”

	I just nodded dumbly at the man who was bothered the boy wasn’t a better thief.  The AE is a whole different world, isn’t it?

	He rummaged under some gear and pulled out an old Zephyr Pro Mark 2 from under some mismatched sensor gloves.  “Ah here we go, the last of the Zephyr visors with the buggy Z-10 chipset.  Preferred by Frame hackers everywhere.  Do you need a second set?”  He looked between us, brow furrowing as he looked from me to her.  I realized it was because neither of us was wearing VR gear, which I guess would be rather odd.

	She assured him, “One is fine…”  She turned and looked at the sign before finishing, “Jimmy.  How much?”  She pulled out a smart chip from her pocket.

	The gangly man’s long face soured as he ran his fingers through his tussled mass of tawny curls, shaking his head, “That’s USC chits, it’s backed by the mega-corps… that doesn’t spend here.  Don’t you have any real currency or trading stock?  If not, don’t let the door hit ya on the arse on the way out.”  He pointed at the door.

	She looked from her chip to the door then grinned and pulled out her sleek Hayashi glasses and waved them under his face.  “As a matter of fact, I do.”  She manipulated the hidden controls, and I saw the double flash in the lenses, indicating she had reset them to factory default, wiping her settings and Frame login ID from them.

	His eyes widened as he reached for them and she pulled them away from his grasping hand.  He asked, “Are those the active tracking model?  Where did you score some Hayashis?  They’ve a waiting list as long as my…”  He looked down at his crotch.

	She blurted, “Don’t finish that sentence, Jimmy.  And yes, they have the thirty teraflop adaptive buffering, and are modified with a hyper response overdrive circuit.”

	He whispered, “Crikey!”  And I was blinking in shock at the specs too, as the man looked at the relative dinosaur tech he was holding compared to the next-gen tech she was casually waving about.  He smirked. “Right, straight across swap then?”

	“In your dreams, techy boy.  How about the Zephyrs and whatever passes as currency here to the tune of thirty thousand USC credits?”

	He almost choked at that.  She told him, “You know they’re worth fifty thousand, and those Mark 2s are worth a hundred credits max.”

	Jimmy studied her then glanced at the Hayashis, licking his lips.  Then he countered. “Ten thousand and the Zephyrs.”

	She just handed them over to the man.  He was grinning like a loon as he admired the VR glasses.  She took the Zephyrs as he went behind the counter, disarmed what could only be a booby-trap, then took out a strongbox which scanned his retinas, his palm print, then I could virtually see the information packets flowing back and forth from it to something under his shirt, likely a quantum key chip.

	The man counted out a large stack of actual paper or plastic bills.  They still used physical money in the Expanse?  I saw some of this in a museum on a field trip in grade school once.  “And that’s ten thousand.  A pleasure doing business with you, mate.”

	Adya turned from him and winked, handing half the stack to me as she led me toward the door.  She reached out to grab the sensor gloves as we passed. “And I’m taking these, Jimmy.”  He chuckled as we exited his shop, and back into the cavern.

	We made our way out of the tunnels, up to the surface, and it was just one continuous marketplace the twenty levels up, just to step out into the light of day to the even larger, sprawling market that was The Lane.  It seemed you could get anything and everything here.  I was more interested in some of the vendor’s pile of discarded tech piled in heaps in their spots.  I could make out all manner of actuators, servos, and control boards.

	Was that a radioisotope capacitance power pack?  They were outlawed by most corporations decades ago since they would generate power and hold their charge for around a thousand years.  They reasoned that they would lose profits on battery, generator, and power supply replacements if people were just buying an RAC once and never needing to replace it.

	Of course, they couldn’t admit that so they came up with some bogus study that showed they could leak radiation if ruptured, which anyone with a modicum of scientific knowledge knew wasn’t possible with the ceramic impregnation technology used to develop them.

	I looked from the piles of salvage to Adya, my eyes wide in excitement.  Which only got a lopsided grin from her as she leaned in to give me a lingering, feather-light kiss on the lips, which likely left me with a goofy look on my face as my cheeks heated while she shared, “You’re such a geek, April.”

	I started to point back at the goodies and she shook her head.  “Later, we’ve three priorities…”  To my embarrassment, I squinted one eye when my stomach rumbled.  “Make those four priorities first.”

	Sighing I held up one finger. “I know, I know.  One, we need to find someplace private, off the street.  Two we need to hack together an untraceable Frame connection so we can search for Dad. Three...” my gurgling stomach announced itself again, causing me to squeak out in apology, “It has been a while since we ate…”

	Then I squished my lips to the side as my brow furrowed.  “So, like, what’s number four?”

	Without answering, she grinned as she dragged me toward a scrolling smart paint display that was indicating the metal-clad, multistory monstrosity of a structure pigeonholed in between what looked to be a power relay control center and a virtual brothel, was a Lampton Motel.  Were they still a thing?

	We dodged between some of the autonomous, AV, vehicles as we crossed the extremely wide lane.  I stumbled a little at the divider in the middle intended to keep the traffic going in either direction separated, and gaped.

	“Not a good spot to be stopping, lady.”  I nodded and we took a step back when a mechanized conveyance with a well-dressed couple rolled past, being pulled by a robotic unicorn.  I blinked and shook my head as if to clear it, was everyone here so… I mean, a unicorn, how cool is that?

	Then I pointed back as we hustled to the other side. “Did you see that?  Grass!”

	There was so little space in Greater York that plants, trees, and grass were a luxury in the metal landscape of the mega-city.  I was a little spoiled since we had a tiny raised garden in the tiny square of property behind our house that Mom tended to and had me tend with her as I grew up.  Clarke Tech had me reeling since in front of the college they had a sprawling real grass lawn that was hard for me to comprehend the corporations would allow so much space to not be built upon to maximize profits.

	And here, being used as a simple lane divider, stretching off into the distance, was miles of grass.  It had my eyes darting around, realizing much of the stalls in the long rows along the foot traffic areas were on a lawn and real living trees were pockmarking the entire area.  Just like in the videos of the few natural places left in the USC which I always watched in wonder.

	I was glad I wasn’t the only one, because my brown-eyed obsession turned around at that, and then her eyes darted all over like mine had as she took in all the nature interspersed in this magnificent junkyard city.  She assured me, “No, but I do now.  There’s more than at the college here.”

	Her smile bloomed as she rushed me between some stalls in the shade of a big tree, and up to the entrance of the motel.  I hesitated a moment, looking at the massive amount of graffiti in the narrow alley between it and the power relay center and the motel.  I blinked and what had caught my eye was gone.

	I was distracted, still looking that way when we entered the motel.  She looked back in concern, “What is it?”

	I turned my full attention back to her, “Nothing.  I just thought there was some graffiti there that read ‘mini-mite’.  But when I did a double-take, it was gone.”

	She shrugged. “Probably just programmable paint.  Wait, Mini-mite?  Your dad’s nickname for you?”  Her eyes were wide now as she looked out the window of the armored door like she could see the alley from there.

	Then she straightened and turned back to the little counter which separated this tiny cubicle of a front lobby and the office.  A massively thick polycrylic wall, likely bulletproof, stood between us and the tired-looking elderly woman who had way too much sun exposure in her life as her skin was leathery and cracked, and her hair bleached out.  The barrier was likely laser-proof proof too since I could see the telltale rainbow reflection at the edge indicating a prismatic core.

	The woman said in an emotionless tone like it was something she said hundreds of times a day as we moved up to the counter, “G’day mates. Fifteen per hour.  Five more for clean sheets.”

	What?  Oh.  I started, “I’m not a…”

	“We’ll need to pay a week in advance please, we’re visiting from the USC to do a little tech shopping.”

	The woman’s eyes widened and she sat up straighter, “In that case, five hundred.”

	I cocked a brow and countered before Adya could speak, looking at the state of disrepair the place seemed to be in, “Two.”

	“Four.”

	Smirking, remembering this bartering game Dad would play with the scrapyard bosses when we went scavenging parts back home, I countered, “One hundred, and I fix the tracking on your taser deterrent system there before we check out.”  I pointed to the ceiling in the corner where a glitchy taser armature was having problems keeping steady on us.

	“Bloody Yanks.  Fine, but if ya can’t fix it, it’s six hundred, non-negotiable.”

	I gave her a toothy grin when she hit a control on her side and an armored drawer slid out of the desk under the counter, and I counted out five twenties as Adya, looking immensely amused, her cheeks dimpling with her smug smile, shared with the woman, “She has a thing with machines.”

	The woman tapped a glowing notice on the smart surface of the polycrylic between us which read, “No weapons in rooms,” and then she looked at us expectantly.  I looked down at myself and started, “We don’t have any…”

	I trailed off when my companion dropped two tiny blades into the drawer, and then after a moment of thought, slid the two Kanzashi hair sticks from her hair, letting her dark locks drape down her back, they clinked like metal in the drawer indicating they weren’t wooden like they looked.  I had to blink at her in surprise that she had any weapons on her, let alone four of them.

	I gleeped out, “Adya?” She just shrugged palms up, looking a little embarrassed by the way her shoulders slumped and eyes widened a bit, affecting a kid caught with her hand in a cookie jar vibe.

	The drawer slid back in and the elder woman retrieved the bills then dropped an actual brass key into the drawer and slid it back out to us.  Really, a brass key, not an electronic pass card nor indent chip, but a key.  I was enjoying the Expanse so far, it was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.  “Fifth floor, on the right, room 503.”

	Adya said, “Thanks…” She looked at her nametag. “Glynis.”  And she snatched the key from my hand and sauntered past to the lifts and she pressed the up button.

	“Hey!”

	She cocked a brow in challenge.  Fine whatever, she’s too cute to tussle with over a key.

	Glynis almost cackled out, seeming to enjoy our upcoming misery, “Lifts have been out since the rainy season, stairs are the next door.”

	It was my turn to smirk at Adders as I opened the door and then passed her on the stairs after I let her into the stairwell.  “Last one there is a rotten egg.”

	I dashed up, two stairs at a time, barely even winded when I quickly reached the fifth floor with her panting and puffing out behind me, “Hey, woman. Not all of us have your reinforced musculature.”

	My grin was gone when I somehow tripped on the last stair sending me stumbling flat against the stairway door. I mumbled into it, “Ow.”

	She chuckled as she reached past me to open the door and step through, as I stumbled to get my balance as I fell through.  “Serves you right, brat.”  She held the key up like a prize as she sauntered down the hall.

	I called out, knocking her down a peg to my level, “The other right, genius.”

	She spun on a heel, looking appropriately sheepish, and marched past me the other way, giving me a drive-by peck on the cheek as she passed by.  “Coming?”

	I scrambled after her, calling out, “So what was number four?”





	3 Chapter 3 – Breadcrumbs



	Two hours later I was looking into the mirror at my new hairstyle.  I’ve always had long hair like mom, I never even entertained a trendy bob like this before, my dark hair now a shiny black.  I looked like a whole new person, which was sort of the point since number four was that we needed to change our appearances since Kashima may have people discreetly hunting for us here and that pickpocket recognizing Adya had shown how necessary it was.

	We had gone on a mini shopping spree before we ended in the salon here, where my distracting Doctor Konda was now sporting an electric purple head of hair which was cut in a diagonal swoosh to her left down her back.

	I found that looks can be deceiving in this scrap wonderland, as a passing Chrome who was styled to look like a loping Dryad from some fantasy wave in the Frame, complete with a crown of thorns and flowers, directed us to a group of stylish clothing boutiques on the fiftieth floor of one of the patchwork skyscrapers.  While impressive for their size, they were still dwarfed by the shining and immaculate glass mega-scrapers back home in Greater York.

	That’s how I came to be wearing what I could only call urban chic tactical gear under a shiny black jacket that was designed for security and infiltration for the Hong Kong Li Dynasty Security Enforcers.  It was projectile resistant, non-conductive, and prismatic threads to diffuse low-power laser or powered weapons fire.  How Kitty’s Threads wound up with one, I don’t know and don’t care to ask.

	This one even had the ‘chameleon skin’ the Enforcers were known for.  When activated, for a short thirty count it would engage active camouflage, energizing micro panels in the threads to mimic the surroundings.  While not as impressive as the cloaking camo of the fighter drone we flew in on, it was still good enough to make them a difficult target to track.  Adya insisted I get it.  I found my cheeks burning as I bit my lower lip seeing how protective of me she had become.

	What she traded for it, I’m not sure, but with a few keystrokes and a lot of grinning back and forth, she paid for it and the trenchcoat of hers that would protect her from projectile and bladed weapons, but had no active tech like mine.  And only she could make it look so very sexy like that.

	So there I stood in front of the mirrors in the salon putting on the broken polarized shield visor we bought so I wouldn’t draw people’s attention by me Framing in without a visor.  Some people had implants or in extreme cases, artificial eyes to allow it, but we didn’t need any scrutiny on us until we found Dad.

	I looked like some heroine from an action-adventure, spy thriller.  A cold chill went down my spine when I realized how much like the Banshee, Yaeko Hisamatsu, I looked.  But I guess that’s the point since April Yale looked nothing like this.  The hide in plain sight doctrine.

	And Adya?  Well, that woman was born to stand out regardless, so she went from sexy mega-brain ex-hacker legend to sexy alternative girl… legend.  I glanced nervously at her and it took every ounce of self-control to stop from either purring or drooling like a lovesick puppy over her transformation.

	She smirked, enjoying my attention on her. “What?  Like what you see, duck girl?”

	I nodded, biting my lower lip.  She said, “Don’t hunch.  I mean it’s adorable as hell, but that’s the old you, you have to sell this new look or people will pick up on your discomfort and see through this tempting candy coating.”

	Ok, now my cheeks were absolutely burning.  I offered, as I stood taller and tried to sound more confident, “You clean up pretty good yourself, little dagger.”

	“It’s a dirk, not a… grrr.”

	My smile swallowed half my face at being able to frustrate the calm, cool, and collected woman.  We paid and she grabbed my hands and dragged me toward the door as she walked backward, eyes on me as I Framed in using our new secured connection, so I could overlay my workspace in augmented reality to work on searching for Dad as we walked.

	When we exited the building on the ground level she said as her eyes danced through whatever data she was sifting through in her heads-up display, “Let’s get back to the room now that you’re fed, dressed, and have that alluring new doo to go along with your edgy new look, Mini-mite.”

	At what was apparently an acoustic trigger, smart paint activated along the Lane for a few hundred yards.  Intermixed with all the graffiti that dominated all the alleyways, Mini-mite and arrows illuminated using the programmable paint which was powered by the ambient light around it and the micro capacitors in the nano-tech inside the paint.

	I whispered, “Kilroy was here…”

	“Again, a geek.  Adorable geek, but geek nonetheless.”  Then as the apparent trail faded into the background as the message blended in with all the others around it, she tugged my hand, my eyes lingering on the nearest spot.  Dad had been here.  This was a breadcrumb trail for me to…

	Gripping her hand a little harder, my eyes wide as I exclaimed, “Breadcrumb trail.  It’s a message!”

	She hustled to keep up as I dragged toward the motel.  “Duh, it’s a trail.”

	“No, you don’t understand.  It’s more than that, and it likely leads nowhere.  It’s a message for me on where to look.”

	Then she got it as we ran past the front desk where Glynis was watching some sort of romance wave on her headset, which I could somehow see through my void space in the Frame.  “That thing you and your dad do with the books?”

	I nodded.

	We slipped into the room, and triple-locked it, then engaged the security protocols we had quickly whipped up before we left the room to eat and shop.  “Which book?  Hansel and Gretel by the Brothers Grimm?”

	“No, Dad isn’t that obvious.  And Hansel and Gretel is a German cautionary tale named Little Step Brother and Little Step Sister, and not a book of its own, but a story included in the Grimm's Fairy Tales anthology.  It’s the hidden meaning of the story.  The breadcrumbs are just that, breadcrumbs leading to the answer.”

	She nodded slowly and then said as her fingers started flying on multiple virtual keyboards as her avatar came to sit down beside me at my messy virtual desk.  She pushed a pile of papers and plans off the desk onto the floor to place a virtual data pad on the desk as multiple screens bloomed above it.

	“Hey!” Ok, my protest was meant to sound indignant, but it came out as a whine, making her grin as she ignored me.  I looked around our huge shared void, with Dad’s endless filing cabinets in pristine shape, and her sprawling workspace, a mad scientist lab looking immaculate and organized, then to my little desk I programmed the first day I Framed in after learning some coding when I was little.

	She was murmuring, “So, like gingerbread or oven or…”

	I shook my head. “No, he taught me not to look at the obvious.  His clues were always ambiguous on the surface in our game, but made perfect sense once you understood the context.”

	She scooted her chair closer to mine in our shared space, and I felt her leg touch mine both in the real world and in the Frame even though I didn’t have a tactile suit.  We were sitting on the edge of the bed in the real world and she had moved over to where we were touching.

	I leaned my head to rest on her shoulder and inhaled her scent, sighing in contentment even through the strain of the anxiety of being actively hunted.  She sat up a little straighter as I started assembling queries for about every connection between breadcrumb trails in any context even philosophical.  “Um, April?”

	I mumbled in my distraction, “Yeah?”

	“Are you actively controlling five hundred virtual terminals?”

	Whaaaa?  I blinked.  I was. “Sorry?”

	Her single sharp peal of laughter had me wondering if she was laughing at me or our situation or what.  She assured me, “Don’t apologize.  You just never cease to amaze, lady.”

	I started, “It’s my dad’s engineering of this body that…”

	“Shut up.  Stop denigrating yourself.  You’re amazing, one of a kind, and it’s all you, not some piece of programming.”

	Before I could respond, she asked, “And what have you come up with?”

	Shrugging and feeling sheepish as I sat back in my chair and on the bed simultaneously, “That Dad is the smartest person I know, and he’s way smarter than me.”  Then my eyes widened at the thought. “Hang on a second.”  Then I tapped the slowly spinning, glowing coin of light above my desk for my new automated assistant.

	Then we were both standing, feeling like teens caught snuggling on a couch by a parent as, well, as my mom shimmered to life, well-simulated life.  She wasn’t just a virtual construct, a programmed helper coded to anticipate my needs, she was so much more than that.  Having a partial cerebral map of my mother before she died, and possessing most of her memories.

	The positively diminutive Japanese woman who looked around and settled her eyes on us, smiled and bowed slightly to Adya, before smiling lovingly at me, “April, dear one, Adya-chan.  It is so good to see you again girls.”

	I squeaked out, “Hi, mom.  I need your help.”



	





	
	4 Chapter 4 – Banshee



	It took a few minutes to explain our situation to her as she fussed over my hair which matched my physical form in the Frame since I preferred to use my likeness as an Avatar unless I was in hacking mode and wearing my duck.  She nodded slowly and shared with a wistful smile, “Your father loved to inspire critical thinking and creativity in his games with you, Chīsana hana.”

	She furrowed her brow in thought, just like I remembered her doing so many times while I was growing up.  “Perhaps you should apply context to your thinking.  Adya-chan may be closer to the mark than you believe.  Your father would ask what is it that you are looking for?  He would always have some sort of reward waiting whenever you solved his riddles.”

	I nodded slowly. “So what is my ultimate goal?  Finding Dad’s location without tipping off Kashima or any of the other groups trying to locate him first.”

	My eyes widened and I hugged the virtual AI who had what was left of my mother. “You’re a genius, Mom.”

	“Really child,” she rolled her eyes and bit the tip of her tongue like she did when she was being silly, and asked Adders, “Must she always state the obvious?”

	Adya snorted.  “I would have really liked to have met you in the real world, Mrs. Yale.  You’re a hoot.”

	“Sakura, please, and as I would you, Doctor Konda.  My April was always too caught up in her tinkering and coding to show much interest in anyone before…” She trailed off, not wanting to finish the thought.  Not wanting to voice our deaths.  And I marveled again, at just how far advanced Dad’s research was ahead of everyone’s to have integrated Mom’s partial neural map in a stable matrix on the Frame.  A holy grail in itself for all the mega-corps.  And it, she, made me feel not so alone now that I’ve learned my own disposition.

	Then my girl smoothly changed the topic back to our prior tack, seeing our moods cooling, “So why is it exactly that your mother is a genius, April?”

	Oh!  “Oh! Context.”  I grinned like it was obvious.  When I was met with a confused look from her, I shrugged. “It’s like I said, it’s a breadcrumb trail.  The physical one out there, in the graffiti tags likely leads on a merry chase to nowhere in case someone could actually tie them to my nickname.  It is what the breadcrumbs represent.”

	She nodded slowly as her brow pinched while she pieced it together a bit at a time, “So, the way home?”

	

	“Or more literally, a location.”  I pinched the bridge of my nose as I thought it through, while Mom looked at the mess on my workbench with a cocked brow, stooping to scoop up the papers and blueprints on the floor to stack neatly on the corner of the desk, tutting in exasperation at my untidiness.

	Then said slowly as I reasoned it through, “So location as in the destination?  Either home or the witch’s gingerbread house?  Or…”

	I turned to Adya, both of us flipping up our visors as we Framed out, Adya blurting “The forest?”  The actual, literal location where the breadcrumb trail was left.  We grinned at each other and then hastily Framed back in.

	She was prompted as I formed the geo-location search queries, “But which forest?”

	“On it.”  And we looked at our answer glowing on the map of the Australian Expanse, near the capital of the Free Zone, New Adelaide, at the entrance to the heavily protected and fortified inland sea which formed after the melting of the polar ice caps which flooded the bulk of the cities on the continent, just like all the other continents.

	I bit my lower lip as we gazed at the only national forest of the Australian Expanse, the Queen Elizabeth National Forest.  It ringed the huge, sprawling metropolitan complex that itself ringed the shore of the inland Outback Sea.  The forest, which now occupied what was essentially desert before the Melt, the Outback as the sea’s name implied.

	Mom was beaming at us proudly as we Framed out again and I exhaled a long breath while Adders shrugged and supplied, “Looks like we’re heading to New Adelaide.”

	I smiled at her as I nodded while she grasped my hands.  Then I turned and exhaled long and loud as I reached for my bag and started rummaging, pulling out the small tool kit I carried everywhere with me.  It was the first tool kit my father gave me when I was a little girl and it was clear I’d rather tinker with bots and automatons than toys like the other kids.

	“What’s up, lady?”

	“If we’re going to be heading halfway across the continent, I better hold up my part of the deal with Glynis.”

	She nodded with a grin. “Ah.  Yes.”  And we stood and headed out to do the repairs we agreed upon.

	I always liked tinkering as much as I liked coding and creating new and sometimes terrible things in the Frame.  Some of my exploits in my hacker’s kit were the things of nightmares for system administrators and security personnel at all the mega-corps I infiltrated when I was a young teen with my Lame Duck persona.  But there was something satisfying about creating something physical or repairing misbehaving systems like the motel’s security system.

	Sure it wasn’t like building a mechanical droid, a Chrome avatar from scratch, or anything quite as fun, but I got a sense of satisfaction when Adders was moving all around the lobby and the taser system was smoothly tracking her.  The whole time we gossiped with Glynis about local events.

	I was riding the endorphins of success when I took a couple of minutes to open the control panel on the lift to find the problem there as well.  And before we knew it, we were riding the lift back up to our room to pack.

	Adya prompted, “That wasn’t part of our deal with Glynis.”

	I shrugged and said as I stuffed my old clothes into the backpack we picked up during our shopping spree.  “It pays to build a little goodwill wherever you go.  It’s good to have allies when you need them.”  Then I prompted, my brow furrowing, speaking of, “I hit a dead end earlier when we were looking into who used my brute force hacks to reroute our landing.”

	She nodded and shared, deep in thought, “Me too.  Whoever it was buried their tracks so deep in the Dark Frame it would even take Callisto weeks to dig it out.”

	I asked, “Dad?”

	“Well, he is one of the leading Frame coders, ever.”

	I shrugged and asked, “Then why not just fly the drone to him?”

	I knew her answer before she voiced it, “And lead our pursuers right to him?  Remember, he’s on the run to protect you, April.  He wouldn’t put you at risk like that.”

	“So the hard way it is then.  Shall we?”  She smiled fondly, cupping my cheek in one of her hot hands.  I closed my eyes and leaned into the heat, sighing then kissing her palm before opening my eyes and being surprised by her lips on mine, giving me a slow, heated kiss before pulling away.

	My legs were a little wobbly as I grinned like a fool and just let her lead me to the bed. “But first, we need to get some sleep or we’ll make mistakes.  I’m exhausted, you’re exhausted, it’s late and dark out now, and we need to hack into all the security camera feeds around the Lane tomorrow morning before we beat a hasty retreat anyway to make sure the coast is clear.”

	“But I’m not exhausted.”  My following yawn was wide enough to swallow half our room.  “Ok, fine, but just a few minutes, Miss Smarty-Pants.”

	She followed up her kiss with a more heated one as she pushed me back in the bed, and my body was responsive to her seduction in all the right ways… until I yawned again, sending her into a fit of giggles.  “Ok, I see where I rate with you, Miss Yale.”

	My cheeks were on fire as I squeaked out, “Sorry.”

	She hugged me to her on the bed, nodding and laying us down across the pillows, and stifled her yawn. “It’s been a long day.”  I snuggled my face into the crook of her neck as she said in a sleepy tone, “OK, just a few minutes.”

	I woke in a panic but I calmed when I saw it was still dark outside.  Adya was at the tiny table by the door, doing something in AR as her fingers flew on virtual keyboards.  I Framed into our shared AR space.  She turned and beamed at me. “Look who decided to join the living.”

	“Hardy har, why didn’t you get some sleep too, you’re just as tired as I was.  How long was I out?”

	She pursed her lips and then said instead, “Apparently that body of yours doesn’t recover as quickly without your Medi-Pod.  You used an awful lot of the defensive programming when you faced the Banshee.”

	I nodded, it really had been an eventful day with fleeing from the Banshee on the Valor and then flying to the AE and everything we did here on the Lane.  She squinted an eye in sympathy when she shared, “You’ve been out cold for the past twenty-four hours.  I’ve been watching more and more groups from various corporations braving the Expanse from various security cameras around New Sidney all day.  And have watched most of them get their collective arses handed to them by the Gathering’s forces.”

	“What!”  My eyes were wide in shock.  “Why didn’t you wake me?  We’ve lost a day.  A day I guarantee Kashima wasn’t just waiting around for me to finish my nap.”

	“Oh shush woman, there are so many teams scouring the city, we wouldn’t have been able to move in broad daylight, we’d have had to wait for nightfall again anyway.”

	“Oh.  Ok.”

	And now that you’re back with us, let’s get cleaned up and get some food in you, and we can go.”

	A short time later, we were heading down to the tiny lobby.  Glynis looked genuinely sad to see us go.  I imagine the normal type of customers she got through here… the hourly rate type, didn’t socialize much with her.

	It was well and truly dark out when we stepped outside, and the Lane had turned into a neon wonderland and the people bustling about seemed less about trading gear and more about the nightlife as signs were switching over from salvage emporiums to nightclubs and the ilk.  I was starting to love the Expanse.

	We were moving toward a boat rental dock which Glynis recommended, when we heard a voice that chilled me to my bones and sent off my fight or flight instinct, and to my surprise, I found I had the urge to meet the threat head-on.  Bad impulse to have April!

	We ducked into an alley, and we heard Yaeko Hisamatsu asking people on the other side of the crowd gathering around one of the nightclub entrances.  “Look at the holo again.  You’re sure you’ve not seen the women in the picture?  We know they’re here somewhere.”

	Her tone was as cold and emotionless as always.  The Banshee was here.  Adya whispered, “Come on, we have to move, now.”  I nodded and followed, dashing off through the alley into the night.  If she was here, then what about Calli?  Had she beaten Yaeko, was she okay?  We tried contacting her using some Dark-Frame back channels earlier when we first set up our secure Frame connection, but we were unsuccessful.

	Guilt weighed heavily on my heart as we moved through the back streets and alleys toward the lights on the shimmering shore a stone’s throw away.  I really liked Callisto.



	





	
	5 Chapter 5 – New Adelaide



	We moved quickly and silently, and by that I mean Adya moved quickly and silently as I plodded along like a bull moose at a platypus rave.  I still wasn’t as coordinated as I was before the engineered accident that had killed Mom… and me, with me having to learn motor control all over again in these few short months since I woke in my Medi-Pod back home.  After that street maintenance skimmer had a cascade failure of its main processing unit which took down its primary and secondary avoidance systems and the massive automaton impacted our family AV.  Mom and I were dragged along for half a block before slamming into an Underground entrance bollard.

	I shuddered.  If the corporations were desperate enough for Dad to finish developing the Project Gemini Protocol, the military Chrome tech that they would kill his family to get him to submit, what were they capable of now that he stole the only prototype and destroyed all records of the Gemini Protocol?  Then he sent the two other engineers who knew the barest concepts of the project into hiding, leaving him as the only one who could duplicate the tech.

	We had to slip into a couple of the patchwork structures on our way to the docks when along the way we had to avoid commotions around Kashima Chrome patrols that braved making landfall from their mammoth floating bases offshore we could see on the horizon.  In most cases, they were being thoroughly and permanently dissuaded from setting foot in the Expanse and breaking the number one rule of the Free Zone.

	The Gathering security forces, though looking ramshackle by all appearances, were quite effective and lethal in the message they were sending.  A big fat, “No corporations!”  The actual flesh and blood operatives that were getting more frequent the closer we got to shore, were more adept at avoiding the Gathering’s patrols.

	We finally reached the boat rental Glynis recommended.  We shared a look.  I blinked at the massive docks which stretched out for close to a half mile into the ocean, filled with massive salvage vessels and boat and ship rental agencies with flashy neon signs painting the rippling waves of a currently calm ocean in bright shimmers of color.

	Heck, there was even a mega-yacht chartering service with two sleek three-hundred-foot Ulysses Corp Sea Ray yachts tied to one of the more posh-looking docks.  But in one area beneath the massive docks, where the gentle waves had trash and debris lapping at the shore, and a makeshift plastic pontoon and barrel dock, was a tiny, rundown shack with an old school incandescent light dimly glowing on a crooked metal sign that had the name, Moe’s Boats, dimly illuminated by the faint yellowish glow.

	Tied to the dock were four small motorcraft which had seen better days.  I looked back toward the Lane, even though the ramshackle, seaside, mega metropolis blocked our view, then to the more reputable chartering agencies lining some of the proper docks.  I whispered, “Really Glynis?”

	Adya snickered, causing me to look at her and wonder at her apparent amusement.  She shrugged and supplied, “She apparently caught the hint we wanted to fly under the radar.”  She indicated the shack.  I noted they seemed to be stealing power from the convoluted power grid if the old, bare-in-some-spots cable strung up to a power junction box on a street post was any indicator.

	“Do they even have a Frame relay in there?”  They had to be wireless since an old-school metallic conductor like that wouldn’t be able to handle the amperage for a decent Frame bridge.  Then I found myself grinning at her amusement when I agreed, “Can’t get much farther under the radar here now could we?  Are those wrecks even seaworthy?”

	I was starting to second guess our decision to avoid the more mainstream modes of travel since the place was swarming with Corporation teams.  We figured air travel, and even the mass transport hyper-trams, and even surface vehicle rentals were out.  Nobody would expect us to travel by sea.  I muttered, “That stealth fighter drone would have come in handy about now.”

	We shared a chuckle, then started to step out of the alley we had been standing in, next to piles of garbage that were a little past ripe, when a small, toaster-size bot which reminded me so much of my Moto and Bug-Bot, slammed into my foot and backed up.  I kicked at it gently, “Shoo.”  But it zipped into my path when I tried to step around it.

	We looked down at the little guy with two bent antennae, and it swiveled side to side as if to say, “No.”  I sighed and crouched putting a hand out and it moved up to me while I wondered aloud while straightening up the high gain antennae.  “Sorry little guy, we need to get to Moe’s.”  I furrowed my brow as I finished fixing him up, taking in his banged-up state with fresh scrapes and dings apparent in his matte black paint job.  Heh, that was the color I always painted my bots too, just for the ‘cool factor’.  “Looks like you’ve had a rough go of it tonight.  You should go find your owner before someone snatches you up for parts.”

	I stood and Adya took my hand and we started forward again but the little toaster-bot zipped in front of us and swiveled again.  My girl’s amusement morphed into one of wary concern.  Then with a thoughtful look she prompted, “Is it not safe out there?”

	The bot spun around, conjuring an excited pet in my mind.  Then it nudged forward and back toward the docks.  We crouched next to him, and I was absently Framed in seeing packets streaming to and from him from a randomly rotating array of relay stations, my toolkit showing redundant cycling and loop-back filters stymieing any attempt to trace the source.  Damn, toaster bot's Daddy or Mommy was a hardcore hacker, using some of the techniques I learned from watching Dad over the years, though I’m sure he never thought I’d use them for questionable activities on the Dark Frame.

	Then I glanced back at the docks and froze, still in my AR and seeing a virtual net of packets and even laser communications netting the area coming from the giant, offshore corporate platforms.  I could identify no less than five separate channels, indicating multiple corporations besides Kashima, and…

	“Fuck.”

	Adders whispered, “What is it April?”  I pointed at her visor which she lowered and I fed her what I was seeing.  She whistled low and twanged one of the data streams with a finger like a guitar string.  We turned our heads in unison, following a laser coms trace to some crates on one of the docks, seeing someone lying on top of one scanning the dock with some sort of high-power taser rifle.

	A quick check revealed concealed men on every dock.  They’d have a clear view of anyone approaching the docks.  I smirked and whispered, “So much for not anticipating us using a boat.”

	She shook her head slowly. “I don’t think they know we’re coming here, I think they’re just covering all their bases.  You’re one hot commodity, lady.  Leverage against your father if they can capture you.”

	She looked down at the little bot.  “Nice looking out, whoever is on the other end of this.”  Then her eyes widened as she prompted, “Calli?”  The toaster swiveled side to side in the negative.  My heart had sped up in excitement before that, but realized as I’m sure she did, that if it were Calli helping us, she would have sent one of her Pixie-bots for us.

	I furrowed my brow then prompted, “Were you the one who hacked our drone to divert us from the overrun landing zone?”  The bot spun around twice.  I silently sent kudos to our mysterious benefactor for their mad hacking skills.  I took a chance, “Dad?”  was met with a negatory swivel.  Damn, I had to ask.

	Adya asked as she studied the overlapping surveillance nets.  “Any idea how to get to the shack?  Once we’re under the docks, there doesn’t seem to be anyone below there watching.”  I bit my lip in thought, but we both looked over when Toastie spun once then moved into the alley a little, turning back toward us as if waiting.

	I pointed at my chest and then to it, “You can get us there?  You want us to follow?”  It spun in apparent glee then turned back to wait again.

	My former instructor squished her lips to one side, “Think we can trust it?”

	I shrugged.  “They’ve saved us from capture once already.  And this little guy found us.  So if they wanted us captured, they’d likely already have us.”

	She sighed and nodded, reaching out to grasp my hand and lace my fingers.  Toastie turned back and seemed to look at our hands before turning back and zipping down the alley, stopping suddenly to zip back to a door and bang into it twice, as if in a panic.

	Then we heard off in the distance, over the sounds of the bustling nightlife of the SRZ, a calm voice carrying on the wind, “April-san, it is no use hiding from me.  I know you’re here somewhere, I can smell you.  Surrender now, we only need you to bring us to your father, I promise you and the good Doctor will come to no harm… unless you resist.”  Then the Banshee sounded a little farther away as she called out almost musically, “April-san?”

	She was on the hunt.  I looked at the little bot. “Agreed. We need to get the heck out of here, now.”

	Adya said as she looked at the locking pad glowing at the side of the door as she started hacking on a virtual display in our AR void, “Just a moment and I’ll have this…”  A burst of data packets blasted from Toastie and the lock indicator turned green before sparking from an overload.

	I blinked.  “Noice.”

	We rushed inside and a little headlight flared from the bot to illuminate the corridor beyond as my girl noted, “I need to get me one of these little guys.”  Something in her tone told me she had been thinking about Calli’s Pixie-bots as well.  I wasn’t the only one feeling guilty leaving her behind to face Yaeko alone… well alone beside her two gleaming silver, metal lions and the swarm of Pixie-bots.

	One moment I was tripping over my own feet going around a corner, then next my arm was snapping up, deflecting a stun baton being swung at me, and my leg flashed out as I spun under another reaching hand to kick a large man in a… oh.  A security uniform.  He oofed and doubled over, trying to catch his breath.

	I eeped and said as I helped the man sit on the floor, the wind knocked out of him, his stun baton slipping from his fingers to clatter on the floor.  “Sorry, sorry, just breathe through it.”

	He was nodding and taking shallow, shuddering breaths.  Then Adya was saying to the man, “Sorry,” just before a little zzzt sound was heard, his eyes rolling back in his head as he slumped to the ground.  Adders looked at him and then at the stun baton with an appraising eye, nodding in appreciation.

	She told the unconscious man as we dashed off after Toastie who had stopped to wait for us at the end of the corridor, “You don’t mind if I borrow this do you?”  Then looking at me she added once we caught up with our little guide who was receiving huge packets of information from various transmission sources, “Nice moves back there, lady.”

	“Did you have to stun the poor man?  He was only doing his job.”

	She shrugged. “Couldn’t risk not to.  We don’t know if he has a panic button on him or something.  The last thing we need is being detained by…”

	She trailed off as I cocked a brow expectantly.  “We’re in the Expanse, genius.  There are no police for the most part.  Likely every single establishment here has private security like him since anything goes here.”  I gave a toothy grin and she just rolled her eyes at me.

	We followed Toastie through a warehouse of Chrome parts from various corporations.  Some looked to be next-generation polymer-elastic actuators meant to look human, while others looked first generation, just after quantum-flux engineering was accidentally invented.

	An entirely new field of engineering was born when an AI tech had used the wrong units in their calculations for an experiment, and it unlocked an entirely new way of computing and power management, orders of magnitude more versatile than standard quantum engineering.  It shouldn’t have worked at all, but now all modern systems and tech utilize it, it revolutionized VR and AR with the new virtually limitless quantum states per qbit of information.

	We passed racks upon racks of parts and every fiber of my being was screaming at me to stop and gawk, imagining all the bots or chromes I could build with all this stuff.  I could probably build a…

	“April, no time to shop.  The little bot is getting impatient.”

	“Oh, sorry.  But did you see all the wonderful toys?  There’s a whole crate of Mark Six anamorphic facial processors just there.”

	“I know, but, imbalanced unstoppable assassin lady is closing in on us and all.  No pressure though.”

	I sighed and dashed after her as Toastie zipped to the opposite side of the warehouse and then tumbled down some stairs into the basement, making a clatter as it squeaked and bleeped as it tumbled, then righted itself in the basement, its antennae bent up again.  I squatted, “Come here.”

	The toaster-bot trundled up to me and I reached out to straighten the antennae again as I pointed out, “Your maker didn’t anticipate stairs navigation in your construction, now did they?  There, good as new.”

	It rolled back slightly giving the impression of being indignant over my observation.  Then zipped forward, its servo motor whining.  “Hey, wait for us!”

	Adders chuckled as we rushed after it in the dark, the headlight from the receeding bot the only illumination as we passed into a mechanical room beside the control pads and indicators lights for the various systems.  We turned just past what looked like a small seawater desalinization plant.  I wondered aloud as my AR overlays identified all the various components and tanks of the system, and estimated capacities, “Does each building have its own desalinization plant like this here in the Expanse?  This one can only supply enough clean potable water for twenty-three hundred people.”

	Adya answered with a non-committal, “Possibly.  I mean this isn’t a mega-scraper by any means, but the fifty or so floors above the warehouse level might house at least that many people.”

	The light dimmed as Toastie slipped behind a ten-foot-tall generator coil. When we moved behind the coil the toaster-bot ran into a plasti-steel access door with an old-fashioned padlock on it.  I could barely make out some faded red paint on the door itself which read “Maintenance Tunnel Acess P-29”.

	My girl hmmed and prompted, “A tunnel? Just how did you know this was here, little guy?  The Banshee made us take this building at random.”

	I postulated as I tugged on the padlock, finding that yup, it was locked, and without it being an electronic lock, there was nothing to hack. “If I’d have made Toastie here to lead us somewhere, I’d have loaded him with every possible path to our destination.  Including all public... and not-so-public records.  His AI is just adapting?”

	To punctuate, the little bot once again banged into the door.  “Don’t be so impatient, buddy.  In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a lock here.”

	Adders prompted, making a Karate chop motion with her hand, “I don’t suppose you could…”  I cocked a brow at her and she held her hands up haltingly, “Didn’t think so, just asking.”  Her grin was unrepentant.

	“Aren’t you the one with the shady past there, Dark Dirk?  Don’t you know how to pick a lock?”

	“I was absent that day when they taught lock picking in juvenile delinquent class, smart ass.  And hey, Lame Duck’s exploits were a little more extreme than my hacking exploits.  I mean, which one of us has access to a Razorback?  Even after the Conglomerate's hunter-killer programs rooted out all the copies of it three years back.”

	I had the strongest urge to stick my tongue out at the smug-looking woman.  She looked at the stun baton she was carrying and shrugged and jammed it against the lock.  It discharged, causing electricity to arc along the lock and spark on the door material itself.  I cocked a brow at the expected negative results against a mechanical lock.  She defended weakly, “What?  I don’t see you coming up with any bright ideas.”

	Toastie bumped the door again, impatiently, and we blurted to him in unison, “Not now!”

	I looked around and saw a metal handle for one of the valves on the desalination plant leaning against the big pipe below it.  “Oh look, a key.”  I wiggled my brows at her look of confusion as I stepped back out from behind the generator coil and grabbed the hefty chunk of metal.

	She chuckled and moved away from the door to give me room as I tested the weight of the handle.  I did a test swing then hauled off and swung with all my might, missing the lock altogether, and was unable to check my wild swing as it arced down and struck the little bot’s side as he tried to zip out of danger, sending him tumbling away, squeeing in indignation.

	“Oh god, I’m sorry, Toastie.”  I dropped the handle and was at the toaster-bot’s side to check him over before the metal lever finished clattering to the concrete.

	Adya wondered aloud, “Smooth there Grace, it’s hard to remember sometimes that you just recently re-learned motor control after seeing you fight so adeptly against a crazy Kashima lady back there.”

	I gave her a sardonic look before examining the little dent in the bot’s side, rubbing my sleeve over it to try to buff it out.  “Let’s see you do better, woman.”

	She took the challenge and picked up the handle and in first one, then two blows, both striking the lock, the shackle came loose on it.  She set the improvised club down and made a “taa-daa” motion to the lock, looking smug as I muttered to her, “Show off.”

	She chuckled as she took the lock off, dropped it, and started to pull the heavy door open, the hinges screeching and moaning in protest from lack of use and maintenance.  We shared a wince as she stopped, listening.  I was sure they could hear it from the moon station.  We froze at a clanking sound somewhere in the basement that sounded like something was knocked over.

	Yup, that did it, we were squeezing past the tight opening and into the dank, dingy, and wet tunnel beyond after our equally frantic little bot friend who zipped on ahead of us without looking back.  I chuckled without humor.  Ok, so we were a little on edge.

	Then we followed Toastie, who seemed to know exactly where he was going in the twisting and turning network of tunnels we found ourselves in, always heading in a downward slope.  I realized he was following the big, six-foot diameter desalinization pipes toward the ocean.  Genius, he was getting us under the docks where all the lookouts were watching the roadways.

	And at that thought, we wound up at a rusted metal grate, with a water line evident around waist level… the tide was out and we could see the waves gently lapping at the opening as we stood in puddling water at our feet.  I winged a thumb at the grate and another padlock, “Exit.”

	“You’re such a geek, lady.  Now make yourself useful and find us another one of those keys.”  She made a shooing motion to me in the dim light from the docks and the moon in the sky I could see hovering over the waves and pier piles beyond the barrier.

	I managed to rustle up a small piece of rebar and a chunk of broken concrete and held them up to her with a shrug while Toastie just trundled between some of the bars to turn back and wiggle at us impatiently.

	She held a warning finger toward the mechanical beastie then grabbed the concrete chunk from me and started pounding on the lock, one swing at a time.  We winced at each strike, listening in between for any alarm the sound may raise.  On the fourth hit, the lock’s shackle was released.

	Then we let the lock drop to splash at our feet and tested the grate’s hinges, which thankfully weren’t as loud as the access door’s had been.  The lower one was seemingly lubricated by the green sludge that covered almost everything below the high tide mark.

	We peeked out, to make sure the coast was clear, seeing we were below one of the piers, the dock stretching out into the ocean beyond.  I realized as we glanced over to see the little shack and dock a stone’s throw away, that we were there at Moe’s and directly under one of the lookouts we had seen.

	I whispered to our little hero, “Good job, Toastie.”  Then we snuck off into the darkness to the shack where we stood in the dim yellow glow of the little light above the door.  We could see an old man leaning back in a chair, his feet crossed on top of a table watching some entertainment waves on a little physical display as he drank from what looked like a whiskey bottle.

	Well hello, Moe.

	Adya gently knocked at the locked door.





	6 Chapter 6 – Outback Sea



	Ok, I of all people… am I really a person? I should know that looks can be deceiving.  As we approached New Adelaide late the next day on one of those rickety, clunky-looking old boats with Moe at the wheel I thought back to our exit from New Sidney.  I want to go there to properly explore the Lane one day when I’m not being hunted.  It truly is a tinkerer’s wonderland.

	 We had been outside Moe’s Boats and cringed when Adya had tapped the door lightly, and the old man looked toward the door and yelled out, “We’re closed!”  In unison, we swung our heads up toward the pier above us where one of the lookouts was lying on top of a shipping container, scanning the city with night vision VR goggles.  We held our breaths and when no alarm was raised, we turned back to the door, thankful the sounds of the nightlife in the city had drowned out the old man’s husky voice.

	I called out softly, “Glynis, from the Lampton, sent us, Mr. Moe.”

	This had the man’s already wrinkled face seem to crease even more when he almost tipped over in his chair, he swung his feet off the table to the floor so fast.  He was quickly on guard as he rushed to the door, limping on his left leg a little, then he unlocked the door, disabling a particularly threatening-looking booby trap with all sorts of sharp points and edges… no electronics there.

	He whispered sharply as he looked past us turning his head every which way as he checked the darkness for watching eyes, “Get in here, quickly ya Sheilas.”  He waved us in with a weather-worn, heavily tanned hand, stepping aside to avoid Toastie running his feet over.  The man poked his head back outside to look around again then pulled back inside, locking the door and pulling a little shade down over the window, indicating he didn’t have smart glass installed that could block people outside from seeing in, with a simple command.

	He turned to look us up and down, pulling the white cloth hat from his head which was covered in white, wispy, flyaway hair, and holding the cap against his chest, “Beggin’ yer pardon.  G’day, ya say Glynis sent ya?”  He combed what little hair he had left back with his fingers.

	A smile was twitching at the corner of my mouth as I realized the man was sweet on Glynis.  Adya nodded, prompting, “Yes, she said if we needed discrete water transport to New Adelaide, you were the man to see.”

	He grinned, pleased at that, and asked, “She did, did she now?”  He seemed to be appraising us with his steel grey eyes.  “Did she happen to mention the kind of transport I provide?”

	I supplied, “Discrete.”  My tone implied a lot more.

	“Ah.  So we’re on the same page.”  He winged a thumb toward the door and looked up as if he could see the pier through the blind.  “I assume you ladies are the ‘package’ those intrudin’ corpos out there have been yammering about the past twenty-four hours then?”

	I blinked at that and he grinned and winked, tapping his ear… so it wasn’t a hearing aid then, or rather, not the conventional kind.  I had sort of wondered why he wore one instead of just getting an implant.  With a thought, I was seeing data streams in my AR overlays in my vision flowing to and from various points on his body.  He wasn’t the Luddite he was doing a great job of projecting to the outside world.  This man was more than met the eye.

	He didn’t press the question, instead, he prompted, “Did she say anything else, about me that is?”

	I assured the man, “She’s a woman of discerning taste, so she must think highly of you since yours was the only name she offered up, Mr. Moe.”

	He puffed up his chest a little, looking pleased again.  “Just Moe, mate.  Moe James.”  Then he looked at our bags and then the door, “And you’re wantin’ to abscond in the dark of night it seems.”

	Adya nodded.  “Yes please, Moe.  Kashima has a particularly nasty asset tracking us, and she’s closing in.”

	His brow furrowed. “So you’re why that damnable Banshee is terrorizing the Lane.  She’s hospitalized a half dozen Gathering enforcers already.  One scary cu… um, woman she is.  You must be high-value targets then?”

	Umm… I swallowed and he rolled his eyes at my reaction and prompted us, “Twenty thousand.”

	I choked at that and Adya countered, “If you’ll take USC chits.  Otherwise, we’re a little short.”

	“How short?”

	I answered for her, “Umm… almost twenty thousand short.”

	He snorted and chuckled. “So of course that beguiling woman who sent you to me knew this.”  He looked at Toastie. “What about the bot?  I’ve never seen a mark eight power coupling in a regenerative circuit like that.”  The little bot squeaked and zipped behind me, peeking out from behind my leg.

	Cocking a brow at his astute observation.  “You can double your runtime, I know they’re only speced at one kilowatt, but they can handle almost double that if you use a linear phase rectifier before the coupling.  But no, Toastie isn’t for sale, and he’s not ours to begin with.”

	I had to blink as I realized it was a trick Dad had taught me, and it was exactly how I would have built Toastie to give him more capabilities in such a small package.  I glanced down at the little guy, my inner voice asking, “Dad?”  But the bot had already indicated Dad hadn’t sent him.  Who else built bots like we did?

	“Well how much do you have, and what else do you have to trade, those USC chits are worthless here.”

	We pooled our money and winced, the prior day had been quite expensive.  I held out twenty-five hundred in those plasticized paper bills.  “Twenty-five hundred?  We’re both class Q Frame programmers if you need anything done, or… well, we’re pretty handy infiltrating systems.”

	“Hackers then.”  He looked at the bills, knowing it was really everything we had, then muttered to himself, “Fuck it then.”  He took the top bill between two fingers, the smallest denomination, a single credit.  “You’ll put in a good word with Glynis for me then?”

	“Of course.”

	“Yes sir.”

	“If you’re ready then we best be about it.”  He pointed at his ear. “That damned Banshee has found the access tunnels and took out another team of enforcers.  Is tha Sheila even human, or just a Chrome with battle programmin’ built in, like those Dutch pricks from the Van der Berg Group on the other side of town?”

	I assured him, “Oh, she’s human alright.”  And finished in my head, ‘unlike me’. Adya caught it and grabbed my hand to give it a little squeeze.

	Moe grabbed a couple of dark grey ponchos from a coat rack at the door.  They shimmered a little as he handed them to us.  “Put those on and let’s get moving then.”

	My brown-eyed obsession’s eyebrows met her hairline. “Chameleon fiber?”  Holy platypus beans, chameleon fiber?  That was the next-gen military tech.  Just who was Moe, really, and how did he get his hands on these ponchos that would help obscure our movements?  Well duh, April, it was the Expanse, he questionably came about them.

	He opened the door, looked around, then up to the pier, and waved us to follow as he grabbed a bag by the door.  Then we were dashing out onto the rickety dock that looked to be just barely buoyant, with barrels and plastic jugs being used to keep it afloat.

	We reached one of the little boats, I picked up Toastie and boarded before he shooed us down into the tiny cabin below deck, which had me blinking at how clean, sleek, and modern it was inside, which belied the run-down, beat-up exterior.  And with the slight hiss of water against the hull, we were moving.  He had some sort of noise-cancelling tech installed in the boat.  I didn’t even hear the electric motors whirring.

	We almost drifted along the shoreline, passing under numerous piers, and then out to open water.  I heard him mumbling to himself, “That’s right you bastards, we’re just some drifting flotsam, pay us no heed.”  I pulled my head back into the cabin when I saw the shadowed outline of one of those mammoth corporate bases floating offshore.  They were getting bold coming so close to shore, they were risking the Gathering sending out their enforcer fleet for intruding on the waters of the Free Zone.

	Minutes ticked by, and it felt like we were all holding our breath until we passed around a small isthmus stretching into the sea, the platforms now out of view.  Then Moe looked down into the cabin and called out, “Hang onto something, mates.”

	Our connection to the Frame went dark as a military-grade jamming signal bloomed from the boat as we tumbled back onto one of the bench seats and the boat suddenly lurched forward, the whine of plasma inductors kicking in, and for a moment, I thought we were flying as the ship seemed to leave the waves, moving upwards.

	I noted Adya and my hands clasped each other’s as our eyes widened.  The boat leveled out nine or ten feet off the waves.  I let go of Adders and dashed up the stairs as I realized what had just happened.  The wind of us slicing through the night at around a hundred miles per hour buffeted me and Adya as she dashed up to the main deck with me while the ship’s passage through the water smoothed out, like a whisper across a silk sheet.  I babbled out in wonder, “A hydrofoil!”

	Moe had a wicked grin on his face as we joined him behind the windscreen to stop the buffeting passage of air around us.  I prompted, “I thought the last of the hydrofoils were mothballed decades ago with the last of the mega-carriers since the corporations developed more efficient water travel.”

	He looked proud, the corners of his eyes wrinkling a little more as he smiled, “They did, but my Runners have a wee bit more oomph than the tech they’re based on.”

	“Runners?”

	Adya deadpanned before he could explain, “Contraband runners.  Moe here is a smuggler.”

	The man looked affronted, as he corrected her while looking at the control panel at our coordinates, my brow cocking at the speed readout of one hundred and twelve miles per hour with its anti-cavitation sonic dampening tech, “This is the Expanse, mate, there is no contraband.  I simply provide under-the-radar transportation of people and goods… for a price.”

	I was just smiling as I looked into the darkness, the only light playing off the tops of the waves the two foils sliced through like butter, was from the neon of New Sidney to our starboard and the dim, ghostly glow of the moon.  “Well, I think it’s brilliant.  This is simply amazing, Moe.  Are you using the Albatross electronic countermeasure package from the Burgess Corporation?  They just incorporated it on their military Drone Carriers in the last battles of the Corporate Wars.”

	Again he was grinning. “Only the best for my girls.”

	“Your girls?”

	“My boats.”  He shared as if telling a secret, “I may or may not have reverse-engineered the system from one a salvage ship picked up from a sunken Drone Carrier at the bottom of the Indian Ocean.  We’re invisible to all but optical tracking of the damn satellites now.”

	I nodded in appreciation as my AR overlays bloomed in my vision again, my fingers flying on virtual keyboards.  I quickly lowered my visor as an afterthought.  He chuckled. “You won’t be getting through the…”  He stopped and stared at his consoles, showing a breach of the system as I Framed back in through the tunnel I hacked through the redundant cache recycler, the weak point in a lot of those old military systems which has since been plugged.

	Umm… not that I’d know anything about that, I’d never hack military systems.  I added my callsign to the exploit on his system, my mallard duck icon in the compromised code, and had to grin when simultaneously, Adya was adding her Dark Dirk signature to a piggyback exploit she employed.

	The man looked at us, face pale, then the controls which showed a breach of the electronic warfare subsystems.  “Fuck me, just who are you two Sheilas?”

	I assured the man, “Don’t worry, our feeds can’t be traced.  Well, they can, but it would take weeks even for the best AI the Corpos have.”

	He shook his head, looking as if he were second-thinking smuggling us out to New Adelaide now.  “I’ve only seen one man do what you two just did twice as fast as him, and you…” he indicated to me as he studied the data on his screen, “Used his exploit.”

	Now my eyes were wide as I blurted without thinking, “Dad was on your boats?”

	He looked stunned then furrowed his brow, “You belong to Doc Yale?”

	Adya moved between me and him and said in a cold tone, “She’s his daughter, and we’re looking for him.”

	The man laughed, but not cruelly as he sputtered out, “Crikey, you and just about every government and corporation on the planet, hell even some freelancers crawling all over the Expanse the past couple of days are looking for the man.”

	I pulled Adya back from her protective position which gave me the warm fuzzies, giving her a reassuring look.  I was a pretty good judge of character, and I was virtually positive the man wasn’t giving Dad up, especially if he was a client like us.  A contraband smuggler would be out of business if it got out he gave up his clients to the corporations.

	I gave him a pleading look as my heart sped up, knowing we were on the right track to finding Dad.  “I’m April Yale.  My dad went into hiding so I wouldn’t be harassed by the people looking for some tech he stole back from Kashima.  It didn’t work as everyone and their Chromes were trying to use me to find him.  So I’m here to reunite with my dad, I miss him so much.”

	Then I prompted with my eyes as I asked, “You gave him transport?  Are we going the right way?  You don’t have to tell us anything to betray his trust in you.”

	He studied me for a moment, it was the longest three heartbeats in my life as he started to nod slowly, trying to really examine me.  “It is you.  You look so different than the news waves.  When the doc lost his wife and you were in a coma, but it’s you.”

	It was like a horse kicked me in the chest at the reminder mom was dead… though a good chunk of her still lived on in my AI assistant.  “Yes, I survived because my dad didn’t give up on me, and I won’t give up on him.”  Toastie bumped my ankle, and I looked down at him, how had he navigated the stairs back up to the deck?  His antennas were drooping as if my words saddened him.

	Moe said as he altered our course slightly when an alert flashed on the screen of a drone patrol overhead flying a search pattern, “Yes, he chartered Miss Bell here to get him to the Outback Sea with his cargo.  That big crate was shielded from all my scanners.  That’s all I know.  I don’t know where he went after we unloaded the cargo at the Adelaide docks.  I didn’t ask… I don’t ask.”

	I dove onto the man, eyes welling with tears as I hugged him tight. “Thank you, Moe.  Thank you, thank you.”  Then I assured him, “We’ll find him.”

	When I released the grinning man, he looked from us to the compromised code on his screens.  “Of that, I’ve no doubt, young lady.”  Then he tapped his lips as he engaged the autopilot and ushered us down into the cabin, Adders grabbing Toastie as we went. “Just be careful.  I swear that Banshee cu… umm, woman is a half bloodhound.  She won’t stop until she finds you.”

	Adya assured him as she set an annoyed-looking toaster-bot down on the floor.  “We’ve had a few run-ins with her already.  She’s not infallible.”

	Now he looked monumentally surprised, “A few run-ins?  And she still doesn’t have you?”  He looked us up and down, re-appraising us.  Then shook his head in disbelief and said as he indicated the benches, “Those rearrange into a bunk.  It’s going to take us fourteen to eighteen hours on the route I laid in, so you should get some sleep.”

	Then he turned to indicate the galley as he took a few short steps to it to start some coffee brewing.  “Feel free to eat what you need.  And remember to put a good word in for me with Glynis.”  He shot us a toothy grin, the old pirate had rizz.

	“Will do.”

	Then I went about helping my girl set up the bed as I thought again.  Next stop, the Outback Sea.



	





	
	7 Chapter 7 – The Gathering



	The ride was so smooth we were lulled into sleep within minutes.  I woke with a start to Toastie bumping the base of the bed.  I yawned and looked at him with bleary eyes.  Adya stirred and groaned, looking so uncomfortable on the cramped bed with an arm thrown across my middle and her feet against the ship’s bulkhead, “What is it, little guy?”

	The bot squeaked and backed up to zip toward the ship’s ladder stairs and then back to us.  Then I realized it hadn’t been him which woke me as my eyes widened and I swung my feet down to the floor, whispering, “We’re not moving.”

	I stood, getting my bearings and steadying myself as she slipped off the hard cushions to my side.  Adders cocked her head to see up the stairs as she whispered back, “It’s still early, we wouldn’t be even close yet.”  She scooped up the little bot and we ventured up the stairs, with her protectively leading the way.

	“Hey, I’m not made of spun sugar, woman.”

	We poked our heads up to look around the main deck as we bobbed slowly in the waves.  Moe standing at the ship’s controls, appearing to be holding his breath as he peered skyward beyond the wreckage we were under, his body still, strain in his eyes.

	The motion must have caught his attention because he turned to look at us and motioned for us to stay.  He called out softly, “Is what your father has so valuable the Corpos have mobilized their full security apparatus just ta snag you there, April lass?”

	He nudged his eyes up. “Military drone patrol squadrons are sweeping the entire coastline.”  A quick check in AR told me the electronic countermeasures were still engaged even though the plasma and electric motors were shut down.

	I looked around to see we were anchored in a sea of floating debris, some of which looked to be the hulls of great vessels, wedged into the apocalyptic sight of the bones of ancient, crumbling, and rusting skyscrapers which appeared to be reaching up from the ocean in an attempt to free themselves from their watery grave.

	Like a glacier calving an iceberg, one of the dilapidated fascias of one of those giants from another age, before the water reclaimed these cities from before the Melt, seemed to crack and collapse into the unforgiving waves, exposing the steel framework beneath, like the grasping finger-bones of a long dead sentinel being revealed.

	The roar and rumble of the collapse, and the waves the action created, reached us, sending us bobbing and our hull clanging against… I blinked at the twin screws the size of houses, and the rudder of what could only be a Janus Class mega-attack sub sticking above the waves.  The bow of the old nuclear vessel pointed straight down into the seabed far below, and a giant gash melted through the hull reaching down to disappear into the ocean.  A huge section of that hull was peeled away from the superstructure of the sub and hung over our boat like a big umbrella, keeping Miss Bell obscured from optical scans from above.

	The mammoth sub, which had at one time held enough nuclear ordinance to level continents, looked to be stripped to its bones, either by scrappers or militaries reclaiming the old radiological weapons and its triple reactors which generated enough electrical power to light up a city.

	Toastie trundled over to the captain, apparently to study the controls the old smuggler was now watching.  And Adya leaned in, her face next to mine as she pointed without a word.  I nodded as I tracked a group of nasty-looking drones about a mile up. They were flying in a staggered formation, and I saw in my AR overlay, the data streams from powerful scans returning to the squadron as they were sweeping the remains of… my AR provided helpfully, the remains of Melbourne.

	This had once been a metropolis that rivaled some of the smaller, modern mega-cities of today, housing over five million people at one time.  The second largest city of old Australia after Sidney itself.  I absently wondered why so many cities were built so close to the ocean before the Melt which weren’t constructed on stilts to accommodate rising water levels or in the case of New Sidney, rising out of the ocean to create a new shoreline that can adapt to any water levels with the lower levels submerged and built watertight to withstand the rising water.

	I rolled my eyes at myself when Mom said in my Frame void, “You’re smarter than that, Chīsana hana.  These metropolises were constructed long before mankind even believed the Melt was possible.  We learn from our mistakes and adapt… or die.  We chose to adapt and rebuild.”

	Adders seemed to be of a similar mind as she shook her head slowly, glancing from the drones making another sweep of the area near the collapse and the ancient graveyard of structures we were hiding among.  “I wonder what modern archaeologists think of these forgotten settlements as they slowly decay and are claimed by the sea.”

	Moe had moved beside where we were standing halfway out of the lower cabin door on the stairs.  “Not forgotten, scrappers are still stripping the bones of old Aussie.  Let’s get below decks to wait out the patrol, they’ll be done scanning this grid and moving on in a bit, then we can get moving again.  Ya had breakfast, mates?”

	I was too nervous to eat much as I kept tabs on the drone squadron by tapping into the USC Earth observation satellite network.  It would take them around an hour to determine one of the feeds had been re-tasked and shut it down once they found they couldn’t trace the command stream.

	A part of me was feeling guilty because I had promised my parents I was done with my hacking days and had been determined to attend college at Clarke Tech.  But here I was, expelled from the very school I worked my butt off to be a part of, and slipping back into my less-than-legal habits on the Dark Frame.  And with my newfound abilities, it was getting easier and easier for me to infiltrate secured and hardened networks like this.  Mom and Dad would be disappointed.

	The three of us didn’t talk much, our attention on the stairs, with one of us always glancing that way.  It seems anxiety fed upon itself and just built on all of our collective insecurities.  It wasn’t until Toastie’s antennae perked up and he zipped over to the stairs and spun in a circle that I noted the squadron left the area to the next quadrant of their search grid.  Was whoever was controlling him tracking them like I was somehow?

	I whispered for some reason, “They’re leaving.”  And the others stood as I scooped up the toaster-bot and we made our way topside to scan the sky from our covered hiding spot.

	Adya verified, her fingers flying on a virtual keyboard as I set our box-shaped companion down, “They’re bugging out.  They should be out of visual range in, five, four, three…”  She didn’t get a chance to finish as first one then another and another bell sounded all around the wreckage and ruins.

	Various types of motors started up and panels of rusted metal creaked open or raised on pulley systems and marine vessels of all types moved out of, in some cases, some pretty ingenious hiding spots.  In some cases, the floating debris itself roared to life and sped along with shutters on hidden windows raising as more bells could be heard resonating from high above in the skyscrapers.

	I scanned the remains of the buildings, and Adya pointed up. “There.”

	I saw dozens of shutters made of junk raised on windows on various structures, and dozens of people moved to the windows to peer down at all the activity around us.  What in the name of Issac Asimov was going on here?

	Moe grinned at our shocked confusion, we probably looked pretty goofy and daft about then as he shared, “Scrappers claimed most of the sunken settlements around the Expanse.  Made the ruins their homes, workshops, and warehouses for trading stock on the mainland.  Old Melbourne here is one of the largest scrapper communities.”

	I heard laughing and looked up to see small children riding a zipline between a building and what had to have been some sort of cargo vessel at one time before running, well, sort of aground, being wedged between two buildings.  I stepped forward a hand outstretched as I made a distressed squeak.

	Moe chuckled.  “Just kids having fun.”

	“But they’re so little.  That’s dangerous…”

	“Nah, the little ankle biters grew up here, it’s the quickest way to travel the community here.  Hell, I grew up just there.”  He pointed to the skeletal structure of a skyscraper that had lost the upper floors sometime in the past, next to the structure that just had the facade collapse into the waves.  “I rode the lines when I was barely able to walk.”

	It didn’t soothe my anxiety any as I watched more children and an adult or two riding the lines.  Someone at the top of another ship which was stern down in the water, looking to be more rust than metal blew an airhorn and waved down at us.  Moe waved and shared, “Coast is clear.  I wouldn’t have stopped to hide here if this were any other cargo run, but with it being you Sheilas they’re hunting, I thought it to be prudent.”

	Then he started up the motors and powered the rest of the boat up.  “Besides, they’re not going to be able to intrude on Expanse waters and airspace much longer.  Fuckin’ Corpos.”

	Adya beat me to prompting, “What do you mean?”

	He chuckled a little as we made our way slowly through the debris, shipwrecks, and buildings toward open water.  “There’s a reason the corporations steer clear of the AE.  The Gathering will only put up with their bullshit for so long before they mobilize the enforcers to take them out.  It is, after all, an act of war, them operating in AE territory.”

	It was my turn to ask, “And can they?  Does the Expanse have the capability to fight that?”  I pointed to the sky where the drones had been.

	He shrugged as the plasma inductors kicked in and the familiar sensation of us rising up onto the foils left my stomach behind as we picked up speed as old Melbourne started to recede in the distance behind us.  “As long as they don’t come in force.  We have the tech they can’t even dream of yet.  All the brightest minds, engineers, programmers, and…”  He nudged his chin to us. “Hackers, make the Expanse their home because there are no restrictions on their creations.”

	“We even pushed back Kashima when they tried to annex the Expanse back when I was a wee one.  The Gathering sent them packing with a black eye for their troubles.  Those Kashima soldiers were crazy as a sack of crocs.  But we reaffirmed our status as a Free Zone that day, and for the most part, the Corpos leave us alone now.  All with their massive floating stations just outside of territorial waters, keeping tabs on us from afar.”

	He indicated to us again as he programmed a new course.  “Until you gals came flying in on some sort of antique stealth drone that was armed to the teeth, which I’ve never seen before.  You’re drawing in all those sea bases.  Whatever your pops has must be worth them violating our waters and airspace to come hunting for you for what?  Leverage to draw him out?”

	I squinted an eye at him, wincing in mock pain as I asked, “Sorry?”  This just got the old sea smuggler laughing and then booting the little toaster-bot away from his feet, where it kept getting underfoot.

	We watched the sky for the rest of the day, until we saw a huge inlet and the edges of another scrap-built city like Sidney, bathed in the orange sky of the setting sun.  Moe moved a hand palm up and declared, “New Adelaide, mates.”

	And the ocean exploded in front of us, causing automated systems to shut down the motors in an emergency stop, making us sink back down to the surface of the waves.  Some sort of sleek stingray-shaped vessel, around a hundred fifty yards across, climbed out of the ocean, water sloshing off the smooth, shiny surface in great sheets to splash into the waves, as at least a dozen turbofans that were twenty feet across brought the vessel into a hover above us, the water below being churned up in a white froth from the violent downdraft coming from the powerful engines.

	Adders picked up Toastie as dozens of what looked to be point defense energy weapons swiveled our way, and a massive barrel of what had to be an electromagnetic rail-gun swung to train on the Miss Bell.  I swallowed hard and raised my hands as a voice boomed out on a public address speaker, “This is the Gathering pacification vessel, Artemis, heave to and prepare to be boarded.”

	I whispered to Moe from the side of my mouth, “Crikey?”

	“Just so.  I should’a not answered the door and taken the piss.”  He winked at us and raised his hands.

	Was it wrong that I was more interested in examining the Artemis than being afraid of the enforcers dropping down to us on rope lines as the submersible airship moved above us?  What kind of warship was it?

	Adya shrugged at me when I looked over where she had one hand in the air, the other gripping our little bot friend, “Welcome to the Outback Sea?”  God, she was funny.



	





	
	8 Chapter 8 – Questions



	In no time at all we were back underway, with four, heavily armed and armored enforcers onboard, one at the controls, which conveniently were reconfigured to standard navigation controls with no signs of the military grade systems evident.  Moe was good.  It made me wonder more about the old sailor’s background.  There had to be more to it than simply growing up a scrapper become smuggler.

	The flying submersible stingray was escorting us from above as a basket was being lowered to the deck and the lead enforcer was informing us, “The commander of sector five has some questions for you, we’re transferring you to the Artemis.”

	When Moe stepped behind us, the man raised a barrel of his nasty-looking energy weapon and nudged him aside. “Not you Moses.  Commander Hemsford was quite clear he didn’t want you anywhere near the systems on the Artemis.”  The two exchanged steely gazes.  “You stay here with the bot until he decides what to do with you.”

	“Whatever you say Corporal Arnez.”

	I hugged Toastie protectively as Adya prompted the Corporal, “It’s her emotional support bot.  She doesn't function well without it.”

	He looked from her to me then our little bot companion.  I sent to her AR, “You little liar.”

	Her fingers twitched and her response of, “Never hurts to try,” scrolled in our shared Frame void, it was all I could do to keep from chuckling.

	The man caught her finger motion and shook his head, addressing her, “You won’t be able to Frame in here, Doctor Konda.  The Artemis is transmitting a jamming field.”

	Which we had circumvented as the man’s team was rapelling down the ropes to the deck of the Miss Bell  It wasn’t lost on me that he knew who Adders was.  I wondered if they had intelligence on her… and me, or if her reputation preceded her this much.

	I took a moment to tunnel through the Frame to the much more vast and powerful Frame the United States Conglomerate military service was hiding from the world.  And was having a tug of war with their security AI systems as I hacked my way through using my exploit toolbox of modified hacks from some of the greats.

	Hmm… there wasn’t any indication as to any files they had on AE intelligence.  On the contrary, there were summations of probable intelligence capabilities of the Expanse operatives instead, citing veritable armies of class S hackers using next-generation Quantum Phase encryption technology in the AE firewalls.  Ooo, now that sounded interesting, I’d love to poke around in that firewall code.  I’ve heard rumors about Quantum Phase encoding on the Dark Frame communities, it is supposed to be exponentially deeper than simple quantum encryption, whoever devised it had to be a next-level programmer… like Dad.

	I returned my attention to the predicament at hand as Arnez studied me then looked at Toastie and ran a hand scanner over him and a green light appeared on the device.  I discretely thumped the toast-bot in appreciation he had cut his own, constant transmissions, just before the scan, only to re-initiate them after he was cleared.

	“Ok, fine, but it gets ejected out the sea door if it causes any problems.”

	I nodded furtively as I hugged Toastie to me.  “Yes sir.”

	Then he prompted as he held up another device, “Thumbprint.”  I reached forward slowly, a little confused.  Didn’t they know who I was?  They knew Adya.  I pressed my thumb to the pad and it scanned me.  The man looked frustrated and shook his head.

	Adders bumped my hip as the man looked at the screen.  Her avatar sat at my workbench, pointing at the packets of information she intercepted from the device, and said as she looked past my avatar to our AR display of the real world, “Someone’s wiped every shred of data about you from the Frame.  It’s like a cleaner bomb scrubbed you from the Frame… and fairly recently too.  Someone is protecting you.”

	A cleaner bomb?  Those had been outlawed a decade ago and all of them, just like the Razorbacks, had been tracked down and eliminated.  I thought I had the only copies of either in my toolkit in my void space where the corporations and militaries couldn't find them.  Did someone else hide one away before the Frame sweep?

	I quickly checked my exploit toolkit and mine were still there, tucked away in pieces so they wouldn’t accidentally activate… but… fut the actual wuck?  The logs showed someone had accessed my toolkit yesterday and unleashed the Cleaner Bomb.  How had they even found my void, let alone bypassed my security?

	I Framed out to look down at the innocent-looking toaster-bot, his antennae drooping.  Its owner?  They had already saved us twice, now they were wiping me from the Frame too?  If not Dad, who in Captain Nemo’s name could do this?

	The Corporal radioed up as he swung the basket to settle on the deck in front of us. “Prepare to receive Doctor Konda and Jane Doe.”  Then he nudged his weapon toward the basket.  “Ladies, if you would please.”  We stepped in and he slung some heavy leather safety belts around our waists and clipped them into a cable that went around the basket with what looked like climber’s carabiners.  He stepped in and called out over the thrum of the turbofan engines which were buffeting us with a torrent of air from above.  “Retract basket.”

	With a lurch and sway we were swiftly pulled upward and I almost lost my balance.  I leaned in and spoke into my girl’s ear, “Why haven’t they just asked who I am?”

	She grinned and spoke into mine, “They probably know, they’re just frustrated they can’t verify it for some reason.  I tried a lookup when he came up blank, and you don’t exist anywhere on the Frame.”

	“Me too!”  I loved how she was so in sync with me.  I really liked how she thought, it was sexy as hell.

	“Ladies.  Stop talking.”

	Moments later we were pulled into the sleek vessel, the torrential wind and sound were instantly deadened when some bay doors in the floor closed once we were settled in what looked to be a mini-drone bay of some sort, with dozens of much smaller stingray-shaped drones in racks along the bay door.

	I blurted to the Enforcer, “Are those drones submersible airships too?  How cool is that?”

	He stared at me as I had just grown a third head, then ushered us along as technicians in a small control center looked over in curiosity at the civilians in their midst, stopping the work they were doing on one of the drones.  “The Commander is waiting.”

	We moved along as he directed us, and I could barely tell we were even moving.  This was a sweet piece of technology.  I absently wondered if the Corporations were aware the Expanse even had advanced military tech like this.

	We went up two levels and down a corridor past a huge open bay.  The glass blast doors labeled the space as the McKenzie power plant.  Great googly moogly, it took only four McKenzie plants back home to power the entire mega-city of Greater York.  How much power did this beast need to operate?

	We stepped onto what had to be the bridge a couple dozen yards later.  And we could see out the huge, transparent, blast windows to the city of New Adelaide as we rapidly approached.

	A middle-aged man with a military bearing, and silvering dark hair, who was standing by the windows, looked out with his hands crossed behind his back and turned to us without us being announced as I looked at the ten or so Enforcers who looked to be running the systems of the Artemis.

	The dark aboriginal tone to his skin was flattering on him as he beamed a smile of bright white teeth to us.  “Doctor Konda, welcome aboard the Artemis.”

	He stepped up to me and reached out and took my free hand between his, “April Yale, I presume?”  My nonanswer was all the confirmation he needed.  “Please, join me in my ready room.  I’ve questions the Gathering needs answering.  You’ve been causing quite the kerfuffle since you arrived in the Expanse unannounced.”



	





	
	9 Chapter 9 – Knock Knock



	The Commander led us into a room that wouldn’t be out of place in a corporate boardroom, complete with a smart surface boardroom table with a holoprojector in the middle of it, which was currently displaying something that took me a few seconds to comprehend.

	As fish darted past the cameras, I realized I was looking up at the foils of a hydrofoil from below, the shadow of a ship above the surface of the water.

	The Chrono in my AR synced and displayed the time difference as the bones of those ancient skyscrapers passed by the display in the depths of the ocean, and my eyes widened as the playback of us leaving the sunken metropolis of Melbourne paused.  Was the Artemis tracking us from below the waves?  How long had they been trailing us like that?  Where no electronic systems could track Moe’s boat, they had been visually tracking the Miss Bell from underwater.

	I was a combination of impressed with the capabilities of this large military craft, and a little afraid of those same capabilities.  There was a little concern mixed in there too, because any of the corporations would do just about anything to get their hands on technology like this.  I was a case in point.

	Adya’s fingers were twitching almost imperceptibly as it was everything I could do to keep from doing the same by force of habit, instead opting to silently tell my mother to probe their systems to see if it was the original code running the vessel or if it was like most of the tech I’ve seen since arriving in the Expanse, adaptations of the salvaged tech that was prevalent in the AE.

	The Commander looked at Adders and shook his finger side to side. “Ut ut uh, Doctor Konda, please refrain from attempting to access our systems.  I think you’ll find them a little more robust than anything you’ve come up against in the past, and the defensive algorithms have a habit of shredding the void spaces of any interlopers attempting such.”

	Mom and I said in AR in unison, “Noted,” as we tunneled through some of the most robust firewalls I’ve ever come up against.  This was next-level coding, only… I grinned, seeing Callisto’s fingerprints all over it, and a little of Dark Dirk countermeasures, with a touch of Lame Duck re-purposing of some of the best exploit coding out there.  It was almost like seeing the patchwork buildings on the Lane, only instead of physical constructs, it was a code construct, built with skillfully patched together segments of the best of the best in commands, functions, and subroutines.

	I cocked a brow at the man as he motioned for us to sit at the table, and asked, “Does the Oracle know you’ve repurposed some of their code here?”

	This had him freeze when he was half sitting in a chair next to us.  I give the man props for not taking the seat at the head of the table like most insecure leaders would to display their superiority over others. “How did you…”  He trailed off and tapped on a virtual keyboard on the smart surface.  Then he mumbled to himself, “No external intrusion…”  Then he calmed and put on his face of confidence again, “Ah, you’re fishing, Miss Yale.  It is Miss Yale, isn’t it?  According to all our intelligence files, you’ve never existed, nor have your father and mother.  There isn’t even a shadow of a Frame footprint of any of you.   However, that brings up the same question, Oracle’s work?  It’s as if someone still had access to a Cleaner Bomb, but the corporations actively sweep for and shred any code floating around on the Frame which could even remotely resemble one.”

	Adya and I were shaking our heads at the same time, my good Doctor assuring him, “If it were her, she would have wiped my record clean as well.  And a Cleaner Bomb?  Those have been outlawed globally along with the Razorback.”

	The man chuckled at her faux coyness.  “But you’re a well-recognized and respected Frame theory instructor at Clarke Tech, with, let’s just say a shady past the school board never found out about.  Much harder for someone with such notoriety to just vanish off the Frame.”

	I countered, “She and Cal… Oracle.  Let’s just say Oracle would have cleaned Adya’s records before mine.”

	Just to show they had more actionable intelligence than we may have thought, he just nodded and said to her, “We’re aware of your relationship with… Slash, Doctor.”

	He turned to me. “Now then, I notice you still haven’t confirmed your identity.  I am speaking with April Keiko Yale, am I not?”

	I nodded slowly, and he smiled. “Welcome to the Australian Expanse, Miss Yale.  Now would you care explaining to me why Kashima and the others are risking war with the AE to locate you and your father?”

	Squinting one eye, sharing a look with Adders who just nodded once. “They’re all wanting a piece of cutting-edge military equipment that my father stole back from them.  They think having me would be the leverage they needed for Dad to come out of hiding and exchange the tech for me.”

	The man sat back in his chair and cocked his head as he studied me, likely looking for deception before exhaling and placing his hands, palm down, on the table.  “They’re willing to risk a conflict over a simple piece of military tech?  A weapon?  How formidable would that tech have to be?”

	Adders shrugged and answered for me.  “Whoever has it, would dominate any battlefield without fear of loss of personnel.  It would change the face of modern warfare if it fell into anyone’s hands.  Doctor Yale didn’t want the technology he devised to help people perverted into an instrument of war.”

	His eyes widened slightly as he looked from her to me and I shrugged in apology to the man.  He exhaled quickly and loudly.  “We suspected as much.  But your father is everything his reputation says about him.  He lost all the teams assigned to watch him immediately after he made his way from New Sidney to the Outback Sea.  We may as well have been following a ghost who just vanished into the ether.  That’s almost as impossible as your existence being wiped from every global database.”

	I had to cover my mouth to hide the smile and hoped my eyes weren’t glittering in humor.  My pride for my father swelling in my chest.  He was even more than that, he was my dad.  Or rather April’s or ours or whatever.  My smile faltered.

	Still, Dad was only a couple of days ahead of us and had already given everyone here the slip.  And now someone else was aiding us, I looked at Toastie, who was aimlessly wandering about the space as we spoke with the Commander.  But upon closer inspection, I could see data packets streaming from him through the formidable firewalls of the Artemis.

	We answered as many of the man’s questions as we felt comfortable, his final question being as a data feed I was monitoring from the bridge indicated we were passing over the seemingly endless rows of piers and docks and over the city itself, flying between mega-scrapers that gave some of the ones back home a run for their money.  They appeared to be built in that patchwork manner we’ve come to associate with the AE. “Do you know where your father is?”

	I shook my head and told him truthfully. “No.  I wish I did.  I’m so through with everyone wanting something from me I can’t, and wouldn’t even if could, provide.”

	He stopped and looked at a wall of smooth shiny material, and a voice came out over some hidden speakers, “No physiological signs of deception.  Voice stress levels stable.  She’s telling the truth.”  Then the wall shimmered and the image of some sort of logistical control room in a building that faced a harbor if the windows behind the thirteen people seated around a long oval table were any indication.

	Beside the table was a technician in a white lab coat, looking at the readouts on a device in her hands.  A woman with dark bronze skin, equally bronzed sun-bleached hair, and a strong tone of authority nodded and said, “Thank you, that would be all Melody.” The tech inclined her head to the group and hustled out of the room as the woman in charge turned our way and addressed the commander, “Bring them to us, Hemsford, you’re to be commended for locating the Yale girl when our other teams lost her and the good Doctor.”

	The wall went blank again and he nodded to himself, standing, his palms face down on the table, “Ladies, if you would please?”  He made an ushering motion back the way we had come.

	We stepped back onto the bridge, Toastie twining around our feet, and I gasped as the submersible aerial vehicle seemed to drift into the gaping maw of an artificial cavern at the base of the largest of the towers which was, unlike the others, a polished, gleaming conductive glass-covered, modern mega-scraper.  We docked smoothly and I could hear docking clamps securing us inside.  I realized this hanger was here to hide the Artemis from prying eyes, and satellites.  That they’ve kept her secret so far is nothing short of incredible.

	Before I could voice it, Commander Hemsford was again ushering us.  “Ladies, the Gathering awaits.”

	I perked up at that.  The Gathering?  That’s who had been watching us remotely from that boardroom-looking place?  Thirteen, I should have known, that’s the number of rotating leaders who ran the pseudo-government of the Australian Expanse.  But my stomach fluttered as I realized that they may not take our presence here in their territory, causing such a ruckus by bringing in all these other groups and corporations, as a good thing.  Especially since we’ve already witnessed some violent and deadly clashes.

	Were they going to expel us before I could reunite with my dad?  Or worse, were they going to detain us in an attempt to obtain the technology themselves?

	Adya asked as he led us through the corridors and various levels of the Artemis, “I take it we’re being detained?”

	He shook his head as some armed enforcers fell in step a few strides behind us.

	When we stepped off the vessel and onto a catwalk that led to a polished white corridor, Adders crouched to pick up our little bot friend.  We were led to a lift which had but a single button, Hemsford preventing the Enforcers from joining us. “I’ve got this.  Make sure the crew prepares the Artemis to return to patrol upon my return.  And for god’s sake, retrieve our men from Moses’s boat before he tosses them in the drink himself.”

	They answered in the affirmative and the doors closed with an incredible amount of graduated acceleration so our legs wouldn’t give way, we were rushed to what I could only assume was the penthouse level.

	I prompted, worry coloring my tone as anxiety bled through, “Moe isn’t going to get in trouble for transporting us, is he?  He was only helping us.”

	The man looked surprised, his eyes widening a little as he said matter of factly, “Of course not.  As much as I’d love to throw him into detention for a year or three, he hasn’t done anything wrong unless he broke one of the three binding laws of the AE.”  Then he squinted one eye as he pointed out, “You, however, have brought corporations to our soil.”

	The doors opened onto another shiny white corridor with a single door that was flanked by a couple of heavily armed and muscled enforcers. Hemsford nudged his chin toward the door but did not attempt to move.  “They await you inside.  Good luck and g’day mates.”  He gave a slight bow.

	Oh.  I said awkwardly as Adders pulled me along by the hand, “Umm… nice meeting you, Commander?”

	He chuckled as the doors closed, leaving us in front of the two big guards who did not attempt to stop us or to announce us to the people inside as they stared straight ahead.  Well, I guess we were expected.

	I raised a hand and rapped on the door, feeling awkward and lowering my eyes as I called out lamely, “Knock knock.”





	10 Chapter 10 – Enjoy Your Stay



	A strong alto voice called out, “Enter.”  And when the big guys didn’t make a move to open the doors or any move whatsoever, I pushed one of the doors open and started in but hesitated and turned back to poke one of the men in his side to feel flesh and taut muscle, not rubberized plastic alloys. Ok, so not Chromes.

	I grinned sheepishly at the man who looked down at me with an inquisitive look.  “Umm… sorry, just checking.”  Adya rolled her eyes in amusement and guided me forward with a hand on the small of my back.

	Around the big oval table we saw on the smart wall in the Artemis, were the thirteen members of the Gathering.  My AR was helpfully displaying each member’s name and brief history above them while my girl set Toastie down, and he began to seemingly wander about aimlessly.  However, a huge amount of data was being routed through our void space with scan data and assessments of electronic countermeasures.  The little brat was piggybacking on our hack, which was a little disconcerting since that meant our void had itself been hacked, only Callisto had the brute force finesse to accomplish that.

	The woman from before, my data showing her to be Cordelia Masterson, the current Chair of the Gathering, trained her caramel-colored eyes on us, cutting intelligence gleamed in them as she took us in as if assessing and categorizing us.

	She nodded and said, “Ah, I can see it now.  You really are Adrian and Sakura’s child, aren’t you?”  My eyes widened and my heart sped up a bit but she continued before I could speak.  “Please girls, have a seat.  We’ve things to discuss and decisions to be made.  You’ve brought conflict to our shores for the first time in decades.”

	Cordelia made a motion to the two chairs on the opposite side of the table from her, where the other members of the Gathering had made a large space for us while keeping the closest of them a good distance from us.  I blurted, “You knew my parents?”

	This for some reason made the woman pause before collecting herself again as we sat.  “Of course.  A tragedy what happened to Sakura and yourself, not that there is a trace of the accident on the Frame anymore after yesterday.”  She left the mild accusation hanging as she shared, “I worked closely with your father, Adrian, on his work with sensory-deprived individuals ten years back.  Imagine my surprise when he showed up here in the AE, then seemed to vanish again before we could reconnect.”

	She leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table and placing her chin on her fists, giving a crooked smile.  “And now here you are, bringing the corpos to our little island, Miss Yale.”

	She was quite a striking middle-aged woman, and it was what she didn’t say that told me volumes about how capable she was.  And to have worked with Dad, she had to have top-rate technical expertise as well.  I mumbled absently, “April.”

	The woman grinned. “Ah yes, you were born in April… your mother had a wry sense of humor.  You may not recognize me, but I saw you when you were only ten or eleven, puttering about your father’s workshop, building little beasties like this one.” She indicated the little toast-bot bumping into cabinets in the command center slash boardroom space. “While I collaborated with him when we were Framed in.”

	I shook my head because there was an endless stream of engineers, bio-techs, doctors, and programmers that Dad collaborated with as I grew up, though she did look a little familiar.

	She prompted, cocking her head slightly as she met my eyes. “Tell me, did he ever successfully perfect synaptic mapping?  He was making inroads on the process that was generations ahead of even SynthCorp.”

	Adders stiffened slightly and I tried to keep my tone level as I shared, “Yes, he could get a large percentage mapped, my AI Assistant incorporates a percentage of my mother’s map.”  This got her interest and her eyes widened slightly.

	There were instances where Dad would share things with me he probably ought not with a child, like that the most convincing lies are when you speak the truth.  In a million years I would never have thought to use these nuggets of wisdom in my life.  But I was quite aware of that tech standing in the corner with her voice stress monitoring and bio scanner.

	And it was the truth, since even though I was a copy of my, umm, sister? her synaptic map still wasn’t quite a hundred percent.

	When Masterson glanced over, the woman just inclined her head slightly, causing slight disappointment in the Chair’s expression before Adya said coolly, “You don’t need to play your games here, Ms Masterson.  Trust builds trust.”

	An older man with a gruff smoker’s voice rasped out sharply, “Doctor Masterson, or Chair.”

	“Buford, it’s fine.  Doctor Konda’s directness is refreshing, and I’m quite sure the girls here know I hold three doctorates.”  She cocked a brow in a challenge, knowing Adya purposefully called her Ms, then looking amused at the game the two were playing.  She looked to the tech again and made a dismissing gesture with her hand and the tech couldn’t have gotten out of the room faster if she tried.

	“Alright ladies, let us speak plainly, shall we?”

	We nodded hesitantly, and then I blurted, “Can you tell me what you knew about my mom when you’re done with us?”  I still missed my mother so much and was angry with the world for taking her.  Angry with Kashima for her murder, angry with the USC for not uncovering it, and angry with myself for being here when she wasn’t.

	The woman considered me as another woman said, “We’re the ones asking the questions here, and…”

	She trailed off as Masterson held up a stopping hand, saying thoughtfully, “Yes, I can do that.  I liked Sakura, April.”  Then she looked around to the others of the Gathering and explained, “We’re tasked with ensuring stability and security for our territory, and to put a blunt point on it, your presence has threatened both.  So we are trying to assess whether or not we’ll allow your continued presence within our borders.”

	We blinked at that.  Would they expel us, and leave us to the circling corporations and militaries trying to obtain the Gemini tech?

	She clasped her hands in front of herself on the table, and I noted a slight shimmer beneath her skin.  Blinking, I realized she had a subcutaneous sensory net embedded under her skin.  It was one of Dad’s first contributions to the medical industry that crossed over from robotic and cybernetic engineering to bio-engineering, programming innovative solutions to synaptic tactile feedback for VR environments.

	The Angel Mesh restored sensory feedback to people who suffered neurological damage that even the most advanced Medi-Pods could not treat.  It in effect, replaced the nerves of the affected area to allow people to regain sensation and bypass severed nerves in some cases of paralyzation. He was always trying to find ways in which to help others to experience the world on equal footing.  And as long as it was profitable, Corporations like Enerdyne supported his work.

	He told me once that the Angel Mesh was the project that gave birth to his idea of helping people with locked-in syndrome or other maladies which prevented them from going out in the world using a bio-based Chrome avatar.

	Cordelia saw my attention on her hands and her steely confidence showed its first sign of faltering as she removed her hands from the table to place in her lap.  A man to her right, whom my AR tagged as Doctor Unger Kalali, the sergeant at arms of the Gathering, started, “This would have been a simple matter if you had brought the mega-corps and the ensuing violence to our shores intentionally, but as you’ve not broken the three pillars our charter, we have to weigh your continued presence against the threat to the people of the Australian Expanse.”

	The others turned to each other and quietly murmured in agreement.  And Doctor Masterson said, “This all revolves around your father, April.  We need to know exactly why exactly whatever he has is worth all these entities risking war, and trying to capture you as leverage or even allowing you to lead them to him.”

	I exchanged looks with Adya who just nodded once, reaching over to squeeze my hand.  I didn’t let go and just took a deep breath and began, “He was developing synaptic tactile feedback for VR environments for Enerdyne, called the New Life Initiative, to be used for specially designed bio-enhanced avatars for people with extreme physical or mental disabilities like Locked-In Syndrome, to give them a more real-life interface to the world than those lame Chromes that everyone uses.  I don't know anything about the avatars, just that they are going to change the paradigm of personal mobility avatars.”

	Adya took over when my voice hitched. “The Kashima mega-corp contracted with the United States Conglomerate Military Signet Division to develop biological androids.  Artificial life.  A shell they can imprint with another person's synaptic mapping, thoughts, and experiences.  Making... synthetic copies of their most skilled soldiers which they could send out to fight and die without losing their primary asset… being able to essentially build more as needed, and unlike modern Chromes, they would be indistinguishable from humans.  They called it the Gemini Protocol.”

	I squeezed her hand, having centered myself, and resumed after asking her a simple question in our AR space which she responded with ‘Of course, we’re not telling them everything’. “Kashima quickly found they weren’t going to make their contracted deadlines after they couldn’t get Dad on their project since his innovations were generations ahead of anything currently in the field.  So they did what mega-corps do…”

	A woman named Laura Heinz was nodding with the rest as she provided, “They stole your father’s work on his New Life Initiative for this Gemini Protocol.”

	We both nodded.

	The sergeant at arms said thoughtfully, “So whoever has this tech could simply manufacture elite fighters, soldiers, assassins and be virtually unstoppable.  But they’d need full synaptic maps, nobody is even close to… Doctor Yale’s work…”

	I shrugged in apology.  They were quick on the pickup here.  Well, I guess they’d have to be to be in the current rotating group of the Gathering.  “They wanted to pervert my dad’s work into a weapon of war.  All he’s ever wanted to do was to help people… like you with the Angel Mesh, Doctor Masterson.  So he took it all, everything they needed to accomplish their goal.  He took the Gemini Protocol prototypes, destroyed Kashima’s labs, dropped a Razorback in their subsystems to destroy any trace of the coding, and then disappeared.  It will be decades before they can rebuild his work.”

	Masterson said absently, her brow furrowed in deep thought as she absently rubbed the palm of her hand, as the mesh under her skin shimmered, summing it up, “So he has that Gemini prototype with him here in the AE somewhere.  And whoever gets ahold of it would be able to build a force to defeat any army, unchallenged, without losing their original valuable assets.”

	We nodded and she muttered, “Well fuck.”

	Adya held up a finger. “I said that same thing,” it caused the bronze-skinned woman to smirk.

	Then Adders added… heh… “The only bright spot is that, well, Kashima couldn’t get it to work.  Without Doctor Yale, they could never get the synaptic imprinting to work, and without autonomous functions running the bio-systems, all attempts so far failed.”

	The woman looked around the table and offered, “Well, this is quite the clusterfuck then.  We can’t allow them to get their hands on April here.  She’s the only reason Adrian would ever come out of hiding.  And this Gemini tech, if viable, is the end of the world scenario.  Whatever corporation or military controls it would control the world and the Australian Expanse would crumble from the sounds of it.”

	She looked at me as the others started muttering among themselves. “Can Adrian do it?  Do you believe your father can make it work, or is it just a corporate pipedream?”

	I nodded solemnly and assured her, “I’m positive he can.”

	She seemed conflicted as she let out a long breath and said apologetically, “We’re going to have to hold you in custody in a safe place until we can sort this all out.  We can’t let any of the players on the board gain leverage over Adrian.”

	She tapped the smart surface of the table as I deflated, nodding slowly in understanding, at least they didn’t seem like they wanted Dad’s tech for their own.  She added in that same apologetic tone, a sheepish smile on her lips as she shrugged, “Welcome to the AE, enjoy your stay?”  The two guards from the corridor stepped into the room to take us into custody.

	All of our heads snapped up when a voice came down from above us, “Thank you for the confirmation, April-chan.  Kashima-sama will be pleased to know the project is viable.  Now please, come with me and I give my word that Konda-san will be unharmed.”

	An alarm started sounding as Yaeko Hisamatsu, Kashima Corps Special Projects assassin dropped from the exposed ventilation ductwork high above us to land in a three-point stance in front of me on the table, one hand back with one of her long blades down along her spine.  She said to the others without looking, her eyes trained on me, “Any attempt to stop us will end badly for you.”

	Fuck my life.





	11 Chapter 11 – Banshee



	Everything happened at once as I stared in shock at the woman who had been dogging me since my first day at Clarke Tech.  A disconnected part of my brain took her in for a moment.  She needed to be in a Medi-Pod, with the dozens of evident, half-healed injuries covering her exposed skin.  Slash… or Callisto’s Pixie-bots and those mirrored metal lions had done a number on the assassin.  Just the fact she had survived the onslaught and was here was a testament to how dangerous she really was.

	There were deep gashes evident on her arms and face, some with sterile bandages and some just exposed, and deep bruising was visible, mottling the woman’s normally porcelain smooth skin.  Yaeko truly was a beauty, it was a pity she was, well, such a bitch… since it took away from that same beauty.

	I didn’t have time to worry about Calli, since if the Banshee were here, did that mean she beat our friend?  Was Callisto just another one of the broken bodies this single-minded killing machine had left behind without a thought?

	That instant of thought was all I was provided as the woman with one eye half swollen shut spun on the table, pivoting on one foot, the other lashing out at me as my eyes widened while time seemed to slow down as the adrenaline hit my system like a runaway rail skimmer.  Without a thought, my arms shot up, crossing in front of me to catch the foot she had aimed at my jaw between them as she finished her spin, letting loose twin daggers to fly from her free hand toward the guards who were drawing their weapons.

	With the sound of electrical discharge, the tiny projectiles embedded in the men’s throats set off violent taser discharges as blood spewed from the men as they spun and crumpled to the floor.  I was on my feet, backing away from the table, one arm sweeping Adders behind me when the Banshee’s eyes swung between us, and a cruel smile graced her split lips.

	Whatever self-defense subroutines this prototype body I now possessed had in it, likely Yaeko’s combat expertise by the style of it, kicked in and I was bending over backward as her katakana blade slashed out my way, blunt edge first.  As I twisted away my foot shot up to strike the flat of the blade, tearing the weapon from her grip.

	And she pressed her attack, always angling to get around me to Adya.  She planned on using her as leverage against me to secure my surrender, just as she wished to use me against Dad.  Almost faster than I could follow, we exchanged a flurry of kicks and strikes, neither of us landing a blow as one deflected or blocked the other.

	Each intercepted blow on my arms or shins stung like a bejesus, with more force than her slight frame would suggest.  I didn’t have time to appreciate it in a macabre sort of way, that she was so skilled she could bring such violence to bear in such a graceful and deadly dance.

	As I dove over a leg sweep and twisted away from a follow-up axe kick I had somehow anticipated, I noted peripherally that the shouting and frantic Gathering were being encapsulated in translucent tubing raising from the floor to circle them on their chairs, then one by one they vanished as their chairs dropped through the floor in some sort of escape system.

	Three armed battle Chromes burst through the door as Doctor Masterson shouted to us, standing beside her chair, the last of the Gathering members in the room, “Girls, get in the escape chairs, now!”

	At the moment it took the drivers of the Chromes, wherever there were, to assess the threat and determine who to subdue. One’s torso was sliding in half, awkwardly falling in two directions to the floor as Yaeko spun an incredibly fine wire with a weight on the end like a propeller.  My AR highlighted it in my vision and identified it as a single molecule-wide monofilament wire.  Egads.

	Before she swung it around herself to finish off the other two, her hand spasmed as a tiny, electrified dart embedded in it and she dropped the wire.  She spun away from incoming fire from the Chromes and in one fluid motion, tore the dart from her hand and flung it back to where it originated.  Cordelia Masterson dropped the miniature taser dart accelerator from her grip and caught the dart inches from her face, the Angel Mesh sparkling under her skin as she cocked an eyebrow at the Banshee, then shook her head with a little smirk.

	Yaeko smiled manically and inclined her head in appreciation for the Chair, before spinning low and sliding along the floor to take out the ankle of one of the battle Chromes with the snapping of alloy and servos.  It stumbled into the other and we could hear a whole crap-ton of security thundering out of the elevator beyond the splintered doors.

	I shoved Adders back toward the conference table as all the equipment and screens around the control room started exploding in sequence.  Self-destruct routines rendered the gear useless, so the tech didn’t fall into enemy hands.

	Adya spat out, “April, I can…” as I snapped at Masterson, “Take her.  I’ll be right behind you.”  She wrapped her arms around my girl and fell back into her seat as Adders spat out a litany of curses at me when a clear tube shot up from the floor to encase them.

	But just as they started to drop, a katana skittered across the floor to embed in the crystal-like tube, and their plummet stopped just as it had begun, progress stopped by the surprisingly resilient blade.  I looked back to see the Banshee with the head of the last battle Chrome in her hands, sparks and lubricating fluid dripping and drizzling onto the floor.

	She dropped it and held up a finger, waving it side to side.  “Oh, April-chan.  I cannot allow them to leave until you agree to come with me.”  She didn’t seem alarmed at all about the ten or so Chromes and flesh and blood soldiers charging at her from behind.

	I watched her as I stepped backward, using my AR to see for me in three hundred and sixty degrees.  Her eyes widened, reading my intent to get to the katana and let the women flee, and she cartwheeled forward as she threw what looked like a handful of little metal marbles behind her.

	Oh shit!

	I covered my head, recognizing them as she had used them just the other day, and the little smart bombs started going off, blowing her pursuers, both Chrome and flesh, to bits in a gruesome display.  My ears popping from the sudden pressure change, I leaned into the shock wave of the blast, pieces of alloy and debris from the floor peppering me.

	I kicked backward as the Banshee sprung at me, Adya yelling, “April!” as I dislodged the katana and the psycho assassin landed on me.  It was all I could do to catch her hands as they were coming down to the sides of my neck, and the nerve clusters I somehow knew were there.  I think I surprised her when she turned it into a graceful move by bunching her legs up to her chest preserving all her momentum to kick out at my chest with both feet.  I didn’t move, or drop her.

	Blinking my surprise I just took a double thrusting kick to the sternum, and while it hurt like hell, she hadn’t been able to knock me back and herself free.  And I was just holding her there, suspended.  It was disconcerting just how much strength I could sometimes wield with this body.

	I smirked at her.  Doh!  Wrong move, April!  Note to self, you never get smug with a trained assassin.  Yaeko smirked back in an almost sexually predatory way; was she getting off on this violence? Her legs whipped up to wrap around my neck as she twisted all her mass to one side, and I was falling and being flung away from her, having to release her arms to catch myself as I fell.

	I was rolling across the ground through the shower of sparks and billowing, acrid smoke from both her bombs and the shorting control panels around us, dodging axe kick after axe kick, until I reversed and rolled into her legs, taking her down on her back.  I still couldn’t believe I was doing this.

	We lay on the floor, side by side, exchanging blows before we both spun on our backs, like mirror images, and twisted to our feet, our bodies bladed with one hand up looking for an opening.  She bowed slightly to me, “Ah, April-chan, you have trained with Master Hirisho as well?  Impressive.  If not for my orders, I could see us being great friends, us being student siblings.”

	Master Hirisho?

	I asked her as I glanced to her left, “What happened to you,  Yaeko?  What made you this way?”

	She looked back over her shoulder to see the chair at the conference table I had been looking at.  She smirked a little and shook her head at me, denying me as she took a half step to place herself directly between me and it.  “I am what I need to be.  To fulfill my duties and obligation to my master.  It would bring dishonor to me and my family if I were to fail.”

	Tilting her head from side to side, studying me, her muscles starting to tighten as she planned her next wave of attacks to subdue me, I sighed, actually feeling a little bad for the psycho.  “Just let me go.  I don’t…” and she was spasming and backpedaling, taken as much by surprise as me when Toastie jammed a high voltage probe from a port on his little boxy shell into her leg from behind.

	I dove and somersaulted across the floor, scooping him up and landing in the chair.  An instant later we were in a crystal clear enclosure, plummeting down a tube network through the mega-scraper, Toastie squealing in alarm.  I pushed away my fear of falling long enough to look into one of his optical sensors and said to whoever his maker was, “Thank you,” before screaming along with the little toaster-bot as we plummeted over two hundred stories.



	





	
	12 Chapter 12 – Catch Our Breath



	After what felt like forever in a twisting and turning virtual freefall, the tube started slowing until we came to rest on a platform filled with hundreds of enforcers and a line of smaller submersible aircraft like the Artemis which looked only able to carry four or five people.

	The Gathering was loading onto a few of them with heavily armed escorts and there, being held back by Doctor Masterson by one of the vessels, was Adya.  When they saw me stumble out of the tube and put the toaster-bot down, Cordelia released her and the dishy Doctor Konda ran up and hugged me tight to her.

	“Don’t think I’m not going to lay into you for facing that nutcase alone, Ducky.  I could have helped.”

	“I know but… well… I didn’t want to see you get...”

	The Chair’s rich voice called out, “Girls, please.  It won’t take the Banshee long to figure out I re-routed her tube to the sewage maintenance sub-levels below sea level.”

	My eyes widened and I looked back to the tube I just exited by a line of others.  Yaeko followed in one of the tubes.  Well of course she did, she was like that ancient movie about a robot from the future who hunted her prey singlemindedly.

	I clasped Adders’ hand and we hustled up to the waiting leader of the Gathering and she ushered us into the sleek craft.  I revised my first assessment that there was room for four or five in the vessel since we strapped in and were stuffed in the cockpit like sardines, Adya and I sharing the co-pilot seat, Toastie settling under our legs.

	Masterson looked over at us, then at the harness dangling off the seat, her face screwed up in indecision as holographic heads-up displays bloomed, controls came to life and pre-flight routines performed self-checks.  “You’ll have to strap in the best you can.  A Dingo’s initial drop can get pretty violent.”

	I looked at her then out the amazingly clear canopy, to see the other Dingos suddenly flop forward, facing down, the hoists holding them releasing large clamping brackets and the ships simply dropping thirty feet to slice into the waves below with frothing splashes.

	By the lords of the photonic temple!  I swallowed and said, “I can take it, Adya, strap in.”

	She was about to argue but all our eyes were drawn to a security panel that was displaying an enraged, sewage-covered Yaeko, screaming in frustration at what looked like automated sewage treatment bots, a swing from her blade slicing through alloy and platisteel locks to stride out of the chamber she was in before stopping directly under the camera to look up and smile wickedly before the display went to static.

	My girl started to frantically pull the harness up, “Strapping in.”

	“Miss Yale, you can’t…”

	“She can, just trust us.”

	The woman looked skeptical as Adya finished and then scooped up our little bot friend to hug him tightly to her chest.  I reached between the two women and grabbed a handful of each of their harness webbing as I jammed my feet under the crossbar between the seats pulling with all my might, the nylon feeling as if it were about to cut into my skin and I just nodded.

	With a shake of her head, Masterson took the virtual controls in front of her, and without warning, we pivoted down, my now much shorter hair barely visible below me as I looked down out the front canopy window at the waves below.  Adya blurted, “Holy fuckmas!,” eyes wide.  My arms were shaking from trying to hold myself there from falling, just where the flip was that weird strength I got at times?

	My stomach was left behind as we plummeted after a metallic clink was heard.  It was everything I could do to stop myself from screaming as we impacted the water, my tendons creaking as the seat frames groaned in protest as they started to bend, ah, there’s that strength, it must be adrenaline that activates it, or self-preservation.

	To my surprise, though a little violent as she intoned, once we broke the surface with a bit of bumpy turbulence, the Dingo sliced through the water with ease as the electric water turbines kicked in and we leveled out around twenty yards under the surface and started speeding away in a wash of bubbles.

	I exhaled, gasping in relief as I released the straps, blood dripping from my now cut hands and I slumped forward, Adya catching me and we shared a look that spoke of all things before she was shrugging out of her light jacket to start tearing it into strips to wrap around my hands.

	Doc Masterson was staring between me and the controls.  “You’re a lot tougher than you look, Miss Yale.”

	“April.”

	“April.  Though there is the fact I watched you take on Kashima’s most accomplished assassin, so there’s more to you than meets the eye.”

	Adders said flatly, “Doctor Yale made sure she took self-defense classes growing up.”

	The woman cocked a brow, not picking up what Adya was putting down.  She wasn’t a fool, but to our surprise, she didn’t push the point.

	She hit some controls and then took off the headset she had on as the vessel’s autopilot came online.  “With our home base compromised, the safety of the Gathering is of paramount importance, so case Ayers is in effect.  We’re to scatter to various pre-assigned bases, and I as the Chair, am supposed to go into deep hiding until the Enforcers can secure our headquarters.  Looks like you girls are stuck with me for the next couple of days.”

	Then she added turning her hands palm up to us. “So where to?  I assume you won’t be deterred trying to locate Adrian.”

	We exchanged a look and she cocked her head at me to study me.  I turned to my brown-eyed heartthrob and she pursed her lips as she looked out to see us passing by a pod of whales as we headed deeper into the inland Outback Sea. “Follow the breadcrumbs?”

	I nodded slowly and agreed. “Follow the breadcrumbs.”  Then I turned to the Expanse leader. “Where in New Adelaide can an engineer procure both bio and Chrome tech?”

	She chuckled and answered with a sardonic question, “Where can’t you find Chrome and biotech in New Adelaide?”

	Ok, we answered her grin with one of our own. “This is Dad we’re talking about.”  He wouldn’t source parts for his tech from just anywhere.  He’d need next-gen gear to hide himself and the two bio-techs who had worked on the Gemini Protocol before he spirited them away to protect them and us.

	She understood my implication then tapped her lips and nodded to herself. “Right then, the Harbor it is.  Maybe there we can catch our breath.”  Then she added, “Breadcrumbs?”

	Adya nodded as I checked Toastie over for damage.  “April grew up with Doctor Yale playing problem-solving games with her.  He’d hide codes in books and the like.  We came this far because he’s been able to leave a trail only she would understand and follow.  It’s how we ended up in the AE, halfway across the world from Greater York.”

	I smiled up from where I was fussing with the problematic antennae on our little bot buddy.  “And now here in New Adelaide.”

	She blinked and then smiled. “So you’ve found him?  We need to get you and Adrian hidden after we re-secure the Gathering.  We can’t let the mega-corps get ahold of that Gemini Protocol you spoke of.”

	I looked at her critically and Adya prompted her with the question I was playing about within my head.  “So the AE can get their hands on Gemini tech?”

	The woman exhaled in exasperation.  “Not everyone wants to control the world.  The Expanse is a place where people can live, create, and push themselves to new heights without government or corporate entities controlling what they can or cannot do, or limiting the tech or programming potential, extending the engineering field or virtual worlds on the Frame with no constraints.”

	She crossed her arms over her chest, I think to hide the glitter of the Angel Mesh under her dermis.  “And I owe your father, April.  Nobody is going to exploit his genius, because I believe he was only trying to help others with the technology before it was perverted by the military and Kashima.  Helping others is in his DNA, and I’m willing to bet it is in yours too, the way you put yourself in danger so we could escape the Banshee.”

	Then she narrowed her eyes, looking at her hands, then at me as the vessel surfaced, leaping from the water to take to the air, sliding neatly into a hidden landing zone under a huge, mile-wide pier that extended at least five miles out into the Outback Sea from the huge, ramshackle, mega-scrapers of New Adelaide.

	“How were you able to hold on when the Dingo dropped?  I take it you have some of Adian’s bioresearch in you too?”  She spread her hands wide to display the artificial nervous system net of the mesh in her hands.

	I hedged, not willing to divulge the real truth to anyone else.  Everyone who knows who… what, I really am, is either hurt, dead, or on the run.  I didn’t need to add any more people to that list which made me feel a crushing guilt like an immeasurable weight pressing down on me from all directions.  I still didn’t know if Calli was ok.  All we knew was that she put the hurt on Yaeko, big time.  “I almost died like my mother.”

	Shrugging I shared as big clamps and umbilicals engaged to secure the Dingo craft to a landing platform as big bay doors closed behind us, I was monitoring it all in AR. “He did everything he could and more to make sure I wasn’t another casualty to Kashima’s greed.”

	She nodded slowly, understanding in her eyes as well as genuine sorrow.  For Dad losing his wife, for what I went through, or simply for Dad himself, I didn’t know, but I sort of trusted her.

	There was a hiss of releasing pressure and my ears popped when the door to the vessel opened.  She opened her mouth wide a couple of times to pop her ears and she made an ushering motion to the open cabin door where we could see technicians and security personnel, Chromes, and bots moving about in the busy space, “Ladies.  Where do we start?”

	That’s how we found ourselves on a surrealistic hunt through a marketplace that made The Lane look as if it were simply selling snake oil and parlor tricks.  This, was where the good stuff was… a veritable wonderland for tinkering geeks like my dad and me.

	Adya looked just as impressed as me as we stood on that gargantuan pier at the Harbor, seeing vendors of all kinds with gear for sale that was next-gen tech and beyond.  She whispered, “What first, Mini-mite?  You think like Doctor Yale, where would he begin to set up security and defense systems to provide cover while he hides himself away?”

	I crinkled my nose at her for using Dad’s nickname for me, it just sounded wrong even though I knew it was just a tease.  She rolled her eyes and then cocked a brow in question.

	Exhaling I looked around again until I recognized some advanced cybernetic biotech based on some of Dad’s old designs from a couple of decades ago, which made Enerdye, Kashima’s biggest corporate competitor.  It was still highly regulated since bio-mods were almost strictly for military organizations except for basic or medical implants, how had they got their hands on it here?

	I pointed and shrugged at the woman and the seven Enforcers behind us, “I’d say we start there.”





	13 Chapter 13 – Not Exactly Flying Under the Radar



	That’s how we spent the next three days, scouring the Harbor for any clues as to where Dad went next.  I was woefully aware that for how mind-boggling huge the marketplace was here, it was an infinitesimal part of the two thousand-mile-long city that ringed the Outback Sea.

	My eyes were always scanning the far edges of the city and the lush jungle-like forest that lay beyond, knowing that somewhere in all that nature, all that green, Dad was hiding to keep me safe.  Did he know it hadn’t worked?  That everyone was hunting me anyway?  I could have been with him the entire time.  A little voice in the back of my head was wondering if he would have left me if I were the real April.  Was I an acceptable loss to him?

	Mom’s avatar chastised me at that thought like she had been eavesdropping on every stray thought, which was a little disconcerting. “Really Chīsana hana, you shouldn’t think that way of your father.  You know he loves you just as much as he did your sister.  Keep faith, and remember all he taught you, and you will be reunited soon.”

	“I know, I know.  I’m just enjoying my pity party, Mom.”

	She smiled sadly at me then stepped into nothing as if she were just stepping away and into the kitchen to whip up some shoyu ramen comfort food for Dad and me whenever we were working in the basement, tinkering on our projects all night.  I whispered to myself, “I miss you, Mom.”

	I noted Adya’s avatar in the AR in our void, watching the exchange as she tried again, unsuccessfully to contact Calli.  She said as we moved to the next vendor at the Harbor, “She’s right you know.  And it's likely he already sent help for you.”  She nudged her chin down to Toastie, who was currently, well, stealing some current from a vending stall, sneaking a little recharge from the thermal cells there.  I snorted at the bad bot.

	Cordelia prompted, turning our attention to her, “Care to share with the class, girls?  Our security detail can’t trace any data streams from you, but it is obvious you’re somehow Framed in and using AR on some sort of untraceable network.”

	I shrugged. “It’s nothing really.  I just miss my parents.”  It did no good to try to deny we had tunneled through their jamming frequency firewalls a few minutes after we left the; oh, yay, I get to say these words; after we left the secret lair.  Gawd, I’m a hopeless geek, aren't I?

	She shook her head, looking a cross between amazed and concerned.  “We did a deep dive on you Doctor Konda.  Your data has been wiped from the Frame and all databases now as well, but your notoriety and human intelligence can’t be suppressed as easily.  How did someone so young become a leading professor of Frame Theory?  Word on the wind is that you might have… other, skills which may not be as noble.”

	I was grinning toothily as I spoke out of the side of my mouth to the aforementioned professor, “She’s intimating you were a hacker in a prior life.”

	She responded with a little smirk, miming me by speaking out of the side of her mouth, “No, she’s being tactful, she already knows, Einstein.”

	“I know that woman, I was just…”

	“Ladies, please.”  Then she exhaled and shrugged. “Keep your secrets, as long as you’re aware, a group of elite coders and Dark Frame hackers are trying to figure out how you are doing it as we speak.”

	To Adders’ heads up, I sent, “They better not get too close…”

	Her fingers flickered across a virtual keyboard, displaying, “Boom?”

	I nodded and said aloud, “Boom.”  If they even got close to finding our connection or our Frame void, my auto-defense toolbox would release Vanguard, and the poor souls on the receiving end would be in for a shock when the latest Razorback code shreds their systems.  Nobody expects a Razorback since the Frame has supposedly been cleansed of all vestiges of any code that vaguely utilizes any of the subroutines.  I… have one.

	I realized I was Framed in again, and patting my toolbox which resembles an old mechanic’s tool chest with tools and greasy rags hanging out of it, then froze.  The logs showed that someone had accessed my tools again.  A quick scan showed nobody but I had been in it.  Time stamps weren’t right though… Was all the extra data from Dad’s tools and files he stuffed into Adders and my void by merging his much bigger void into ours, somehow degrading the systems?

	I started up a self-diagnostic AI to run in the background before I realized Masterson was talking to us.  “And don’t think I’m leaving you out, April. Your dad dabbled, quite heavily in the Dark Frame when I knew him, so I’m sure you’re quite an accomplished hacker yourself, looking all cute and innocent there.”

	She lowered her voice and almost whispered, “Did he ever share with you that he thinks he found indications of an even bigger network mirroring the Frame?  He believes the USC is developing a military Frame which is virtually undetectable, like a quantum phase echo that most write off as q-bit inversion drift…”

	I shook a finger at her. “Stop fishing.  Though I didn’t know, but I do know he was right.”  I pointed between Adya and me. “We’ve accessed it, and it is orders of magnitude larger than the global Frame.”

	Her eyes widened in first shock then anticipation, opening her mouth to speak, when I turned away and squeaked, “Ooo, look!  Pirate copies of Heartsong Warriors Reawakened – Harmonizing.”

	Her chuckle made me grin.

	Adya assured her, “She’s an information tease that way.”  I glanced back at her, mocking affront with wide eyes as I paid for the illicit entertainment wave download chip to add to my collection.

	I told them as I spied a sign for a public restroom in one of the eating establishments, “Well as much fun as being maligned by a gorgeous Frame Theory Professor, I’ve got to pee. Let’s get some lunch.”  I nudged my chin toward Noodles and Such.

	They had identical smirks on their faces, the wretches.  I rolled my eyes and looked down. “Come on Toastie, at least you appreciate me.”

	With a chuckle Adders called out, “Wait for us, April.”  I paused when we got close to the door as some programmable paint graffiti on a public transport platform across the road rearranged to read ‘As for Phileas Fogg’ signed with an ‘MM’ tag.  Mini-mite.

	The ladies bumped into me from behind, not expecting my sudden stop.  “What is it, Miss Yale… April?”

	“Did you two see that?”  I indicated the platform, where the paint had gone back to resemble a tech-gang tag.

	My girl squinted, “No, what is it?”

	“Breadcrumbs.  Dad was here.  Another Jules Verne quote.  I just have to figure out what it means.”

	They squinted at the platform as an automated mass transport bus slowed to a stop to let people on and off.  The Toastmeister bumped my ankle and I looked down at him and he bumped into the door.  “Yeah yeah, little pushy bot, it isn’t like you can eat anything.”

	We entered and found a table in the crowded ramen bar, people looking up when our heavily armed and armored security followed us in to take positions all around the eatery.  Masterson looked a little frustrated I wasn’t sharing what I saw.  Then I hopped up as they studied a little holographic menu that popped up on the table and in our AR displays, telling Adya, “You know what I like.  I’m going to burst if I don’t go now.”

	“Thanks for sharing.”

	I gave her a silly look then looked around to see the sign for the restroom, in a hall just past the glass partition to the kitchen where the cooks prepared all sorts of ramen and sushi dishes in front of the patrons in a flashy show.  With all the neon in the place, it felt like any of the numerous establishments like it back home and I felt a little pang of homesickness.

	I slipped down the hall and looked back to give the two enforcers who were following a sardonic look.  “I’ve been peeing on my own for most of my life, boys.  I think I got this.”  Why did they look amused?

	I rolled my eyes then flattened against the door face first when it didn’t open.  “Ow.”  I glanced beside it to see a pay station.  Gah!  Everything in the Expanse was a for-profit exploit.  I slipped the required two bills into the receiver and the lock turned green and a cartoon smiley face with two thumbs up said, “Thanks for your patronage!  Please recommend us to a friend.”

	Ok, that was a little funny.

	As I locked the door, I pondered the beginning of the quote on the latest clue from Dad.   It was one of the more popular quotes from Around the World in Eighty Days.  “As for Phileas Fogg, it seemed just as if the typhoon were a part of his programme.”  So what was he trying to tell me?

	After doing the deed and washing up I hustled back out to the door and opened it to find my guards nowhere to be seen.  I gleeped when two familiar men in black suits and ties grabbed one arm each and hauled me back into the bathroom and closed the door behind us, locking it.

	I muttered, “Son of an android’s prostate,” as I glared at agents Smith and Jones of the Conglomerate Military Investigations, Signet Division.  Then I looked past the big men to the door, “What did you do to my guards?”

	Smith glowered behind his sunglasses that I could see were streaming huge amounts of data packets through their alternate military Frame I was co-opting with Adya for our untraceable connection.  His fake smile just chilled me as he simply said, “Hello, Miss Yale.”

	Jones was at least kind enough to share, “They’re fine.  Just a little tied up just now in the janitor’s closet.”

	I exhaled loudly and asked as I sent a message to Adya through an intense scatter-jamming field emanating from the VR gear the two agents were wearing.  At first, I couldn’t get through it, the firewalls being on rotating phase shift frequencies.  But that was their mistake.  A common mistake many of the militaries make, thinking their military-grade encryption, which would take months to crack a single transmission even for the most powerful quantum computers, would protect their networks.

	I found a pattern for those same rotating frequencies, which were necessary to keep their gear from succumbing to the jamming field, and I adapted and just hitched a ride on their data packets with a minuscule, thirty-five-byte burst transmission of my own, matching the predictable phase shift rotation.  It would hopefully only be seen as common q-bit drift by their data intrusion system.

	[Asshats Smith and Jones in bathroom]

	“What do you want?  And does the AE know you’re on their soil?”

	Jones started, “Don’t worry yourself about that, Miss Yale, we…”

	“I’m getting tired of everyone calling me Miss Yale in that tone, like I’m a child.”

	This derailed the man for only a moment before continuing with a more serious tone in his voice than his normal condescension toward me, “Miss Yale, I will ask only once.  Where is your father?  We will recover the USC military hardware and software he stole from the Tokyo labs of Kashima Corp.”

	“What happens after you ask once and I tell you to get bent?”

	These were men who were used to being the biggest and baddest noncorporation players on the block and it was obvious by his reddening face and the vein pulsating at his temple that he wasn’t used to being told no.  He opened his mouth but I cocked my head and asked, “How did you boys find us here?”

	His mouth clicked shut as he gnashed his teeth, being interrupted.  Smith said from where he stood blocking the door, “You’re not exactly flying under the radar now are you, Miss Yale?  Shopping out in the open where our USC facial recognition satellites can see?  If we weren’t jamming all the other interested parties’ satellite feeds, they would have picked you up already.  But that point is moot now that you’ve used an illegal cleaner bomb to scrub all their systems of any trace data that you ever existed.  Our systems are… a little more robust than that.”

	I blinked, not having thought of facial recognition.  Dad must have already taken that into account since nobody has tracked him here that way yet.  I said absently, “You mean your shadow Frame?”  Whoever dropped that cleaner must not have known about the USC military frame or they wouldn’t have my facial parameters either.

	The shocked looks on their faces, had me trying with all my mental fortitude not to grin maniacally at them.  That’s right boys, your secret isn’t a secret anymore.  I noted the shadow of a little bot in the crack under the door, between Smith’s feet, then other shadows gathering.  Adders must have got my message.  “It really isn’t that big of a secret, boys.  And as of a short time ago, the Gathering here in the Australian Expanse is aware of it, so I imagine the whole world is going to know in short order when they crack it and start selling access to the highest bidders globally.”

	He paled and I added, “Not to mention, the Oracle has been aware of it for days, you don’t think she hasn’t already dissected your private Frame and put it under a microscope?”

	Smith said with surety in his tone, “Enerdyne’s Oracle is dead.” My heart almost stopped when he intoned Calli was dead, until he continued, “She was taken out three years back.”  My pulse pounded from the initial shock, but my smirk was enough to spook the men.

	Jones just hissed touching his visor and saying over his coms to wherever his team was monitoring this, “Dodo to Condor.  We’ve got the Yale kid.  We need exfil now.  Doctor Yale will come to us for her.”  He was met with static feedback I could hear from where I stood as he winced, it must have been a horrific ear-splitting screech to him.

	I tapped into his coms locally as someone was yelling over what sounded like a small-scale war being waged, “This is Condor, the Banshee is here!  Repeat, Banshee has infiltrated OPs, she’s brought a whole damn army with her!  Run silent and regroup at…”  A blood-curdling scream cut the man off.

	Then Yaeko’s eerily calm voice spoke on coms, “Not to worry, Enrico-san, I will be there promptly to retrieve April-chan.  Thank you for locating her for me.”

	He completely lost his composure as he slapped his visor hard to disconnect the audio feed as he turned to Smith, whose color had drained from his face. “Case Beta, we need to get her to the Canberra safehouse and...”

	A familiar rich-toned voice called from the other side of the door, causing both men to draw their high-energy tasers, “That won’t be necessary, Agent Jones, April is with us.  However, you won’t have long to contemplate that as you know the penalty for operating on AE soil.  Surrender now and I promise it will be painless, we’ve already got the other three agents in your team in custody out here.”  I never thought I’d be so relieved to hear Cordelia Masterson’s voice at that moment.

	I squeaked as Agent Jones pulled me roughly in front of him and he jammed the taser into my back as Smith started to dig around in a belt pouch, pulling out a piece of sleek-looking tech.  But then Toastie bumped the door with a little metallic clang and a compressed EMP blasted outward from him, shorting all the Agents’ gear and toys.

	The men looked at their dead equipment, knocking the smoking visors off their heads to the floor, Jones looking at me accusingly.  Good, at least he was semi-intelligent, showing his suspicion that I had somehow tipped off the AE.

	Then with a loud cracking sound, the door was kicked in, striking Agent Smith in the face, causing the big man to stumble back as the rest of our security team flowed in, their very much operational weapons trained on the two men who, with resigned looks on their faces, placed their hands on their heads, lacing their fingers.

	Wait… their gear was all operational?  I looked down at the little toast-bot who was scurrying over to my feet.  Was his EMP directional like the ones we saw the AE enforcers were using when we first arrived here in the Expanse?

	As the agents were roughly secured and put in cuffs, the guards allowed Adya and Masterson into the now-crowded restroom, Adders rushed in to engulf me in a desperate hug.  I hugged her back, exhaling in relief.

	Then I pulled away when Masterson said to the guards, “Bring them to the nearest secure facility to be put down.”  Then to them, she added, “I’m a woman of my word.”

	Wait… put down?  “Wait!  You’re going to kill them?”

	She cocked her head at me.  “Of course.  It is the only sentence for foreign spies or corporations operating on Australian Expanse.  It is the ultimate deterrent to keep us as an independent Free-Zone.  They knew this before they infiltrated our territory to kidnap you.”

	I looked at the two men I detested so much, though not enough to see them dead.  I reached a hand out to lay on Cordelia’s arm, my eyes pleading.  “They’re bonafide pieces of crap, but please… don’t kill them.”

	The woman stared at me, eyes narrowed before looking from me to Adya, to the offending and offensive agents.  Then she exhaled in exasperation and made a dismissing gesture to the enforcers.  “Fine.  Just drop them on the first hypersonic going anywhere out of the AE.”

	I sighed in relief as they were dragged past her, she grabbed Smith’s arm, with a powerful grip if his subdued wince was any indication, and without looking at the man, she spoke, “Just let all your Signet mates know it was April who spared your life.  The AE will not overlook such indiscretions by the USC so casually in the future.  Do you understand me?”

	The man stared at her profile, Masterson still not even looking his way, and he nodded once, then she released his arm and they dragged the men away.

	Then my eyes went wide.  I let go of Adya’s hand and rushed past everyone into the corridor, looking both ways before dashing to the door past the men’s room and yanking it open, exhaling in relief to see the two enforcers, tied up and struggling in the janitor’s closet.  Relief flooded me that they weren’t just casualties of the global games with everyone trying to capture me to get to Dad.

	Our security team rushed past to untie the men.

	Then I turned to Doctor Masterson, and just stated with no emotion in my tone, “The Banshee knows where we are.”

	“Well, fuck.”

	Adya nodded, adding, “Just so.”





	14 Chapter 14 – Typhoon Cay



	The next few days were spent in a cat-and-mouse game with Yaeko.  It seemed everywhere we went in the city, and every safehouse we moved to, she would be there within twenty-four hours, and she was leaving havoc in her wake.

	And she must have finally finished healing in a Medi-Pod since she was back up to her full lethal speed and endurance.  However, I noted something in all the surveillance footage.  She may be physically back at one hundred percent, but I think her fight with Calli’s swarming bots really did a number on the otherwise unflappable woman.  I pointed out to the others that she seemed to flinch or shy away from bots in her hunt for me and my father.

	Having to continually change locations, always moving, we didn’t have a chance to try to figure out what Dad’s message at the transit platform meant.  After re-reading the book on the Frame, then sending enforcers out to locate a first print edition of Around the World in Eighty Days, I was examining the passage to see if there was a cipher evident that Dad would use to point me to another clue, or if I were completely misinterpreting his intent.

	I growled in frustration, huffing out a breath as I closed the book and pinched the bridge of my nose, feeling a headache coming on from trying to force it through my exasperation.  Adya asked from where she was she was turning some skewers on a little portable plasma hibachi grill we found in the mini-kitchen of the latest fortified safe-house slash hardened bunker, “Maybe instead of complex answers, this one is as simple as the last one?”

	She held a kebab out to me with a toothy grin.  Masterson looked up from her constant monitoring of the area’s surveillance systems and the encoded updates from the rest of the Gathering, many of whom were starting to lobby for just handing me over to Kashima to avoid more bloodshed.

	Luckily they were in the minority, as the other members were incensed that all these corporations and outside governments were blatantly breaking the accords and conducting operations in AE territory, costing the lives of so many already.

	The woman asked as she yawned and stretched like a cat from her fingertips to her toes, “What was the last clue that got you this far?”

	I shrugged as I spoke around the bite of teriyaki beef and peppers I had slid off the little bamboo skewer, “Dad just switched up the problem-solving from deduction to literal correlation.  It was the location of the breadcrumb trail in the Hansel and Gretel fairy tale.  The forest.”

	She nodded and said contemplatively, her brow creased as she made the connection, her eyes darting to the north wall as if she could see the vast green natural space and more trees than I could comprehend which ringed this sprawling mega-city around the Outback Sea. “The Queen Elizabeth National Forest.”  Then she squinted one eye and gave a sheepish grin. “Over five hundred thousand square kilometers.  Four times more area than New Adelaide herself.  That doesn’t necessarily narrow down the possibilities, now does it?”

	It was Adders’ turn to shrug as she ate and stretched over the utilitarian work table in the kitchen area to hand a kebab to Cordelia.  “It got us this far.”  Then she motioned to the hibachi as she swept her gaze around the full detachment of heavily armed enforcers which moved everywhere with us now.  They looked tempted, but when nobody stepped forward, they went back to standing at attention.  One Chrome, after a few seconds, stepped forward to take one, a cheesy grin on its rubberized face.

	My professor-y type person rolled her eyes and snatched the food back.  “Ok Mr. Funnyman or Funnywoman, whichever the case may be.”  She put it back on the grill as the Chrome retook its position.  Then as she licked her fingers she framed out of our AR space for a little rest, telling me,  “I’m not able to reconcile the timestamp anomalies in the access logs.  Are you sure you’re just not absently doing some of your famous Yale multitasking?  Nonetheless, I got your mom… umm, AI assistant recording all access now so we can catch the interloper.  They’re good if they’re even getting past your Vanguard, I’ve never come up against a more aggressive watchdog defense than that, lady.”

	That was something coming from Dark Dirk, one of my hacking idols.

	I appreciated her changing the subject from the one hurting my brain just then to the growing mystery as to who was accessing my tool kit.  There was even a half-finished project I had been, well original April had been working on before our, umm, death, which just this morning when I Framed in, I noted was finished.  But the time stamps showed just access three hours earlier, while I was sound asleep.

	She correctly surmised my anxiety over it, speaking to me in private in our void,  “You’re not losing your mind and doing things in your sleep.”  Knowing I was getting tired faster now, and it took me longer to recover from any sort of exertion in our narrow escapes.  I either needed ten or twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep or we had to somehow figure out how the Medi-Pod dad kept me in when I was in a coma worked, keeping the Gemini tech inside me refreshed.

	She washed away most of that anxiety with the simple statement, “Welcome to being human, April.”  Now that I think about it, this was just normal exhaustion from the hectic situation we’ve found ourselves in.  Adya was stretched thin herself.

	Not wanting to let us change the subject Masterson doubled back.  “So if the last time was literal location, maybe he’s doing the same thing?  What’s this book about?  Going around the world?  So could he be on the move and leaving the Expanse?”

	I had to blink at the woman.  “You’ve never heard about Around the World in Eighty Days?  Jules Verne?  Classic nineteenth-century literature which was written by one of the forerunners in science fiction and adventure?”

	The woman just blinked at me and Adya assured her, “Don’t worry, I’ve never heard of this old stuff she and her dad are so fond of.”

	“Old stuff?  You’re just not cultured enough to…”

	Her wink set my cheeks ablaze and Cordelia muttered in resignation, “Get a room you two.”

	I lifted my chin regally and ignored the wenches.  “What we can accomplish in an hour or two in a hypersonic transport, was unimaginable back then.  Verne wrote of a man who had aspirations to travel the globe in a mind-boggling eighty days back when the first automobiles were just grand experiments and air travel was limited to hot air balloons.  The man was a visionary writer.”

	They… were not impressed, and they looked a little amused at my conviction.  I faux grumped.  Then I exhaled and shared, “The problem is it was a global stage in the book, not a general location like a forest.  And the quote he took the line from wasn’t regionalized.  I’ve tried looking for some of the common deduction games we played, and even hexadecimal number substitution, or page number line number ciphers.  I’m hitting a dead end and moth… my AI can’t help like last time.”

	She took the last bite of her kabob then tapped the skewer on the table, “Maybe I can help.  What’s the quote from that Phylum Fog guy?”

	Adya and I corrected in unison, “Phileas Fogg.”  I grinned internally, knowing the ex-hacker was just as big a geek as me.

	So I recited the full quote, “As for Phileas Fogg, it seemed just as if the typhoon were a part of his programme.”

	The woman’s eyes widened slightly, then her smile grew as she chuckled.  Then primly snatched another skewer from the cold side of the hibachi, snapping a pepper off the skewer.  “Maybe it’s as simple as the last clue after all.  Unless you were familiar with ancient literature like you, you wouldn’t even know where the reference was even from, or even that it was a quote from some long-dead author.”

	I cocked a brow then looked away from her and spoke out of the corner of my mouth to Adya, whose curiosity looked piqued the way she was sitting straighter, “She knows something we don’t, and wants us to take the bait.”

	She did the same, muttering to me, “Should we bite?”

	Cordelia chuckled in good humor. “You two deserve each other, you little rats.  Come on mates, haven’t you checked a map of the area yet?”  Her brows lifted in anticipation and question.

	I Framed in on instinct, remembering to slap down my visor with so many people around, pulling up a map of the AE.  “Fine, we’ll bite, woman.  What are we looking for?”  I paused, looking just a few miles from where we were located, at Uluru’s Outlet, where the briny estuary of the Uluru River emptied into the inland sea.  There were a series of coral islands and reefs that formed in that mix of salt and fresh water.

	And there, at the mouth of that great river, part of the Queen Elizabeth National Forest was a little island named Typhoon Cay.  Completely natural with no human presence according to the eye-tracking overlays moving across the map.  I asked in a whisper, “Dad?”  Then I looked down to where Toastie looked to be watching us all from below.

	The Chair called out, “Corporal Rhynes, ready the Dingo, we’re heading out.”

	The Chrome paused, miming its driver wherever they were, putting a hand to their ear as if listening to something before turning to us, “Ma’am, the offshore corporate platforms that have been massing have started moving en mass.  They’ll breech our territorial waters in four hours.”

	This had my anxiety pinging at an all-time high, and Masterson spitting out, her hands flexing into fists, “Fuckin’ corpos.  Do they mean to start a war over this?”  Her exasperation was second only to her resolve.  “I assume the others of the Gathering are being appraised of the situation?  If so, unless there are any dissenters, we need to execute case Wallaby.”

	I shuddered thinking about the first corporate war which decimated most of the fighting forces and civilian infrastructure.  Before warfare became a negotiated proxy battle fueled by Chromes, drones, hacking, and electronic warfare.  Even then, there was still human collateral, and the civilian populations took the brunt of the economic impacts.

	Reports have been trickling into the Chair for days, of all the platforms making their way around to New Adelaide.  Massive amounts of drones, attack craft, personnel transports, and Chrome factory ships converging just outside of AE territorial waters.  Even a stealth sub-drone was being visually tracked in the waters around the Outback by satellite.  Larger and larger incursion teams from corporations and the United States Conglomerate military service and Russian Inter-corporate Military Federation breaking international law by conducting unsanctioned operations inside an international Free-Zone.

	Having intimate knowledge of the capabilities of the Gemini Protocol, and the ramifications of it falling into the hands of any of those organizations, I knew why this was all coming to a head.  I’m positive that if Dad knew that saving me would have brought about a war, he would have made the hard decision and let his daughter rest in peace.  Just as I’m sure he had the plan to sabotage and destroy the prototype anyway to prevent Kashima from having a virtually unstoppable and unhackable army.

	She exhaled long and loud, then shrugged. “It’s time to give the Dingos and Roos a real-world test anyway.”

	I asked lamely, “Roos?”

	The woman rolled her eyes and nudged her chin toward our security. “This lot has taken to nicknaming the Hecate Class pacification strike craft like the Artemis, Roos since they carry four Dingos inside.”

	I shared as I shrugged a shoulder and nodded slowly. “I’m sure they won’t be expecting them.  You’ve compartmentalized their existence well, I take it you have air gap security since there’s no trace of their development on the Frame anywhere.  How many do you have in the fleet?  Can it stand against the massing forces?”

	She deflated and shared, “Not enough.  We were waiting to reveal them when we had a substantial fleet.  But the AE isn’t defenseless without them, we’ve teeth you know, April.  There’s a reason there hasn’t been a corporate takeover of the Expanse.”  Then she added, “And please, for the love of God, stop accessing our systems.  We can’t trace any incursions to you, but I know you and the good professor here are mucking about in our systems, though we haven’t figured out how just yet.”

	My toothy grin didn’t instill confidence in her that we’d listen.  Hacking is in my… well, in April’s DNA.  I furrowed my brow since the biological portion of my new form was basically a clone of my, umm, sister?  I suppose it was in my DNA as well.  Why did I feel like I was suffering from some sort of multiple personality disorder?  Even more disturbing than that thought, was that it is pretty apparent that the self-defense subroutines I keep accessing are from a partial neural mapping of Yaeko.  I can’t imagine an entire army of Banshees unleashed on the world… that woman, for lack of a more tactful term, is a friggin’ nut case!

	Cordelia knocked me out of my spiraling thought pattern by addressing us, “Ok, ladies, grab your gear, and let’s get a move on.  Banshee is coming and we’ve an island to visit before all hell breaks loose out there in the water.”



	





	
	15 Chapter 15 – Eugene



	We were on the move… once again… a minute later, our security led the way and trailed behind, keeping us in a sandwich of badassery.

	It seemed to me we were always going somewhere, never in one place for too long ever since my first day at college.  Had it only been three weeks since Dad went missing?  So much has happened since then and I haven’t had a moment to catch my breath.

	I noted we were heading down below the docks again and I wondered just how many of these hidden Dingo platforms they had tucked away in the Expanse.  Since ninety-five percent of Australia's population was now in the four mega-metropolises along the outer coastline or this inland sea after the Thaw, I’d assume all of the megaplexes were protected by at least a few Dingos and maybe a Hecate or two.

	I took a moment to admire the view of the sea, calm and shimmering in the early morning sunlight, almost a sapphire blue, so clear here in the Outback that I could see the schools of fish darting through the waters, and the colorful coral reefs that was home to so many other aquatic species.  It was quite a contrast to the Atlantic Ocean below the stilted city of Greater York, which was so murky and polluted from old New York under the waves and the waste dumped into it from the waste handling plants.

	The more I saw of the Expanse, the more it resembled the Treasure Island of Dad’s stories, and here I was, on an adventure not of my choosing, but an adventure nonetheless.  The wistful smile that came unbidden to my lips was quickly wiped away when we passed through a sallyport at the crossing of two corridors six floors down, halfway to the Dingo platform we could see through the windows of the passageways built for enforcer personnel to get to and from the military bases that pockmarked the city. 

	Red strobes started flashing and alarm klaxons went off when armored doors rose behind and ahead of us, cutting the three of us off from our security details.  Men were running to us from the left branch of the crossing corridor, raising taser dart rifles and flechette accelerators from our left, yelling at us, “Down, down, down!”

	I hit the deck hard and fast, dragging Adya with me, my other hand shooting up to pull Masterson down with us as I covered Adya’s body with mine, my heart pounding out of my chest as I looked from the men who were aiming past us to the other side of the corridor.

	A wire-thin, gangly teen girl in a duster-style trench coat, which was far too long for her, as it draped down to drag at the tops of her Jarvis Corp rain rubbers which were painted to resemble combat boots, stepped forward.  I couldn’t make out her face since she had more VR gear and antennas and power packs arranged around what looked to be a cobbled-together, VR visor, shaking a sensory gloved finger as if scolding children while she typed on a wrist console on the back of that hand.  And with a flourish, tapped one last time as the enforcers started to fire.  Most of the weapons simply did nothing while others sparked and smoked as if they shorted out.

	The newcomer tripped on the tails of the duster, and stumbled, squeaking out in distress before standing tall as the men recovered and drew collapsible batons as they discarded their useless weapons, and they charged.  The person panicked for just a moment as they frantically typed on their wrist console before, with another flourish, stabbed at their arm and a third armored door slammed down, almost striking the lead enforcer.

	Then the girl said, in a lower register than I would have thought, “Mere mortals, tis folly to cross foils with me!”  Their voice cracked at the last word and I blinked, realizing it was a waspish boy, not a girl as I thought.

	Then he cleared his throat. “Crikey, that was bracing, now wasn’t it?”

	We all stood slowly as he looked at us and I assume he was grinning behind all that gear as he said to us as he pointed my way, “You are coming with me.  Your bounty is huge, I can update all my gear.”  Then he pointed between Adya and Cordelia, “The hottie and her mom need to stay, no bounty on their heads.”

	Masterson spluttered out, “Her mom?  You don’t recognize me?  And how did you get into this secure facility?  And access our systems?”  The enforcers were all pounding on the hardened cermai-plast windows on the doors as they worked pulling the control panels apart to bypass whatever this… this kid had done.

	He tapped his wrist console again when Adya pulled a taser and her weapon started sparking, Cordelia gasped and swayed, her arms dropping to hang by her sides and her breathing became shallow and ragged while our little bot friend powered down.  “You thought you could get the drop on me?  You dare match wits with me?  Ha, ha, I’ve deactivated all your gear.”

	I looked at the kid as he stepped up to grab my arm.  My eyes wide in incredulity, I avoided his reach and slapped the back of his head, as I Framed in and hacked his overrides, snapping out to him, “Are you an idiot?  She’s got an Angel Mesh, you could have killed her!  You NEVER blanket hack all local devices in case someone has medical assist devices!”

	He stumbled back rubbing the back of his head. “Ow!”  Then his voice cracked again. “Don’t lecture me, I’m the greatest hacker and bounty hunter in the AE.  I know what I’m doing!”  It was almost a whine.  Then he seemed to pause then blurted, “You’ve undone my hack… that’s impossible.  How?  I deactivated all Frame devices first before springing my diabolical trap.”

	I pointed at Masterson. “Not much of a mental genius if you almost kill the Chair of the Gathering there.”

	This made the boy gleep and take another step back as he pulled up his visor, to reveal a boy no more than fifteen or sixteen, with a slight acne problem and old-fashioned glasses that were thick as Koda Juice bottles, why hadn’t he simply used a Medi-Pod to correct his vision?  “That’s the Chair?”

	He quickly recovered and slapped his visor back down. “Umm… it is no matter, now you’re coming with me.  The Van der Berg Group is offering twice what Kashima is for you and four times that for your dad.  Seventy pounds of Rhodium from the mines on the moon.”

	Seventy… that’s over five million credits!

	I squared off with the kid, Adya and Masterson flanked me as I reactivated their VR gear as Adders said in a cool tone, “She’s not going anywhere with you, now raise the doors or I’ll do it for you.”

	He snickered and made a sweeping gesture with his hands. “Ah, but you can’t.  I’ve deactivat… wait.”  He tapped frantically on his wrist console as Adya’s fingers danced smoothly on her virtual keyboard while he was muttering, “How?  This is impossible.”  Then as the doors started to raise in their tracks, he panicked and sent a command to surge the power to short out the motors, and the doors all fell again with heavy clangs.

	“Ha!  I have thwarted your attempts.  I have proven my superior intellect, I am victorious!  Now for the last time, come with me.”

	I screwed up my face. “No.  Are you serious?  And kid, nobody talks like that.  You sound like an animated villain on the entertainment waves.”

	He spat out, “Hey, I’m asking the questions here.”

	“Then ask.”

	“I… well… hey, just come with me.  I thought of everything, I caught you when nobody else could.  For I am, Eugene!”  I winced at the name of the awkward boy.  His parents didn’t do him any favors.  I mean, some people could probably pull a name like that off, but not him.  He stood tall as if we knew who he was.

	“Eugene?”

	He almost whined out, “Come on mate, I’m Eugene, the next Lame Duck or Slash.  Hacker extraordinaire?”

	I held a hand up, squinting in pain for the kid, “Umm… Lame Duck.”  Then I nudged my chin toward the sexy professor, “Dark Dirk.  You’re outclassed Eugene.  And you thought of everything did you?”

	He slapped up his visor and then blinked in shock as he looked between us. “You’re yankin’ my chain.  You ain’t Lame Duck.  They dropped off the planet a while back.  And I did think of everything.  I even have an escape route blocked.  I knew I couldn’t locate you, since you wouldn’t be out in the open or anything…”

	I winced at that since we technically had been out in the open most of the time.

	“So I’ve been tracking the movements of large groups of enforcers.  It was like a beacon that led me here, where I sprang the perfect trap.”

	Okay, I was a little impressed by that, it was pretty smart, but… “And how did you think you’d be able to get me to go with you?”

	He stated as if it were obvious and I were being tedious, “I’ve deactivated all the weapons in the vicinity, there’s nothing you can do to resist.”

	I grinned at him, all teeth and warning, “You think we need weapons to kick your ass?”

	He slapped his visor back down with a little, shaky, “Oh…” as I cracked my fingers while he started stepping back away from us slowly.

	Then I said an ancient quote my dad used to bring up to make Mom roll her eyes, “Eugene?  Say hello to my little friend.”

	Then with a zapping sound and the smell of ozone, he spasmed and crumpled to the floor, his gear shorting as the now reactivated toast-bot jammed his high voltage probe from that port on his little boxy shell into his left butt cheek from behind.  Then Toastie zipped around the boy’s still spasming form as if agitated about being deactivated by the kid.

	I snorted when Cordelia stepped up to look down at Eugene, cocking an eyebrow imperiously, and growling out, “Her mother?  As if, boy.”

	Adya patted her shoulder. “There there, Mom.”

	“I hate you girls.”

	I beamed at the woman who was rubbing her left palm with her right hand, the Angel Mesh sparkling beneath the skin.  “Too bad, we’re becoming rather fond of you.”  I looked down. “Now what do we do with Eugene here?”

	The woman chuckled and said, “Technically we should be exiling him for working with a Corporation… or worse.  But he is underage and I think it would benefit us to hire the boy on in our hacking corps if he and his parents agree, he has promise.”

	Then she screwed up her face and prompted us, “The Van der Berg Group?  They’d never work with Kashima.  What do they want with the Gemini Protocol?  Isn’t the Dutch Consortium all about pleasure domes and pleasure Chrome units for people into virtual sex?”

	Adya and I looked at her expectantly as she realized the Gemini tech didn’t need to be making copies of the most highly trained soldiers, they could copy anyone’s skills and…  ah, there it is… her eyes widened, then she chuckled, shaking her head, “Leave it to the Dutch.”  She toed a now groaning Eugene, “Come on boy, time to get up and face the music.”

	It wasn’t long before he was in custody, and his parents called as the kid screamed to anyone who would listen, “You can’t hold me, don’t you know who I am?  I’m Eugene!” And we were back on our way to the Dingo as I patted Toastie in my arms while I ran a diagnostic on his circuits to make sure Eugene hadn’t damaged the little bot.

	A minute later, Cordelia was saying, “Next stop, Typhoon Cay.” We left my stomach behind when once again, we were dropping into the water twenty feet below.





	16 Chapter 16 – Cats and Clouds



	The Dingo glided through the water like a ghost, the sun illuminating the shallow reefs below us until the Dingo had to surface and take to the air.  We skimmed the gently rippling surface which seemed to be getting more turbulent as we flew inches above the water, weaving around various sandbars and small islands which varied from sandy or rocky protrusions to lush green spaces full of vegetation.

	I was plastering my face to the translucent cockpit canopy, excitement welling up inside me, and my two companions exchanged looks, Adya explaining, “April’s lived her whole life in Greater York.  The most ‘nature’ she’s seen is the great lawn at the Clarke Tech campus.”

	“I’m right here ladies.”

	“Then the National Forest will blow her mind.”

	“Still right here.”  I looked down at Toastie who was piggybacking even more data packets on our connection to the USC’s military Frame, “I am speaking out loud, aren’t I?”

	Mom said in my augmented reality overlays from our void space, “ April, dear one, don’t be obtuse.  The evil women are just teasing.”

	“I know, I know.”  I grinned.

	Then the crystal clear waters started becoming more opaque as we approached the outlet delta of the massive Uluru River and an island that dwarfed all the others in the chain, with towering trees and flocks of birds flying in what seemed like a choreographed dance in the skies above those same treetops.

	I provided, “I’ve been researching the area since we left Eugene behind.  Did you know the Uluru Delta is larger than the Mississippi Delta from before the Thaw?  And nearly the size of the Ganges-Brahmaputra delta pre-Thaw.”  I gave them toothy grins as Mom’s AI looked proud.  The ladies, it seems, were not done teasing me.

	Adya said, in faux apology to Masterson, “Sorry about this one, she’s a bit of a geek.”

	The woman chuckled and countered, “No my dear, compared to Eugene, April here isn’t even scratching the surface of geekdom.”

	I flipped them off then exhaled in a whisper as I turned back to the canopy, the heads-up displays on it showing we had arrived at our destination, “We’re here.”  And just as we were passing from the water and over the silt beach, I blurted, “Stop!”  I wrested control of the Dingo from Cordelia using a bodged-together hack I had been working on since the Dingos were revealed to us.  I used two exploits from a couple of black hat hackers who had infiltrated USC and Russian Inter-corporate Military Federation satellite systems.  With a few tweaks, it wound up being a brute force command code graft that allowed rudimentary control of military systems such as the air-breathing engines of the Dingo. 

	The girls were thrown forward in their harnesses as we suddenly stopped.  I muttered, “Oops,” I hadn’t thought about the inertial dampener systems I should have tied into engine control.  The three escort Dingo’s shot past us, two peeling off as a third slowed to a stop ahead of us but not fast enough.

	With a whump that sent sparks trailing from the engines as all of its systems went dark, that unfortunate Dingo slammed into the silty ground and skidded to a halt, plowing through the silt and sand.

	The Chair was just staring at the downed vessel, then at me as she tried to reaquire control of ours.  Oh.  With a quick command, I shut down my exploit.  Then my cheeks heated when a cartoon duck appeared on the heads up for a moment and issued a victorious, “Quack.”  Damn it, I added my tag out of habit.

	Cordelia looked at me then Adya, the bronze-complexioned woman’s eyes wide, and my dishy professor just winged a thumb my way and explained in depth, “Lame Duck.”

	We watched the two pilots of the downed Dingo stumble out, relief flooding me and lifting the weighty panic and dread that had been constricting my heart when we saw them crash.  I spoke, my voice wavering.  “Well, that’s something you don’t see every day.  Was that some sort of directional EMP mine?”

	The Dingo’s threat assessment subroutines were adapting and scanning side-beam ground penetrating radar along the beach.  Hundreds of unidentified power signatures were blooming on a holographic representation of said beach.  I so wanted one of these ships, it was so cool how it was learning and adapting on the fly.

	Biting her lower lip, her brows pinched as she looked at the new data, Masterson murmured, “Minefield.”

	Adya was looking at what looked like aviation bulletins from the area.  “Typhoon Cay is marked as a no-overflight zone.  Did the AE mine the place?  That’s a bit extreme to enforce a no-fly zone, isn’t it?”

	“No, the overflight rule was to protect the various endangered avian species that make the Cay their home.  Even if we had the technology for directional EMP proximity mines, we’d never employ them on AE soil.”  She tapped a few things on the controls and her face soured at the response.  “The mine density is too close for us to fly between.  Looks like we’re on foot from here.”

	I blurted, “Wait.  You didn’t put them here?”

	She shook her head.  “Of course not.”

	I grinned and whispered, “Dad.”

	Then she looked at me. “Is that why you hacked our military systems to stop us?  You somehow detected the mines?”

	Shaking my head, I swiped a hand through the air to display some data I had been looking at when I stopped our progress.  “No, but that is.”

	Both women leaned forward to look at the data I gleaned off the Dingo’s live sensor log.  Adders was the first to gasp, followed by Cordelia a moment later.  I nodded. “Yes, some sort of massive electrical dome just inside the treeline.  With readings like that, we’d be shocked into next week and back.”

	This had the AE leader cocking a brow and then looking at the readings more closely. “A taser stun barrier?  How is that even possible?”

	Adya corrected her as she swiped her fingers through the data, painting an interpolated overlay of the estimated size of the stun-dome, a half square mile, “Not just that, but to have to have one hell of an AI running it.”

	Ok, she was a master at building suspense, it must be the professor in her.  Cordelia and I answered in unison, “And?”

	“And… just look.”  She pointed past the projections to the view of the dense treeline outside the canopy.  I squinted hard, trying to see what she was… oh!  The flocks of swooping birds were darting in their synchronized swarms over the beach and then through the trees to alight somewhere farther from the shore.  And they weren’t being zapped.

	Voicing it I offered, “Holy Asmov, that’s one heck of a piece of code.  A smart shield that lets creatures who belong here pass through.”

	Toastie plugged into a data port on the console and then spun his wheels to catch our attention.  The projections of the minefield and shield changed a bit, showing each mine and the shield itself were emitting designation codes, almost like transponders on a plane.

	Cordelia was on coms.  “Get those pilots to safety, there’s an electric barrier in the tree line.  Connect me with the sappers, we need someone here yesterday to clear a path through these mines and do something about grounding that dome.”

	Mom prodded me, “Chīsana hana, look closer.”

	I squinted at the data, noting each transponder code was not a designation, but rather an icon.  There seemed to be thirty separate icons sprinkled throughout the minefield and a different one over the shield… a cloud icon.

	“What am I supposed to be seeing, Mom?”  I looked over the projection again, then saw the cloud icon over the dome, sparking a childhood memory of Dad and me disassembling one of my first bots in our basement so Dad could retrieve one of the servos I pilfered from his current project.  He had been both stern and proud, and I had been only six.  Calling me as mischievous as a kitten, he shared a Verne quote as he watched me detach a thermocoupler.  My eyes widened and my heart sped up as I pointed at the display, saying quickly as I asserted control of the vessel again, “There!  A clear path!”

	Cordelia was frantically trying to subvert my exploits as the Dingo itself tried to adapt to my intrusion and kick me out of its core systems.  “It’s too tightly packed, we’ll wait for the… damn it, Yale, you know we can lock you up for hacking our systems?”

	I shook my head. “Not according to your short list of laws.”  I gave her a toothy grin and relented, allowing her to stop us while I explained.  “There’s a safe path through the minefield.  It’s dad, he made sure I could get through.  And I’m sure any tampering with the mines or the shield would sound alarms and he’d be on the run again before we made it in.”

	Adya was grinning at my excitement as she said while Cordelia brought us to a hover, “Care to explain for the cheap seats, lady?”

	I pointed at the designation icons on the threat assessment projection.  “See how they all have icons?  Cats, dogs, mice, lizards, snakes, and on and on?  Thirty different icons in the mix in a seemingly random matrix?”  They nodded, their eyes pinching in thought.

	Then I offered my hand palm up, “And the dome has a cloud?”  They nodded.  I looked at the AE rep and said, “Doctor Masterson, please, trust me, go over this first mine over here,”  I indicated one sixty yards to starboard.

	They looked at me dubiously and the Chair looked at her hands, clenching her fists, causing her Angel Mesh to sparkle as it sent feedback to her brain.  An EMP would short her mesh and it might not be able to reboot and self-repair.

	I mouthed, “Trust me.”

	She carefully maneuvered us and squinted an eye in anticipation of an EMP as she cursed Dad aloud, “Damn it, Adrian, if this gets me killed, I’m going to kick your ass.”  She exhaled loudly, slumping in relief in her seat when we slipped above the mine and nothing happened.

	I shrugged and said as I drew a zig-zagging, seemingly random line to the treeline and the dome.  “Just follow the cat icon trail and we can pass through the dome.”

	She instead locked us into a hover and I was blinking in the cramped space a moment later as both women turned their intense gazes upon me, making me feel three inches tall and about to be consumed by a ferret wearing a dandy hat.  I squeaked out, trying to make myself as small as I felt, “What?  Don’t you see it?  Cats and clouds.”  I tried out my toothy grin on them, but they weren’t buying it.

	I sighed and said, “Jules Verne.  You know, cats and clouds?”  The inquisitively cocked brow of Dark Dirk had me muttering to Toastie, “Clueless and uneducated.”  He spun his wheels forward then back in agreement.

	My girl said, brows rising, “Don’t make me hurt you, Ducky.”

	In lieu of explanation, I tried to remember the Verne quote voicing it in the regal tone of an instructor, “I believe cats to be spirits come to earth.  A cat, I am sure, could walk on a cloud without coming through.”  I wiggled my brows.  “Eh?  Eh?”

	My grin seemed to work this time as Adders muttered, “You’re just damned lucky you’re so cute, woman.  Seriously, what is it with you and your dad and those ancient books?”

	“Oh shush and…”  I rolled my hand to the course plot I laid out, “Doctor Masterson if you would please.  Dad’s on the other side of this.  If we’re fast enough, maybe we can get out of AE territory with them on our tail before those damn Corporations massing offshore do something that can’t be walked back.”

	She looked between us one last time before nodding and muttering, “I’m going to kick your ass anyway, Adrian.”  Then we started forward as she tweaked the controls and broadcast to the others, “Pilots, slave your guidance to our Dingo.  We’re going through.”

	Then we followed the cats, and after a pause for her to take another deep breath, we passed through the supercharged dome, unscathed, the little hairs on my arms standing on end from the static charge around us.  She exhaled long and hard, then once the other vessels made it through the gauntlet, the sensors were all lighting up showing power signatures ahead that weren’t detectable before we passed the barrier.  She said, “Looks like your dad has a base up ahead under the forest canopy, April.  Shall we go knock on the door?”



	





	
	17 Chapter 17 – Safehouse



	Flying below the trees to avoid the dome, we reached the center of the energy field a few hundred yards later.  A small, shiny new, two-story structure sat where no building was supposed to be.  How had Dad set this up so fast?  There is no way he had time to get all this sorted since his disappearance.  Had he been planning for this contingency long before he fled to the Expanse?

	My mind thought back to my prior assertion, that even if he hadn’t stolen the Gemini Tech to save me, he would have found some way to destroy it before Kashima could figure out how to make it operational.  So maybe he had been planning for this for some time, setting up a place to bring Mom and me to be safe from retribution from the mega-corp?

	Masterson guided the Dingo to a feather-soft touchdown at the edge of the clearing, the remaining vessels landing behind us and we disembarked, me putting Toastie in a shoulder bag since I didn’t think his wheels would do him much good in the deep grasses between us and the building.

	The three of us looked at each other as the enforcers joined us, and we took a single step forward and froze as an alarm started going off all around us.  The clatter was accompanied by the sound of servos and energy weapons powering up as articulated mechanical mounts rose, barrels of high-energy taser darts swinging our way.  Startled birds in the meadow burst out of cover to take to the air.

	“Eep.”

	As my heart felt like it would beat out of my chest, a high-intensity scan swept past us, then it locked onto me, refocused and intensified its beam, then everything powered down, the alarm went off and some sort of clear signal sounded at the structure, the door opening and two men stepped out, holding some sort of rifles awkwardly.

	One man tripped over his own feet, squawked and the weapon went off when he hit the ground in a pile of gangly limbs.  With a whump, the stray shot clipped one of the Dingos, and it powered down in a hail of sparks.   It was one of those AE-directional EMP weapons we had seen on our first day in the Expanse!

	He scrambled to his feet lifting his VR visor to look at us as he held one hand up, eyes wide and frightened at the multiple enforcer weapons which instantly snapped up at the men when the weapon went off.  “Umm… terribly sorry.  Just lost my footing there.  Oh god, April?  Is that you?  Adrian said you’d come for us.  We haven’t had visitors other than you and your father in…”

	The man with vaguely Asian features looked over to the bearded man with panic painting his features who had his hands up so high it looked as if he were trying to touch the clouds.  He supplied in accented English tilting his head slightly toward the first man to speak out of the side of his mouth without his wide eyes leaving the weapons aimed their way, “Six, almost seven months.”

	“Six, almost seven months.”

	A man behind us called out, “Place your weapons down.”

	The two men looked at each other and then went through an awkward dance of trying to get the EMP weapons unslung from themselves, tangling the shoulder straps and bumping into each other as they hurriedly discarded the devices.

	Then they stood up straight, reaching for the sky.  The first man called over the distance, “We thought Adrian had come when the sentry system deactivated.”

	The other man called to me as his eyes went from enforcer to enforcer, “It is good to see you’ve recovered from your coma, April.  You didn’t look so good the last time you visited and you’ve changed your look dramatically since.”

	I’d been here after my coma after the accident?  I voiced that as my brow furrowed, “I don’t remember being here or meeting either of you. Who are you?”

	The first man nodded slowly as they looked at each other while two Enforcers patted them down, removing their VR gear, “You were awfully groggy, it’s no wonder you’re fuzzy on it.  When Adrian left with you, he told us you’d be back for us.  Is he ok?  We’ve been tracking Kashima resources, it seems all their critical military assets are converging here on the AE.”

	Adya prompted as her fingers tapped a rhythm on her thighs, utilizing two virtual keyboards at once, and I could see her in our AR overlay running their faces through facial recognition software that was coming up with no results, “Gentlemen, again, who are you?” The minx took a moment to look over to my workstation to give me a little wink before Framing back out, causing my cheeks to heat, making me feel a little bashful.

	The first man said as they allowed themselves to be led to us by two-man teams.  “Doctor Rudolph Ganzberg, and my colleague, Doctor Kaito Tanaka.”  He turned my way and added, “But you call us Rudy and Kai, April.”  I smirked, I really must have been here while my new body was recovering since that’s exactly what I’d call the men.  Why can’t I remember that?  I don’t remember anything between the accident and waking up months later like… this.

	Cordelia looked at the men, rolled her eyes, and said as she patted the air, “You can put your arms down men.” Then to Rudy, she added, “You look silly like that Rudolph.”

	The man’s eyes widened as they hesitantly lowered their hands, he had been so focused on me that he hadn’t taken in my companions, he sputtered, “Doctor Masterson?  It’s been, what?  Fifteen years?”  He reached out to her and she started to pull her hand back before reluctantly allowing the man to take it and start examining her palm, applying pressure to it to watch the traces of light under the dermal layer.  “How has the mesh been performing?”

	She pulled her hand back.  “Just fine.  And call me Cordelia, I’m the same patient you assisted Doctor Yale with back then.”

	The man grinned, looking almost proud as he shook his head.  “Hardly.  You’ve become the leader of the Gathering and completed three PhDs since we last saw each other.  I’d say you are most certainly not the same.”

	The man had worked with Dad?

	Masterson looked at Adya and me.  “Doctor Ganzberg was just a first-year bio-cybernetics engineer when he assisted your father in installing my Angel Mesh when I was in end-stage amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.  I could barely move and needed a breathing implant mod in my chest.”  She absently flexed her hands, her mouth a tight line.

	She turned to the other man. “And you, Doctor Tanaka?  Why does your name sound familiar?”

	The man averted his eyes, cheeks heating, speaking nervously like he wasn’t used to talking with women.  “I was a leading cybernetics and advanced Chrome engineer before Kashima bought my…”  He nudged his chin toward his companion. “Our contracts and family corporate debts.”

	I blurted, “So you weren’t working on the Gemini project voluntarily?”

	The two men looked at each other and then shared a nervous chuckle.  Rudy asked, “Does everyone know about Gemini now?  Is that why they’re all after Adrian?”

	Tanaka smiled sheepishly as he shrugged and said, “Working on the Gemini Protocol would be a misnomer, Miss Yale.  We spent endless months trying to just understand your father’s masterwork.  We’ve never seen such advanced biological and mechanical fusion.

	“He’s always been generations ahead of anyone else in the field.  The closest we got to understand the prototype was attempting to install a synaptic map from that crazy bodyguard woman who follows Kashima-sama around.  Unsuccessfully.  I think it has something to do with autonomous synaptic mapping, but that just isn’t possible at this time.  So the biological material expires without it.”

	I blinked at the confirmation that it really was Yaeko’s fighting abilities imprinted on me.

	Rudy scrunched his head down to his shoulders, looking sheepish as he admitted, “We’d been terrified that Kashima Corp would realize we had just been going through the motions, faking progress data so our families wouldn’t be disenfranchised and us relegated to the Lunar mining penal colony.”

	Kai added with wide eyes, “Then after your mother was killed and you were on the brink of death, he came to us, offering us a way out if we’d just let him have access to his Gemini tech.  We readily agreed when he assured us he could hide our families away from the corporations too.”

	He shrugged and Rudy supplied, “As dubious as that would have been coming from anyone else, your father is the smartest man I’ve ever had the privilege of meeting, April.  So we accepted, and the next day we were here, in the AE.  He said we needed to stay secluded here for the next year or two before we can be reunited with our families he has hidden all around the Australian Expanse.”

	My chest was swelling in pride that Dad was as good as his word, and always helping people.  I assured them, “Well the Gathering isn’t going to leverage your knowledge of Gemini.  Are they?”

	I cocked a brow in challenge to Cordelia, who smirked at me and rolled her eyes, “Of course not.  I mean if they wanted to share, I wouldn’t stop them.”

	Rudy gave an apologetic half smile as he shared, “Even if we broke our promise to Doctor Yale, we couldn’t share anything anyway, since as we already said, his tech is beyond us.  Besides the inspired bio-mechanical marriage of technology, I dare say nobody would comprehend what he accomplished.  It will be two or three generations before the rest of the world catches up with his vision.  All he’s ever wanted to do is to help people.”

	Tanaka growled, showing the first spine the men have displayed, “Kashima wanted to use the Gemini project for war.”  Then he admitted as if it were a great shame.  “Rudolph and I were planning on sabotaging the gear if we ever came close.  But Adrian found us first and destroyed all the data.”  That last part he said with a satisfied smirk.  I couldn’t help grinning at the men.

	Kai straightened and bowed his head slightly. “Where are our manners?”  He nudged his chin toward the building, a wary eye on the enforcers. “Please, come in.  Can we get you anything?  Tea, coffee?”  With a thoughtful look, he shared, “It will be cozy with all these people inside.”  Then to me, he asked, “Will your father be joining us?”

	I shook my head.  “I’m looking for him myself.  He left me a trail that led us here from Greater York.” I indicated Adya and me.

	Rudy furrowed his brow. “You already returned to Greater York after leaving here?”

	I mirrored his furrowed brow in confusion, but before I could prompt him about his question, Cordelia said, “Then this has been a pointless detour, no offense gentlemen.  We can only accept your hospitality and stay a moment.  Reports are indicating our territorial waters have been breached and the assassin corporations are trying to start a war here in the Outback Sea.  Did Doctor Yale leave any way to contact him?”

	Then she added to the bristling enforcers, “Stand down, secure the Dingos, and prep them for flight.”  They snapped to attention them hurried toward the amphibious aircraft.

	As Kai led us inside, Adders pulled Toastie out of my bag to sit on the floor when we stepped inside, the man shook his head. “No, by necessity.  If this safehouse was to be compromised by Kashima, only Adrian knows where the safehouse of our families is located, and if we can’t contact him, they can’t use our families as leverage against him.”

	Rudy chuckled. “I’m sure he knows you’re here though, April.  His security system is quite… robust as you witnessed.”  The man was adorably geeky, and he reminded me of Carter back home.  My smile turned into a frown at that thought, it still stung that the first friend I made at Clarke Tech wound up selling us out to Kashima.  He had almost got us all killed, and we still didn’t know if Calli was ok.

	I stutter stepped and had to blink when we stepped inside, looking up to the translucent railing on the upper floor of a mirror of our townhouse back in Greater York.  Everything was duplicated down to the… wait, was that mom’s art she painted in the little raised garden beds at home?  How had Dad got all of this here?

	Even Adya was taken aback as she looked around in wide-eyed recognition.

	My heart swelled and I fought off a tear realizing that it was true, Dad had meant to spirit Mom and me away here before the accident and destroy Gemini.  It must have taken months to get this place built under the noses of the Gathering and Expanse enforcers.  It looked like a complete replica.  He must have been ready for us to run as a family just before Mom’s death… and April v1.0’s.

	I asked the men as we all stopped in the living room, “Is it all here?  Dad’s workshop?”  I headed back toward the door.

	Kai sounded confused. “Adrian doesn’t have a workshop here in the safe house.”

	I shook my head and prompted, “In the basement?”

	“There’s no basement.”

	Toastie was bumping the wall by the front door where the door to the basement was in our real home.  Nothing but a full-length mirror adorned the wall.  My heart fell and I muttered to myself, “Oh.” But our little bot friend kept bumping into the wall.

	I placed my hand on the wall next to the mirror as I bent down, saying as I reached for his janky antennae, “Looks like your spatial orientation scanners are a little off, buddy.  You’re going to hurt your…”  A bio scanner panel that was hidden in the wall lit up and it scanned my hand, then with a click and swish, the short wall slid into a pocket in the opposing wall of the entryway, revealing the basement door.

	My smile bloomed and I pointed, squishing my lips to one side to say to the man, “Basement.”

	It felt like a parade as we all ventured down the stairs, Doctor Ganzberg asking his partner, “This has been here the whole time?”

	I told the men and Cordelia, “Welcome to Wonderland.”

	They all looked at me quizzically then around at the pristine workshop, along with a brand new workbench where dad set up a space for me when I was old enough to start tinkering on my bots.  It looked so odd without the various half-completed projects and rat nest of spare parts and junk we had accumulated.

	When I looked at their blank looks I sputtered to them all, “Seriously?  Nobody knows about Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland?”

	This got my brown-eyed obsession to brighten and grin as she said while she Framed into our shared AR space to see the room as it had been back home, “Eat me, drink me.”

	I rolled my eyes at her.  “Nice try, woman.  You only know that because of the first clue we followed.”

	Her cheesy, toothy grin showed no remorse as she wiggled her brows under her visor.  Why were my cheeks heating?

	Then I looked around and sighed, “Well, it doesn’t look as if we’ll get any help here.  None of our work is here, it’s just a new workshop waiting for us to move in.”

	We heard a clank clump clack while Toastie bumped his way down the stairs, causing Cordelia to turn her fascinated gaze from us to help the silly guy down to the floor.  I made a mental note to install tracks on the little bot so he could traverse stairs and uneven ground like my Bug-Bot and Moto back home.  That thought deflated me a little, forgetting the little bot wasn’t ours… but I would talk with his owner about it.

	I started for the stairs as mom’s AI appeared in my heads up, pointing, looking rather amused with me, like when I wasn’t getting one of her lessons on the physical world outside of the Frame, like gardening with her.  I blinked and gleeped in understanding just as Adders asked, “What about the safe?  Would he have left you anything there like back in Greater York?”

	Cordelia scooped up our little toaster buddy as Adders led us upstairs to the den, and stepped up to where the Trivale Industries lockbox was embedded in the wall, took down the koi painting Mom created.  My girl made a motion like a game-wave presenter, putting a little hitch in her hip which made me grin.  I shoved her shoulder playfully, shooing her.

	I felt sheepish when I waved her off with an airy flutter of my hand, looked back at the others and cringed, my cheeks heating as I almost whispered to the safe, “Mini-mite and Mockingbird.”

	With a little beep and a quick clank, the bolts retracted while an electronic voice announced, “Access granted.”

	Kai was asking, “Mini-mite and Mockingbird?”

	My girl supplied with humor tinging her voice as she watched me open the safe, “The cute nicknames Doctor Yale and April have.”

	I whined out, “Callsigns, and they aren’t cute, they’re badass.”

	“Of course, Mini-mite.”

	Dutifully ignoring her, I looked inside the small safe, and just like back home in the real one which had been partially destroyed, it was empty, save a single, tiny slip of paper with three words on it and a number.  ‘Welcome home, April.  MMX3172’.

	My disappointment that it was just another breadcrumb was pushed aside as I gasped, a hidden file in the massive void Dad had merged with mine and Adya’s, labeled MMX3172 opened as some of the most complex, industrial, badass firewalls slammed down around the virtual space, effectively locking me and Adya who had been Framed in with me, in a private connection that was originating from me, not the Frame.

	Dad’s avatar flickered to life in front of us, and the AI representation paused, cocked an eyebrow at Adya, then turned to me.  “We have an uninvited guest, baby girl.”

	I said, “I’ve given her full access to our void.  Authorization Mini-mite one two three.”

	He nodded. “Confirmed.”  Then he turned back to me and hesitated again to give Mom’s AI who had showed up beside me, a sad smile.  “April, if you’re seeing this, you know everything now.  I’m so sorry I couldn’t tell you before this.  I know it must be overwhelming and confusing, but know that you ARE my daughter and I love you so.  I’m so very proud of you to have followed the trail to our… home.  On opening this file, a beacon has been sent to me and we will make our way to you as soon as we can without drawing attention to the island.”

	I looked from him to my virtual hand, and even to my ears I sounded like a small child when I whispered out, “Why?”

	He had either anticipated the question or the AI he programmed for this was like all his other projects, next level, as he looked pained and shook his head slowly, real pain showing in his eyes as he said like a man defeated, “Because I couldn’t lose you too.  Sakura is gone forever, but I know it wasn’t fair of me to make this decision for you, but I couldn’t lose my baby girl if I could do something, anything to make it not so.  I was weak.”

	He shrugged, eyes pleading as he added, “Please forgive your foolish old man?”

	Adya was silently watching our exchange, her hands pressed together in front of her lips, eyes intent as I whispered hoarsely, “I’m not her.”

	“I know that, but it doesn’t change the fact you are my daughter just the same.  You just got a head start at birth from your sister.”

	I could feel real tears burning my cheeks outside of the Frame, and I suppressed a single sob.

	“I love you fiercely, Mini-mite, and I’ll see you soon.”

	I reached forward, blurting, “Wait!”  But it was too late as he derezed when the file was deleted from wherever it had been stored inside me and we were Framed out.

	Adya reached over to grab my hand, and pulled me into a hug, her eyes watery.

	Cordelia was beside us now instead of on the other side of the den, prompting with concern, “What happened?  The two of you weren’t responding to us, and your VR gear was indicating you were Framed in but that’s impossible since there wasn’t any detectable connection since this room seems to be electromagnetically shielded.”

	I shared, my voice raw as I hugged Adya tightly, “Dad left me a note.  He knows I’m here and he’ll be here when he can.”

	Reading the room, Kai said in a soft tone, “Let's go sit and get a drink, we can discuss it after you gather your wits.”

	I nodded thanks, and Adya wrapped an arm around my shoulder leading us out to the living room, Masterson lifted a hand to her ear as her VR visor flickered to life.

	She muttered, “Fuck.”  Then to all of us, she said, “Change of plans.  You two stay here with Ganzberg and Tanaka, mates.  Kashima is broadcasting a demand for you and your father April, and their intent to invade the Expanse and take you by force if we don’t comply in thirty minutes.  The asshole means to start a war.”

	I grabbed her arm as she started to turn to go.  “No.  If the corporations are moving in, you’ll need us.  No offense to your cyber warfare people, but we outclass your hackers by an order of magnitude.  We’re your best defense against their cyber warfare and automated attack systems and Chrome fighters.”

	She looked angry and frustrated, her nostrils flaring and her hands tightening into fists as she looked from us to the Dingos already powering up their air-breathing engines in anticipation.  “If I didn’t think the timing of their ultimatum wasn’t suspect, making me believe they somehow know you found this safehouse, I’d lock you in here myself.  But they think you found Adrian so they will probably be sending troops here too.”

	She looked at the men. “We’ll get you off to an AE Gathering safehouse until we can stop this madness.”

	The men looked at each other nervously, then with more than a little fear than resolve, Rudy squeaked out, his voice cracking, “We can help too, we can assist your tactical engineers.  We know more about Kashima’s systems than anyone else in the Expanse.”

	The Chair huffed in exasperation, but she nodded just once in assent. “We’ll get you all to the HQ in the Harbor since that’s where they demand we deliver the Yales.”

	And we were all jogging to the waiting Dingos, leaving my home’s doppelganger behind.  Adya barely had a moment to secure her harness before Doctor Masterson had us lurching into the sky, retracing the cat path at breakneck speeds before kicking in the afterburners and streaking into the sky back toward the Harbor.

	My eyes widened as I saw four of those massive floating platforms, with multiple corporate flags on the horizon, flanked by enough fighters and drones to blot out much of the orange-red sky of sunset, like a mechanical cloud of menace.  Were all the corporations working together in this?
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	The piers were already being evacuated when we arrived, and dozens of Dingos were arriving, bursting out of the ocean in sprays of water and mist to form a pitiful-looking blockade of the incoming juggernaut of corporate military might.

	The bays under the piers were already full of Dingos, conventional drones and what looked like actual manned attack craft, both boats and air vehicles.  I mumbled to myself as my heads-up was providing me with various locations of anti-aircraft batteries and railgun emplacements being raised around the piers from underwater, “It looks like preparations for a war.”

	Masterson deftly landed us on a landing pad on top of the main pier of the Harbor where a mobile command center looked to be being set up.  She said gravely, “We passed that point when they moved their platforms into AE waters after being warned several times.”

	I swallowed hard and looked back to see the city in this area being evacuated, the streets crammed with civilians, their vehicles packed with their worldly belongings, and the trains, shuttles, mass transports, and some sort of military transports were loading people up.

	Looking at the steadily approaching cloud of corporate vessels and the huge, lumbering platforms cutting through the waves at an inexorable pace, then back at the civilians, I knew they wouldn’t get them clear in time if the corporations were stupid enough to attack.  Was the Gemini tech so important to them all that they were risking another war?

	I must have voiced that, because Cordelia answered as she was ushering us to the command center, “If it is everything you’ve said it is, then yes.  It would give the corporation or military that controlled it, an army that had virtually no downside if they could just keep pumping out these Chromes with the abilities of their best fighters without losing the original assets.  They’d be able to wage war indefinitely against their adversaries for minimal monetary outlay, and profit and control are everything to the mega-corps.  It is just business to them, which is why we don’t allow Corporations in the AE.”

	Adya looked a little confused as she absently waved toward the incoming armada, “Why are the competing Corporations out there working together?  They’d normally be at each other’s throats with their platforms so close to each other they might glean insight into each other’s tech.”

	She shrugged and voiced my own thoughts on it, “My guess?  They know we can kick the ass of any one corporation and send them packing, and they are afraid the Expanse is going to get our hands on that Gemini Protocol and use it against them.  If they can’t get control of it, they’re going to try to roll right over us.”

	It was Doctor Ganzberg who offered up, sounding thoughtful as he rubbed his chin, “Likely, and if they do manage to get their hands on Adrian and Gemini, they likely feel it is better to share the technology between them rather than let the AE obtain it.  Likely reasoning a pact of mutually assured destruction to maintain the status quo is preferable, then profits will not take a hit.”

	That made the most sense since they were close enough now in the Outback Sea that we could again see their corporate flags waving, and Enerdyne and Kashima’s platforms were side by side in the middle of the pack as the massive stations were just plowing over slower moving pleasure craft and sailboats that were trying to get out of the way.  Reducing them to splinters and sending innocent people to a watery grave like they were no more significant to them than ants.

	It was that more than the growing dread in my belly, that got my blood pumping, my anger rising.  People were already dying… because of me. I took a step toward the incoming dreadnoughts, “Contact them.  Tell them I’ll go with them if they stop.  Innocent people are getting killed, nobody else has to die because of me.  If everyone gets Gemini, then it can’t be used to take over other countries or corporations so it’s worthless to them anyway.”

	Adya started, eyes wide and pleading, looking desperate as she grasped my arm, “April, you can’t give...”

	The Chair interrupted her with a single word as others of the Gathering who had already arrived were making their way to her from the growing mobile command center, “No.”

	I blinked and turned to her.  Her eyes were narrowed dangerously and she winced as a slow-moving barge was rammed and snapped in two before being pulled under the wake of the Kashima platform.  “They’ve already killed citizens of the Australian Expanse.  Innocent civilians.  Whether they wanted a war or not, that’s what they have now.  We won’t tuck tail and just give them what they want now, or these people have died for nothing.”

	She looked around to the other members of the Gathering, having a majority of the thirteen there already, searching their eyes which were wide in horror watching the senseless deaths the advance of the Corporations had already incurred.  They all nodded and Masterson exhaled long and loud, before saying into her own VR headset on all frequencies, “Attention incoming hostile fleet.  You have committed not only an act of war by advancing into the waters of the Free-Zone of the Australian Expanse but have committed war crimes against a civilian population.  Stop your advance and prepare to be boarded and your crews placed in custody.  This is your only warning.”

	We all seemed to lean forward, hope straining our faces, and my brows creased as nothing changed.  Damn it.

	She switched channels and said in resignation, “Light them up boys,” and I stiffened as dozens of high-frequency microwave pulse emitters, and a dozen rail guns started firing, while the water in front of the thin line of Dingos exploded into foaming froth and water spray as five of the Hecate Class pacification strike craft broke surface and took to the air, their own rail guns and energy weapons firing.

	I grasped Adders’ hand, hope pumped through my veins as our AR zoomed in on the approaching threat to see the smaller attack craft, which was still the size of a skyscraper, being pummeled by projectiles.  Only half of them made it through a barrage of lasers, anti-aircraft fire, and energy scatter screens projected by the massive platforms behind them.

	Two listed and started sinking, only to be plowed under by the larger platforms.  But my momentary surge of hope was dashed as the incoming fleet recovered from the initial surprise of the first volley and that cloud of airships swarmed to the front, hundreds and thousands of shots of defensive fire taking out most of the incoming projectiles, and they seemed to be working in concert as they formed a jamming and scatter net in front of the fleet.

	Only the occasional railgun projectile was getting through, and though hitting the platforms, they were so massive, the damage was negligible.

	We were pulled into the dome of the insanely dense jamming field around the command center, Cordelia shouting over the deafening commotion of outgoing fire, “Get these four into the hardened command bunker and get them jacked into our defense grid.  This is going to get messy, fast.”

	We all paused when a few dozen dart-shaped amphibious drones burst out of the water in a line in front of the incoming ships, and they sliced through the airships, firing those directional EMPs, causing dozens of the drones and Chrome attack craft to spiral out of the air to splash into the Outback Sea below before the AE drones were virtually annihilated by hundreds of hits each in the overwhelming amount of fire the fleet brought to bear.  As flaming bits of them hit the water below, hundreds of attack drones zipped past overhead, toward the enemy.

	That's when the Corporations decided they didn’t want to be on the defensive anymore, and that cloud of thousands of airships started streaking toward the piers, and hundreds of railguns, missiles, and high-powered lasers fired.  I stumbled as their cyber-warfare hacks and exploits were enabled before I regained my footing with Adya steadying me.  They had gigawatts of power behind their jamming fields, did they have entire reactors dedicated to them?

	I was already Framed in and countering hack attempts at the command center, and Adya doing the same.  I glanced nervously at her in our shared AR as Mom appeared, monitoring the incoming intrusion attempts.  Then I growled out in frustration when I met Adders’ eyes, “Fuck it.”  She nodded and I went to open… my… toolkit… and… it was like an echo just as I accessed it, the logs were showing I accessed it.  Of course, I accessed it I was doing it right now.  But there was a ten-millisecond delay when I accessed it again.

	In my confusion, I went to drop my Razorback into a return packet to the main hacker data stream, which was coming from the Yashimi Platform.  But I dropped it as I was dropping it.  I had to shake my head, what was going on?  My attention was pulled away when first the Yashimi Platform just stopped advancing, and a quarter of the incoming drones dropped from the sky as my Razorback shredded their network.  I could only hope their corporate headquarters wasn’t fast enough to sever the connection and my little illegal surprise had taken a chunk out of their main computers too.

	Cordelia looked over to Adya and me, her eyes wide in shock, “Holy shit, mates.  Was that you?”

	I gave her a sheepish grin, “Yeah, but it won’t work twice.”

	The woman just blinked at us as my girl explained as I saw her hacking into three separate targets at once, “Razorback.”

	The woman seemed to be re-evaluating us, and by the way, she just nodded once to us then looked away to coordinate with her Enforcer commanders at the coms station of the command center, we scared her.  That was both a good and a bad thing I suppose.

	The sky erupted in explosions as the two air fleets collided, and the main pier of the Harbor rocked as incoming fire tore up the deck, and surrounding area.  Bright flashes of light from the explosions light up the night in snapshots of time.  The world was a cacophony and flame and shrapnel as we fought to keep our footing.

	I covered Adya’s head as a blast close to the command center peppered us with shrapnel.  I gleeped as it felt as if my leg were stung by a bee.  My girl was spinning us around to look at my leg, where a twisted piece of alloy was embedded, blood seeping through my pants.  Smoke was choking my lungs while we all started coughing as Adders was calling, “Medic!”

	Cordelia was yelling orders as the Hecate vessels rocketed toward the enemy, energy weapons firing in almost a steady stream, cutting a swath through the incoming airships, and slicing through the jamming and scatter fields with surgical precision as one went up in a ball of flame while the others started pounding the Enerdyne platform, tearing up the main deck as they took dozens of hits themselves, one listing in the air to come crashing down on the platform, a reactor’s containment breaching and blowing a crater into the platform at least ten levels deep, but it kept coming, the outgoing fire of it halved.

	My eyes widened when another Hecate burst from the sea to take a high-energy laser blast meant for another.  My heads up painting the icon for the Artemis on it.  I gasped in concern and took a painful step forward out of the medic’s hands as he was applying a tourniquet to my leg so he could remove the shrapnel.

	The military scatter field of the Artemis was barely up to the task, as part of the blast got through to do light damage to the armored hull of the ship.  Then Commander Hemsford had the Artemis swooping into the damaged crater of the Enerdyne vessel where their defensive weapons fire could not reach and proceeded to start blasting the hell out of the platform, seeming to start to burrow deeper as enemy drones began to swarm down on them.

	I widened my eyes realizing he meant to get to their reactors.  Surely the man knew he wouldn't be able to get clear if he did that.  I whispered, “No,” as the Artemis was engulfed in weapons fire from the swarm, but Hemsford’s crew just kept firing as the remaining, heavily damaged Hecates dove back into the ocean to get clear.  We lost sight as the Artemis burrowed further, and then a moment later, I felt an electromagnetic wave pass, the bow shock of the coming shockwave of the massive blast of the reactors blowing, sent up a mushroom cloud in the sea and a deluge of water raining down upon a square mile of the Outback.

	My scream, “No!” was swallowed up by the deafening roar and blast wave two seconds later.  We were all leaning into the blast, trying to maintain our footing.  Heat and gale force wind drove a heavy water spray pummeling us.  As everything settled down in the aftermath of the explosion, I whispered with tears streaking my cheeks, my lungs fighting against the weight of anguish for a man and crew I knew, “They killed themselves.”

	When the heatwaves and flames cleared, the air and night sky were darkened by choking smoke, and I could just barely make out the enemy fleet.  The outlines of dozens of vessels were listing, smoking, and sinking, adding to the hazy night sky.  Making it difficult to see anything.

	Mom’s AI helpfully supplied a lidar overlay from the AE systems.  One of the two remaining platforms was listing and slowing, a quarter of its side was sparking and billowing black smoke.  But it was still firing and advancing.  The Kashima Corp command platform was spared the brunt of the blast by the damaged platform and was coming in like a specter to reap the souls of its enemy.

	About a third of the remaining enemy airships had been downed or damaged in the blast, and none of the manned Expanse vessels had been taken out by it as they hadn’t been able to retreat in time, leaving the fighter drones to keep the air defense batteries and airships busy while the crew of the Artemis did the seemingly impossible and taking down one of the juggernauts.

	I winced, thinking of the thousands of men and women who had just died in an instant on the Corporate ships.  This all seemed so… senseless.  I hissed as the shrapnel was pulled out of my leg in a sudden jerk, and the medic started applying a dermal foam seal to the wound and wrapping it as Adya helped me sit on a transformer case.  We coughed in the caustic smoke until someone shoved re-breather mouthpieces into our hands.  I placed it into my mouth, bit down and took a long, greedy gulp of filtered air into my lungs.

	One man yelled to us from the seemingly increasing volume of incoming fire, “Come on, let’s get you four to the bunker.”

	I glanced over to see Kai and Rudy, who looked pale-faced and in shock, their eyes glued toward the shadow of the advancing Corporate vessels in the hazy darkness.  “Come on guys, let's get to safety where we can wreck some havoc on Kashima’s systems.”

	This got Tanaka to blink and then look over to us.  His slack face just nodded once and he grabbed Doctor Ganzberg’s arm and started to pull him, stumbling along with us.  Our escorts stopped to look up at the mega-scrapers with us as one just seemed to blow up and the windows of others started shattering in gouts of fire.  Debris, girders, and panels fell to crush the screaming civilians packing the streets who were still trying to get clear of the conflict.

	We all turned from the horrific sight as dust and debris accompanied the collapse of the giant structure as it fell away from us, knocking over two other smaller buildings.  We looked back at the incoming fleet in horror.  They were targeting the civilians!

	Adya said in a raw tone, shaking her head in revulsion, “They’re killing them all for a distraction and to draw away defense resources.”  She nudged her chin, indicating the smaller swarm of AE fighters and drones as they retreated to place themselves between the enemy fire and the city, their weapons firing almost continuously to scatter the energy weapon fire or to take out incoming projectiles, one by one they were being systematically blown from the sky.

	As we heard the commanders at the control center shouting out in frustration, “ETA on the goddamn reinforcements?”  I knew the sobering truth, that they weren’t going to win against these overwhelming numbers, no matter how advanced their tech was.

	They were right.  Where the AE could have taken on a single mega-corp army, as they already demonstrated, the overwhelming force of four teaming up together was more than anyone could face alone.  Everyone had just died… for nothing.

	Then the coms channel popped and hissed in static.  A partially recognizable, broken-up voice stuttering through the jamming and scattering fields.  I could hear the roaring of air-breathing engines coupled with the whine of plasma thrusters approaching from the north as my eyes flew wide at the sound of Agent Jones’ voice crackling through, “You look like you could use some help here,” as no less than a hundred, sleek looking, stealth fighters sliced through the air above us.  They were skimming the flaming skyscrapers to swoop down on the two enemy platforms as they started to slow near the piers like looming giants even though they were still two miles out, their weapon fire still concentrated between the various piers and docks, and the city beyond.

	He continued as they engaged the enemy, who still had superior numbers, “As a signatory of the Free-Zones accords, the United States Conglomerate is lending its military support against rogue Corporations as per chapter seven, subsection A4 of the pact.  Now sit back and enjoy the show, boys and girls.”

	Then we heard Agent Smith’s voice as he shouted over the coms, “And that double-crossing Kashima isn’t getting the tech we already paid for. Yeeehaaaaw!” The stealth fighters opened fire.  And holy shit on a capacitor, what were those fighters packing?  They were tearing a hole through the enemy lines.  And not even all the Expanse military systems I was plugged into were able to track them correctly as it seemed there were dozens of ghost signal spoofs cloaking each vessel.

	Who would have thought I’d be happy to see the annoyingly persistent pains in my ass?

	The commander here responded, “Welcome to the party, mates.” He then started snapping out orders for the remaining pilots and Chrome drivers to coordinate the counter-offensive with the USC fighters.

	One thing I was sure of though, from the telemetry and feedback they were able to glean, was that these new stealth fighters were unmanned, military Chrome piloted, according to the encrypted packet stream patterns I was seeing coming from them as I started to devise a new piggyback exploit to get a better look.

	The AE soldiers all cheered, and I felt a wave of hope, which was dashed a few seconds later when the damaged platform stopped firing at the city and turned its concentrated fire on the aerial battle above.  I looked on in horror as I realized they were just firing indiscriminately since their systems couldn’t lock onto them, and they were blowing not just stealth fighters out of the sky, but their own drones and even man-piloted fighters, away.

	I heard Jones mutter, “Well shit,” before his signal was cut off when one of the fighters became a fireball in the sky.

	Almost as suddenly as they had arrived, the couple dozen remaining USC fighters limped out of the engagement, half of them damaged and smoking.  But they had taken out over half the air fleet in that short period in that frightening display of tech that looked to have taken everyone by surprise.  Agent Smith relays, “Beta flight is five minutes out, one hundred fifty strong.  Godspeed, AE.”  Then he was saying, “Alpha flight regroup,” as he cut off his mic.

	I muttered to Adya, “Looks like their secret shadow Frame isn’t the only thing they’ve been hiding.”

	She nodded and that’s when hundreds of hovering landing craft rose to the shredded pier decks and thousands of Chrome soldiers started deploying as AE ground troops started firing on them as the two platforms resumed firing on the city.  We had all been so distracted with the USC arrival that we hadn’t noticed the landing craft approaching.

	I quickly hacked the controls of ten enemy Chromes and had them turn their weapons on their allies, causing confusion and mayhem among the arriving enemy.  And like a maestro conducting an orchestra in a symphony of violence, Adders showed just why she was a legend on the Dark Frame, and one of the most elite hackers in the world when she somehow took control of more than I had and joined in our private brand of mayhem, firing on the second wave of arriving landing craft.

	Gods, could she get any more sexy?

	Almost as if she had heard me… wait, had I voiced that out loud?  The minx glanced over at me and winked with a sexy little smirk on her lips.  Oh.  Ok.  I blushed and redoubled my efforts as our escorts regained their wits and started urging us away.  Adya and I slapped our hands in the air at them as we continued our incursion into the Corpos systems.  “Just a moment.  We can help here.”

	Masterson, who looked to have taken a hit herself, yelled out from the coms center toward us, blood dripping from her hairline, “Get them clear, now!”

	Just as they started to drag us off, Toastie zipped between my and Adders’ feet, tripping us a moment before some equipment in front of us erupted into a violent fireball, our escort being blasted violently away by it while I covered Adya’s head before we tumbled away from the blast.

	We settled, breathing hard as I realized Toastie had just saved us, I saw the bodies of the two Enforcers lying lifelessly near the blast site.  Then Adya blurted at me, “Would you stop doing that?”

	I blinked at her, my ears ringing as I worked my mouth to try to pop them from the pressure difference as I asked, “Doing what?”

	She said in a growl, “You keep protecting me but leaving yourself open to danger.”

	I shrugged and only half apologized by offering, “I can take a wee bit more damage than you…”  then I added with a snicker, affecting Yaeko’s voice, “Konda-chan.”

	She broke and grinned at that. “Shut up, woman.”

	I shrugged and we scrambled to our feet and rushed over to Rudy and Kai, who were groaning in a heap five feet from us.  “Are you two ok?”

	Rudy groaned and just held a thumb up, while he lay face down on the ground before rolling over slowly.  Kai rasped out, catching his breath, “All good here, April.”

	Ganzberg coughed then chuckled as he looked up into the smoky air, his rebreather missing, “I bet you regret returning here after you left us last week, huh?”

	Wha?  Last week?  And we all turned as the pier shook, toward another explosion.  “Gah!”  Adya and I Framed back in and took control of another batch of Chromes, this time it took longer as their own AI anti-intrusion systems were working double-time to keep us out.  I grabbed ten, I grabbed ten.  I shook my head from the odd echo again and then blinked when I realized I was somehow driving twenty Chromes though I was only aware of ten.

	I didn’t have time to dwell on that as I focused on creating as much mayhem as I could as we both stood and leaned into the imaginary pressure their cyber hackers were applying to us to break our hold on their fighters.

	The sounds of a barrage of repeating projectile weapon fire and the screams of men around us interrupted our concentration and we looked over to see a human in an armored combat exoskeleton with some sort of chain gun, mowing down everyone in the command center, who were all diving for cover.

	Our eyes widened as the barrel swung our way.  I started to move, I could have dodged it as the adrenaline flooded my system and the world slowed down around us, but I had to save Adya who was moving too slowly herself.  I knew I couldn’t get her down in time, so I just dove in front of her, arms and legs splayed wide to shield her.

	But just as quickly as I was moving, someone else, moving just as fast, slammed into my chest, sending me tumbling into Adya.  And almost as if my mocking her voice a moment ago had conjured her from thin air, Yaeko Hisamatsu was twisting in the air past us, a plume of red blood spray erupting from her as she let fly one of her blades.

	As she hit the ground and rolled into a shaky three-point stance, blood pumping from a ragged wound on her left shoulder, her katana struck home, through the head of the man in the exo-suit.  His eyes seemed to turn in as if to try to focus on the blade before he slumped and the exoskeleton powered down and toppled over.

	She hissed toward his corpse, “April-chan is not yours to kill.”

	Then she stood on shaky legs, and looked at us, gave a slight bow then started to shuffle off, one hand on her shoulder.

	I called out as I limped quickly to her when I saw my girl was okay, though just as stunned as me that the Banshee had just taken a bullet for us, “Yaeko, wait!”  I caught her as she stumbled, but she didn’t look back at me as I asked, “Why?  Aren’t you supposed to capture me?”

	She looked back, her lips in a tight line against the obvious pain she was trying not to show, and then she turned from me to watch another skyscraper coming down in a rumble while others were shuddering under the constant barrage from the two gargantuan floating platforms.  Countless civilians were crushed under the assault.

	“This... April-chan, is not honorable.”

	It was all she said before collapsing in my arms.  I was shouting out, “Medic!  We need a medic over here!”  I felt a tear on my cheek.  Was I crying for the crazy woman who had been hunting me halfway across the world?  I knew in an odd sort of way, just as the original April was sort of a sister to me, having her memories, Yaeko was also a small part of me, with a piece of her imprinted on me as well.

	Psychotic as she may be, that sort of made her my sister too didn’t it?  “Medic!”
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	I looked around as I slumped to the ground, holding her in my lap as Adya started applying pressure to the gaping wound in the Banshee’s shoulder.  It was like watching a horror show in slow motion as more enemies started landing.  How many fighters did they bring with them?  Was it the entire fighting force of Kashima and the others?

	Two medics came jogging up, ducking when a section of the pier blew up near them and they immediately started examining Yaeko and digging in their med-kits.  One urging me away, “We’ve got her.  We need room to work.”

	I nodded and slid out from under the woman, laying her head gently down on the deck as Cordelia, looking battered and bloody, a fire of rage and defiance in her eyes.  Joined us, looking us over.  “Are you girls… gods, is that the Banshee?”

	Nodding slowly I affirmed, “Yes.  She saved our lives.”  I indicated the exo-skeleton a few paces away.

	Masterson nodded slowly, her bloodied brow creased in thought.  Then she waved an Enforcer over, telling him.  “When this one can be moved,” she indicated to the injured assassin, “Get these four assets to the bunker.”  Not entertaining any arguments we may have offered, she turned from us and growled, “We need to kick these corporate assholes in the teeth.”

	What was she… I paused when she paced up to the fallen enemy exo-soldier and worked on getting him out of the harness and let his body fall to the pier as she started mounting up into the exoskeleton, plugging something into a data-port which hacked the skeleton’s systems in moments.

	She tested the mobility systems and then turned to us, the massive armored frame swinging our way.  “This is all for nothing if they get you, April, get to safety and we’ll get you off to a secure location far away as soon as we can.”

	Then she turned to face the incoming swarm and screamed out in defiance as she started running, the pier’s deck thrumming with her mechanical strides as she started opening up with a deadly hail of fire as the chain gun spit out a stream of projectiles.

	Holy shit on a feathered quacker.  It is no wonder they voted her in as Chair of the Gathering.

	Adya muttered under her breath as she looked around then back to the emergency responders digging hundreds if not thousands of civilian bodies from the rubble behind us.  “Fuck that.”

	I glanced at her as she started to grab weapons from our dead escort and checked their charge.

	My eyes drifted from hers, my breathing labored, then to Yaeko, my pseudo-sister.  I Framed in, anger washing away my fear and abject horror of the atrocities I’d witnessed tonight, then I brute force hacked a Kashima carrier wave to the platform.  To hell with finesse.  I tore through firewalls, shredding code, and corrupting systems until I got to their communications array and bypassed their encryption.

	I glanced at the unconscious, far too pale Yaeko, who looked to be bleeding out even as the medics worked on her.  I tore open their data files and accessed Hakiro Kashima's private communications line.  I had to blink when the channel was connected, when I found it emanated from the platform, not Kashimi’s headquarters in Tokyo… Kashima’s CEO was actually here, leading this slaughter of innocent people.

	“Ah, Miss Yale, I’ve been expecting your call.  We accept your surrender and will cease the bombardment of the city upon taking you into our care.  The honorable choice.”

	I growled, looking toward the platform as I hacked their internal security systems, bringing up a live feed of their bridge from their cameras to see the man, who was sitting at a small table, sipping tea in a thirty thousand chit suit according to the data in my AR space.

	The fact that he looked as if he were just out for a leisurely cruise instead of orchestrating mass murder had my blood boiling, I started to see red, I thought that had just been a figure of speech before this.

	“Go fuck yourself, Kashima-sama,”  I said his honorific with mocking disdain as I looked around, eyes resting on the woman he had broken and trained to do unspeakable things.  “You wouldn’t know honor if it were spelled out for you, coward.  You took my mother, you took my sister, and now you’ve taken my other sister.  And I’m coming for you.”

	He started to bluster, but I severed the feed, leaving a little gift behind which would systematically disassemble all their communications code one subroutine at a time, and start an over-current burnout of their transmitters.

	Then I took a limping step forward, crouching by Yaeko, and slid one of her katanas out of its sheath on her back to the wide-eyed concern of the medics.  Then I stood and walked to the dead Corporate soldier and yanked the other katana from the man’s skull, all emotions walled away as I spun the two blades in my hands like I had been born to them.

	Pushing away the pain in my leg and other aches and pains from the night, and finding I could somehow compartmentalize them, I glanced at my girl, who had a grim look on her face as she nodded once and we charged together toward a group of Chromes who had just broken through the lines of Expanse Enforcers, Chromes, and bots.

	Adya was firing directional EMP blasters from either hand, alternating between each as the other recharged its output capacitor, Chromes falling before her onslaught as I just waded in, not even thinking as I twisted and spun and somersaulted and dove, blades flashing in the light of the explosions around us.

	Yaeko’s katanas, the incredible alloy sharpened to a single molecule on the edge, rent heads and arms from the Chromes effortlessly, cutting through synth-flesh, cerami-steel, and plasticized armor like a hot knife through butter.

	I instinctively knew the physical combat attack routines the Chrome drivers were utilizing as I spun and ducked and deflected strikes on my forearms and shins, leaping over one to land an axe kick down on the shoulder of another, my unbreakable bones and tendons proving a match for its reinforced servo joints as I tore through it, severing its arm, wincing at the bone-jarring impact which I knew would leave me heavily bruised.  Then I hooked its remaining arm to twist, sending it flying into two others over my back.

	I spun to engage the others, hearing the steady whump whump whump of Adya’s fire, but paused when I saw a dozen yards away, Doctor Masterson in her commandeered exo-skeleton staring my way, eyes wide.

	I closed my eyes, exhaled then reopened them.  She wasn’t a stupid woman by any definition, and I had no doubt in my mind, with the look she was giving me, that she was putting the pieces together.  I didn’t have time to worry about that as I twisted away, putting both blades in one hand as I caught the fist of another Chrome dead in mid-flight with that increased strength I can only access on occasion.

	Cocking my head, amazed at how easy it had seemed to me, I balled my hand into a fist, crushing the now sparking stump of the mechanical avatar whose driver seemed stunned since they didn’t even try to avoid my spinning reverse kick that sent it flying over the edge of a crater in the pier and into the waves below.

	I dove over a strike, moving the second blade back to my free hand and I spun, both blades flashing as I beheaded a chrome but froze, eyes wide when I barely stopped my other blade against the throat of an actual flesh and blood human in an exo-suit, a thin line of blood beading up where the razor-sharp blade rested on his neck.

	The man was barely more than a boy, his own eyes wide in stark fear as he started to tremble.  I roared in frustration at the entire situation and myself as I tossed the katana into the air and reversed my grip as I grabbed it and brought the butt of the weapon down hard across his jaw with a resounding crack.  His eyes rolled back in his head as he fell over, unconscious, the exo-suit clattering into a heap around him.

	I closed my eyes hard and spat out to the world, “Ahhh!”  Then sliced his power relay cables before diving back into the fray.

	And just as the tide of the enemy seemed to be dwindling, any hope I may have had that we could do this was dashed when another wave of drop ships arrived, delivering another group of combatants to reinforce the others.  Had they truly brought their entire fighting force?

	I blinked when I realized Adya was tossing those tiny silver explosive balls from Yaeko’s belt pouches she must have taken from her to devastating effect as she was blowing up groups of Chromes with them.

	Then the guns silenced, and the attack on the city beyond ceased.  Before we could sigh in relief, all that firepower was concentrated on the piers which were mostly smoking wrecks now, and all the remaining enemy airships started diving our way.

	Explosions were tearing up the remains of the Harbor, bodies were flying, and screams filled the air between blasts.  Adya wound up beside me, panting, bent over, and leaning on her knees.  A fresh gash on her cheek and neck as we looked around hopelessly at the carnage.

	We exchanged a look as all my pain came rushing back in, but it was nothing compared to the weight on my heart knowing that after all of this… this was probably our end.  Just where the hell was the USC’s Beta Flight?  My AR unhelpfully displayed that they were still ninety seconds out.  Had it only been three and a half minutes?  It seemed like hours, and I was panting from the exertion.

	We watched as the airships above and smaller escort ships below closed in on us while the last of the AE Enforcers still engaged the enemy in combat.  I dropped a blade and my hand automatically found Adya’s.  She laced our fingers and squeezed hard as we exchanged a look and turned toward the diving drones and fighters, the dock around us was peppered with incoming fire, indiscriminately taking out both AE fighters and the Corporations’ own Chromes.

	At least we would go out together, and…  almost soundlessly, hundreds of ancient-looking hypersonic fighters flashed past, through the smoke-filled air almost faster than my eyes could follow, virtually half the enemy drones and fighters just blew up in unison in the sky, raining debris down on the Harbor and the waves below as sonic booms followed in the wake of the attack craft.

	We spun back to hear the screaming of the plasma engines whining as the fighters started making high G turns which would have flattened any human pilots as they started a return that Mom’s AI supplied would take them fifteen miles and thirty seconds before they could complete the turn and make a second pass at three thousand eight hundred and forty miles per hour.  Over Mach five!

	The incoming fire ceased and all the ships and platform guns swung away from us and started firing out toward the Outback Sea at something we could not see in the darkness and the heavy smoke that marred the sky.  What was happening?

	A jamming field blanketed the area which was so dense not even I could even access any systems around us except that odd void inside myself,  it seemed to blind every instrument around, and I realized it must be because all my tech inside me was biologically based that I wasn’t affected by this seven gigawatt jamming field.  What in the Seven Lords of Kobal could power something like that?

	It was as if the world was holding its breath as we tried to make anything out in the distance as the platforms and support vessels fired, creating flashes of their outlines in the smoke.

	Then with a gravelly roar of incoming fire, the platforms were rocked by what looked to be thousands of old-school cruise missiles striking simultaneously.  The sky lit up with an eerie red glow as with the hissing of instantly boiling water, a coherent laser beam hundreds of times more powerful than any industrial laser I have ever seen, cut a swath through the sea from beyond the enemy fleet, and it sheered five of the larger support ships in half.   Secondary explosions followed in its wake as they sunk, while it continued to cleave a quarter of the damaged Corporate platform vessel off to slide into the waves as more secondary explosions began on the platform.

	We could hear the whine of far-off, massive rail guns firing and another wave of cruise missiles coming in.  And the remainder of the support fleet was reduced to floating, flaming rubble as they were pounded by the insane amount of firepower directed at them.

	What remained of the enemy air power was being systematically picked off by directed energy weapon fire and incoming projectile fire as the burping of rotary air defense canons in the distance joined the cacophony of sound in the chaos, bright tracer rounds lighting up the smoke and sky.

	We all ducked when the edge of the pier started shaking violently and going up in a series of explosions as more missiles and projectiles tore up the enemy lines and troop transports.

	Then everything silenced except the guns from the two mammoth platforms as they fired at whatever was coming.  Then with a deafening roar, the listing platform was hit by hundreds of missiles, and energy weapons, as the hypersonic fighters passed back over our heads and fired simultaneously.

	The vessel was engulfed in an almost continuous explosion as it was inundated by the attack, and another of those insane lasers cut directly through the middle of it, as it sliced upwards.  And with a booming, scraping, and screeching sound, the bow of a ship out of time cleaved the Corporate platform in half as it burst from the billowing smoke, chain guns firing, rail guns thumping, and missiles firing as it turned toward the Kashima base.

	Our eyes widened as we realized what we were seeing.  The last of the Hercules class Mega-Carriers, the USS Valor spit fire and death at the Kashima vessel, and the return fire was doing minor damage to a ship constructed when mankind knew how to wage war, and its three-foot thick dyminium steel alloy armor plating scoffed at the incoming fire.

	And we knew that the outdated systems which had made it a relic and susceptible to modern cyberwarfare, no longer affected the gargantuan vessel since the Oracle of Enerdyne had been secretly updating the floating wreck.  It was making short work of Kashima’s flagship.

	Everyone started cheering as the Kashima juggernaut started folding under the sustained fire of the Mega-carrier as more hypersonic fighters were launched into the sky from the spectacular museum piece.

	Then a voice boomed out over the sounds of the battle.  “Hello?  Is this thing on?  Lamar, what did you do?  Can they hear me?  Lamar, you’re fired!  Oh, they can.  Ok.  Attention Corporate stooges, this is the pirate vessel Valor, stop firing on us, heave to and surrender, or we will be forced to destroy you.”

	Calli!  She was alive and OK!

	When Kashima just increased their fire, Calli was back, after a wince-inducing bit of feedback, “Poor choice.  Now, witness the power of this fully operational battle station.”  We furrowed our brows as she muttered on the public address bullhorns, “Nobody?  Come on, it’s an awesome reference.  Right, Lamar?  Lamar?  Where are you?  No, you’re not fired.  And now..”  She cleared her throat. “Bye-bye.”  And the Valor lit up the platform, two of those insane lasers crossing and slashing through the ship, which detonated when the reactors blew, taking the Kashima CEO with it.  The resulting blast knocked us to the ground and caused heavily damaged, burning buildings behind us to crack, crumble, and collapse under the pressure of the shockwave.

	I was seeing stars as we got up on our knees, and after checking Adders, I blinked away the stars to see a mushroom cloud lighting up the still very intact Valor on the sea as a giant wave hit the piers, causing the end of one to collapse into the water.  We were doused when the remnants of the wave crashed down upon us.  I sputtered and coughed out seawater, my mind still numb in disbelief that my boogyman, Hakiro Kashima, was dead.

	As the intense jamming field dropped, everyone stood up slowly and we looked around as the Enforcers finished off a few straggler fighters, the Valor steaming toward us.  It chugged to a stop with its bow scraping the pier, causing some loose debris to fall and splash into the waves below.  A few seconds later, a small form peeked out over the edge of the flight deck, holding an old-fashioned, wired microphone, as she waved almost frantically down to us, “Adya, April, hi, it’s me, Callisto.”  As if we wouldn’t remember.

	We just blinked and she looked back, “Lamar, what did you do?  They can’t hear me.  What have I told you about messing with my stuff, don’t make me fire you again and…” A familiar face with a mane of silver hair moved up to whisper in her ear.  Tay was here too!

	She muttered, “Oh, they can?  My bad.”

	And I awkwardly waved back, calling out, “Calli, what are you doing here?”  My brain still trying to wrap around the fact that the Valor had just arrived and saved not only us, but the people of New Adelaide as Doctor Masterson made her way to our side, her eyes wide and jaw open as she took in the ancient ship which towered high overhead, the alloyed armor sizzling and steaming the water below as it still glowed red hot from taking a reactor blast virtually point blank and survived relatively unscathed.

	The seemingly ditzy person above us brought the microphone to her mouth and then winced along with us, at the feedback, before she pulled it back a bit while she kept waving as a swarm of Pixie-bots lined the edge of the flight deck, “Hi!  Yes, well, you left your Medi-Pod here when you had to leave so swiftly, so I thought we’d just come deliver it.”

	“Imagine our surprise when we show up to find these Corporate dick-holes messing up the Expanse… oh hey, is that the Banshee laying down there?  I didn’t mess her up that badly did I?”

	Adders called up, “Calli, focus.  Thank you for saving us, but there are people hurt down here.  We can talk later.”

	“Oh, right, of course.  Hang on, we’ll be right down to help if I can figure out how to park this thing… Lamar!”

	I had to chuckle at the ludicrousness of it all as I looked around at the carnage and devastation.  My girl and I looked at each other and I whined out, “I am so done with this day.”  She nodded and we hugged then went about helping to pull survivors from the rubble around us, the guilt almost crushing me as I looked around, knowing this was all because of me.

	Cordelia looked me up and down, suspicion painting her beleaguered features as she wiped blood from her forehead.  I closed my eyes and just shook my head at her.  “Not now, please?  Some people need our help just now.”

	She slowly nodded, cocking her head to examine me, before reaching out to touch a trickle of blood on the side of my face.  She rubbed the blood between her fingers, looking confused since I knew she had come to the right conclusion, but the fact I was bleeding and appeared to be flesh and blood had her second-guessing herself.

	She just chuckled and said more to herself than us, “You girls are more than you appear to be, now aren’t you?”

	Then we all chuckled when a voice crackled on coms as a huge flight of USC stealth fighters arrived, “AE control, this is Beta Flight from the United States Conglomerate military service, here to assist… holy shit, is that a mega-carrier?”

	Masterson smirked and touched her damaged visor, “Welcome mates, but we’ve got this under control.  If you can send emergency aid responders and humanitarian support services, it would be much appreciated.  We’ve civilians to rescue.”

	“Roger AE Control, relaying now.”  And they peeled off to return the way they came.

	Sighing we turned to the wounded to start the long process of recovery set before us.  I noticed a familiar antenna poking out from under some plasti-steel debris and moved over to lift it off a dented-up toaster-bot.  “Hey little buddy, you made it.”

	Then the ungrateful wretch zipped away from me, causing me to chuckle as I watched his antics.  Then I froze when he started weaving in apparent joy around the feet of a familiar figure in a long trenchcoat, her long, straight hair ruffling in the breeze.

	I blinked at the face I saw every morning in the mirror, only she looked sickly and run down as she swayed a little on unsteady feet.  She gave me a sad, half smile as she said in a rough, raw tone like she hadn’t spoken for a very long time, “Hi April.  Dad sent me to get you, come on, I’ll take you home.”  Then she smirked at the stunned professor beside me, blushing a little and cocking a brow in appreciation, “Damn girl, you did good.”

	My voice was hoarse as I tried to process this through my shock as I rasped out, “April?  You’re alive?”

	The look she gave me conveyed an exhaustive sadness as she shook her head slowly holding a hand out to me, “I go by our middle name, Keiko now.  You’re April now, sis.”

	And I reached out to her, not comprehending her being here, but I knew as I took her hand that things were never going to be the same.

	The End
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	Sample Chapter from my Techromancy Scrolls: Adept epic fantasy series...

	Chapter 1 – Portcullis

	I yawned as I stepped out of my family's stone cottage with my little brother, Jace, the steel pin hinges groaned in protest.  I closed the old wooden door as quietly as I could as to not waken mother.  Her health had been deteriorating and we didn't like her exerting herself.

	We walked to the pig pen and I grabbed my wooden cart by the handles and started toward the portcullis of the defensive wall around our village.  I called back, “After you feed the hogs, bring Matilda to the butcher.  She isn't laying anymore, and we could probably get at least two pennies for her or trade for a half sack of grain, she has some good meat on her.”

	He nodded as he grabbed the bucket to get some of the castoffs from Castle Wexbury we had traded some eggs for.  Our feathered ladies were some of the best laying hens in the village and the lords of the castle were partial to them.  I smiled.  He was only seven but was a godsend around here.  With mother down, he was all I had to help me with all the chores while I was out scavenging.

	I was not about to marry myself off just to maintain the household, I don't care if I was of age of consent last month or not.  No man would have me, ever, and I don't understand why any woman would ever betroth herself to one.  I shivered at the thought.

	I looked back at the door then added, “Remind me when I get back to grease the door hinges with lard or bacon grease would you?  I don't want that noisy door waking mother, she needs her rest.”  He nodded in earnest.  I smiled at him, he was such a good boy, I was proud to have him as a brother.

	I started wheeling my cart to the cobbled road in the twilight of the morning.  He called back, “Do you think you'll get enough today Laney?”

	I smiled more confidently than I felt and crossed my fingers at him, “Let's hope this batch will get us enough for the medicines.”  He crossed his small fingers too and smiled and went back to the morning chores.

	I walked down the lane, the village was waking up.  I started passing people getting to their jobs and had to move for a couple chargers trotting gallantly past as the morning patrol went to replace the night patrol outside the walls.

	I looked at them with awe and amazement.  To be a noble would be so glamorous.  They protect the village and we tithe them so that they can concentrate on that defense.  I blinked.  One had the crest with a lightning bolt crossed with a sword on her sash.  A Techno Knight!  I noticed my jaw was hanging open as she passed by and snapped my mouth shut.  She noticed my admiration and she winked at me as she trotted past.  She looked a year or two older than my nineteen years.

	I blushed, she was not only a knight, but a Techno Knight.  Her red hair flowed back over her armored shoulders like a cape draping over the studded leather and metal.  Her emerald eyes were sharp, and they glowed with the magic potential of a Techno Knight... they seemed to swallow me whole.  I looked down in embarrassment when the other knight said loudly, “Looks like you have an admirer Celeste.”

	She hissed at him, “Don't be such an ass Bowyn.”  I kept my eyes down but I could feel her eyes on me.  I had a little affinity for magic and could tell when it was focused my way.  Her eyes were overflowing with it.

	She kicked her horse and gave it some rein and shouted, “Hyah!” And galloped off toward the gates.  I looked up to watch the other knight urge his horse to catch up.  I grinned, being a mere Knight of the Realm, he was subordinate to that Techno Knight.  What did he call her?  Celeste?  He was subordinate to Lady Celeste.

	I noted the street lamps in the row I was passing were flickering.  I looked at the electric filaments in the globes and they were intact.  I stepped over and kicked the ceramic containment vessel which held the magic potential that powered the little copper wound generator.  With a scree that was just beyond all but the hearing of the young, the bulbs brightened and remained steady.  I grinned.

	I absently wondered how the wizards of the old realm of the Before Times powered their tech.  I have heard so many ludicrous theories.  Like chemical reactions.  The old buffoon who proposed it called it batteries or some other nonsense.  That would be terribly inefficient, and what would you do with these... batteries... once the chemical reaction was exhausted?  Throw them out and build new ones?  Non renewable resources were in such short supply and that would be a waste.

	But that wasn't as funny as the Techromancer who was laughed out of the conclave for suggesting that his interpretation of the old writings of the Before was that it was with water from rivers.  How can water power electricity?  The two do not mix.  I chuckled at the thought.

	No, the wizards of the Before were so much more powerful than us.  Just look at all they had accomplished.  We unearth more every day.  They had to be so far beyond our abilities.  It was only the Great Impact that brought down their civilization.  I imagined all the wonders I would have seen if I had lived in their time.

	As I approached the huge gates at the portcullis, I glanced back to the east, to Castle Wexbury.  The great castle with it's soaring towers and waving standards.  It was so large it formed two thirds of the east wall of the village itself.  Well over a half mile of stone.

	There, hanging above it in the sky, were the Three Sisters.  The three pale white moons and the ring of debris around Earth.  I tried to imagine what it would be like to see one huge moon in the sky in ancient times, before the Great Impact.  A rogue astral body had collided with Mother Luna and tore her in half.  I looked at her oblong egg shape and the two smaller sisters, Athena and Freya, which formed afterwards.

	They say that Mother Luna will again be round one day as gravity reshapes her as she spins.  She appears to be always looking down on Earth with her red eye.  The pale red glow of the vast magma fields on her broken edge will eventually be swallowed.  Much like the vast magma fields on the Dark Side of the Earth.

	It is rumored there were billions of people in the Before.  Over three quarters of the population was wiped out when the debris storm and shock wave had hit the Dark Side.  And even more died in the early years.  There were rumored to be huge bodies of water they called oceans that covered most of the surface of the planet.  I would not have believed it if I had not seen some of the old writings that they have in the castle.  The Techromancy Scrolls.

	There was a picture in one, of the Earth as a blue ball, covered in water.  The language looked so much like English, and I could read most of it, but the old English from the Before was so different than now.  Now all villages were built by the few lakes and small rivers that came down off the Whispering Walls Mountain range in the center of the habitable lands.

	The young chamber maid, Resme, who cleaned the library had been punished for letting me in to see the forbidden writings.  I still feel bad for putting her in disfavor with the lords of the keep.  They traded her off to another realm.  She had been my only friend here.

	I had to take ten lashes at the whipping post for my part.  The punishment for trespass into the library was usually twenty, but the magistrate did not wish to be so harsh on a thirteen year old child.  I believe he did not strike me with the enthusiasm I have seen in the past, the blows barely left any scars.  He explained why the nobles were so strict with public floggings in regard to the library.  The scrolls and tomes there are invaluable, and the kingdoms greatest treasure.  I did not cry out, I was strong like mother told me to be.

	The library had tens of thousands of scrolls and tomes that were falling apart with age.  They have had Techromancers working diligently over the centuries to restore them or make modern records and reproductions so that the knowledge would not be lost to the ages.

	I was knocked out of my musings when the first rays of sunlight from Father Sol crested the majestic peaks of the Whispering Walls far in the distance.  I took a deep breath and looked at the line of people that was starting to form on either side of the gate.  We all stayed clear of the knights, and the gate and wall guards.

	A man was walking down the line with a checklist asking each person their business outside the gates.  The grumpy, heavyset man wearing old, ill fitting, worn leather armor that had suffered most likely decades of disrepair, finally got to me.  “Name, station, reason for travel?”

	I glanced over to see the Knights just twenty feet away.  I smiled a little when I saw Lady Celeste speaking with two other knights of the realm.  I looked away and said to the man, “Laney Herder, serf, scavenging.”  We used our profession to identify ourselves, in case there were more than one person in the village with the same name.  My family are livestock herders, so I had to identify myself that way.

	He placed his pen down on his tablet and cuffed my ear roughly.  “What are you doing scavenging you worthless tramp?!  Get back to your animals, the kingdom needs food more than junk!”

	I held the side of my face, my cheek stung, but I did not cry out.  I worked my jaw trying to get the ringing in my ear to fade.  I looked at his feet.  “Please sir.  I'm scavenging copper, and iron.  I'm a sensitive.”  I pulled my crystal necklace from under my shirt, it hung on a small leather strap, it started glowing faintly amber when my hand came in contact with it.

	I heard a large horse approach.  A familiar woman's voice snapped out with authority, “Steward!  The realm needs metals and machines from the Before as much as food!  Maybe more.”

	He stood at sloppy attention and I kept my eyes down as he ground out, “Yes Lady Celeste.  She didn't specify that at first.”

	Then she spoke again, “You, young miss. Are you of majority?  Has your age of consent come?”

	I bowed my head a little, looking at my feet.  “Yes Lady.”

	She spoke again with a tinge of amusement in her voice, “Look up, I do not bite.”  I looked nervously up and she asked, “You have others to tend your animals while you are outside the gates?”

	I nodded and my voice wavered when I replied, “Yes Lady.  My brother.  He's small but is a good worker.”  She smiled a little and I looked back down.

	Then she asked, “You say you are a sensitive, but you said copper AND iron.  Which is it?”

	I chanced another look at her up on that grand mount of hers, its coat dark as midnight.  “Both, Lady.”  I tried not to show the pride on my face.  It was extremely uncommon to have the magic affinity to more than one metal.  That is why I did so well on my last two outings once I was the age of majority and could travel outside the walls without an adult.  I also hid the other abilities that I had started developing the past two months.

	The Techromancers needed the various metals and machines to maintain and build upon the growing technology base of our village.  We were one of the most advanced villages in all the realms.  There was so much old technology buried just below the surface, which was so much easier and quicker to use than the mining and smelting of ore from the mines. I was able to save up fifteen iron pennies and two gold coins from my previous outings.  Just one more gold coin and I could afford the medicines for mother from the hospital.

	She cocked an eyebrow and gave me a genuinely surprised smile. “Truly?”  I nodded and then she looked at the man.  “Steward, allow this woman to the front of the line, her work is valuable to the realm.”

	He shot me a glare but bowed slightly to her and responded, “Lady.”  Then he grabbed the handles of my cart and pushed it roughly to the front of the line, cussing the whole way.

	I looked up to the knight and did a curtsy and said quickly, “Thank you Lady.”

	She shook her head and said, “Celeste.  You may call me Celeste, Laney.”

	I nodded and ran off to my cart.  I was blushing profusely.  I wondered where all my confidence had gone.  I'd never felt so self conscious around anyone.  Because Laney you fool, she was a Techno Knight!  A Knight of the Realm!  I caught myself smiling.  I had just spoken to a Techno Knight, Jace was going to be so jealous!

	The clock in the church steeple in the center of the village turned over to seven o'clock and the huge church bell started chiming the start of the day.  The deep resonating bongs filling the valley.  Lady Celeste had her horse sidle up to the receiver beside the huge motors that operated the gate.  Then she drew her long sword.

	The light of the rising sun reflected off of it.  I could feel her magics rise like a pressure on my chest and the little hairs on my arm and the back of my neck stood on end.  I could see energy bleeding out of her green eyes, lighting them like twin emerald stars as energy crackled down her arm, arcing from stud to stud on her armor.  It traveled into her sword and it started to glow red hot in her hand.

	Then she looked over to me and winked again and slammed her sword into the receiving socket.  It was like energy just cascaded into the ground, and I felt like I had dropped down three feet.  Nobody else seemed to notice any of this.  The motors began to turn, the huge iron gates groaned then started to rise and she withdrew her sword and slid it into her scabbard.

	The steward was speaking loudly.  “The gates close at seven this evening.  If you are not in the gates of the keep by the seventh strike of the bells, you must seek your own shelter for the night.”  As he spoke, the returning knights passed the day patrol.  They saluted each other, my eyes were glued to Lady Celeste and she turned back in her saddle as she went out on patrol and I swear she looked directly at me.

	I was cuffed on my ear roughly by the steward again.  “Are you listening Herder?  I told you to start moving three times.”

	Oh, I had sort of tuned him out.  “Sorry sir.”  I grabbed the handles of my cart and headed out the gates, looking up to the iron gates suspended in the soaring arch above us.  I turned east toward the mountains as soon as I was out.  I had found a great rock outcropping just a couple miles away that had brought me luck so far.

	I made sure to take a circuitous route through the Whispering Forest, mindful of other scavengers that had their eyes on me.  They were probably wondering where I was finding so many relics from the Before.  When I was certain I was not being followed, I turned back toward Beggar's Creek and Hawktail River that ran through the keep.  They emptied into Dragontooth Lake at the west side of the village.

	I grinned, this was going to be so much fun!
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