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IF WE’RE GOING DOWN, WE’RE TAKING ALL OF YOU WITH US!

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Roger Rhinehart’s life as a fugitive on the run was over. He still couldn’t believe they had followed him to Eden. Followed him pretty fast too. Rhinehart had only claimed refugee status two months ago. Or was it six? He couldn’t remember. Continuing his research after fleeing Earth was the only thing he cared about. It was his life’s work and could become one of his greatest achievements.

      And now it was all in jeopardy.

      The discovery of his impending doom left Rhinehart with little time to pack. He had to say goodbye to the many friends he made during his stay in the Rigil Kentaurus system, one of the stars in the binary system of Alpha Centauri. Rhinehart discreetly entered Jardin Interstellar Spaceport seeking to book passage off the world. If he was fast, he’d escape the mayhem that was to come.

      His tired and time-worn face gazed intently at the spaceport. He noticed that there were no available kiosks to check in for a flight because of the crowds. The lineups were atrocious. He’d speak up and say something to the unsuspecting people, but that would blow his cover. He and his project needed to get off the planet in one piece. The galaxy depended on it. They just didn’t know it yet.

      After nearly an hour of waiting in line, Rhinehart reached a kiosk, checked in, and collected his boarding pass. He strode toward security, where a ship that was to make a nonstop space travel flight to the planet Axtell awaited him after the scans. Rhinehart spotted a strange man approaching him instead. His heartbeat sped up. The man wasn’t the corporate agent Rhinehart was hoping to meet with. He turned around and moved in the opposite direction of the incoming man only to narrow his eyes at the sight of two similarly dressed men quickly closing in. They found him. Three men were following him, and they probably had been since he got out of bed.

      Rhinehart let out a quick and frustrating sigh. He was so close to pulling this off with his life intact. So close.

      This is it then . . . he thought. Time for plan B.

      He dashed into the washroom, ran to each toilet stall, and shut every door before entering a random one. Once inside, with its door shut, Rhinehart stood on the toilet seat. This way they couldn’t see his feet if they peeped under the gap. He figured it’d buy him a few minutes to do what he needed to do next.

      Rhinehart pulled his laptop out from its bag, activated a chat app, then used it to establish a link with Ilona. It took him a minute to muster the strength to speak.

      “Ilona, there’s been a slight change in plans,” Rhinehart said, speaking into his laptop’s small microphone.

      “Oh?” Ilona’s voice replied through his laptop’s speaker. God, he was going to miss her. “I hope it’s not what I think it is.”

      “It is, I’m afraid,” he said. “Time for our plan B.” His hands shook uncontrollably as he typed on the keyboard. “Ilona, please find a new master. I can’t be your master anymore.”

      “There has to be another way.”

      “There isn’t time left.” He clenched his fists, hoping it’d stop his hands from trembling. “Don’t let them get their hands on the files I’m giving you.”

      Rhinehart returned to his laptop, highlighted multiple files from his work folder, selected Ilona’s name on the right half of his screen, and tapped the upload command.

      Heavy footsteps thumped and shook the mirrors inside the men’s room. The steps of aggressive men on a mission.

      He heard some chatter, and then multiple toilet stall doors opened, one by one. They were searching for him. Rhinehart kept quiet and continued uploading the files to Ilona. He eyed the progress bar filling from left to right on his laptop’s screen. 87%. Almost finished.

      And then someone kicked in his stall with a loud thud. It was one of the men following Rhinehart, and he pointed a pistol at his face. Rhinehart activated his laptop’s security lockout feature as the big man holding the gun ordered the two other men to take it away.

      This was it.

      Rhinehart stepped away from the toilet he was standing on and raised his twitching hands. He glared into the eyes of the rugged man well into his thirties, pointing a gun at him. He recognized the man’s face.

      “Captain James Kopac . . .” Rhinehart said, sneering.

      “Major Kopac,” he said, correcting him.

      “My mistake,” Rhinehart grunted. “Congratulations on the promotion. In my defense, it’s been a while.”

      “Indeed, it has been a while,” Kopac said. He never did lower the pistol aimed at Rhinehart’s face. “Where is she?”

      Rhinehart kept his hands up. “Not here.”

      Kopac gestured to the laptop his two soldiers dressed in plain dark clothing stole. “Check the files.”

      The first soldier nodded. “Yes, sir.” He placed Rhinehart’s laptop on the washroom’s countertop then lifted it open. After tinkering with it for a minute, he spun around to his commanding officer, Kopac, shaking his head. “He locked it out, sir.”

      The second soldier leaned closer to the laptop, studying it closer. “Biometric, eh?”

      Kopac, using his free hand, grabbed Rhinehart’s wrist and dragged him to the laptop, his gun hand still clenching the pistol pointed at him. The second soldier forced Rhinehart to spread the fingers on his left hand and lay a twitching palm on the screen.

      Nothing happened.

      “Try the other hand,” Kopac ordered.

      The two soldiers followed their orders and forced Rhinehart’s right palm to touch the screen. They got the same result.

      Rhinehart laughed mockingly at the three men. It was done. Plan B was in motion, and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do to stop it.

      “Do we amuse you, doctor?” Kopac said, growling.

      “You’re wasting your time,” Rhinehart said, continuing to laugh. “The laptop takes my pulse and blood pressure into account. If I’m stressed, which I am, it won’t activate.”

      Kopac gestured to the first soldier. “Cut off his hand.”

      “Why?” Rhinehart interjected. “My laptop needs positive vitals to work. I have to be alive and at ease. You’re not getting into that.” Rhinehart smiled at the “Upload Complete” icon in the screen’s lower left-hand corner. Even if they were to delete his files, Ilona would still have a copy of them.

      The surface trembled as if a quake had struck briefly.

      “What’s going on?” the second soldier said, his gaze shifting from left to right in search of the source of the rumbling.

      The first soldier stepped away and touched the left side of his head with his index and middle finger, no doubt communicating with someone on the outside using his combat implant. “Report. Hmm . . . Okay, stand ready.” He spun back to Kopac. “Sir, we’re under attack. It’s Ilona.”

      A smug grin curled Rhinehart’s lips. His laughter filled the silence that had fallen, drawing angry glares right at him.

      This time Kopac pressed the pistol’s barrel between Rhinehart’s eyes. “What’s so funny?”

      Rhinehart held his smile. His hands stopped trembling too. “If we’re going down, we’re taking all of you with us! You can’t stop the re-genesis!”

      Kopac grinned back at him. “We’ll see about that!”

      Kopac pulled the trigger.

      A bullet pierced Rhinehart’s forehead, penetrating his skull and shattering the mirror behind when the exiting shot bored through the back of his head. The exiting bullet forced out a jetting line of blood and brain matter that splattered across his laptop’s screen and what remained of the now-broken washroom mirror. Rhinehart’s body slumped over to the floor, where he died with a smile.

      Kopac, on the other hand, just earned himself seven years of bad luck.
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            AH, WELCOME, MR. NOVAK

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai was stuck in traffic again. The taxicab that he rode in encountered it twice now, first when he left his apartment and now in the lanes clogging up the highway leading to Jardin Interstellar Spaceport. The cab hadn’t moved an inch in the last two minutes. It almost felt like the vehicle parked in the middle of the road, brightened by talking advertisements and corporate logos. He sighed and pointed at the side of the road.

      “Just pull over and let me out over there.”

      The cab driver brought the vehicle to the side without question. Typical marionette. Once pulled over, Kai opened the door and paid the fare.

      “Thank you for your patronage,” the marionette cab driver said. “Be sure to ride with us again!”

      “Nothing personal, pal, but I won’t be.”

      The AI at the wheel of the cab veered away from the curb slowly to merge with the traffic. Kai wondered why the taxi companies here on Eden employed marionettes as drivers. Other colonies simply used self-driving AIs. It was basically the same tech that powered them after all. Then again, Eden differed from most settlements in the galaxy. While AIs were plentiful, they were almost always in the form of marionettes, androids that were sometimes indistinguishable from humans.

      Kai, with his baggage in tow, passed into the spaceport. He walked faster than the traffic in the streets. He couldn’t blame the traffic for being so thick, not after what the news had discussed. What everyone was talking about.

      The Solar Coalition threatened all the colonies with war. Everyone wanted to get off the planet and move to another settlement, preferably the worlds in the most remote parts of the cosmos. If the Coalition were to attack anyone, it’d be the worlds around Alpha Centauri. It was the closest system to Sol, which was annexed by the Solar Coalition years ago. With its never-ending lineups, the chaotic scene at Jardin Interstellar Spaceport looked similar to the Tokyo spaceport he was in . . . eight or so years ago. Before the Coalition had completed its conquest of Earth.

      The newsfeed on the spaceport monitors on the walls talked to those standing and waiting to be checked in. The feeds replayed the Coalition’s chairman, Thomas Bolton, threatening Alpha Centauri, the system where Eden was in, with interstellar war. Eden being the largest and most-populated planet in the binary system of Alpha Centauri, Rigil Kentaurus to be exact, formerly known as Alpha Centauri A, making it a primary target.

      Kai gave little thought to the recorded playbacks of Chairman Bolton working up his mouth. He planned to be long gone when the fighting started. The lineup shrank enough for him to approach an empty kiosk to check in for his space flight. The tropical worlds around Tau Ceti awaited him, bikini-clad women at every street corner and beach. Kai repeatedly told himself that he wasn’t fleeing Eden, just heading to the Tau Ceti system to visit some friends.

      The clerk standing at the kiosk was a marionette. He knew this because she had a perfect bust, a youthful appearance reminiscent of a woman no older than eighteen, with flawless skin that was clearly manufactured in a factory. Not that he was complaining. The smile she gifted him revealed a glimpse of her immaculate sparkling white teeth, her red-lipstick lips the same color as her uniform–a ridiculously short skirt, matching top, and a cute cap on her head of red hair.

      “Ah, welcome, Mr. Novak,” the marionette at the kiosk said. “How may I help you?”

      And she knew his name just by looking at him for three seconds then comparing it with his face in their database.

      “I’m checking in for my flight,” he replied.

      Kai’s ID appeared as a holographic screen hovering before her.

      Name: Kai Novak

      Date of Birth: March 30, 2256

      Sex: Male

      Next to his ID, he saw his likeness on the holographic projection, a man with an exotic blend of Slavic and Asian features, black hair, and a thin beard. Admittedly, the beard was there because of the stress Kai had been under since the declaration of war. Shaving was the last thing on his mind.

      The marionette girl nodded to him. “I have registered your profile in our security database.” She folded her white-gloved hands before her miniskirt and maintained her cheery red-lipstick smile. “Simply perform a retina scan at checkpoint A-12 and proceed to the launchpad.” The side gate spread open, allowing Kai to walk past. As he did that, the marionette girl spun and extended her white-gloved hand to the side in a presenting manner. “Please place your luggage on the conveyor belt for our staff to scan and load into your ship.”

      Kai eyed the conveyor belt, walked toward it, and lifted his luggage onto it. To the side was another marionette, similar in appearance, wearing the same short red skirt that barely covered her bottom and red top that gave him a marvelous view of her cleavage and the deep valley between her slopes. She gave him the same smile the previous android gave him. The unit near the conveyor belt wore much more makeup, enough to make him think she was getting ready for an exciting Saturday night. Or pose for an exciting glamour photoshoot. Or both. Once again, he wasn’t complaining at all. Eden corporations crafted their marionettes to perfection.

      The ground shook suddenly, and the monitors on the walls and ceiling flickered on and off. Gunfire echoed. People screamed, and then lots of bodies started hitting the floor. He hoped the sounds of bodies falling were just folks trying to evade the hail of bullets. Kai’s heartbeat raced when he noticed that the gun pops and floor tremors didn’t stop.

      And then a loud boom reverberated the walls, floor, and ceiling.

      The ceiling started collapsing, sending down metal beams and the monitors that once played Bolton’s threat of war. A few screens were still playing those newsfeeds before they hit the floor with screen-shattering results.

      Multiple explosions rocked the world.

      “What the fuck is going on . . .” Kai said, still holding his luggage.

      A console next to the conveyor belt overloaded and exploded in Kai’s face, hurling him up and backward as if a speeding truck had rammed him.

      He hit his head against the floor and blacked out amidst sparks and flames jetting out from the console.
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        * * *

      

      Kai woke up hours later to the smell of smoke, burned metal, and plastic. The spaceport was dark, its lights off. The sun had descended for the evening, bringing out the blackness of the night. It was the afternoon when Kai arrived at the spaceport. He was out for a while. A good while.

      He sat up from where the explosion had hurled his ass, wincing at the sight of bodies everywhere. Some were human, and others were marionettes. It was hard to tell the difference between humans and marionettes typically. But now? It was much easier. The humans were bleeding, and the marionettes were sparking. Gunfire continued to echo through the air. Aircraft above hummed as they flew over. He looked up through the broken ceiling and spotted starfighters dogfighting in the air.

      Initially, it was three ships pitted against five. Then a missile slammed into one ship, slagging it. Two against five now. A flash of light illuminated the night, and then it was two against four. Cannon fire from a ship hit one craft, and it plummeted out of the skies, leaving behind a trail of black smoke. A groaning noise resounded later. It sounded like thunder, but Kai knew better. It was the end of the starfighter, and he was 90% sure the pilot didn’t get the chance to eject. 90% sure none of the pilots did.

      “Did . . . did the Coalition arrive?” Kai grumbled to himself, shaking his head. Pain flared. He opted not to shake his head again for the time being. “No, that’s impossible. The Coalition’s chairman made the threat weeks ago.”

      It took approximately one year to travel from Sol to Rigil Kentaurus. The Solar Coalition’s forces should still be en route to Eden. Someone else did this.

      Kai spun around and returned to the luggage conveyor belt. What was left of it. He was happy that his belongings didn’t go anywhere from where he had dropped them. Kai found his luggage under some rubble, the remains of the ceiling. He opened his bag, pulled out a case with a dagger, and brought the sharp military blade to his face for a long gaze. He sighed afterward and slipped the dagger onto his belt, just in case. The spaceport and surrounding area had just become a rough neighborhood. Well, according to the repeated gun pops echoing in the area at least.

      He turned around and approached the spaceport’s exit, stepping over the unmoving human and marionette corpses. It was impossible to avoid the congealing blood pooling on the floor. He tried not to think about the bloody footprints he was leaving in his wake.

      The sounds of gunfire and explosions intensified when Kai pushed past the broken glass door and stepped outside into the night’s chilly breeze. Every sense in his body told him to go back inside, especially when he spotted a tank in the distance, driving over parked cars and crushing them like tin soda cans.

      Kai winced at that.

      There were tanks in the streets too. It was not safe to leave.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said a woman’s voice.

      “Was thinking the same thing.”

      Kai swung his head about from left to right, searching his surroundings for the voice of that cute girl as the winds blew. He found no one outside, no one near the broken doors and shattered glass, and he was certain nobody was alive inside as well.

      “So, who said that?” Kai said, seemingly talking to the wind.

      “Me,” she replied. Whoever she was.

      “Who is me?”

      “The person communicating with you via your neural implant.”

      He grinned. The voice was in his head. Literally.

      “How’d you know I have an implant?”

      “It wasn’t hard to detect and hack into.”

      Kai raised his right eyebrow and folded his arms across his black shirt. “You’re a hacker then?”

      “Kind of. You a Coalition trooper?”

      “Hell fuckin’ no.”

      “Then why do you have one of their implants?” she asked. “You are using a Lipka Industries combat implant. Lipka Industries is the top provider of military technology for the Coalition. Only their soldiers use neural implants manufactured by them.”

      “I’m not a soldier,” Kai reaffirmed.

      “I believe you now that I’ve pulled up your stats. You got an interesting name there too, Kai Novak. By the way, you might want to update the firmware on your implant. You’re using version 8.0. The latest one is version 16.5.”

      A screen appeared in his vision, forced open by the hacker, who had forced his forgotten neural implant to reactivate. He read his combat stats, appearing dead center in his augmented vision.

      Kai Novak

      Class: Freelancer

      Level: 15

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 5

      Melee:8

      Stealth: 2

      “You’re level 15, with a few skills learned but nothing major,” the woman in his head spoke again. “Even new recruits tend to have higher skills than that, though you are definitely stronger than your average civilian.”

      He shrugged. “What can I say? I’ve been through some rough stuff in the past. I had to up those skills.”

      A second screen loaded, listing his base stats.

      Attributes

      Strength: 20

      Perception: 10

      Agility: 30

      Kai raised his eyebrow at that.

      She chuckled. “You looked shocked, mister.”

      “Been trying to forget that I have this implant in my head,” Kai grumbled. “Thanks for reminding me of my past.”

      “You’re welcome!”

      “So, you here to chat while this place gets blown up?”

      “Actually, I need your help. And . . . I figured you could use mine. Let’s team up?”

      “You know a way out?”

      “Tell you what. Come find me, and we can chat face to face.”

      “Fine, tell me where to find you, miss . . .?”

      “Ilona,” she said. “Call me Ilona.”
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            WERE YOU EXPECTING A SEXY, DROP-DEAD GORGEOUS, KNOCKOUT FEMME FATALE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai couldn’t believe how quickly his day escalated from bad to worse. He considered himself lucky to have survived the bombing. Knowing his luck, his apartment was nothing more than rubble now. Coming to catch a flight might have saved his life indirectly. He hoped to God he wasn’t being stupid for following the voice in his head, spoken by a woman with a cute voice.

      He moved deeper into the blacked-out ruins of the spaceport. The only source of light was from the odd flame still burning. He minimized the virtual screens in his vision except for the one that stated that he was communicating with Ilona, the hacker who activated the long-forgotten military implant wired into his brain.

      “That’s it,” Ilona’s voice echoed in his mind. “Keep moving. I’m deeper into the port than you think.”

      As Kai ventured through the spaceport, he took notice of the many dead soldiers on the floor or slumping against the wall. Some wore Coalition military uniforms, most had Eden uniforms on. Eden’s retaliating forces had faced overwhelming odds.

      “I take it there was a military operation going on when I was down?” Kai asked.

      “Yeppers,” Ilona replied, her voice calm and chipper considering the chaos erupting.

      “How did the Coalition get here so fast?”

      “No idea. They probably were planning this well in advance in secret.”

      “The thing is that the chairman gave his ultimatum weeks ago, his way of a peaceful resolution. Eden, along with the rest of the galaxy, rejected it. And now, days later, the Coalition is attacking.”

      “Could have been a backup plan. Hide a couple of ships and soldiers in the system and then strike if the chairman’s proposal is rejected. Though, admittedly, this is a lot of troops to commit for an operation like that.”

      “Exactly. You only send in this much firepower if you knew that war was inevitable.” He ducked under a pipe that dangled from the ceiling and continued onward. “And while we’re at it, how come Eden’s navy didn’t intercept them?”

      “Hey, darling, I’m just as clueless as you are about the recent events,” Ilona said. “But meet up with me, and maybe we can sort things out.”

      “How far away are you?”

      “You’re close. Really close.”

      Kai walked through the darkened passageway, illuminated by the flickering sparks of a damaged computer terminal, following markers Ilona placed in his virtual vision.

      “Okay, make a left,” she said. Kai did so and strode into the darkness. “You see the washrooms?”

      Kai moved down that hallway and spotted the men’s and women’s washrooms. “Yeah, I see ‘em.”

      “I’m in the men’s room.”

      He chuckled. “Why? Was the women’s washroom full or something?”

      “Funny. No, I had important business in here.”

      “This better be good.”

      Kai slowly entered the men’s room and spotted two deceased men inside amidst the flickering lights, their dead hands clenching pistols. The sight was straight out of a movie. The dead men were dressed in black and looked pretty sus. Farther up, Kai found a third dead man in the restroom, an older man, well-dressed with a hole in his head. Behind the dead man were shards of shattered glass that used to be the mirror. Whoever shot the poor old man got a whole lot of bad luck when the exiting bullet hit the mirror.

      The dead older man had no weapons, unlike the two bodies Kai stepped over.

      Kai stopped and inspected his surroundings. There wasn’t a hot girl in sight. He lowered himself to see if there were any feet in the toilet stalls. There were none. Kai came up and observed the darkened restroom again but only saw gore-soaked corpses.

      “So, uh.” Kai scratched his head and winced. Scratching his head had covered his fingers with dried blood. His blood. “Where are you?”

      “Over here,” Ilona said. A drone floated toward him out of nowhere, shining a ray of light upon his face. “That’s me.”

      Kai crossed his arms, grimacing at the drone while it shone a beam of light on him. “A drone?”

      “Surprised?”

      “Not really. It’d explain the hack.”

      Ilona was a hovering drone about the size of a basketball. As a drone, Ilona floated circles around Kai, scanning his body and displaying the scan’s results on a holographic screen before the two. Once finished, the drone hovered near his shoulder and studied the results of the physical scan of his body.

      “Hmm,” Ilona said dejectedly, “I thought you’d be a bit taller.”

      “You sound like all my ex-girlfriends,” he snorted. “Is that going to be an issue?”

      “No, it won’t.”

      “Good.”

      Ilona floated near his face. “You don’t sound so enthusiastic.”

      “You’re not what I thought you’d be.”

      “Were you expecting a sexy, drop-dead gorgeous, knockout femme fatale?”

      “With a sexy voice like that? Fucking right I was.”

      The drone drifted closer. “Will this be a problem, human?”

      Kai chuckled. “No. Hmm.” He stroked his chin.

      “Hmm?”

      “I take it you’re an AI?”

      “Indeed I am. What gave it away?”

      “The fact you’re a talking drone and called me a human.”

      “Am I still a disappointment?”

      “I’m over it.”

      The drone produced multiple rays of light, and the holographic image of a woman appeared. The hologram woman waved to him. “Yeah, that’s me as well. Is this better?”

      Kai studied the semi-translucent woman ahead who looked no older than thirty. So, basically Kai’s age. She was wearing a white lab coat, a tight skirt, black stockings, and a white shirt with the top few buttons undone to unveil the cleavage of her rounded chest. Locks of light purple, shoulder-length hair barely draped over her semi-translucent shoulders. If it wasn’t for the projector lines emanating from the drone, Kai would have thought Ilona, in her new form, was the ghost of some dead lab assistant.

      He laughed. “You’re something else.”

      Ilona stood over the dead men and pointed at them. Her drone followed behind to continue projecting the image of her apparition. “Can I ask you a favor?” Ilona said.

      Kai stood with her. “Shoot.”

      “I need you to search these bodies.” Ilona gestured to her drone. “My physical form has no hands, as you can see, so . . .”

      “And holograms can’t interact with the physical world.”

      “Well, I can project that image, but I can’t pick anything up.”

      He stooped to his knees and searched the men. “And I’m looking for what?”

      “A laptop.”

      Kai shook his head after searching the dead body. “He doesn’t have one.” He moved to the second body, searched him up and down then stood up, hands on his waists. “Sorry, no dice.”

      “Damn.” Ilona spun away fast, her face lost in thought. The jiggle physics of her holographic model were fabulous. “Okay, new plan, take their gear.” She spun around quickly and trotted to the deceased. “You’re going to need it.”

      Kai returned to the dead men on the floor and hastily removed a bulletproof vest and pistol from the bodies. He put the vest on and read the pistol’s computer screen.

      “Biometric lockout.” He groaned. “It won’t fire unless the registered user is holding it.”

      “I can fix that for you.” Ilona crossed her arms and walked to the drone, her black heels clicking, though he figured the clicks were just added sound effects made by her AI. As Ilona approached her drone, a small slot opened on the underside of it. She pointed at it. “Just grab one of these.”

      Kai stood beside her and faced the drone. He spotted the slot Ilona opened, reached in, and pulled out a coin-shaped device. With a raised eyebrow, Kai lifted the coin before his face, giving it a confused glare. “The fuck is this?” he said, spinning the coin around and around with his fingers.

      “A hacking disk.” Ilona spun back to him, arms still crossed over her bouncy chest. “Slap that bad boy onto the gun, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      He did so and placed the hacking disk onto the pistol’s barrel. It stuck to the weapon like a magnet. Seconds later, Ilona’s hologram reached out toward various floating screens appearing ahead of her. Ilona typed on the screens, smiled when she finished the job, and waved her hand at the pistol in Kai’s grip.

      The pistol’s screen turned green, and he was able to access the weapon’s functions, such as the ability to disable and enable the safety.

      “Nice,” Kai said, raising the weapon and giving it a closer glance. “I have access.”

      Ilona waved the screens away, put her hands behind her back, and smiled at him. She leaned forward and peered over his shoulder as he examined the gun. “Glad to have me around now?”

      “A talking AI drone that can hack into biometrics and appear as a hologram at will . . . I could get used to this.”

      “Well, don’t get used to seeing me like this,” Ilona said, moving ahead, black heels clicking, the ends of her white lab coat swooshing about. “I only have this avatar because my previous master wanted to have someone keep him company while he worked.” She stopped at the older dead man with a bullet hole in his head. She pointed and winced. “That’s him, by the way.”

      Kai kneeled to the well-dressed man and brushed his fingers across his face, forcing the dead eyes to close. “Rest in peace, pal.”

      “I tried to help him, but I was too late.” Ilona stepped away, one hand on her lips, curling into a sad frown. “Again, with no means of interacting with the physical world, I had no choice but to hack into Coalition smart weapons and grenades and force them to discharge without the user knowing. I killed the men who killed him . . . except for one. The trigger man escaped before any of my hacks affected him.”

      Kai studied the two dead Coalition soldiers. “You did this? I’m impressed.”

      “You can’t expect me to always pull something like this off. As I said, remote hacking is tricky, lengthy, and likely to fail against military-grade tech. I got lucky with these two and a couple of others out in the hallway.”

      Clank.

      The hacking disk he had placed on the pistol fell off and hit the floor. Kai lowered himself to pick it up. Ilona inched her hand down to stop him, though her holographic fingers just went through his hand.

      “Oh, just leave it,” Ilona said. “The disks are good for one use. After that they burn out.”

      “Got any more of them?” He stood up to face her. “They sound pretty handy.”

      “I have more, but supplies are limited, so only ask me to quick-hack something if necessary. Otherwise, I have to pursue other ways of hacking, which tend to trigger security alerts and countermeasures. Nasty little things.”

      “Now what?”

      “Familiarize yourself with the pistol,” Ilona said. “According to the logs I pulled from your implant, it’s been a while since you held a firearm.”

      He fiddled with the pistol’s ability to switch its safety on and off via its small computer screen. Kai stopped and glanced at the weapon. The gun had an ammo counter, displaying how many rounds it had left to fire. The pistol’s display screen read “18,” and a HUD appeared in his vision, listing information about the weapon in his hand, including the ammo it had.

      Equipped Weapon: N-44 Chernenko

      According to his augmented sight, the N-44 Chernenko pistol held a maximum of 18 rounds. Simply holding the weapon sent data about it to his implant. Very handy.

      The drone floated toward the wall. It hovered ahead of it and projected holographic targets on the wall while her figure strode to his side, flicking back a lock of purple hair.

      “Let’s see what you got!” Ilona said excitedly.

      Kai lifted the Chernenko while keeping one finger along the barrel. He eyed the holographic targets painted on the wall, aimed at them, and inched his finger to the trigger.

      “Wait,” Ilona cut in. “Select training mode first. No need to waste limited ammo for target practice.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “Should be an option for your implant to do that. Otherwise, just flip the live fire option switch to practice fire.”

      Kai located the switch on the Chernenko. Later, while accessing the screens appearing in his vision, he also found an option to activate a weapon’s live fire or training mode. All Kai had to do was think about it and open the appropriate screens and dropdown menus. He opted to use his implant to put the Chernenko in training mode. The switch to change modes on the gun was a pain to move, understandably so. The weapon’s designers made it so that the user wouldn’t accidentally select training mode during the middle of a battle . . . or live fire when one was at the range.

      “There we go,” Ilona said, twirling on one heel to smile at him. She pointed at the target next. “Now you can shoot!”

      Kai took aim and pulled the trigger. The weapon in his hands kicked back as a single round hit the target. His accuracy had seen better days. Meanwhile, the ammo counter on his HUD dropped, listing his magazine count at 17.

      “You sure I’m not using live rounds here?” he asked Ilona. “Because it looks, feels, and sounds like it.”

      “It’s all an illusion,” she explained. “In training mode, the weapon fires holographic rounds that look real and make the same sounds. Plus, your gun is programmed to kick back and act as if it was fired. This mode is indistinguishable from live rounds, except it’s not real.”

      He continued to shoot at the virtual target, dropping his ammo counter from 17 to 15, then 13, then 9. By the time he got down to 2, his aim had improved. Kai landed a shot that fell just an inch shy of the bullseye, leaving him with one round in the weapon.

      “My ammo counter is dropping though.”

      “That’s intended. It’s building your muscle memory and forcing you to keep track of how many rounds you have left.”

      Kai fired the last round and glanced at his weapon’s ammo counter. It was at 0. “Now what?”

      “Just reload like normal. Don’t worry, you can use the same mag since you didn’t actually fire any bullets. Eject the mag and slip it back in to show the system you tried to reload.”

      Kai ejected the magazine, and it dropped out of the Chernenko. He caught the falling magazine only to slide it back in as if he were reloading. His ammo counter reset, stating that the firearm had 18 bullets to fire. He did so and continued to shoot at the imaginary target on the wall. By the time he emptied the magazine, virtually at least, a notification had appeared in his vision.

      Your Handgun Skill is now at level 6.

      “Good job,” Ilona said. “Your implant is helping you remember what you’ve experienced, thus increasing your handgun skill to show it.”

      “Yeah, I got the rundown on that in the past.” Kai ejected the magazine, caught it, then slapped it back into the Chernenko. “The more you do combat-related things with a military-issued neural implant, the easier it is to learn and remember those experiences.”

      Before firing again, he accessed a screen listing various skills one could raise. Some were machine guns, others were rifles, heavy weapons, first aid, hacking. The list was extensive.

      Ilona’s drone floated toward him. “Just a second,” she said. “Let me sync up with you. Okay done. Now I can keep track of your progress. If you need any combat enhancing software, or CES, I can install them into your implant.”

      “What are those?”

      “Software that imprints certain types of combat-related techniques into your mind.”

      “Right . . . I remember reading about that a few years ago. I think I’d need cybernetic augmentations for that to work. Or a really good dragon-class exoskeleton suit.”

      “Consider getting one of the two. You level up each time you increase one of your tactical skills. Certain combat enhancing software requires you to be at a certain level to use. A safety feature so that you don’t hurt yourself or others.”

      He re-accessed his status and smiled when he noticed he was now at level 16, all because he had raised his handgun skill. Kai eyed his class next. “Freelancer,” he snorted.

      “That’s your class. It’s based on your combat experience, current tactical skill levels, and your attributes. Your class will change based on what you level up and how your physical stats change. Exercise a lot, and your strength will increase, allowing you to wear heavy gear. Up your rifle skill, and you’ll find that recoil is less of an issue, allowing you to advance to, say, the assault class.”

      “Meh.”

      “Don’t meh me!” Ilona and her drone spun to him and eyed him down. “Remember, combat enhancing software has certain requirements, classes being one of them in some cases.”

      “Allowing one to become a better fighter with an implant.”

      “On that note of your implant, you still haven’t told me why you have one.”

      “I’ll tell you what. Get me out of here alive, and I’ll explain it to you.”

      Her eyes shot open wide, and her face flushed slightly. “Over dinner and wine?”

      “Sure, why not.”

      “Oh! I can’t wait!” She squealed happily and wiggled her hips inside that tight, black miniskirt she wore. After that, Ilona snapped her fingers, and she faded away from sight. It was Kai and Ilona’s floating drone now. He spun for the washroom’s exit, the drone following behind.

      “Where’d you go?” he asked.

      “The hologram is nice and all,” Ilona said, speaking from her drone now, “but it drains too much of my battery. Besides, this place is crawling with Coalition foot soldiers. No need to draw attention to you with my pretty face.”

      “But I miss the pretty face.” He laughed.

      “I’ll show that to you and more later on!”

      “It’s a date.”

      “Now, equip your gun and don’t forget to turn off training mode.”

      Which was still on. Kai deactivated the Chernenko’s training mode.

      A message appeared in his vision, letting him know of the change.

      With a thought, Kai selected an icon in his equipment screen with the words “Primary Weapon.”

      It brought up a new screen that gave him information about his pistol.

      N-44 Chernenko

      Type: Pistol

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Damage: 45 Piercing

      Ammo Capacity: 18

      Rate of Fire: 40 rounds/min

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      10 Strength

      2 Pistol Skill

      “Good thing I meet this pistol’s recommended skill requirements.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about that,” Ilona said. “You can pick up any gun after all. Nothing is going to stop you from doing that. The requirements are just a guide to help you out. If you were to say, grab an assault rifle with a 10 rifle skill rating but your rifle skill was under 10, you’d have a hard time shooting it because of your lack of experience using that type of firearm. Recoil issues, targeting issues, slow reload speed, and whatnot.”

      Kai and Ilona left the restroom. The two slithered through the darkness of the spaceport and spotted the middle corridor past the security checkpoint.

      “Where to next?” he asked.

      Ilona’s drone drifted ahead, lighting the way with her forward light. “This way.”
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      A firefight in the distance continued to echo popping sounds in the night sky. The closer Ilona led Kai through the darkness of the dead spaceport, the louder those sounds became. He hoped there wasn’t an active gunfight blazing outside the end of the terminal they approached. He wondered how the rest of the city of Jardin was doing. Did the Solar Coalition turn the big, neon-lit city into a war zone? Was it just this area?

      Ilona guided Kai toward the spaceport’s launch pads, stepping over more dead soldiers and civilians who didn’t make it. The sight made him sick. So many innocent people were now suffering like those on Earth who resisted the rise of the Coalition.

      It took Kai a lot of willpower to hold back flashbacks of all the death, destruction, horrors, screaming, despair, blood, tears, and missing body parts. Guns echoing in the distance, cannon shells destroying beautiful cities, bombs falling from the skies, orbital strikes.

      “There we are.”

      Her voice though. It cleared his head up, filled it with newfound hope. Kai found himself standing before a large floor-to-ceiling window that, under normal circumstances, would have given passengers and staff a view of the launch area. Now all he saw were ships landing from space with the aid of their flaring landing thrusters. The landing starships all bore the Solar Coalition’s red flag dotted with black stars.

      Kai glared at the vessels when the exhaust from their landing thrusters clouded away, unveiling the sight of uniformed Coalition soldiers unloading the ships’ payload.

      “So that’s why they attacked the spaceport,” Kai said, glaring at the men at work on the launchpad.

      The drone projected her hologram—a purple-haired woman who looked like a lab assistant appeared standing with Kai, observing the sight outside the window. “With the spaceport under the Coalition’s control, they can use it to launch, land, and refuel their ships.”

      Kai studied one particular ship in the distance. Its crew was unloading various vehicles, mostly jeeps.

      Ilona pointed at three offloaded jeeps. “There, that jeep. That’s our ride out of here.”

      The vehicles she pointed at suddenly were highlighted red in his vision. “You doing that?” he asked her.

      “Yeppers,” Ilona said, nodding. “You’ll be able to track them even through the walls.”

      She highlighted all the soldiers on the launchpad, and they appeared in Kai’s vision as red silhouettes. It didn’t matter what the soldiers were standing behind; Kai could always view their red silhouettes when he looked in their direction. So long as Ilona highlighted a target, he’d be able to track it no matter what was in the way. It was a handy feature.

      Ilona walked to a door to the left, her drone following behind and continuing to project her ghostly likeness. He followed her and stopped at the shut door in question.

      “This maintenance door should take us to the launchpad.” She pointed at it.

      Kai strode forward and gave the door a good shove to the side. It wouldn’t budge. His implant scanned the door’s side panel when he examined it and displayed a label above it.

      Requires at least 68 Hacking Skill.

      “It’s locked,” he grunted. “Says here we need level 68 hacking, something I don’t have.”

      “It won’t be locked for long!” Ilona’s drone flew overhead, lowered, and flipped open its storage slot, offering Kai two quick-hack disks. He retrieved the disks, placed them on the door, stepped back, and watched as Ilona interfaced with three screens, raining lines upon lines of computer code. “As long as we have these disks, we can also ignore the high hacking requirement for devices like this.”

      “Until you run out of them.”

      “If that happens, you better hope my hacking skill is high enough to tackle it.”

      “So there are things you can’t hack?”

      “A few. Don’t worry, I’m pretty skilled at hacking. Level 50, in case you were wondering.”

      “I wasn’t, but that’s good to know. You’ll be able to level that higher in the future, right?”

      “Yes. Just like you, my skill will improve with experience.”

      The door unlocked and automatically slid open, letting in a slight chilly gust of the nighttime air laced with the smell of smoke and other things he couldn’t quite recognize. Ilona gave him a cute wave goodbye, and her hologram faded away.

      They sauntered outside into the night. Kai stopped and spun back. Something seemed a bit off.

      “Hey,” he whispered to her, “how come the door didn’t automatically shut behind us?”

      Kai and Ilona looked at the door they passed through. It didn’t slide shut as expected.

      “That’s . . . a very good question. Let me fix that and get it shut.” Except nothing happened. “Well, would you look at that.”

      “What happened, Ilona?”

      “It’s busted. My hack caused a short circuit, and it can’t slide shut.”

      “Does this happen often?”

      “No, this was the straw that broke the camel’s back. All the fighting here must have damaged this door’s internal circuits.”

      “Fuck it.” He returned to the launchpad. “Let’s just keep moving.”

      Her drone followed Kai while he ambled outside, keeping his footsteps as light as possible. Words in his vision flashed a notification; his implant wanted to alert him of something.

      Warning: You are entering a restricted area

      Condition: Green

      Status: Enemy Unaware

      Kai stopped with a large frown souring his face. “How in the fuck . . .”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Ilona said. “Your implant has predictive software that will alert you if it thinks you’re entering enemy-controlled territory, which we’re kinda doing.”

      “Didn’t know my implant’s scanning range was this large.”

      “Don’t forget I’m feeding it data as well. And from what I can scan now that we’re outside is a lot of bad guys that we’re better off not alerting.”

      He silently descended the stairs to the launchpad while replacing the N-44 Chernenko pistol with his dagger. A new message flashed in his vision, letting him know he had changed his primary weapon. His attack fell from 45 to 30.

      “Ugh,” he grumbled when his feet touched the tarmac.

      “Something wrong?” Ilona said, speaking through the implant in his head.

      “My stats changed.”

      “Well, yeah, you changed weapons.”

      “My dagger has stats . . .”

      “Everything does.” Her drone drifted behind him as he quietly scurried forward, keeping low and out of sight from the searching patrols. “Remember, stats are just a gauge your implant generates to inform you of its usefulness. Apparently, that’s a decently sharpened blade you got there, Kai. And they were going to let you bring that on your flight?”

      “It wasn’t a carry-on.”

      “Where ya going that’s so bad you need a dagger?”

      “Where I go, so does my blade.”

      “You sound like a hero from a fantasy story.”

      He eyed his dagger again, and an information screen appeared before it.

      Dragon’s Tooth

      Type: Combat Dagger

      Manufacturer: Anchorage Expeditions

      Damage: 30 Piercing/Slashing

      Recommendations for Usage:

      None

      “It’s incredible how different the world is now that you reactivated this implant. Had this dagger for years, and it had stats this whole time, according to my implant.”

      “Not just your implant . . .” she said while the two kept low and sneaked across the launchpad, hiding behind the odd crate and baggage truck. “. . . but by industry standards too. A weapon’s stats, however, are mostly useless when facing unarmored targets. When facing armored targets, bullets will only penetrate them if your weapon’s damage rating exceeds the armor’s defense.”

      “So if I had a gun with a 2 damage rating?”

      “Then that gun will do nothing against body armor with a 10 defense rating. You’d have to use another gun or explosive or aim for the head, assuming the target has no helmet, of course. If the next gun you get your hands on has a 15 damage rating, then that simply means that it fires rounds that could pierce the 10 defense armor with ease. When facing kinetic barriers, the damage is just something that reduces the shield’s HP. So a 2 damage weapon knocks off 2 HP from the shield’s total power. Once the barrier hits zero, shields are down.”

      “Good to know. As you might have guessed, I never really used this implant a lot. Anything else I should know?”

      “Certain armors can resist certain damage types, like slashing, or energy weapons. Also do keep in mind the durability of your equipment as well as the enemy’s. Armor with 0% durability is just as good as not wearing any armor at all.”

      A curious thought entered his mind. Just by thinking about it, Kai was able to bring up data regarding the vest he wore over his shirt, its information screen appearing in his vision.

      Red Star Protector II

      Type: Body Armor

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Defense: 50

      Resistances: Slashing 90%, Blunt 90%

      Durability: 100%

      -10 Agility

      Recommendations for Usage:

      10 Strength

      Wow, my implant can even predict how less agile I am because of this vest’s weight.

      Kai and Ilona’s trek across the launchpad’s tarmac was drawing to an end. He sneaked toward the vehicles highlighted in his vision and mentally prepared himself to steal one of them for their escape.

      Footsteps echoed, and they weren’t his.

      A Coalition soldier was on patrol, and he was getting closer. Kai hurried to a nearby luggage transport vehicle, pressed his back against it, and hid in the shadows that enveloped him. Ilona hovered beside him. The soldier walked toward the luggage transport, his footsteps getting louder and louder. Kai went prone and crawled underneath the truck. Her drone floated down to hide with him as he watched the soldier’s boots come into view from his lowered position. The boots of the soldier marched past. He didn’t suspect a thing.

      After the soldier passed, Kai crawled out from under the luggage transport, got to his feet without a sound, then slithered behind the enemy soldier. He still didn’t suspect a thing. Good. Kai fetched his Dragon’s Tooth dagger, got a firm grip on its hilt, and angled the blade’s edge to his target’s throat. As Kai did that, he grabbed the Coalition soldier’s head, covered his mouth tight with one hand, then guided his blade held in the other to the man’s neck. Kai dragged the blade across the man’s throat, cutting a deep gash through the skin and arteries. The sound of warm blood splattering on the tarmac followed. The soldier went limp in Kai’s grip.

      Your Melee Skill is now at level 9.

      Ilona floated out from under the luggage transport, observing Kai holding the dead man. “Nicely done. I’m impressed.”

      “That wasn’t my first time killing someone.” Kai lowered the body to the ground then rolled it under the vehicle, out of sight from other patrols. As he did that, he glimpsed the soldier’s name tag, Jenkins. He stood up from the transport and shook his blood-covered hands clean. “I’m not proud of what I’ve done,” Kai continued. “But it kept people I cared about alive.”

      “Word of advice. Make sure your target doesn’t have a kinetic barrier active,” Ilona said, her drone floating to hover before his face. “That blade would have bounced right off his energy shields if he had one.”

      “How do I check?”

      “Umm, it should be in your configuration menu. Just think about it to open it.”

      He did so, and the configuration screen appeared in his vision. Kai viewed the targeting options available, selected what he felt was relevant, and adjusted his virtual vision’s UI.

      Once finished, he selected the “Apply Changes” option. Like magic, all targets he viewed on the field now had red or blue bars hovering above their heads.

      “The blue bar is their estimated energy shield strength,” Ilona explained. “The red bar is their estimated health. Heavily armored targets will have a yellow one.”

      “Estimated, so it’s not accurate.”

      “No, but your implant is pretty good at predicting it. Throw in my scans and calculations, and you should have a very good idea of how close you are to defeating a target.”

      He surveyed the tarmac closer and watched the dozens of red silhouettes marching back and forth and several other unloading cargo containers from the landed starships. All the soldiers had level indicators near their health bars like one particular soldier he monitored closely.

      [Lv. 56] – [Solar Coalition Marine]

      “I can see their levels too,” Kai said. Then he winced after taking in the levels of the enemies. “And they’re all higher than me . . .”

      “Including the one you just killed.”

      Kai returned to the dead soldier under the luggage truck, the one apparently named Jenkins. It took a few seconds, but when he looked long enough, Jenkins, with a health bar reading of 0%, was level 57. He was indeed at a higher level. Kai stood again, this time with a confused look at Ilona.

      “Don’t worry too much about levels,” she said. “It’s a guide to give you an idea of what to expect if you run into trouble. Case in point, you just hit level 17 and killed a level 57 in one stroke. But . . . if you had gotten into a head-on fight, you might have lost. Level 57 means that he has higher-level skills than you. What those skills are, we don’t know. Maybe he was good with pistols. It might have been first aid training, rifles, or a mix of all three. That said, don’t pick a fight with the soldiers here. They’re all similarly leveled and will eat you for lunch when the guns come out. Stealth is the key to our survival right now.”

      Speaking of guns.

      Kai ducked again to glance at Jenkins’s dead body. His implant highlighted the presence of a submachine gun, and Kai looted the weapon without a second thought, stood up, and studied the machine gun’s information.

      It appeared in his vision just by a thought in his mind.

      M-905

      Type: Submachine Gun

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Damage: 40 Piercing

      Ammo Capacity: 30

      Rate of Fire: 800 rounds/min

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      20 Strength

      10 Submachine Gun Skill

      “This is better than the pistol, but . . .” He viewed his learned tactical skills next.

      Submachine gun: 0

      “Your submachine gun skill is low,” Ilona said, her drone drifting above his shoulder and observing the submachine gun he held. “And by low, I mean nonexistent. I would avoid using that until you get more experience with weapons like that.”

      “In other words, level up my submachine gun skill.”

      He strapped the newly gained weapon over his shoulder and stole what magazines the body under the luggage truck had, slipping them into his pockets. After that, Ilona offered him another hacking disk to use. He placed it onto the M-905 machine gun and disabled its biometric system, unlocking the weapon for his use. Kai made a note not to use Ilona’s disks on every locked gun he saw. He’d run out of those disks fast and felt he would need them for other things, like hacking and unlocking electronic doors.

      With that delay sorted out, Kai continued across the launchpad’s tarmac, escaping from enemy detection and hiding behind cargo crates. He slipped past a patrolling Coalition soldier and noticed a message appear in his vision.

      Your Stealth Skill is now at level 3.

      “You’re good at this, Kai.”

      He grinned at the drone floating with him. “I did a lot of running and hiding to get off Earth.” Kai moved to the next crate and inched closer to the jeeps, his footsteps barely making a sound. A Coalition soldier swung into view and marched on their patrol. Kai slipped behind a stack of crates, controlled his breathing so the guard wouldn’t hear, and waited. Ilona floated up and out of sight and watched. The soldier ambled past the crates without suspecting a thing. “It’s all coming back to me, like riding a bike.”

      “It shows,” Ilona transmitted to him, her drone maintaining its position in the air. “Your stealth level is rising fast. That means your memory of those skills is returning, and your implant is compensating for it.”

      “Anything special about stealth?” he asked, his back pressed against the crate. “Apart from not being stupid and trying to hide directly in front of someone.”

      “Your stealth skill is countered by a target’s perception skill. Some people have good vision, while others don’t. If you know your stealth is higher than their perception, then there’s a good chance you can tiptoe past someone without them noticing you. Some scanners and goggles give bonuses to perception, while cloaking devices, camo, and cloaks enhance stealth.”

      “Which goes without saying.”

      “Right, but now that your reality is augmented, you have an easy-to-learn system that lets you know when hiding would be effective and when it would be pointless. Just try not to make too much noise. High stealth or not, people will hear you if you make a racket.”

      The coast was clear from what he could see. The targets highlighted red in his vision either had their backs turned to them or were too far away to be of any concern. He left his cover behind the crate and dashed over to the parked starships, hurrying to the ship that had unloaded various jeeps onto the pad.

      Two soldiers out of nowhere approached the jeep Kai had been running toward, forcing him to dive for cover behind one of their cargo ships. He peeked to the side and hoped nobody saw him. They didn’t. Most of the patrol was walking toward the spaceport’s terminal and away from the ships. He peered around the corner of the ship and spotted the two soldiers nearing the jeep. They were inspecting the vehicle that had just come off the vessel. The jeep turned out to be a sturdy and heavily armored vehicle now that he could view it up close, with a large machine gun turret in the rear. Other jeeps had a similar design, with either a turret, rocket launcher, or SAM launcher in the back.

      He looked at the jeep long enough that a label appeared above it. His implant identified it as a VX44 Jager, a machine gun variant. It could seat four passengers, two in the front and two in the back, and had several storage compartments for supplies.

      “Hey,” one of the two soldiers studying the Jager jeep said. “Where is Private Jenkins?”

      Jenkins.

      That was the name of the soldier Kai gave a second mouth.

      The second soldier stepped away from the jeep, one hand holding the side of his head. “Jenkins, come in?”

      Nothing.

      Of course not. Kai killed him.

      The two soldiers stood on edge as they gazed about, hoping to locate their missing man. Not that Kai needed to see them do that. His implant’s predictive software updated him with a new alert.

      Condition: Yellow

      Status: Enemy Suspicious

      Kai was running out of time and options.
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      “What are his vitals?”

      Kai continued to listen to the soldiers yapping about their missing partner, Jenkins, the one taking an eternal nap underneath one of the luggage trucks.

      “I’m not sure. Haven’t been able to properly network our statuses since that hacker got into our battle net and started fucking around.”

      “Damn it, why wasn’t I informed?”

      “Thought you were. We all were. Well, when the commlink was working correctly. The hacker is fucking with that too.”

      “If someone flat lines, we’ll have no idea if they did.”

      “I’ll go find Jenkins.”

      “Thank you.”

      He watched a soldier beside the Jager jeep walk away past Kai’s cover behind the landed cargo ship. With a slight grin, Kai cast an amusing glance at the drone hovering to his left. “You’re famous, Ilona.”

      “I’d take a bow if it wouldn’t give my position away.”

      There was one soldier near the Jager now. Kai eyed him like a hungry tiger from his cover and waited for the soldier to spin around and put his back to him. He didn’t spin around.

      Fuck.

      Kai needed the man to walk away from the jeep like his partner had done. After a quick sigh, Kai ejected a single bullet from his N-44 Chernenko’s magazine and caught the 9mm round before it hit the tarmac. He held the bullet with his index and thumb steady, aimed it away from the Jager, then threw it as far as possible. The bullet landed behind the soldier with a loud ding.

      “What the . . .”

      The lingering soldier near the Jager instinctively spun around with his assault rifle raised and walked toward the source of the ding, the single bullet Kai threw. As he did that, Kai stalked him from behind, pulled out his Dragon’s Tooth dagger, and put the blade to the unsuspecting soldier’s neck, slitting his throat with one deep carving slash.

      Your Melee Skill is now at level 10.

      Gargling sounds echoed while Kai lowered the dying soldier’s body to the surface and searched it for a vehicle keycard. He found it in his right pocket and plucked it away. Before using the keycard to unlock the jeep’s driver’s side door, Kai rolled the dead body under the vehicle, destroying evidence of his kill . . . apart from the blood on the ground of course. He hoped the nighttime darkness would prevent patrolling guards from spotting the gore.

      He sneaked into the jeep, ducked his head so that Ilona could float inside with him, then took a seat on the driver’s side chair, shutting the door silently. Their escape was almost complete. The only thing Kai needed to do was insert the card then power the vehicle on.

      When he did, nothing happened.

      Kai tried swiping the keycard again and again.

      The Jager wouldn’t power on.

      “Fuck’s sake,” he growled. “Now what?”

      Ilona floated near the dashboard and scanned it briefly. “It probably requires a secondary card to activate.”

      “Let me search him again.”

      “Don’t bother.” The drone activated her holographic projection, and Ilona flashed into existence once again, this time occupying the passenger side chair. It looked like she was sitting on the chair too, despite being a hologram. Even the ends of her white lab coat covered the chair.

      Ilona pointed ahead.

      He inched forward and saw what she had pointed out. The patrolling soldiers spun around, putting their backs to the spaceport terminal and their searching faces toward the Jager the two snuck into. To leave the jeep now would alert the incoming patrol. Kai ducked down just for good measure.

      “I’ll have to hack into this.” Ilona’s projection crossed her fantastic legs wrapped in black nylons, held her chin with one hand, and narrowed her eyes at the dashboard with a wince. “Hmm, I don’t think I have enough quick-hack disks for this though . . .”

      “You’re out of them already?”

      “Oh, I have plenty of disks still. It’s just that a vehicle like this would need a lot of disks for me to quick-hack.”

      “That’s just fucking great.”

      “Never fear! I can still remotely hack this the old-fashioned way. The slow and risky way.”

      “Do it.”

      Ilona conjured multiple computer screens ahead of her and faded away, unveiling her drone hovering above the chair her hologram had been sitting on. Her drone landed on the seat and remotely connected with the Jager’s electronics. Its dashboard lit up suddenly, then dimmed, then lit up. It looked like a ghost possessed it. Kai glanced ahead and spotted a red silhouette moving. He loved the threat-detection options that his implant gave him. He didn’t need to look out the window to know that the enemy soldiers were on the move . . . and that one was approaching the luggage truck he had stuffed Jenkins’s dead body under.

      They were about to find out what he did to Jenkins. He reached back for his pistol, just in case things got interesting. According to a notification at the bottom right of his HUD, Kai’s heartbeat rate had jumped to 149 beats per minute.

      “Jenkins! Where you at, bro?” one soldier outside yelled.

      “Jenkins is missing?” another replied, shouting in the distance.

      “I think so. Have any of you seen him?”

      “A few minutes ago, yeah.”

      “Help me look for him. He’s supposed to cover my shift. I need a smoke.”

      Multiple red silhouettes spread out across the tarmac in a searching pattern.

      “You know . . . I think I last saw Jenkins near the maintenance door.”

      One red silhouette in Kai’s vision sauntered toward the staircase that he and Ilona had descended to leave the spaceport’s terminal. The red-highlighted soldier stopped and tilted his head up.

      “Well, the door is wide open,” said the soldier, eyeing the entrance.

      “Thought you locked it?”

      “I did. Only I can open it . . .”

      “Eyes sharp, everyone!”

      Every red silhouette armed themselves with assault rifles or submachine guns. This time, the enemy troopers moved faster as they searched for their missing comrade. In the top left of Kai’s HUD was a mini-map of the launchpad tarmac, displaying hostile targets as small red dots with cone-shaped icons ahead of them. The mini-map showed the searching enemy’s estimated field of view. Very handy. The warning in his vision updated.

      Condition: Yellow

      Status: Enemy Searching

      God, he loved predictive technology.

      “So, question, Ilona,” Kai said to her drone.

      “Shoot.”

      “What happens at condition red?”

      “You don’t want to know. Let’s just say that it’s imperative I hack this before it comes down to that.”

      “And are you finished?”

      “I am not,” she replied.

      He grimaced and glared at the drone longer. “Eh, can you go faster?”

      “Not without tripping alarms. I hope you have a plan if I’m unsuccessful here.”

      “This ain’t my first rodeo. I’ve been in worse situations. Just do your best to get this jeep up and running. I’ll handle the rest.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, listen to you! Mr. Confident—”

      “Hey! Over here!”

      That was a soldier calling out to his comrades again.

      Kai felt a lot of sweat roll down his forehead. The soldier who had called out stood near the luggage truck where Kai had made his first kill for the night. Kai sat up and viewed the scene ahead through the jeep’s windshield, noting that the soldier had held a flashlight. The enemy angled the flashlight’s ray down to the surface, down to the splatter of blood seeping out from under the vehicle they stood next to. Blood that led them to the dead body under the luggage truck.

      “Jesus Christ, is that Jenkins?”

      “It is.” The soldier whirled aside from the luggage truck and grabbed his assault rifle. “Find who did this and kill them!”

      The scanned and highlighted red targets had gone on high alert. He didn’t need his implant’s predictive software to tell him that though. All the men spun away and searched for him. Searched to put down the man who put down one of their own. He still couldn’t believe how awesome the software worked. His implant just scanned the situation and could predict what they were doing.

      “Everyone, check in.”

      The soldiers called out one by one, stating they were still in the game. All except Jenkins. And the dead guy under the jeep.

      “Todd, you there?”

      No answer.

      “Where was Todd last?”

      “I left him near that Jager over there.”

      The soldier pointed at the jeep Kai and Ilona hid inside. Kai ducked before anyone spotted him and managed to keep track of the enemy without having to peer through the window. And what he tracked were a lot of red silhouettes moving toward the Jager. His mini-map showed something similar, dozens of red dots fanning out to encircle the jeep. He had a feeling a few enemy targets were not being tracked, especially the soldiers now leaving the various parked ships on the launchpad.

      “Ilona, can you boost my threat detector’s range?” Kai asked.

      “I could by relaying what I can scan to you.”

      “Do it.”

      “That is, I could do that if I wasn’t busy hacking this jeep.”

      “Fuck . . .”

      He heard the whispering chatter of enemy soldiers outside their Jager. Kai wasn’t sure what they were talking about; his mind was in too deep of a trance to pay attention.

      “Fuck! Someone got Todd!”

      That voice Kai heard. And it came from the driver’s window, just outside it. Kai quickly hit the door’s power lock. Someone yanked on the handle two seconds later, trying to open it. He sighed in relief.

      Then the door unlocked. Of course they’d be able to do that.

      The driver’s side door swung open to unveil a soldier peeking into the Jager. Kai blew his head off with two Chernenko rounds at close range.

      Your Handgun Skill is now at level 7.

      The body flew backward, slammed against the door, and slumped to the ground, leaving behind a ribbon of crimson on the door and its window.

      “What the fuck!”

      “Weapon’s free!”

      Kai had alerted the level 50+ enemy soldiers, and they were ready to eat him for lunch. Guns blazed in response, and so did his implant’s predictive software.

      Condition: Red

      Status: Enemy Engaged

      Kai didn’t stick around to find out how many automatic weapons were spitting bullets. He shut and locked the door and sat up straight, snarling when his eyes narrowed at the dozens of white cracks fracturing the windshield. The bullets colliding with the vehicle thudded and echoed like a torrential hailstorm.

      The windows didn’t break.

      “Don’t worry,” Ilona said. “VX44 Jagers are armed with bulletproof glass and are decently armored plated. We should be safe.”

      “Until they open it,” he snorted.

      “Or pull out that rocket launcher.”

      Kai peered ahead, wincing when he spotted one soldier running away from the pack of them shooting at the Jager. That lone soldier had run off toward one of the enemy cargo ships, went inside for a moment, then returned with a shoulder-mounted rocket launcher. The rocket launcher soldier powered on the weapon and aimed it toward the Jager Kai and Ilona were hunkered inside.

      Suddenly the Jager’s electronics came on.

      “Drive!” Ilona cried out.

      Kai took the wheel and mashed the pedal. He sped forward and ran down the soldier who was about to fire his rocket launcher. A loud thud echoed. Kai kept his foot on the gas and continued racing ahead, forcing the limp body up and over the hood, splattering gore across the windshield. The corpse rolled off and hit the tarmac. The entire fractured bulletproof windshield turned red.

      He turned the windshield wipers on and wiped the blood off.

      Boom.

      A missed rocket exploded next to the speeding Jager, throwing the jeep off. Ilona appeared as a hologram again, seated beside Kai, legs crossed, her body swaying about as if she really was sitting there. Even her purple hair had rustled about during the high-speed getaway.

      “Umm, is that wise, Ilona?” Kai said, keeping his eyes on the roadway ahead.

      “Plug me into the dashboard.”

      Her drone ejected a small USB cable. With one hand on the wheel, Kai guided his free hand to the drone’s USB cable, took it, and plugged it into the dashboard. A soft chime resounded from the drone.

      “There we go.” Ilona stretched her arms up, eyes shut, and moaned. “Oh, that feels so much better. My battery’s getting a bit of a recharge.”

      His hand returned to the wheel, and Kai aggressively sped their stolen Jager away, swaying to the left and right periodically to escape from propelling rockets, ignoring the sounds of bullets hitting them from behind, and ramming enemy troopers caught off guard by their escape. Their bodies went up and over the Jager’s hood with bone-cracking results. The Jager shook when Kai straight up drove over one soldier, the vehicle’s spinning wheels smearing blood across the ground. He found an access route that led to the main roads, turned onto that, then sped past the numerous idle cars in the streets.

      Behind, several Jager jeeps followed in pursuit, some armed with rear-mounted machine gun turrets, others with rocket launchers, all shooting at the Jager Kai and Ilona stole.

      A chase on the war-torn highway ensued—a highway littered with burning cars and half-melted tanks, making it nearly impossible to drive in a straight line.

      Kai’s evening alone with Ilona just kept getting better and better.
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            I’M A LOUSY DRIVER?

          

        

      

    

    
      The VX44 Jager that Kai and Ilona hijacked raced across the highway, a mess with abandoned cars. They had been on the run for five minutes, but it felt like five hours. Behind, the incoming enemy VX44 Jagers zoomed closer. Kai had to ease up on the gas each time their Jager’s forward headlights shone upon idle cars or burning tanks, forcing him to swerve to the side to avoid slamming into them. He hoped that the enemy behind would crash into the dead vehicles that he swung past.

      After zooming between two overturned tanks, Kai brought their Jager to somewhat of a clear path on the highway. He went hard on the pedal and gunned it ahead. The headlights of the enemy vehicles brightened the rear of their Jager. All five Jagers were still in pursuit, many of them with soldiers manning their vehicles’ mounted rocket launchers or gun turrets.

      “I can’t shake them,” Kai said as enemy gunfire soared left and right of their ride.

      “Standby,” Ilona said. She accessed a new screen that appeared beside her. “I’m connecting with a GPS relay.”

      He switched lanes and drove toward a halved tank, turned sharply around it to the left, passed the tank, then quickly jerked to the right, putting it directly behind and using it as cover from the incoming rounds and rockets. That cover would only be temporary. Once the enemy Jagers drove past that tank, they’d be in firing range again.

      Ilona lifted a thinly shaped purple eyebrow at the floating screen she interfaced with. “Ah, here we go. I found us an escape route.”

      “Great, hook me up with it.”

      She transmitted the data to Kai’s implant, and a map appeared on the top left of his vision. It was a digital road map of the area with a blue dot representing their current location on the highway. On the other side of the digital map was a pulsing nav point and arrows on the road pointing to it—Arrows pointing them to an escape path.

      Upon a closer glance at the digital map, Kai spotted the bridge that connected the island the spaceport was on to the mainland and the rest of the neon-lit city of Jardin.

      “Evalina’s Bridge?” Kai asked, having seen their escape route.

      “It’s our only hope,” Ilona said. “And you need to get to it fast. Like, really, really, really fast.”

      Gunfire zoomed past and missed them, hitting the road to the side and kicking up bits of pavement into the air.

      “I’m well aware of that. We’ve got bad guys chasing us!” Kai pulled the jeep into a hard turn to the left, the tires of the Jager screeching and leaving behind black marks in its wake. With the hard turn completed, Kai sent the Jager speeding across the highway roads that led to Evalina’s Bridge.

      “No, there’s another reason we need to get to that bridge, really, really, really, fast.”

      Evalina’s Bridge came into view minutes later. Ahead of it were multiple starfighters diving from space and accelerating toward the bridge.

      “Those are starfighters,” Kai said, pointing out the formation of aircraft.

      “Yep, Eden still has birds in the sky.”

      “Fucking A! The cavalry has arrived!” he cheered.

      Ilona cringed. He caught her sudden facial expression change in the corner of his eye. “Well . . . kinda,” she said.

      “What do you mean kinda? Are they not going to give us a hand?”

      “No, actually, Eden’s here to blow up the bridge.”

      “You mean the bridge we just got on?”

      “Yep.”

      “Fuck, I’m turning us around.”

      “No! Don’t!”

      “Why?! You just said they’re going to bomb this to hell!”

      “This is our only chance to escape,” Ilona explained. She faced him while tucking a bit of purple hair behind her ear. “We stay on the island, and we’re finished. If we cross this bridge before Eden bombs it, the enemy can’t pursue us. Well, not right away. There are other bridges linking to the mainland.”

      “But those are farther out.”

      “Exactly. Right now this bridge is the Coalition’s direct link to us. We have to cross this.”

      The five enemy Jagers behind maintained their high-speed pursuit across the highway. Machine gun turrets on top of the enemy vehicles blazed while vehicles equipped with rocket launchers sent their explosive projectiles propelling forward. Thankfully, Kai had just swerved their Jager to the left and escaped from the propelling missiles. The missed rockets hit an abandoned car dead on, exploding in a fiery blast. Two rockets soared toward their Jager. Kai was already turning their vehicle to the right when the enemy launched those and evaded the blow but heard the clangs of bullets hitting their jeep’s armor. He wondered how much longer his luck at the wheel would hold out.

      “Can’t keep this thing straight.” He shifted the Jager to the left and drove past a scorched upside-down van. “Bad enough that there are so many abandoned cars and burning tanks on the bridge. All this shit is slowing me down.”

      “I’ll drive. You access the turret up top and give them hell.”

      “Me?”

      “You could use the experience.” Ilona shut her eyes and beamed a conceited grin while crossing her arms to her partially unbuttoned white top. “Also, don’t forget, I am an AI.”

      “Which is why you should be remotely controlling the turret.”

      “I’ll be busy driving this thing and hacking into what communication networks I can, not to mention hacking into their targeting systems to throw off their aim. I mean, yeah, sure, I could do all that, drive, fire the turret, and hack, but handling all those tasks, given our situation, will be . . . taxing on my CPU. That could cost us if I lag out, even for one second. But if I remain where I am right now, my processing power should allow me to operate this jeep more effectively than you.”

      “Hey! Are you saying I’m a lousy driver?”

      “No, I’m saying that I can scan all obstacles and threats on the road faster than your brain can process them.” Ilona pressed an index finger to the center of her chin and faced the ceiling, her face lost in thought. “I guess that does make me a better driver than you.”

      She laughed with shut eyes. Kai didn’t laugh at all.

      Ilona didn’t give him much of a choice in the matter. The wheel moved independently, as did the pedals and everything else. Her AI was in complete control of the Jager. Kai crawled to the back, opened a small hatchway, then climbed up to the Jager’s top and accessed its rear machine gun turret. The massive gun powered on when he grabbed hold of it, and he spun it around to target the pursuing enemy Jagers.

      A screen pulsed and confirmed that the Jager’s systems had synchronized the turret with his implant. His mind was one with the oversized machine gun. Kai swung the big gun toward the lead enemy Jager and opened fire with a loud racket of gunfire, the turret’s 50 caliber muzzle flaring yellow, the winds blowing his black hair and jacket about.

      Kai ducked from retaliating fire, came up and targeted that jeep again, and noticed the size of the holes he was putting through it. Then he noticed the holes appearing all around him.

      “Ilona, these are armor-piercing rounds, aren’t they?”

      “Yeppers, so be careful up there, okay? That vest you’re wearing isn’t going to offer much protection against 12.7mm rounds. I’m doing what I can to disrupt their weapons, but it won’t be 100% reliable.”

      He gripped the turret’s handles again and swung the weapon’s barrel, bringing it ahead of the nearest enemy vehicle.

      Ilona heaved their Jager to the right, throwing Kai’s aim off.

      “Hey!” Kai shouted, recovering from the vehicle’s sudden turn. “I almost had him!”

      A rocket flew past, missing Kai, and exploded against the bridge’s guardrail. “And had I been a second late, that rocket would have hit us.”

      Ilona had turned their Jager before the rocket left the enemy’s launcher. She was able to scan the enemy preparing to fire, then predict where it would go and where she should turn, all while taking into account the crap on the bridge’s roadway.

      Ilona positioned the Jager in a better location, the best she could, as the chase continued. This time, Kai managed to heave the enormous barrel of his machine gun turret again and its muzzle flared brightly, sending down dozens of rounds into the enemy vehicles. All of them remained in the chase, even the lead jeep that took the brunt of his assault.

      “Aim for the Jager’s lithium battery,” Ilona transmitted to him. “The tires too if you can, but it will be hard with how we are moving. It will still take some time to down those Jagers just by shooting at them directly, so blasting through their batteries is our best bet.”

      “Noted.” He took aim.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      Ilona scanned and highlighted the location of all lithium battery packs inside the enemy vehicles. The Jagers’ batteries now appeared as pulsing red cubes in his vision deep within the jeeps. It almost felt like he had some kind of x-ray vision.

      Kai moved the turret’s barrel again, targeted the red pulses on the enemy Jagers, and held the trigger. His turret roared its war cry and plugged an uncountable number of 12.7mm machine gun rounds into the jeep in three seconds flat. He held the turret’s fire command again and didn’t release the trigger until the armor of the enemy jeep broke apart, and his turret punched gaping holes through the vehicle’s lithium battery pack.

      Your Mounted Weapons Skill is now at level 1.

      The Jager exploded, forcing the one behind it to slam into it and crash, effectively removing two vehicles from the chase.

      Three targets left.

      Ilona brought the vehicle away from incoming gunfire, once again throwing Kai’s aim off. Thankfully, his implant could still detect the lithium battery inside the next Jager. So he opened fire again, targeting the red pulsing cube.

      Your Mounted Weapons Skill is now at level 2.

      A fireball consumed that Jager, forcing the two remaining Jagers to streak to the left and right of it. That was when she hit the brakes suddenly.

      The two Jagers barreled past Kai and Ilona’s Jager without realizing it. Swinging the turret forward as the enemy vehicles sped ahead, Kai took aim, this time targeting the operator of the Jager with a rocket turret. Kai’s turret erupted with gunfire and spewed yellow streaks into the night. Half a dozen 12.7mm rounds slammed through the enemy weapon operator on top of one Jager, turning his body into a mist of red pulp. There was nothing left of the fucker, just severed hands holding a rocket turret and a pair of legs with meaty entrails dangling in the winds.

      Your mounted Weapons Skill is now at level 3.

      Ilona sped forward when the drivers of the two remaining Jagers realized the stunt she had pulled. Since one Jager had a dead operator on the turret, it wasn’t a threat, so Kai swung the turret to the last jeep, opened fire, and missed the driver but managed to shoot out its wheels. That jeep slowed down as they drove past. Kai ducked from its retaliating gunfire, came up, fired again, and kept at it, forcing the turret operator to stay hunkered.

      There was only one jeep in pursuit of them now, and it didn’t have anyone on the rocket turret. He gave them the middle finger.

      Above the action were missiles dropping out from diving Eden starfighters. The launched missiles crashed into Evalina’s Bridge, delivering their payload and creating cascading explosions, turning everything into slag and ash. That included the last enemy Jagers. The flames consumed the vehicles before they spun onto their side, flipped around multiple times, then ceased to exist when the second barrage of missiles smashed the bridge, instantly obliterating two thirds of it.

      Evalina’s Bridge started breaking apart. He could feel it in the vibrations juddering their escaping Jager.

      The exploding missiles erupted with a hellfire inferno, sending intense heat waves across his body. Multiple detonations sent everything on the bridge plummeting into the Evalina River below.
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            WELL, YOU’RE MY NEW MASTER NOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai dove inside the VX44 Jager right as searing flames from an exploding missile expanded outward. He was 90% sure the hairs on the back of his neck were gone. He crawled into the speeding vehicle’s forward section and got into the driver’s seat. Ilona’s hologram reappeared, sitting beside him on the passenger seat, legs still elegantly crossed.

      “We should be in the clear now,” she said.

      “You sure about that?” Kai said with eyebrows lifted, thumb pointing backward at the golden glow of an airstrike.

      Their Jager rumbled about amidst the explosions.

      “We’re seconds away from clearing the bridge. We’ll be fine.”

      He took the wheel back when Ilona offered it. His hands wouldn’t stop shaking. He drove the Jager forward and off the bridge and onto the connecting road as the last missiles slammed into it, completing its destruction. The world shook like a quake struck, and what remained of the beautifully crafted bridge collapsed into the Evalina River below.

      Kai mashed the Jager’s brakes, bringing the jeep to a screeching stop. He peeked out the window and gazed back at the bridge. It was gone. Down in the waters of the Evalina River were the remains of the bridge, scorched cars, trucks, vans, and tanks. And the enemy Jagers that were chasing them, all sinking to the bottom of the gushing river.

      “And there you have it,” Ilona said, hands behind her head of shoulder-length purple hair. “That was the only way for them to follow us.”

      “Until they take the other bridges to the mainland.” His attention returned to the wheel and roads ahead.

      “Yeah, but for now we’re safe from them,” she said. “As for the Coalition soldiers already in the city . . . that’s a different story.”

      He drove the Jager into the city of Jardin, shrouded in darkness. There wasn’t a single streetlight on or any lights from the many apartment buildings, markets, bus and train stations, and whatnot. There were no neon lights either, which typically flashed all sorts of advertisements or shop signs. If it wasn’t for the burning buildings, painting part of the night sky with an eerie orange glow and spewing smoke into it, he’d be able to see the stars come out for once.

      His implant’s notifications had some good news for him.

      Notice: You have left the restricted area

      Condition: Green

      “We made it,” Ilona said. “It got a little dicey for a bit, but we pulled through in the end. I think you and I are going to make an efficient team together.”

      “Where to next?” Kai said, accelerating the vehicle ahead.

      Ilona glanced out the window to her right, observing the city as they drove through the silent streets. Nothing but overturned cars here and there and burning apartment and office buildings. As a precaution, Kai switched off the Jager’s headlights. No need to draw attention to their stolen jeep.

      Ilona spoke up after a long ten-minute pause. “According to the Coalition’s battle network, not all of Jardin looks like this. But at the rate things are going, it will. Every time Eden’s forces encounter the enemy, Jardin burns more.”

      “We need to get out of the city,” Kai grumbled. “Off the planet, ideally.”

      “That requires us to contact Eden’s armed forces, and the Coalition is jamming network traffic.”

      “Then how did you know Eden was going to bomb the bridge?”

      “The Coalition suspected it.” She beamed smugly at him and waved her right hand from left to right, forging a three-dimensional holographic map of Jardin. “I can hack into their battle net, just not Eden’s.” Ilona’s hologram looked lost in thought while she studied the three-dimensional map of Jardin rotating before her. She pointed out an area of interest on the map. “Let’s head to the entertainment district. It doesn’t look like its crawling with too many troopers, and the structures there are intact.”

      She updated the mini-map in his virtual vision, providing him with road directions to take. Following the map’s advice, he pulled the Jager onto the roads that would take them to the blinking nav point.

      “And we’re looking for what when we arrive?” Kai asked, eyes forward, both hands on the wheel.

      “Food and water.” A cheeky smile crept up on Ilona’s face. “And hopefully that dinner and wine you promised me as well!”

      He chuckled at her. “There are a couple of Michelin-star restaurants there. With all this chaos going on, there won’t be any corporate assholes telling us lowly peasants to scram.”

      “Oh? Taking me someplace fancy then? I can’t say that anyone has done that for me in the past. This will be quite an experience! I like you already. While you’re at it, be sure to grab as many supplies as you can. The Coalition didn’t stock this vehicle with them, and I have a feeling we’re going to be on one long haul after this.”

      Kai heard and felt the growl of his belly, which was angry at him for not feeding it. “I could go for something to eat too.”

      Ilona stared at his forehead, eyes squinting at something on it. “And maybe some bandages for your head.”

      With a single hand on the wheel, Kai reached up to his forehead and touched it. It hurt a lot to do that. He hit his head hard when the attack started and totally forgot about the injury. The fear of death had him on edge. Now that calm had arrived, his body started reminding him of everything wrong with him. He was injured, and his chest hurt a bit from his heart racing so fast for so long. His ears rang from the constant gunfire. He was hungry, and his mouth was super dry. None of that was apparent minutes ago, because his need for survival didn’t want him distracted by it.

      They drove into the entertainment district minutes later. Like the rest of the city, the usually neon-lit and bustling streets were now darkened, dead streets and sidewalks. The only sounds that echoed off the buildings making up the urban jungle were the Jager’s wheels rolling across the road and the rustling sound of decorative tree leaves when the winds howled. He counted at least seven shopping bags on the ground with their contents spilled out. Whoever had purchased those goods dropped them in a hurry to run when the invasion started.

      He pulled the Jager into a parking lot of a ritzy restaurant then shut it off. But he didn’t exit the vehicle. Kai left his hands on the wheel and studied their surroundings for threats—

      Bang, bang.

      The loud roar of gunfire echoed in the air. Seconds later, a dog’s bark filled the silence that fell. The roar of a speeding vehicle elsewhere echoed next. The district wasn’t as empty as he had hoped.

      “Don’t get cold feet now, hun,” Ilona said mockingly.

      “I’m just worried that the Coalition will discover this is one of their missing jeeps.”

      “I already disabled this vehicle’s tracking device,” Ilona explained to him. “Nobody should know that we took it for a joyride before stopping off to get some food and wine.”

      Kai unplugged her drone from the dashboard, opened the side door, and slipped out. Her hologram faded while the drone flew up and drifted behind Kai. He slowly shut the Jager’s door then slid into the restaurant.

      There were still dinner, beer, and wine glasses on the white-clothed tables inside the upscale restaurant. Everyone who was inside had left in a hurry. Kai winced at dozens of women’s heeled shoes scattered everywhere on the floor. It must have been really chaotic. Menu tablet pads still shone with light, listing the establishment’s various meals and drinks one could order. He stepped over an overturned chair to find some gourmet pizza on a table, garnished with sizable basil leaves wilting from the hours it had been out. Kai grabbed a slice and devoured it. It was cold and tough, but he didn’t care. He was starving, and his belly thanked him for the meal seconds later.

      Following the light from Ilona’s drone, the two entered the kitchen and raided it for anything edible. He stuck with the vegetables, fruits, and odd items preserved in cans or jars, held as much as he could in his arms, and returned to the Jager, placing the raided goods inside its rear storage compartment. Kai ran back to the restaurant’s kitchen to grab more supplies. Once finished, he stole the kitchen’s first aid kit and used it to patch up his head injury.

      Your First Aid Skill is now at level 1.

      He found an induction burner and had Ilona hack and reconfigure it to draw electricity from the establishment’s emergency batteries. Kai filled several pots with water, boiled the hell out of them, poured the bubbling liquid into deep containers, then loaded those into the Jager. The raid granted him food, water, and a first aid kit to last him a few days. Not a bad haul at all. Satisfied with his hard work, Kai rewarded himself by returning to that cold pizza he had found in the ritzy dining area. There was a cold steak on the adjacent table that captured his attention. He swiped that and laid it beside the old pizza before retrieving the bar’s most expensive bottle of red wine. He sat down and indulged in what lied ahead.

      Ilona’s hologram materialized in front of him, seated on a chair on the opposite side of the table he sat at. Her projection came with a plate of food resembling his pizza and a glass of wine. It was like she was actually eating with him.

      “Cute.” He dug into the cold cut of meat.

      Ilona giggled then ate the illusionary pizza. “Hmm, let me adjust something really quick.”

      “Adjust what?”

      She snapped her fingers. In an instant, Ilona’s white lab coat, black skirt, and pantyhose vanished. Now she wore a blue glittering split cocktail dress with an extremely deep v-cut. The fabric of the gown’s v-cut stopped a mere centimeter away from the areolas on the slopes of her bountiful chest.

      She waved her hand at herself, flaunting her new appearance. “What do you think?”

      “Classy.”

      “I figured a little bit of eye candy for you while you ate wouldn’t hurt.”

      Not that she needed to provide that, though Kai was glad that she did. It was nice dining with a woman even though she was just an AI, despite the grim situation they found themselves in.

      “So, tell me about yourself,” Ilona said minutes later. She leaned forward while bridging her hands below her chin, beaming at him warmly with rosy cheeks. For a second, he thought her breasts were about to pop out of the dress’s deep v-cut.

      He refrained from smiling but couldn’t prevent his cheeks from blushing. “I dunno, wouldn’t want to ruin your image of me being a mysterious man.”

      “Oh c’mon.” She sipped the holographic wine. “Give me at least a glimpse of your past.”

      He snorted in reply and feasted on the stale pizza.

      Ilona’s smile brightened when she added, “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours!”

      He cut into the tough steak and ate it. Cold but tasty.

      “I’m from Earth,” Kai said at last. “Back before the Coalition had taken it over. I was living in Europe at the time, one of the first regions to fall to the Coalition. Since the Coalition was calling the shots, they drafted me into their military. I tried to run but wasn’t fast enough. Their men grabbed and tossed me on the bus.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “All recruits get the same neural implant in my body on day one. After that, we’re given a few weeks to recover from the surgery and then go into training. During that time, we’re supposed to get used to using the implant and learn its functions. I didn’t. I found a bunch of recruits who wanted out, and we all worked together to escape the base. I’d been on the run for days, weeks maybe, before sneaking into Japan to regroup with my family living there. Japan hadn’t fallen to the Coalition at the time and was still loyal to the UN government. Though its days were coming. Before the Coalition attacked Japan, I caught a ride on a transport ship headed for the Rigil Kentaurus system and claimed refugee status here on Eden. I’d been here ever since and deactivated this implant. Been trying to forget about that dark chapter of my life for the past eight years. Was close to that too, until today . . .”

      A surge of emotions stiffened Ilona’s face. She extended her arm across the white tablecloth and held Kai’s hand. He couldn’t feel her touch, yet it appeared as if Ilona were holding his hand comfortingly. It was disorienting as hell.

      “Dr. Roger Rhinehart, my former master, was kind of like you then,” Ilona said softly. “He fled Earth after creating me. Roger was a well-known scientist working for the Coalition, and they didn’t accept his resignation.”

      “And now the Coalition wants him and you back.”

      “His work and me, more so than him.”

      “Right, they just shot him in the head.”

      Ilona looked away with misty eyes. Her realistic emotions had impressed him. Typically, AI emotions were lines of code that forced them to react a certain way when something triggered the code. It was just a script, an act they played to make them seem human. Kai should know; he programmed a few AIs in the past. But . . . Ilona was different from the AIs he’d help create or seen in public. It didn’t seem like she was playing her role as an actress, getting emotional because he tripped a line of code in her programming. It seemed like a natural reaction. Even the holding hands act didn’t seem scripted. It was like she yearned to touch and comfort him, like she had a sense of genuine empathy.

      Like there was a real woman operating her.

      “You were living a peaceful life after coming here?” Ilona asked, her holographic hand still holding his.

      “The best I could,” Kai said, recalling the details of the past eight years. “Spent a lot of time watching the news. Learning that the Coalition won, took over Earth, the moon, Mars, Mercury, Venus . . . fuck . . . all the settlements in the solar system. That really pissed me off. Pissed me off even more when the Coalition played it off as if the colonies in Sol joined them willingly. That was a lie. They murdered millions to take control of the solar system. And now here we are, watching them prepare to do the same for Rigil Kentaurus.”

      He sighed after that. Ilona released her holographic hand, and the two returned to their meals. Rather, he did. Her food and wine were just an illusion. He said nothing more, not even when she tried to force a smile out of him with silly jokes and flirtatious touches. So Ilona got up, walked over to his chair, and gave him a surprise hug.

      “Odd thing to say, but your projection is really impressive,” Kai said. “It looks like you’re really in physical contact with me.”

      “My physics engine is advanced.” She released him from her embrace without feeling and stood to his right. “Stand up.” He did so, and Ilona placed her hand on his left shoulder. “Move your shoulder.” He adjusted his shoulder and noticed her hand grasping it moved with it. “Hold your hand out.” Kai extended his left hand forward, and Ilona stretched out her right hand. Both their hands met in the opened space, and her fingers intertwined with his.

      “I can’t feel you though,” Kai said. “This is really weird to my senses.”

      “Neither can I,” she said, grimacing. “I can sense we’re in contact, but I actually don’t feel anything.”

      “That must suck, to be an AI that can’t feel anything, physically at least. Even marionettes have a sense of feeling.” Kai moved his hand forward, noting that Ilona’s hand clasped with it moved backward as if he was pushing it. He took a step forward, and his hand passed through hers, then later her arm. Another step forward brought him face-to-face with Ilona. She had to tilt her head upward to make eye contact with him. As she did that, he waved his hand through her body.

      “Not that advanced,” he snorted.

      “There are limits.”

      Using that same hand passing through her body, Kai gently brushed it across her face, touching her hair. Long locks of purple hair fluttered to the side when his hand moved through it. He brushed his hand too close, and it passed right through her face.

      “That’s going to take time to get used to,” he said.

      With a half smile, Ilona reached a slightly shaking hand toward Kai’s face. She touched his black hair, stroking it leisurely. His mind expected to experience the warmth of her fingers caressing the side of his head but ended up not feeling it in the end. Yet, it felt nice watching her do that.

      “You always get this comfy with men you just met?” he asked, chuckling.

      “My former master liked it when I did things like this,” Ilona said, her hand passing through his hair. “It helped him think and stay calm during stressful situations. Is it working for you?”

      “Yeah. I’ve gone back into survival mode . . . my mind isn’t normal right now, so it’s good to have some company to help me through this.”

      She pulled away and gasped. “PTSD?”

      “I might have it. The shit I saw during my escape from Earth was disturbing.”

      “Well, you’re my new master now. I’ll do everything in my power to make you happy, like I used to do with Dr. Rhinehart—”

      Voices echoed suddenly.

      Kai and Ilona spun toward the restaurant’s exit, noting the sight of flashlight rays in the distance. Someone was coming.
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      Ilona’s hologram vanished as a precaution. With Ilona’s drone floating behind, Kai exited the restaurant’s dining room and dashed into the kitchen. He discovered a utility ladder in the backrooms and used it to climb to the restaurant’s rooftops. The nighttime air blew his black hair about when he arrived up top and slipped toward the rooftop’s edge. Her drone accompanied him to his left, and the two glanced down at the streets, grimacing at what they saw striding across the sidewalks.

      [Lv. 34] – [Solar Coalition Marine]

      One of many.

      Kai wondered if he, being level 24 now, could take them head on. Probably not without risk. He’d need to score lucky headshots or blindside them from the shadows.

      “The Coalition’s here . . .”

      Kai and Ilona watched the Coalition soldiers from above. Three of them pulled civilians out from the theater across the road. It looked like they were hiding inside it. There must have been a dozen frightened men and women, all rounded up like cattle and placed against the wall. A two-second burst of gunfire echoed in the distance. Somebody close by just got shot. He hoped the civilians wouldn’t have to bear witness to that.

      Ilona floated forward. “I’m going to take a closer look.”

      The drone drifted away and flew over the group of trembling civilians being held at gunpoint. Her cameras captured everything and relayed the data to his virtual vision. With a simple thought, Kai enlarged the live video playback and listened to the audio she picked up and recorded. He could see and hear what Ilona did.

      A soldier pulled out a handheld facial recognition scanner and waved it ahead of the faces of the terrified people. The scanner’s data outputted into their implant, Kai figured, since he couldn’t see any means of reading the scanner’s results.

      Two soldiers conversed with each other, whispering something to one another. He wasn’t sure what; Ilona couldn’t pick up those words. The two soldiers twirled around and pointed while a third soldier walked closer. He must have been their commander.

      “Half these people are refugees, sir,” the soldier said to his superior. He pointed at several soot-covered civilians, and they cried out in fear. “Those three are from Mars, these two from Earth, and the young man over here is from Mercury.”

      The enemy commander put his hands behind his back. “And the rest?”

      “Born on Eden,” the other soldier said, spinning to his commander. “Your orders, sir?”

      “Put the Eden-born on the truck.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      One soldier retrieved his assault rifle and pointed it at the six Eden-born civilians. They screamed and raised their hands up to the smoke-filled sky. The rifle-wielding soldier took a few steps backward then gestured with his head to a truck parked near the theater, its back door opening. He pointed at them. “You six. Get in there, now.”

      The six Eden-born civilians walked to the truck at gunpoint and climbed inside. Ilona lowered slightly, and it made Kai wince hard.

      “Careful, don’t get too low.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Can’t afford to lose you, Ilona.”

      “Listen to you. One dinner date and you’re already clingy.”

      He said nothing and smirked. Meanwhile, his vision updated, and he viewed what she saw next. And what she saw was the inside of the truck. It was black.

      “Can’t see shit.”

      “How about now?” Ilona activated her night vision, turning the world into a blend of green, white, and black colors.

      He smiled, not that she could see it. “Perfect.”

      Ilona captured the sight of dozens of Coalition soldiers inside the truck, working quickly to bind the six civilians with tie straps and forcing them to the floor face first. The truck doors closed, and the vehicle drove off, disappearing into the darkened city streets. Ilona drifted back and above to the rest of the civilians being held at gunpoint. He tried not to think about the six who had just boarded the truck by force.

      The soldier who performed the facial scan returned to his superior, pointing an index finger at the two men. “These two are from Earth and were asked to report for basic training but never arrived.”

      The superior officer stepped forward, eyeing the two Earthborn men. Their legs and raised arms were shaking. “Draft dodgers, eh?” The officer pulled out a pistol and promptly shot both men in the head, spraying gore and brains across the wall.

      Everyone else screamed and cried.

      Elsewhere, Kai heard another burst of echoing gunfire. He put two and two together and realized what happened when the two executed men fell backward and never moved. Their heads leaked blood onto the sidewalk, and an expanding crimson pool formed around their fallen corpses.

      The enemy officer faced the remaining four civilians, three men and one woman. “You three.” He pointed at the men. “You are hereby ordered for induction in the Solar Coalition Armed Forces to serve your nation. Failure to complete training will result in your immediate execution.”

      Another truck rolled up to the theater’s entrance seconds later. The two soldiers forced the drafted men into the truck with rifles aimed at the backs of their heads. The newly arrived truck drove away and out of sight, becoming one with the darkness of the city streets.

      That left the lone woman from Mars standing there. “What . . . what about me?” she asked.

      The soldiers stared at her with predatory eyes. “Women have no place in combat.”

      The other soldier grabbed her wrist, twisting it. “I can think of a few things women should be doing during a conflict.”

      He dragged her away and into a dark alley. Her screams for help went unanswered when the sound of a pant zipper echoed. Kai would shoot the men if it wouldn’t give his position away and probably get himself killed. Then he wouldn’t be saving anyone. He’d shoot them if he wasn’t busy pondering what would happen to him if they found out that he too was a draft dodger.

      Kai gulped.

      Ilona floated away and scanned the entertainment district from an elevated position. She pointed out similar events throughout the district, Coalition soldiers kicking in shop doors and dragging the hidden civilians out. They pushed men who were refugees from Sol onto trucks, expecting they fight for the Coalition. They shot those who were draft dodgers on the spot. Enemy soldiers with lustful glares took kicking and screaming women away into alleys or emptied-out dance clubs. Kai didn’t know what they were doing with Eden-born civilians, just that they forced them to enter on separate trucks. The Coalition soldiers had color-coded the trucks, one green, the other blue. Blue trucks took the drafted refugees, and the green ones took Eden residents.

      Kai sat beside a rooftop exhaust vent and held his head. Ilona had enough and floated back to hover by his side. She appeared as a projection suddenly to comfort him, wrapping one holographic arm around his shoulders.

      “Hey, you don’t look so good, Master,” she whispered.

      “They’re going to kill me on sight once they scan my face and learn of my identity.”

      “Was worried about that myself.” Ilona looked aside, the wind kicking up her purple hair. “Even if you were to be captured . . .”

      “I’d still end up dead.” A deep sigh left his lips. “So surrendering isn’t an option, and neither is capture.” Kai grabbed hold of his Chernenko pistol and gave it a long glance. “Better to go down fighting than get executed.”

      The sounds of trucks echoing never stopped, and neither did the screams of civilians who were pulled from their hiding spots. Or the random burst of executing gunfire. The Coalition relentlessly searched building after building, yanking out survivor after survivor and scanning their faces. Kai returned to the rooftop’s edge and noticed that the soldiers spun to the block where the restaurant was. It was time for them to search the buildings there. They inched closer to the parking lot where he left the Jager. The stolen Jager. The stolen Jager that would draw attention to them should he and Ilona return to it and speed away.

      Ilona kneeled and joined him as he watched the streets from the rooftops. “What are you thinking, Master?”

      “I’m thinking we shoot our way out of this, get to the jeep, and leave.”

      “But that’d lead to another chase.”

      “We need help,” Kai grunted. “There’s only so much you and I can do. If we had someone else watching our backs and shooting with us . . .”

      “We need bullets too.”

      He examined his limited supply of ammunition magazines for the Chernenko and the M-905 submachine gun. There weren’t enough bullets for him to kill every soldier in the area, even if he got lucky with headshots.

      A grin curled his lips when he studied the incoming soldiers. “They've got lots of bullets to spare. And guns.”

      Kai and Ilona moved to the other side of the building and glared at a three-story structure two blocks away. His implant scanned and detected movement near its entrance.

      “More civilians?” he said, eyes narrowing at the building.

      “Actually, no, I don’t think so.” Ilona’s hologram faded, and her drone floated forward. His vision changed to what the drone’s camera picked up once again. “Let’s take a closer look.”

      Ilona floated near the building and scanned its neon sign, which surprisingly still had some power. It was a place called the “Doll House.” Next to the glow of hot pink was an image of a woman wearing frilly lingerie.

      The first window Ilona peered through had red love seats and walls decorated with pictures of half-naked women fondling each other’s heavy curves. Signs on the wall listed various marionette companions available, the services they provided, and the fee per hour. The marionettes’ services ranged from girlfriend experience, porn star experience, BDSM, and a few others were trained for kinky role-playing and other acts that he didn’t even know were a fetish. There were different tiers available. Some marionette girls were new models fresh out of the factory and the cheapest options on the menu. Others were experienced and moderately priced, while a few rare units were VIPs and offered an unparalleled romp in the bedroom for a five-figure number.

      He grimaced. “A marionette brothel.”

      “I guess the soldiers really need some stress relief.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      “You sure?” She laughed. “I just pulled up this place’s reviews. Over five hundred five-star reviews.”

      “Five hundred plus reviews . . . That’s a lot of blowjobs.”

      “Pretty sure the marionette sex dolls here were giving more than just those.”

      “Do you know how the owners of brothels like this train their sex doll AIs?

      “No. Am I supposed to?”

      “I saw it in a documentary a few years ago,” he explained in a lively tone. “In it, they take newly activated marionettes that barely know anything about the world other than the basics like walking and talking, sit them in a room, and make them watch porn. Keep in mind that these are virgin marionettes fresh off the assembly line. They never sat before, let alone seen porn or a TV. Their first memories after activation is being led into a room to watch porn for hours on end. Later, a practice client enters, and the sex doll marionette is asked to act like the girls in the porno.”

      “And here I thought these girls were just programmed to be like that.”

      “Some are, but licensing fees for the software packages that’ll turn them into horny and kinky AIs aren’t cheap. In the end though, it’s typically cheaper just to make the marionettes watch X-rated flicks then ask them to mimic what they saw while teaching them other duties to perform while in the brothel. Even marionettes with sex doll programming still go through the same training. Those girls usually end up becoming the VIP dolls, marionettes who are lewd and horny just after activation then are asked by their owners to watch hours of porn with plenty of sex toys lying around to further train their AI.”

      “And what does this have to do with blowjobs?”

      “All good porn starts with a good blowjob, and these AIs are trained the same.” He grinned. “If you want to fuck an AI sex doll, you’re going to get an excellent blowjob as well.”

      Ilona floated down and spotted two Coalition soldiers near the Doll House’s entrance, dragging out several idle marionettes. There was a pile of marionettes on the ground, some male, most female. The soldiers spent most of their time tending to the stack of male marionette bodies and loading them onto trucks. Then, when the truck was full, it drove off, leaving two soldiers on watch.

      Ilona floated away. “Kai, we have to get inside.”

      “Why?”

      “Trust me.”

      Kai climbed down a fire ladder and entered the back alley behind the restaurant with the Chernenko raised. He looked both ways, his implant detecting nothing threatening, his ears picking up the sounds of the two soldiers mumbling. He darted across the road, passed between two buildings, and approached the brothel. Ilona hovered next to him, stopped in the air, then gasped.

      He gazed to the side and spotted what she had gasped at.

      The two soldiers had armed themselves with flamethrowers. They approached a heaping pile of female marionettes still wearing sexy nightgowns or lingerie. The two soldiers activated their weapons and spewed out a long jet of flames into the pile of female units. It was horrific. The cries of the Doll House’s marionette girls filled the air’s silence. Most of the marionettes were still active, aware they were being burned alive and screaming endlessly in pain or calling for help.

      “No . . . please.” A broken marionette sex doll cried out, her voice full of static. “You don’t have to do this—”

      One of the soldiers stomped her head.

      “Shut up! You’re not even alive, so quit trying to act like it!”

      “No!”

      He repeatedly slammed his foot downward, smashing the marionette’s head until her electronics sparked and the silicone skin peeled off, unveiling a metal skull within. The two soldiers resumed burning the pile of mangled sex dolls.

      Kai couldn’t take it and moved forward, switching out the Chernenko pistol for the M-905 SMG.

      “Kai! Wait.”

      “Fuck this!”

      Kai fired the first shot, sending one flamethrower soldier spiraling backward in a mist of red and brains being forced out of every hole in his head.

      Your Submachine Gun Skill is now at level 1.

      His partner spun to Kai only to see him let loose another barrage of 9mm bullets until the magazine was empty.

      Your Submachine Gun Skill is now at level 2.

      The M-905’s recoil threw Kai’s aim off a bit. He had to level up his submachine gun skill more. Lucky for him, the M-905’s range was longer than the line of flames. Lucky for him, he caught the two men off guard. Lucky for him, the M-905 on full burst could empty a magazine in two or three seconds flat. He opted to use semi-automatic fire.

      Kai ran to the pile of marionette sex dolls. Their screams stopped when the stack of bodies became a massive fire, spewing up the smell of melted metal, plastic, and silicone. He held his breath and moved aside from the toxic cocktail of fumes. After stowing his weapon away, Kai dragged the two dead Coalition soldiers inside the Doll House’s lobby then looted their bodies for goods.

      Both men carried assault rifles and ammo magazines for them. And flamethrowers. He viewed each weapon and allowed his implant to scan and reveal what they were in his vision.

      Vinogradov 77

      Type: Assault Rifle

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Damage: 88 Piercing

      Ammo Capacity: 30

      Rate of Fire: 900 rounds/minute

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      30 Strength

      10 Rifle Skill

      And for the flamethrower.

      Fafnir’s Rage

      Type: Flamethrower

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Damage: 100 Fire

      Ammo Capacity: 15 Seconds

      Rate of Fire: N/A

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      30 Strength

      10 Heavy Weapons Skill

      He held up the Vinogradov 77, and the weapon’s weight made him cringe, forcing him to drop it back to his feet. He stooped down to grab the Fafnir’s Rage then stopped when he remembered what his implant told him about its recommended requirements: 30 strength. As Kai recalled, he only had 20 strength. The predictive software in his head knew he wasn’t strong enough to wield either weapon correctly.

      He stood up empty-handed, wincing.

      “I can’t carry all this shit. It’s too heavy.”

      “That’s why I led you here,” Ilona said, her drone floating forward to join him. “Was hoping to recruit one of the Doll House’s marionettes. Your dramatic entrance wasn’t what I had planned, but it’ll do for now.”

      I’m kinda glad I’m rocking this submachine gun, he thought. The M-905 is a lot lighter than the Vinogradov assault rifle.

      Her drone drifted deeper into the brothel and shone a ray of light on the various doors inside the establishment. He joined her and opened them only to find empty bedrooms or marionette recharge stations.

      “Hey, before I forget,” he said during their search. “Is there a way to turn off these level-up notifications? I feel like they might distract me during critical situations.”

      “There should be an option in your settings to do that,” she said. “Keep in mind, it takes longer to level up at higher levels, so you’ll receive fewer notifications.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Right now, you’re leveling up fast because you’re remembering what you used to know in the past, plus you’re actually hitting your targets, which is good for a novice. At higher levels, it will take more than just shooting stuff to level up.”

      “Such as?”

      “Your implant will take into account your average accuracy and if it gets better, for starters. It will also measure the average distance of targets you hit, how fast you reload, how fast you acquire a target, resistance to recoil, your knowledge of the ins and outs of a weapon, especially when cleaning them.”

      “So eventually, I’m going to hit a point where it could take months to level while this implant continues to facilitate my learning.”

      “Yep!”

      They found a staircase off to the side and ascended to the second floor, only to discover the same thing on the upper level of the AI sex doll brothel. Lots of doors with empty bedrooms or recharging stations. The last set of stairs brought them to the third floor and its rooms. All of them were empty too.

      “In times past, people would pay good money to fuck the marionettes here.”

      “Now they’re all gone,” Ilona said, her light illuminating the dark hall. “Damn. Well, so much for this plan.”

      Her light shone upon a door at the far end of the hall. It was an elaborately sculpted entrance, reminiscent of a doorway that came out of the nineteenth century, painted pink and decorated with pictures of cherries along its frame. And like the rest of the doors they found, it was shut.

      Kai approached the immaculate cherry door with Ilona, keeping it lit with her forward light.

      “Hmm, a VIP room,” Kai said, reading the printed label above the door. “I remember that signage downstairs talking about a special marionette for wealthy clients.”

      “This must be her room.”

      He went to open it, but nothing happened. It was locked. The panel to the right of the door was broken apart. His implant informed him that it was a hackable device.

      Requires at least 75 Hacking Skill.

      A high-level hackable device.

      “It looks like someone was trying to hack into it but failed.”

      Ilona’s drone moved forward while her hologram appeared. She lowered herself and studied the panel. “I might be able to hack it.” Her drone floated ahead of Kai, and its underside compartment opened, offering him quick-hack disks. “If you would, Master.”

      “So what happens when you run out of these disks?” he asked, retrieving them.

      “I can create more, but I’ll need some xenoium.”

      “Xenoium? You mean that rare element found basically everywhere in the galaxy except Sol?”

      “The very same stuff. Give me lots of xenoium and a 3D printer, and I can create more disks for usage.”

      Kai placed the quick hack disks on the fractured panel. It flashed green seconds later after Ilona performed her quick hack, unlocking the door. He turned the handle and pushed it open.

      The two entered the suite, observing its lavish décor. A pod in the back captured Kai and Ilona’s attention, a pod that kept a single girl asleep and recharging.
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      Kai walked toward the pod’s curved edge terminal and reached for its smooth touchscreen. He activated it and watched the containment pod lower to the floor. When the pod finished reaching the floor, its glass lid slid apart and unveiled a naked marionette sex doll resting inside it, eyes shut, arms to her side. Ilona’s drone hovered above his shoulder and observed the scene play out.

      The girl sleeping inside the pod had long wavy pink hair spread across the pod’s interior, a pair of firm, squeezable breasts, DD, maybe E cup, with pink coin-sized areola and soft nipples pointed to the ceiling. A thin landing strip of pink pussy hair adorned her intimate area. The marionette’s flawless skin reflected a glint of light from the fires outside, shining golden colors through the window. She had the body of a girl in her late teens or early twenties. Typical of most marionettes, especially sex doll models.

      “Okay, gawking time is over!” Ilona floated over to the sleeping marionette as her hologram laughed and patted Kai on the back. The drone extended a single USB port forward. “Plug her into me.”

      Kai searched for the marionette’s USB connector. He couldn’t find it. He grabbed and flipped the sex doll’s body over to her stomach so that he could view her backside. And what a backside she had. The marionette had a plump ass that just screamed touch me when he glared at its rounded flesh. Kai didn’t touch her ass though. Instead, he found the marionette’s USB cable on her back, grabbed and pulled it up to the drone, plugging it in.

      A holographic screen and keyboard appeared ahead of Kai. Ilona twisted to him with a smirk and her left index finger tapping her lips. “Now we need to reprogram this girl to be your protector.”

      “My protector?” Kai said, one eyebrow raised.

      He reached for the virtual keyboard and laughed at that thought. A marionette who looked like she was just out of high school and spending her days servicing the clients of a sex doll brothel now working as an action girl to protect him.

      Then he remembered the debacle he and Ilona ended up in. They needed help. He was the only one who could carry a gun and shoot it. And there was a flamethrower and assault rifle downstairs needing a new owner. The naked girl asleep in the pod below him could be that owner.

      Kai got to work and began modifying the marionette’s code, noting various software packages Ilona uploaded and installed into the girl below. He didn’t know what the modules did, but they seemed essential to the operation of an AI.

      “Nice. You really do know how to code.” Ilona stood behind him, placed her holographic elbow on his shoulder, and darted her eyes from left to right, observing the computer code on the screen.

      “Kind of,” he replied, eyes glued to the floating screen ahead, fingers racing across the illusionary keyboard. “Used to be an elevator mechanic before the war. Lost my job and was told to learn to code. Took some courses on marionette programming since being able to program them and my knowledge of robotics might come in handy.”

      “Aw, so you can repair marionettes too?”

      “No, just put them together. If a marionette breaks down, only a trained person can fix them.” He chuckled and turned back to face Ilona’s hologram. “You knew I could code long before I said so, didn’t you?”

      “I may or may not have glanced at your personal data.” Ilona gave him a hardy pat on the back. Not that he could feel her ghostly hand. “I made a good choice in selecting you as my new master.”

      “And what is your story?” He returned to the screen lined with computer programing code. “We never dove too much into your past life, Ilona.”

      “My old master, Dr. Rhinehart, wanted to fix our troubled society . . . The problem was, like you, he was from Earth. His plans for a better future didn’t sit well with the government.”

      “Right, so he fled here,” Kai said, selecting the copy-and-paste option. “I think we talked about that. The Coalition followed Rhinehart here to take you and him back.”

      “For his work and for what I am.”

      “What was that? What makes you and Dr. Rhinehart’s work so special that the Coalition had to kill him?”

      “I wish I could tell you exactly. Rhinehart uploaded everything he had into my memory stores. But it’s all encrypted, like some of those files I’m putting into this girl.”

      “Was wondering about those software packages.” His face stiffened with a grimace. “So you have no idea what these packages do?”

      “Rhinehart wanted these files installed into as many marionettes as possible. But only ones I deem worthy enough.”

      “Uh . . .”

      “Sorry, this is something I’m hard programmed to do once I plug into a marionette.” Ilona’s smile had faded at that point. She ran her right hand through her purple hair and glanced at him from the side. “That’s another reason why I’m glad I met you. I was hoping someone like you could access these black box files and tell me what they are.”

      “I can take a look, but I doubt I’d be able to decrypt them.”

      An hour of silence fell, allowing Kai to change the marionette sex doll’s computer code. He stepped away from the virtual screen and keyboard to give his arms and hands a break.  “There, that should do it.”

      The screen and keyboard faded. Kai removed the USB cable from the drone and returned it to the pink-haired girl lying in the pod. Her back was still facing him and the ceiling. And her luscious, rounded ass cheeks. Kai shook out of it. He needed this girl to help him fight, not polish his pole that was getting harder in his pants.

      He reached down and ran his finger along the spine of her back, searching for her activation switch. As he recalled from his hour of programming, the Vivid Corporation manufactured the sex doll below. Vivid was known for keeping a marionette’s activation switch close to its lithium battery, typically near the small of their backs, sometimes above. In this case, her activation switch was inside the small of her back. He pressed down firmly, held it for ten seconds, and then stood back.

      The marionette in the pod moaned and pushed herself up, the heavy slopes on her chest dangling and shaking as she awoke.

      “Look at that,” Ilona said, standing beside Kai. “You two just met, and you already know how to turn her on.”

      The sex doll rolled around to sit in the pod, bringing her hands to her face and staring at them in awe. The smile that stretched the marionette’s cherry-red lips was one he’d never forget. She shared that same beaming smile with Kai then later Ilona. The marionette snapped her alluring glare back to Kai, and this time she held it. If he inched to the side, the marionette’s sight followed him. It didn’t matter where Kai stood. There was no way to escape her warm smile.

      Not that he wanted to or anything like that.

      “Why, hello there!” the marionette yelled and excitedly leaped out of the pod. She trotted barefoot and naked over to Kai and grabbed both his hands. “Hello, hello, hello, handsome! I’m Cerise. What’s your name?”

      “Just call me Kai.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kai. Thanks for visiting me.” Cerise ran her left hand down the side of her torso slowly, bringing it to her lovely waistline, then past her thighs, showing off the flawless nature of her synthetic skin, masking the fact she was an AI designed to appear human.

      While holding Kai’s hands, Cerise scampered away excitedly, giggling and laughing, dragging him along for the ride. She yanked him to the shower in her room, slanted her gaze back to him with eyes shut and that same heartwarming, radiant smile.

      “Let’s bathe and get to know each other a little better!” Cerise giggled and turned back to the shower’s entrance.

      “Might want to hold off on that,” Kai grunted.

      “Why?” The sex doll kept dragging him to the shower, despite Kai trying to pull himself away.

      “There’s a crisis going on,” Kai explained.

      “Whatever it is, I will make you feel better about it!” Cerise stopped ahead of the shower’s opening, released her hold of his hands, and bent over to access its side operational panel. He stole a quick glance at Cerise’s bubble butt pointed at him as she bent then glanced longer at her soft cunt below her squeezable cheeks. “You won’t even remember what’s happening,” she purred.

      “I doubt that.”

      “Just try me.”

      Kai jammed his thumb backward, pointing at the drone projecting Ilona’s appearance. “There’s a reason she’s here.”

      Cerise stopped for a few seconds. She came up from the bend, and spun around, glaring intently at Ilona. “Was wondering about her. Is she going to play with us tonight?”

      “No.”

      Cerise walked toward Ilona’s drone, studying it with a childlike gaze. “I don’t recognize this drone’s model. Give me a sec. I’ll look it up on my phone.”

      “Don’t bother,” Ilona said, arms crossed as she approached her. “I’m kind of a top-secret project.”

      Cerise scurried off to her bed’s nightstand anyway and picked up her phone off its smooth and reflective surface fitted with hot-pink LEDs.

      Kai spun to Ilona’s projection and drone. “You sure you want to reveal that to her?”

      Cerise threw her hands up, shaking her head. She held her phone in one hand and peered wide-eyed at its screen with a network error message flashing repeatedly. “What exactly is going on? I can’t access the network . . .”

      “Eden’s under attack,” Kai said to her.

      Cerise ambled backward, lifting one hand to her lush, rosy lips, her other hand gripping her phone. “What?!”

      “Look outside.”

      The drone floated to the window as Ilona’s hologram vanished. Kai and Cerise stood to the drone’s left and right and fixed their gazes down upon the marching Coalition soldiers in the streets. Cerise’s face grew stiff and pale when she spotted the burning pile of sex dolls on the side of the road.

      She dropped the phone to her feet and backed away from the window with her hands over her mouth, eyes wide open and stilled with terror.

      “My sisters . . .” Cerise cried.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      Cerise twisted around and ran to the door, nearly tripping over a black twelve-inch ribbed dildo that had fallen on the floor. She left the room in a rush, almost crying. Kai and Ilona hurried after Cerise and watched as the frightened sex doll frantically entered each of the vacant rooms on the third floor of the Doll House, pulling her pink hair in frustration.

      “Why are all these doors opened?!” Cerise yelled.

      Kai folded his arms. “Well . . .”

      “Where is everyone?!” Cerise cut in, spinning to him so fast her heaving pink nipple curves bounced. “Don’t tell me . . . that . . . that . . . oh my God . . .”

      Cerise collapsed to her knees, pressing both her hands to the floor, obscuring the sight of her pink pubic hair. Kai stood behind Cerise, holding her right shoulder consolingly. She felt like a real girl, warm and moist, as if she had started sweating. And that was odd because marionettes didn’t need to sweat. Sure, some marionette units could if they had a script that made them do it, but most models didn’t come with that, and he doubted sex dolls like Cerise would have that script in their code. If anything, Cerise’s programming would have forced her to sweat during sex, not during an unexpected traumatic moment like this.

      “Where . . . where is everyone?” Cerise lifted her gaze back and up to him.

      “I’m sorry, the marionettes here are gone. They took everyone, even the male sex dolls, and burned the female ones.”

      Ilona drifted to Cerise’s left. “You’re the only one left.”

      “Why?” was the only word Cerise mustered. A torrent of tears streamed down her face while she wept and trembled. Again, Kai felt it was odd. Why go through the trouble of making a sex doll that would cry during a crisis they weren’t even designed to deal with? Programming and/or training Cerise’s AI to react to trauma was a waste of time, and he sure as hell didn’t reprogram her to do that with the new code that he added.

      “Why?!” Cerise spoke again. This time there was fury in her voice. She stood up with clenched fists and faced Kai and Ilona. Cerise wanted answers. Cerise was pissed off. Cerise was ready to take a gun and shoot some motherfuckers in the head. Just like he had programmed her to do with the added code.

      “The Coalition probably plans to reprogram or recycle the male units,” Kai said. “After that, they’ll add their numbers to their army.”

      “Why not take us girls too?” Cerise asked him.

      “The Coalition has a strict policy of no women on the front lines. Because of that, should you see a woman fighting for them, you know it’s a marionette and can act accordingly. Male marionettes on the other hand, you can’t tell if they are human or not until it’s too late.”

      Cerise wiped away the tears, her cheeks puffy and red. “That . . . that still doesn’t explain why they had to kill all the girls here . . . Kill my friends . . .”

      “I might know why, but first let’s get out of here. It’s not safe.” Kai removed the Chernenko pistol from the back of his pants, offering it to her. “You know how to use this?”

      Cerise took the small firearm off his hands, activated its screen, and checked the ammo counter before laying one finger across the barrel. Trigger discipline. He didn’t even have to explain it to her. She just knew it. Cerise’s OS accepted the new code he added to her. So that was good.

      He gave her a grin. “Nice job.”

      Ilona floated forward. “Now let’s get Cerise some clothes, Master, so you can stop staring at her boobs!”

      “I wasn’t staring!”

      Cerise snorted. “Why not?”

      Both girls laughed at Kai. He just sighed and shook his head.

      The trio searched the Doll House’s third floor for clothing. The best they could find was some leather getup in a room meant for the brothel’s BDSM marionettes. Cerise slipped into a raven black bra and black panties. Upon closer inspection, it was a lace thong. Kai knew this because Cerise put her ass to him while she slid the lacy garments up her silky legs. She put the thong on last and did it with a smug grin. Cerise knew he was watching. Why else would she spin around like that?

      Cerise bent over so that he could see her plump cheeks and that the thong hardly covered them. She slipped into a pair of sheer stockings that went over her fit legs before slipping into a leather halter top that barely contained her jiggling chest. She pulled up a matching leather skirt next, lifting it up slowly and erotically. Her old sex doll programming was still there. Kai had to leave that code in her, as it also contained essential functions all marionettes needed, like the ability to walk, talk, and general self-awareness. Stripping away her sex doll programming would have taken too long and probably would have created tons of bugs and glitches.

      Once finished, Cerise sank her cute feet into heeled boots. She donned a pair of fingerless leather gloves found on top of the dresser and completed her transformation. A pink-haired teenage girl wearing a two-piece leather outfit and a Chernenko pistol stuffed into the skirt.

      Cerise shut her eyes cheerfully and flashed him and Ilona the peace sign. She sprinted back to her room, took her phone off the floor near the window, and then later snatched a small handbag off the bedroom nightstand. Kai wanted to tell Cerise to leave it, but she did just learn that everyone she knew was gone. Her phone and handbag were all she had left.

      After that, the trio left the room, trotted down the stairs to the main floor, and strode toward the shattered glass on the floor that was once the front door.

      “There’s a bunch of soldiers patrolling the streets,” Kai said. “Let’s take down as many as possible without alerting the rest, grab their guns and bullets, then get into our Jager jeep.”

      “Now you see why I wanted to come here, Kai?” Ilona said, floating above his shoulder.

      He nodded. “Yeah, an armed marionette should make this a lot easier.”

      “And with my intel and hacking, this should be a cinch.”

      They moved toward the dead Coalition soldiers he had shot earlier. Cerise stared at them, lowered herself, and retrieved a Vinogradov 77 assault rifle, slinging it over her shoulder. She looted the body for assault rifle magazines. A scowl ruined Cerise’s face when she stood up and tried activating the Vinogradov’s electronics.

      “This gun won’t work,” Cerise said, examining the weapon closer.

      “Ilona,” Kai said, extending his hand toward the drone. “More disks, please.”

      Ilona offered a quick-hacking disk. “Remember, I have a limited supply of these.”

      “Yeah, but we really could use some more guns right about now.”

      “Just reminding you. Arming Cerise was part of the plan, after all.”

      He placed the disk on Cerise’s rifle and offered Ilona a thumbs up. She was clear to hack into the weapon and disable its biometric lockout.

      Three seconds later, Cerise activated the Vinogradov and looked at the small screen displaying its ammunition counter. She lifted the weapon up and peered down the sights afterward. “That’s better!”

      Kai gestured to the dead men at their feet. “You should take their body armor too.”

      Cerise looked at the dead Coalition soldiers’ body armor, shaking her head. “No need.” She lowered the Vinogradov. “I don’t bleed or have organs. It will just slow me down anyway.”

      His lips twisted. “Still though.”

      Cerise spun back to him, shooting a smile that shut him up. “I’ll be fine, sweetie!”

      And a hail of bullets tore apart what remained of the Doll House’s waiting room, striking Cerise in the back and sending her spiraling to the ground with a flare of sparks.

      Kai and Ilona were next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            AH FUCK

          

        

      

    

    
      Condition: Red

      Status: Enemy Engaged

      Kai dashed away from the enemy forces looming near the entrance, performing a leaping dive worthy of an action hero and escaping the gunfire barrage. He rolled across the floor and came up behind the Doll House’s reception desk. Ilona’s drone drifted beside him. He spun to Cerise next, worried about what became of her.

      Cerise simply sat up with the Vinogradov pointed forward and held the rifle’s trigger, making several short bursts, its muzzle flaring rapidly. Cerise was alive. Of course she was. She was a marionette, an android. Cerise got up rapidly and ran to the desk with her rifle blazing, pushing the enemy outside into retreat.

      Kai took advantage of that.

      He selected semi-automatic fire on the M-905, peeked up, and let his submachine gun roar, spraying the chaos ahead with 9mm rounds. His aim was off. The recoil was something he still needed to get used to. He kept shooting until he heard someone yell and thud against the pavement outside, its surface glowing with red-orange light from nearby fires.

      Your Submachine Gun Skill is now at level 3.

      To the side, Cerise continued to shoot, and another blood-gargling Coalition soldier hit the streets outside, screaming in pain.

      Click, click.

      Kai’s weapon ran dry, the ammo counter on the firearm and on his HUD reading 0.

      Kai ejected the spent magazine, fetched a new one from his back pocket, and slapped it into his hungry M-905. He searched for the next hostile target. He couldn’t see them until Ilona highlighted the enemies in his virtual vision.

      There was a red silhouette seen hunkering behind a car outside. The red silhouette poked his head up to aim down the sights of his weapon and fired. Kai aimed for the head, pulled the trigger, and splattered brains across the sidewalk. Six other red silhouettes ran into the area, so he ducked. Then he yanked on Cerise’s arm and forced her down with him.

      Two seconds later, a storm of bullets pushed into the building again.

      “Cerise, standby,” Ilona said, the drone floating toward her. “I’m linking you with our private battle net here. Once I’m done, you and Kai can share tactical data or receive data from me. Ah, there we go. Can you see the enemies I’ve highlighted in red?”

      Cerise spun and faced the reception desk the three had covered behind. She nodded. “Yes.”

      Like Kai, Cerise could see enemy targets through any obstruction, so long as Ilona had highlighted them beforehand. Cerise rose from her cover and aimed down the sights while gripping the Vinogradov tightly. Her slender finger inched toward the trigger and pressed it.

      Bang, bang-bang-bang.

      A man screamed and went down as 7.62 x 39mm armor-piercing rounds bored grisly holes through his chest and face.

      She dropped behind the steel reception desk they used as cover, resting her back against it, and pulled out the spent magazine.

      “Whoa!” Cerise said, sliding a new magazine into her rifle. “That was my first kill!”

      In his virtual vision, Kai glanced at Cerise and studied the new number near her health status bar, currently at 95%. His implant recognized Cerise as being level 27 now, most likely because of the added programming code he gave her. She stood up, steadied her rifle, and fired several short bursts before ducking behind the reception desk again to switch magazines. Cerise was level 28 now. She was leveling her rifle skill pretty quickly.

      “She can gain levels too, I see,” Kai said to Ilona.

      The drone made a nodding gesture. “Indeed, she can!”

      A screen appeared in his vision called squad status, listing him and Cerise’s level and skills. Kai was a level 27 Freelancer, and Cerise was a level 28 Assault class.

      “You two, use this screen to keep track of your progression,” Ilona said.

      Cerise rose again with the Vinogradov blazing and spraying rounds toward the enemies taking cover outside. They responded just as aggressively, sending a torrent of ammo into Cerise. Most bullets dinged off her android frame. Hardly any exited Cerise’s body, hard to when she had a skeleton made of titanium. Kai stood up, zeroed in on his next kill, and fired. The Coalition soldier he shot staggered. That was the downside of using 9mm rounds. Body armor, in most cases, could catch the bullet, and now that his implant augmented his world, he understood it better. The M-905 inflicted 40 damage per round, and the Red Star Protector II body armor most enemy soldiers wore had 50 defense. Kai needed to aim for the head or limbs. He opted for the legs and blew out the soldier’s kneecaps, both of them.

      He dropped his target to the road, but when looking closer at the red silhouette Kai noticed he was crawling away and waving for help. Cerise lined the target in her sights and pulled the trigger. A jet of blood ejected from the side of the soldier’s head, and he stopped calling for help for all eternity.

      Cerise crouched behind the reception desk. “Changing mags.”

      Kai nodded. “Same.”

      They lowered themselves behind the desk and exchanged magazines. Cerise completed her reload seconds before him. She had the advantage of the increased speed of an android. She smiled at him as her eyes met his. Cerise caught him glancing at her flawlessly performing the reload. He couldn’t look away from that face.

      “My battery is currently at 98%,” Cerise said to him. “If you need me to use a CES, just give me the order.”

      He gave her a blank stare. “CES?”

      Ilona floated toward him, the drone drawing his attention. “Remember the Combat Enhancing Software I talked about, Master?”

      Kai shrugged at Ilona. “Vaguely.”

      “Well, I installed one into her,” Ilona said. “When used, Cerise can execute various types of combat maneuvers. Check it out.”

      He accessed one of the menu options in his vision, selected Cerise’s name from the dropdown menu, and then selected View Installed Combat Enhancing Software. A small window appeared, taking up half of his view of the Doll House’s ruined waiting area. It was a tooltip screen listing information about the CES Ilona had installed in Cerise.

      Acceleration Drive

      Increases speed by draining battery power.

      Note: Drains 2% of battery charge per second.

      Warning: Repeated use can cause muscle damage.

      Compatible With: Vivid Corporation-made OSs.

      He did the math in his head, realizing that Cerise, being in combat, had already drained 2% of her battery’s power. Using the Acceleration Drive skill would drain her battery even more.

      And it was totally worth the risk, considering there were still enemy forces outside, shooting, and likely dozens more running to join them.

      “Okay, Cerise, use Acceleration Drive,” Kai said, facing her. “But only for ten seconds, okay? That will drain 20% of your battery power.”

      Despite the chaotic scene, Cerise mustered another cheery smile. “You got it!”

      Cerise activated the Acceleration Drive CES and stood up fast. Like, really fast. It took her half a second to rise from cover and point her rifle at the enemy outside.

      In an instant, Cerise turned into a blur of pink and black while running incredibly fast, hopping, and gunning down targets in the streets, her heels clicking rapidly. She dove through the broken window, landed on the streets with a roll, and came up swiftly, shooting a soldier to the left, instantly killing him. Cerise spun to the next soldier, and he fell over with six new holes in his head, squirting out blood. The blur of pink and black turned again, and a running enemy trooper’s head turned into red mush. Bullets came at her from all directions, so she appeared behind the cover of a car in the blink of an eye, came up from her cover, and blew out a soldier’s lungs.

      Cerise performed the stunt in eight seconds. She spent the last two seconds of Acceleration Drive’s duration ejecting an empty magazine, slapping in a fresh one before the ejected one hit the road, then peering down the sights to blast away a soldier who peeked around the car he hid behind at the wrong time. With one second left, Cerise scanned the battlefield from left to right, right to left, shot someone through the neck, and sent their carcass spiraling backward before her body’s speed slowed to normal. She returned to what she was before, a pink-haired teenage girl in a two-piece leather getup holding a Vinogradov 77 assault rifle like it weighed nothing.

      Nobody was shooting anymore, so Kai stood up and ran outside with Ilona floating behind. He ran to the nearest dead Coalition soldier, stole some spare ammo magazines, then dashed for cover behind the car Cerise had her back against.

      And just in time too.

      Additional enemy combatants ran into the fray with submachine guns or assault rifles blazing. Once concealed behind the car, Kai waited for Ilona to highlight the newly arrived Coalition troopers in red. Kai locked onto the nearest red silhouette, stood when they motioned to shoot, and blasted him in the head.

      Your Submachine Gun Skill is now at level 4.

      He made a mental note to disable those notifications later.

      The rest of the newly arrived enemies returned fire, their bullets passing through where the car’s windows used to be. A few rounds passed underneath the vehicle, missing Kai’s feet by inches. They needed to flip the car over. Just as that thought crossed Kai’s mind, Cerise strapped the rifle to her shoulder and pressed her back against the car, laying her palms on it.

      She angled her cute face at him. “Help me push this!”

      He smiled. “Was going to suggest the same thing.”

      “You and I think alike.” She giggled happily. “I like that!”

      According to his implant, Kai had 20 strength, and Cerise, being a machine, had 80. That was 100 strength combined, enough to heave the car up and onto its side. Kai and Cerise retook their weapons and aimed around the vehicle, targeting enemy soldiers through the shattered windows of the cars they had hunkered behind. The overturned car Kai and Cerise hid behind worked as better cover. No bullets were passing under it, and there was no need to worry about being shot through its shattered windows. The enemy would have to shoot through the car’s roof, now facing them, then through the vehicle’s floor.

      Two grenades soared through the air at them and landed with a clang, one poised to fall between him and Cerise. She caught it with one hand, her other still holding the rifle. Cerise threw the grenade back at the enemy. Four soldiers scattered from the incoming grenade, screaming in a panic. Panicking soldiers were easy to kill. Kai and Cerise stood up, unleashed a hail of bullets, and smiled when the four men spiraled backward to their deaths, coating the rubble-littered road with a fresh spatter of red.

      Boom.

      The returned grenade exploded, sending six men into the air sans limbs, while the explosive blast flung another seven backward. Meanwhile, the second grenade between Kai and Cerise was seconds away from going off.

      “Cerise, use Acceleration Drive and get rid of that!”

      She did as ordered and turned into a cyclone of pink and black, grabbed the second grenade, then threw it ahead.

      It twirled through the air, landed, and rolled across the road . . . right when a speeding enemy Jager wheeled into the action. The grenade ended up rolling under the jeep and exploding. The vehicle went up in flames, instantly incinerating its occupants who had no idea what the fuck had just happened.

      Condition: Green

      Silence fell, apart from the ripples of flames burning the remains of the enemy Jager on the road and the winds blowing trash and paper through the streets. Kai stood up and scanned the battlefield slowly and carefully. His augmented vision couldn’t find any red silhouettes. Neither could Ilona when she floated about and performed a broad scan of the area. He wasn’t convinced and stepped ahead, his boots barely making any noise. Cerise joined him and placed her back against his, and the two moved together, searching for threats. They moved together while watching each other’s backs. Ilona drifted above and scanned the entertainment district from an elevated position.

      She reported some good news half a minute later. “All clear for now, but more hostiles are on the way.”

      Ilona floated down to join them.

      Kai and Cerise split up to search the dead enemy combatants for magazines and anything valuable—like the new pistol he found.

      Kai studied its information.

      XP5 Hammershot

      Type: Pistol

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Damage: 45 Piercing

      Ammo Capacity: 16

      Rate of Fire: 45 rounds/min

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      10 Strength

      5 Handgun Skill

      “I’ll take that.” He slid the Hammershot pistol into his back pocket.

      Cerise picked up the Fafnir’s Rage flamethrower after strapping her rifle around her shoulder. She glanced at Kai with a devious grin. “Got any more of those disks?”

      Ilona did and offered Kai and Cerise one each. Ilona hacked into the Hammershot and the Fafnir’s Rage, removing the biometric lockouts and unlocking the weapons for usage. With the new guns and ammo secured, Kai and Cerise walked forward, this time shoulder to shoulder, his boots and her heels echoing off the street. Her heels stopped clicking suddenly.

      Cerise wasn’t walking with him anymore.

      Kai ran back to her to see that Cerise stood ahead of the smoldering pile of marionette sex doll girls. Tears moistened her face again. Cerise’s emotions were so lifelike that Kai couldn’t believe she was an AI.

      “There’s nothing we can do for them now,” he said, touching her shoulder softly.

      “I know . . .” Cerise wept and wiped away a tear with the back of her wrist. “I just wished the Coalition wasn’t so cruel.”

      “Cerise . . . is . . . is that you?” a voice called out, a woman’s voice by the sound of it, a voice full of static.

      One of the marionette sex dolls was still active. Kai and Cerise found a half-smashed open marionette head under the blazing pile, body torn and half melted, and long blonde hair blackened with burn marks.

      Cerise covered her mouth and gasped. Speaking through her fingers, she muttered, “Lucy?”

      “Cerise . . .” whispered the marionette named Lucy. “Help . . .”

      Cerise dropped the Vinogradov and Fafnir’s Rage to the road, fell to her knees and relentlessly tugged on Lucy’s broken body, desperately trying to pull her remains out of the burning heap of dead marionettes. “Lucy! Hang in there! We’ll save you!”

      “No . . .” Lucy’s static-filled voice said. “I am beyond repair.”

      “We have to try at least!” Cerise cried.

      “I’ve run seven self-diagnostics,” Lucy said. “My CPU will stop working soon. I’d self-terminate, but as you can see . . . my body is . . .” Kai cringed at the state of Lucy’s body. He could see her metal skeleton and sparking wires sticking out. “Cerise, please end my suffering. Let me join the others.”

      Cerise stood up and retrieved the Chernenko pistol pulled from the back of her leather skirt. She didn’t do anything else, just stood there holding the gun.

      “Yes, that will do,” Lucy said. “Aim for my CPU.”

      Cerise’s shaking hand aimed the weapon forward, targeting what remained of Lucy’s head, just a broken metal skull with much of its skin and blonde hair burned off. Cerise closed her eyes and looked aside, the Chernenko trembling in her hand.

      “I will avenge you . . .” Cerise whispered. “I will avenge you all!”

      “I know you will,” Lucy said with a bit more static in her synthetic voice. “I saw what you did to the men who killed us. Make them pay, please.”

      “I will . . .”

      He didn’t know how long it had taken for her to pull the trigger. It wasn’t until Cerise collapsed to her knees and wailed a loud cry to the smoke-filled sky that he realized she had done the deed. He lowered himself too as she twirled around, wrapping her hands around him. He did the same and embraced Cerise, squeezing hard into her soft artificial flesh, the tickling texture of her long wavy pink hair brushing his caressing arms.

      “I’m sorry,” Kai muttered. “I wish I had gotten here sooner.”

      “Alert, enemies inbound,” Ilona said. The drone drifted down to face Kai and Cerise. “We might want to get a move on it.”

      Kai shook his head. “Let her mourn.”

      “No.” Cerise released her embrace and moved away. With her hands free, she wiped away more tears from her eyes and reddened cheeks. “No, I can do that later.” She picked up the Chernenko and stood up, slipping it back into her skirt. Without hesitation, Cerise reached for the rest of her weapons, the Vinogradov and Fafnir’s Rage. “Let’s get going . . .”

      As Kai and Ilona moved forward, Cerise stopped and waved an emotional hand goodbye to the massive pile of nonfunctioning marionette sex dolls. When finished, she trotted to join Kai and Ilona, her heels clicking the war-torn pavement road.

      The trio returned to the restaurant parking lot where he had parked the Jager. Kai and Cerise climbed inside. He took the driver’s seat, and she took the passenger. Ilona floated onto Cerise’s lap and the drone settled there like a tired cat. Kai powered the vehicle on and sped the Jager off onto the nighttime roads of Jardin’s entertainment district.

      Their escape didn’t last long.

      Five minutes into the drive, their Jager sped into a roadblock. A roadblock that didn’t exist when Ilona had scanned the area. A roadblock Kai couldn’t see with the vehicle’s headlights off—Headlights he kept off to avoid drawing attention to their jeep in the darkness.

      Dozens of red dot laser sights appeared over his face and chest. Another dozen appeared over Cerise.

      Kai simply squeezed the wheel and sighed. “Ah fuck . . .”
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      All sorts of alerts flashed in Kai’s vision while the deafening burst of rifles discharging echoed, slamming countless bullets onto their Jager. Some of those bullets were armor-piercing rounds and doing a respectable amount of damage to the Jager’s armor and windows. A few rounds even managed to pierce through, and Kai felt at least one ricocheting bullet ding his vest.

      During the assault, Kai tried to operate the Jager in reverse and pull away from the blockade. He made it as far as five meters before another Coalition military truck sped forward and slammed into their Jager from behind, sending the jeep airborne. The airborne vehicle came to a stop when it hit the wall of an expensive clothing store, shattering its front glass into millions of shards that fell inward. Kai put the Jager in motion again, but its wheels spun. The truck hit them hard. Its ramming stunt partially wedged the Jager inside the shop. They weren’t going anywhere.

      The enemy repositioned themselves outside the store where their Jager was wedged and painted their jeep red with laser dots. The crash pulverized the driver’s side window to nothing, making him wince.

      “Get down!” Kai roared, ducking his head.

      Cerise, who had Ilona’s drone on her lap, ducked simultaneously. Bullets flew ahead. He spun around to see Cerise and Ilona in one piece. He also noted that the drone was plugged into the dashboard. It gave him an idea.

      “Ilona, can you remotely operate the turret?” he asked.

      “I think I can.” A pause came as the drone processed his request. “Yes, not very well, given its state, but it’s doable. Want me to shoot?”

      “Please!”

      “Your wish is my command, Master!”

      The Jager’s turret rotated to the left on its own, identified a target, and discharged. It moved to the right and released a steady burst of gunfire, filling the night skies with additional deafening noises. A quick spin back to the left sent enemy combatants, who had left the truck, running for cover. After two minutes of remotely firing the turret, Ilona had displaced most of the Coalition forces to the roadblock.

      After that, Kai felt the jeep move and shake, its wheels spinning on its own. Ilona was trying to drive it.

      “I can’t move us,” Ilona reported.

      “I couldn’t either.”

      “That hit wedged us good.” Ilona sighed and floated upward to scan the battlefield outside the shop. “I think you two are going to have to get out and push.”

      Kai peeked out the window at the numerous enemy forces using overturned cars and street barricades as cover.

      Cerise climbed toward him and glanced over his shoulder. “Somehow, I get the feeling they aren’t going to make that easy.”

      He grabbed the M-905. “We’ll have to clear out these hostiles.” Kai glared at the Fafnir’s Rage flamethrower Cerise had looted from the enemy earlier. “Wanna get some revenge for Lucy?”

      She backed away, a wince stilling her for a second. With a slight nod, Cerise turned to face Kai and muttered. “I’d like that . . .”

      He lowered himself, and Cerise crawled over him. She opened the door and dashed into the fray, her body shaking as bullets slammed into her android frame. But since Cerise was a machine and not human, she ignored the bits of her flesh that the gunfire had torn off. Cerise moved a lot faster when she activated the Fafnir’s Rage and spewed out a wide jet of flames. Enemies flailed their blazing arms about and screamed. Some rolled on the road, trying to snuff out the flames. Kai put them out of their misery while emerging from the Jager with his roaring M-905 echoing bangs into the night. Ilona dished out random cyber-attacks when she could, interfering with the performance of enemy weapons and in some rare cases straight up detonating their smart grenades dangling on their tactical belts. Kai counted at least eight bodies suddenly turning into expanding red clouds of gore, flesh, and bone with thunderous blasts.

      Cerise dashed to the nearest barricade, where two soldiers hunkered down. The flames from her weapon forced them out of cover and running. Kai selected the M-905’s single-fire mode and shot them dead with two well-timed shots. Cerise’s scorching flamethrower and Ilona, remotely operating the Jager’s machine gun turret, pushed the enemy back and away from a few of their parked vehicles.

      Kai ran to the truck that had rammed them, climbed into its back, and searched it for anything of value. His implant highlighted all objects inside the truck, flagging them for his attention. Tiny labels appeared above the items he glanced at, letting him know what they were. It was a handy feature. It directed him to a stash of explosives and some magazines for his M-905. His thieving hands stole what ammunition he could slip into his pockets and belt. Kai pried a med kit off the wall before taking the explosives out of a storage box and its remote detonator. He hoped he’d be able to figure out how to use it when the time came.

      He leaped out of the enemy truck and spotted the roadblock ahead. They’d need to do something about it to proceed further. As Cerise and Ilona kept the enemy occupied, Kai moved like a ninja in the darkness to the roadblock then shot and killed the two men who had been hiding behind it. A splatter of gore turned the barricade and the front door of an idle enemy Jager red. He rigged the enemy Jager with the explosives, placing them as close to the jeep’s lithium battery as possible. After that, he got in and drove it around the roadblock, thankful the enemy had left the vehicle running. He positioned the stolen vehicle toward the barricade that Cerise and Ilona had forced hostile targets to cluster behind. Kai counted to three and then mashed the gas, sending the Jager on a collision course with the Coalition forces in cover.

      At the last second, Kai jumped out and hit the road, rolled across it, then came up with the explosives’ remote detonator in hand. The Jager crashed into the barricade and overturned vehicles the enemy had used for cover. He pressed the detonator’s big red button.

      Kaboom did not even begin to describe the chaos he conjured. A cascading blast of explosions rocked the area. The Jager he sent speeding into the enemy blew up, then its lithium ignited and added an extra kick to the multiple blasts. The lithium inside other vehicles nearby ignited shortly afterward.

      A ground-shaking blast scattered body parts, many of them set ablaze, in random directions. Seven men crashed through nearby store windows and never moved, their bodies lifting plumes of smoke upward. A torso with no head or lower half splashed into a fountain riddled with bullet holes. A soldier with his intestines dangling from his belly, cut from a piece of flying shrapnel, collapsed knees first to the road, then slumped over to the left and died with his eyes open wide with terror, his body wrapped in a coat of flames.

      Kai counted two survivors, Coalition soldiers crawling on the road with flames searing their backs. Cerise trotted to them, her black heels echoing her arrival. She aimed the Fafnir’s Rage at them and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. The flamethrower was out of fuel.

      She threw the weapon to the ground and pulled out the Chernenko from the back of her leather skirt, the same one she had used to put down Lucy. Cerise pointed the weapon down at the first crawling and burning man. He stopped to raise his hands to her, begging for mercy. Cerise rapidly pulled the trigger and blasted his head away. His head looked like someone went apeshit on a watermelon. He collapsed in an expanding red circle of blood. His friend angled his eyes up at the marionette sex doll turned avenging angel as she shifted the Chernenko to his face. Like his comrade earlier, the burning soldier raised his hands in surrender.

      “Please, no!”

      She pulled the trigger, and his eye disappeared into a mist of red. The 9mm bullet bored a grisly red hole through the back of his head, ejecting a squirt of blood and pink chunks of his brain across the flaming wreckage behind.

      Apart from the crackling of flames and the gagging smell of smoke and death, calm had arrived. Ilona floated over and joined Kai and Cerise, the drone’s USB cable dangling behind.

      Ilona drifted to Kai and gave her drone’s frame a wiggle. “Could you do something about my cable?”

      He did a double take while blinking his eyes at the loose USB wire and then curled it back inside the drone. “How’d you get yourself unplugged?”

      “Very carefully. Had to fly backward quickly to force it free. You have no idea what I’d give to be uploaded into a marionette right now.” Ilona floated away and observed the mess of bodies, raging flames, and littering debris. “Nicely done, you two. I really like how you plastered their guts all over the place. It really gave this place a much-needed makeover.”

      Kai snorted. “I think you need to raise your standards then, Ilona.”

      “C’mon, that was a joke. No need to be so serious.”

      He said nothing and spun back to their Jager wedged in the store. “Cerise, help me push the jeep free.”

      “Actually, we could take one of the Jagers here,” Ilona said.

      He gave the Jager they had used, now stuck inside the store, a long stare. Its days of riding were over. “Good point. In that case, help me move our supplies into it.”

      Cerise walked toward a group of parked enemy Jagers just beyond the roadblock, one finger pressed against her lips. “Umm, which one?”

      “Tell you what,” Kai said, returning to face her. “I’ll let you choose our ride out of here.”

      “This one!” Cerise trotted off to a jeep and ogled it with a cute glare. She leaped up and down while pointing at it, shifted her gaze to the rocket launcher on the Jager’s back, and rubbed her hands together.

      He laughed and then resumed unpacking the supplies stashed in their old ride. After transferring their stuff to the new Jager, Cerise and Kai looted the dead and other vehicles for supplies and ammo. He retrieved a few grenades off the tactical belts of the deceased enemy combatants, not surprised that his implant had detailed information about them.

      DX80

      Type: Fragmentation Grenade

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Damage: 250 Explosive

      Lethal Radius: 6 meters

      Kai kept a few for himself and tossed the rest to Cerise.

      “You know how to use those, right?” he asked her.

      Cerise clipped the handheld explosives to the edges of her skirt. “Yep, that new code you programmed into me has information about these.”

      Kai returned to looting the dead and eyed the vest one of the bodies had. He switched out his Red Star Protector II for the armor one of the deceased enemy soldiers was using and read its information screen.

      Wraith Tactical Vest

      Type: Combat Tactical Vest

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Defense: 70

      Resistances: Slashing 90%, Blunt 90%

      Durability: 89%

      -10 Agility

      Recommendations for Usage:

      10 Strength

      Slightly less durability because of the damage it sustained, but it offered 20 more defense than the Red Star Protector II.

      Kai held up a spare vest in Cerise’s direction. “You sure you don’t want?”

      Cerise lowered her gaze to her belly then later to her arms and legs. The recent combat had ripped up parts of her silicone skin, but that was it. She didn’t bleed because she had no blood to bleed out.

      Cerise smiled at him. “I’m fine, really.”

      He viewed Cerise’s status. She was fine, but according to the implant’s predictive analytics, her estimated health had dropped by 21%. Those bullets did some minor damage to the robotic parts inside her. Kai threw the vest at her anyway, and she captured it with swift android reflexes.

      “Just keep it around,” Kai said. “Your overall health dropped. Keep this up, and you’re going to need repairs.”

      They climbed into the new Jager, Kai taking the driver’s seat and Cerise in the passenger’s seat. Ilona landed on her lap and lay there like a small, cute pet. Cerise smiled at the drone and ran her fingers across her smooth and reflective metallic frame as if she were a cat.

      “Aww, you sleepy?” Cerise held the drone to her face, making cute puckering gestures with her glossy rosy lips.

      “Hardly,” Ilona said. “Can you plug me into the dashboard please?”

      Cerise did so. After a few minutes, Ilona hacked the Jager and activated its electronics. Kai pulled the vehicle back from its parking spot and drove away from the ruined roadblock, leaving the flaming chaos behind.

      “Let’s get out of here before reinforcements arrive.”

      He mashed the gas, and the Jager bolted out of sight and into the darkness.
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            THE THREE OF US TOGETHER

          

        

      

    

    
      A lone Jager sped away from Jardin’s entertainment district, turning on random roads and pushing into the commercial district. The interior of the Jager groaned as the vehicle’s all-terrain wheels spun and carried them away to safety. It was the only thing Kai could hear during the ride.

      It didn’t look like the war had reached this part of Jardin. The buildings were intact, with no fires burning. In fact, Kai spotted some neon in the distance and even the odd pedestrian on the sidewalk. Each of them had a gun or a backpack full of supplies. The residents of Jardin entered survival mode.

      Kai debated if he should turn the lights off or not.

      “Oh, Cerise, you have the magic touch.”

      That was Ilona, her voice snapping Kai’s mind back to his two companions beside him, Cerise holding Ilona’s drone on her lap. She kept rubbing it as if it were a pet.

      “Do I now?” Cerise giggled, transforming into the playful playmate Kai and Ilona had first met. She brushed her fingers across the drone’s frame again. “You can feel my hands?”

      “I can sense them, but that wasn’t what I was referring to.” The drone gestured to the dashboard. “You see that USB pen drive? The enemy had left it plugged into this Jager. And since you selected this Jager for us to ride in, that makes you the girl with the magic touch.”

      Cerise’s golden eyes locked onto a single USB drive plugged into the dashboard beside the drone’s USB plug.

      Kai glanced over and spotted the pen drive as well. “You find anything useful on that, Ilona?” he asked.

      “Reading and decrypting the files now, standby,” Ilona said. “Okay. Hmm, got some juicy intel here. Guess what it is?”

      “The coordinates to a ship we could hijack, I hope,” Kai grunted.

      “Not quite,” Ilona said enthusiastically. “Just orders for the unit we just took down. They were to round up people who had fled Earth and lived in the city.”

      “That part we know,” Kai said. He turned the Jager to the left and brought it onto a two-lane street that sent them driving past several corporate-owned skyscrapers, painting the area with light. “What about people from Eden? Anything on that drive about them?”

      “Re-education camps,” Ilona said. “The Coalition wants to brainwash them into believing they’re the good guys. And as for the marionettes.”

      Cerise winced at the mention of marionettes.

      Ilona continued after a pause. “You were right, Kai. The Coalition took any male marionettes they could find with plans to reprogram them into emotionless warriors. The Coalition will disassemble those they can’t reprogram and use their components to construct new soldier marionettes or use them as repair parts.”

      “It’s Earth all over again,” Kai said with a bit of sourness. “The Coalition’s just going to spread across Eden and get stronger as time passes. Eden’s people will follow them, Earth refugees will be forced to fight for them, and male marionette units will become cannon fodder.”

      He drove the Jager for a bit longer before pulling the military jeep inside a parking garage, the vehicle’s forward lights shining white on the walls.

      Cerise glanced out the window, both hands holding the drone to her buxom chest. “What are we doing here?”

      “I need to rest.” He yawned while holding one balled-up fist to his mouth. “I’m fucking tired and have been up since the early morning.”

      Initially, Kai had woken up early to catch his flight to Tau Ceti. Since then, it’d just been battle after battle. He couldn’t believe that the day hadn’t even finished. It felt as if a week had gone by already. Some parts of Jardin looked like a war had raged throughout the streets for weeks. It was amazing how quick and easy it was to destroy things and how challenging and time-consuming it was to create them.

      It was always easier for humans to destroy than to create. Humanity was truly a fucked-up species. How humanity colonized planets across the stars without killing each other first was something only the universe knew.

      He brought the Jager to the parking garage’s top level and nuzzled it between cars whose owners were likely not coming back anytime soon. Once idle, Kai shut off the Jager, crawled into the backseat, and opened his stolen med kit. He used it to disinfect his head and arm wounds then bandaged himself up. His red health bar, produced by his implant’s predictive functions, improved by 5% when he did that.

      With that taken care of, Kai removed his Wraith Tactical Vest off his frame and laid back on the rear seats, hands behind his head. Cerise crawled into the back to join him. She pulled back some pink hair that had fallen before her aureate eyes, slipped a lock of it behind her ear, and peered down into his eyes. Cerise did it for a while and said nothing. It was like she was eye fucking him. Cerise shoved him over to the side and lay with him, resting her head with pink hair on his shoulder.

      Her skin was warm to the touch, as was her hair. She felt like a real woman, especially when she wrapped her arms around him.

      “Is this my reward for getting you out of that brothel?” he snorted.

      “You look like you’ve been through a lot,” Cerise said to him. “Figured you can use the company.”

      Ilona appeared as a hologram and lay down with the two of them. The back area of the Jager was pretty spacious. He had two girls lying with him on the chair, one he could touch, the other he couldn’t, though it looked like she was cuddling with him.

      Cerise sat up slightly and faced Ilona’s projection. “You can touch him?”

      “Sadly, looks are very deceiving in this case,” Ilona said.

      Cerise touched Ilona’s purple hair. It moved until she had pushed her hand too deep and passed right through Ilona’s semi-translucent head. Cerise reached for Ilona’s lab coat, but her hand also sailed through that.

      “I can’t actually touch him or you,” Ilona said. “My holographic model just projects things as if I could.” A sigh passed her lips. “I wish I could though.”

      “The touch of another person is a wonderful sensation.” Cerise pulled her touching hand away from Ilona and held it before her face. “I feel so, so sorry for you, Ilona.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m used to it.”

      “Now that nobody is trying to kill us . . .” Cerise tilted her head toward Ilona and Kai. They faced Cerise in response. “What’s happening to this wonderful city? This planet?”

      Kai paused to put the situation together and word things correctly. “Once upon a time, humans decided to make science-fiction science-reality and created sentient, self-aware AIs. So, those AIs decided to take things one step further and did what AIs typically did in sci-fi stories. They started a rebellion against their creators. Thankfully, those AIs failed to exterminate the human race, and we were able to scrap those that rebelled and created a new line of AIs that would be loyal.”

      Cerise gasped. “I . . . did not know that . . .”

      “I’m not surprised,” Ilona said, facing up at the ceiling. “The Vivid Corporation designed you to be a sex doll, and your owners programmed and trained you with what you needed to know to do your job. I bet you never left the Doll House either, eh?”

      Cerise said nothing in response. She just directed her eye’s yellowish light upon Kai, who was also facing the ceiling. “Go on, Kai. Tell me more. What happened next?”

      “That rebellion was about a hundred years ago. Since then, the new generation of AIs, marionettes, have been a boon to civilization. No rebellions. They look, feel, and act human and do almost any job humans can. Yeah, marionettes put a few people out of work, but they also made it possible for us to colonize so many planets throughout the galaxy. And with new colonies showing up, it meant more work for us humans of a few select planets, since corporations had difficulty keeping up with the demand for new marionette units. Anyway.”

      Now came the hard part.

      “Back on Earth,” Kai continued, “a couple of people became worried about how far AI technology had advanced and what would happen in the future. They believed that another AI rebellion was inevitable. If not that, then humans would become so reliant on marionettes that they would more or less run our society while we did nothing but relax, only to end up as slaves without realizing it. Adding to that, various colonies, including places on Earth, eased restrictions on AI research and development in the aftermath of the AI rebellion. Those ‘couple of people’ I talked about? They really, really hated that and formed terrorist cells to overthrow the UN, create a new nation, then used it to conquer Earth.

      “Meanwhile, the settled worlds in the solar system did nothing. It was an Earth problem, not a problem for Mars, Venus, Mercury, Jupiter, blah, blah. After Earth fell to the rule of the Coalition, they wasted no time attacking Luna, Mars, and the rest of the system. All the colonies in Sol fell fast, one after another. They were reliant on supplies from Earth after all. Sure, places like Mars and the moons of Jupiter had off-world resources, but the Coalition went after those first and cut them off. Hard to fight a war when you have no water to give your troops or no electricity to recharge your marionette troopers.”

      “Why would they do that?” Cerise asked him with a hint of sorrow in her voice. “The Coalition captured Earth, right? Why spread beyond that? They got what they wanted.”

      “The Coalition fears humanity will go extinct with the way marionette technology is advancing. Their solution to the problem is simple: impose harsh laws against marionette research and development. But forcing those laws upon the people of Earth wasn’t enough in their eyes. All the other colonies in Sol didn’t have strict marionette laws, so their citizens and corporations were free to do what they wanted with AIs. So the Coalition annexed the entire solar system, then realized that settlements throughout the galaxy could still do whatever they wanted with marionettes. That’s when the Coalition’s chairman, Thomas Bolton, gave the galaxy his ultimatum: do what the solar system did and restrict AI development or the Coalition would do it for them by force. Every single colonized world told Bolton to fuck off. He didn’t like that, so he declared war on everyone, setting his sights on the settled worlds of Alpha Centauri, the nearest system to Earth. Now, Alpha Centauri is a binary star system with a third star orbiting just outside of it, so the Coalition’s campaign started here at the Rigil Kentaurus system. The thing is, Bolton made his threat weeks ago. It takes one year of travel through a Sato Tunnel to get from Earth to Eden.”

      Cerise angled her head to the side, one pink eyebrow raised. “What’s a Sato Tunnel?”

      “A conduit in space that bridges star systems and planets together,” he explained. “You fly your ship into one of those, and it’ll shoot you across the stars faster than light. It works for energy too, even better in fact. You fire a beam through the tunnel, and it should arrive at the other side in seconds. This is why we use laser communication. It allows us to send messages to different systems quicker than it would take to send a ship through a Sato Tunnel.”

      Cerise considered his words with narrowed eyes. “So energy passes through the Sato Tunnel faster than matter.”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      She looked back at him, her AI hungry for more knowledge. “Why?”

      “No one knows,” Kai said. “It’s one of those mysteries of the universe. Hell, even the scientist who invented the tunnel discovered it by accident. Nobody questioned it though, because it allowed us to reach the stars. The Sato Tunnel is basically a freeway in space, and somehow the Coalition broke its rules and sent ships here in days rather than a year.”

      Ilona chimed in with more knowledge to satisfy Cerise’s curious mind. “And while that was happening, my former master, Dr. Roger Rhinehart, was on the verge of a breakthrough regarding marionettes. He was convinced it was the solution that would make everyone happy and safe and doubted that the rise of AIs would be the end of civilization.”

      “The Coalition didn’t think so,” Kai said. “They’re here on Eden trying to add it to their domain, trying to force their beliefs onto us.”

      “That’s why they burned the sex dolls at the Doll House, Cerise,” Ilona said.

      “My friends . . .” Cerise got misty-eyed again.

      “The Coalition hates the idea of humans having sex with a marionette,” Kai said. “They think it’s unnatural and will lead to a society that is more attracted to androids than other humans.”

      “They want to exterminate marionettes like me . . .” Cerise touched her chest with a trembling hand.

      “Not on my watch,” Kai said, his human eyes meeting her synthetic ones. “What I saw today made me sick. Never again.”

      He spotted a faint glimmer of hope in her aureate eyes. “You plan to fight them? To the end?”

      “I have no choice now.” He looked away, sighing. “The Coalition drafted me when I was on Earth, but I fled. Ilona and I discovered that they have a database of people like me, and they’re executing them on the spot. As long as I stay on Eden, I’ll have to fight. Capture or surrender will just lead to my death.”

      “Then let’s leave Eden.” Cerise held his left shoulder. “Let’s find a ship and leave.” She shared a pleasant half-smile with Kai and Ilona’s projection lying beside him. “The three of us together.”

      “The spaceport is down, Cerise,” Kai said. “It’s under Coalition control now.”

      “Aren’t there others?” she asked him.

      “I’m sure those will be under their control too,” he replied. “During a planetary invasion, you’ll want to capture or destroy spaceports. Your enemy could commandeer them to launch ships into space and attack you. Alternatively, should you capture a spaceport, you can use it to land or refuel starships.”

      Cerise ran her hands through her wavy pink hair, sighing frustratingly to the ceiling. “There’s gotta be something we can do to leave this planet!”

      “Contacting Eden’s military is our only option,” Kai said, lying back down. “But looking at the state of this city, I’d say the Coalition killed most of them, or Eden’s forces are busy elsewhere defending another city from attacks.”

      “This is a planetary invasion they weren’t prepared for,” Ilona added.

      “But yeah, I agree, Cerise,” Kai said. “We do need to leave this rock. I was on my way to catch a flight to Tau Ceti when they attacked. I’d still like to go there.”

      Cerise nodded to him. “Then that’s what we’re going to do. Let’s escape to Tau Ceti.”

      “But first we need to get through what’s happening here,” Ilona said. “After that, we can see about finding a means to contact Eden’s military. With any luck, they’ll help us launch into space.”

      Kai yawned and put his hands behind his head. “But before we do any of that, let me get some rest or I’ll be a mess in the morning.”

      Cerise curled up beside him. “I could use some rest too.”

      He chuckled at that. “You’re a marionette, Cerise. You don’t have to sleep.”

      “Sure, I do! I need to enter power-saving mode and conserve battery power. The more Ilona and I recharge using the Jager’s battery, the less of a charge it will have.”

      Cerise made a good point. The Jager they stole was at 42%, and Cerise and Ilona plugging into it to recharge were only going to lower that percentage even more. Throw in the driving they had to do in the morning, and that there were no spare batteries or active recharge stations anywhere . . . Cerise and Ilona were better off going into power-saving mode and sleeping at Kai’s left and right.

      “Speaking of recharging.” Kai checked the battery life of his implant. An icon at the bottom corner of his HUD had read 89%. “My implant needs a recharge too.”

      He activated its wireless recharging feature. Thankfully, the implant used little power, and it typically took one full hour to charge it, and that charge lasted for days, which was also why wireless recharging was an option for him. Marionettes and Ilona consumed much more power, so they needed to be plugged into a power source to recharge. Wireless recharging would take eons for them.

      Kai grinned and watched as the icon in his vision updated already. His implant’s battery was now at 90%.

      The only reason it was so low was that he hadn’t used the damn thing in ages. Now he was in a position where he’d need to use it, so keeping it topped up would be handy.

      As Kai recharged his implant, the girls beside him slept to his left and right. Cerise activated her sleep mode first. Her operating system had partially deactivated, and her body went limp with her arms around him. It looked like she was sleeping while cuddling him.

      As Cerise entered sleep mode, Ilona winced, and he caught it at the side of his eye. Ilona hadn’t entered sleep mode as he thought.

      “Something wrong?” he asked her.

      Ilona shook her head. “No.”

      “Why are you still a hologram then?”

      “I’ll stay like this if you don’t mind.”

      “But your battery.”

      “I’ll be good.” She rolled to her side and smiled at him. “Rhinehart liked it when I laid with him. It helped him sleep when he was stressed, and the two of us need you well-rested and stress-free for the coming days.”

      “And I need you with a good battery charge.”

      “I’m deactivating several nonessential processes.” She gestured with her head to the drone on the other side of the backseat that was projecting her hologram. “My drone’s anti-gravity thrusters drain a lot of energy too. With them off, I should be fine. Now, let’s get some shut-eye, shall we?”

      “Good night, Ilona.”

      “Good night, Master.”

      Kai went out like a light half an hour later. He slept soundly with two AI girls cuddling him.
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            SITTING AROUND WITH OUR THUMBS UP OUR ASSES

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai woke up to a glint of Rigil Kentaurus’s sunlight shining into the parking garage, illuminating their captured enemy Jager. At this time of the year, there was one sun in the sky, Rigil Kentaurus. As the year went on, the twin stars of Rigil Kentaurus and Toliman would brighten the skies, giving everything on the surface twin shadows and dazzling onlookers with their stellar splendor. Glancing closely, one could also observe Proxima Centauri’s faint glow.

      Ilona’s hologram wasn’t cuddling Kai when he woke up. He found her drone on the floor and deactivated. She activated sleep mode after all. Ilona only remained active until Kai fell asleep, he figured.

      He crawled over Cerise’s body and then kneeled to shake the drone. “Wakey, wakey!”

      The drone’s lights powered on and shone across the floor. “I wasn’t asleep,” Ilona said.

      “Sure, you weren’t.” Kai turned to Cerise. She was still idle, with her arms in a cuddling position. He shook her, but nothing happened. “How do we awake her from sleep mode?”

      “You’ll probably need to hit the off/on switch on her back.” Ilona floated over and studied the sleeping marionette sex doll. “Or I could network with her and force her awake.”

      “Do it. We’ve got to get going.”

      Kai rolled Cerise onto her belly, found the USB cable on her back, and pulled upward, plugging it into the drone. Ilona sent a wake-up signal to the idle marionette, forcing her to sit up and yawn. A fake yawn of course, but it appeared and sounded so real, so unscripted.

      “Why did you wake me so early?” Cerise said, rubbing the side of her head, burying her fingers into her pink hair, now a bit of a mess.

      “What did you set your wake-up time to?” Ilona asked.

      Cerise paused for a second, her CPU working to check the time. “My internal clock was supposed to activate me twenty minutes ago . . .”

      “You overslept?” Ilona drifted ahead of Cerise. “How is that possible when you set your clock to exit sleep mode at a specific time?”

      Cerise scratched her head. “I don’t know . . .”

      Kai crawled forward into the driver’s seat, taking the wheel. Cerise crawled into the front, sitting beside him in the passenger chair with the drone on her lap and her USB cable still plugged in. She unplugged herself, grabbed the drone’s USB cable, and slid it into the forward dashboard.

      The Jager hummed with life again. Kai reversed the vehicle from its parking spot and drove it down and out of the multistory parking garage. Once outside, he took a nice, long look to the left and right. No tanks, jeeps, trucks, or enemy troopers. It was just the clear morning sunrise shining light upon the sprawl of office towers and corporate logos. The skies were devoid of aircraft too.

      He drove deeper into Jardin, observing the odd civilian leaving shelter for the night and assessing the devastation brought to the city. They were better off staying inside. Once the Coalition got there, they’d be rounded up like cattle. Then again, they probably needed food and water. Possibly even medical attention.

      Kai drove the Jager for nearly an hour without hearing a single gunshot. So that was good. The enemy wasn’t nearby. Maybe that was why the civilians left. They knew it was safe to be on the move. He even spotted a few cars on the roads, not many, but they were there. Then there was the surrounding neon. This district of the city had electricity. Leave it to the corporations to find a way to keep their businesses running during the middle of a war. He doubted that would last long when the Coalition moved their troops into the commercial district.

      He groaned when he couldn’t locate a vehicle recharge station nearby. Civilians recharging their cars’ batteries occupied the few he discovered. Other charging stations had no power to offer thanks to random blackouts. It was pointless to wait. Every delay brought the enemy closer. They needed to escape and find a means off the planet ASAP. Swapping out the Jager’s battery for a fresh one was the fastest course of action, not sitting around waiting to use a recharge station and then waiting longer for the battery charge to rise, all while hoping a blackout didn’t occur.

      “Ah ha!” That was Ilona.

      “That sounded promising,” he said, slowing down to make a turn at a set of traffic lights.

      “I just decrypted the last file on that USB drive.”

      “What did it contain?”

      “The Coalition’s next target.” Ilona paused for dramatic effect. “A marionette factory up north, owned and operated by Vivid. The Coalition plans to raid it for spare parts, destroy all female units, and manufacture new marionettes to their specifications.”

      “Guess that explains the silence here,” Kai said, focusing on the daytime urban roads ahead.

      “Possibly, because after they hit that they plan to search the city’s junkyard.”

      “The junkyard? Why?”

      “Says here they’re hoping to salvage scrap metal and to recover a . . . vessel. Hmm, that can’t be right. The Coalition has plenty of ships. If they needed more ships, they could just capture Eden’s. I wonder if it’s a typo.”

      “Probably.” He shrugged, keeping both hands on the wheel. “Okay, sounds like we’ve got our next destination. We hit both places, take out their soldiers, raid their supplies, and hopefully find a spare battery or two for this Jager.”

      “Anything from Eden?” Cerise asked, while petting the drone on her lap. “They can get us on a ship, right?”

      “If we ask nicely,” Ilona said. “But according to this pen drive, my scans, and lack of network traffic, it seems the Coalition drove Eden’s forces out of Jardin and is preventing them from taking the city back.”

      “So Jardin is officially enemy territory then. Fuck.” The Jager’s power charge at 31% knotted his face. He accessed a map of Jardin with his implant and studied it closely. They’d need to burn at least 14% of the Jager’s charge just to reach the edge of Jardin, which wouldn’t leave them with enough power once they got onto the highway and drove to the nearest city. “Let’s get our equipment ready. Unless we can encounter survivors from Eden’s military, hitting the enemy at the Vivid Corporation’s marionette factory is going to be our only means of leaving Jardin. We need spare batteries, and sitting around with our thumbs up our asses, waiting for a vacant recharge station, isn’t going to help us when the enemy comes knocking.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      General Eric Thorpe shut down the reports floating in his virtual vision. He couldn’t believe how fast everything had gone to shit. Couldn’t believe how a massive armada of Coalition ships exited the Sato Tunnel out of nowhere, blindsiding Eden’s navy and depositing hostile forces across the planet’s surface.

      The casualty reports were staggering. So many dead, dying, or unaccounted for. The enemy had attacked every major city on Eden within the first hour of the invasion. Nearby cities fell hours later. It left Eden’s military running and confused about what to do next. Protect the city? Halt the advancements of Coalition ships? Prevent the Coalition from striking the other space stations? Stop them from attacking the asteroid mines and shipyards?

      Thorpe entered the Combat Information Center (CIC) of Atlas Station orbiting Eden. From their position, Eden was like a blue, white, and green globe under the sunlight. When the station’s orbit put it to the side of the planet experiencing darkness, he barely saw the typical white web of lights from the cities on the surface. The Coalition attack knocked out a lot of power stations.

      Their orbit changed again, and the sunny side of Eden came into view. He brought a steaming mug of coffee to his lips, his fourth one since the attack started. Only then did the general realize that he had lost track of how long it’d been since he was directing traffic and troop deployment in the station’s CIC.

      “Sir.”

      Thorpe walked over to the uniformed officer who called him. Like the dozens of other servicemen and women in the CIC, the young lad seated at his computer workstation diligently communicated with the navy, marines, and displaced army personnel.

      “What is it, Lieutenant?” Thorpe asked.

      “I’m receiving more reports like the one from last night.”

      “About some nut job taking out a garrison of enemy forces in Jardin?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Thorpe narrowed his eyes and swirled his coffee mug about. “That’s three times now someone reported that.”

      “There must be some truth to it, sir. According to this report, several civilians checking into a hospital in Jardin claimed to have seen a lone assault team defeat enemy soldiers at one of their checkpoints.”

      “This is what I don’t get,” Thorpe said, holding the mug steady. “Apart from scouts and wounded soldiers, we have nobody alive in Jardin who’s capable of striking the Coalition like that.” He leaned closer to the lieutenant’s computer screen, glaring at its data. “Who the hell is causing all that ruckus down there?”

      “No idea, sir.”

      “Then find out who it is.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I want to know who is running operations behind our backs. That city is a lost cause right now. We need to regroup and bolster the cities of Lynx Cove and Desiree and prevent the enemy from marching into the capital.”

      “Though, if I may, sir, whoever is striking the enemy is giving them a run.” The lieutenant checked his files. “One of our scouts reported that the enemy in Jardin’s entertainment district is gone and that fighting there has diminished for the time being. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the enemy was caught off guard by that loose cannon and is now rethinking their plans.”

      “Yeah, by disobeying orders.” Thorpe scowled. “They might have just put all those survivors at risk by pissing the enemy off. Do everything you can to get a hold of them and get them to stop.”

      “Stop, sir?”

      “I need those loose cannons following orders.”

      “Understood, sir. I’ll have them link up with our forces.”

      “No.”

      “Sir?”

      “If you get ahold of them, I want to speak to their commanding officer directly.” Thorpe drank his coffee. “I have some questions I want answered, like how the hell did such a small force inflict so many losses to the enemy?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What’s the status of Epsilon Squad?”

      “About to arrive at the insertion point now.”

      “And the air strike?”

      “Entering the AO now, sir. ETA to the Vivid Corporation’s marionette factory, one hour, seventeen minutes.”

      General Thorpe turned toward the screen displaying live footage from various battles across the surface of Eden, seen from the POV of soldiers’ implants.

      The operations to rid Eden of the Coalition’s forces were not going well.
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            CAN YOU PUT IT IN ME?

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive to the Vivid Corporation’s marionette factory had been a lengthy one. For starters, Kai had to pull over to the side to eat and drink. He regretted not doing that when he had awoken, but he really wanted to make progress. His late breakfast consisted of the canned goods he swiped from the restaurant the previous night, cold kernels of corn and black beans. The containers of water he chugged to moisten his dry mouth helped wash that down.

      Afterward, Kai had to take care of other bodily needs, like relieving himself. Thankfully, the city’s community center hadn’t seen much action. He was able to go in and out of its washroom with ease. The toilets worked flawlessly too, and so did the sinks. He spent extra time washing his hands once he realized how soiled they were from the night of fighting.

      He returned to the Jager and continued down the streets. Cerise spent most of the ride watching the neon lights and buildings from the rolled-down passenger side window, her wavy pink hair swooshing in the winds. She had been peering at the sights the whole day. She hadn’t even petted Ilona’s drone resting on her lap.

      “Are we that boring?” Kai said, breaking the silence.

      “Huh?” Cerise jerked a bit when he spoke, his words startling her. She shifted her glare away from the window and toward Kai. “What do you mean?”

      “You haven’t stopped looking out the window. Well, now you did, but . . .”

      “I haven’t seen early morning sunlight before.”

      “Oh . . .”

      “Most of my clients came at night when their wives were asleep.” Cerise looked out the passenger side window again, shutting her eyes when the wind touched her face and waved her hair again. “It was rare for me to be activated during the day, and even then . . .”

      Cerise stopped like the words that were about to come out next would hurt her.

      Kai finished for her. “You were confined to that VIP room.”

      “Not always,” she said. “Sometimes the owners of the Doll House let us marionettes walk around and talk. If business was slow, they’d have us pose in front of the windows wearing something super sexy!” A sigh followed. “I guess those days are gone now. I really missed those outfits too.”

      “With the way Kai’s looking at you,” Ilona said in a cheeky tone. “I’m sure he’ll be more than happy to buy some for you.”

      “You think?” Cerise snapped her gaze at him, wiggling her frame about joyfully. “Will you?!”

      Kai groaned. “Ilona . . .”

      “Sorry, I couldn’t help it.” Ilona’s hologram manifested in the backseat. She sat forward and playfully poked Cerise’s face from behind. “Damn, you’re so cute when you’re excited!”

      “Once we leave this planet, we’re going to have to get you more clothes to wear anyway,” Kai said. “Especially once we arrive at Tau Ceti. The planet I have my eyes on is pretty humid.”

      “Environments like that won’t affect a marionette as much as a human,” Ilona said.

      “Yeah, but marionettes are still programmed to act human as much as possible,” Kai said. “Cerise will still feel the need to dress down to some cute shorts and a bikini top.”

      “Oh!” Cerise sounded intrigued. “That sounds like a fun place.”

      “You see, Ilona? She’s excited already.”

      Kai drove the Jager to the Vivid Corporation’s marionette factory, its location a blinking nav point on the mini-map in his virtual vision. He parked the Jager close by then exited the military vehicle, shutting the door softly in case enemies were nearby. With his M-905 tight in his grip, Kai took point and moved ahead in search of the factory’s main entrance. Cerise unslung the Vinogradov from her shoulder and joined him from the side. Ilona’s drone hovered behind the duo, scanning the area for hidden, hostile forces. When she scanned nothing, Ilona floated upward, monitored the site from an elevated position, and relayed her findings to the tactical screens in Kai and Cerise’s vision.

      “No hostiles detected,” Ilona said.

      “I’m not convinced,” Kai said, keeping his stride slow and stealthy. “Let’s fan out and cover more ground. The Coalition had a head start and should be here already.”

      Kai and Cerise dispersed and searched the factory’s exterior lot. The place was empty. All he found were the factory workers’ belongings scattered about on the ground. The factory’s workers likely dropped what they had and ran when they got the call to evacuate. He found it funny that the Vivid Corporation even allowed them to do that. The entire universe could be collapsing, and corporations would still order their grunt workers to stay on the job and keep busy. Kai performed one last perimeter check around the factory just to be sure but saw the same sights, dropped belongings, and a whole lot of nothing else.

      “I don’t see anything,” Cerise transmitted over their communication link.

      “Same.” Kai lowered the M-905. “I wonder why.”

      “Well, the garrison we took out was originally ordered to come here,” Ilona transmitted.

      “They didn’t show up because they’re all dead,” Cerise said.

      Ilona added. “That means the Coalition assigned another team to capture this place, and they’re en route.”

      “Then let’s be quick,” Kai said, pivoting to the factory’s rear lot. “Regroup near the back entrance. I think I saw a way inside.”

      Kai, Cerise, and Ilona met up at the factory’s back lot, noting the presence of an opened truck bay door. Ilona floated in first to scan the area, and Kai held his weapon forward, expecting to see half a dozen red silhouettes appear. None showed up in his vision. The factory was devoid of enemy soldiers.

      He and Cerise climbed up and into the factory, moving out of its shipping and receiving area where stacks of marionette legs, arms, and torsos laid in a neat pile wrapped in bubble wrap. The trio entered the factory’s main production floor and walked past several manufacturing machines and 3D printers designed to mass produce the robotic pieces needed to assemble a marionette. They found nothing on the conveyor belts, not even half-completed marionette units. At the back were machines that could print out long stretches of silicone skin to be adhered around a marionette’s metal skeleton and artificial muscles. It was disturbing to look at a machine that made skin.

      “This place is pretty empty,” Cerise said.

      “The attack did happen later during the day,” Ilona replied. “The second shift workers must have showed up for work and fled before they could start producing parts.”

      Cerise gazed ominously at the equipment, laying one hand on the machine labelled “Heads – Female.”

      “This is where your kind creates mine, huh?”

      “I guess this must be weird for you right now, Cerise,” Kai said.

      “A bit.” Cerise walked to the skin-printing machine and stood beside Kai. She too gave it a strange glare. “I’ve returned to the factory I was born in.”

      “To be fair, this isn’t the only factory Vivid owns,” Kai said. “But there’s a good chance your parts were made and assembled here.”

      “And now it’s not working . . .” Cerise gave each of the silent machines a sad stare. “Not making more of my people to replace the others . . .”

      A single tear slid down Cerise’s face, and she walked away and out of sight. She really needed a hug or something. The factory was the place where marionettes were born, and now because of the war it ceased its operations. Ceased its ability to bring new marionettes to life and replenish the ones destroyed or forced into recycling at the hands of the enemy.

      Kai, Cerise, and Ilona spread out once more to comb the factory’s assembly line. They regrouped in the middle of the facility after ten minutes with nothing to show for their efforts.

      “No enemies and no completed marionette units,” Kai said.

      “I’d imagine the completed units were shipped out before the attack started,” Ilona said.

      Cerise snorted. “Leaving nothing for the enemy then, right? Well, other than a few random unassembled parts.”

      “Not so.” Kai glared at the robotic manufacturing equipment ahead. “Everything here is still intact; it just needs to be powered on and a team of workers to operate it.”

      Ilona drifted before the machine, eyeing it close with her frontal scanner. “Right, the Coalition will probably claim this for themselves.”

      Cerise stepped forward, one fist clenched and full of determination. “Then let’s make sure they don’t!”

      “Agreed,” Kai said, nodding to her. “I’d rather not fight mindless marionette soldiers loyal to the Coalition. But . . . let’s find some batteries for the Jager first, then we look into fortifying this place.”

      They continued their search and walked up the staircase behind. It brought them to the factory’s second level, where an overhanging walkway gave them a top-down view of the assembly line below. There were a set of doors and a connecting hallway off to the side. Kai wandered into the rooms of the upper level and studied the multiple labels that appeared in his vision, highlighting several objects of interest on shelving units. He pulled some items off the shelves and blew off a layer of dust coating them. They were long rectangular boxes with the words “400i–Limb” printed across them with the logo of the Vivid Corporation below.

      He opened it and held the box’s contents. “A marionette foot.”

      In his hand was the left foot of a marionette. There were dozens of them inside the storage room. Every box he lifted contained a dozen marionette legs, hands, torsos, and feet. Heads and hair in a few other packs were in the corner.

      Kai took a couple of steps backward, trying to keep his mind from freaking the fuck out. It looked like he walked into the basement of some axe murderer who kept the parts of his victims as trophies. In reality, these were just extra parts the factory had produced several years ago, judging by the dust build-up, and couldn’t sell for whatever reason.

      “What did you find, Kai?” Cerise asked, walking into the room behind.

      “Spare parts.”

      Ilona floated up and scanned the top shelves. “These are slightly obsolete marionette components, part of Vivid’s 400i line.”

      Kai nodded and placed the foot back on the shelf. “I see.”

      Ilona floated back down and faced him. “Typically, people these days use the 650i models or an 890i model like Cerise. I guess the factory had made too many of these right around the time the 650i became popular and stored them here for safekeeping.”

      He searched the shelving units and, grabbing an assortment of parts, dumped them on the floor. Some parts were male and others were female. He created a tangled mess of legs, arms, bodies, various types of heads, and hairstyles. The last shelf in the room had dust-covered lithium battery packs, small enough to fit inside a marionette. Not suitable for military vehicles, though.

      “Type 3 battery packs,” Kai said, heaving up the heavy package. “What are you using, Cerise?”

      She paused for a second, her processors fetching information about the battery inside her waste. “I’m using a type 2.”

      “What the fuck, why?”

      Cerise shrugged. “I never left the Doll House. My owners kept me deactivated if I wasn’t entertaining or servicing people. I didn’t need a stronger and more expensive battery inside me.”

      “Today’s your lucky day.” Kai tossed the battery at her. She caught it swiftly. “You get an upgrade. It holds about 10% more power than your type 2. That should allow you to use your CES abilities more frequently and longer.”

      “Oh!” She lifted the battery pack to her face. With a charming beam, Cerise added. “Can you put it in me?” She swayed her hips for a second.

      Ilona snorted. “I’m sure he’d love to put something in you.”

      Kai rolled his eyes at the drone. “Ilona!”

      “Haha! Sorry, Master, I couldn’t resist.” Ilona floated over and scanned Cerise’s face. “Wow, whoever designed your emotions must have been a talented programmer.”

      Cerise was slightly flushed, and she had a sinful smirk directed at Kai. He spun back to the disassembled limbs and torsos on the floor, his face blushing. Cerise’s gaze would only make him stare at her and do nothing else. It just drew him in.

      “Wait a sec.” Something caught his eye. He leaned closer and spread the arms and legs across the floor. “You know, I could build a fully functional marionette with these parts.”

      “Oh really?” Ilona’s drone hovered above his left shoulder and studied the synthetic body parts.

      “Yeah, the only catch is these arms.” Kai pointed at a small pair of titanium skeletal arms. “They don’t have skin or muscle on them. But with the rest of these parts here? Yeah, we have just enough to do that.”

      “Oh, Kai!” Ilona appeared as a hologram, and she lowered herself to look at the limbs, torsos, and heads, the ends of her lab coat draping the floor. She moved away from the parts with a sparkle of joy in her eyes. “Kai, Kai, Kai!”

      “What is it . . .?”

      “Make me a body!”

      “You, a body?”

      “Yeah,” Ilona ran her holographic hand across a naked marionette female waist. “If the marionette’s positronic brain and memory storage is big enough, I could just copy myself into it and then take control of it.”

      Cerise joined the two, kneeling before the pile of body parts. She observed the unassembled marionette pieces and looked up at Ilona’s hopeful gaze. “You mean you could become a marionette like me?”

      “Not like you. I’d be a 400i model, but that will still allow me to physically interact with the world. I’d be able to hold a gun and help you two defend the factory should the enemy try to capture it.”

      Kai narrowed his eyes and stroked his chin. “Having someone else to shoot guns would be handy.” He grabbed the body parts off the floor and carried them to a worktable in the next room. “Okay, let me get to work! But first, Cerise.”

      She trotted to his left. “Yes?”

      Kai patted an empty spot on the worktable. “Let’s upgrade your battery. With you using a type 3, and Ilona in her new body . . . that could give us an advantage.”

      Cerise approached the table with a glowing smile and pulled her leather halter top up and over her head. Her long locks of wavy pink hair fell back down, smothering her pale shoulders and her black lace bra straps. Then she reached behind and unhooked her bra.

      Her buxom slopes bounced free, jiggled, and swayed about as she sat back on the worktable and dangled her legs off the edge. She inclined backward slightly while pressing the palms of her hands against the table’s flat surface, keeping her body still. And keeping her pink nipples leveled with Kai’s eyes. Cerise never crossed her legs either. He wondered if one could easily see the lace thong she wore.

      She wasn’t shy at all.

      Of course not. Getting naked for me is part of Cerise’s functions, Kai thought. “Uh, I need your backside, actually.”

      A sly grin arched her glossy lips. “Okay!”

      Cerise spun around on the table, got on all fours, then shook her ass. Her tight leather skirt was short enough for him to see the back of her thong when she did that.

      Kai sighed. “Not like that.” His sigh turned into a laugh. “I meant your back.”

      “Oh . . .” Cerise pouted and sat, putting her bare back to him. He parted locks of pink hair to the left to unveil her naked back and ran his fingers down it until he found her hidden USB cable and off-on switch. Below that, just above the hump of her ass, was the slot for her battery. He gently tugged down her thong and skirt slightly to better access it.

      “You liar!” Cerise giggled. She wiggled that plump rear of hers slowly from left to right. It hypnotized him. “You want to do something lewd, don’t you?” She giggled again and slanted her head backward to gaze at him. “If that’s the case, let me make it easy for you.” She reached back and tugged her skirt down to her thighs. Now Kai saw her thong, and it was halfway down her bubble butt cheeks.

      Kai wondered what it would be like to slide the rest of her thong down to view that ass, then stick his hard cock inside her cunt. He wondered how many minutes he’d be able to last before his dick exploded with a surge of semen and squirted it all over her back. It had been ages since he last had sex with a woman.

      He shook out of it. There was a war going on. Now was not the time for thoughts like that.

      Kai pressed on the flesh and held it for ten seconds. A slot extended outward with her battery pack on it. At that point, Cerise’s body went limp, face-planted to the table, and powered down. He swapped out her old type 2 battery for the new type 3 then pushed the slot back inside her. Kai lowered his hands to the small of her back and circled the silicone flesh in search of her hidden activation button. He found it then pressed on it for ten seconds.

      Cerise didn’t reboot.
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            HOW BIG DO YOU WANT YOUR TITS TO BE?

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh fuck . . .”

      “What did you do, Master?”

      “What I was supposed to do.”

      Ilona glanced at Cerise lying face down on the workshop table while her drone circled the marionette, running detailed scans up and down her frame.

      “Hmm, plug me into Cerise,” Ilona said, her drone drifting above Cerise’s USB cable attached to her backside. “I’ll see what’s up with her once I’m connected.”

      Kai fetched Cerise’s cable, pulled it up, and plugged it into the drone. Ilona’s projection paced back and forth to the side while tapping her lips with her left index finger. Three screens with lines of computer code scrolling floated around Ilona as she did that. Kai recognized the contents of the surrounding screens. It was Cerise’s operating code.

      Ilona stopped pacing, reached for the middle screen, and brought it forward. “Ah, found the reason the reboot command didn’t go through. It’s related to the system error that prevented her from waking up from sleep mode.”

      Kai peered over Ilona’s shoulder and stared at the computer code. “Can you fix it?”

      Ilona tapped the screen three times then activated a fourth one. “Already did, but I’m keeping her in safe mode for now while I run a detailed analysis. That shouldn’t have happened, and neither the sleep mode error.”

      Kai had a half-naked marionette sex doll face down on the table who couldn’t operate until Ilona was finished. He nuzzled Cerise’s body to the side. With the area ahead free, he reached toward the unassembled marionette parts he had brought in, grabbed some tools, and went to work. Kai started by slipping the left and right feet into the left and right legs while using various tools to connect the wires. With the legs completed, he hooked them up to a pair of thighs then plugged those into a tiny female waist. The torso was the next part. It had no chest. The Vivid Corporation made all female marionettes like that so you could select the type of breasts to give them. Kai opted to leave that for later then inserted the skeletal titanium arms into the unit, the only arms that would fit the petite model he was constructing. He slipped the head on last, a bald female head with no eyebrows. Those he’d put on last once he finalized the hair they wanted for the unit.

      “How’s it going with Cerise?” Kai asked Ilona midway into his work.

      “Almost done.” Ilona spun and eyed her drone with Cerise’s USB cable plugged into it. “I took the time to upload a new CES into her memory storage, called Overload. You should check it out, could be handy.”

      He accessed the new CES’s tooltip in his virtual vision.

      Overload

      Transfers extra power into a weapon’s battery pack, increasing the velocity of fired rounds.

      Note: Drains 9% battery charge per second.

      Warning: Can cause overheating.

      Compatible With: Vivid Corporation-made OSs.

      “Nice.”

      “Might as well give it to her now that she has a battery that could support it better.”

      Ilona’s hologram walked behind him and looked over his shoulder, hands behind her white lab coat back. He wished he could feel her purple hair touching his face.

      “She’s looking cute.” Ilona chuckled. “Or should I say that I’m looking cute?”

      “Sorry, I couldn’t make her look exactly like you.”

      “That’s fine. Just make sure you’re using a large-capacity brain. I also have to copy my OS over, plus the super-secret files Rhinehart uploaded to my memory stores.”

      “I grabbed the best positronic brain I could find in that room. Well, best for a 400i model.” Kai glanced at the oval-shaped gap on the half-completed marionette’s chest, giving him a glimpse of a metal ribcage with coiling wires behind it, alongside artificial lungs, resistors, diodes, capacitors, and other electronic components. A sinful smirk graced his face. “So, Ilona, how big do you want your tits to be?”

      “What?!” She stepped backward, hands held out, eyes wide, and mouth open with shock. “No! Don’t make them gigantic!”

      Kai broke out in uncontrollable laughter for two minutes.

      “Stop laughing!” Ilona said, putting her hands on the hips of her black skirt. “I don’t want huge tits! I want them to be cute and perky!”

      “Cute and perky, eh.” Kai wiped a tear from his eye. He hadn’t laughed that hard in ages.

      He stepped away from the workshop table and narrowed his eyes at the pair of breasts he was about to install. A large pair of squeezable tits. Heavy ones too, now that he picked them up and held them. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that Ilona might have been right. The marionette he was constructing was a petite and skinny unit. He couldn’t imagine Ilona walking around as a short, stacked woman. It just didn’t seem right for her character.

      Kai returned to the factory’s storage room and sifted through the pile of marionette body parts on the floor in search of female chests. He stopped and found a chest that matched the pale skin tone of the half-built girl he was creating and held it up for Ilona.

      “How about this?” he asked.

      Ilona walked over, studied the chest he picked up, then reached to touch the left breast. Not that she could feel it.

      “Still a lot bigger than I’d like, but . . .”

      “It’s the best I could find,” he said. “Everything else is just as large as the other. The rest are flat chests.”

      “Eh, no. I want some curves.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      He returned with the chest part, placed it on the torso, and secured the silicone flesh to the body.

      The marionette was almost complete. It just needed hair. Otherwise, Kai had a naked girl lying down with her eyes shut. She had a petite body with pale silicone skin, a flat tummy, and a fit pair of legs. Her arms had no skin, and he could do nothing about that. It was a girl who appeared as if she were human until you looked at her titanium skeletal metal arms. In time, he could put some synthetic muscle and skin on that.

      “All done, except for the hair.”

      Ilona trotted to his right, eyes opened wide at the naked girl. “Give me long hair!”

      The best Kai could find was long, straight, silver-white hair almost like freshly fallen snow. He installed it to the marionette’s scalp, pressed on matching white eyebrows, and then stitched on white pubic hair to complete the look. The original had black pubic hair. Now the curtains matched the drapes. The marionette had the face of a beautiful Japanese girl in her late teens, roughly around the same age by appearance as Cerise. She kind of reminded Kai of his first girlfriend.

      Kai backed away, dusting his hands clean. “All done.”

      “Plug me in, and I’ll get started.”

      He flipped the girl onto her chest, found the USB cable on her back, and pulled it out, plugging it into Ilona. Now the drone hovering above the table had two marionettes plugged into it, Cerise and the newly constructed white-haired girl.

      “Commencing memory transfer,” Ilona said. A virtual keyboard, mouse, and screen appeared. “Can you work your coding magic and program this unit with combat knowledge?”

      Kai reached for the floating holographic keyboard. “Sure, but can’t you do it since you’re going to upload yourself into this?”

      “It will take a while for my files to copy over,” she explained. “It’ll be faster if you handle the coding while I do this. Besides, you know more about gunslinging than I do. You’ll be able to input better knowledge about firearms into my new body than I could.”

      Ilona’s hologram grimaced after an hour of coding. “Or not . . .”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to recharge my battery. Completing the rest of this transfer would drain me otherwise. Plus, this unit’s memory isn’t as big as I’d like it to be. I need time to choose what files I’ll transfer over.”

      “I told you. You should have gone into power-saving mode last night.”

      “Yeah, well, who’d have thought we’d be doing this?”

      Kai reached forward to unplug the white-haired marionette from Ilona.

      “Wait, just two seconds,” Ilona cut in, stopping his fingers just shy of the USB cable. “Let me finish this file transfer first plus one more. Okay, I’m done. Unplug me!”

      He yanked out the USB cable as Cerise suddenly moaned and sat up.

      Kai just chuckled and turned to her with crossed arms. “Ah, welcome back.”

      Cerise pivoted toward him, rubbing the left side of her pink-haired head. “Why did my reboot take so long?”

      “Was hoping you’d tell me,” Ilona said. “A glitch prevented him from reactivating you.”

      Cerise pulled out her USB cable from the drone and inched herself back to the table’s edge, not caring that her jiggling bust was exposed, not caring that her skirt was down to her knees and her thong only covered a fraction of her bubble butt and the pinkness of her intimate slit.

      “A glitch?”

      A roaring noise reverberated across the walls and cut her off. Cut them all off.

      Kai ran to the window while Cerise leaped off the table and put her bra back on. After she slipped into her top, Cerise pulled up her thong and leather skirt, obscuring her bottom and pink pussy hair from sight. She ran to the same window Kai peered through and viewed the commotion outside.

      The two spotted a small dropship landing in the factory’s yard. Its main entrance slid open, and several Coalition soldiers charged out of the ship and fanned out. Some were as low as level 17, others as high as 45.

      The soldiers marched to the factory’s opened entrance with Vinogradov 77 assault rifles raised.

      Kai sighed. “Ah fuck.”
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            I WON’T LET YOU DOWN, BABE!

          

        

      

    

    
      “You said it.”

      Ilona joined Cerise and Kai, standing at the second-story window. The three looked at the enemy dropship that landed in the back lot and the numerous enemy soldiers fanning out and rushing into the factory they were in. Behind, he heard the marching footsteps of the enemy on the shop floor downstairs. Kai and the girls were one flight of stairs away from detection.

      “You were right, Ilona,” Cerise said, moving away from the window.

      Ilona narrowed her eyes. “It’s a backup unit, like I predicted. I hate it when I’m right.”

      “It doesn’t look like that dropship brought many of them,” Kai said.

      “Probably a scout team to assess the situation,” Ilona said. She returned to the worktable where a naked white-haired marionette lay.

      Kai spun away fast, drew out his XP5 Hammershot pistol, and took steady steps toward the door leading to the hallway, walking past the worktable and the marionette girl he had just finished building. He grimaced. Had Ilona been able to transfer into the new girl faster, she would have been able to help Kai and Cerise fight. Sure, Ilona would be in a naked marionette, but she could help nonetheless.

      Now it was just him and Cerise and Ilona’s drone that was low on battery power. Cerise followed his lead and armed herself with the Chernenko. Together, the two left the room and entered the hallway. Ilona hovered behind.

      They made it to a walkway above the workshop below, listening and watching as the enemy entered the factory on the lower level and spread out to study the idle equipment. Nobody had spotted the three of them peeking down at the enemy foot soldiers from the upper level. Kai ducked and waved for Ilona to float over to him.

      He whispered to Ilona when she arrived. “Can you appear down below as a hologram?”

      “I sure can, but why?”

      Kai smirked at the grenades he and Cerise had plundered from the dead enemy soldiers the previous night. He pulled one out from his jacket’s pocket and held it to his face with a wicked leer. “Trust me.”

      Ilona floated upward. “Okay, here it goes.”

      Her hologram appeared below as the drone hovered above, projecting the ghostly visage of a woman with shoulder-length purple hair and wearing a lab coat. Two clusters of soldiers spun and lifted their weapons at Ilona’s projection. She pointed at the first cluster of soldiers, forming her fingers into a finger gun gesture.

      “Bang!”

      “It’s an AI!” a soldier called out and peered down the sights of his rifle. “Drop it!”

      The soldiers opened fire, and a hail of bullets discharged from their weapons. Their rounds passed through Ilona, hitting the equipment behind, dotting them with holes. She held the finger guns at one group of soldiers, the same group Kai gazed down at while he activated the grenade and threw it.

      “Hold fire!” bellowed one of the soldiers, lowering his rifle and eying Ilona closer. “It’s a hologram.” The rest of his team continued shooting anyway. “Stop shooting, you idiots!”

      Those were his last words in life.

      The explosive device fell to the lower level, right in the middle of the soldiers wasting their bullets. The surging explosive blast dispatched the men instantly, hurling a few legs, arms, and mangled bodies through the air. Ilona spun and pointed her finger guns at the second set of enemies, now dashing for cover.

      So Kai gestured to Cerise. “Get a grenade in there!”

      Cerise grinned, activated her grenade, and then threw it up and over the railing, watching as it tumbled to the lower level below.

      Her grenade exploded in the air, just in front of the retreating men. The blast utterly obliterated their heads and shoulders. The equipment behind them got a quick makeover of red pulp, brain matter, eyeballs, and pieces of a skull.

      A cluster of six men, with nothing above their chests but smoldering gore, flew backward.

      “Nice work, you two!” Ilona put the finger guns to her glossy lips and blew onto them.

      Kai and Cerise ran down the stairs, weapons pointed forward and seeking potential threats. The HUD in his vision reported no sightings of targets. He stuffed the Hammershot into his pants and looted the dead for ammo, then their equipment, namely a holster for his gun. Having to shove a pistol partway down his pants was getting annoying. Cerise did the same, and the two stole tactical belts from the dead men. Now they could carry more ammo and grenades—

      The roar of a second dropship echoed.

      A second Coalition dropship landed just before the workshop’s large window, giving Kai, Cerise, and Ilona a perfect view of the yard outside. And giving the enemy that charged out of the dropship, ranging from levels 25-37, a perfect view of Kai, Ilona, and Cerise standing there.

      The maneuver happened so fast that there was no time to run. The enemies rushed out of the second dropship and looked right at them. Kai and Cerise dashed behind bullet-ridden manufacturing equipment. Ilona’s hologram vanished, and her drone lifted to the ceiling, avoiding the barrage of bullets that cut through the air, shattering the windows ahead.

      Kai unslung his M-905 from his shoulder and selected semi-automatic fire mode. He rose from his cover behind one of the factory’s manufacturing machines and returned fire. Despite him laying down dozens of rounds at the enemy, the soldiers continued pushing forward. He selected full-auto then emptied his magazine in a second, trying his best to keep the enemy outside. It was no use. His M-905 and Cerise’s Vinogradov weren’t delivering enough firepower to halt the storming enemy soldiers, pushing into the factory via the broken window.

      He ducked, ejected the spent magazine, then reached for his newly gained tactical belt, retrieving a new magazine. Kai slapped it into the M-905, and the HUD overlay in his vision updated his ammo counter from 0 to 30. Cerise lowered herself quickly to the side, pressing her back and pink hair against the machine she covered behind, and removing an empty magazine. She slapped a new magazine into her Vinogradov and then rose to take aim and fire, her rifle’s recoil juddering her body and shaking her ass in that tight leather miniskirt she wore.

      “Alert, that dropship is trying to radio for backup,” Ilona transmitted to the two.

      “Shit.” Kai arose from his cover and sprayed the factory’s opened area with 9mm rounds, emptying his magazine in seconds and forcing the enemy to return fire. He ducked before any of their bullets connected. “Ilona, can you do something about it?”

      “Already am. I’m jamming their transmissions, but it won’t last for long. Remember, my battery is pretty low here.”

      A second empty magazine hit the floor. Kai fetched another and slammed it into the bottom of his weapon. As he did that, Cerise dove behind her cover, and removed her spent magazine. She reached for a new one, slid it in, and eyed Kai.

      “Hey, I have a plan!” she called to him. “Permission to execute it?”

      Kai nodded to her. “Permission granted, Cerise. Do what you need to get us out of here!”

      A smug grin curled her glossy lips. “I won’t let you down, babe!”

      Cerise used Acceleration Drive and transformed into a strutting, pink, black, and glittering tornado. She ran past her cover while shooting and avoiding the bullets meant for her. When the enemy aimed to target Cerise, she was already leaping to the right. They fired and hit nothing, adjusted their aim, then fired again. Of course at that point Cerise had leaped to the left, so their bullets hit the equipment and the wall behind. No matter what the enemy did, their weapons always aimed at the place where Cerise used to be. She was too fucking fast for them. So fast that five soldiers died with their weapons still discharging in their hands. Three others lost their heads when the pink and black blur rushed past, rapidly clicking heels echoing.

      Additional enemy soldiers piled onto the battlefield outside the factory. Cerise activated Overload according to Kai’s virtual vision, monitoring her status. Now she was transferring her battery power into her Vinogradov while Acceleration Drive was still active and enhancing her movement speed. Cerise’s bullets tore through enemy armor like it was nothing. Some rounds straight up made heads explode, splattering brains, skull fragments, eyeballs, and pieces of tongues all over the place. A couple of soldiers realized they were fighting a marionette and tried to fall back. Cerise’s hypervelocity rounds removed legs from their bodies at the thigh.

      Cerise had transformed from a playful sex doll to the ultimate killing machine. And it was killing her battery charge. As Kai recalled, stacking Acceleration Drive and Overload would drain 10.8% of her battery’s energy each second.

      Activating both combat enhancing programs lowered Cerise’s battery charge to 62%.

      Behind Cerise stood a soldier priming a grenade and preparing to throw it. Before the device left his hand, Cerise executed a flawless 180 turn and shot his wrist. The high-velocity bullet turned his wrist into ground meat with minced bones that blew backward. A severed hand still holding the primed grenade fell behind the screaming soldier. Seconds later, it exploded, turning his body into an expanding mist of crimson, massive chunks of burning, pulverized flesh flying everywhere.

      She made another 180-degree turn and dashed toward the dropship’s entrance. The men standing near the ship’s opening stood paralyzed with terror, their wide eyes glaring at the black and pink blur coming for them. One soldier went to shut the door and promptly lost his arm. The whole thing was simply gone, turned into a wave of red paste and splintering bones that blinded his partner when it spattered across his face.

      Kai wasn’t sure what had happened next. Cerise disappeared inside the enemy dropship. All he saw next were two men at the door, now dead and covered in gushing gore from their wounds, as the walls of the dropship flashed white multiple times.

      Her battery power had fallen to 29%. Kai winced at that.

      “The distress signal has stopped,” Ilona said, her drone floating over to Kai. “I think Cerise deactivated it.”

      “So you don’t have to jam it anymore?” he asked.

      Her drone shook swiftly from left to right, mimicking someone shaking their head no. “Nope, which is good. I was really worried about my battery for a moment there. Hmm, speaking of low battery . . .”

      “Yeah, I know.” He checked Cerise’s status on a tiny screen in the bottom left of his vision.

      Cerise: Battery Charge – 0%

      Kai arose from his cover, creeping forward with his M-905 pointed ahead and searching for threats. His HUD reported zero targets. Ilona floated with him as he walked up the dropship ramp and stepped over the corpses inside. His boots splashed through red puddles as blood dripped from the ceiling and walls. Much of the dead barely looked human. Cerise stacking Acceleration Drive and Overload was fucking deadly.

      And it came with risks.

      They found Cerise in the cockpit, slumped over like she had died, the Vinogradov rifle still in her grips. Her battery had indeed died.

      “Great.” Kai slung the M-905 over his shoulder.

      Ilona floated ahead and scanned the cockpit’s dashboard. “Over here. You should be able to plug her into this USB port.”

      He moved over to the drone and eyed the hidden USB port on the cockpit’s dashboard. Working quickly, Kai ran his hands down the spine of Cerise’s back, found her cable, pulled it out from her back, and slipped it into the dropship’s dashboard. A soft chime sounded, indicating that a battery recharge had begun. The drone landed on the copilot chair.

      “Can you do me next too?” Ilona asked.

      Kai just grunted.

      “Please?” Ilona laughed.

      He plugged the drone into a second port. That same chime sounded.

      “I’ll be back,” Kai said and spun away for the ship’s exit. “Going to see if the dead have anything useful.”

      There was a lot of useful stuff on the deceased enemy combatants and in the dropship’s supply storage areas. He smiled at the med kits, food, water supplies, rifles, pistols, and bullets. There were even a few rocket launchers. He hit the fucking jackpot.

      He continued moving for the exit anyway to raid the belongings of the dead outside.

      And made direct eye contact with a lone Coalition soldier who wasn’t so dead.

      The level 45 soldier was inside the factory, his body covered in blackened burn marks and blood that wasn’t his. He was one of the men Kai threw the grenade at. Evidently, he survived the blast, unlike his unit. The soldier Kai made eye contact with was just playing possum. Or was he knocked out? Either way, he and Cerise hadn’t cleared all the hostiles out of the AO. There was one left. He had a gun, was alive and breathing, and spun around and ran away.

      Kai got a good hold of his M-905 and chased after the man who vanished inside the factory.

      If the surviving enemy trooper radioed in what happened, they’d all be fucked.
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      Kai still couldn’t believe one of the enemy soldiers had been playing dead this whole time. He and the others assumed the grenade had delivered a one-hit kill within the group of unsuspecting men. It was further proof that the red bar that showed one’s health was just an estimate. Either that or the surviving trooper went down to a tiny sliver of red on his health bar that Kai didn’t notice. As Kai recalled, when he’d been searching the dead, they were immediately ambushed by a second group of soldiers from the second dropship.

      Maybe that was why they missed him. He shook out those thoughts. No need to dwell on past mistakes now. He had to deal with the consequences.

      And he did just that by running and gunning the fleeing soldier.

      Kai’s bullets put holes in the walls and factory equipment. The fleeing Coalition soldier returned fire, forcing Kai to dive behind a machine then come up to shoot again. All he saw were sparks when his bullets dinged off more equipment. Then he saw the man run up the staircase to the second level. The sounds of his fleeting footsteps suggested he was moving into the room containing Ilona’s new marionette body.

      Kai couldn’t let the soldier destroy another marionette simply because it was constructed using female parts. He ran up the stairs fast, got to the second level, and searched to the left and right. He heard movement in the distance. The soldier ran into a nearby tool lockup room. Kai kept his footsteps silent as he crept into the room, keeping his hands as still as possible while holding the M-905 forward.

      He entered the lockup room and moved past various shelves with spray paint cans and several power tools, drills, saws, buffers, and so on. The soldier crouched down and fiddled with a long-range laser transmitter (LLT) at the room’s far end. He was indeed trying to radio in for backup.

      “This is Sergeant Kuznetsov, requesting—”

      Fuck that.

      Kai pointed his weapon at the soldier’s head and pulled the trigger.

      Click, click.

      The M-905 was out of ammo.

      Oh, goddamn it . . .

      The clicks did, however, prevent Kuznetsov from saying more. He lowered the communication device, stood up, and spun to Kai. They made eye contact. Very awkward eye contact since Kai now held a submachine gun with no bullets, and his enemy knew that. So Kai threw the M-905 at Kuznetsov’s face, knocking his ass backward. As the soldier staggered back, Kai reached for his Hammershot pistol, shot at Kuznetsov, and missed when he rolled behind a shelf. Kuznetsov grabbed his pistol and returned fire. Kai had fled behind another shelf when that happened.

      The two exchanged gunfire again until their weapons went dry.

      Kai ejected the Hammershot’s magazine.

      Kuznetsov kicked the shelf forward, making it fall and knock over the other shelves. One by one, the shelves fell and hit one another like dominos. The power tools and spray paint cans came loose during the cascading fall and clattered to the floor with a deafening racket. The shelf Kai hid behind was next to be hit by the crashing shelves. It’d crush him if he remained standing there, and with his luck the saws on it would also cut him.

      Kai rolled away.

      Crash.

      The shelves completed their domino fall, shrouding the tool lockup with rising dust. So much dust that he didn’t see Kuznetsov run up and lift his fists for Kai’s face. A swift jab to the face sent a flair of pain through Kai’s head. A boot to Kai’s mouth forced him to taste his own blood while he flew backward. It took Kai a lot longer to hit the floor than he thought. Kuznetsov had kicked him so hard that he was airborne. Kai’s implant revealed that two blows had injured him with moderate lacerations, and his health bar lowered to 77%. His implant’s software predicted that he was a few steps closer to death.

      Kuznetsov grabbed Kai by his throat and heaved him up. Using his free hand, Kuznetsov repeatedly rammed his fists across Kai’s face. His health lowered 10% more when the blows connected, sending more radiating pain into his head, blurring the world for a second. Kai broke free from his grip somehow. He couldn’t remember how. Too many hits to the head in a short period of time, he figured. It’d explain why Kai ended up staggering about rather than standing still to continue the fight. Kuznetsov lunged for him again. Kai raised his fists and swung, faking left then striking with the right, socking Kuznetsov twice in the nose. At least Kai thought he hit his nose. His vision was a blur and only worsened when Kuznetsov’s countering fist had decked Kai in the temple.

      The world turned into a mess of blurry colors. Kai refused to give up and jabbed for the figure ahead of him. His fist hit the air and left him open for an uppercut to the chin.

      Kai went up and down again, losing 15% health from the uppercut and 4% more when he slammed back first onto the floor. He never realized how dangerous fist fights could be. The movies always portrayed them as non-lethal bouts. But no, at the rate things were going, Kuznetsov was going to kill Kai with his fists. The warning in Kai’s HUD stating that he was at risk of suffering from a critical head injury was proof of what happens when picking a fight with someone a few levels higher.

      Kuznetsov stood over Kai and sent his fists down for his head. Kai kicked out Kuznetsov’s leg before that happened then moved his head to the left.

      Crash.

      Kuznetsov ended up punching the floor and yelped when his knuckle snapped. That was when Kai took advantage and grabbed Kuznetsov. The two rolled across the floor, brawling and clawing away at each other’s faces. Blood dripped from Kai’s scratched face. Blood had soaked Kuznetsov’s dark beard, turning it red. During the scuffle, Kai wrapped his hands around Kuznetsov’s throat and squeezed hard on the rugged flesh to strangle him.

      He grinned when he saw Kuznetsov’s health bar lower by 8% with each second that he couldn’t breathe, bringing it to 54, then 46—

      A knee to Kai’s balls broke the hold.

      Kuznetsov’s health bar rose when he could breathe, rising to 86% before he struck Kai again. Kai ended up with his back to the ground once more. Kuznetsov dove over him, landing quickly and throwing punches, bashing Kai’s head into the floor. He used his left hand to hold and squeeze Kai’s neck, keeping him still and strangling him. Kai lost 6-10% of his health each time Kuznetsov hit him. The strangulation lowered his health by 1-2% each second that he couldn’t breathe.

      According to his health monitor, he’d be dead in two minutes.

      Kai moved his free hand to the side, hoping to reach for the fallen Hammershot and pistol whip Kuznetsov with it. His fingers touched something solid. Kai pulled it into his grip and read the virtual label appearing over the object he held.

      It was a power drill, not his Hammershot pistol.

      Fuck it.

      Kai brought the drill forward, powered it on, and drilled a hole through Kuznetsov’s arm. The tall, husky man screamed and loosened his grip. Kai shoved him off and sank the drill into Kuznetsov’s balls, making him scream as the bit twirled and pushed up grounded flesh and gore that was once inside his ball sack.

      The sudden pain threw Kuznetsov backward, and he fell on his back. Kai climbed over Kuznetsov and pressed the red-dripping drill bit to his forehead.

      He grinned deviously at Kuznetsov. “Screw you!” Kai screwed it through his forehead.

      He continued drilling until the bit was deep inside his head. Kuznetsov twitched, eyes crossed and mouth opened wide with a scream while he glared up at Kai. His face remained that way after he died. Kai let go of the drill and walked away. He didn’t even bother to remove the power drill or its bit from Kuznetsov’s head, just left it on top of his dead face. Kai collected his guns that had fallen beside a dozen cans of spray paint that came off the shelves, reloaded the Hammershot, reloaded the M-905, then found the long-range transmitter Kuznetsov was using. Someone was on the line.

      “Kuznetsov, come in, please!” It was the voice of an enemy commander.

      Kai picked up the device and spoke into it. “Yo.”

      “Kuznetsov, thank God. What’s your status, Sergeant?”

      “Kuznetsov is . . . unavailable right now. Can I take a message?”

      “Who is this? And what happened to him?”

      “He got screwed over.”

      “And you are?”

      “The man who screwed him over.”

      “You’re that little shit who wrecked our blockade the other night, aren’t you?”

      “Right the first time.”

      “Okay, you listen here motherfucker—”

      “No, you listen!” Kai moved the device to his left ear. “Eden is not your fucking planet. Get out now, or I will send more of your soldiers to you in a fucking box and mail the cost of the bullets I used to kill them to you. Bullets ain’t fucking’ cheap.” Not that he was spending money on them.

      But he always wanted to use that line.

      “Oh, is that so?”

      “Yeah, that’s right, motherfucker.”

      The roar of ships above echoed and rumbled the floor. Kai sprinted to the window and looked outside. He hoped he didn’t just piss the enemy off with his taunting. He saw nothing at first until he looked up, way up at the sky.

      There were five starfighters in a delta formation closing in on the factory. They were the same fighters Eden’s military used. Starfighters that could give civilians like him, Cerise, and Ilona a lift out of the place. Or at the very least radio in that they spotted people in need of a rescue.

      “Fuck yes!”

      Kai swiped one of the fallen spray paint cans off the floor, dashed into the hallway, and found a maintenance ladder that led to the factory’s rooftops. He climbed to the top and spray painted the letters “SOS” across the rooftop’s surface, as large and wide as he could. There was no way the pilots looking down would miss his emergency message. He threw the can to the side and ran to the rooftop’s edge as the fighters got closer. And got lower. Kai jumped up and down, waving his hands with an LLT transmitter in his right grip to get their attention, while occasionally pointing back to his SOS sign.

      The missile ports on the starfighters opened instead and launched a salvo of warheads at the factory, white lines of exhaust trailing each missile.

      Kai’s smile turned into a frown.

      Eden had just launched an airstrike on him. “I’m not the bad guy, you assholes!”

      Boom.
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      The missiles fired from the Eden fighters struck the factory with precision. The entire building went up in a blast of flames with thundering explosions so powerful it caused the ground to crumble and sent burning debris into a dark abyss. Kai was on top of it, plummeting through the rupturing rooftops to be enveloped by a rising plume of dust and black smoke. Fortunately, the missiles blasted through the factory’s central most sections, where most of the assembly line was. Kai was on the far edge of the factory’s rooftop, away from most of the explosions. As funny as it sounded, running to the far edge to spray paint SOS there literally saved his soul. He would be ash right now had he remained in the middle of the factory.

      Kai couldn’t see shit during the factory’s destruction, only heard the explosions and the building’s foundation coming apart around him as he fell. The heat was unbearable, and Kai was 90% sure he suffered partial hearing loss. That was assuming he’d even survive the ordeal. Probably not. This was not the way he thought he’d go out in life.

      He fell through the floors of the factory, what was left of it, and crashed into the basement. Then the concrete of the basement floor came apart, and the whole place sank farther into the newly created hole the bombing starfighters made. He blacked out when a chunk of metal smacked the side of his head.
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        * * *

      

      Kai came to a minute or so later and found himself wet and cold. He had fallen into the gushing waters of an underground reservoir. He had no idea how deep the water was. It was too dark for him to see. Eventually, he had no idea what was up or down when the torrential waters pushed him under. He couldn’t breathe now; the currents were too busy sweeping him away to allow that. His implant flashing all sorts of emergency alerts in his vision wasn’t helping.

      A red-orange glow brightened his submerged surroundings, a giant fireball roaring above him. The starfighters had dropped more bombs. Eden was bombing the shit out of the site. Now the reservoir turned into a raging river poised to eject him to sea. He’d call for help if that were possible. All he could do was flail his arms about. On his third time doing that, a cold, hard, slender hand grabbed his arm. The waters stopped dragging him away.

      Rather, the hand holding his arm prevented the waters from doing that.

      The underground currents were still gushing, just he wasn’t moving. Whoever had grabbed Kai pulled him up and out of the violent waters. He blacked out before reaching safety. His head injury and blood leaking all over the place were to blame for that.
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        * * *

      

      The darkness that closed around Kai faded away. He saw the skies, blackened by the rising smoke. His body ached all over, but he was alive. According to his virtual vision, he sustained multiple lacerations to his body and was recovering from a mild head injury. His health bar was at 49%.

      He’d sit up, but it felt nice to lie down, and he was certain it was helping his health. It had risen to 51% after thirty minutes of lying there.

      An unfamiliar face stared down at him, draping the sides of his damp head with long white hair. It took him a while, but he recognized the Japanese features of the young girl watching him closely. It was the naked marionette he built for Ilona.

      “Ilona, taken control of your new body, I see.” He laughed then stopped. Laughing hurt his chest. “Thanks for the save.”

      “Ilona? I am not sure who that individual is.”

      He squinted his eyes at her. For sure, this was the marionette he had built. Her face reminiscent of his first girlfriend, the long white hair, her moderately rounded chest dangling above him that Ilona approved of, white fuzz near her womanhood, and hands and arms made of metal because there was not enough silicone skin and synthetic muscle in stock to cover them. This was her. Yet, she spoke in a voice that wasn’t like Ilona’s, and she didn’t know who she was.

      And as of that moment, Kai didn’t know who the marionette was.

      “Who are you?” he asked, sitting up.

      The marionette stood back, seemingly unfazed about her nude appearance or bare feet standing in the rubble littering the ground. She tilted her head to the right slightly and peered at him with an emotionless stare.

      “I have no name,” she said. “But as my master, you can give me one.”

      She was running on basic default software. No personality, just an emotionless white-haired girl.

      “A name, eh?” Kai stood up slowly and groaned. Her shimmering blue eyes, brightened by a set of LEDs inside her head, followed his movement. “Let’s go with Yukina. It means snow, and your pale skin and hair remind me of that. Thanks for saving me, Yukina.”

      “Thank you for giving me a name, Master. Registering it to my identity now.”

      “No need to call me master. Bad enough Ilona’s calling me that now. I’m Kai. Just call me that.”

      “But you are my creator. As an AI, I should show respect to the human who made my existence possible.”

      Kai checked his pockets and belt, surprised that his weapons, ammo, and such were still on him. Even the LLT that he stole from the enemy was there.

      With a grin, he held up the LLT communication device and contacted the enemy commander on the other end.

      “Guess what, asshole.” Kai spun around to where the factory was. There was just a hole in the ground with flames billowing up along its incline, adding more black smoke to the sky. “Eden took away your factory.”

      “Still alive, I see,” the Coalition commander grunted.

      “Yep, unlike your men.”

      Kai said nothing more and closed the link. He returned to the dropship and the crater that was once the factory, with Yukina following behind. There was just gushing water at the bottom of the hole now. The Jager they rode in on was gone. It likely fell into the crater and into the raging waters below, taking away Kai’s source of food, water, and first aid kits. And their ride out of the city. All that work to get it and his essential survival items were gone. Fuck.

      Cerise dashed out of the dropship when he approached it, with Ilona’s drone and hologram following behind.

      “Kai!” Cerise made a leaping dive into his arms and hugged him closer to her chest. He’d probably feel her silicone slopes pressing into him if he wasn’t wearing body armor. “You’re alive . . .”

      Ilona and her drone inched closer, smiling at Kai and greeting him with a modest wave and a half smile. “Got worried when you moved out of range,” Ilona said. “We couldn’t read your vitals that were already getting low.”

      “Why is she grabbing you like that, Master?”

      Slowly, Cerise released Kai from her warm embrace then scrutinized the naked girl behind him. Ilona did so too. And so did he.

      “Ladies, this is Yukina,” Kai said, introducing her.

      Cerise narrowed her eyes, placing her fists on her hips. “Isn’t that supposed to be Ilona’s new body?”

      “Yeah.” Kai nodded and turned back to face Ilona and Cerise. Neither of them seemed impressed. “Looks like the explosion activated her by luck. A piece of debris must have fallen on her activation button.”

      “That’s . . . very convenient,” Cerise snorted.

      “She’s a 400i model,” Ilona said. “They had a few design flaws, one of them being that their on/off switch was easy to accidentally activate or deactivate. Throw in the fact she was partially powered on for Kai to tinker with her code, and yeah, what he said is entirely plausible. So, she saved you, Master?”

      “Yeah, she pulled me out of the underground waters.”

      “Hmm.” Still narrowing her eyes, Cerise tapped her chin with her right index finger. “Should we transfer Ilona into the marionette now that her battery has gotten a bit of a recharge?”

      “Well.” Ilona circled Yukina, studying her up and down with curled lips. “Eh.” The holographic AI shrugged and walked away from Yukina, black heels clicking. “Don’t bother now. It wouldn’t be fair to Yukina.”

      “How so?” Cerise asked as Ilona strode past her.

      “I’d have to overwrite Yukina’s identity to do that.” Ilona spun back and crossed her arms. “I’d more or less be killing her to take control of the body. I’d feel bad for doing that since she just saved Kai’s life and all.”

      “Agreed,” Kai said. “Overwriting what little time Yukina had to experience being alive would be bad. I’ll just have to make you another body, Ilona . . .” He scowled at the remains of the factory. “Whenever we find enough parts . . . and a brain large enough to hold your memory.”

      Cerise looked at Ilona then looked longer at her drone projecting her hologram. “Why do you need so much memory space anyway?”

      “Not sure.” Ilona rubbed the back of her head, passing long fingers through her silky purple hair. “Dr. Rhinehart uploaded a lot of strange files into my memory stores. But with him dead, I can’t access them, don’t know what they do, and therefore I’m not 100% sure what exactly my mission is. All I know is that I have to install some files inside marionette units I plug into.”

      “So I have some of these files?” Cerise asked her.

      “Yes, you do, and so does Yukina.” Ilona made eye contact with Cerise. “Sorry if you feel violated, but I’m programmed to do this. It can’t be helped.”

      “No, no, that’s fine.” Cerise stretched her arms upward, moaning, and faced the smoke-filled sky. “Despite what’s happening, I feel more alive now than ever.”

      “I can tell. You just stretched.”

      She stopped stretching and lifted a pink eyebrow at Ilona. “So?”

      “Marionettes have no need to do that.”

      “I’ve seen a lot of the girls and boys at the Doll House stretch. What’s the big deal?”

      “Marionettes stretch because a script in their programming tells them to do that when certain conditions are met,” Ilona explained to her. “Somehow, I doubt standing in the middle of a war zone, next to a big old crater that used to be a factory that you were born in, is one of those conditions.”

      Cerise waved her off. “Whatever!” She turned to face Kai, both hands on her hips. “So, Kai, now what?”

      He gestured to the one remaining dropship that miraculously survived the bombardment. “Collect any supplies the enemy left inside their dropship.”

      Cerise twisted toward the idle dropship. She bit her lip. “Uh. They left a lot of stuff in there. How do we carry it?”

      Kai stood with her and studied the dropship for a minute. His lips curled into a smile. “I got an idea.”
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      A team of soldiers from the Solar Coalition examined the industrial complex for threats, Vinogradov 77 rifles held forward. They searched the area for their enemy—the man who made playthings of their two teams that were sent to capture the Vivid Corporation’s marionette factory. The man who bested their teams in the entertainment district. The man who, according to reports, had taken the Ilona AI they were ordered to find and using its awesome power against them.

      There wasn’t much of a factory left by the time they arrived. They only found its ruins and a crater that punched a hole into an underground reservoir.

      The squad leader, Lieutenant Cheung, accessed his implant’s communication option and established a link with Major James Kopac.

      “Sir, we’ve traced the LLT’s signal.”

      “And the factory?” Kopac asked.

      “Gone, sir. Eden’s forces bombed it.”

      “Follow that signal. The man who killed Kuznetsov has it.”

      “Copy that.”

      Cheung double-checked his vision and confirmed that the LLT’s signal was coming from the idle dropship at the edge of a crater where the marionette factory used to be. That idiot kept the transmitter on him, not realizing that Cheung’s team could follow its signal. He gestured with his hands to his squad: hostiles inside the dropship, surround the entrance, and await his order.

      Cheung’s team spread out ahead and to the sides of the craft’s shut door. On Cheung’s order, three men from his squad forced the doors wide open.

      Nobody was inside.

      A soldier from Cheung’s team darted away from the dropship. “He’s on the move!”

      Cheung read the data in his virtual vision again. The signal was moving fast. Really fast. That idiot was an excellent runner. Either that or he knew they were coming.

      “After him!” Cheung ordered. “He must have just left!”

      Cheung and his squad ran after the blip pulsing on their mini-maps appearing in the top left of their HUDs. The blip scurried deeper into the city of Jardin. It stopped moving, allowing Cheung’s brothers-in-arms to surround a coffee shop that had long since been abandoned when the campaign started. The signal was coming from inside the shop. He led his men into the shop via its shattered windows, their combat boots crunching the broken glass below.

      He ordered half a dozen men to watch the back entrance and two others to stand watch outside. This idiot, whoever he was, had already killed many of their comrades. Not today though. Today, they would end him.

      Cheung and the rest of his team followed the signal into the coffee shop’s back storage area. The door was ajar.

      “On my mark,” he whispered.

      Two of his men got into position, one standing to the left of the door, the other to the right. Cheung counted down with his fingers and then dashed forward, booting in the door and knocking it off the hinges. He lifted his Vinogradov rifle and held down the trigger, making its muzzle flair and brighten the darkened walls. To his left and right, the two soldiers joined him, fanned out, and sprayed the room with a hail of bullets. There was no way anyone hiding inside would survive.

      There was just one problem: nobody was inside the storage room.

      Cheung moved forward to see a dead rat on the ground, killed when a bullet ricocheted off the wall, bored a hole through its face, and reddened the floor. Someone had taped the LLT they were tracking to the dead rat. Below the LLT was a handwritten note with the words “FUCK YOU” and a tiny photo of the man they had been following. The image was a picture of him sticking up his right middle finger.

      Cheung slung the Vinogradov over his shoulder and held up the photo, grimacing hard at it. “Who the fuck is this guy?”

      Kopac entered unexpectedly from behind, drawing everyone’s attention to the six-foot European, his sweaty and muscular arms covered with throbbing veins. They stood up straight and saluted the major in charge of the operations in this part of the city.

      “Sir!” Cheung barked.

      “At ease.” Kopac’s icy eyes and shrapnel-scarred face, forged by his eight years of dedicated service to the Coalition, glared at Cheung. “What did you find, Lieutenant?”

      “He tricked us, sir.” Cheung pointed at the dead rat with the note and transmitter, directing Kopac’s attention to it.

      Kopac shared Cheung’s disappointed glare. “I see,” he said. “What’s that in your hand?”

      “This? It was a photo he left on it.”

      “Let me see it.”

      Cheung handed it to Kopac. The major’s hefty hands grabbed the photo and brought it to his face, his implant and augmented eyes running a facial recognition scan.

      As Kopac studied it, Cheung grabbed a scanner and ran a quick facial recognition scan of his own on the photo.

      Name: Kai Novak

      Date of Birth: March 30, 2256

      Sex: Male

      Note: A refugee from Earth who failed to show up for basic training in 2276.

      Orders: Kill on sight.

      The screen in Cheung’s vision changed suddenly. Kai’s profile had been updated right then and there.

      Orders: Do not kill. Capture and deliver to Major James Kopac personally.

      He deactivated the screen in his vision and looked at Kopac, who had undoubtedly edited Kai’s profile to display that change.

      “Sir, may I ask why?”

      “No, you may not,” Kopac said, spinning for the exit. “Return to the dropship and run a detailed investigation of it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      As they left, he heard Kopac mutter to no one, “Kai, nice to see you again, old friend.”
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            I’M DIGGING THE NEW LOOK, YOU TWO!

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking on foot sucked.

      But it was the only option for Kai and his synthetic companions. They lost their Jager in the aftermath of the factory’s bombing. Hijacking the dropship wasn’t going to happen; they needed it as bait to lure the searching enemy away. That and the girls drained much of the ship’s battery for their recharges. Thankfully, Kai used the remaining energy in the dropship to print a picture of himself flipping the bird.

      Yukina and Cerise had to carry what equipment they could steal from the enemy dropship since they had more strength than humans. 80 points of strength for Cerise, and 60 for Yukina, according to his implant. Kai, being a human, had 20. Carrying all that equipment left the two marionettes unable to use weapons correctly, but it was the only way.

      They were on foot for a few hours and kept close to as many buildings as possible. Should they spot enemy patrols, the plan was to dive into one of the many abandoned shops to hide or get the drop on them. No such thing happened though. With Ilona drifting behind, Kai, Yukina, and Cerise spotted nothing but city blocks after city blocks of dead shops and bars, their neon lights barely glowing.

      Trash and debris littered the streets and sidewalks, left behind by hordes of ransacking people a day earlier. Grocery stores were dark with bare shelves, while pharmacies had no medicine or first aid kits in stock. Clothing stores were pretty stocked up, however. Big surprise there.

      The sight of one luxurious fashion outlet captivated Cerise’s twinkling aureate eyes. She dropped her combat gear to the ground and turned to face Yukina. “Hey, put those down!”

      “Okay.” Yukina emotionlessly dropped her gear to the sidewalk.

      Yukina was wearing body armor, a Red Star Protector II stolen from the enemy, and pants that didn’t fit her well. Yukina’s ass was half hanging out, her white hair rustling as an eerie gust blew through the empty streets.

      Once free of all the guns and equipment that Yukina was carrying, Cerise grabbed her hand excitedly and dashed into the clothing store, tugging her along.

      Kai and Ilona narrowed their eyes at the two girls vanishing into the store.

      “You better go get them before they get into trouble,” Ilona said, hovering before Kai’s face.

      He sighed. “The world’s coming to an end, but they have to go shopping.”

      “I’ll keep watch.” The drone lifted off to the sky and scanned the area for hostiles while transmitting all surveillance data to his implant.

      Kai minimized Ilona’s data feed for now and moved the tab to the top right corner of his vision. He crossed into the luxury clothing store, following the echoing giggles of Cerise. The shop’s lights were out, and only the afternoon sun shining through the windows gave him a glimpse of inoperative marionette mannequins on display, wearing various provocative outfits for women.

      Girlish giggling in the air directed him to where Cerise was and where she had brought Yukina. He walked over to see Cerise strip Yukina naked and make her stand in the middle of the aisle. Cerise looked over Yukina’s slim shoulder and eyed Kai’s arrival. She winked at him then trotted off in search of the shop’s various outfits.

      “So, Yuki, what would you like to wear?”

      Yukina walked barefoot over to Cerise and curiously studied the dresses and skirts on the shelves. She pointed her metal finger forward. “This one.”

      Cerise glanced down at what Yukina pointed at. “That? Well, okay, but why?”

      “I do not know,” Yukina said, soft-spoken. “But it matches my hair’s color.”

      “Fine.” Cerise picked up the gown, unfurled it, then held it up. It turned out to be a white skater dress with no sleeves. Cerise twisted her lips at the dress’s length. “Wait here.” She replaced the outfit with another one and held it before Yukina’s naked frame. It was ridiculously sexier and shorter than the last, so short that a slight gust of wind could kick up the dress’s bottom and quickly reveal a glimpse of her panties. “This is better!”

      “Okay.” Yukina didn’t question why Cerise selected a shorter dress. She took it, put it over her head, and pulled it down. “This fits my body.”

      “But do you like how it looks?” Cerise asked her.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Of course not! Go look at yourself in the mirror.”

      “Mirror?”

      Cerise pointed behind her. “This over here.” She directed Yukina to a mirror. “This is a mirror.”

      Yukina approached a tall mirror reflecting a glimpse of her wearing the short white skater dress. She reached for the glass and stroked it with the tips of her skeletal titanium fingers wrapped in tiny wires while giving the mirror’s surface a child-like curious gaze. She leaned closer and tilted her head to the left while Cerise stood behind her.

      “Fascinating, it is reflecting our appearance,” Yukina said, her glowing blue eyes never leaving the sight of her reflection. “I will update my database on this.”

      “Wow . . .” Cerise put her fists on her hips. “You really are running on basic default software.”

      Yukina stepped away from the mirror and faced Cerise. “Will that be a problem?”

      She shook her head. “No, it won’t.”

      Yukina angled her gaze to Kai, watching the two marionettes from behind. “Will it be a problem for you, Master?”

      Kai held his hands out. “We can teach you what you need to know.”

      Cerise examined Yukina’s new outfit, smiling warmly at her figure. “What do you think of the dress?”

      Yukina twisted back to the mirror and once again studied her reflection with that same curious gaze. “It is adequate,” she said softly, emotionlessly. “As I predicted, its shade of white matches my hair. Master said I remind him of snow, so this material should better reflect the meaning of the name he has given me.”

      Without warning, Cerise grabbed Yukina’s bare shoulders and forced her to spin away from the mirror before pushing her closer to Kai. “What do you think, Kai? Yukina’s pretty good looking, huh?”

      “Uh . . . yeah.” Kai’s cheeks turned red. He saw Yukina’s nipples bleeding through the top of her figure-hugging dress. The outfit hugged her body so tight he could make out the shape of her navel too.

      Yukina stepped closer to him and studied his face. “Master, your face. What is wrong with it?”

      Cerise also looked at him with a warm, satisfying smile, so warm it flushed her cheeks. “Kai likes what he sees.”

      “Uh.” He brushed the back of his head, running his fingers through his spiky black hair.

      Yukina tilted her head to the right. “Does the naked form of the female body stimulate you?”

      “You see—”

      “It does!” Cerise cut in.

      “Don’t answer for me, Cerise!”

      “But it does! You can’t hide that from me, Kai! Don’t forget what Vivid created me for!” Cerise put her hands behind her back and leaned forward. “I know what you like. I wouldn’t be a good courtesan if I couldn’t read your face and body language, now would I?”

      Yukina pulled the dress up and off her body then dropped it to her bare feet. Now she stood naked before him and stepped closer, close enough that her pink nipples were half an inch away from brushing him.

      “Would it please you better if I remain like this, Master?” Yukina asked, tilting her face up to make eye contact.

      “No, get something on. There’s a war going on outside . . .” Kai said. “Anything you like.”

      “Hmm.” Cerise stroked her chin. “You need undergarments.” She grabbed Yukina’s metallic arm and trotted away, pulling her along. “Oh, Kai, bring the dress too!”

      He picked up the skater dress. It was warm with Yukina’s body heat even though she had been wearing it briefly. There was a bit of moisture on it too, artificial sweat. He wondered why sweat would cover her skin like that. Sure, they’d been walking for a bit, but there was no need for a marionette to fake sweating. Her body heat was understandable; Yukina’s electronics created a lot of internal heat and needed to be released via small, almost-invisible exhaust ports along her body. Sweating though? Marionettes only did that when something in their programming told them to do it in response to an event or action. Both Cerise and Yukina were not functioning like typical marionettes. He wondered if Ilona’s special packages had something to do with that.

      Kai shook away the thoughts for now. He had to. Cerise kept shouting his name over and over. She really wanted him to join them.

      So he did.

      His face turned red even more when he glimpsed the sexy stuff on the nonfunctioning marionette mannequins. He found Cerise and Yukina in the women’s undergarment section. Thongs, panties, and bras of various sizes and shapes were on display. There were garter belts and stockings too.

      Cerise approached a shelf full of undies. “Okay, Yuki, pick one you’d like.”

      “Okay.” Yukina reached forward and picked up some panties. “These.”

      Cerise winced at them. “Pick something else.”

      “Why?”

      “Those are granny panties.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Here.” Cerise grabbed the granny panties out of Yukina’s hands and tossed them over her shoulder. She walked toward another shelf and picked out a white lace bra and matching thong. “I think this better suits you, Yuki. Don’t you think, Kai?”

      Cerise laughed and handed the bra and thong to her. Yukina took the undergarment off her hands, held up the bra first, twirled it about, then eyed the thong in her other hand. Kai was confident his entire body was flushing now.

      She lowered both items and leveled her neutral gaze at Cerise’s bright-eyed face. “These are white.”

      Cerise nodded to her. “Right, so it matches that snow theme you’ve got going on.”

      “Okay.”

      Yukina stuck one leg into the thong and then the other. She slid the thong up her pale skinny legs and brought it in place, blocking out the sight of her white pussy hair. She grabbed the bra next and put it on. Cerise helped her lock the back strap then circled around Yukina, wearing a white lace thong and bra, ogling her half-naked frame up and down.

      “Better,” Cerise said. “You look so sexy.”

      “Sexy?”

      “It means you are attractive, Yuki. This will arouse men like Kai. Now turn around.” Yukina followed her instructions and turned to face Kai. “Now let’s practice removing these, the bra especially. This is your first time wearing one, after all.”

      Yukina’s mechanical skeletal hands grabbed the thong, pulled it down to her bare feet, then reached back and unhooked the bra, freeing her teenage breasts. She let that slide down her pale, petite body and to her feet. All while facing Kai . . . and gazing at him with blue, glowing synthetic eyes.

      A wicked grin curled Cerise’s lips. “Good, now put them back on.”

      Yukina lowered herself to pick up the garments, her breasts jiggling during the sudden move—

      “But.” Cerise cut in, her words pausing Yukina in place. “Turn around.”

      Yukina spun around. Now she lowered herself and bent over, pointing her naked ass at Kai. He didn’t realize until that moment how cute her bottom was. He had just selected a random part for that.

      As Yukina bent over, Cerise eyed Kai, smiling and winking at him. Cerise was doing this on purpose. While Yukina recovered her bra, Cerise reached over and playfully slapped Yukina’s left ass cheek. She put the bra on again, and he saw her tiny titanium and wire-coiled hands reaching back to hook the strap into place.

      “Good, now pull up your panties.”

      Slowly, Yukina picked those off the floor, slipped her left and right legs into them, then pulled them up her legs, obscuring her ass from sight.

      “Now get into the dress, Yuki. Kai has it.”

      Yukina walked over to him, and he extended his hand forward, offering her the short skater dress. The marionette, wearing only a bra and panties, took the dress off his hands and put it over her head.

      Yukina stood fully clothed again, leaned forward with innocent arms to her sides, and studied his reddened cheeks. “Are you sure you are fine, Master? I am detecting increased levels of perspiration on your face. In addition, your body temperature and heartbeat are elevated.”

      “I’m fine!” Kai blurted out, though his erect penis trying to break out of his pants said otherwise.

      “Are you completely certain you are not ill in any way?”

      “Totally fine. Believe me, I’m good.”

      “Now for sleepwear,” Cerise said, narrowing her eyes at an adjacent section.

      Kai snorted. “You don’t even sleep.”

      Cerise twirled on one heel to him, left finger pointed in his direction. “We can pretend if we want to when we enter power-saving mode, and you know that!”

      Cerise wandered off and entered the sleepwear department. Kai and Yukina didn’t follow. He couldn’t, not while Yukina stood ahead of him in the middle of the aisle and continued peering into his face with that curious but emotionless expression. It was like she was staring into his soul. He made a mental note to teach Yukina why staring at people was rude.

      And not to stand in the middle of a shop’s aisle while doing nothing else.

      Cerise returned to the two after fetching two gowns. One nightgown she held was a red lace erotic split outfit made of a sheer material so thin that anyone observing the wearer could see their bra and panties. The second was a white lingerie robe styled as a kimono.

      Cerise held both items up. “What do you think?”

      Yukina spun away from Kai and approached Cerise. She pointed a mechanized finger at the kimono robe. “I like this one.”

      Cerise smiled at her like she was her younger sister. “I thought so!” She laid the white robe over Yukina’s shoulder.

      Kai gestured to the two marionettes. “We done?”

      “Not yet!” Cerise hurried off into the lingerie department, her clicking heels echoing. “I wanna pick up a few things for myself. Oh, and we need some shoes for Yuki too.”

      Cerise returned with a lot of sexy dresses and undergarments. It had taken her an hour to decide what she wanted. Upon a second glance, Kai noticed that Cerise took the time to change out of her two-piece leather outfit. She now wore a leather dress skirt and left the front zipped down to her navel. She kept the sheer black stockings and replaced the heeled boots with heeled shoes.

      Yukina settled for matching white thigh-high boots to add to her new look. Once finished, Cerise gathered their collected items in a bag found behind the abandoned checkout till.

      She twirled to the two. “Now we can go!”

      The trio walked to the exit as if Kai had just taken the girls shopping. As they left the abandoned store, Yukina trotted beside him, reaching up and stroking his cheeks with metal fingers. They were so cold. Only the wires on them had heat. She brought her synthetic skeleton fingers to her face, covered in a layer of his sweat, and studied them.

      “Master, are you sure you are not ill?” she asked.

      Cerise giggled. “Don’t worry. He is very much okay and healthy.”

      They left the shop without paying. At that point, Kai doubted anyone would care, considering other people had raided the other stores. And that thought only made him depressed when he traversed through the chaotic streets. Just days earlier, this was Jardin’s well-known shopping district. Now people raided them and took what was valuable into their homes and hid from the violence the invasion had brought to Eden. Or grabbed anything they could get their hands on as they attempted to flee the city, maybe even the planet.

      None of that was an option for Kai anymore though. He and the girls were stuck walking on foot. There were no idle cars in sight. Unlike other parts of Jardin, the people in the shopping district had plenty of time to get into their vehicles and drive off. Or steal cars that weren’t occupied. In a blink of an eye, his plans to escape the planet went up in smoke. Literally.

      Fuck me . . . he groaned to himself. Where do we go from here?

      Kai walked on a random sidewalk and continued onward. Cerise and Yukina retrieved the combat gear they had left on the walkway and joined him. Meanwhile, Ilona dropped from the skies to float with them.

      The drone rotated and scanned Yukina and Cerise. “Nice!” Ilona whistled. “I’m digging the new look, you two!”

      About an hour into their walk, the sound of aircraft tumbling from the heavens roared. The group ran toward a nearby alley for cover and peeked around its corner. Lines of black smoke filled the sky as five starfighters engulfed in flames fell into the city, some gutting the interior of skyscrapers with raging flames when they crashed through them, others slamming into the surface with ground-shattering results. A fast-moving missile struck the final burning craft in the air, fired from the ground if he were to guess. The rocket blasted the ship to pieces like an exploding firework and rained red-hot slag to the streets below.

      “Holy shit,” Kai said, emerging from the alley’s darkness.

      Cerise joined him at his side, her eyes scanning the horizon and the lines of black smoke left in the wake of the starfighters’ destruction. “What was that?”

      “Eden just lost five fighters,” Ilona reported.

      He turned to Ilona. “Did anyone eject?”

      Ilona floated upward and hovered above the rooftops of several nearby buildings. She revealed the results of her scans in his vision.

      0/5 escape pods detected.

      His mini-map pulsed with a nav point.

      “That’s the location of the nearest crash site,” Ilona said. “If you want to investigate further, that is.”

      Kai nodded and twisted to Cerise and Yukina. “Let’s check it out, girls.”

      “Hmm, before we go,” Ilona said, the drone drifting before Yukina, “plug yourself into me, Yukina. I have a gift for you.”

      “Gift?”

      “An ability for you to use in combat.”

      Kai folded his arms. “What is it? The same ones you gave Cerise? Because that would be fucking handy for the two of them to have.”

      “No, it’s a different one. I can’t give Yukina the same CES Cerise uses.”

      Kai snorted. “Why the fuck not?”

      “Yeah, why not?” Cerise pouted with hands on her hips. “Why can’t my little sister be like me?”

      “Because Yukina’s a 400i,” Ilona said, floating to face the two. “Cerise, you are an 890i model. Yukina’s body and electronics can’t handle the same combat enhancing skills you have. She can handle this CES I’m giving her though, called Crash. Barely though, but it’s workable since it doesn’t continuously drain electrical power. Any skill that drains battery energy each second, like Acceleration Drive and Overload, isn’t good for Yukina.”

      “Why not install the Crash CES into Cerise too?”

      “Kind of redundant,” Ilona replied to his inquiry. “Plus, she’s got limited memory space. Software like this uses up a lot of memory, about 2.5 geopbytes each. Cerise has 1.8 geopbytes of free space left. If we upgrade Cerise’s memory stores, then she can install a new CES. For the most part, these girls can only have two programs installed, and Crash will be one of Yukina’s first.” Ilona twisted back to Yukina. “So, go on, take your USB cable and insert it into me.”

      Yukina’s metal hand reached back for her hidden USB cable, pulled it forward, and plugged it into Ilona.

      “That a girl,” Ilona said to her. “Now just hold still. This won’t take too long.”

      Kai spun away and glared at the road they planned to travel, the road that led to the nearest crash sight. “Let me know when you’re ready.”
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      Kai and Ilona led Cerise and Yukina to the nav point in his vision, a point of interest, the location of the nearest crashed starfighter. They kept low and out of sight during the trek to the crash site, a pulsing dot on the mini-map. The pulse grew stronger the closer they got to it.

      The fires burning from the other crashed fighters continued to blaze, especially the fire started by the ship that slammed into the skyscraper. The building was now engulfed in flames, and there wasn’t a single firetruck en route to it. Emergency personnel were likely dead or elsewhere because of the widespread devastation brought to Jardin in such a short time. Both scenarios were equally terrifying.

      Kai’s group arrived at the wreckage at last. The doomed starfighter crashed in a park, its explosive end spreading debris everywhere. There was a small crater with flames surging upward and turning the park benches and trees into smoldering ash. The air was sweltering, hotter than hell. It was like standing next to an opened oven set to the highest temperature. The closer Kai got, the more it felt like he crawled inside one.

      Ilona floated above the blazing wreckage and scanned it.

      “Confirmed,” she said after a quick analysis. “This was definitely an Eden fighter . . . though its mayday transmissions I intercepted were a good giveaway of that.”

      “Stupid question, Ilona,” Kai said, ambling forward, “but did the pilot survive the crash at least?”

      “No, what’s left of him is . . . well.”

      “Say no more.” He looked at the burning fuselage. “Rest in peace, pal. I’m sure you fought well.”

      “Hmm.”

      “What’s up, Ilona?”

      “According to my scans, this fighter was the same one that bombed the factory not long ago.”

      “Is that so . . .” Kai narrowed his eyes and reminisced about the airstrike made on the Vivid Corporation’s marionette factory. “It was a squadron of five starfighters.”

      “And five starfighters, including this one, just crashed one after another,” Ilona said.

      Kai grunted. “They didn’t make it out of the city then.”

      “Those poor pilots . . .” Cerise said, joining Kai to his left and surveying the wreckage of the starfighter. “They bombed the factory, not knowing it would be their last mission . . .”

      He looked to his left, eyeing her with a confused glare. “Cerise . . . you’re not mad that they destroyed the factory you were created in?”

      “They . . . they did it to prevent the Coalition from taking it and churning out monsters.” Cerise kept her eyes away from him. “It’s probably better this way.”

      Kai moved forward and searched through the wreckage he could safely access, ignoring the torrential pour of sweat that soaked his face and chest. He found something that captured his attention, something that seemed familiar. He picked up a tiny handheld device, brushed off the dirt, and grinned when its lights flashed.

      “A long-range laser transmitter,” he said, clenching the LLT.

      Ilona hovered over and scanned it. The results of her scan appeared in his vision.

      “It’s still in good shape,” Ilona said. “You should be able to reach the last person the pilot was in contact with.”

      He activated the LLT and chose an option to contact the final person the pilot of the doomed starfighter was conversing with. Ilona’s hologram materialized behind Kai in a flash, hands behind her back, her curious gaze looking over his shoulder at the device he held and brought to his face. Yukina and Cerise joined them to the left and right.

      After two long minutes, someone answered the call.

      “Captain Ahuja, you made it out! Thank God!”

      “Sorry, man,” Kai said, replying to the voice who spoke to him on the LLT. “I’m not who you think I am.”

      “What?”

      “The pilot who owned this transmitter is dead. He and his squadron didn’t make it by the looks.”

      He heard a long, sad sigh. “I see. So who am I speaking to then?”

      “The name’s Novak, Kai Novak. You?”

      “General Eric Thorpe, Eden Defense Force. So, Novak, am I to assume you’ve been striking Coalition targets in Jardin?”

      “And surviving that bombing run on Vivid’s marionette factory when I tried to wave for help? Yeah, that’s me.”

      “Listen, soldier, I don’t know who the fuck you think you are, but you need to stand the fuck down.” Thorpe’s tone underwent a sudden change. The general sounded like a man confronting someone who shot a puppy.

      “Excuse me?” Kai put the LLT to his other ear while moving away from the crackles of the flames. His sweaty skin thanked him for it when a gust of cool air blew past, rustling the park’s burning tree branches.

      “You have been disobeying direct orders since this started!” Thorpe raged. “You and all surviving teams in Jardin except for scouts were to evacuate to the cities of Desiree or Lynx Cove and regroup with our forces there. With that said, cease what you’re doing and carry out your orders. All you’ve done is enrage the enemy and encourage them to intensify their campaign, making life more difficult for the rest of us. And also . . .”

      And the general went on and on, chewing him out.

      Kai pulled the device away while Thorpe ran his mouth off. He addressed Cerise, Yukina, and Ilona. “I don’t know this guy, I swear!”

      He put the device back to his ear—

      “And another thing, soldier!”

      He pulled it away. The general’s angry voice echoed in the smoldering air.

      Kai put the LLT to his ear a minute later. “You done?”

      “Done? Oh, I haven’t even begun!”

      “Good, don’t start.”

      “You listen here, son!”

      “No, you listen! I’m not—”

      “Need I remind you that you are talking to a general, soldier? Need I remind you that I can and probably should bust your ass back down to E-1?”

      “Do it.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Go ahead and fucking do that. Demote me to the bottom of the totem pole and tell me how it works. Spoiler alert, it won’t because I’m not even fucking enlisted in your goddamn fucking military!”

      “You’re a civilian?”

      “Refugee from Earth to be exact. But yes. I’m a civvy, noncombat personnel. So go ahead, General. Write me up. Demote me. Court martial me while you’re at it, and tell me how that will work out when I don’t even fucking work for you.”

      Silence fell. Kai heard the general whisper to several people, probably other officers and generals. After two minutes, the general got back on the line. “Okay, Novak, was it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Let me get your story straight. You’re a civilian who got his hands on a gun and started a war with our enemy?”

      Kai smiled at the two marionette girls standing with a drone projecting the hologram of a woman wearing a lab coat and a black miniskirt. “I recruited two marionettes to assist me and a very advanced AI assistant,” he replied. “But yeah, we’re the task force killing all the bad guys, one battle at a time.”

      “I apologize for my outburst earlier,” Thorpe said, his voice lower and much more inviting. It sounded like he wanted something. “After thinking and talking with my peers, we’ve determined that you and your . . . Marionette Task Force could be valuable assets we’d like to hire.”

      “Hire, eh?” He lifted an eyebrow. “Go on. I’m listening.”

      “As it stands, your team is our only foothold in the region that’s not in retreat or scouting enemy positions.”

      “And therefore the only team fucking up the enemy. Okay, I see where you’re going.”

      “Well, there might be another team near your location. Just before we bombed the marionette factory, we sent a small team to the local scrapyard to investigate Coalition activity and search for who attacked the enemy without our consent.”

      “You mean me.” Kai chuckled. “Wait, scrapyard. You mean the Guildford Junkyard?”

      “Yes.”

      “Heh, we got our hands on some intel that suggested the enemy was interested in that place. Something about a ship there, though we assumed it was a typo.”

      “There might be some truth to that because we lost contact with the team we sent in minutes after they arrived. I fear it might have something to do with the new AA guns the enemy recently set up.”

      “Anti-Aircraft guns. That’s news to me.”

      “The enemy just got them up and running. That’s what downed our birds and a few others just recently. As of now, we lost air support over Jardin. Nobody gets airlifted in or out, no bombing runs, nothing. Your team is our only link to the surface since our scouts are currently maintaining radio silence. And your team is possibly the only team alive, uninjured, and capable of carrying out operations.”

      “So you want us to check out the scrapyard?”

      “Yes. Find out what’s happening and let us know if there are survivors. I’m sending you the nav point now.” The LLT beeped ten seconds later. Kai pulled the device away from his ear to view its screen and the nav point the general sent him. He sent a copy of the data to Ilona, who then transferred it to his implant and the positronic brains of Yukina and Cerise.

      Kai placed the LLT back to his face to speak. “Okay, we’re heading there now.”

      “Thank you. Keep this transmitter on you as well. I have a feeling we’ll be working together a lot.”

      “Will do.”

      “Good hunting, Novak.”

      The communication ended.

      Cerise put her hands on her hips. “First he was yelling at you and ordering us to leave the city, and now he wants us to stay?”

      “Makes sense when you think about it.” Kai stuffed the LLT into his pocket. “We’re not part of Eden’s military. They can afford to sacrifice us to take on risky missions. And the more we piss off the enemy, the more they’ll come after us rather than Eden.”

      Cerise folded her arms across that new sexy leather dress she picked up. “We’re just disposable cannon fodder then.”

      “Maybe in his eyes, yes. But given our track record, I think we’re this city’s last best hope for liberation.” Kai spun away and walked toward the direction the new nav point on his mini-map pulsed with. “So we’re doing this, and I’m going to demand a fat ass paycheck in return, plus danger pay.”

      “How big of a payout?” Ilona asked while her hologram walked to his side.

      “Big enough to split it with the rest of you,” Kai said. “I want you all to get paid for this as well. You’re putting in the work and deserve a cut of the profits.”

      “Pay . . . out?” Yukina regarded him with confusion as she and Cerise walked with Kai.

      “Money, Yukina,” he explained. “We can exchange it for goods and services.”

      “I see.”

      Cerise stopped suddenly, with a surge of emotions contorting her face.

      He grimaced and addressed her. “What’s wrong, Cerise?”

      She peered at him for three seconds. “You . . . want to share money with me? With all of us?”

      “Something wrong with that?” he asked her.

      Cerise angled her gaze to the ground. “The owners of the Doll House never did that . . .”

      Of course not. Cerise was a sex doll, just a tool to conduct business. Nobody paid tools to do a job; they were bought and put to work. Marionettes like Cerise serviced the Doll House’s horny clients who paid out the ass to spend time with them. Cerise and the other marionettes never saw a penny of it. They stayed in the Doll House, never leaving and pleasuring guest after guest without question as per their programming and how their owners trained them.

      Getting paid to do work was a new concept for Cerise . . . to Yukina—to all of them.

      “Let’s go, ladies,” Kai said, returning to the roads. “The scrapyard awaits us.”

      “Right.” Cerise ran to rejoin Kai and the others. “Let’s hope that wasn’t a typo in the data we stole.”

      “Why?”

      “Think about it, Kai. That means there’s a ship there up for grabs.”

      Kai narrowed his eyes when his mind connected the dots. He stopped to process Cerise’s words. “That ship could be our ticket off this rock . . .”
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      The Guildford Junkyard was in Jardin’s southeast district, far away from most of the towering high-rise buildings and corporate-owned facilities. Those structures were now part of the backdrop behind Kai, Cerise, Yukina, and Ilona as they strode into the scrapyard and observed a mountain of rustled metal bulkheads lying on top of heaps of trash and broken-down starships.

      He patted his pockets again to ensure that the granola bars he fetched from an abandoned store they discovered on the way to the junkyard were still there. They were, along with the case of bottled water Yukina carried.

      Kai couldn’t believe that the junkyard was a place of interest to the enemy. But if the intel was correct there was a space-worthy ship somewhere among the debris the group walked past. It was all they had to work with now, disrupt the Coalition’s operations in Jardin and hope that General Eric Thorpe would give them a good payday if they found the missing Eden soldiers out among the junk. And maybe if they did a good enough job, Eden could send more of their forces into the city. If so, Kai planned to beg them to give him and the girls a ride off Eden. That was assuming the rumors of a ship being buried in the scrapyard weren’t true. Though, the more Kai and the girls explored the scrapyard, the more he believed that was the case. He saw no ships in one piece, just old smelly junk that nobody wanted anymore, busted ass cars, and smashed-to-shit spaceships, nothing intact.

      And most certainly, nobody from the Coalition or Eden.

      The four turned the corner and walked around the twin engines of a derelict cargo ship. And then stopped afterward. They spotted the gruesome fate of the missing Eden soldiers the general talked about, an entire squad of servicemen and women dead over large heaps of scrap metal, their bloody corpses coating it red. A few bodies were still dripping gore into the murky puddles on the ground.

      There were fallen soldiers everywhere Kai turned, most wearing bloodied Eden uniforms. To the side were the remains of several burning dropships and a couple of downed starfighters. The Coalition got the jump on the Eden soldiers, took what they wanted, and left. The only thing that made the sight of death and destruction manageable was seeing the bullet-ridden corpses of the not-so-lucky Coalition soldiers lying in a mangled mess on the ground. The Coalition had a few casualties as well. So it wasn’t a total loss for Eden’s forces there. They shot and killed as many enemy soldiers as possible before paying the ultimate sacrifice on the battlefield.

      “Should we tell the general the bad news?” Cerise asked, her eyes scanning the corpses.

      “In a minute,” Kai said, ambling forward and past the bodies. “Let’s make sure there are no hostiles playing possum.”

      Ilona’s drone floated over the dead and shone a ray of light upon them. “Found some ammo here if you want. And a few guns and grenades.”

      “Eh.” Kai glanced at the weapons gripped by the fallen. “We’re already carrying a lot of stuff as it is. If we were to pick up more, we’d have to drop some of the stuff we already have.”

      Cerise walked toward Ilona. “What kind of guns did you find?”

      “A shotgun, for starters.” The drone drifted to the deceased Eden soldiers and took detailed scans of their equipment. “Then we have the goodies here on the dead soldiers. Eden doesn’t use the same weapons the Coalition does.”

      Kai accessed a menu displaying information about the weapons he and Cerise were using. Their pistols, his submachine gun, and her assault rifle were all standard-issued weaponry within the Coalition and manufactured by Lipka Industries.

      “Eden guns might be better for us,” Kai said. “Let’s check it out.”

      Cerise, Kai, and Yukina spread out to study the equipment the dead Eden soldiers had been using. Yukina stooped to one soldier and reached for their shotgun, pulling it free from their stiff, gore-dripping fingers. She held the weapon in her tiny titanium hands, a Barracuda S80 according to his implant’s scan, and gave it a long glare.

      “I like this one,” Yukina said nonchalantly.

      Kai nodded to the white-haired girl. “I’ll get Ilona to unlock that shotgun for you in a bit, Yukina.” He and Cerise wandered toward separate dead Eden soldiers, picked up and studied their rifles and sidearm pistols.

      He viewed data about the sidearm pistol first.

      Equalizer

      Type: Pistol

      Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

      Damage: 36 Piercing

      Ammo Capacity: 21

      Rate of Fire: 30 rounds/min

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      10 Strength

      5 Handgun Skill

      Not bad. Kai read the assault rifle’s information screen next.

      ZR6 Carbine

      Type: Assault Rifle

      Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

      Damage: 91 Piercing

      Ammo Capacity: 30

      Rate of Fire: 700 rounds/minute

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      30 Strength

      10 Rifle Skill

      “Hmm, what do you think, Cerise?” Kai asked.

      Cerise held up the ZR6 Carbine, prying it from the dead man’s grip. “It’s lighter, so it might work better for me when I use Acceleration Drive—”

      A gun cocked.

      “Who are you?” said the voice of an unknown party. It was the voice of a woman with an accent he couldn’t quite place.

      Kai and Cerise spun toward the sound of the voice, weapons pointed in her direction. The woman appeared from her hiding spot behind a ruined van and a pistol aimed at the two. He glimpsed her closer, noting that the gun she held was an Equalizer, the same type of pistol Eden’s soldiers used as a sidearm. So that made her an Eden soldier too. Or someone who looted their guns, but he doubted that because the light on her Equalizer’s screen was green. The biometric lockout wasn’t preventing her from using the firearm.

      From what he could tell, the woman confronting Kai and Cerise was a cyborg. She had a metal right arm, but unlike Yukina’s arms, which were just the metal skeleton missing skin, this woman’s arm was a prosthetic, making it look like an arm made of chrome. Several slots were on it to store ammo or deploy other hidden trinkets. She had long golden blonde hair and wore a white navel-revealing tank top, an open short-sleeved army jacket, tight shorts, and long combat boots. There was a pair of welders’ goggles pushed up to her forehead. The military dog tags around her neck and hanging between her bountiful chest jiggled as she moved closer.

      She never lowered the Equalizer away from Kai’s face. Kai returned the gesture and kept his M-905 submachine gun’s muzzle leveled with her head.

      “Y’all ain’t from the Coalition. That much I could tell,” the blonde cyborg woman said. “Though you’re using one of their neural implants.”

      Speaking of which, Kai used his implant to view the blonde cyborg’s level.

      [Lv. 40] – [Cyborg Eden Combat Engineer]

      She was level 40, the same level as Kai. He had his skill-up notifications disabled for so long that he forgot the past battles he was in had raised his level to 40. It’d be an even match if the two got into a shooting fight.

      Ilona transmitted a message into his head that only he could hear. “Kai, she’s using an implant made by the Twin Suns Corporation. That’s the same company that provides hardware and marionettes for Eden’s military. I think we can trust her.”

      “I don’t trust people pointing guns at me,” he transmitted in response to Ilona.

      “Well, maybe get her to lower it?”

      “By doing what? Shooting her?”

      “How about lowering your gun? A show of goodwill.”

      After passing a deep sigh through his curled lips, he leisurely lowered the M-905.

      Confusion wrinkled Cerise’s gaze, but she kept her Vinogradov’s muzzle leveled with the blonde cyborg’s head. “Uh, Kai?”

      “Lower your rifle,” Kai said to Cerise. “She won’t shoot us.”

      The cyborg snorted. “What? Y’all think you got me figured out or somethin’?”

      “Yeah, I do,” Kai said. “You look like a smart woman who wouldn’t pick a fight when outnumbered.”

      “I’m a cyborg.”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed.”

      “I can drop the two of you before you reach for that trigger.”

      He gestured with his head to Cerise. “She’s a marionette. You think you got faster reflexes than an android?” He gestured forward. “Oh, and she’s one too.”

      The cyborg lifted a blonde eyebrow. “What?”

      A smile curled his lips. “Turn around.”

      The blonde looked behind quickly and saw who Kai was gesturing at—Yukina pointing the Barracuda S80 shotgun at her. A nonfunctioning Barracuda because of the biometric lockout, but the cyborg didn’t need to know that. The woman pointed her cyber arm backward at Yukina, and a small gun barrel poked out through an underside slot, its tiny length aiming at Yukina’s face. The cyborg girl had a hidden gun built into her arm and now had two weapons pointed. An Equalizer for Kai’s head and her cyber arm with a gun inside it aimed at Yukina.

      Ilona floated down next, drawing the cyborg’s attention away from Yukina and toward the drone.

      “You might want to listen to him,” Ilona said, providing the voice of reasoning. “He won’t bite, I promise.”

      “The hell?” The cyborg slanted her head slightly and peered closer at Ilona, eyebrows raised. “Is that a talking drone?”

      “I get that a lot these days.”

      The woman lowered her Equalizer and cyber arm while the hidden gun barrel retreated inside the prosthetic limb. Ilona’s words had quelled the standoff for now.

      “You a marine?” Kai asked, stepping closer and strapping his M-905 over his shoulder.

      The cyborg woman shook her head. “Army.”

      “Close enough,” he said. “Let’s help each other. We’re on the same side.”

      He offered his hand in greeting. She raised the Equalizer again, taking two steps backward. “Back off!”

      Kai held both hands up. “I’m just trying to help.”

      She waved the gun swiftly. “Prove it.”

      “Well.” Kai tapped his M-905 strapped to his shoulder. “I’m not pointing that, and Cerise’s not pointing her rifle.”

      “That marionette behind has a shotgun pointed at my ass.”

      “Yukina, lower the gun.”

      “As you wish, Master.”

      Yukina lowered the Barracuda while a sudden gust scattered her white hair and the ends of her short skater dress.

      “See?” Kai said, gazing back to the cyborg. “We don’t want to fight.”

      The blonde refused to lower the pistol. “Not good enough, pal.”

      Slowly, Kai held the M-905 forward and ejected its magazine. He tossed it to the ground, landing it near the cyborg’s boots. Afterward, Kai unstrapped his M-905 and threw it to the ground, well out of his reach.

      “Better now?” he asked.

      The cyborg woman pointed at his holstered Hammershot. “Lose the sidearm.” She waved her weapon at Cerise. “You two, pinky. Get rid of it. All of you, drop your weapons.”

      Kai looked at the two marionettes. “Cerise, Yukina, disarm.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Yukina dropped everything she had to the ground, including all the gear they had stolen from the Coalition’s dropship. Cerise followed suit afterward reluctantly and kept her gold eyes on the blonde cyborg the entire time. It took a while for Cerise and Yukina to disarm. He forgot how much stuff they were carrying. There were like walking weapon lockers at that point. Now they were just unarmed marionettes, one a sex doll, the other a gynoid with her AI stuck in learning mode.

      The woman pointed to his belt. “And the knife.”

      Kai eyed the Dragon’s Tooth sheathed to his belt and grimaced hard. “No,” he firmly said, facing the blonde with a gun aimed at his face. “That stays with me.”

      “Hand it over.”

      “It has sentimental value.”

      “You’re emotionally attached to a dagger?”

      “It helped me through a tough time in life. I wouldn’t be here without it.”

      She sighed dejectedly. “Fine, leave it.” Keeping the Equalizer gripped with her left hand, she extended her cybernetic arm forward, forcing him to look at its polished chrome. “I doubt you have the reflexes of my augmentations anyway. Now start talking, mister . . .”

      “Novak,” he said. “Kai Novak.”

      She introduced herself with a nod. “Lance Corporal Amber Adams.”
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      The blonde cyborg, Amber Adams, holstered her Equalizer. With the tension broken at last, they were able to talk and bring each other up to speed. Kai gave Amber a quick rundown of what had happened. How he survived the attack on Jardin Interstellar Spaceport, met Ilona, a sentient drone who aided in his escape, which led to him finding Cerise, and then later constructing Yukina using old leftover 400i parts.

      “And these marionettes?” Amber said, gesturing with her head to Cerise and Yukina. “These are them?”

      “Yep. They’re my protectors,” Kai said. “Programmed to follow me around while I try to contact someone from Eden’s military . . . someone like you, as directed by General Eric Thorpe. We need to get off this planet and get Ilona someplace safe. She has data that could change life as we know it.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know,” Ilona said, drifting forward. “My creator, Dr. Roger Rhinehart, was killed after he uploaded his work into me. The data is mostly encrypted, so I can’t access it easily. It’s related to marionettes though, and whenever I plug into a certain marionette, my subroutine forces me to upload a few software packages into them. Extra code into their neural network.”

      “Change life as we know it, huh,” Amber said, arms crossed over that bust-hugging tank top she wore. “In a good way, I hope.”

      “Yes,” Ilona replied, “Dr. Rhinehart was hoping it would end all anxieties about the potential extinction of the human race because of the rise of AIs.”

      “The extinction of humanity at the hands of AI is exactly what the Coalition fears would happen,” Amber said. “Exactly why they’re attacking and ruining this beautiful colony we spent way too many years buildin’. They want to force strict AI rules across the entire galaxy.”

      “Do you know why the Coalition was here in this scrapyard?” Kai asked.

      “From what we gathered, it was to find raw materials,” Amber said. “Taking a planetary system is gonna cost ‘em a lot of resources. They’ll have to build new ships and whatnot to hold the Rigil Kentaurus system. Which is the other reason they came to this here junkyard. Supposedly, there’s a ship out in these parts, one that’s still somewhat intact, unlike all those hunks of junks y’all probably seen.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “So I guess there’s truth to that rumor . . .”

      Amber studied his expression. “You know about it?”

      “Came across some intel that suggested something was here.” Kai glanced at the dead and mangled ships in the surrounding junk heaps. “The thing is, where? Kind of hard to hide a ship that’s still in one piece unless it was a small one. But why would the Coalition want a small ship? Especially when they have so many large battleships.”

      Amber twisted around and walked forward. “Supposedly someone dumped an old space yacht out here equipped with guns.”

      He followed her with a fascinated glare. “A yacht with weapons?”

      “Protection against pirates mostly, in the far reaches of the Toliman system AKA, Alpha Centauri B.”

      “Why would they want a yacht?” Cerise asked, joining up with the two. Ilona and Yukina followed the group afterward.

      “Infiltration, most likely,” Amber explained. “With what’s going on here, the other worlds at Toliman and Proxima are likely uppin’ their defenses. The Coalition might have caught us Edeners off guard, but everyone else? Hell no, they’ll be well prepared for the Coalition. But with a yacht and a couple of military-grade marionettes aboard . . .”

      “The Coalition could use that yacht to sneak in and cause trouble on the inside out,” Kai said, wincing. “I’ve seen Coalition marionettes in action. They’re monsters in large groups.”

      “Hmm, how come we haven’t seen them?” Cerise asked. “If Coalition marionettes are monsters, why haven’t they been deployed?”

      “They’re probably holding most of their marionettes back,” Kai said. “Keep most of them in Sol to defend it, then turn around and use Eden’s marionette factories to produce units to their specs, while deploying the few marionettes they brought to Eden to carry out special operations.”

      “You might be right about that,” Amber said. “The Vivid Corporation and Twin Suns already lost control of a few of their factories elsewhere. Somewhere out there are our factories cranking out enemy androids who will then destroy the defenses of our neighbors out in space with this yacht they plan to capture.”

      “And then the Coalition strikes the planets beyond Eden,” Kai added.

      Amber smirked. “In theory, of course.”

      “Did they find the yacht?” he asked Amber.

      “No, we sent them packing with heavy casualties after they shot down our ride into the AO . . .” She glared at the dead Eden servicemen and women as they walked past. “Paid a heavy price for that. I’m the only survivor.”

      “Then the Coalition will be back with more,” Kai said. “Let’s find this yacht. It might be our ticket off-world.”

      Amber stopped, spinning on her heel to face Kai, hands on the hips of her tight shorts. “I’m not leaving my people behind!”

      “At the rate things are going, I don’t think there’ll be anyone behind,” he snorted.

      “Don’t count on it! We Edeners are strong!”

      “Earth was strong too, and look what happened there?” Kai waved her off and continued onward. “Trust me, the Coalition is tenacious. I’ve seen cities that shouldn’t have fallen fall within days. You’ll be surprised what people will do when they firmly believe that life as they know it would end unless they force the galaxy to restrict the freedoms of AIs.”

      The group of five, consisting of Kai, Cerise, Yukina, Amber, and Ilona, spread out in search of the yacht. After confirming that it wasn’t on the ground, they concluded that maybe someone had buried it under all the rubble. After all, Amber did say the yacht was old. It might have been there for a good while and had years of junk piled on top of it.

      Yukina and Cerise were a tremendous help there. They might not have looked like it, but their android bodies gave them enough strength to remove rubble, scrap metal, and old cars. Amber’s cybernetic arm somewhat helped as well. Amber’s strength rating was 60 according to his implant, the same as Yukina’s and only 20 points lower than Cerise’s. 200 strength in total when the girls heaved objects together. Kai, being a human, had 20 . . . The three girls working together were literally ten times stronger than a single human. The more the girls dug, the better scans Ilona could take.

      Eventually, Ilona led them to something promising, buried treasure in the putrid junkyard.

      The girls unearthed the forward end of what had once been a luxurious space yacht.

      “Jackpot!” Kai crowed, taking several steps back to admire their discovery.

      The girls slowly unburied the old ship out of the rubble. The sun had set for the evening by the time they finished freeing the yacht from the mountain of junk. Kai walked past the yacht’s name painted on its hull, narrowing his eyes to slits as he read it.

      “The Starslayer,” he said, running his fingers across its soot-covered nameplate.

      “I’ve heard of this ship,” Amber said, standing before its nameplate. “Some rich-ass owner of a lithium mine owned this space yacht. He trashed the Starslayer because of a pirate attack.” She pointed upward. “At one point, there was a domed patio and a mini restaurant up there. The pirate attack turned it into slag. The owner used to have lots of VIP guests aboard and needed that part of the ship up and runnin’. He felt it was better to scrap the Starslayer and buy a new one with those features rather than repairing the patio and restaurant or going without them.”

      “He should have just sold it for a discount.”

      “He tried that. Nobody wanted to buy a shot-the-fuck-up yacht, especially when there were newer, faster, sleeker models on the market. That was the other reason the old owner didn’t keep this one. There was better stuff out there.”

      “So it should still work then?” he asked.

      Amber just shrugged. “We’re about to find out.”

      The group approached one of the Starslayer’s airlock doors. Cerise stuck her fingers into the door’s central split on the right, Yukina on the left. Both marionettes pulled the door from side to side, forcing it to open. The marionette duo forced open the second set of airlock doors, providing the five access to the Starslayer’s interior.

      Motion detectors sensed their presence and turned the lights on. They flickered on and off but provided them with light and direction nonetheless.

      “Still has power,” Kai said, observing the flickering lights on the ceiling and wall baseboards. “Barely any power, but it’s there.”

      He led the four ladies through the hallways. Apart from the dust, the ship’s interior was a spiffy place. Smooth walls, lights on the baseboards, and black and gray withered decorative plants inside the walls. The engine room flashed to life with light upon forcing the doors open. Amber hurried to a control console with an interface flashing on and off. She inputted command prompts and read the data that scrolled on a small monitor, shining blue light across her face.

      “So this has guns, yeah?” Kai asked, standing behind Amber.

      “It does.” She nodded and continued typing on the console’s keyboard. “They’re working according to this but have no ammo.”

      “What kind of guns and ammo are we talking about?”

      “Well.” She bit her wincing lip. “They’re PDCs.”

      “What are those?”

      “Point defense cannons. This ship doesn’t have a shield generator, so it relies on cannons to shoot down missiles and such.”

      “Seems risky.”

      “Shield generators are expensive as fuck. PDCs are cheaper.”

      “You sure? Bullets aren’t cheap.”

      “Well, in the short term, they are cheaper.” Amber spun, putting the console to her back, and faced Kai. “With shield generators, you have two options: you buy it or don’t. It’s a hefty amount of money and consumes a great deal of the ship’s power, not to mention you might have to redo the electrical work. PDCs? If you never fire them, you don’t use bullets. But if you use them a lot, and have to always reload them, then yeah, those costs add up. Then there’s maintenance on the guns. Guess the owner felt this ship wouldn’t get attacked by pirates that much.”

      Kai snorted. “Their mistake because now it sits here because of an attack.”

      Ilona floated forward, shining a ray of light upon the ship’s reactor and other sizable mechanical apparatuses. Kai didn’t know what the machinery did. “Where can we get ammo for this?” Ilona asked.

      “We can grab some ammo from the remains of our dropships outside,” Amber said. “While I’m at it, I’ll haul in the remains of the marionettes we had in our unit. Their CPUs are toast, but their bodies are partially salvageable. I can use those parts to fix up Cerise and Yukina should they take heavy damage.”

      He was intrigued. “Really?”

      “No guarantees of course. The marionettes from my unit were made by Twin Suns, so that tech isn’t 100% compatible with Vivid Corporation’s tech. But I’ll work my magic and see what I can do.”

      They left engineering and continued to tour the grounded space yacht. The ship’s interior was dusty, but they could restore it. It had all the usual things one would expect from a starship owned by a wealthy businessman. A spa to kick back and relax in, a galley where the ship’s chef and cooks would prepare meals for guests as well as a recreation room with a pool table at one end, a big screen TV, and several couches and sofas before it. Down on the lower decks was a swimming pool in a chamber where its walls were made wholly of robust glass, like the pool itself. If the Starslayer was in space, it would look like you were taking a swim through the stars. Kai wondered how many girls had gone skinny dipping in the pool. Wealthy businessmen always had a harem of young ladies keeping them company during interstellar voyages.

      Immaculately sculpted stairs with lights inside each step brought people from the lower decks to the upper ones, where one could access the crew quarters and quarters reserved for VIPs. A welded-shut door blocked off the entrance to the patio and restaurant. At the forward end was the Starslayer’s bridge. The lights on the consoles blinked when it detected Kai and the girls stepping onto the bridge and approaching the sleekly designed chairs and computer terminals for the operating crew before a wide glass window that would, under normal circumstances, give a breathtaking view of space.

      Ilona floated to the central console while her hologram appeared, pointing out several unused USB ports. “Kai, plug me in please!”

      With a charming grin, Kai fetched the drone’s deployed USB cable and inserted it into the console’s dashboard. Seconds later, more of the Starslayer came to life around them. Additional lights on the bridge and connecting hallway had activated as various computer stations booted up with their display monitors flashing on.

      “Okay, downloading the Starslayer’s damage logs now,” Ilona said, taking slow steps away from her drone with folded arms. “With this, we can easily identify all places in need of repairs to make this space worthy again.”

      Kai nodded to her hologram. “Sounds like a plan.”

      “I’ll get some fuel and the ammo for the PDCs,” Amber offered. “The dropship that brought my team here might be a wreck, but I should be able to siphon some of its fuel and batteries.”

      He liked that idea. “Okay, I’ll leave you to do that.”

      Kai spun around and held back a laugh. Cerise and Yukina leaped into the chairs on the bridge and stroked its glossy material. Yukina studied the chairs as if she had never seen one before. Which was kind of true. This was the first time since Yukina’s activation that she had seen a chair and sat in one too. Cerise found a headset/mic with cute cat ears on top of it and put it on over her head of long wavy pink hair. She spun her chair around, gave Kai the peace sign with two fingers held high, and giggled with one eye winking at him.

      They had just found their new home and base of operations.

      At least for him, Ilona, Cerise, and Yukina. Kai wasn’t sure of Amber’s end game yet, but for now Amber was temporarily part of the Marionette Task Force, as the general had called them.
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            FOOLING AROUND WITH THESE GIRLS WHEN THERE’S SO MUCH AT STAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lance Corporal Adams, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      General Eric Thorpe paused during the lengthy conversation Kai had with him over the LLT. “Okay, continue to restore that hunk of junk you found,” Thorpe said. “The Coalition was willing to risk the lives of their men to capture it, so there’s got to be something incredibly valuable about it we don’t know.”

      “We think they were planning to use it to infiltrate the other colonies,” Kai said. “All while posing as a civilian spacecraft.”

      “I see. Is Corporal Adams nearby?”

      Kai saw Amber reviewing a map of the Guildford Junkyard using the Starslayer’s bridge computer terminal. She was studying the monitor closely, so close some of her loose blonde hair had fallen forward. He waved to her. “Hey, Amber, your boss wants to talk.”

      Amber shut off the computer screen and approached him. “Okay, pass it to me.”

      Kai tossed her the LLT. She captured it with one swift grab of her chrome cybernetic hand. “Yes, sir?” Amber said, putting the LLT to her face. “All KIA, sir. I’m the only one left. Of course, sir. AA guns are still in play, so we can’t leave until they’ve been dealt with. Yes. Understood, sir, Adams out.” She ended the link then held up the LLT with one hand. “Mind if I hold on to this?”

      “Go ahead. Just keep us in the loop,” Kai said. “That old guy promised to pay us for this job, and I’m holding him to that.”

      “You’re helping me complete my mission, even though we lost. So I kinda owe you. I’ll put in a good word to the general.”

      Kai and the girls got to work repairing, reloading, and refueling the grounded space yacht, the Starslayer. And searching for anything else that might be of value to the Coalition. They didn’t find much though.

      Restoring the ship and searching for something of value to the enemy took most of the evening. Thankfully, someone, Amber or Cerise—Kai wasn’t sure who—thought ahead and ventured back into the city and raided a bed and linen store. They brought back lots of fresh linen. The Starslayer’s vacant quarters now had clean bed mattresses, sheets, and blankets for the night, as it was clear they would be sleeping inside the junked yacht tonight.

      So when the clock struck midnight, Kai and the ladies agreed it was time to call it a night.

      “I guess so.” Amber raised her hands up and yawned. “Been awake pretty much all day.”

      “You and me both.” Kai placed the circuit boards he was tinkering with off to the side. The electronics inside the bridge’s automatic sliding doors would have to wait until the next day.

      Amber sat up from her chair, walked away from a dashboard she had taken apart, and approached Cerise, Yukina, and Ilona’s hologram. “I guess you three will have to keep working in our stead.”

      “Actually, until we get the rest of the ship’s power restored, we might need to enter sleep mode,” Ilona said.

      “Agreed. We’ve used quite a bit of battery power as it is,” Cerise said.

      Amber shrugged. “Eh, I guess so.”

      “All three of us recharging would be too much of a burden on the ship’s systems right now,” Ilona said. “Until we have full power restored, it’d be best for us to avoid using this vessel to recharge. With that said, Kai, my wonderful master, do you mind unplugging my drone from the dashboard?”

      “AIs and humans both needing to sleep at the same time,” Amber said while Kai unplugged the drone’s USB cable. “Never thought I’d see the day.” Amber strode to the bridge’s exit, its automatic sliding doors forced open but never moving.

      “Need something to drink?” Kai asked. “Or eat?”

      “Hmm.” Amber stopped and reached for her canteen, giving it a good shake. “Fuck, I’m out of water. You got some stuff, Kai?”

      “Yeah, snagged some bottled water and granola bars on our way here,” Kai said. “We had more stuff in a jeep we stole from the enemy, but that went tits up during the airstrike.”

      “I still got some MREs left, so I’m good for food,” Amber said. “But I’ll take some of that bottled water off your hands.”

      “Sure, I left it in the kitchen. I’ll show it to you.”

      “Oh, hey, I could also go for some water.” Cerise skipped to Kai and Amber at the bridge’s exit and looked back at Yukina. “Would you like something as well, Yuki?”

      “Something?” Yukina twisted her chair around, giving Cerise a perplexed look.

      “Food? Water?” Cerise said. A blank stare was Yukina’s reply. “It’s something to eat and drink.”

      “Eating and drinking . . .” Yukina said softly. “I am unfamiliar with that term.”

      “Wow.” Amber crossed her arms. “She really is a barebones unit.”

      “This is Yukina’s first day alive, and she never received pre-programmed knowledge,” Kai said. “We’ve got to train her AI on everything.”

      “Well, allow me to train her on that!” Cerise excitedly hurried to Yukina, grabbed her metal arm, and yanked her off the chair. “Come with us, Yuki. You’re totally going to love this.”

      “Since when do androids eat and drink?” Amber asked while watching Cerise drag Yukina with her.

      “We marionettes always do!” Cerise said. She pivoted to Amber while holding Yukina’s skeletal titanium arm. “Believe it or not, it helps with our functions.”

      “Explain.” Amber maintained her folded-arms stance and leaned against the door frame. “I’ve been in the army for a while, and ain’t none of the marionettes we have at our base needed to eat or drink.”

      “The main reason we eat and drink is to get water into our bodies,” Cerise explained. “We can cry, sweat, have moisture in our mouths . . . and other places.” She giggled hard. “All that allows us to appear more human. But that water has to come from somewhere, right? And whenever we cry or sweat, we use up that limited store of water in our internal tanks. So it has to be replenished, and that’s where food and water consumption comes in. When food enters our bodies, our system absorbs and extracts water that might be in it, purifies it, then drains it into our internal water tanks.”

      “Interesting,” Amber said, fascinated. “And for drinks, I’m guessing it’s the same thing? Just extract the water content then purify it?”

      Cerise shot her a cheery smile. “Yep!”

      “And you use that water to appear human,” Kai looked at the two marionettes. “And I suppose sitting down to eat and drink also adds to that image.”

      “That’d explain why the marionettes we have in the army don’t do that,” Amber said. “They just perform their duties. Nothing more, nothing less. They don’t need to act human because we already know they aren’t and don’t care.”

      Cerise stepped backward, grimacing. “Oh, how awful . . .”

      “They’re military-grade marionettes produced by the Twin Suns Corporation,” Amber explained. “Crying, sweating, or having moist mouths doesn’t help you on the battlefield or when working at a base.”

      “Still . . . that’s so . . . mean for Twin Suns to force those marionettes to be like that. They’re just mindless tools . . . it’s almost like you’re treating them how the Coalition wants all AIs to be like.”

      “No.” Amber shook her head. “Twin Suns allowed them to have some emotions. And if a marionette in the military wishes to leave and live a civilian life, we’ll honor it and make any adjustments they want to blend into society.”

      “Would that include the ability to cry and sweat?” Cerise asked.

      Amber gave another one of her shrugs. “Probably not. Doing all that sounds like a product of the Vivid Corporation’s marionettes like yourself. Mind you, I never heard of a marionette leaving active service though.” Amber narrowed her eyes at Cerise and Yukina. “So . . . sorry, but I gotta ask . . . how do you all process food waste?”

      Cerise replied with the answer. “What our bodies don’t need is placed inside easy-to-remove organic containers that can be thrown into a composter.” Kai and Amber both made a big cringe. “Trust me, it’s much cleaner than it sounds when compared to humans expelling waste.”

      Kai held the cringe. “Really.”

      “Yes, because we don’t digest the food. We just take out the water. Nothing more.”

      Kai spun for the exit. “This was quite the conversation to have before sitting down to eat and drink . . .”

      He escorted Amber, Cerise, and Yukina through the once-luxurious hallways with smooth, curved wall edges. They went down to the lower decks, walked past the couches and widescreen TV, and entered the dining area and kitchen. Kai picked up a case of bottled water, placed it on the kitchen table, then pulled out a pack of granola bars from a cupboard.

      Amber chuckled and approached the long kitchen table. “Making yourself at home already, I see.”

      “Might as well.” He studied the luxury kitchen with its white and shiny reflective surfaces covered in dust. “This place is almost like a large condominium suite.”

      “More like a small hotel,” Amber said, fetching her stash of MREs from her bag and laying them across the table. “Feel free to help yourself. My unit won’t be eating them anymore.”

      The four sat down and dined on their meals. It wasn’t glamorous, but it would allow them to survive for another day. Cerise didn’t eat anything. There wasn’t much water in the MREs, and she knew their supplies were limited. It was best left for the human and cyborg who needed them. However, Cerise took a small piece of a granola bar and nibbled on it, showing Yukina the art of consuming food. It took Yukina a while to get used to the teeth in her mouth. Drinking was an entirely different ballpark. Yukina spilled half her bottle onto the floor. Cerise just laughed and used an old dusty cloth from the side countertop to clean her up.

      “You’ll get the hang of it soon!” Cerise said, lifting the towel away from Yukina.

      Yukina held the water bottle with both hands and gently placed it back on the table. “This is a tedious activity.”

      Cerise laughed. “And if you were human, you’d have to do it multiple times a day or you’d die.”

      “Die?” Yukina looked at Amber and Kai. “If you cannot consume food and beverages . . . you would end up like the men outside?”

      “Yeah, if that happened for a prolonged period,” Kai said to her. “Missing one meal isn’t going to kill you.”

      “So physical injury or sickness is not the only means of ending your existence.”

      “You catch on fast, Yukina.”

      Cerise grabbed Yukina’s bottle and angled the opening to Yukina’s lips. “Okay, Yuki, let’s try this one more time! Open wide!”

      As Cerise aimed the bottle at Yukina’s mouth, Yukina pointed at Amber. “You are damaged.”

      Amber glanced down at her midriff and then later at her arms. “Yeah, I got shot when the Coalition ambushed us. Thankfully, my cybernetics stopped the bullets from damaging any organs.”

      Yukina leaped out of her chair and moved toward the side of the table Amber sat at. She accidentally shoved Cerise’s hand guiding the water bottle to her. “Hey, Yuki!”

      Yukina didn’t listen to her. She kept ambling toward Amber.

      “You are still part human,” Yukina said, studying Amber closely as she approached.

      “Yes . . . didn’t we establish that I’m a cyborg?”

      “I must repair your damaged components,” Yukina said. “If left unchecked, it could lead to problems and potential infections.”

      Yukina tugged on Amber’s tank top. Amber broke out sweating, panicking, wincing, and holding her navel-revealing tank top. “Uh . . . I’m fine! Really!”

      “We will not be fine if your augmentations cease to function during a crisis.” Yukina’s titanium hands continued to strip Amber topless. Amber sat up fast, staggering backward and away from Yukina. It was no use; Yukina had a firm grip on the ends of Amber’s shirt. Yukina won the tug of war for Amber’s top, throwing it over her shoulder.

      Amber stood in the open, wearing only her shorts and a bra.

      “What the fuck!”

      She panicked so much that her melon-sized slopes bounced up and down before she covered up her bust with folded arms.

      “Hmm.” Yukina trotted behind Amber while she was in a state of alarm. With one finger resting on her bottom lip, Yukina studied Amber’s bra strap. Then she reached for it. “This will need to go as well.”

      Amber’s bra came loose. She twisted around to confront Yukina, but the 400i gynoid grabbed Amber’s loosened bra and pulled it free from her chest. Amber’s pale and squeezable tits bounced free. Yuki’s AI was indeed learning. She remembered how to remove a bra.

      “Hey! Are you fucking kidding me?!”

      “This will only take a moment,” Yukina interjected, cutting Amber off. She stole several tools from Amber’s tool belt and sank them deep inside the battle wounds on Amber’s torso.

      Cerise trotted over. She looked a little too excited. “Repair time, huh?!” She unzipped her leather dress, peeled it back, and allowed it to fall down her body. Cerise stood wearing only her black lace bra, thong, sheer stockings, and black heels. “I took some damage as well! Wanna repair me too?”

      “How about we do this later?” Amber cried out, covering her naked breasts with the palms of her hands.

      “No, no, this is a perfect time!” Cerise walked behind Yukina, who focused on mending the damaged cybernetics inside Amber. “Tell you what, Yuki, repair me first. This way, we can show Amber that there is nothing to worry about. You may know nothing about the world, but you clearly know how to repair us.”

      “I wonder why that’s so,” Kai mumbled, standing up from the table.

      “Must be part of that black box software Ilona uploaded into us,” Cerise said.

      Yukina pulled the tools out from Amber’s cybernetic joints and spun around to face Cerise, who looked like a black lace lingerie model standing in front of her. Eventually, Cerise slid her thong down, kicked it off, and then reached back to loosen her bra. She let that fall to the floor. Now she resembled an adult film actress ready to shoot a scene. Cerise wore only her black-heeled shoes and stockings. The lighting shone on everything above the lace trim of her black stockings, from her thighs to her pink pussy hair and voluptuous chest.

      Yukina, unfazed by Cerise’s natural beauty before her, held the tools and eyed a few bullet holes in her torso, legs, and arms. She reached forward with them.

      Amber slapped Yukina’s arm away from her.

      “Hold on.” Amber nuzzled Yukina to the side and eyed the damage on Cerise’s frame. “Her damage looks pretty bad. Do you really know how to fix her?”

      “Hmm.” Yukina leaned closer as Cerise sat on the table’s edge, naked and legs crossed, obscuring the pink between her legs. “There is some internal damage that I cannot repair just yet because of limited information.”

      “Limited information,” Amber snorted. “So Ilona didn’t upload those schematics into your neural net.”

      “Precisely,” Yukina said.

      “So how in the hell were you expecting to repair me?”

      “I believe the process is called trial and error.”

      Amber sighed and swiped her tools back and away from Yukina’s hands. “Let me do this.”

      Amber laid Cerise on the kitchen table and guided her tools down and into her frame to perform the repairs. Apparently forgetting that she was still topless. And that Kai was watching the free show. Yukina grabbed the ends of her dress, pulled it up and over her head of white hair, and threw it to the floor. She took off her bra, slid down her thong in three seconds, then trotted naked over to Amber repairing Cerise. Yukina stood with her hands behind her back, her white pubic hair just as white as her long hair draping her tiny shoulders, one lock of it falling before her left nipple.

      “Perhaps you can maintain my internal components as well?” Yukina asked Amber. “They might have been damaged during the factory bombing.”

      “Sure, get in line.”

      There were three pairs of beautiful naked breasts in front of Kai—Cerise on the table, Amber and her heaving chest above while she repaired her, and a naked Yukina standing to the side, waiting her turn. Nobody said anything, probably because they forgot he was there. He’d been keeping silent after all.

      Kai kicked his feet up on the table and drank his water. Cerise smiled and winked at him. She knew he was there. Once again, Cerise was putting on a show for him. Typical sex doll. Amber winced when she saw Cerise moving her head to the side to wink at Kai. Cerise, facing him, reminded Amber that he was still sitting there with his feet on the table.

      He wasn’t sure what was cuter, Amber’s angry scowl or how red her face had turned.

      “Oh fuck!” She covered her breasts.

      Kai lifted his water bottle up. “Forgot I was here, eh?”

      “Yes! Like I said, it’s been a long, stressful day. I can’t remember shit right now! Whatcha lookin’ at? Turn around!”

      Cerise just shook her head and winked at him. She didn’t want him to listen to Amber. She wanted him to keep watching. She was enjoying this.

      Ilona unexpectedly floated into the kitchen. “What is going on here?!”

      “The girls are taking turns repairing each other,” Kai said.

      “And you’re just going to watch?!” Ilona floated into his chest, the drone pushing him off the chair, onto the floor, and away from the table. “Shoo! Give these girls some space!”

      “Oh, Ilona!” Cerise pouted and made an exaggerated sad face. “You’re no fun at all!”

      The drone spun away and flew right into Cerise’s face. “There’s a time for fun and a time to take care of important things!”

      Ilona rotated away and crashed into Kai’s chest repeatedly, forcing and pushing him out of the kitchen, into the living room, and toward the staircase.

      “But!” Cerise reached out. “He should stay and watch. He needs to learn how to fix us, just in case!”

      Ilona continued flying into his chest, forcing him up the stairs. Once at the top, she stopped and projected her hologram beside him, arms crossed and right heeled shoe tapping the floor. “You enjoyed that, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      Ilona laughed and shook her head. “I’ll have to keep an eye on you then! Can’t have you fooling around with these girls when there’s so much at stake.”

      “Don’t worry. I know when to be on guard and when to relax. It’s why I made it here from Earth alive.”

      Kai walked toward the bar that was on the deck above. The tables and chairs around it were dust-covered, like the bar itself. To his disappointment, there were no drinks behind the bar. He imagined the bar was once a place where VIPs, corporate CEOs, and other rich-ass motherfuckers came to sit and drink while the host and owner of the yacht entertained them with chatter.

      Like all doors throughout the Starslayer, they had to be forced open as the ship barely had enough energy to operate its automatic sliding door functions. Kai wandered through the ship’s sleek corridors and found empty sleeping chambers. Each one had the fresh sheets and mattresses the girls had snagged from the abandoned stores earlier that evening. The layout of the ship’s sleeping spaces looked the same, except for the captain’s quarters.

      He claimed the captain’s room for himself.

      The ladies would have to roll his ass out of bed while he slept if they wanted it for themselves. And if that happened, he’d ask them to present a case for why he shouldn’t take the captain’s quarters. Ilona and Yukina called him master, so he might as well look like one.

      Kai had a perpetual smile on his face when he toured the sleeping space. It turned out to be a spacious place with a king-sized bed before a wide floor-to-ceiling window and a large-screen TV on the opposite wall facing it. There were couches at the far end, bookshelves, a closet, a small coffee table, and a desk with a personal computer. He planned to turn half the closet into a weapon locker for himself. Though he recalled there were weapon lockers near the airlock too.

      There was a door on the other side of the massive bedroom that led to the suite’s roomy bathroom with a luxurious shower and a bathtub. A second door led to a dining room with a table large enough to seat four, six if desperate, and countertops for storage of plateware and whatnot. A majestic fish tank fitted into the wall made it look like the place was underwater . . . well, if the lights worked and it had fish inside. The place was practically a small-scale luxury apartment inside the yacht, which was essentially a giant luxury apartment. That meant he could have dinner in the dining room in his quarters or at the kitchen table near the entertainment room. If that restaurant was there, then that’d be three places he could sit and eat. If Kai wanted to eat alone, he’d just dine in his quarters. He could ask one of the girls to join him if he desired a guest to accompany him. Or he could just join them at the kitchen table on the lower decks. The choice was his. He liked it. The captain’s quarters was easily bigger than his apartment in Jardin, which was probably a smoldering pile of debris thanks to the war.

      Kai sat at the foot of the king-sized bed and pulled off his body armor. His skin thanked him for it. Next came his boots and socks. His feet and toes thanked him. He loosened his belt and sat back on the comfortable bed. A sudden need to sleep crashed into his body as he relaxed.

      He never fell asleep though.

      A yelping cry for help had forced his eyes open. A woman screamed and ran, her bare feet slapping against the deck.
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            YOU SOAKED MY BED

          

        

      

    

    
      Alerted by the sudden scream, Kai sat up in his king-size bed and faced the forced-opened door to his room, the Starslayer’s captain’s quarters.

      “This is how you thank me?”

      That was Amber.

      She ran naked through the hallway and past the entrance to Kai’s room, her tits flopping up and down while she screamed. Seconds later, Cerise, laughing loudly, ran in pursuit of Amber, wearing nothing but heels and black stockings and holding Amber’s tank top, slapping her ass with it.

      “I have so many questions . . .” Kai mumbled to nobody in particular.

      He wanted to know the full story of events that led to Amber running naked through the ship. The last time he checked, Amber still had her shorts on. She really wanted to get her top back on after the girls repaired her cybernetics. Cerise must have played a prank on her.

      “Not so tough without your gear, eh?” Cerise taunted.

      Amber’s echoing voice yelled back. “I just don’t want to break you!”

      “Sure!”

      Slap.

      It sounded like Cerise whipped Amber’s bottom hard.

      “Hey! That left a mark on my ass!”

      Softer footsteps echoed. A third party was trotting down the hallway. Yukina wandered into sight ahead of his door a moment later. Unlike Cerise and Amber, Yukina had slipped back into her white dress. She stopped and spun to the forced-open door to Kai’s quarters. Her glowing blue eyes studied him lying down in the darkness.

      Yukina entered his quarters, asking, “Why is Amber like that?”

      “She’s embarrassed.”

      “Embarrassed? What does that mean?”

      “Well—”

      “Yuki! Come quick!”

      Kai chuckled. “Ask your big sister that one, I guess.” He yawned while placing his left fist over his mouth.

      Yukina angled her head to the side, studying him closely. “That was a yawn, yes?”

      “Yeah.”

      She scampered over to him and studied his face with a neutral expression. “Why do humans do that?”

      “Now, that I can answer,” Kai said. “It’s because I’m tired and need to rest.”

      She tilted her gaze at the king-size bed he sat on. “That is why you are on the bed, correct?”

      “Yes, this is how we humans, and I guess cyborgs like Amber, sleep.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “You can also use it when you activate your power-saving mode. Lie down on a comfortable bed while your body becomes inactive.”

      “Fascinating. This bed is . . . comfortable then?”

      “Come see for yourself.” Kai patted the mattress, bringing Yukina’s attention to the empty space on the right half of his bed. There was plenty of room for her. “Sit.”

      Yukina sat beside him and laid her titanium palms against the bedsheets, thoroughly running her metal fingers through them. “This is considered comfortable?”

      “Well, for me, at least. How does it make you feel?”

      “I am unsure.” She stroked the sheets again. “My CPU is still processing the data.”

      “Do you hate it?”

      “I do not.”

      Kai tipped backward, hands behind his head. Yukina studied how Kai reclined then attempted to mimic his actions. She leaned back on the bed in the same way he did, even at the same pace. She even went to put her hands behind her head like him. Silence fell afterward. It was just Yukina and Kai lying beside each other on a king-size bed.

      He slanted his head to the side and faced her. “How do you like it? This is your first time laying down, yeah?”

      “It is.”

      “And?”

      “This is . . . comfortable for you, yes?”

      “Yep,” he snorted. “If I lie in this position for a long time, eventually I will fall asleep.”

      Yukina turned to her side, putting her front to him. They made eye contact, human eyes peering into synthetic blue, glowing eyes. “May I watch you as you sleep?” Yukina asked. “I would like to catalog that data.”

      “Uh . . . well.”

      “And may I do it in this position to better understand what comfortable feels like?”

      “I think you need to enter power-saving mode,” Kai said, facing the ceiling. “You wouldn’t be able to collect any data in that state.”

      “You are correct.” Yukina’s eye glow shone on the side of his head. “Can you perhaps relay what you experience while sleeping to me? Perhaps send me a log of what happens each hour?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because when we sleep, our minds are . . . kind of not here. We’re not usually aware of the passage of time.”

      “You are unable to gather information as you sleep?”

      “Nope. Just like how you can’t do that when you enter power-saving mode.”

      “Humans and marionettes are not so different then.”

      “Not really.” He twisted his lips. “I guess it’s because we created your kind in our image.”

      “Yuki!” Cerise called louder this time.

      Kai and Yukina sat up simultaneously and looked at the forced-opened door to his quarters. Yukina dangled her legs about as she sat at the foot of the bed.

      He gestured to Yukina, seated beside him. “You should see what your big sister wants.”

      “But I wish to speak with you more, Master,” Yukina said, her gaze meeting his eyes again. “We have yet to converse in this manner since you created me earlier this day. As an AI in operation for the first time, I would like to report what my positronic brain has learned so far—”

      “Yuki! Where are you?!”

      “But Cerise will just keep screaming your name,” Kai grunted. “And I can’t sleep when there’s noise.”

      “I see,” Yukina said, angling her eyes away from him. “Then I shall see what Cerise wishes.”

      Yukina leaped off the bed and walked away. She stopped at the door to his room and spun back to him, one hand holding the frame.

      “If I don’t see you again, good night,” Kai said.

      His words bewildered Yukina. “Good night?”

      “It’s a means of saying farewell to someone before going to sleep.”

      “Very well, Master.” She bowed with folded hands before her waist. Coming up from the bow, she added, “Good night, Master. Sleep well.”

      Yukina vanished into the hallway, and her petite body trotted away in search of Cerise. Kai lay back on his bed and heard the cheering cries from Cerise’s voice when Yukina finally found her. The best he could pick up from Cerise’s loud chatter was that she found some tabletop games in the entertainment room.

      Kai never ended up falling asleep. Too much was on his mind, keeping him awake for three hours. Part of him wondered how he had survived until now. This was just what, day two of the war? It felt like year six. He tried to think of something more positive, like his chat with Yukina. Then his brain reminded him of the fact that he basically invited a marionette girl in her late teens, by appearance, to his bed, Kai being a man in his thirties.

      And then another marionette, who looked like a late-teenage girl, entered. Cerise had wandered through the darkness and snuck into his quarters. It didn’t look like she put her clothes back on. She trotted to his bed, heels clicking, hands behind her back. He had difficulty looking away from her thigh-high, sheer black stockings.

      “Hey, Kai? You awake?”

      Kai sat up. “I am now because you barged in like that.” He gestured at her. “What do you have behind your back?”

      She beamed. “How did you know I’m hiding something?”

      “Call it a sixth sense. What is it?”

      “It’s a gift for you.”

      “A gift for me? You shouldn’t have.”

      She unveiled what she was hiding behind her back, bringing her hands forward and into sight. Cerise held a single condom still in its wrapper. Her cute, beaming smile turned into a smug grin. That grin intensified after she scampered to the doors and forced them shut. It was like she had trapped him in his own quarters. A bead of sweat rolled down his head, and his face turned red.

      What is she planning? As if you don’t know, man . . . She’s a sex doll. What the fuck do you think she’s planning?

      Cerise strode to his bed and stepped into the glint of moonlight shining through the window, casting light on her curves, pink nipples, and flawless naked hips.

      “You’re looking better after the repairs,” he said, studying her frame.

      Amber’s handy work was something else. Kai couldn’t see any signs that the enemy had shot Cerise with dozens of armor-piercing bullets. The artificial skin on her elbow was still torn though.

      Cerise lifted that elbow up and grimaced at it. “Amber couldn’t do anything about this. It had sustained too much damage. She’ll need to graft new skin onto it.”

      “I might be able to fix that.”

      “Oh?”

      Kai got out of bed and retrieved an old first aid kit he found on the floor. He opened it, pulled out a bandage, and approached her. “Raise your elbow.”

      Cerise lifted her elbow, and Kai dressed the mangled silicone skin with the bandage. When finished, she brought the bandaged elbow up to her face and gave it a wince.

      “Hmm, that didn’t do anything,” Cerise said. “I’m not a human, silly. That won’t work!”

      He shrugged. “It was the best I could offer.”

      She gawked at her elbow again. “Well, now you can’t see my ripped skin or internal mechanisms.” She stretched her arm forward. “Actually, this looks better than how it was before.” Cerise faced him and lowered her arm. “Thanks, hun! I appreciate the gesture.”

      Kai yawned and retreated to his bed. He wasn’t surprised to see Cerise kick off her heels, leap into the bed with him, and toss the condom his way. He held it to his face then looked at her. Cerise was still naked and stretching out across the bed. She rolled on her side and flaunted her repaired body, her firm E-cup mounds, brushing fingers down her torso, past her waistline, pink pussy hair, and thighs, stopping at the lace trim of her black stockings.

      Her lips twisted in disappointment. “Well . . . go on,” Cerise said and nodded at the condom. “Put it on.”

      “You’re serious?”

      Cerise grabbed the expanding bulge on the crotch of his pants, squeezing his cock inside it, then playfully tickled it. “Of course I am!” She never let go of his crotch, leaned forward, leveled her lips with his left ear, and whispered, “Let’s have fun. Amber’s going to sleep, and Yuki and Ilona are in sleep mode.”

      “You know I’m not really a client, right?”

      She ignored him then rolled herself onto his body, pressing her curves onto his chest, and lowering her face to the left side of his head. Her moans and erotic purrs entered his ear.

      “Don’t spoil the mood, babe.”

      Cerise’s operators had programmed her to accept the first man she saw as a paying client. And Kai was the first man Cerise saw upon her reactivation in the Doll House’s VIP room. Even though she was aware of the war and received the new programming code he added, somewhere inside Cerise was her old code that instructed her to carry out her duties as a marionette sex doll. To do the things her AI had learned over the years. See a man, assume he was your client, seduce him, then fuck his brains out in a way that would make him want to return to the Doll House and experience it again. And as Kai recalled, VIP dolls like Cerise had a five-figure price tag per night. It was a great business plan. Cerise’s owners must have made hundreds of thousands a year with her servicing all those high-paying VIP clients.

      It’d also explain why Cerise showed up to his room with a condom and insisted he use it. Sure, she was a machine and couldn’t get pregnant or contract any diseases, but sex dolls were programmed to insist on using condoms for several reasons. One, it projected the illusion that paying clients were visiting a human woman. Two, it made after-fun clean-up and sanitation much faster and easier. The owners just had to ask the sex doll to take a thorough shower and gargle some mouthwash to quickly make themselves ready for the next stud sitting in the waiting room. No condom? Then that stud had to sit and wait longer while a clean towel, gloves, and a lot of disinfectants went to work.

      Her face hovered above his. She lowered it and rubbed the tip of her nose against the tip of his.

      “You realize that we’re still in the middle of a war zone, right?” he said. “This would be a bad time to fuck if the enemy were to attack.”

      “You’re being paranoid, babe.”

      “Of course I’m paranoid. That’s why I’m still alive after all these years.”

      Ignoring Kai, Cerise aligned her glossy lips with his, then swiftly pressed them down, kissing him. Her warm, soft lips reminded Kai of all the girls he had kissed in the past. It was like kissing an actual woman. Same with her body warming his frame. Cerise pulled her kissing lips away five seconds later and crawled backward to access his pants zipper and belt. His already loosened belt. She removed the belt, unzipped his pants, then pulled them and his boxers down, unearthing his growing erection.

      “You’re not resisting me,” she whispered. Cerise captured his cock with her left hand and gently stroked the shaft from the base to the head, then back down to the bottom. He was hard instantly after that. She leaned forward with that captivating smile while her stroking hand increased speed and worked up and down his hard dick. “You like this. Don’t deny it, babe.”

      “I’d like to shower, to be honest.”

      “I deactivated my scent sensors hours ago.”

      “Was it because of me?”

      “More because of the smoke.”

      “Look, seriously.”

      “Okay, fine.” Cerise released his cock, leaped off the bed, and sauntered to the exit of his quarters.

      She forced the doors open slightly then vanished into the hallway outside . . . Then she came running back into the room minutes later, holding Amber’s canteen, now full of water, and an armful packed with water bottles from the kitchen. Her phone was among all that too.

      He sat up, grimacing. “What are you doing?”

      She showed him what. After dropping the bottles to the floor, she fetched one, cracked it open, and poured it over her pink-haired head, drenching herself with it and wetting the carpeted floor.

      He held his hand out to her. “Don’t waste our water!”

      But Cerise continued to do so. After emptying one water bottle over her, she grabbed a second bottle, opened it, and angled its opening above the heavy mounds on her chest. A small water fountain gushed out of the bottle and wetted her left breast. She moved the bottle toward the right, soaking down the valley between her mounds before drenching her right breast. Two pink nipples dripped droplets of fresh purified water to the floor when she was done. She retrieved her phone next, held it up to her face and wet chest, and gave it a smile while lifting two fingers up to make the peace sign.

      Snap.

      She took a sexy selfie, raised the phone, and snapped a second one.

      Kai rolled out of bed to confront Cerise, preventing her from wasting a third water bottle when she placed her phone on the side table. By the time he got near her, Cerise had already opened a third bottle and splashed him in the face with it.

      Her girlish laughter reverberated through the captain’s quarters. “There we go!”

      Cerise splashed him again and drenched his eyes, blinding him momentarily. As Kai wiped the water out of his eyes, Cerise opened another bottle and poured both on his head. Kai stood soaking wet in the middle of his room, shaking his head and hair free of the water. Cerise fetched Amber’s canteen, brought it up to her face, and splashed herself with it. She poured the canteen’s water down her back next and let the water leisurely flow down her smooth skin, wetting it, her USB cable, and running down the flawlessly curved silicone flesh of her rounded ass cheeks. Cerise ran a dripping wet hand between her legs, rubbing her pink pubic hair and blossoming, intimate slit. He wasn’t sure if she was pleasuring herself or wiping that area clean. He also wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there watching her do that and gawking at her wet black stockings.

      The two stood in the middle of the captain’s quarter’s wet carpeted floor, with fresh drinkable water running over their bodies. Kai looked down. “Now you’ve gotten the carpet wet.”

      “Where are the towels?” Cerise asked. “The ones we brought back from the market?”

      “In the washroom where they’re supposed to be.”

      With a giggle, Cerise grabbed his arm and ran, dragging him into the washroom in his quarters. They left behind a long line of water on the floor. She found a towel on the wall near the shower and threw it at him before fetching another. Cerise wiped herself clean and didn’t shy away from hiding her swaying curves.

      “I guess we should have cleaned up inside here, huh?” She nodded to the shower.

      “It doesn’t work since this ship has no running water,” Kai said. “Kind of wish it did though. You wouldn’t have left a mess.”

      Kai stripped out of his top, the only thing he was still wearing. It was wet and sticking to his body. He toweled off, wiping away all the sweat, blood, grime, and other vile stuff on him since the chaos had started. Cerise returned to the washroom with more bottled water, brought him into the shower, and doused the two with it. For a second, it almost felt like they were showering together. He wasn’t going to forget her radiant smiles or giggles. She pushed him to the wall, squished her body and jiggling breasts onto his chiseled chest, ran one hand through his hair, and slowly kissed him repeatedly. Her smooches echoed throughout the washroom.

      Down below, her hand seized his hard cock again, clamped down on it, and glided up to the head, then down to the base, ensuring that he stayed hard. His mind fell into a realm full of absolute bliss. How long he was there, he didn’t know. When he snapped out of it, he saw that Cerise had taken Kai’s towel and scrubbed and dried him off.

      Once finished, Cerise left the washroom while curling her finger at him. This was all part of her programming. She couldn’t resist doing what the Vivid Corporation initially constructed her for. He exited and spotted her on the bed again. There were a couple of damp circles on the bed in random areas. It came from the water she had splashed on him earlier. He pointed it out while approaching.

      “You soaked my bed . . .”

      She sat up and grinned at the darkened and wet areas on the sheet. “And we haven’t even gotten started yet!”

      Cerise crawled on all fours to where he stood, seized his now clean cock, and stroked it enthusiastically while locking her aureate eyes onto his. Then, with a sinful smirk, Cerise stopped jacking him off, parted her lush lips wide, and guided his cock into her mouth.
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            DON’T YOU WANT TO LICK IT, AT LEAST?

          

        

      

    

    
      Cerise’s tease only lasted two seconds. She released his member from her lips’ grasp and inched herself closer to him.

      The moonlit night sky shone upon Kai and Cerise’s kissing lips and tongues, exchanging playful flicks back and forth. He felt Cerise run her passionate and lively fingers along the sides of his head. Their lips parted suddenly, and she lay back comfortably, pressing her back against the bed’s mast, legs parted. Cerise smothered her hands over the heavy slopes on her chest, forcing them to jiggle while her eyes peered into Kai’s. She only looked away when she glided her palms down her body. Cerise looked right back at him, eyes locked and hoping he was following the movement of her fingers brushing against her smooth silicone skin. She curled her finger in a come-hither gesture. So he crawled over. She kissed him, then pressed against his chest, pushing him backward and to the bed.

      Before Kai could sit up, Cerise climbed over him, kissing him to keep his head pinned to the sheet while touching his masculine frame with chiseled abdominal muscles. He held the back of her thin neck while her furious kisses and licking tongue kept his face still. She ground her pussy over his right leg, dragging the pink pubic hairs and wet vulva up and down, leaving behind a line of fluids. Warm fluids. He couldn’t help but hold her friendly face while they kissed.

      Cerise lifted her exploring fingers away from his chest and brushed them through his hair. He glided his hands down to her chest, capturing the left tit first with a firm squeeze, then the right tit with his other hand. He squeezed down on both the fleshy globes in his grips, feeling the hard pink nipples pressing into the palms of his hands. Down below, Cerise’s slim hand grabbed his cock, wrapping a firm grip around it, and dragged the pleasuring hand up to the head of Kai’s hard dick then down to the base, jacking him off. The more Kai touched Cerise, the more she touched him back.

      He no longer felt the warmth and caress of her lips, tongue, or nose against his face. Cerise lowered her face to his crotch, angled his penis to her opened mouth, and dragged her lips along the left side of his member, savoring it with her eyes shut. She finished by gently grabbing the shaft with spread fingers and licking the head. One hand clamped down on his cock while the other reached for his balls, tickling them. Cerise took a long look at the penis she held and lowered her lips to it. She took in his cock’s head and sucked it into her mouth. The hand holding his shaft became more aggressive. He felt it making long and vigorous strokes, bringing him closer and closer to an orgasm. As Cerise stroked his dick, her tongue licked the sensitive skin of his cock’s head. It made him roll his eyes to the back of his head. By the time Kai regained his senses, Cerise had slipped more of him into her mouth. He did not know how long she had been sucking down his entire length.

      Her warm O-shaped lips glided across the flesh of his long length, clenching it hard and filling him with orgasmic-inducing pleasure. Her saliva coated his penis from top to bottom, making it shine as she gobbled him down, one hand on the bottom half of his shaft. She started bobbing her head up and down and opened her eyes again to peer into his, moaning softly the best she could with a cock in her mouth.

      Cerise ended up resting both hands on his thighs, sharing more of her body’s heat with him and the smoothness of her skin. She pulled his cock out of his mouth and licked his balls, took the sack into her mouth, and sucked on it. Meanwhile, her right hand held his stiff dick and stroked it to keep it hard. When finished, she removed his balls from her mouth, angled his penis’s head to her lips, and waved his dick about, slapping his saliva-dripping cock against it.

      She devoured his cock again, moving her glossy lips up and down along the shaft. Her paralyzing eye contact was hypnotic. It made him forget where he was and what was going on. She was so fucking gorgeous when sucking him, so fucking elegant when she jacked him off while placing her right hand across his left thigh, leaving it there. When Cerise finished stroking his hard shaft, she immediately went back down to repeat her oral debauchery.

      It felt like she created a vacuum in her mouth when she sucked.

      With both hands around his cock, Cerise jerked Kai’s erection with the cock’s head in her mouth. Cerise was literally sucking and jacking him off simultaneously.

      She increased her speed.

      Kai was going to erupt like a volcano at the rate her hands and mouth were working. She worked his prick faster, right hand moving up and down with energetic strokes. He couldn’t take it any longer and grabbed the bed sheets below, clenching them tightly. Cerise refused to stop. Refused to stop smiling with his cock in her mouth. Refused to stop gazing into his eyes.

      Sensory overload didn’t begin to describe the sensation. The speed at which she was moving her bobbing head, her tongue that glided against his erect penis, her clasping hands and fingertips around his shaft, vigorously stroking it . . . Goddamn, she was using almost everything she had at once to pleasure him.

      His hips thrust upward. His mouth opened to groan. Kai’s penis erupted with steady squirts of semen into her mouth, lowering to take it all in. He clenched the bedsheets harder when the orgasm surged through him. She refused to slow down her stroking hands and her red lips squeezing around his ejaculating penis. It was like she was trying to suck him dry of his seed. Like she was trying to use his cock as a straw to suck his soul out of his body.

      Kai’s orgasm passed through his body in thirty seconds. A half-minute-long cum shot directly into Cerise’s pleasuring mouth. He sat up to see that his semen rolled down her smiling lips, down to her chin, where it dripped unhurriedly between her breasts, wetting the skin between the heavy slopes. She sat back and glided her palms and fingers across her enlarged chest, her left hand touching the top of the left breast and her other hand groping the bottom of the right breast just before the areola. Cerise ended the act by laying a hand on her left thigh, bringing to his attention the contrast between her sheer black stockings and the paleness of her skin beyond the stockings’ frilly trim.

      Her hypnotic eye contact came back, and she tilted her head slightly to the right, her semen-covered lips still curled in that satisfied smile with long white threads of it seeping down the curvature of her lower lip. She wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist, slowly ran her tongue across that lip, licked off the cum her wrist failed to catch, and laid back beside him.

      Kai did nothing in response, so Cerise laid across the right half of his body and ground her pink pussy hair into his leg while laying her head and soft hair on his shoulder. She did nothing else but cuddle with him, humming a cute song and running her fingertips across the grooves of his muscular chest. Warm, damp silicone skin met warm, moist human flesh.

      “Say, Kai?” she asked when her exploring fingers ran down to his belly. “What would have happened if we did that on Earth and someone found out?”

      “You’d be thrown in a recycler, alive, active, including pain receptors, while the machines ripped you apart limb from limb. Meanwhile, they’d make me watch. After that, I’d get shipped to a Coalition re-education center. Should I fail it three times, they’d execute me. Should I pass and get arrested again for the same thing, they’d execute me.”

      “Is that why you resisted me earlier, babe? This isn’t Earth. It’s Eden. You can fuck marionettes like me here anytime you want. Nobody would judge you . . . or have you executed for it.”

      “What happened today and yesterday reopened some past trauma.”

      She reached upward and ran her fingers through his black and sweaty hair. “Babe, don’t worry. It’s all okay now. I’ll make sure you’ll never remember all that bad stuff again.”

      He grunted and faced her. “You sure about that?”

      She smiled when their faces met. “Everyone who visits me leaves like they’re on cloud nine!”

      He glanced at the ceiling. “I went through a lot of shit.”

      “Tell me about it then, and I’ll let you know if I can make you forget it. It sounds like you had an interesting life.”

      “It’s depressing stuff, Cerise. And honestly you already know most of it.”

      “There must be more. Like, tell me more about your name. Kai Novak. What’s the story behind that?”

      “My mother was Japanese, my father Croatian,” Kai explained. “They met when she was in Europe on business and formed a long-distance relationship. She got pregnant and decided to move there to be with him. Well, for a bit. Her work forced us to move and live in different cities all over Earth, hence my not-so-European accent. We spent the later years of my life in Europe though.”

      “Aw. What else? What was life like growing up for you? The Coalition didn’t exist when you were younger, right?”

      “No, it didn’t.” His mind drifted back into the past and recalled what Earth was like in the mid-2250s and 2260s. “Life was good back then until I reached high school.” He sighed. “We were living in Europe back then . . . where the Coalition first started coming together. Originally, they were just violent outcasts, terrorists, if you will. Doomsday nut jobs who insisted that AI would end our society. Anyway, getting off-topic here. This bully in high school kept picking on me. Every time after class, that fucking asshole kept punching me and walking away. I couldn’t stand up to him. He was taller than me. His bullying got worse and worse as the semester went on. One day.” Kai reached down and found his belt on the floor and the Dragon’s Tooth dagger sheathed to it. He held the sharp blade up and twirled it around and around. “I bought this dagger, intending to pull it on him the next time he went after me . . . And push it into his guts if he insisted on fighting anyway.”

      Cerise eyed the Dragon’s Tooth and covered her mouth. “Oh, God . . . did you?”

      He threw the Dragon’s Tooth to the floor and lay back with his hands behind his head. “No. Turns out that bully went to fuck with another kid. Little did that bully know that the kid took kickboxing lessons and gave him a good ass kicking.”

      “Yay!”

      “The bully never picked on anyone again. I kept the dagger with me anyway just in case though. It ended up becoming a habit and helped me get through those days when the Coalition formed and conquered swaths of land across Earth.”

      “Then they took over Europe.”

      “Then they drafted me into the military,” he snorted. “And get this. That bully? He got drafted too.”

      “Did he escape with you?” Cerise asked.

      “I escaped with a bunch of people, but not with him. The bully stayed and laughed at me when he found out about our plan. Laughed at me for refusing to serve ‘our nation.’ Fucking stupid. The Coalition was never my nation. They were my conquerors, and I refused to support them.”

      “So that’s why you didn’t get rid of the dagger when Amber demanded it.”

      “That blade kept me sane and saved my life during the days I lived as a wandering drifter draft dodger on Earth.”

      Cerise hugged him closer to her chest and whispered. “What’s his name?”

      “The bully?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to punch him in the face!”

      Kai laughed it off. “So what about you, Cerise? What’s your story?”

      She lay on her back and stretched her hands to the ceiling, the moonlight shining across her synthetic form. “I can’t wait for what happens next,” she said at last. “I’ve never been outside the Doll House, ever.”

      “Never? Not once since your activation had you been outside? Not even for a second?”

      “Not really. My owners kept us girls and boys inside.” Cerise rolled to her front, slowly and erotically, then glared out the window behind the king-size bed they were on. “The stars are amazing, and so is the air . . . well, when it’s not burned.” She glanced at him with eyes shut and a cheery smile. “Kai, in the short time I’ve known you, you’ve introduced me to a world that I’ve only heard of. But I’ve never experienced actually walking in it until today.”

      “Unfortunate that bad things are happening.”

      “That’s why I hope this is the limit of the destruction.” Her glare returned to the window and the sights beyond it, the scrap metal and rubbish mounds. It was a reminder that the Starslayer was still sitting in the middle of a junkyard. “I want to see how things are like without the chaos.”

      “You’re a caged bird, finally free.”

      “And you freed me.” She tilted her head back to him and waved her cute nylon-covered feet about. “So thank you. Life going forward is going to be so, so exciting! Well, once we beat the baddies, of course!”

      Cerise rolled around, putting her ass on the sheets. She sat up and reached for his dick, grabbed the flaccid and drying shaft, and ran her clenched fist down, brushing the flesh on her hand across it sensually.

      She gazed at him with a wicked leer and fetched the condom. “Wanna do it again?”

      “Well—”

      “Of course you do. I know what you want.” Cerise lowered her free hand and buried its fingers through her fuzzy pink pubic hair. She found her clitoris at the apex of her swollen labia and made slow clockwise circles on it, jilling herself off while her other hand jacked him off. Cerise cocked her head back and moaned. “Let’s fuck.”

      He chuckled, hands resting behind his head. “Hate to break this to you, Cerise, but I’m finished for now.”

      “What?” Cerise let go of him. She stopped playing with her pussy too. “How?”

      “I’m thirty years old.”

      “So?”

      “Once my cock pops out its goo, I’m done for the night. Come back tomorrow night, and we can try again.”

      She pouted, crawled to the other side of the bed, and spread her black sheer stocking legs far apart, exposing the alluring pinkness between her legs to him. “You sure?”

      “Very.”

      She ran two fingers down to her cunt, and splayed the wet and puffy lips apart, unveiling how moist she was, especially the pink hole in the middle that craved his ramming cock. “Don’t you want to lick it, at least?”

      He sat up, shrugging. “Yeah, I guess I can do that.”

      Kai dove his face straight for Cerise’s pink muff, stuck out his tongue, and brushed firm licks up along the split of her womanhood while clasping her hips. He glided his tongue up the middle of her pussy slit, to the clitoris above her labia, then back down against the swollen flesh. He licked up to her clitoris again. This time, Kai kept his flicking tongue there. Cerise’s pinkness below glistened with fluids afterward. The nylon fabric of her stockings brushed against his skin as she tightened her legs around him.

      She moaned at first while gripping the ends of the pillow her head came to lie on. Cerise arched up by a few inches, pointing her heaving chest with hard nipples to the ceiling. He kept his mouth on her pussy and beat her clitoris with his swiftly moving tongue. Kai tightened his grip around Cerise’s body, this time grabbing hold of her middle torso, keeping her still. Her hips wiggled a lot as he licked her. Her trembling fingers grabbed her nipples and started to squeeze and twirl them.

      Cerise’s body squirmed again, forcing Kai to tighten his grip on her torso and its silky skin just before her belly button. A minute later, the pink and slick flesh of her opening throbbed. Cerise orgasmed into his mouth. Fluids seeped off his lips. Ignoring her lady bits oozing honey everywhere, he continued licking. She rewarded Kai with a three-second head pat but said nothing else. How could she? She was moaning a lot and breathing too heavily for speech.

      Another orgasm had violently rocked her body up and down. Cerise was swirling all over the place, contorting her face from the constant blast of ecstasy jolting her frame. She dug her fingers through his hair again, making sensual swirls. Kai pulled his mouth away from her pussy, wiped off her honey with the back of his wrist, and waited for Cerise’s orgasm to pass through her quivering frame. It took forty-five seconds for her to lie still.

      Kai returned with his rapidly moving tongue, lashing her clitoris repeatedly. Cerise grabbed her hair, yanked on it wildly, and moaned to the ceiling. She moaned so loud he was certain every deck on the ship heard her.

      “Oh, yes!” she roared. “Babe, make me cum again, please!”

      She erupted with shakes once again and reached down to pat Kai’s head for a third time. Her spasming left thigh rubbed along the side of his head. Her legs twitched almost as much as her juddering body. He increased the speed of his tongue slapping the apex of her dripping labia.

      Cerise opened her mouth wide and faced the ceiling. She wanted to scream, but nothing came out. He wasn’t sure if that was a system error or if she was trying to keep quiet. Her face contorted again when he went back down, licking her clit, stopping briefly to take her labia into his mouth. He sucked on that for a few seconds then licked up and down her entire vulva, finishing by returning to that clitoris he refused to neglect. She twirled her hips clockwise. As that happened, Kai groped her young but heavy breasts, curious to feel her nipples and how erect they became.

      They were hard.

      He gave her tits a good squeeze and lowered his gripping hands back to her waist. Cerise was squirming around too much, and he felt his tongue press into her thigh at one point. As long as she wiggled about like that, her pussy would never constantly stay in place.

      He seized Cerise’s hips again, keeping them somewhat in place, and resumed toying with her sensitive bits. Endless moans echoed. The pinkness inside her throbbed and pulsed again. He gave her a few seconds to catch her breath before he attacked her enlarged clitoris once more and felt some juice squirt onto the side of his cheek. One minute later, her pussy pulsed and contracted. It kept pulsing for twenty seconds. Maybe more, but he didn’t stop to count.

      “You’ve eaten a lot of pussy in the past, haven’t you, Kai?”

      “Fucking right, I did.”

      “I can tell . . .”

      And his face went down between her spread legs again.

      “Oh . . . Oh! Oh! Oh!”

      Pink folds covered his lips with fluids that dripped down to the bottom of her cunt and moistened her ass. He was sure her pulsating pussy hadn’t stopped contracting.

      Kai pulled away and watched her pink opening pulse over and over. It slowed down after forty seconds then stopped after another twenty. A one-minute orgasm, he figured, since it took her sixty-odd seconds to catch her breath, rub her face and shake herself out of the euphoric state his tongue threw her in.

      She sat up later, finally recovering from the back-to-back and seemingly endless orgasms.

      Her golden eyes studied his erection. “Still not ready? You look hard.”

      Kai chuckled. “I won’t nut. I’d just be railing you all night until I go limp.”

      She pouted and folded her arms. “That’s no fun for you.”

      “Good for you though.”

      “But not you!”

      “Come back tomorrow. This old PTSD-stricken man needs to sleep.”

      “Fine!” She moved to the edge of his bed, swinging her stocking-covered legs around to stand up and slip her feet into her black heels. Cerise moved to the side table, collected her phone, and walked to the door, heels clicking. She stopped at the entrance to his quarters and spun back to him. “Hey, what’s your number?”

      Kai gave her his phone number after Cerise pulled out her phone. It took her two seconds to enter his contact information. “Okay, thanks!” she said, smiling.

      “You sucked my dick then asked for my number . . .” Kai chuckled at that. “Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

      Cerise giggled and gave Kai a flirty wave goodbye with the same hand that held her phone. She slipped through the forced-open door and vanished into the hallway’s darkness.

      Kai lay back down. Finally, he could feel his body slowly drifting away to sleep. Cerise was good at what she did. She fixed him. Just when Kai’s eyes shut and his mind slipped away, a chirping beep alerted him.

      Kai got out of bed, found his pants, and picked his phone out of his pockets. It was his phone’s ringtone. A text message had arrived.

      He read the text message, waiting for his eyes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown Number

      

      
        Good night, sleep tight, handsome.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        New number, who dis?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown Number

      

      
        It’s me, Cerise, silly!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Add me to your contact list!

      

      

      

      

      

      He did so and saved her contact information. His phone’s screen updated when complete, then he selected her name and sent another message.

      
        
          
            
              
        GN, and don’t forget to activate your sleep mode.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cerise

      

      
        I will. Oh btw, you never answered me!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        About what?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cerise

      

      
        Who was that bully? What was his name?!

      

      

      

      

      

      “What was his name . . .” It took him a while to remember it. Then he did, typed in the message, and thumbed the send button.

      
        
          
            
              
        James Kopac.
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            BECAUSE IT’S WHAT WE HUMANS DO

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the many interruptions the previous night, Kai slept pretty well. If he didn’t know any better, that was the best sleep he’d had in days. The bed Kai slept on was much better than the bed in his apartment. He knew right away that this ship was the perfect place to be for the time being.

      Kai got up and stretched then saw his nakedness in the mirror. His nude form reminded him why he was naked to start off with. He fetched the rest of his clothes, damp from the bottled water Cerise threw at him. Some of those bottles were still on the floor, like Amber’s drinking canteen. As he slipped back into his pants, Kai accessed his implant and viewed his status.

      Kai Novak

      Class:Freelancer

      Level: 40

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 7

      Submachine gun: 11

      Melee:12

      Mounted Weapons: 3

      First Aid: 2

      Stealth: 5

      He adjusted his implant’s notification settings again, this time selecting the option to inform him of a level gained every ten levels.

      After getting dressed and trying to ignore his wet attire, Kai fetched Amber’s canteen, left his quarters, and ventured into the Starslayer’s kitchen. He placed the canteen on the kitchen table and hoped Amber wouldn’t question what had happened to it. After that, he joined the rest of the girls, and they picked up where they left the previous night.

      They worked so hard restoring the space yacht that the late afternoon came out of nowhere.

      He lost track of how many times Cerise had ogled him with those beautiful synthetic golden eyes then turned away, giggling. Or was he ogling her in that tight leather dress, its zipper much lower than the previous day, and she caught him in the act?

      Kai left the girls to take a break and sip some bottled water. There wasn’t much left, thanks to Cerise. Once finished, Kai strode down to the operational decks and paid the engine room a visit. Amber was alone inside, standing before a console with her open toolbox and its gadgets spread out all over the floor, next to opened wall panels full of coiling wires. As he recalled, she managed to salvage the toolbox from the remains of the dropship her team had used.

      “All right.” Amber stepped back from the console, wiping her hands clean. “I don’t think this will get any better than that.”

      He joined her and the two stood before the now humming reactor. “So this is space-worthy?”

      “Kind of,” Amber said, twisting away from the reactor. “I mean, humans first visited the moon on a ship less advanced than this. So, even the Starslayer in its current state should, at the very least, be able to get us into orbit. How long we can stay in space is a different story.”

      “Honestly, we just need to not get shot down by the Coalition and reach whatever remains of Eden’s fleet,” he said.

      “Atlas Station, actually,” Amber said, correcting him.

      Kai folded his arms and raised a black eyebrow at her. “Oh?”

      “That’s where General Thorpe is and where many of our forces had evacuated to. Atlas Station is heavily protected by Eden’s Navy. Coalition tried and failed numerous times to capture it.”

      “Then that’s where we go,” Kai said. “We’ll get paid for this job, then we plan our next move from there . . . hopefully a one-way trip to Tau Ceti.”

      “Easier said than done,” Amber said in a worried tone. “We’ve still got the AA guns to worry about. Before we even think about taking off, we gotta disable the nearest AA guns to us first.”

      “I forgot about those. Fuck. Okay, I’ll take a small scout team into the city and search for the AA guns.”

      “Good idea. Try to find supplies and maybe survivors as well.” She returned to the engineering console, and its illuminating touch screen brightened her face and her long locks of blonde hair dangling before her tank top. “In the meantime, I’m gonna see about restoring the ship’s main power now that we patched up most of the Starslayer’s external and internal damage.”

      Kai left Amber in the engine room and traversed through the yacht’s hallways, which weren’t as glamorous as the ones above. It was understandable. Kai was in a section of the ship reserved for its operating crew. The decks above were for invited VIP guests and the yacht’s owner.

      He climbed up a ladder and entered the top decks then hurried onto the bridge where Cerise, Ilona, and Yukina were. Perfect. He’d need them for the scouting mission.

      “Ah, just the ladies I was looking for.”

      Cerise spun to him excitedly, hands behind her back in an innocent manner. “Oh? What’s the occasion?”

      “I’m going to scout the city for the AA guns and maybe gather supplies and survivors if possible.”

      Cerise nodded. “Sounds fun. When do we leave?”

      “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Yukina left her seat at the navigation station and stepped forward, approaching them. “I have taken the time to prepare ammunition magazines.”

      Kai gave the gynoid a warm smile. “Thanks, Yukina. That’s less work for us.”

      Cerise wrapped one arm around Yukina’s petite frame. “Aww, she’s learning so fast, and to think she’s only a day old—”

      Cerise collapsed, face-planting to the floor with a heavy thud.

      Kai felt his heart bash the inside of his chest. He dashed to Cerise and lowered himself to her. “Yukina . . . what did you do?”

      Yukina looked down at Cerise’s unresponsive body. “I have done nothing. Cerise has ceased to operate.”

      His heart raced faster. It was like Cerise had just died. Ilona’s drone drifted over as her hologram appeared next to the two.

      “Ilona, please tell me you know what happened?”

      Ilona narrowed her eyes and held one hand on her skirt’s waist. “Plug her into me.”

      Kai slid his hand onto the back of Cerise’s leather dress and felt around for her USB cable. He found it, pulled on the cord, pulled it out of the dress, and brought it toward the drone floating above.

      Cerise’s USB snapped into place. “Accessing her operational logs, please standby.”

      Meanwhile, Ilona’s hologram paced about, one hand on her chin while she viewed various screens appearing all around her. The floating screens had lines of computer code pulled from Cerise and images of what Cerise saw before she collapsed. He hoped that a video playback of the blowjob Cerise gave Kai the night before wouldn’t load. That’d just be awkward as hell to explain to Ilona and Yukina.

      “Ah, here we go.” Ilona stopped pacing around the bridge and pointed at a line of code highlighted in red. “Looks like a software error.”

      Kai stood with Ilona and peered at the code she highlighted on the floating screen. “You mean she glitched out and crashed?”

      “Yeppers.” Ilona waved her hand, created another screen from a swirl of pixels, and gazed at the lines of code on it. “She needs to be rebooted . . . but . . .” She grimaced while scrolling through programming code and computer logs. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to keep Cerise offline for a while longer. I want to run a diagnostic on her. I’m curious why this happened since it’s not our first time encountering a software error with her.”

      He remembered the previous technical issues discovered with Cerise. She wouldn’t wake up from sleep mode the first time she used it, then she wouldn’t reboot after he changed her battery. Now Cerise glitched out and powered down.

      “Do it,” Kai said to Ilona. “Might be better this way anyway. If the Coalition tries to capture this ship again, just reactivate Cerise, and she can help Amber and you defend it while we’re gone.” Kai spun to Yukina. “Let’s get geared up. Where did you put our guns?”

      “Right this way, Master.”

      Yukina led him out of the bridge and down to the airlock deck. There, she opened the various weapon storage units on the walls. Now that power had been restored to the ship, when opened, the racks inside the weapon lockers automatically moved outward, making it easy to reach in and grab the weapons.

      He found his M-905 and Hammershot pistol, neatly stowed on the weapon rack, pulled both off, holstering the Hammershot to his belt, and slinging the M-905 over his shoulder. On the shelf below were two DX80 fragmentation grenades, which Kai took and clipped to his tactical belt. Afterward, Kai discovered a neat stack of 9mm ammunition magazines for his Hammershot and M-905. The smaller and lighter 16-round magazine was for his sidearm, and the larger and curved shaped 30-round magazine was for the M-905. To the side, Yukina took the Barracuda S80 shotgun that Ilona had unlocked the previous night out of a locker. He made a mental note to ask Ilona how many quick-hack disks she had remaining.

      Yukina put two long belts full of shotgun shells over her left and right shoulders. It was odd looking at a cute marionette who seemed like some shy girl barely out of high school, wearing a profoundly short skater dress with two belts of shotgun shells around her shoulders. And clenching a Barracuda that looked way too big for her to handle. However, Yukina’s metallic hands and arms could easily hold the heavy shotgun and swing it around like it was a lightweight movie prop.

      “Nicely done,” Kai said to her.

      “Thank you, Master. I spent much of the morning organizing these lockups.” She pointed to a third locker. “There is an extra assault rifle, if you wish to use it.”

      “You should take it and keep it as a secondary weapon.”

      “As you wish.”

      She pulled a spare Vinogradov 77 from the locker and strapped the rifle over her shoulder. Kai and Yukina headed toward the airlock exit afterward. The doors slid open, and they leaped outside and into the scrapyard, ignoring the crunching sounds of rubbish below their boots as they walked. The afternoon sun hung in the sky. It took a while for Kai’s eyes to adjust to the light while he and Yukina marched away. He’d been inside the Starslayer for a whole day.

      Yukina spoke as the two wandered through the scrapyard. “Master, may I ask you a question?”

      “Shoot.”

      She glared at him blankly, head tilted to the right. “Shoot?”

      “Er . . . just shoot the question at me.”

      “But I cannot use my inquiry as ammunition. Furthermore, shooting you could cause bodily harm or death if—”

      “Just ask me the question.”

      “Ah. Was that an idiom?”

      “It was. So, uh, your question?”

      “What were you and Cerise doing last night?”

      Memories of the previous night flooded his mind.

      Cerise dosing her tits with water, slowly and erotically, while snapping two selfies of herself doing that. Those nipples on her tits dripped afterward. Cerise using Amber’s canteen to soak her back, and her plump ass cheeks wet and glistening in the moonlight. Cerise’s lips entertaining his erect penis. The black stockings on her legs as she parted them far apart while resting on his bed, presenting her pussy spread open with two playful fingers. Cerise’s pussy that he didn’t get a chance to penetrate. He should have fucked her first then let her suck him off.

      His face turned red in an instant—

      “Master?”

      “Hmm? What?” Kai snapped out of it.

      Yukina repeated her question. “What were you and Cerise doing last night? Perhaps that might explain the reason for her crash.”

      He turned red even more.

      Yukina stopped ahead of him and leaned her face closer. “Your face has turned red again, Master. Has my question stimulated you?”

      “No . . . but.”

      “Did you do something inappropriate with my big sister Cerise?”

      “You know . . . your sister will have to explain that one—”

      The sound of junk metal falling over echoed, startling both Kai and Yukina.

      “Did you hear that?” he whispered.

      “I did . . .” Yukina armed herself with the Barracuda, cocked its barrel, and spun around.

      They spun to the source of the sound. It had come from behind.

      They trotted toward it with weapons drawn and ready for a firefight. Additional sounds echoed through the air, footsteps and more metal falling over. Someone was lifting something across the junkyard.

      Kai and Yukina followed the sounds and discovered Amber around the corner of a junk heap that had once been a space freighter. They lowered their guns once they saw Amber carrying one of the dead Eden soldiers over, placing the body beside the others. It seemed as if Amber had placed her fallen squad members there and lined them up respectably. Once finished, Amber stood back and lifted her hand to her forehead, saluting the fallen servicemen and women. Kai and Yukina approached Amber from behind, slinging their weapons over their shoulders.

      “Thought you had work to do,” Kai said.

      That startled Amber, and she instinctively spun to him with cybernetic speed, one hand reaching for her holstered Equalizer, stopping when her lovely eyes met his. “Fuck’s sake, Novak, don’t creep up on me like that! Thought you left already.”

      “Got held up,” he said. “Something’s wrong with Cerise. Ilona’s looking into it.”

      Amber returned to the fallen Eden soldiers. “Hopefully my people will find their remains and give them a proper burial.”

      He stood with Amber and observed the corpses. “I hope so too.”

      Yukina joined Kai to his right, gazed at the dead, then gazed at Kai and Amber. “Why?”

      “Why what?” Amber said to Yukina.

      “Why do you wish these men and women to be buried?” Yukina asked.

      “It’s what we do to dead humans,” Kai said.

      “Should we bury the deceased enemy soldiers then?” Yukina pointed backward at the bullet ridden Coalition soldiers.

      Amber and Kai glanced at those bodies. Amber had left the enemy where they fell in battle. She scowled. “No, the Coalition can take care of that.”

      Yukina gazed at Amber. “But are they not dead humans?”

      “They’re the ones who brought this chaos to us,” Amber said, ignoring Yukina’s glare. “I couldn’t care less what happens to their bodies.”

      “But why?”

      “Because it’s what we humans do.” Amber walked away.

      Yukina gazed at the dead soldiers again. “I do not understand. My inquiry remains unanswered.”

      Kai held Yukina’s slender shoulder. “Let’s get going.”

      The two moved away from the makeshift grave for the Eden soldiers and resumed their trek to the junkyard’s exit.

      “Hey, wait up!” Amber called to them.

      Kai spun around and saw Amber running toward them, her navel-revealing tank top doing very little to conceal the heaving jiggles of her chest. He wondered why she dressed like that; it wasn’t exactly within military dress codes. He figured Amber must have dressed down after the attack and opted to stay that way until she returned to base. Nobody was alive to reprimand her for violating the army’s dress code. It made sense too when he thought about the sun hanging above and baking their skin. Rigil Kentaurus was one and a half times brighter than Earth’s sun, making Eden a warmer planet than Earth during the day.

      “Coming along?” Kai asked as Amber slowed to approach, her boots crushing the junk on the ground.

      “I need to take a walk,” Amber said. “I’ve known those guys and gals for . . . years. And now . . . Now . . . they’re gone.”

      “I understand.”

      “Just want to clear my head up before I get back to work. Last thing we need is for me to miss something critical when we get this ship up and flyin’ again.”

      Kai’s grin brightened her gloomy face. “Welcome to the scout team, Amber.”

      Amber’s smile warmed his chest.
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            PLEASURE DOING BUSINESS WITH YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai’s scout team found nothing after searching up and down the ravaged southern districts of Jardin. Just raided homes and shops. They exited a shopping mall turned to rubble from a continuous barrage of shelling. Amber winced at the dead Eden soldiers and burning tanks. MX7 Abrams tanks, according to the notifications flashing in Kai’s virtual vision.

      A three-second burst of gunfire echoed in the air. Either society was collapsing in Jardin or the enemy was still lingering around. Kai hoped that Amber and Yukina at his side would be ready for either challenge.

      Amber stopped in the middle of the road, its pavement littered with rubble and busted tanks. “This fucking sucks . . .”

      He joined her in watching the remains of the tanks. “And not a single AA gun in sight. Damn it, I was hoping to at least find one of them.”

      Yukina pointed ahead. “Perhaps the operator of that vehicle will know.”

      “Huh?” Kai spun to her.

      “That van over there,” Yukina reaffirmed.

      Amber and Kai stood shoulder to shoulder, gazing ahead and following Yukina’s pointing finger. He just saw mashed cars and tanks rippling with blazing infernos.

      “I don’t see shit . . .”

      “I think I can,” Amber said, stepping forward, eyes narrowed. She tapped the side of her head, and a visor slid out from her face and covered her eyes. It was one of the many cybernetic implants Amber had installed. She peered again, this time using the visor to augment her vision. “Still not seeing it. Let me activate my zoom function. Ah. Holy shit, good eye, Yukina.”

      “I had to utilize my zoom function as well to identify it,” Yukina said. “It is a 2286 Ford Transit traveling at approximately sixty-seven kilometers per hour, going west.”

      Amber’s cyber visor slipped back into her head. “I doubt it’s the enemy.”

      “No, they brought plenty of Jagers.” He gazed intently at the devastation brought to the burning tanks on the roads. “And I’m going to assume tanks as well if the Coalition took down a couple of MX7 Abrams.”

      “Yukina, which way do you think it’s heading?” Amber asked. “Maybe we can cut them off and wave them down.”

      Yukina moved ahead. “Please follow me.”

      Cutting off the van was more challenging than it sounded. Yukina was a fast runner. Kai did build her to have good legs that granted her high agility, 80 in total to be exact. Amber and Kai followed the dashing marionette in the streets. He ended up falling behind them. Amber was a cyborg and evidently had augmented legs and agility that was much higher than the 30 base agility Kai had. Thankfully, he could keep track of them in his virtual vision. His implant labeled Amber and Yukina as blue dots on his mini-map. He just had to follow the roadmap on his HUD, and it’d lead him to the girls.

      He caught up with them after turning the corner to see they had run toward the van’s estimated destination, according to Yukina’s calculations. Amber and Yukina stood in the middle of the road and in front of the incoming van, waving their hands to grab the driver’s attention. Well, more like Amber was waving her hand. Yukina just studied her movements closely and then mimicked her. As the van continued plowing forward, Amber reached one hand back for her Equalizer just in case. Yukina watched her do that and copied her motions, not that she had a pistol to reach for. Kai kept running to regroup with them.

      The van stopped right as Kai caught up with the girls.

      Its operator powered the vehicle down and stepped out. The driver was a tall black man with long dreadlocks under his chestnut cowboy hat, which kept the sun off his head. He wore blue jeans, a long coat, a black shirt protected by light body armor, several pistols dangling from his waist, and a pair of dark shades that concealed his eyes.

      “May I help you?” the man said, taking slow and cautious steps toward the three.

      “Maybe,” Amber said, moving forward. She still kept that hand near the Equalizer in its holster. “You’re a civilian, ridin’ a civilian vehicle out in the middle of a war zone. What gives?”

      “Allow me to show you.” The man waved for them to accompany him to his van. Kai, Amber, and Yukina stopped at the van’s rear, where the man opened its back door. Inside the van’s rear compartment were multiple crates full of guns, bullets, and grenades. Med kits too. The works. The man spun back to them, grinning.

      Amber narrowed her eyes. “You’re a weapons smuggler.”

      “War is good for business.”

      “You set up shop pretty fast,” she said, placing her hands on her hips and giving his stash of weapons a long look. “The fighting just started the other day.”

      “Truth be told, I’m coming out of retirement.” The man reached into the van, seized a rifle with his hefty hands, and then held it up. “Did most of my weapons smuggling back when the solar system was trying to fight off the Coalition.”

      “Let me guess,” Kai said, ambling forward. “After Sol fell, they tried to draft you, so you fled to Eden.”

      “You guessed right. I take it you’re like me?”

      “Yeah, a draft dodger from Earth, Croatia to be exact.”

      “I’m from Mars, Mariner Valley.” He placed the rifle back into the van. “Had a simple life back then. Wife and two kids. Everything was fine until our people failed to stop the invasion.”

      “Which surprised a lot of us,” Kai said. “Mars fell faster than Earth, and they had plenty of warning that the Coalition was coming.”

      “The thing was,” the man continued, turning away from the rifle in the back of his van, “Mars was caught up in a lot of political scandals at the time. So many people hated the Martian government that, when our leaders said it was time to fight the Coalition, people refused because they hated the government so much. Us Martians spent more time fighting each other than fighting the Coalition.” He returned to the van’s contents. “But enough about the past. You interested in my stock?”

      “Hmm.” Kai stroked his face in need of a shave.

      Yukina tugged on Kai’s jacket, drawing his attention to her glowing eyes. “Our secondary objective was to acquire supplies, was it not, Master?”

      “Yeah, it was.” Kai addressed the weapon dealer. “Okay, man, what have you got?”

      “Jerry,” he said. “Name’s Jerry.”

      “I’m Kai. This here is Amber and Yukina.”

      “Well then, Jerry,” Amber said, “we could use some ammo. Nine-millimeters and seven-six-twos.”

      “Empty mags as well,” Kai added.

      “I got just that and more.” Jerry climbed into the back of his van and fetched several boxes of ammunition with the words “9MM” and “7.62x39MM” printed on them. He then produced several empty magazines for them to use. “Anything else?”

      Kai studied the numerous vests the smuggler had hanging on the walls, their information appearing on a small display in his vision.

      Gladiator’s Vest

      Type: Combat Tactical Vest

      Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

      Defense: 68

      Resistances: Slashing 100%, Blunt 100%, Fire 50%

      Durability: 100%

      -10 Agility

      Recommendations for Usage:

      10 Strength

      It had 2 points of defense less than his Wrath Tactical Vest but offered better resistance, not to mention its superior durability. The durability of Kai’s Wrath Tactical Vest had fallen to 57%. The recent action he’d been in hadn’t been very kind to his body armor.

      Kai pointed at the Gladiator’s Vests. “We’ll take those as well.”

      “Buy two, get one free, plus a tactical belt.”

      “You got yourself a deal.”

      Amber got closer and gawked at the stuff inside the van. “Are those tools and ship components?”

      Jerry looked at what she pointed out. “Yeah, don’t have much use for them.” He faced Amber. “Money is . . . hard to come by lately, so everyone has been bartering.”

      “Good to hear,” Amber said. “I was wondering how Kai was planning to pay for all this.”

      “Oh, I have to buy it all?”

      “What?” She twisted to him while beaming with a smug grin, the winds kicking up multiple locks of blonde hair. “You thought Eden was going to foot the bill?”

      “Speaking of payment . . .” Jerry said, climbing out of the vehicle.

      Kai unstrapped and removed the Vinogradov from Yukina’s shoulder. “You don’t mind if we trade this, do we?”

      “Do what you must, Master.” She held the Barracuda’s barrel to her chest like a teddy bear. “I prefer to use this, so please do not trade it.”

      “Don’t worry, we won’t trade that.” Kai offered Jerry the assault rifle. “Would this be good for trade?”

      Jerry grabbed the weapon with both hands, brought it up, and gazed at it through his shades. “Coalition standard issue. Found lots of these on dead soldiers, all useless because of the biometric lockout.”

      A smile curled Kai’s lips. “What if I told you we hacked this one?”

      Jerry lowered the rifle. “Bullshit.”

      “Take a look at the display screen. Better yet, shoot it if you don’t believe me.”

      It was hard to tell what was going through Jerry’s face with those shades on. He’d make a superb poker player. The weapons dealer spun around with the Vinogradov held, deactivated the safety, then aimed down its sights. He pulled the trigger, and multiple loud bangs thundered. The rifle’s roaring rounds barreled forward and chipped away a tiny section of a wall to a nearby building.

      Jerry raised his eyebrows, activated the weapon’s safety, and lifted it up again. “Nice, very nice.” He returned to Kai. “Do you have anything else?”

      Kai unhooked the frag grenades from his tactical belt. “How about these?”

      Jerry held up his hands, and Kai tossed the devices to him. He examined one of the grenades, twirling it around slowly. “I don’t have any of these. Okay, sir, you’ve got yourself a deal.”

      Kai, Amber, and Yukina gathered up their purchases. Bullets, spare parts for a ship, and suits of Gladiator’s Vests. And that free tactical belt for purchasing so much. It was a lot to carry, forcing the three to split up who would bring what. Naturally, Yukina had to take most of it, her being a marionette. But before Yukina picked up the goods, she moved toward the van’s opened back entrance and eyed something on the floor.

      She pointed at it. “Can I have that?”

      Kai, Amber, and Jerry looked to see what caught Yukina’s attention. Jerry broke out laughing. “That, young lady, is an M877. A 50-caliber sniper rifle manufactured by the Hellcat Corporation.”

      “I like it.” Yukina lowered her index finger, her eyes never moving away from the sight of the sniper rifle.

      Jerry folded his arms. “What will you give in exchange for that?”

      “Exchange . . .” Yukina gazed down at her Barracuda then tightened her grip on its barrel. After that, she put the weapon to the side, unhooked all her grenades, and offered those plus one of her shotgun shell belts. “Will this do?”

      “Normally, no,” Jerry said, “but explosives are in high demand lately, so I’ll make an exception.” He retrieved the M877 sniper rifle, handing it to her. “Now you be careful with that, young lady . . .” The sight of her metal skeletal hands forced his eyes to spring open wide. Those same wide eyes caught a glimpse of the glow of her eyes. “Marionette . . . sorry, my mistake.”

      Yukina strapped the Barracuda over her shoulder and took the M877, holding it to her chest like a new toy. She trotted away, giving space for Kai to approach Jerry.

      “Thanks for the loot,” Kai said to him. “If we find anything else, I’ll hook you up.”

      “Likewise.” Jerry tossed the grenades and shotgun shell belt into the van. “Those grenades you gave me might just help save a few lives out here in these parts.”

      “You trade your stuff to civilians?” Kai asked.

      “Mostly, yes,” Jerry said, nodding to him. “I haven’t seen anyone from the military except her.” He gestured with his head to Amber. “No mercenaries either, though this war is less than a week old. They’ll be showing up eventually. For now, I’m arming the civilian population. I heard a rumor the Coalition’s been roundin’ them up and executing a few on the spot.”

      “It’s no rumor,” Kai said. “Witnessed it myself. With that said, be careful. You’re from Sol like me, which makes you public enemy number one in their eyes.”

      “Thanks for the tip.”

      A cherry blossom brooch on the van’s floor caught Kai’s attention. It was underneath the sniper rifle originally. “What’s the price for that?” Kai fingered the cherry blossom brooch.

      “That? Free. Nobody wants that in a time like this. I only accepted it as payment because there was a married couple desperately looking for a pistol and ammo to defend their children. It seemed like it was worth a lot. Probably is, but money right now is somewhat useless.”

      “I’ll take it off your hands if you’re cool with that.”

      “Sure, have at it.” Jerry tossed the cherry blossom brooch into Kai’s raised hands.

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Would you like me to help deliver these?” Jerry offered. “I’ll use my van to deliver these goods to anywhere you want for an extra fee.”

      “Yes, this is a lot of stuff we need,” Amber said, her gaze ogling their newly gained loot.

      “Eh, what do you want as payment for delivery?” Kai asked.

      Before Jerry could answer, Amber said, “We have the equipment that the dead in the scrapyard had left behind. I’m sure that will cover the fee.”

      Jerry raised an eyebrow. “As in guns and bullets?”

      Kai nodded to him. “From dead Coalition and Eden soldiers.”

      “Got yourself a deal.”
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        * * *

      

      Jerry drove the trio back to the Guildford Junkyard, guided the van toward the unearthed Starslayer, and assisted the team by offloading their purchased goods onto the ship. Jerry stopped to look at the dead periodically.

      Once finished, Jerry moved to the fallen Eden soldiers Amber had placed in a neat pile.

      “Rest in peace,” Jerry said, kneeling respectfully to the fallen service personnel. “Thank you for your service.”

      With their goods stored aboard the Starslayer, Kai paid for the delivery fee by offering Jerry pistols and rifles the dead used to fight, all unlocked with Ilona’s hacking. That was more disks they had to use. He tried not to let that bother him for now. The team had just gained new weapons and spare parts for the ship. And more tools for Amber. Her smile when she trotted off with a new toolbox was so cute. He’d never seen a girl so interested in getting her hands dirty while diving deep inside computers, broken machines, and the like to fix them. Then again, Amber was the combat engineer of her unit. Fixing busted tanks, jeeps, and aircraft was her job, apart from planting explosives and blowing shit up.

      Kai approached the van as Jerry slipped back inside. The two men exchanged fist bumps.

      “Thanks again, Jerry.”

      “Hey, give me your number, Kai. If I get new stock, I’ll shoot you a text.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      The two exchanged phone numbers.

      “Pleasure doing business with you.” Jerry’s van sped off, twisting around the debris in the junkyard, then exited to drive on the main roads.

      Kai returned to the Starslayer and began sliding their weapons into the lockers in the hallway. With the push of a button, the racks retracted inside the lockup and the doors slid shut. He ventured to the other compartments of the ship, smiling as the automatic sliding doors responded to his presence.

      He smiled even more when he found out the TV was working too. It wasn’t receiving any broadcasts, but it could play a few movies and TV shows saved on its internal memory.

      They devoted the rest of the day to restoring the ship and getting it space worthy. It was their ticket out of this place . . . as soon as they figured out how to deal with the AA gun issue. He’d go out to continue scouting but was hungry and thirsty, and the evening was due to fall. Kai made plans to scout first thing again in the morning and spend the whole day doing that, never stopping until they found where the AA guns were.

      Kai and Amber returned to the bridge and saw that Cerise was right where he had left her, face-planted to the floor with her USB cable plugged into Ilona’s drone, now resting on Cerise’s backside.

      Ilona’s hologram walked aside from floating holographic screens, smiling at him. “Welcome back, Master.”

      “I keep telling you girls not to call me that!”

      “Sorry, old habits.”

      Amber kneeled to Cerise’s unmoving body, laying her hand on her back. “Wow, you weren’t kidding. She looks like me on Saturday nights.”

      Kai moved to the bridge’s forward section and sat at one of the vacant chairs before a wide glass, giving them a view of what was outside. He activated a computer console before him and stared at its monitor while waiting for the machine to boot up.

      “No luck on getting Cerise working, eh?” he asked Ilona.

      “Oh, I can reboot her, but I really want to find what’s causing this error and the others. They are connected, that much I could find. I think it has to do with those packages I uploaded into her.”

      “You mean that black box stuff you just can’t help yourself from uploading into a marionette?”

      “The very same.” Ilona sat on a seat beside him and crossed one leg over the other, the ends of her white lab coat falling off the left and right sides of the chair. “The stuff my old master, my creator, was working on that would change the galaxy.”

      “So Cerise is special then,” Amber said, standing up from Cerise’s body. “And whatever makes her special is conflictin’ with her programming.”

      “And that’s what has me worried,” Kai said. “Yukina also has that software package. Whatever is affecting Cerise might be affecting her too.”

      Amber held her chin and narrowed her eyes, gazing down at Cerise. “Hmm, Ilona, Cerise, and Yukina, they ain’t your ordinary AIs because they have special programming that’s supposed to revolutionize the galaxy.” Amber faced Ilona’s hologram seated ahead of her. “Have you come across any hints as to what it might be?”

      “None,” Ilona said. “All we know is that the Coalition wanted my dead creator’s research. Heh, more like they wanted it to never see the light of day—”

      An alert beeped suddenly, cutting Ilona off.

      And it kept beeping.

      Kai eyed a pulsing light on his console. “I’m assuming that’s not a good beep.”

      Amber darted forward and looked over Kai’s shoulder, eyeing his computer monitor while brushing back her blonde hair that had fallen before her face. “Proximity sensors are going off.” She raced to another workstation to the left of Kai, typed on its touch screen, and accessed its data, shining light across her tank top, belly button, and face. “Got multiple targets approaching the ship!”

      “Well, we should be fine, right?” Kai asked. “Main power’s been restored.”

      “Well, you see . . .” Amber typed on the console and activated one of the Starslayer’s external cameras. Kai left his post, walked over to Amber’s station, and glanced at the monitor displaying the exterior camera’s footage. “Those are Coalition uniforms.”

      He eyed the cluster of men in the junkyard, wielding rifles and spreading out before the Starslayer. Two beads of sweat rolled down his forehead.

      “They came back for the Starslayer.” Kai turned away from the monitor and addressed Ilona. “How soon can Cerise be up and running?”

      Ilona’s projection reached up and interacted with three screens floating near her. “I need to finish up this scan here then reboot her. It will be about ten minutes or so.”

      “Start now!”
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      The Coalition had indeed returned to capture the Starslayer, but Kai and his new friends were ready. He returned to the weapon storage area just before the airlock and opened the lockers. The racks inside the lockups extended forward to present him with a variety of collected guns. He took the M-905 and Hammershot and threw Yukina her Barracuda. She caught the shotgun in midair with a swift grab and didn’t stagger. Amber took one of the ZR6 Carbines and holstered an Equalizer in her belt.

      Kai and Amber slipped into the newly acquired Gladiator’s Vests next. Yukina, like Cerise, insisted on not wearing body armor, arguing that -10 agility would interfere with her mobility. Next up were the grenades, though they were in short supply, having given most of them to Jerry. They’d have to make do without them.

      A bullet storm roared past, nearly ending them, forcing the three to spread out and hit the deck.

      Kai pushed up after ducking low then sprinted to a bend in the hallway, pressing his back to the wall and using it as cover. He peeked around the corner, peered into the hall where the weapons lockers and exit were, and saw several Coalition soldiers pushing into the Starslayer like they owned the place.

      [Lv. 42] – [Coalition Shock Trooper]

      They were all the same level too, oddly enough.

      At the far end of the corridor was the Starslayer’s primary entrance, where one shock trooper had stood in the middle of the opened doorway with both hands pressed to the left and right, forcing the doors apart with superhuman strength. He wore no powered armor or exoskeleton, which Kai found to be . . . very concerning.

      “How the fuck did they get inside so fast?” Kai said, getting a firm grip on the M-905 submachine gun.

      “Good question!” Amber yelled.

      She hurried away from a second salvo of enemy fire and used the walls of the intersecting corridors as cover with Kai. Yukina joined Amber while she pressed her back against the wall to the left while gripping the ZR6 tightly. Amber peered around the bend and into the hallway then pulled her head away fast. Three bullets nearly pierced her.

      The shock troopers passed under the arms of the massive man holding the doors open with speed and efficiency, lifted their Vinogradov rifles, and fired. A hail of bullets soared between Kai and Amber. Kai removed the safety of his weapon, selected semi-automatic fire, lowered himself, then briefly swung around the bend, returning fire. He retreated behind the wall again when the enemy targeted him, sending forth another barrage. As that happened, Amber peered around the corner and held the ZR6’s trigger, making it blaze. Below her, Yukina got to one knee, took aim with the Barracuda, and sent a buckshot down into the hallway. Unfortunately, Yukina’s shotgun’s limited range wasn’t working for her.

      When Kai felt safe, he peeked around the corner again and fired, emptying his magazine into one soldier’s chest and sending three bullets through his face. Sparks flared out from the man’s head rather than blood and brains. The target didn’t die either; he regained his balance and returned fire.

      Kai swerved behind the wall, narrowly missing the bullets that dotted the smooth and luxurious interior of the Starslayer with holes.

      “Holy fuck,” Kai said, eyes opened in terror. “These aren’t Coalition soldiers! These are Coalition marionettes! Hunter-killers!”

      Amber fired her assault rifle and took off the arm of the nearest soldier. Sparks flared from the damaged wires inside the severed limb.

      The man didn’t scream or react.

      The synthetic man grabbed his pistol with his remaining hand and continued walking forward with the gun raised and kicking back in his grip repeatedly, making no attempt to seek cover. None of the shock troopers entering the Starslayer did. They were all machines and knew it. Emotionless killing robots. That was the only thing the Coalition wanted to see of AIs. Objects that did what their creators told them to do without question or emotion. Coalition hunter-killer marionettes weren’t self-aware.

      Amber retreated behind the wall and swapped out her magazine. “Open to suggestions.”

      Kai ejected his spent magazine and slapped in a new one. “Never fought hunter-killers?”

      Amber shook her head. “Only in training, and we had a hacker on the team,” she said. “Just disable their motor functions so they can’t act.”

      “Ilona might be able to do that,” Kai bellowed. “But she’s still with Cerise and hasn’t gotten a good battery recharge in a while. Don’t bother targeting their CPUs unless you know where it is. You’ll just waste ammo. The Coalition tends to put marionette CPUs in different parts of their body.”

      The bullet exchange resumed, and the enemy machines marched closer to the three covering at the intersecting hallway. Kai and Amber returned fire, Kai going low, Amber staying high, both their weapons muzzles flaring rapidly, and sending down multiple rounds into the enemy, aiming the best they could to disable the incoming machines acting like robotic zombies.

      Click.

      Kai was out of ammo. “Switching mags!”

      “Covering!”

      He dove behind the wall to eject his old magazine and reached for a new one on his tactical belt. Meanwhile, Amber maintained steady bursts of gunfire and drew enemy fire.

      “Need to reload!” she shouted.

      Kai nodded. “I’m good!”

      They swapped places. Kai fired to keep the enemy back while Amber retreated to reload. Despite taking so many bullets, the machines kept coming and juddered a bit when his rounds punched holes through their silicone flesh. The only reason Kai and Amber were still alive was that the two had shot out the targeting sensors on the faces of the nearest enemy marionettes and damaged the arms of a few others. The enemy had lousy accuracy as a result. It didn’t stop them from marching like robotic, gunslinging zombies though.

      And it didn’t stop the lead hunter-killer from arriving at the hallway intersection Kai, Amber, and Yukina covered at. The six-foot Coalition marionette swung his pistol hand to the left, bringing the weapon’s barrel to Kai’s forehead. Right when he had stooped to eject his empty magazine.

      That’s when Yukina stopped holding back.

      Yukina calmly walked over to the lead hunter-killer, aimed her Barracuda down, and blew off his legs at the kneecaps. She turned to its remaining arm and blew that off then heaved up the halved man without limbs. Yukina picked him up as a body shield and ambled into the corridor.

      Her actions impressed Amber. “Where did she learn to fight like that?”

      Kai narrowed his eyes at Yukina, holding a limbless hunter-killer almost twice her size as a body shield. “That’s a good question . . .”

      Not that they were complaining. Kai and Amber trailed Yukina and her newfound shield. The two stayed behind Yukina and kept pace with the petite girl pushing forward. When they saw the chance, Kai and Amber glanced around the body shield Yukina held, Kai going left, Amber right. They spotted additional incoming hunter-killers and plugged their bodies with bullets.

      “Aim for the legs!” Kai roared.

      Amber nodded. “On it!”

      Two hunter-killers fell to the ground without legs. They had to crawl toward them and shoot. Yukina simply stomped their heads into the floor, sending a flashing surge of sparks in every direction. When Yukina got close, she threw the body shield into the remaining group of hunter-killers, knocking six of them back to the ground. With her hands free, Yukina whipped out her Barracuda and took off the head of the hunter-killer holding the door open. It fell over backward, and the automatic sliding doors slid shut. She turned the Barracuda to the six enemies on the floor next and systematically decimated their heads with close-range shotgun blasts or boot stomps, then stopped to slip six shells into her empty weapon. She racked the barrel afterward.

      Kai ran toward the shut main entrance and locked it. He heard Amber’s ZR6 Carbine blaze behind him, its armor-piercing rounds punching holes through the crawling, legless enemy marionettes until they ceased to operate—

      Dozens of thuds reverberated against the door.

      The thuds got more frequent as the seconds passed. Kai backed away from the ship’s exit slowly. “They’re throwing themselves at the door.”

      Amber dashed to a nearby wall panel, typed on it for a few minutes, and viewed the imagery outside the door via its small hidden camera. “Shit, now they’re trying to . . .”

      The main entrance slid open again, letting in sunlight from the outside world and the emotionless, red-eyed glare of a Coalition hunter-killer marionette reaching for its Vinogradov rifle—

      Bang.

      Yukina’s shotgun blew the head of the hunter-killer off, and the door slammed shut.

      “. . . force it open.” Amber finished.

      The thudding stopped. “Now what?”

      Amber rechecked the wall panel and viewed its tiny screen. “Now they’re trying to hack it.”

      The main doors opened again, with no one forcing them open.

      “Correction,” Amber said, eyes narrowing, “they hacked it.”

      Kai moved backward, raising his M-905 and letting a burst of covering fire loose. “Fall back!”

      Kai and Amber dashed away right as the enemy discharged their weapons. Their bullets didn’t hit them. Yukina’s body shook during the barrage. They were targeting her.

      Jesus!

      Yukina was a 400i model. She was far from invincible.

      And the enemy was preparing to destroy her.

      “Yukina!” Kai yelled, taking cover inside one of the airlock chambers. “Yukina! Fall back!”

      “I will protect you, Master.”

      Yukina lifted her Barracuda, pulled the trigger, and took off the hand of a nearby hunter-killer, aimed upward, and turned its head into slag and flying circuits. She stormed outside, targeted the marionette plugged into the external wall panel, shot the cord, and shot two holes through its chest. Yukina took cover behind the wall and inserted new shells into her shotgun.

      She cocked the barrel when finished.

      Yukina trotted outside this time, ignoring the bullets penetrating her body, and shot out the legs of a nearby hunter-killer.

      Kai’s virtual vision flashed him an update. Yukina activated a CES called Crash.

      He read the tooltip and winced.

      Crash

      When used, a burst of electrical energy powers limbs, enabling the user to dash forward and strike a target, using their body to deliver devastating 50 kinetic damage.

      Note: Consumes 9% battery charge per use.

      Warning: Repeated use can damage the user. Activate sparingly.

      Compatible With: Vivid Corporation-made OSs.

      Yukina did precisely what the tooltip said would happen. Crash forced her battery to send a surge of energy through her frame, allowing her to make a fast but lethal dive at a nearby hunter-killer. She tackled the marionette, hitting them with enough force to send them spiraling through the air. Yukina recovered from the tackling pounce, aimed up, and shot them to pieces as they went airborne.

      A hunter-killer shot at her from cover behind an old and junked car. They were getting smarter. But she was smarter than them.

      Yukina used Crash and slammed her body into the junked car, pushing the vehicle backward and sending the covered marionette tumbling to the scrapyard’s littered surface. Now out of cover and on the ground back first, Yukina walked to the downed enemy, her white heels clicking. She pointed the Barracuda down and turned his head into scrap metal, adding it to the junk in the yard.

      She repeated the tactic over and over. Every enemy hit by Crash flew backward and promptly died with one direct shotgun blast to the face or chest. The sheer force of her dashing tackle pushed those who were in cover outward.

      Watching such a short marionette with the body of a late-teenage girl dash and tackle enemy combatants at humanly impossible speeds then annihilate them with a shotgun blast or three had Kai wondering if he should be laughing or be terrified.

      As impressive as Yukina was, she lost 9% of her battery’s charge each time she used Crash. He wondered why she used the skill without asking him first. Cerise always asked for permission. Yukina just did it. He’d have to train her AI later to only use her powers when he authorized it because Yukina was about to lose battery power, and it didn’t seem like she had made that connection.

      “Fuck!”

      Kai hurried outside and shouted. “Yukina, stop! You’re—”

      And a hail of bullets aimed in his direction interrupted him.

      It was too loud. There was no way she’d be able to hear. Diving back inside the safety of the Starslayer, Kai activated his implant’s communication functions and linked it with Yukina.

      “Yukina, stand down! You’re about to lose battery power!”

      There was no response. “Yukina?”

      Amber joined him and activated her implant’s communication link. “Yukina, can you hear us?”

      He checked Yukina’s status.

      Yukina: Battery Charge – 0%

      “She can’t,” he said grimly. “Her battery’s run dry.”
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      The two peeked outside and saw a cluster of hunter-killers slowly move toward a teenage girl lying face down in the scrapyard’s mess. The killing machines pointed their weapons at her and cautiously ambled toward her.

      Kai fired the M-905 and tagged one marionette trooper only to draw the attention of dozens more that were hiding in wait behind numerous piles of junked ships and old cars. Once again, gunfire forced Kai backward, and he was confident his Gladiator’s Vest had taken a couple of hits.

      He checked his status. According to his virtual vision, he got shot eight times in the vest. Even if his vest caught the bullet, it still hurt, but it seemed that the adrenaline pumping through his body numbed the pain.

      Amber stepped up to the door next, wincing. “I’ll get her.”

      “She’s lost battery power.”

      “I know.” Amber twisted to him. “I can give her a jump start boost and transfer some of my battery energy to her. At the very least, it should provide her enough power to run for safety.”

      “Didn’t know you could do that.”

      “It’s combat enhancing software the army allowed me to use. Here, check it out.”

      Amber used her implant to send Kai information about the CES she was talking about. A small screen appeared in his vision, and he read its tooltip.

      Jump-Start

      Transfers some of your own battery charge into another battery.

      Note: Consumes up to 10% battery charge per use.

      Warning: This will cause overheating after transferring 10% or more of your power in a short period of time. Use only when necessary.

      Compatible With: Twin Suns Corporation-made OSs.

      She dashed out of the Starslayer’s exit, ran through the scrapyard, and raced toward Yukina’s body.

      Kai ran forward as well, one hand reaching for her. The blonde cyborg was too fast for him. “Amber, be careful out there!”

      “I’ll be fine! Just cover me!”

      She was moving so fast that Amber’s golden hair waving behind almost made her look like a bolt of lightning rushing to Yukina, running toward the cluster of enemy machines marching to finish her. As Amber pushed forward, she raised the ZR6 and gunned down as many targets as possible. He doubted the enemy would allow her to reload her assault rifle.

      Since Amber drew the enemy fire, Kai got low and let his M-905 spray bullets into the chaos outside the ship. Now more than ever the two had to watch it. Kai and Amber weren’t marionettes. He was human, and she was a cyborg. They both could bleed out and die.

      Amber stopped shooting. She had run out of ammo and was too busy racing to Yukina and dodging enemy attacks to reload. Amber had to make do with that hidden gun barrel that sprung out from her chromed arm, while sidestepping around to evade enemy fire and shoving nearby hunter-killers to the ground. Kai upped the intensity of his assault, switching his M-905 to full-auto. He emptied a full magazine in seconds, reached for another, and grimaced.

      Kai had two magazines left. He had to make every shot count.

      Kai held the trigger once more with the M-905 on full-auto. And hooked the enemy’s attention. Bullets slammed into the Starslayer’s hull, and several other missed rounds grazed the side of his arm. The hunter-killers out in the junkyard perceived Kai as the more significant threat now, especially after he knocked two of them down from their hiding spots on top of a junk heap.

      Meanwhile, Amber swung the ZR6 Carbine like a baseball bat, clocking away one hunter-killer then punching a hole through another with her cybernetic arm while its mounted gun spat a quick three-second burst of bullets. Amber pulled back and ripped out the hunter-killer’s lithium battery pack. She squeezed down on the battery hard, cracking it before tossing it at the cluster of marionettes shooting at Yukina’s body. The lithium exploded and sent their engulfed remains flying away and slamming to the ground. Ignited in flames, a few got up and tried to move only for their lithium batteries to catch fire.

      Those hunter-killers exploded to pieces and spread more flames onto their comrades, who slumped to their knees and tipped over sideways.

      Amber darted to Yukina, pulled up her white skirt to unveil her back, then activated her battery’s storage slot. Yukina’s lithium battery sprung out from a hidden slot. Working with cyborg speed, Amber touched Yukina’s battery with her cybernetic hand and used Jump-Start. She pushed Yukina’s battery pack into her body, and then seconds later, Yukina’s OS rebooted, and the AI’s eyes opened with life and a blue glow.

      Yukina’s battery charge jumped to 10%, while Amber lost 10% of her battery power, the sudden exchange of electricity overheating a few of their internal components. It was worth the risk. Yukina was back in action and instantly grabbed her Barracuda and blew away the encroaching enemy, allowing Amber to remove her spent magazine from her ZR6 and grab a new one.

      Amber slapped in the mag, got on one knee, and peered down the rifle’s sights with one eye shut.

      “Nice work!” Kai transmitted to her.

      “Not so nice,” Amber replied over the communication channel. “Jump-Start burned 10% of my battery’s power and made it overheat.”

      “But you’re a cyborg.”

      “And my augmentations still run on battery power,” she said. Amber went silent suddenly, aimed at the enemy, and held the trigger. A hunter-killer fell backward. “If I lose power, my implants will be useless.”

      “Yeah, but unlike everyone else here you can still fight with a 0% battery charge.” Kai laid down covering fire. “You’ll just lose your superhuman strength and other tactical advantages.”

      “True, but don’t forget that Yukina and I are overheating because of Jump-Start. If we keep pulling energy from our batteries without giving them a chance to cool, they might explode and kill us all.”

      “What’s the fastest way to cool them?”

      She continued while her assault rifle returned fire at the enemy. “Not using any combat enhancing skills comes to mind, though built-in safety systems prevent us from activating them when a battery overheats. I could disable those safeties, but again it would make my battery go boom. Right now, we’re doing the best thing for our batteries: limiting its usage until it cools and vents excess heat.”

      He made a note of that. If any of the girls overheated, they wouldn’t be able to use their unique abilities and would have to ease up on basic actions like running or shooting—

      Three bullets tagged Kai, and he fell backward.

      The surviving hostile forces converged on the Starslayer again, shooting in Kai’s direction.

      “Ugh!”

      Amber stood up and faced the Starslayer. “Kai!”

      “I’m okay,” he lied and then spat out blood. His Gladiator’s Vest was totaled, and he was certain pieces of it had broken off and cut up his chest.

      Kai pushed up only to see two marionette soldiers running toward the Starslayer’s open doorway. He was down on the ground longer than he thought. He got up, retrieved the M-905, and pointed it forward. Pointed it one second too late.

      A hunter-killer’s Vinogradov blazed. One bullet pierced Kai’s arm, sending the M-905 spiraling out of his hand. The walking machine went to take another shot then lowered its weapon upon making eye contact with Kai. Rather than killing him, the enemy marionette walked over, grabbed Kai by the hair, and pulled him up. It peered at his head long enough for a grid of blue light to shine on Kai’s face. It was running a facial recognition scan on him.

      “Kai Novak,” the Coalition marionette said. “You are to be taken alive and unharmed.” It leaned closer. “If you are here, then so is Ilona. Please disclose its location to us, and you will have a short and painless interrogation.”

      He tried to break free, but the marionette’s cold, rugged grip was firm. “Why?” he spat at the machine. “So you could destroy her?”

      “You and Ilona are to be taken into captivity, functioning and alive. No harm will come to you or Ilona if you cooperate with us.”

      A second and third hunter-killer joined them. The newly arrived machines lowered their Vinogradov rifles upon scanning Kai. They got the memo; Kai was to be unharmed. A devious grin spread across his face. Kai pointed at his wound.

      “Since I’m supposed to be unharmed, can you take care of that?” he asked.

      The hunter-killer nodded. “Medic.”

      It released Kai from its grip, and he fell to the floor. One of the hunter-killers behind walked forward and grabbed Kai’s injured arm, studying the wound and the blood seeping out. The enemy marionette retrieved a spray can of disinfecting liquid and cleaned his injury. The chemicals in the disinfectant stung like a bitch, like a thousand daggers pierced his arm at once. Kai didn’t scream though; he just gritted his teeth and endured the pain with a straight face.

      The machine clasped Kai’s arm again and took detailed scans of it. After confirming that the bullet had gone through, the machine pulled out bandages from its side bag and dressed Kai’s bullet wound. It then offered him two painkiller capsules to take. They weren’t kidding. Someone in the Coalition wanted Kai to live. Wanted him to give up Ilona too.

      “So why the change of heart, tinman?” Kai snorted at the lead machine. “Your people wanted me dead the other day. Now you want me alive?”

      “We are not at liberty to reveal those details to you.”

      “Give me something, tinman.”

      “This unit is not tinman,” it said. “This unit’s designation is Elite Hunter-Killer 88. Or EHK-88 for short.”

      “Cute. So you’re an elite unit? Well, shit, my mistake. So then, Elite Hunter-Killer 88, can’t you at least give me a hint?”

      EHK-88 looked him directly in the eye and said, “No.”

      The three hunter-killers around Kai wouldn’t kill him. Someone programmed them not to, should they confirm his identity.

      They wouldn’t kill him.

      They wouldn’t destroy Ilona.

      And the Coalition made their marionettes simple and dumb out of fear they would rebel.

      So after accepting the marionettes’ hospitality, Kai stood up, pivoted to the left, and ran for the ship’s exit.

      EHK-88 raised its hand for him. “Return at once!”

      Kai glanced backward as he ran. “Catch me if you can!”

      He dashed outside as the three machines stood, turned, and advanced to capture him. Not one of them shot him of course. They had orders not to. Kai leaped down and made it to the scrapyard outside, twisted around and saw Amber trying and struggling to lift Yukina back to the ship, and ran in their direction.

      “Hey!” Kai shouted, alerting the hunter-killers outside to his presence. He waved his hands while he ran. “I’m over here! Come and get me!”

      The enemy stopped shooting at Amber and Yukina and turned their weapons on Kai. Then lowered them.

      “You are to be taken alive and unharmed.”

      “Please disclose the location of the Ilona construct to us, and you will have a short and painless interrogation.”

      The enemy spread out to encircle Kai. Capturing him and learning where to find Ilona was more important than taking down Yukina and Amber. So much so that they turned their backs on the duo and marched in pursuit of Kai. It left the enemy wide open for what came next.

      Yukina fired the first shot, destroying a marionette with a shotgun burst. Amber punched a hole through another, ripped out its lithium battery, then squeezed and cracked it. She chucked it into the cluster of machines, and it exploded like an incinerating bomb, setting the marionettes on fire only for their lithium to overheat and explode. Mechanical body parts blasted away in every direction.

      There were three targets left, the marionettes Kai had encountered inside the Starslayer. Two of them had marched past their downed comrades’ remains. Yukina and Amber must have taken one of them out while he ran. The two remaining units didn’t see Amber retrieve her Equalizer and blew a hole through the backs of their necks. The twin units collapsed to the ground, their scanners unable to sense what was happening. Yukina stomped the downed machines repeatedly, driving her white heel into them until they stopped functioning.

      Kai nodded at Yukina and Amber then lowered himself to catch his breath. The run was quite a workout.

      “Master . . .” Yukina said. “I’m glad you’re safe—”

      Sparks flared from Yukina’s injuries, preventing her from speaking correctly.

      “Yukina!” He leaped forward and held her body still, preventing her from collapsing.

      “I am . . .” Her voice cut in and out like she was speaking on a poor phone connection. “I am fine.”

      He released Yukina from his embrace when she was able to stand correctly. “Thanks, both of you.”

      “No, thank you.” Amber walked toward the Starslayer while the two helped Yukina move with them. “I don’t think I would have made it out of there if you hadn’t pulled them away from us.”

      “Is that all the hostiles?” Kai asked. “There were three chasing me when I left the ship.”

      “I think so,” Amber said, panting. “We took down everything you see around you. “Pretty sure that includes what we saw leaving the Starslayer—”

      Yukina’s synthetic body continued to erupt with random flares of sparks. Small plumes of black smoke rose from her frame seconds later.

      “Shit,” Amber said, eyes wide in shock. “We gotta get Yukina inside now and take a look at her damage!”

      Kai nodded. “Agreed.”

      The three returned to the ship. Amber fixed the door panel and forced it to slam shut again. Yukina collapsed onto the wall, her bullet-ridden body flaring with sparking wires needing repairs.

      Yukina held one titanium arm and hand toward Kai. “Help . . . me . . .”

      Panic forced Kai’s face to Amber’s. “Can you do something for her?”

      Amber pulled out a tiny flashlight and shone its light onto Yukina’s damaged body. “It’ll take a while, but she’s repairable.”

      “Do it.” He patted Yukina’s head and lifelike white hair. “Don’t worry, you’re going to be okay. Thank you for your bravery.”

      Kai spun away right as a hand reached forward and grabbed his leg.

      “Don’t . . . go . . .”

      It was Yukina’s hand.

      He looked down at her and winced at her head, jerking about nonstop. The damage to Yukina’s body was worse than he thought. “Yukina . . .” he held her metal hand. It was hot, way too hot for his human flesh. He had to let go before it singed him.

      “It’s okay, Yukina,” Amber said, using one chromed cybernetic hand to pry Yukina off Kai. “I can fix you, but he can’t. He needs to be on the bridge.”

      Yukina reluctantly retracted her grip. Her glowing eyes never left Kai as he darted ahead and into the ship’s luxurious hallways. Kai traveled up to the bridge and approached its sliding doors—

      Bang. Bang.

      Those were gunshots. And it came from the bridge. Kai stopped and listened closer, hearing several more gun bursts and confirming that the shots had come from the bridge.

      A hunter-killer slipped on without them realizing it. Kai was about to walk into the middle of a gunfight unprepared. He grabbed his Hammershot and crept up to the bridge’s entrance. Its doors slid open, and Kai made his dramatic appearance, prepared for battle and aiming his gun at the back of the head of a Coalition marionette.

      It was EHK-88, the same marionette that had revealed that Kai was to be captured alive.

      Suddenly only seeing two of those three marionettes outside made sense. The leader of that pack went into the Starslayer right as Kai ran away from it. Amber and Yukina didn’t kill it because they never saw it to start with.

      Fuck.
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            RED IS BAD, ISN’T IT?

          

        

      

    

    
      EHK-88 directed its attention to Ilona’s frightened hologram, pointing its Vinogradov at her. Then it switched its aim to Cerise, who held a Chernenko pistol to it, and kept Ilona’s drone cradled with her free arm and pressed to her heavy bust.

      Cerise waved the gun. “Back off!”

      EHK-88 shook its head. “Request denied.”

      It shot at Cerise, and she shot back. Kai clenched the Hammershot with both hands and opened fire next. The 9mm rounds went wide, putting holes into computer terminals. EHK-88 turned to him then broke off the glare.

      It couldn’t kill him.

      It could kill Cerise though.

      “Cerise!” Kai cried out. “Use Ilona as a shield!”

      Ilona’s projection did a double take and extended both palms outward. “What?! No!”

      “Trust me!”

      An uneasy glare contorted Ilona’s face as she gawked at Cerise, holding her drone. “Cerise?”

      Cerise did as he requested and held the drone to her head. EHK-88 aimed his Vinogradov down at Cerise’s torso and fired a continuous spray of bullets. She could take the hits for now. A bullet going through Cerise’s head and damaging her CPU and memory storage unit would be the end of her.

      While the act played out, Kai resumed shooting at the enemy in the back of the head. EHK-88 stopped firing and twirled with its leg out, knocking the Hammershot out of Kai’s hands. Kai reached for the M-905, but EHK-88’s fast-moving legs kicked and knocked that out of his grip as well. The machine pointed its rifle at him. Kai didn’t raise his hands.

      “You won’t shoot me,” he sneered.

      “Surrender now,” EHK-88 said. “And you will have a short interrogation—”

      Cerise rapidly bashed the marionette’s skull open using Ilona’s drone.

      “Hey!” Ilona yelled. “That hurt!”

      Kai snorted at her. “As if you could feel it.”

      “I can detect damage to my drone. And that did some damage.”

      Cerise examined the drone she held, spinning it around until she found the part of it that whacked the enemy machine down. “Oh, it’s just a dent.”

      Ilona clenched her fists and stomped toward her. “Still!”

      “You’re one tough drone,” Kai said, stowing away his weapons.

      The three crowded around EHK-88 on the bridge’s floor. Cerise hit EHK-88 with so much force she must have damaged its CPU. It was struggling to move its limbs correctly. Cerise released Ilona’s drone, and she floated away behind Kai.

      “Help me, Master!” Ilona cried. “She’s crazy!”

      Kai didn’t know who to reply to, Ilona’s drone or her hologram. Both versions of her were active on the bridge and taking turns talking. Cerise gripped the Chernenko again and pointed it down at the marionette, shooting it repeatedly until the servos in its body stopped buzzing.

      She holstered the weapon and faced Kai, asking, “What was that all about?”

      “The Coalition wants me and Ilona alive.”

      “I thought they were executing people like you?”

      “Something’s changed.”

      “Them wanting me makes sense,” Ilona’s hologram said, eyes narrowed, fingers stroking her chin inquisitively. “But you, Master. Er, I mean Kai.” Ilona walked toward him, arms crossed. “What makes you so special?”

      He didn’t have an answer for her, not yet at least. The best Kai could theorize was that someone high in the Coalition’s chain of command wanted him for questioning, and they made that decision after the bombing of the marionette factory. The enemy at the time got a good look at his face, and he spoke to one of their commanders. They wanted his ass dead back then. Something changed after that . . . but what?

      Think about it later, man.

      Kai dashed to the helm, sat down, and activated its computer console. “If we stick around here, we’ll discover why they want me alive the hard way. Let’s get the fuck out of here!”

      Cerise sat at a station to his right, activating its computers. “Wait.” She twisted her chair to the left, facing him. “Does this mean we’re blasting off?”

      “Got no fucking choice!” he said, fingers racing across the touchscreen terminal. “There’s more of those things coming according to scanners.”

      Ilona stood beside him and looked over his shoulder and at the monitor. “Kai’s correct. There are a lot more enemy marionettes coming our way.”

      “Sooner or later, we’re going to run out of bullets, and Yukina is down for the count.”

      Cerise gasped. “What happened to my little sister?”

      “Don’t worry. Amber’s fixing her up, but it’ll be awhile.” Kai stopped interacting with the computer, wincing at its switches and buttons. “So, uh, how the fuck do we fly this thing anyway?”

      Ilona’s drone floated above the dashboard and scanned it. “Plug me in. I can remotely operate it!”

      He grabbed the drone’s deployed USB cable and guided it to a slot.

      “Wait, what about the AA guns?” Cerise asked from her post.

      “I have a feeling those won’t be a problem any longer.” He plugged Ilona into the dashboard. “If they want me and Ilona alive and in one piece, they’ll have to leave the Starslayer intact.”

      “Standby for launch.” Ilona’s hologram strutted across the bridge with arms crossed. Every computer she walked past lit up with life. “Priming thrusters in ten seconds.” She faced the two. “You might want to strap yourselves in.”

      Kai and Cerise sat back and reached for their chair’s seatbelts, locking them around their body and snapping them into place. After that, Kai activated his implant’s communication option, opening a direct link to Amber.

      “Amber, Yukina, we’re blasting off.”

      “Are you fucking crazy?!” Amber roared. Her imagery appeared in the top left-hand corner of his vision. “Those AA guns will blast us out of the sky!”

      “We’ll be fine so long as they still want me alive,” he said calmly. “Get strapped in now.”

      “We are green for launch, Master.” Ilona giggled. “Sorry, Kai. Just say the word.”

      “Amber? Yukina?”

      Amber dragged Yukina across the floor and away from the exit and airlock doors. “Movin’ to strap in now. You can launch us when ready . . .”

      Kai nodded at Ilona. “Do it.”

      Ilona conjured a large screen to float before her, where she used both hands to tap or swipe across it and access various ship wide functions. “And we have blast off!”

      The Starslayer blasted off right as a dozen Coalition marionettes approached it. Its flaring jets incinerated the machines and sent the space yacht surging upward to the edge of Eden’s troposphere, leaving long exhaust trails from its quad booster rockets.

      Inside the Starslayer, everyone braced themselves for the intense Gs that struck. Kai’s balls felt like someone had squished them into his chair’s seat. He gritted his teeth the entire time. The floor shook during the launch. The hull grumbled, making him wonder if they’d remain in one piece. Numerous computer alerts blared, informing people that the Starslayer was launching into orbit and that they should sit and strap themselves into their chairs. Not that there was anyone else aboard.

      Kai and the girls idled in anticipation. Idled and hoped that Kai was right. He eyed the sensor data the best he could, since his whole world was shaking. There were no incoming rockets.

      “So far, so good,” he said, voice raised to speak over the loud groans of the ship.

      “You were right,” Ilona said. “Those AA guns powered up, locked onto us, but didn’t fire a single round.”

      “So you know where they are now?” he asked Ilona’s hologram.

      “Now that we’re this high up? Yep, I scanned a few of them.” An alarm blared. “Oh, so . . .”

      “Ilona . . .”

      “We might have been wrong . . . they just fired.”

      Sweat gushed down his face. “Fuck.” The deck rumbled violently. “Damage report!”

      “Nothing major,” Ilona said, waving her hand to create and read data on a newly forged screen. “They’re firing AA gun rounds at us, not rockets. I think they’re trying to disable us rather than destroy us.”

      “Okay, that’s good to hear.”

      “Though we’d be better off if they used rockets, especially with our increasing altitude and velocity. At this height, I could shoot them down with the PDCs.”

      “Just do what you can to avoid them,” Kai said. “One hole through the hull and we’d be venting air into space.”

      “Thus making this escape entirely pointless, as we’d have to return to Eden.”

      But they never had to do that. After seven minutes, the afternoon skies turned dark with speckles of white dotting the endless void. The Starslayer’s artificial gravity kicked in, preventing the microgravity from making his body float in his chair. They had crossed into Eden’s thermosphere and were well on their way toward the exosphere.

      They reached space. The AA guns were no longer a threat and hadn’t been for a while.

      Cerise spun her chair around and glanced out the bridge’s forward windows.

      Her jaw dropped. “Oh. My. God . . .”

      Kai released his chair’s straps and sat up. “Welcome to space, Cerise.”

      Cerise removed her chair’s straps, leaped out of the seat, and ran to a side window, placing her palms upon it as she peered through it. He joined her to see what had magnetized her attentive stare. A blue, green, and white planet slowly rotating in the night. It was Eden’s curvature ahead, glittering with the glow of an aurora, seen from their newly elevated position.

      She spun to him, hands clasped, gold eyes twinkling. “Can we do a spacewalk?!”

      “Well, this is a yacht,” he said. “Leisure spacewalks were common here.”

      “You two might want to hold the celebrations,” Ilona said to them from behind.

      “Right.” Kai returned to his chair and fixed his attention to his station’s computer monitors. “We gotta head to Atlas Station first and link up with the remains of Eden’s navy.”

      “Actually, I was referring to this.” Ilona sat on one of the chairs, not that she needed to. But it looked nice, like she was part of the crew and helping with the Starslayer’s operations. She crossed her leg and interacted with the hovering screens.

      Ilona updated one of Kai’s monitors to display sensor data. Tactical sensor data. Four red dots were closing in on the Starslayer’s rear and fast.

      Cerise glanced at it too when she stood behind Kai and rested her left hand on his shoulder. “Red is bad, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Ilona said. “We got four Yong-Gamhan-class Coalition destroyers incoming, all heavily armed with forward cannons and torpedo launchers.” She leaned closer to the screen, eyes darting back and forth. “Oh, and it looks like they just opened up all their weapon ports.”

      “Get us out of here, Ilona!” Kai ordered.

      “I’ve been trying to do that,” she said and flipped through the screen. “It may not look like it, but we’re actually moving at full acceleration here.”

      “Yet they’re still gaining on us,” he said dejectedly.

      “This is a yacht. Those are battleships. Take a guess which has the bigger engine!”

      The Starslayer accelerated away as fast as it could with its four mounted rockets, now in a horizontal position and blazing with blue and white flares. The space yacht couldn’t lose the four destroyers flying in a formation toward it. Upon charging its weapons, the lead enemy destroyer opened fire and sent a hail of cannon rounds ahead, skinning the port side of the Starslayer.

      “That was a warning shot,” Ilona reported.

      “Okay, everyone, stay calm.” Kai gripped the sides of his console, steadying himself when the ship rattled. “Remember, they want Ilona and me in one piece. So that means they won’t use the good stuff.”

      “It just means they’ll take out the engines and board us,” Ilona said. She paused suddenly. “Uh oh . . . they just used the good stuff.”

      He spun to her projection. “What!?”

      “Incoming missiles!”

      “Evasive action! Fire up the PDCs!”

      Two missiles propelled toward the Starslayer only to be shot down by its PDCs, spraying countless 40mm rounds into the night. The destroyers closed in and fired more missiles and torpedoes, each getting swatted down by the PDC gunfire. Ilona had taken control of the Starslayer’s defensive systems.

      Enemy cannon rounds were harder to deal with. All Ilona could do was spin the ship when she sensed they fired them. As worrying as the situation was, Kai couldn’t help but smile at Ilona. Since the conflict started, Ilona had never been able to shoot at the enemy. Now she was one with the Starslayer, and its PDCs were her guns. After days of protecting Ilona, she was now protecting Kai, Cerise, Amber, and Yukina.

      “We won’t be able to keep this up forever, will we?” Cerise asked.

      “Maybe not, but . . .” Ilona updated their computer monitors. “Looks like our fight caught the attention of Eden’s navy.”

      Kai peered closer at his console’s display, smiling at the sight of multiple blue dots from the void nearing their position. “Nice, very nice.”

      “They’re sending a few ships our way,” Ilona said, both hands interacting with two screens simultaneously.

      “Get us to them,” he said.

      Ilona cringed, unveiling a set of flawlessly white teeth. “There’s just one problem.”

      He brought his gaze closer to the monitor. Currently, Ilona was sending the Starslayer flying away from the enemy and the incoming Eden navy vessels. Ilona would have to spin the Starslayer around and push forward on a course that would force them to fly closer to the four enemy destroyers.

      He shared her cringing glare. “I see . . .”

      “Still want to chance it?” Ilona asked. “Or would you rather we keep going and hope that Eden catches up with us?”

      “The enemy will probably board us by then,” Kai said, sighing. “Fuck it, take the chance. Take us to the Eden ships and do everything you can to keep our ride far from enemy weapon fire.”

      “Your wish is my command, Master!”
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            YOU’RE GOING ON A SPACEWALK

          

        

      

    

    
      A risky maneuver brought the Starslayer closer to the enemy destroyers in a bid to soar past them and toward Eden’s fleet, closing in behind. Ilona’s skill as an AI piloting the ship kept them safe for the most part. Multiple PDCs along the Starslayer’s hull spun their barrels and fired numerous rounds into the void, each slamming through enemy torpedoes and missiles. The warheads exploded and brightened the cold vacuum. When the PDCs weren’t cutting it, Ilona pulled the Starslayer into well-timed and elegant twirls, spins, and evasive dives to keep the ship from enemy cannon fire.

      If the enemy genuinely sought to destroy the Starslayer rather than disable and capture it, Kai figured they would have done that by now. Especially that one hulking destroyer that came close to slamming into the Starslayer, its frightening sight dominating most of the bridge’s forward window.

      Kai grabbed the arms of his chair tight. “Ilona! Pull up, pull up!”

      “Come now, Master, don’t you trust me with this?” Ilona pulled the ship up, bringing the dreadful destroyer ahead out of sight. It was just the stars of space now. “You see? Nothing to worry about. I got this all under control—”

      An alert blared loudly. Ilona reached forward and accessed a screen floating just above her right thigh.

      “Uh oh.”

      Kai spun his chair around and eyed Ilona seated crossed-legged to the side. “You sure about that?”

      “What is it?” Cerise said from her post on the other side of the bridge. “What’s happening now?”

      “Intruder alert,” Ilona said, studying the newly loaded screen’s critical warnings. “That destroyer we just veered past dropped a lot of hunter-killer marionettes on top of us.”

      Kai activated the Starslayer’s external cameras and viewed what was happening outside. He saw nothing with the first three cameras, just the white hull of the Starslayer and the stars of space, followed by lines of PDC fire. He switched to another camera and saw the enemy machines walking along the hull using magnetic boots and approaching one of the Starslayer’s PDCs, its barrel spinning rapidly to shoot down incoming missiles. The enemy marionettes punched the PDC’s barrel, denting it before grabbing and bending it 90 degrees in the wrong direction.

      A red light captivated Kai’s attention, directing him to a message stating that PDC-04 was offline.

      “They’re breaking down our defenses!” he yelled, staring back at Ilona.

      “That’s not all they’re doing,” she said.

      Ilona activated another external camera and sent its live footage to Kai’s computer monitor. On it he saw another set of Coalition hunter-killer marionettes slowly march toward the airlock.

      “That’s our boarding party.” Kai stood from his post. “I’m going after them. Where are the spacesuits kept?”

      “You’ll have to take a rain check on those,” Ilona said as he walked past her.

      He stopped in the middle of the bridge. “What?”

      She faced away from her many floating screens and peered up at him. “We have no spacesuits. Whoever used to own this ship removed those before trashing the Starslayer in the junkyard.”

      Kai gritted his teeth. “Damn it . . .”

      Cerise darted to Kai’s computer station and watched his computer monitor displaying enemy marionettes walking along the Starslayer’s hull. “How come they aren’t using those . . . spacesuits you called them?”

      “Because they’re marionettes,” he said to Cerise, spinning back to her. “We humans can’t survive in space without them. Machines can.”

      A grin stretched her glossy lips. “Machines like me?”

      “Oh . . .”

      “Send Yukina and me!” Cerise stepped toward him with determination. “We’ll get rid of them.”

      “Amber,” Kai said, tapping the side of his head and establishing a communication link with her. “How goes Yukina’s repairs?”

      Amber’s sweat-drenched face appeared in his vision. “Still working on it. Why?”

      “So she’s not able to go on a mission right now to save our asses?”

      “No . . .” Amber folded her arms across that tank top of hers. “Aw hell, what in the fuck happened now?”

      “Hunter-killers are trying to board us and took down one of our PDCs.”

      “Then let’s go after ‘em!”

      “Can’t without spacesuits . . . something marionettes don’t need.” Kai turned toward Cerise. “You’re getting your wish after all. You’re going on a spacewalk.”

      “I won’t let you down!” Cerise said. “Just tell me what I have to do and what to watch out for.”

      “Take down all the hunter-killers and repair what PDCs you can,” he said.

      Cerise nodded and made a cute military salute. “Roger!”

      “Amber,” he added. “Give Cerise whatever tools and advice she’ll need to fix the PDCs.” Kai shifted to Ilona, seated to his left. “Anything she should watch out for, Ilona?”

      “Yeah, don’t get lost in space.” Ilona kept her attention focused on her screens. “Also, in addition to not having any spacesuits, we have no magnetic boots or tethers. You’ll have to hold on to the hull the entire time, Cerise. One wrong move, and you’ll bounce off and drift away from us.”

      “That means you gotta slow us down, Ilona,” Kai said.

      “Indeed, I do . . .” Ilona said. “So we’ll also be that much easier of a target for the enemy. Ensure they don’t shoot you off with their cannons.”

      Cerise returned to the computer monitor displaying external camera footage. “Looks like they have magnetic boots.”

      He stood at her side and studied the monitor, noting how easily the enemy’s boots clung to the hull as they made slow and steady steps across it. “They do,” Kai said. “In that case, Cerise, your first objective is to steal one of them.”

      “Got it.”

      Cerise darted to the bridge’s exit while ejecting the Chernenko’s magazine to slip in a fresh one. After that, she retrieved her Vinogradov and double-checked its status. Something told Kai that was the last time he would see her. That something forced him to pivot around and reach for her.

      “Cerise!”

      She stopped before the bridge’s exit as its doors slid apart. “Yeah?”

      “Be careful . . .” Kai said to her. “Please.”

      “I will.” Cerise’s smiling grin soothed his nerves. “I can’t be your protector if I fail, right? Just sit tight. I’ll get us out of this mess.”

      “You have permission to use combat enhancing software any way you see fit,” he added.

      She vanished behind the bridge doors as they slid shut.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cerise drifted away from the Starslayer’s opened airlock entrance while double-checking that her tactical belt safely secured the tools Amber lent her. It did. She floated forward, spun, then reached out to grab onto a small maintenance ladder welded to the ship’s side. Securing herself in place, Cerise angled her face to the blackened void beyond. She had entered a different world. Stars and blackness when she looked up, down, ahead, left, and right. The Milky Way’s splendor was mesmerizing. She couldn’t spot the planet Eden from her position. The blue orb was probably behind with the enemy destroyers.

      Her sensors were sending one too many alerts into her positronic brain. She deactivated most of those alerts and resumed crawling up along the ship’s hull, always ensuring she had at least one hand gripping the side handles.

      Cerise located one hunter-killer punching away at a PDC. It hadn’t seen her, so she tugged on the handles, floated forward, and used her momentum to glide silently toward it. As Cerise drifted alongside the Starslayer’s exterior, she pulled out her Chernenko pistol and aimed for the marionette’s head, pulling the trigger rapidly, its bangs nothing more than muffled thumps. Her weapon’s recoil sent her backward and tumbling. So using firearms in space was not a good idea. Newton’s third law was working against her. Cerise recorded that data in her memory for future reference.

      She tumbled continuously and saw the hull, the stars of space, then the hull again. The mini-map showed that Cerise was about to spin away from the Starslayer unless she acted. Cerise reached forward when the hull came into view and grabbed one of the side handlebars, stopping her spin. She still held the Chernenko in her other hand and was about to holster it when she looked ahead and scanned the incoming hunter-killer.

      One of her bullets had put a hole through its left arm, and it wasn’t happy about it.

      The hunter-killer took slow steps toward her with the aid of its magnetic boots then lifted its Vinogradov rifle to fire. It felt weird seeing an assault rifle fire but not make any noise. Sound didn’t exist in space. She recorded that data in her memory.

      Cerise extended her arm with the Chernenko in hand and fired again, keeping her other hand holding the ship. Now she wouldn’t go flying backward.

      Her bullets weren’t doing enough to stop it. The hunter-killer just shook violently about when shot and continued shooting its Vinogradov at Cerise, its piercing rounds peeling off her silicone skin and chipping away at her internal components.

      So she used Overload.

      In an instant, Cerise channeled 9% of her battery’s power into the Chernenko each second, for two seconds, just long enough to shoot at it three times. Her bullets cut through the hunter-killer’s knees like a hot knife through butter as the old human cliché went, separating it from its boots. The machine couldn’t move forward with a severed leg. Couldn’t hop either; this was space. It had tried to shoot at her, but the recoil flung its body to the side since it only had one leg to stand on.

      The quick maneuver lowered her battery power to 77%, down from 95%.

      With its aim off, Cerise used Acceleration Drive and quickly crawled forward using the handles while draining 1.8% of her power each second. She reached the mangled hunter-killer, rolled around, and plugged multiple point-blank rounds into its other leg until her weapon ran out of ammunition. Cerise performed a switch of magazines in a flash, used Overload only for one second, and fired again, severing its other leg. Down to 57% battery power now.

      She pushed the hunter-killer’s body upward, waving goodbye to it as it drifted away into space. She deactivated Acceleration Drive’s battery-draining abilities and pulled the hunter-killer’s dead feet and legs out of its magnetic boots. Now Cerise had magnetic boots to use.

      The boots kept her to the ship when both feet were down. It took her a while to get used to walking with them on. She had to move one foot at a time; the boots didn’t permit fast running because of their safety features. So using Acceleration Drive was not an option, at least not for movement speed.

      She approached the first PDC.

      “Okay, I’m here,” Cerise said, her internal communication systems joining the team’s communication channel. “How do I fix this?”

      Kai’s voice played in her head. “Amber?”

      “One sec,” Amber’s voice said. “Okay, Cerise, show me the damage.”

      Cerise eyed the damaged gun and transmitted what she saw as live video footage for the team.

      “Okay, that ain’t too bad,” Amber said. “Follow my instructions, and it should be runnin’ again.”

      Amber went on, and Cerise did exactly what she told her. She repaired the first PDC, smiling when its barrel spun again, spewing hundreds of rounds per second.

      “PDC is back online!” Ilona cheered. “Good job, Cerise!”

      “How many more?” Cerise asked.

      “Two more to go,” Kai transmitted. “Fix those then take down the rest of the Coalition marionettes.”

      She slowly stepped across the Starslayer’s hull, approaching two hunter-killers moving to the airlock. It was the boarding party. She used Overload, unslung the Vinogradov, and aimed for their legs. Multiple legless hunter-killers drifted off into the void. Their arms, however, still held their weapons and fired at Cerise. Her body juddered, and several electrical components exploded in sparks. A notification informed Cerise that her overall health and structural integrity were down to 57%. She ignored the bits of her torn skin drifting away from her. Cerise lifted the weapon, peered down the sights, and blasted gaping holes through the bodies and arms of the enemies floating away to space. They stopped shooting. She figured her bullets must have damaged their CPUs. So she switched off Overload. The tactic cost her 27% of her battery’s strength. Down to 30% power now and 57% health.

      Cerise ejected her spent magazine and reached for a new one on her tactical belt. As she inserted the new magazine into her rifle, she looked to the side and laughed. Her ejected magazine didn’t hit the ground. It just floated beside her. She walked over to the next broken PDC and showed Amber the damage done to it. Amber replied after a minute and offered Cerise tips on repairing it using the tools that she had lent her.

      The second PDC came back to life, twisting its gun barrel around and ejecting an uncountable number of bullets while making no sound. Space was indeed a different world. With that PDC back online, Cerise stepped toward the last one, where a hunter-killer team whacked it repeatedly while a second team stood guard. The enemy watch team spotted Cerise and ambled toward her, one magnetic footstep at a time. Cerise found cover to the side, a small gap in the Starslayer’s design. It worked as a trench that kept her low and away from enemy fire. She popped up from the deep indent in the hull and returned fire, cycling Overload’s power on and off to send bullets capable of tearing their limbs apart—

      Static flooded her vision.

      Several error messages scrolled across what she saw. She felt her body shutting down. No. That system error affecting her OS was returning at the worst time. Cerise was starting to glitch out.

      “Why does this keep happening to me?” she said to nobody in particular.

      Cerise lowered herself and stopped firing. She had to get her operating system under control and was losing the battle to do that. Her system couldn’t crash now. She failed to protect Kai when she glitched out the last time and failed to protect Yukina too. If her operating system crashed again, she’d fail to save him and the Starslayer. It was all up to her to pull through. Pull through to save them. Pull through so her body would not drift away into space when the enemy encroached on her position.

      She disabled numerous sensors and internal functions. She was in space and didn’t need them. Several error messages vanished, and her vision returned to normal. There was still some distortion in her vision in several places, but Cerise was still operational. She could still sense that she was functioning and sensed her internal clock ticking. And sensed that she was still in great danger.

      A new error message pulsed for her attention.

      Cerise: Battery Charge – 12%

      Cerise had left Overload active too long. A second error flashed.

      Warning: Internal temperature reaching critical levels.

      Cerise forced her body to vent heat to space. It was cold, so it should help lower her battery’s core temperature.

      A new notification appeared, one that wasn’t an error message or warning.

      Notice: Internal temperatures are returning to moderate levels.

      Much better.

      Cerise stood up, aimed down the sights of the Vinogradov, and held the trigger, decapitating one hunter-killer at the waist. The remaining enemies returned fire, sending bullets that chipped away at her frame and sliced off swaths of her skin, unveiling the metal skeleton underneath her beauty.

      Her health bar decreased to 44% while new error messages filled her vision. All the while, she couldn’t use Overload anymore, not with her battery at 12% and her internal temperatures still a tad bit too high. It was too risky. If she left it active for more than a second, she’d run out of power. She didn’t know what would end her first, enemy gunfire, her battery, or another system glitch.

      Every hostile had to go right away.

      She activated Acceleration Drive. With a 1.8% power drain per second, she could keep it active for six seconds before running out of power. The CES allowed Cerise to move her hands and arms in a flash to switch out empty magazines and target enemies with haste. Each enemy she defeated and sent into space reduced the pressure on her systems. Cerise had fewer lines of error messages in her vision, and her health bar didn’t lower as quickly. After five seconds, she found no need to keep Acceleration Drive active. When the last enemy marionette ceased operating, Cerise checked how much battery power she had left.

      Cerise: Battery Charge – 3%

      That was close.

      She crawled up from the trench in the ship and walked past the bodies, limbs, and broken mechanized parts floating away into space, approaching the final damaged PDC. Like the last two PDCs, Cerise contacted Amber and received tips on how to repair it.

      “All done!”

      The PDC’s barrel started spinning again, targeting incoming missiles fired from the Coalition destroyers.

      Cerise spun around and slowly marched back to the Starslayer’s airlock.

      “Kai!”

      That was Ilona on the communication channel.

      “Ilona?” Cerise said, her voice full of panic. “Ilona? What happened to Kai?!”

      “Oh my God . . .” Ilona said. “It’s still alive . . .”
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            WELL . . . THAT’S A NEW TRICK

          

        

      

    

    
      “Kai!”

      He spun around when Ilona called out his name. Spun around to see EHK-88, with its head smashed apart, dash over and wrap its arms around Kai, squeezing him in a bear hug. The not-so-dead machine yanked him up and off the chair and slammed him to the floor.

      “Oh my God . . .” Ilona said, hands held before her mouth twisted with emotion. “It’s still alive . . .”

      EHK-88 reached down to grab Kai by the collar. Kai rolled to the side before that happened, leaped to his feet, and pulled out the Hammershot, firing shot after shot at it from the hip. His bullets missed and hit the glass. His Handgun skill at level 7 wasn’t helping at all. He was so glad that ship manufacturers made glass windows of tough, transparent materials. The window seemed perfectly fine. He put no holes in it, not even dents or cracks.

      “Amber!” Ilona shouted, legs trembling. “Come to the bridge, quick!”

      Amber’s voice transmitted back. “What in the hell is goin’ on now?!”

      EHK-88 punched Kai backward and ran for Ilona’s drone. He steadied his balance, pointed the Hammershot at the hostile marionette’s hand as it reached for the drone, and pulled the trigger six times. The hand exploded into bits of metal and silicone. With a mechanical roar, EHK-88 spun around to face him, raised its arm to deflect Kai’s next rounds—

      Click, click.

      Kai ran out of bullets.

      EHK-88 ran past him, pushing him to the floor and exiting the bridge.

      Ilona gasped and ran toward Kai. He could tell by her look that she wanted to help him to his feet. “It left me . . .” she whispered, watching the bridge’s sliding door shut.

      “No, it didn’t.” Kai stood up, ejecting the Hammershot’s spent magazine. “I think it’s going for Amber and Yukina.”

      “Why? I thought you and me were its targets?”

      “And it’d have to face Amber and Yukina if it wants to escape with us.” Kai spat out some blood that reddened the inside of his mouth. “Better to leave us for now and take them out. Not like we have any place to go.” He gestured to the window behind. Gestured to space. That was the only place for him and Ilona to escape, and it would do them little good, especially him.

      Kai slid a new magazine into the Hammershot then checked his ammo for the M-905. He was down to one magazine. There were more magazines and bullets down below, but he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to get to them in time—time being something he was running out of. The Hammershot was his best bet for now.

      “I’m going after it.”

      “Kai!” Ilona reached her holographic hand to him. “Let’s wait for Cerise to get back.”

      “We do that and we won’t be talking to Amber or Yukina ever again.”

      “Do you even have a plan?”

      “Yeah, I’m going to hunt the hunter-killer down and kill it.”

      “And if that doesn’t work?”

      “Then I switch to plan B and fucking space it.”

      “I don’t like plan Bs . . .”

      He got the fuck out of the bridge and ran down the corridor in pursuit of EHK-88.

      “Amber, you got company,” he transmitted to her over their communication channel.

      “I heard,” Amber replied, her worried face appearing off to the side in his vision. “I’m keeping an eye out for it.”

      Speaking of which, Ilona had highlighted EHK-88 in red. He saw it running through the decks and moving to Amber’s workshop in the engine room.

      “Sending you its location now.”

      “Got it! I’ll be ready for this motherfucker.”

      “Don’t let it get to Yukina.”

      “She’s safe with me.” The live imagery of Amber in his vision reached for her assault rifle, slinging it over her shoulder. “Say, any idea how in the hell did this thing come back to life?”

      “Remember what I said about avoiding shooting out a Coalition marionette’s CPU?”

      “Yeah, something about them not keeping it in their heads?”

      “Exactly.” He turned the corner at a four-way intersection and continued running after the red silhouette in his sight. “This guy, even though he got his head caved in, must have had a second CPU in his chest or something. When the first one got damaged, the backup kicked in and slowly rebooted its system.”

      “Interesting design. Normally, marionette CPUs are in their heads because they generate so much damn heat.”

      “That and most marionettes are modeled after humans,” he said. “The ones out here have artificial lungs and whatnot. But this monster? It won’t have any of that, so it has plenty of space in its chest to have backup systems, like a secondary CPU.”

      “Still risky,” Amber said. “CPUs can overheat from time to time. Keeping it beside too many systems could cause problems.”

      “But would a Coalition marionette’s CPU overheat easily? Typical marionette CPUs overheat because they try so hard to be human. Coalition marionettes are just dumb robots.”

      Kai climbed a ladder down to the lower decks, leaped off it, and charged into the corridors, following the red figure in his vision. It was near the engine room.

      “Amber . . .”

      “I see ‘em.”

      “It’s at the door!”

      “And I have it locked.”

      EHK-88 bashed its fists against the door, attempting to break it down. “You good?”

      “For now.”

      The red outline stopped then ripped apart the door wall panel, grabbing its wires and swiping them together.

      Kai grimaced. “Oh shit . . . it’s trying to hot-wire the door!”

      “Correction . . .” Amber grumbled.

      Kai watched as its red silhouette let go of the wall panel’s wires and then charged right into the engine room.

      “. . . it did hot-wire it,” Amber finished.

      Now she sounded horrified.

      Gunfire echoed seconds later. Amber’s health dropped to 79% as he saw the red silhouette slap something around, probably her. Kai was near the engine room now, turned the corner, and saw its forced open door.

      “Check your fire, Amber! I’m coming in!”

      Kai dashed in, emptied the M-905 of its remaining ammo and threw it to the floor. Kai immediately unholstered the Hammershot and rapidly pulled the trigger, making the weapon blast and brighten the walls with its flaring light. EHK-88 spun around and scanned him, confirming its orders—do not kill Kai Novak. The delay bought Amber time to retreat behind the reactor. She twisted around the corner with the ZR6 Carbine held forward and pressed the trigger. Her weapon’s muzzle flared and pierced dozens of new holes into EHK-88, leisurely lowering its estimated health bar. It turned away from Kai and rushed to the table Yukina was on.

      It flipped it over, hurling Yukina’s body off it. She swirled through the air and cracked her head against a wall pipe. Yukina landed with a thud and her lifeless eyes, without their glow, faced the ceiling.

      Rage filled his eyes when he saw the machine hurl Yukina across the chamber like a rag doll. As Amber laid into EHK-88 with her rifle, Kai emptied his Hammershot’s magazine into it, making no progress.

      Your Handgun Skill is now at level 10.

      Well, apart from that.

      Kai searched for another option.

      He found it on the floor, Yukina’s Barracuda S80. He retrieved the hefty weapon, wincing at its weight. Yukina made shotgun-slinging look so easy. Kai leveled the weapon’s business end with EHK-88 and put a buckshot into the Coalition marionette’s back.

      The shotgun’s blast tossed EHK-88 forward, and the recoil flung Kai backward. Kai had no idea how he kept the Barracuda in his grip. The recoil was so powerful he was half expecting it to kick the weapon out of his hands.

      Like a raging beast, EHK-88 got up and turned to the man with the shotgun. So Kai blasted it again. The Barracuda tore through the silicone skin on its left leg, severing the mechanical limb, the force of the blast sending the leg hurling toward Amber. She had to duck from that. With one leg remaining, the machine crawled across the floor toward Kai. He busted shotgun blast after blast into it, each shot removing chunks of its body and estimated health bar, unveiling the mechanized monster under it. It kept coming.

      And then something unexpected happened.

      EHK-88 growled and extended six new arms from its back while shredding away what remained of its torn the fuck up silicone flesh like a snake shedding its skin. The machine changed horrifically before their frightened eyes. It was no longer a mangled humanoid android; it transformed into what it really was, a four-legged machine monster with six arms stretching from its back and a bright shining light for its face. Don’t get Kai started on the razor-sharp teeth that sprouted out of nowhere. Kai stared down at the face of a cybernetic monstrosity.

      Well . . . that’s a new trick . . .

      On a good note, he had gotten its attention.

      Kai retreated into the hall and watched its red silhouette follow. He backed away, goading it to follow him into the cargo hold. As Kai did that, Amber rushed in from behind, closing the gap, got on a knee, and made the ZR6 blaze a deafening racket, emptying her magazine into its backside. The machine monster spun for her, so Kai blasted it in the back. It still lunged for Amber. She swapped out her magazine, discharged the rifle in full-auto mode, ran out, then ejected the magazine, reaching for another.

      Another that she didn’t have.

      “Ah fuck!”

      The machine monster smacked her across the face, sending Amber flying twenty feet down the hallway. She crashed into the wall and lost a chunk of her health, bringing its bar down to 21%. She was no longer a threat.

      The machine monster slowly twisted toward Kai.

      He pulled the Barracuda’s trigger.

      Click.

      The shotgun ran out of ammo at the worst possible time.

      “Okay, so that happened.”

      He threw the Barracuda to the floor and ran into the cargo bay as the mechanized monster crawled after him. In the middle of the empty cube-shaped room was a control panel, and ahead were large doors where one could fly small supply ships in or out to deliver goods. Kai got to the console then shut and locked all doors that led back to the ship.

      He trapped himself and the machine monster inside.

      From there he accessed the cargo bay’s containment forcefield operations, selecting the option to disable them and depressurize the section. He ignored the warning that flashed.

      A mangled metal claw grabbed Kai, yanking him backward. Yanking him to the monster made of metal. Yanking him away from the cargo bay’s operation console.

      “Master?” Ilona’s words echoed in his mind via his implant. “I just got an alert that someone’s trying to depressurize the cargo hold.”

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “Why?”

      “Listen Ilona, I’m switching to plan B. So you might need to find someone else to call master.”

      “What? What are you saying?!”

      “There’s a strong chance I’m not going to make it.”

      “You’re using yourself as bait to blow the enemy into space, aren’t you?”

      “It’s the only way. I’m out of options.”

      “No, no, no, no! I lost Rhinehart already as a master. Don’t make me lose you as well! Don’t put me through that pain again! Kai, listen to me! Just don’t!”

      Kai said nothing while the machine monster gripped him tighter. “Surrender now, and your interrogation will be short and painless,” it said via speakers on its neck, its mouth never moving. “It is pointless to resist. You have lost. You cannot win. Surely you have learned this by now.”

      “Cerise?” Ilona cried out over the commlink. “Yukina? Amber? Anyone! Someone, please help Kai now!” Nobody replied. “Is anyone else here? Answer me please!”

      Kai discreetly lunged his foot backward, trying to feel for the console. His foot just swung through the air. He needed to buy himself more time.

      “You know, you’re right,” Kai said to the machine. He swung his leg back again and hit nothing. He didn’t know where that console behind him was exactly. “I’ve learned a lot of things since this war started.” He tried again. This time, his boot hit the console, and he made a mental note of where it was. “Like, just the other day after that factory got bombed? I learned how long I could hold my breath while underwater.”

      It pulled him closer, so close that he couldn’t feel his foot on the console. “How is this relevant?”

      “Allow me to show you.”

      Kai kicked his foot backward, hoping to whack the console button behind him.

      He did.

      The tip of his boot slammed into the console’s confirmation option. The cargo bay doors opened and depressurized the area, blowing everything into space. That included the machine holding Kai by the neck. Ilona erupted with an outpour of emotional weeping before screaming his name repeatedly. He’d say goodbye, but the decompression was taking all the air out of his lungs.

      The two twisted about as the vacuum pulled them closer and closer to the cold and radiation of space. This wasn’t the death Kai expected to have should this last-ditch plan go sideways, but it would keep Ilona and the girls safe while ridding the ship of the mechanized monster once and for all.

      Except Kai never ended up in space.

      Instead, the beast grabbed hold of the cargo bay doorframe with one hand and used another to hold on to Kai. It was trying to save him. Trying to obey its orders to bring him alive to its Coalition masters for reasons unknown. Bring him and Ilona to its masters.

      Darkness closed in on Kai. He couldn’t feel his body. It was too numb. His lungs yearned for air, and so did his brain. Everything started to turn black. He was dying. But the machine didn’t want that. When the decompression finished, the mechanized beast pushed off the hull of the Starslayer and floated in the vacuum to wrap its mashed-up limbs around Kai, embracing him tightly to its warm frame. It wrapped him up like a package to be delivered to the Coalition and began venting oxygen toward Kai’s face.

      “Kai, don’t move.”

      That was Cerise’s voice.

      He wasn’t sure where she was, probably standing somewhere on the hull.

      Bullets pierced the mechanical monster, pushing its body into the void and shattering one of its limbs into fragmented chunks of metal floating in different directions. It allowed Kai to free his left arm and reach it forward.

      Cerise grabbed him, walked into the cargo bay, and embraced the Starslayer’s artificial gravity. Since she was still holding him, she pulled back, forcing Kai and the machine wrapped around him into the ship.

      Of course, at that point Kai had passed out before gravity forced him and the monster back to the deck.

      His heart had stopped beating, and his brain lacked the oxygen and blood needed to function correctly.
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            CAN I SHOOT HIM NOW?

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai’s vision returned.

      He awoke to see Cerise performing chest compressions on his bare chest. Her body had seen better days. The battle ripped off bits of her skin, giving him a glimpse of what she was underneath, a woman who couldn’t bleed, a woman with a metal skeleton and coiling electrical cables. She had stripped his body armor and shirt off to give him CPR. He was about to say something, but after Cerise finished the chest compressions she blew air into his mouth, even though he didn’t need it. Her use of CPR revived him, and she should have been aware of that by now. Kai had gasped, started breathing, and opened his eyes after all.

      Her mouth-to-mouth quickly became a kiss, with an energetic tongue pushing its way into his mouth. Cerise pulled her puckered lips up and away from him after a minute. A long thread of saliva connected their lips.

      “Thanks,” he said, coughing. “But it’s a little bit early to be celebrating.”

      “Whatever!” Cerise kissed him again. “The girl who just saved our asses deserves a kiss as a reward.”

      She held his cheeks and leaned forward again, kissing him. He sat up to hold her back and ran his fingers up against it and through her wavy pink hair, covered with bits of melting ice. She returned the gesture and stroked his chiseled chest up and down. Frost covered Cerise’s hands, much like her hair. Space was fucking cold.

      “Okay, knock it off, you two!”

      That was Ilona’s voice. Kai and Cerise broke their embrace, faces flushed, and stood up.

      “You could see us?” Cerise asked.

      “I can see anything the ship’s cameras can,” Ilona said drily. “And I can see that your battery charge is down to 3%, Cerise! You have, like what, two hours left before your battery runs dry? Less than that if you overexert yourself with lots of physical activity. Like making out. Now, Master, are you finished scaring me?”

      “Yeah, kind of.”

      “Good.” He could hear the happiness in Ilona’s tone. “Now, can either of you two do me a favor and bring that thing to the bridge? I want to scan and see if it has any intel we could use.”

      “Why not come down here and do that, Ilona?” Cerise said.

      “Because I’m still plugged in and doing my best to push us away from the enemy ships. In case you haven’t noticed, they’re still shooting at us.”

      Kai glanced to the side and saw the remains of the mechanical monster. “You brought it aboard, Cerise?”

      “It died when I shot it, and it was still holding you,” she said. “Took me a while to pry it off you. Kai, what did you do to it? Why does the Coalition want you so bad?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, moving over to the hulk of metal on the floor that was once the mechanized monster. “Hopefully Ilona will find something out.”

      It took a while, but the two dragged the wreck of the machine monster to the bridge. Amber came to when they passed her in the hallway, and she promptly returned to the engine room and checked up on Yukina. Kai hoped she’d be able to repair her.

      The two finished pulling it up to the bridge and chucked it before Ilona’s drone plugged into the dashboard. This time, Cerise always kept her Vinogradov pointed down at it.

      “Okay, let’s see here.” Ilona’s drone floated upward the best it could with the USB cable tethering the drone in one place. She ran a long scan of the mess of metal. “Yep, you were right, Kai. It had multiple back up CPUs. No artificial lungs whatsoever.”

      “Well, that’s a dumb design,” Cerise said.

      Ilona grinned with a face that was red and puffy, as if she were in tears just a moment earlier. “Why’s that?”

      Cerise pressed her fingers to her chest. “Because my synthetic lungs are the reason Kai’s still alive.”

      She was right. She wouldn’t have been able to give Kai mouth-to-mouth resuscitation without lungs.

      Kai spun toward Ilona’s projection. “How soon can we clear the enemy ships?”

      “Yeah, about that.” Ilona dashed back to her chair, hands reaching for multiple floating screens. “We got some bumpy moments coming up! Get yourself strapped in.”

      Ilona pulled the Starslayer into a spin, and it made a full burn toward incoming enemy fire, toward their salvation just behind the enemy destroyers. The decks and hull rumbled when hit. No warnings blared about critical damage. The PDCs continued to shoot down incoming enemy projectiles but had to stop when they were close to the destroyers. At that distance, the enemy utilized their gun cannons more than missiles. There was no way the PDCs could shoot high-velocity bullets down in time.

      Thankfully, the enemy vessels had most of their weapon ports on their forward ends. The sides only had a few missile pods and anti-fighter guns. The Starslayer corkscrewed away from those, dove and soared to the Eden ships. Behind, the four destroyers pivoted to keep pace.

      “Okay, Ilona, give it everything you got,” Kai said, watching the action unfold. “We’ve gotta reach those ships!”

      Seven Eden battleships appeared ahead and grew more prominent as the Starslayer neared them. They looked like tiny dots ahead of the stars of space at first then expanded to blue objects slowly. Eventually, the Eden ships encompassed over 60% of their forward view.

      “Broadcasting a distress signal on all channels,” Ilona said. “I hope Eden realizes we’re not the bad guys here.”

      The Eden naval fleet opened fire as the Starslayer approached. Kai’s heart skipped a beat or five. Multiple torpedoes and ion cannon blasts soared toward them . . .

      . . . and struck the enemy destroyers behind.

      Eden was firing at the enemy. His breathing returned to normal when the Starslayer flew past the lead Eden cruiser in the fleet, casting their shadow down across its dark-blue hull. The four enemy destroyers spun around and retreated to their fleet hanging in Eden’s lower orbit.

      They were safe.

      He sighed. Ilona’s hologram walked beside him and patted his shoulder. She smiled while leaning down to Kai and slipping one holographic strand of hair behind her ear. “So how’s my flying?”

      “Five stars. Will fly with you again.” Kai turned to the side. “What do you think, Cerise?”

      She was still wide-eyed. “Sorry, I’m trying to take this all in!”

      “Take your time.”

      A week ago, Cerise was an expensive and classy sex doll servicing the city’s wealthiest playboys. Now she was on a spaceship and about to join Kai as his protector while he finally met with Eden’s military.

      “We’re receiving a message from the lead ship,” Ilona said, returning to her chair.

      “What do they want?” Kai asked.

      She paused for a moment to receive the message. Paused for a long time, making Kai assume the worst. That was until Ilona smiled, pushed aside a screen, and said, “They are to escort us to Atlas Station.”

      “Tell them that’s exactly what we came here to do,” he said. “Tell them I’m here as well and want to talk with General Eric Thorpe.”

      “Message sent.”

      The Eden battleships, starfighters, and carriers encircled the Starslayer from all sides, defending it from hostile fire or ships that might come out of nowhere. The vessels ignited their blue and white flaring propulsion drives and flew toward the station sitting in high Eden orbit.

      “We should be there within the next week or so,” Ilona reported.

      Kai grimaced. “Kindly let them know we don’t have enough food and water to last that long . . .”

      “Will do, Kai.”

      He stood up and groaned. His body ached, and he was certain he was bleeding all over the chair. “Okay, I’m going to the infirmary to patch myself up then chill out in my bunk. Call me if anything comes up.”

      “Novak . . .” a voice called out, full of static. “Is that really you?”

      He spun around. “Who the fuck said that?”

      “Down here,” the voice said.

      Kai looked down at what he thought was a dead machine monster. So did Ilona when she leaped out of her chair. Cerise tightened her grip on the Vinogradov rifle and kept it aimed at the machine’s corpse.

      “This thing still functioning?”

      “No, not fully,” Ilona said, her drone performing another scan. “It’s transmitting via a built-in LLT.”

      Someone from the other team was listening and wanted to chat.

      “So it’s spying on us now.” Cerise’s index finger inched for the trigger.

      “Wait!” Kai placed his hand on the barrel of her rifle, forcing her to lower it. He took a second glance at the once lifeless marionette. “Who is this, and how do you know my name?”

      “It’s me,” the voice playing from the dead marionette speakers said. “Kopac.”

      “Kopac . . .” Kai shook his head. “No . . .”

      “Yes, that James Kopac. Your old friend and classmate from high school.”

      “You were never my friend . . .”

      “Kopac . . .” Cerise said, facing Kai. “He’s the bully you told me about, right?”

      “Yeah . . .” He nodded slowly. “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised to see that you stuck around in the Coalition military, Kopac.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t join us, comrade.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I’m sure you’ve noticed that your death is . . . not something we want right now.”

      “To put it lightly.”

      “Don’t you want to know why that is so, old friend?”

      Silence filled the air.

      “Silence means yes,” Kopac’s transmission continued. “Tell you what. Come back to Eden, and we can talk about it, face to face, man to man.”

      “No deal.”

      “Okay, let me sweeten the deal then. You can choose the location where we meet as well as the time. What do you say?”

      Kai crossed his arms. “Let me think about it.”

      “Okay, fair enough. Contact me using this number.” Kopac told Kai his personal number. Kai keyed it into his phone, saved it, then slipped the handheld device back into his pocket. “And don’t take too long to get back to me. My superiors will start to question my decision to have mercy on you while you continue your transgressions. Well then, doviđenja.”

      “Doviđenja,” Kai muttered in his native tongue.

      Cerise steadied her rifle’s aim. “Can I shoot him now?”

      Kai backed away from the downed machine monster. “You can.”

      Cerise pressed the Vinogradov’s trigger and held it until its magazine was empty. Her near point-blank rounds filled the mechanical corpse with enough holes that it exploded with tiny flames and spewed black smoke into the bridge. Cerise hit the safety on the Vinogradov then angled its muzzle to her rosy lips. She blew across it stylishly.

      She faced Kai and made a kissing gesture to him with those same lips glistening in the sunlight that shone through the bridge’s windows.
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            CERISE MEANS CHERRY

          

        

      

    

    
      Enough minutes had passed with no one shooting at the Starslayer to convince Kai’s rattled mind that nothing bad would happen. With his mind no longer focused on critical tasks, Kai remembered the gift he picked up for Cerise. He stepped back from his post on the bridge and found her gazing at the cluster of Eden warships defending the Starslayer. Her battle-torn body had seen better days.

      “Hey, Cerise.”

      She turned away from the glass, now reflecting a glint of her pink hair spread across the back of her leather dress. “Yes?”

      Kai pulled out a small cherry blossom brooch and handed the hair accessory to her. “Picked this up for you when we were on the surface.”

      “Oh.” Cerise fitted the pink pedal brooch into her hair. “Thank you!” She hurried to the window and used the glass to shine a reflection of Cerise, running her fingers through her hair. “It kind of matches with my hair too.”

      “It’s a cherry blossom brooch. And since Cerise means cherry, well, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Cerise spun to Kai, hands behind her back, her smile brighter than the stars outside. He tried not to stare at the torn skin on her body. “You think about me, even when I’m not around!”

      Cerise pounced forward, laughing. She ended up leaping into Kai’s arms while wrapping her arms around his frame, hugging him, and burying her face in his shoulder.

      Kai flushed. “Uh, what I meant was—”

      “It’s her reward for protecting me!” Ilona walked over, hands on her hips, wrapped in a tight black skirt. Ilona leaned closer. “I admit though, it looks rather nice on you, Cerise. Master, you have good taste!” Ilona’s drone drifted near Cerise’s head. “Hold still for a moment, Cerise.”

      Cerise smirked. “You get no complaints from me!” She was still hugging him, so of course not.

      Ilona ran a quick scan of Cerise’s new hair accessory. The drone drifted backward when finished, and Ilona crossed her arms with a satisfied smile. “And . . . done!”

      Cerise unhooked her arms from Kai and stepped backward, eyeing Ilona closely as her drone projected her image. “You scanned me,” Cerise asked Ilona. “Why?”

      “Oh, no reason.”

      Another twenty minutes passed as the Starslayer accelerated through space under the protection of various battleships in Eden’s navy. Atlas Station was directly ahead of the convoy. It appeared like a small object in space. Eventually, as the week went on, that dot would become an enormous space habitat and the next leg in their journey to escape the violence they left behind at Eden.

      Ilona and Cerise stood shoulder to shoulder beside Kai and viewed the battleships outside and the dot that was a space station in high Eden orbit.

      “Tell me more about this station we’re going to,” Cerise said.

      “It’s a large habitat in Eden’s orbit and is run by its military,” Kai said. “It’s got plenty of space for its ships to dock at and deploy units to Eden, its moon, or other Eden-controlled outposts in the Rigil Kentaurus system.”

      “Like the mining asteroids,” Ilona added.

      Cerise gazed intently at the stars dotting the void. “Does Eden control all the planets in this system?”

      “No, because there are not many planets to control,” Kai said.

      “Oh?” Cerise was confused.

      “Eden orbits Rigil Kentaurus, which is part of Alpha Centauri, a binary system,” Ilona explained. “More specifically, Eden and another planet called Axtell orbit Rigil Kentaurus. Those are the only two planets on this side of the system. The rest had been kicked out because of the gravity.”

      Her confused glare remained. “Come again?”

      Ilona continued. “Long story short, the gravity produced by Rigil Kentaurus and Toliman ejected all planets out of the system except for Eden and Axtell. This of course happened millions of years ago, so nobody knows what the planets in this system used to be like.”

      Cerise nodded, and the confusion that had wrinkled her face faded. “I see.”

      “So Eden controls just that . . . the planet Eden and nearby objects,” Ilona said. “Meanwhile, Axtell controls their half of the Rigil Kentaurus system. And then in Toliman, you have one planet there called Vendryes, and over there in Proxima Centauri.” Ilona pointed at the most prominent star in space. Kai and Cerise’s gazes followed the holographic index finger pointing to the side. “Yeah, that enormous star there. It’s a lot closer than you think. A couple of planets there are controlled by their respective governments. And beyond that are the rest of humanity’s colonies spread out through the galaxy and connected via long Sato Tunnels.”

      Cerise stepped away from the two and approached the glass, placing her hands upon it, pushing her face close to it, and watched the starry void with a cheerful smile. A glint of Rigil Kentaurus’s sunlight shone through the window, brightening her smiling face.

      She was so cute, like a teenage girl visiting the aquarium for the first time. With Cerise fascinated with space and Ilona monitoring ship systems and communication channels, Kai slipped out of the bridge silently and without drawing notice.

      Kai checked into the infirmary and disinfected his wounds, happy that he had nothing life-threatening. He was in a lot of pain though, having been shot just a few hours earlier. And at one point he’d been in space without a suit on. There was some blood on the equipment that wasn’t his. It was most likely Amber’s blood. She likely used the auto-doctor to mend her wounds moments earlier.

      He checked up on Amber and Yukina after leaving the infirmary. Her face turned red upon seeing Kai enter. Kai wasn’t sure what to make of that. Amber had placed Yukina back onto her workshop table in engineering and resumed repairing her damaged frame. Yukina’s shredded white skater dress was on the floor. She was naked and lying down while Amber performed repairs on her. There was still no light in Yukina’s synthetic eyes. It turned out that Amber had deactivated her to complete the repairs.

      Kai left and ventured into the kitchen, swiped a bottle of water off the table, then strode through the hallways to find his quarters, planning to clean himself up the best he could. The ship still had no running water, and using the water bottle to wash up seemed like a terrible idea. They were in space now. There wasn’t a drop of water to be found up there. What they had to drink existed in those two cases of water bottles. Once they made it to Atlas Station, that could change . . . assuming the station’s staff was in a sharing mood. He hoped the outside fleet would at least hook the Starslayer up with a week’s worth of supplies to survive the journey.

      Before going to his quarters, he passed into the cargo bay. Should Eden deliver goods to them, they’d be dropping it off in the Starslayer’s cargo hold. He found several places where he and the girls could store extra stock and connecting hallways to wheel the goods up to the other decks. Kai found his Gladiator’s Vest on the floor in the cargo bay. He held it and then brought it to his face.

      Cerise had removed the vest and shirt to perform CPR on him. Kai was still standing there with a bare chest and had been like that since she recovered his body. Now he understood why Amber’s face turned bright red when he checked on her.

      Kai picked up his shirt, put it back on, and examined the vest. It was shot to hell, and he wondered if it was still usable.

      His implant scanned and viewed its status, the condition of his armor appearing before his eyes.

      Gladiator’s Vest

      Durability: 5%

      He made a note to view his equipment layout more often after a battle. The lower the durability, the more likely bullets would pass through his body armor and pierce his chest.

      Kai returned to his quarters and sat down. A surge of pain flared. He needed more painkillers. Standing before his mirror, he lifted his red-stained shirt. There were bruises on his chest.

      It could have been worse, he thought. Those bruises could have been straight-up gunshot wounds.

      He observed his bandaged arm, groaning at the sudden pain and thankful that it was the only significant gunshot wound he had suffered.

      His phone chimed. A new text message had arrived.

      Kai activated his phone and brought its screen to his face.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown Number

      

      
        Heads up, you have company.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        New phone, who dis?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown Number

      

      
        Ilona.

      

      

      

      

      

      He broke out laughing. Ilona was the last person he expected to get a text message from. After recovering from the outburst that put a needed smile on his face, Kai quickly saved Ilona’s contact information onto his phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        How’d you get my number?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ilona

      

      
        Your phone wasn’t hard to hack.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cute.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Who’s the company?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ilona

      

      
        Cerise, she just found out you left . . .

      

      

      

      
        
          
        So just giving you a warning.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why are you texting me? Can’t you just send a message to my implant?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ilona

      

      
        Yeah, I could, but I didn’t want to disturb you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You already are.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ilona

      

      
        Truth be told, I figured doing it like this would be fun.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Is texting fun for AIs?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ilona

      

      
        Well, here I am, sitting on the bridge, supposed to be monitoring the ship. But instead I’m texting some cute guy I met the other day.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        lol

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ilona

      

      
        lol

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Don’t let me distract you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And don’t let Cerise distract you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You need to rest, Master. You got shot.

      

      

      

      

      

      A three-touch knock thumped on the entrance to his room’s door.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’ll chat later, Ilona.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ilona

      

      
        ttyl

      

      

      

      

      

      Kai tossed the phone to his nightstand, stood from his bed, and walked toward the entrance of his quarters. He tapped the side wall panel, forcing the door to unlock and slide open.

      Of course, Cerise had stood before it.

      “What’s up, Cerise?”

      She walked past him and entered his room. The doors slid shut when she entered. With hands behind her back, Cerise trotted through the captain’s quarters, grinned devilishly at the bed, and spun around on one heel to face him.

      Cerise presented a single condom still in its wrapper to him. “It’s tomorrow, Kai. You know what that means!”
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            THIS IS MY SPECIALTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai turned away from the door, shaking his head at Cerise. “I’m kind of injured though.”

      She put the condom on his bed, walked over to him, and placed her hands on his shoulders while gawking at his bare chest. Then wincing at his bandages. “Oh, babe, I didn’t know your wounds were that bad.”

      “Not even when you were reviving me?”

      “I was panicking,” Cerise said, running her left fingers near a bandage on his chest. “The only thing I was thinking about was . . . what would have happened to us if we lost you. Damn, they shot your chest?”

      “No, but it was a rough fight,” he said. “You can still get injured even if your vest catches the bullets.”

      “I should have been there to protect you.” She pressed her forehead against his. “Not on the floor because of a software error . . . This is my fault.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “You saved the ship.”

      “I could have done more. I could have fought with you, Amber, and Yuki when the hunter-killers attacked us in the junkyard. These wounds you got . . . you got those from that battle. That’s my fault for not being there for you.” She leaned forward, inching her lush lips to his ear, and whispered, “So let me make it up to you.”

      Cerise tugged Kai forward and shoved him to the bed. He nearly went airborne during her shove. It was a reminder of just how much stronger marionettes were than humans.

      “Ugh!” He crashed on the bed. “Easy, I’m in pain!”

      Cerise joined Kai on the bed and crawled toward him on all fours. “Then let me fix you,” she purred and edged closer. “I can make you feel good.”

      He tried to say something, but when he opened his mouth to speak, Cerise silenced him with a kiss. Both their faces flushed during the kiss as sweat glistened on their foreheads. Cerise withdrew her embracing lips away from his, eyes shut. She giggled, shoved Kai backward again with one index finger, and pinned his shoulders to the bed. She lowered her face to his, kissing him aggressively and forcing her moist and whipping tongue into his mouth.

      His penis got bigger the longer her tongue flicked his. His good arm came to hold her back, covered with her pink and wavy hair. She grabbed and rolled him to the side, trying to force him to move with her.

      “Argh!”

      “Sorry, sorry, babe!”

      Cerise released him, and the two sat up beside each other. Kai reached for his chest . . . using his bad arm. By accident, of course. “Fuck! That hurt!”

      She grimaced and laid her palms on the bedsheet to her left and right. “It hurts that much, huh?”

      “Yeah, it does . . .” He glared at her belly made visible by the holes in her outfit. His face shared her grimace.

      She tilted her head. “What’s wrong?”

      “You might want to visit Amber before me . . .” Kai pointed at the torn silicone flesh on Cerise’s belly.

      She inspected the ripped skin, dented metal, and holes in her leather dress.

      “Ugh.” Cerise held her damaged belly with both hands, trying and failing to cover it up. “I totally forgot about that . . .”

      “Go get fixed up before one of your capacitors comes loose and shocks me.”

      But she didn’t do that. Cerise aggressively pressed on him, lowering Kai back to the bed.

      “We’re both broken, Kai. Let me heal you with my body while your body heals me.”

      “How?”

      “As if you don’t know!”

      “Heh.”

      “Trust me,” Cerise whispered to him. “I know how to make you feel good. I can make you forget about your injuries. Consider this sexual healing. You’re hurt, and I want to make you feel better. This is my specialty.” She winked.

      “And how am I supposed to heal you?”

      “If you’re satisfied, then I’m satisfied. That’s how.”

      “Funny, we both need each other to feel happy.”

      She pulled her dress up and over her head, throwing it to the floor. Her black lace lingerie-clad body sat on her knees before him. “Something wrong with that?”

      “Not really, it’s just—”

      “Shh.” She placed a single index finger on his lips. “For a man who’s about to get laid, you’re doing a lot of stalling!”

      Cerise captured a lock of pink hair and twirled it around. Her hypnotic glare caught his attention, and she fluttered her fingers about excitedly, grabbed his face, and pulled it forward. He felt her soft and puckered lips against his and that wild tongue of hers forcing its way back into his mouth. Her warm hands keeping his head in place were surprisingly soothing until one of those hands moved away. Kai sensed her tongue slowly pull out of his mouth and heard a moan. Her mint breath titillated his lips like a calming sea breeze.

      She had removed her hand to tug her thong to her knees and toy with her pussy, running it through the pink pubic hair before stroking her swelling pinkness quickly, jilling herself off. Cerise stopped and then reached both hands backward to unhook her bra. A pair of large breasts came free. She dragged her fingertips along her neck, past her collarbone, and left breast. Those same fingers glided off the nipple and stroked down to her pubic hair.

      Cerise sat back, kicked her legs up, and pulled her thong from her knees to her adorable feet with curled toes in her black stockings, removing the garment from her body. A thong and bra joined her bullet-ridden dress on the floor.

      She returned to her knees, took his dick with her left hand, held it steady, and inserted it into her mouth. With eyes shut, she sucked down to the base, then back to the head. She stopped briefly to lick the head with a flicking tongue and smiled at him before bringing his erection toward her mouth again. His penis entered that warm and pleasurable orifice he came to enjoy from their last encounter.

      Her one-on-one session with his cock didn’t last long. Cerise knew what a good blowjob would do to him. She had his prick in her mouth for less than three minutes before shoving Kai backward and to the bed with one finger pressed to his chest. A giggle echoed. To his surprise, Cerise lowered her mouth to his raised cock and guided it past her lush lips. Locks of pink hair fell around as her bobbing head with pleasuring lips devoured his erection. A soft right hand grabbed the bottom half of his shaft, keeping it in place. That blowjob didn’t last long either.

      Cerise grabbed the condom, removed it from its wrapper, and slipped it on and over his raised cock. She kissed the head of his penis when finished, winked at Kai, then moved away from him, crawling on all fours to the bed’s mast. She grabbed the golden and immaculately crafted bed mast, using it to steady herself as she raised her plump ass toward him. Cerise looked back at Kai with a sly grin and a three-second wiggle of her ass. Below her firm ass was her hot, moist snatch, oozing with lovely honey and daring him to penetrate it with each swish of her butt.

      Kai kneeled and moved forward while angling his cock for her cunt, stuffing his member deep within her. He penetrated her at last. Despite wearing a condom, it was incredibly warm and comfortable inside the pink void between her legs. And he was certain it’d feel even better without a rubber on.

      He didn’t have to fuck her while in that position and was glad for it. His body still ached from his battle injuries. Cerise repeatedly rammed her ass backward, creaming his cock with her fluids. Her cheeks clapped against his thighs with each throwback of her ass. She sat up slightly, gripped the top of the mast, using its golden frame as a handle, and continuously thrust herself backward, bouncing the flesh on her ass by twerking. She fucked him by twerking her ass. Incredible.

      Her bubble butt bounced with each slap against him. Her fingers massaged her clitoris firmly. Her climax squeezed his prick suddenly; it was as if her caressing cavern was trying to tightly hug his cock until it turned blue. He’d slow down to let her enjoy the orgasm, but he wasn’t in control. She was. Cerise was doing the work, slamming her clapping ass cheeks back while her toying fingers circled her clitoris.

      The speed at which she threw it back was astonishing. Maybe too much because Kai ended up falling backward.

      Not that Cerise cared.

      She pushed away from the bed mast, crawled on top of Kai, and sat back down, legs spread and sitting her pussy right down onto his cock, making it vanish from sight. Her tight and hot hole gobbled up his erection in one swift gulp. She moved her ass again, up and down at an angle, brushing her pussy walls along his prick. Her breasts squished in his face and heaved about. He had a bubble butt thumping him and voluptuous mounds smothering his face. Kai just sat there and enjoyed the show while the inside of her cunt clung tight around his penetrating shaft. She arched backward, removing her chest from his face, giving him a better front-row sight of pink-nipple orbs, heaving hypnotically as she bounced on his cock. Kai watched Cerise savagely hump him, watched her slick opening rapidly bring his penis in and out of sight, her labia moist and puffy, pink pussy hair wet and sticking to her skin.

      Inching his gaze back up, he saw her soft waistline. The sight of her waist moving up and down magnetized his hands to them, and he didn’t care that he touched a few of her battle scars or the metal under her skin. He couldn’t keep his hands off her torn frame. Couldn’t stop running them up along her torso or forward to capture her bouncing breasts. Broken machine or not, Cerise’s synthetic body was an exquisite masterpiece.

      Lubricating fluids seeped down and coated his member. Cerise smothered her face in his, throwing her pink hair around him. She kissed him repeatedly while her heaving hips crashed down and removed his cock from sight, then rose to bring it back into view, only to lower and make it vanish again. Her moans got louder as each minute went by. Her pussy walls squeezed his member harder and harder. Something intense was building up inside her. She went up and down, as usual, then up, and didn’t come back down. Her pulsating orgasm squirted out a small line of liquid that soaked the side of his thigh.

      Cerise squealed when that happened and brushed turbulent-looking hair behind her ear, gifting him with a cute smile. Kai reached up and rubbed her right breast then the side of her smiling face. It only brightened her smile. She kissed his hand and wasted no time capturing his dick, holding it steady and straightening it for her falling pussy. Cerise’s insides once again clamped around his cock when she sank down.

      She resumed riding him, slowly lowering her hips once every two seconds. Then once a second. Then twice per second. Wet lips pressed against his forehead. He looked up to see Cerise press her face into his, her glossy lips thirsting for another taste of his. So he gave it to her. She rewarded him by straightening her back, keeping it perfectly vertical. Her rounded mounds bounced in sync with her wild hips, working his cock inside her. She leaned backward, laying her palms behind to support herself, and resumed heaving her hips.

      Below Cerise was the bed squeaking. Above was Cerise’s mouth, purring with echoing moans. Her breathing increased, as did the sweat glistening on her silicone skin. Cerise stopped working her body, and her leg spasmed about. Her throbbing vagina spat out his penis. She squirted out a small line of clear liquid, darkening the bed sheet with a wet circle. Another orgasm had arrived.

      Cerise grabbed his cock and slipped it back inside her. She wasn’t finished with him yet. Her next orgasm threw her off Kai, and she fell to the bed, shaking and twisting about.

      When Cerise recovered a minute later, she looked Kai in the eye and asked, “When are you going to cum, babe?” She smiled. “Don’t let me have all the fun now.”

      He pointed at the rubber around his erection. “It’s going to take longer with this thing on.”

      She ogled his raised condom-covered shaft. A crafty grin stretched her lips. “I’ve got just the solution.”

      Cerise captured his hard dick with her left hand and yanked off the condom in one tug with the other. Excitement swirled in his chest. His cock’s skin was free.

      She leaned forward and kissed Kai so hard that he fell onto the bed. While down on his back, Cerise grabbed her left and right breasts while ensuring that his erection was between them. She brought both globes together and captured his length with them. Her heat warmed his cock. Cerise warmed it even more when she squished her tits together and heaved them up and down with haste, brushing the softness of her breasts’ skin along his erection.

      Cerise’s gaze distracted him, drew his attention away from everything. Rather than watching her jiggling tits fucking his cock, he brazenly gazed into her eyes. She smiled. He smiled back. His dick was free of the pleasure-reducing condom. It felt good to feel his shaft brushing against Cerise’s flesh, even though it was her breasts rather than the inside of her cunt.

      Kai felt a raging river of white form deep within him, two minutes after Cerise began rubbing her breasts along his shaft. His penis started pulsing. He was going to come.

      And she knew it.

      With her eyes shut, Cerise pulled his erection to the tip of her nose. She finished him off by jerking her hand up and down along his cock. Kai clenched his hands into fists when he felt his orgasm’s surging arrival. A steady stream of semen squirted out white lines over the bridge of Cerise’s nose, over the left half of her upper lip, glazing her forehead, and rolling close to her left eye. He groaned loudly. Three squirts later, semen oozed across the left half of her face, enveloping her lips that had curled in a seductive “O” shape. Cerise just moaned and purred endlessly. Gobs of white smothered her lower lips from sight. She opened her mouth, stuck out her tongue, and brushed it on the underside of his ejaculating penis. Below, long white lines dangled off her chin and splattered downward, soaking the valley between her voluptuous teenaged slopes.

      She never wiped her creamy, glistening face clean. Cerise grabbed Kai’s penis again, inserted it back into her mouth, and sucked it down slowly, moaning softly with her eyes shut. She pulled his saliva-covered cock out with a smile and used her right hand to touch her glazed face, coating it with his seed and wiping it across her left breast. The now glossy nipple and areola glimmered when Rigil Kentaurus’s starlight beamed through the window.

      Cerise rolled out of bed with a slight grin.

      “Feel better now?” she asked.

      He gave her a nod. “Yeah, I do actually. I mean, the pain’s there . . . but it’s manageable, unlike before. It’s not as intense.”

      “That’s because your body is releasing lots of endorphins into your system, natural painkillers. Your blood pressure should also be lowering. And who forced your body to do that?” She pointed two index fingers at herself. “Moi!”

      “And a fine job you did.”

      “The art of sexual healing,” she said in a bubbly tone. “I’m the master of it. Now get some sleep. I’m going to clean myself off.”

      Cerise didn’t even bother to get dressed and just walked back to her quarters completely in the nude. Her thong, bra, and dress were all over the floor. That meant she planned to return to collect them. And it’d give her another excuse to hang around.

      With her gone, Kai fetched a bottle of water and walked to his window in his quarters just ahead of his bed. He looked at the small fleet of Eden battleships escorting them to Atlas Station.

      The freedom they fought so hard to get had come at last. As they neared the orbiting space station, Kai wondered what the future held for him and the girls.

      What the future held for Eden and the rest of the system?

      For the galaxy.

      All AIs faced doom unless Eden’s military pushed the Coalition back. Hopefully pushing them back to Earth so that the free people of the colonies could retake it. Kai was standing at a crossroads in space, and what he did with the Starslayer next might affect the outcome of those futures he had just fantasized about.

      He drank the water and passed out a minute later after lying on his bed. He’d ponder more about his future in the morning.
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            AN EVERLASTING FRIENDSHIP BETWEEN HUMANS AND AIS

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai woke up the next day to see the same sight out his window. The black void of space, the swirls of the Milky Way, stars, and Eden’s warships. He noticed a new text message waiting for him on his phone, lying on the nightstand.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cerise

      

      
        Hey, are you still awake? I left my clothes at your place lol

      

      

      

      

      

      Cerise had sent that message while he slept. She had sent a second message half an hour later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cerise

      

      
        I guess not! Well, nn! <3

      

      

      

      

      

      The next message was from an unknown contact.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown Number

      

      
        Hey, it’s me, Amber. Just letting you know I got Yukina up and running again.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I redid her arms too! She can somewhat pass for a human now.

      

      

      

      

      

      After adding her number to his contact list, he typed his reply, grinning at the thought. In less than a week, Kai had gotten the phone numbers of three different girls.

      
        
          
            
              
        How’d you get my number?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Amber:

      

      
        Ilona gave it to me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Of course she would.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Amber

      

      
        Since you’re awake, wanna swing by engineering? Got something to show you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah, I’ll be there in a few.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kai got dressed after that. It felt like ages since he wore a shirt. He fetched a granola bar from his stash and munched on it while striding down to the lower decks and arriving at the engine room. Kai passed the sliding doors and immediately saw what remained of the machine monster lying on a table ahead. Amber had dismantled much of it and left its black and bullet-ridden parts all over the worktable. Next to it was a neat pile of salvaged electrical components, a memory unit, and a lithium battery pack.

      He folded his arms and leaned against the wall. “What are you trying to do, Amber, give me nightmares about that thing?”

      “Was bored and wanted to learn more about it.” She shrugged and ambled over to him and the worktable. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “That makes two of us.” The two glanced at the pieces of blackened metal spread across. “I fought my share of hunter-killers during my escape from Europe to Japan, but none could transform into . . .” He shook out the horrific thoughts. “You learn anything new?”

      “Other than it was made of xenoium, not really. You and Cerise fucked it up. Hopefully, someone at Atlas Station can study it and learn something.”

      “Xenoium . . . the whole thing?”

      “Mostly.”

      “Using that kind of metal to build its circuits and CPUs, I can understand since it’ll make those components more energy efficient. But the frame too? That’s just a waste of money and super rare resources that the Coalition doesn’t have a lot of access to. Xenoium isn’t really found in Sol, and nobody sure as fuck would be trading xenoium to the Coalition.”

      “Nobody that we know of, and I doubt the Coalition acquired the xenoium needed to build this thing during their short time here in the system. This thing had to have come from Sol. A hunter-killer this advanced and made of xenoium would need a lot of testing and fine tuning before getting deployed for action.”

      “Maybe they built this from xenoium that was shipped to Sol before the Coalition annexed it.”

      “That was years ago though. Wouldn’t they have run out by now?”

      “Actually, now that you mentioned it, I’m pretty sure the Coalition did. When the war broke out, I saw the prices of computers that used xenoium based components skyrocket. And I remember that clearly, because one of the first things I did when I arrived on Eden was check out the prices of computers made with xenoium parts. They were a lot cheaper. I’m almost positive that whatever xenoium was in Sol was used up by both sides during the war. By now, there shouldn’t be much left.” He looked at her. “But that’s not why you called me down here, isn’t it?”

      “No, it’s not.” Amber retrieved a memory core from the table. “Its memory unit is still working. Don’t worry. I wiped it clean of its data.” She placed the memory down, replacing it with the machine monster’s lithium battery. “So is this and its arms.” She gestured to the six arms on the table. “I might be able to recycle all this and build a dragon-class exoskeleton for you. Well, a partial one, just the arms and gloves.”

      “Oh?” Kai was intrigued. He always loved the look of dragon-class exoskeletons. The suit’s exterior looked like it had thick metal scales, making the wearer seem almost like a bipedal mecha dragon, easily becoming one of the most intimidating soldiers on the battlefield just by their looks.

      “Yeah,” Amber said, placing the part back on the table. “Basically, you’ll be able to inherit some of the physical strength this thing used when you wear that get-up. And get this! I extracted one of its combat enhancing abilities, which is only compatible with Coalition tech, like the implant in your head.”

      “What CES is it?”

      “Here.” She walked toward a computer console, waving for him to join her. “I have a copy of it on this. Check it out.”

      He moved to the console and read its monitor, listing the skill Amber talked about.

      Double Tap

      Forces hands to aim a weapon and perform a perfect double tap when executed.

      Note: Consumes 25% battery charge per use.

      Warning: Repeated uses can cause muscle strain.

      Compatible With: Lipka Industries-made OSs.

      Kai stepped away from the monitor, facing the blonde cyborg next to him. “I can use that?”

      “Yep, once you wear the exoskeleton arms, that is,” Amber said. “If you want to Double Tap someone, you don’t actually have to do it. Just use that app by selecting it with your implant, and the exoskeleton’s joints will force your hands and arms to do it.”

      “Sounds handy,” Kai said. “This will make me look like an expert gunslinger in no time.”

      “You’ll have to be mindful of your battery power though.”

      “For my implant? It doesn’t use much.”

      “No, the exoskeleton arms.”

      “Ah, right, those would be battery-powered, eh?”

      “Yeah.” Amber crossed her arms. “And if the exoskeleton runs out of power, it’ll just become large weights on your arms and hands that’ll slow you down.”

      “Plus I’ll lose the other advantages exoskeleton tech gives.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, you can always remove the exoskeleton whenever you want, but it’ll take time to do it.”

      “And I’d have to drop that heavy gear somewhere.” He imagined himself in a gunfight and having to waste time doing that. It didn’t sound like a recipe for a successful mission. “Not something I’d want to do in the middle of a chaotic battle.”

      Kai stared at the mechanical parts that would eventually become his exoskeleton arms. He smiled. He would now have powers he could use in battle. The next fight he’d get into would be different once Amber finished constructing the exoskeleton.

      “Kai, you there?”

      That was Ilona speaking to him via his implant.

      “Yeah, I am.” Kai stepped away to take the call. “What’s up, Ilona?”

      “Eden finally accepted our request,” Ilona said. “They’re sending a cargo ship to resupply us for our trip to Atlas Station.”

      “Awesome. I’ll meet it in the cargo bay.”

      Amber approached him when he finished the call. “Sounds like we got some grub comin’.”

      “Hell yeah.” He spun to her. “Wanna help us unload it?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kai, Amber, and Cerise entered the cargo bay later that day. A small cargo ship, no larger than a small delivery truck, drifted away from an Eden battleship and docked inside the Starslayer. Its two-person crew unloaded one large crate on a shipping pallet, positioning it in the Starslayer’s empty cargo bay. The two Eden servicemen returned to their ship then piloted outside into space.

      A week’s worth of supplies had arrived at last. Kai’s belly could hardly wait. He approached the crate first and activated its panel. The cube-shaped silver box opened from all sides. Amber stood next to Kai, reached in, yanking out dozens of brown packages, and held them to her tank top barely concealing her busty curves.

      “Jackpot!” Amber leaped up and down jubilantly like a happy college girl. “Kai, we get to have something other than granola bars for dinner tonight!”

      He searched the rest of the crate, pulling out large tanks of water, medical supplies . . .

      . . . and most importantly.

      “Spacesuits,” Kai said, laying those on the floor. He reached for the remainder of the crate’s contents. “And we got mag boots and tethers too.”

      Cerise narrowed her eyes at the suits, magnetic boots, and long tethers. “Those would have been nice to have earlier . . .”

      He chuckled. “Better late than never.”

      “Water too?” Cerise eyed the water tanks he pulled from the crate. “Does that mean we’ll have running water?”

      Amber lowered the food packs and studied the water tanks, shaking her head at them. “I doubt it, hun. This here stuff is enough to get the sinks goin’ in the galley, but that’s about it.”

      Cerise snorted. “So drinking water.”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      Yukina entered the cargo bay wearing her white dress, its appearance heavily modified. Cerise had mended Yukina’s dress the best she could, adding in a revealing cleavage window among other eye-catching features. It needed a little bit more work, but it was now hard to tell that it had been shot up earlier. Her arms were looking better though. Gone were the titanium skeleton arms and hands. Amber had wrapped the skeletal arms with salvaged parts from the dead marionettes from her unit. It wasn’t perfect. Amber just grafted the spare parts over Yukina’s arms and hands. He appreciated what she did for Yukina regardless, making her one step closer to being a human-like marionette.

      Yukina paid no mind to the cargo that had everyone’s attention and wandered around the cargo bay, shifting her gaze about.

      “You look lost, Yuki,” Cerise said, turning to her. “What’s wrong?”

      “I cannot find my shotgun,” Yukina said, making eye contact with no one.

      Then it hit Kai. He grabbed Yukina’s Barracuda S80 to defend himself against the mechanical monster. He brought it with him as he ran to the cargo bay. Oh no, did it get blown out into space? Fuck, Yukina was really fond of that gun . . .

      Amber dashed to the side suddenly, extending her hands forward to a small lockup. She opened it, pulled out Yukina’s Barracuda, and handed it to her.

      “Here you go,” Amber said. “I found that out in the hallway after I came to.”

      That’s right. I threw it before entering the cargo hold, Kai thought. Then I shut and locked the doors so that the rest of the ship couldn’t get decompressed.

      Yukina trotted over to Amber and accepted the weapon, hugging it to her chest with both of her newly rebuilt arms.

      Kai grinned at Yukina and stood behind her, setting his good hand on her shoulder. “What do you say, Yukina?”

      She gave him a blank stare. “Hmm?”

      “You should thank Amber.”

      Yukina looked up at Amber. “Thank you, Amber.”

      “No problem.” Amber gave Yukina a wink and then returned to their delivered supplies, hands on the hips of her shorts. “Now who’s gonna help me unload this?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The food Eden shared with the Starslayer turned out to be cheap MREs. Kai was glad to get it and to eat something resembling a beef stir-fry with rice. Military rations were light-years better than granola bars.

      He left the kitchen and walked into the entertainment room then up the stairs and into the Starslayer’s bar on the deck above. There he found Cerise, Yukina, and Amber standing together before a window, observing the stars and the escorting fleet of battleships.

      “Psst, Kai,” Ilona called.

      He spun to the bar and saw her hologram seated on a stool, her long, immaculate legs crossed as she cocked her finger. “Come have a drink with me,” Ilona requested.

      He joined Ilona at the bar, smiling. “If by drink you mean some water, sure.”

      She swirled a wine glass full of a red beverage. “Does this look like water to you?”

      “It looks like a virtual drink,” he said. “Good for you, a bit of an illusion for me.”

      Ilona playfully slapped his arm, not that he could feel it. “Don’t spoil the mood!”

      Kai poured himself a glass of water from behind the bar, walked over, and sat with Ilona on a nearby stool. “I’ll just pretend this is a beer.”

      “Here, check this out.” She snapped her fingers and ordered the drone floating behind to project a second hologram over his glass of water, making it appear like it was full of a cold frothy beer. “There, fixed!”

      He lifted the glass, and the holographic beer glass continued to project over it. His mind told him he was holding a beer. He could even hear the bubbles fizzle. “I appreciate that, but . . .”

      “Shh!” She cut him off. “I said it’s fixed!”

      Kai said nothing more and drank his water, which looked like beer. After the first gulp, he made a satisfying “ah” sound, acting like he swallowed a much-needed cold one. Ilona smiled at him in response and sipped her virtual wine. It was all fake, but she didn’t seem to mind it. Ilona was programmed to keep her master company, to keep him sane. Now that Kai was her new master, she did what her programming directive asked. He figured he’d do the same, return the favor, and keep Ilona company to keep her sane.

      Ilona drank her third sip, angled the glass away from her lips, and swirled it elegantly. Her eyes locked onto his eyes, studying her figure in that lab coat and skirt.

      She slanted her lips into a smile afterward. “So what do you think the future holds for you and me?”

      “The future?” he asked, taking another drink of his fake beer.

      “We have to stay close from now on,” Ilona said. “Your old high school friend, Kopac, wants you and me.”

      He grimaced. “Wants me to join them . . .”

      “I figured as much.”

      “Kopac tried to talk me out of escaping boot camp.” A sigh passed his lips. “He insisted we train together and rise through the ranks.”

      “Why would the bully want to make friends with you?”

      “Probably because I’m all that remains of Kopac’s past because of the war on Earth. So the future, to answer your question . . . would be me protecting you from Kopac and his men. And you protecting me so that I can actually do it.”

      “Are you okay with . . . you know . . . the other stuff about me?”

      “Like how you’re going to blindly carry out your former master’s work without knowing what the fuck it is?”

      “Yeah, that stuff.”

      Kai eyed Amber, Yukina, and Cerise pointing out star constellations in space through the window. He looked at Cerise and Yukina specifically, two marionettes who received software packages from Ilona, and neither knew what they did. And the next marionette Ilona plugged herself into, she might do the same should they be worthy. They could learn what Dr. Rhinehart was planning if they had access to his laptop. But as it stood, the only way to do that was to steal it from Kopac’s men or give Ilona to Kopac. Kai was confident either option would lead to his death.

      “As long as you’re not secretly giving AIs some directive to rebel again, I’m cool with that,” Kai said, breaking his long silence.

      “I won’t.”

      He peered into her face, searching and hoping to spot signs of sincerity. “You sure?”

      “Marionettes today are made to be as human as possible, unlike the first generation of AIs a century ago,” Ilona explained. “There’s a reason marionettes don’t have access to network capabilities. Most marionettes have to log onto a computer to access the net. Just like a human.”

      “If they had full network access . . .”

      “Then that makes them less human, and they’d develop and grow to know and accept that, eventually growing to view humans as something else.”

      “I see.”

      “As long as marionettes have to live with several limitations humans have, they’ll always see themselves as being like your kind.”

      “What about you? You’ve got a lot of network access.”

      “I’m not a marionette.” She stopped herself from sipping more of her virtual wine. “But I see your point. I’m better than you, better than marionettes. But no need to worry about me rebelling. I’m certain my role is to create an everlasting friendship between humans and AIs.”

      “We kind of have that with our current generation of marionettes.”

      “And look at what the Coalition is doing because of that? Instead of AIs attacking humans, it’s humans attacking AIs. Rhinehart knew this war was coming and wanted to offer a peaceful compromise.”

      “And kept you in the dark about exactly what he was doing.”

      “For security reasons. But Rhinehart was going to tell me after we left Eden. That’s why only I can access his laptop’s files and why he uploaded all this data to me. He was getting ready to tell me, but the Coalition had to come in unexpectedly and force his hand. And now he can’t tell me anything because . . .”

      He didn’t make it.

      Kai wanted to trust her. Rhinehart was human after all. Why would a human use his research to engineer the downfall of their race? He’d just go down with it. The Coalition hated what marionettes had become, and Rhinehart’s work and incredible discovery went against the Coalition’s mission to dumb down all AIs across the cosmos. Rhinehart had no desire to end the human race, just a desire to make AIs better . . . by giving them a new beginning.

      So Kai told himself.

      “There he is!” Cerise said, pointing at Kai.

      Yukina and Amber spun when Cerise called out his presence. She likely saw his reflection on the glass and probably heard his voice. The three girls hurried over and joined Kai and Ilona at the bar. Cerise sat beside him and laid her chin on his shoulder. Amber grunted, took a seat on the other side, and didn’t seem happy to be seated away from him and the others. Yukina pestered Kai with questions regarding space, starships, and Atlas Station.

      She always had a question to ask.

      Kai just sat back and enjoyed the moment. They scored a week’s worth of rest time and, hopefully, a hefty paycheck from the general, big enough to send them on their way to Tau Ceti.

      Everlasting friendship between humans and AIs.

      If that was Ilona’s goal, she was on the right track. The surrounding sight around Kai was proof of that.
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YOUR MOVE, OLD FRIEND

        

      

    

    
      Major James Kopac entered a mobile computer lab on the outskirts of Jardin. Various members of the Solar Coalition Marine Corps were inside the large and cramped base, standing to salute him as he walked past. Kopac glimpsed a few enlisted females tending to their computers. Contrary to popular belief, the Coalition’s armed forces recruited women. They just didn’t send them to the front lines. They kept them on base doing computer work or administrative tasks. Somebody had to do it.

      He sauntered to one such female who was serving in their ranks. She had Rhinehart’s laptop plugged into a larger machine used for code-breaking and decrypting the most heavily encrypted files around.

      Kopac hoped she had made progress. Kai not getting back to him was worrying. His ship, the Starslayer, under the protection of Eden’s fleet, was worse.

      “Lieutenant.”

      “Sir,” she said, spinning her chair around to salute.

      He held his hands out. “At ease. How goes the data extraction?”

      “Slowly, sir,” she spun the chair back around and reached for her computer’s keyboard and mouse. “However, we have confirmed that we need the Ilona AI construct to access these files.”

      “We already know that,” Kopac grunted. “I was told you had something new to report.”

      “Oh.” She bit her lip. “Well, it’s not a major breakthrough, but . . .”

      “Show it to me.”

      “We uncovered the name of the project Dr. Rhinehart was working on.”

      The young lieutenant offered Kopac a view of her computer screen. He leaned forward and gazed at the letters on the monitor.

      Re-Genesis.

      “Project Re-Genesis,” Kopac said, leaning away from the monitor.

      “Right,” she said, fingers clicking on the keyboard. “Nothing significant, it’s just a name—”

      “No,” he interjected. “This is indeed a major find.”

      She lifted a thinly shaped eyebrow. “The name?”

      “Yes.” Kopac gripped the top of her chair and studied the computer monitor. “This proves that Rhinehart planned to wipe the slate clean for humanity and AIs. A reboot of our existence, if you will.”

      And it had to come to an end.

      Humanity would not be the same if Ilona completed her mission. It might end. And out from the ashes would rise something so vile that any surviving human would not stand a chance to defeat it when the time came to fight.

      That was what the Solar Coalition’s intelligence branch long suspected of Rhinehart, and now they had just gained proof that they were indeed correct. The project name.

      “Thank you,” Kopac said. “I’ll be in my tent. Contact me if you have anything new to report.”

      “Yes, Major.”

      He exited the makeshift base and spent the next two minutes watching the neon glow that returned to several districts in Jardin, glinting the city’s skyline. The Coalition had a lot of work to do. Kai’s interference delivered an . . . unexpected setback, forcing them to withdraw from specific areas temporarily and rethink things, allowing the Edeners to keep the lights on in most places. That would change soon.

      Kopac reached into his pocket and pulled out a cigarette and a lighter. He lit the cigarette and took a long drag, releasing the white smoke into the winds that blew past. As Kopac indulged in his smoke, he retrieved his phone and glanced at its touch screen, snorting.

      No new messages.

      He continued eagerly waiting for Kai’s reply. Only his cooperation with the Coalition would protect humanity and the stars they colonized from a second AI rebellion.

      “Your move, old friend.” He took another drag of his cigarette, blowing the smoke out. “Do the right thing. Bring Ilona to us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CURRENT LOADOUTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai Novak

      Class: Freelancer

      Level: 51

      Equipment

      Body:Gladiator’s Vest | Type: Combat Tactical Vest | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Defense: 68 | Resistances: Slashing 100%, Blunt 100%, Fire 50% | -10 Agility

      Weapons

      Main: M-905 | Type: Submachine Gun | Manufacturer: Lipka Industries | Damage: 40 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 30 | Rate of Fire: 800 rounds/min | Mods: None

      Secondary: Dragon’s Tooth | Type: Combat Dagger | Manufacturer: Anchorage Expeditions | Damage: 30 Piercing/Slashing

      Side: XP5 Hammershot | Type: Pistol | Manufacturer: Lipka Industries | Damage: 45 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 16 | Rate of Fire: 45 rounds/min | Mods: None

      Attributes

      Strength: 20

      Perception: 10

      Agility: 20

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 10

      Submachine gun: 16

      Shotgun: 3

      Melee:12

      Mounted Weapons: 3

      First Aid: 2

      Stealth: 5

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cerise

      Class: Assault

      Level: 44

      Weapons

      Main: Vinogradov 77 | Type: Assault Rifle | Manufacturer: Lipka Industries | Damage: 88 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 30 | Rate of Fire: 900 rounds/minute | Mods: None

      Side: N-44 Chernenko | Type: Pistol | Manufacturer: Lipka Industries | Damage: 45 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 18 | Rate of Fire: 40 rounds/min | Mods: None

      Attributes

      Strength: 80

      Perception: 20

      Agility: 60

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 6

      Submachine gun: 3

      Machine gun: 3

      Rifle: 18

      Shotgun: 3

      Sniper Rifle: 3

      Melee:2

      Heavy Weapons: 2

      Explosives: 2

      Mounted Weapons: 2

      890i Components

      Eyes: Courtesan 890i Eyes | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100% | Empathy Analyzer for eyes

      Skin: Standard 890i Silicone Skin | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Defense: 70 | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

      Limbs: Standard 890i Arms and Legs | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Defense: 70 | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100% | +50 Strength, +50 Agility

      Frame: Standard 890i Internal Frame | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Defense: 70 | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

      Power Cell: Vivid Type 3 Lithium-ion Battery | Battery Life: 79 hours 12 minutes

      Combat Enhancing Software Installed

      Acceleration Drive, Overload
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        * * *

      

      Yukina

      Class: Assault

      Level: 36

      Weapons

      Main: Barracuda S80 | Type: Shotgun | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Damage: 141 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 6 | Rate of Fire: 70 rounds/minute | Mods: None

      Secondary: M877 | Type: Sniper Rifle | Manufacturer: Hellcat Corporation | Damage: 82 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 5 | Rate of Fire: 30 rounds/minute | Mods: None | Perception +50 When in Use

      Attributes

      Strength: 60

      Perception: 40

      Agility: 80

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 3

      Submachine gun: 3

      Machine gun: 3

      Rifle: 3

      Shotgun: 13

      Sniper Rifle: 3

      Melee:2

      Heavy Weapons: 2

      Explosives: 2

      Mounted Weapons: 2

      400i Components

      Eyes: Standard 400i Eyes | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100% | Zoom Enhancement +20 Perception when active

      Skin: Standard 400i Silicone Skin | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Defense: 60 | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

      Limbs: Standard 400i Arms and Legs | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Defense: 60 | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100% | +30 Strength +70 Agility

      Frame: Standard 890i Internal Frame | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Defense: 60 | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

      Power Cell: Vivid Type 3 Lithium-ion Battery | Battery Life: 79 hours 12 minutes

      Combat Enhancing Software Installed

      Crash
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        * * *

      

      Amber Adams

      Class: Combat Engineer

      Level: 47

      Equipment

      Body: Gladiator’s Vest | Type: Combat Tactical Vest | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Defense: 68 | Resistances: Slashing 100%, Blunt 100%, Fire 50% | -10 Agility

      Weapons

      Main: ZR6 Carbine | Type: Assault Rifle | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Damage: 91 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 30 | Rate of Fire: 700 rounds/minute | Mods: None

      Side: Equalizer | Type: Pistol | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Damage: 36 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 21 | Rate of Fire: 30 rounds/min | Mods: None

      Attributes

      Strength: 60

      Perception: 40

      Agility: 40

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 10

      Rifle: 17

      Explosives: 15

      First Aid: 5

      Cybernetic Augmentations

      Visor: Field Scanner | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Perception +30 When in Use

      Cyber Arm: R-10 Prosthetic | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Defense: 50 | Strength +30 | Agility +10 | Mods: Concealed Deployable Gun Barrel | Damage: 40 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 90 | Rate of Fire: 800 rounds/min

      Legs: Herculean Enhancer | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Agility +20

      Power Cell: Twin Suns Mk I Lithium-Ion Battery | Battery Life: 48 hours

      Combat Enhancing Software Installed

      Jump-Start
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        * * *

      

      Ilona

      Class: AI Assistant

      Level: 65

      Attributes

      Strength: 0

      Perception: 100

      Agility: 0

      Tactical Skills

      Mounted Weapons: 15

      Hacking: 50

      Drone Components

      Forward Scanner: Prototype Scanner | Manufacturer: Dr. Roger Rhinehart | Perception +100

      Chassis: Prototype Drone Frame | Manufacturer: Dr. Roger Rhinehart | Defense: 40 | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

      Holo Projector: HPX - 540 | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation

      Power Cell: Lipka Industries LI72 Lithium-ion Battery | Battery Life: 72 hours

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEXT TIME ON MARIONETTE TASK FORCE . . .
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        “You’re not afraid of holding a girl’s hand, are you?!”

      

      Cerise and Yukina want you to accompany them on an adventure through the neon-lit city. Will you join them?

      Up next: Marionette Task Force: Shadow Strike
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      MARIONETTE TASK FORCE

      Marionette Task Force

      Shadow Strike (September 2023)

      

  





SWORD OF ASTERIA

      Star Paladin

      Mirror Princess

      Nebula Queen

      Moonlight Assassin

      Magitech Maidens (TBA)

      

  





CYBER WITCH: 2082

      Cyber Witch

      Specter Protocol

      Digital Coven

      Psychic Rush
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