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PRETTY SURE THIS IS A WAR CRIME

        

      

    

    
      The sound of a collapsing apartment complex echoed through the devastated streets of East Jardin, leaving behind a pile of rubble. A team of battle-weary Eden Marines and Army infantrymen with battered faces and bloody arms emerged from the dust and smoke.

      Sargent Marsden was the leader of the Marine squad as of that morning. The original leader took a sniper’s bullet to the face. She was his sister too. May she rest in peace. May their father forgive him for failing to push her away from the sniper’s shot in time. Marsden ordered the surviving members of his squad, all three of them, plus two Army riflemen, into cover. They entered what used to be a supermarket, using its mangled and fragmented walls as cover from enemy gunfire. Dozens of bullet holes chipped away at their cover, though they couldn’t hear it. The thunderous roar of continual artillery shelling was just too loud. The Solar Coalition’s forces were relentless.

      Now behind durable cover, Marsden assessed what was left of the personnel fighting alongside him. Wade and Loxley were the humans on his team. Both men groaned in pain from cuts and bullet holes eviscerating their bodies. Momiji was the other member, a female marionette and a product of the Twin Suns Corporation. She was the sole reason they had made it this far. The enemy couldn’t shoot androids like Momiji dead so easily, though Marsden feared that Momiji’s days of operating as a walking shield were up. Her body needed significant repairs. Don’t get him started on her left eye. It was gone and gave anyone looking at the hole in her face a glimpse of the burned wires inside her head.

      “We’ve got incoming!”

      That was Maldonado, one of the two Army riflemen accompanying them. There were more Army soldiers earlier that day, though nobody knew what became of them after the enemy had ambushed them.

      Marsden spun to Maldonado, who had peered through his ZR6 Carbine’s scope, using it to locate the encroaching Solar Coalition soldiers—the enemy who had invaded the city . . . invaded the whole goddamned planet.

      “Persistent motherfuckers,” Marsden said after peeking over the rubble. He eyed the enemy moving across the ravaged neon streets. “Everyone, spread out!”

      Wade, Loxley, and Momiji took up a defensive position near Maldonado and Marsden. They unslung their ZR6 Carbines and zeroed in on the enemy Marines marching toward them. Marsden pulled the trigger. Popping gunfire echoed. The enemy fired back. Marsden’s team returned the favor and shot one enemy soldier through the neck, instantly dropping him. Five more hostiles appeared out of nowhere to take his spot.

      The gunfire exchange went on. Both sides kept shooting at each other, swapping out empty magazines for fresh ones when their rifles got quiet.

      And then Marsden heard the words he didn’t want to hear during a time like this.

      “I’m almost out!” Loxley roared, ducking behind his cover.

      Momiji lowered herself. “Same.”

      “Anyone got any spare mags?” Wade asked.

      Marsden checked. He had no magazines left for his rifle. “None.”

      He lowered his ZR6 Carbine, hunched behind the slab of metal, and gazed at everyone’s wincing faces. They all knew this was it.

      “Surrounded and outgunned,” Maldonado said. “I’d say we should make a run for it. But—”

      Boom.

      Artillery fire exploded near their position and shook the surface.

      Momiji looked through a crack in the wall she hid behind, performing a scan with her built-in combat scanner. “We won’t make it very far,” she reported seconds later.

      Marsden twisted to the Army personnel, Maldonado, and the other soldier. He couldn’t remember the other Army guy’s name. “I take it you’re in the same position?”

      “We are,” Maldonado said.

      Marsden gestured to the other Army guy. “You get that LLT working, kid?”

      The other Army guy glanced up at him and held the handheld communicator he was tinkering with earlier. He shook his head slowly. “It’s busted pretty good.”

      “Don’t bother with it,” Maldonado said. “The enemy has AA guns all over the fucking place. They’ll just shoot down any evac that comes our way.”

      “Like the dropships we rode in on to save you,” Loxley said dryly.

      “A much-appreciated save, by the way,” the other Army guy said. “We wouldn’t have made it this far without your team’s support.”

      Marsden sat back, leaning against a rugged piece of debris. “Open to suggestions.”

      Wade crawled forward and used the scope of his empty ZR6 Carbine to view what was once a bustling marketplace, now a war-torn hellscape. He lowered the weapon. “We have two options, fight and die or surrender.”

      “Was thinking about that last option,” Loxley said. “Problem is . . .” The Marine faced Momiji, the broken android. “Momiji is a marionette, a female unit at that. The enemy will execute her on the spot.”

      “Why?” the other Army guy asked.

      Marsden shrugged. “The enemy has a problem with female AIs.”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Above our pay grade, soldier.”

      “Well, I say fuck surrendering if it’s just going to get her killed,” Maldonado said.

      “Agreed,” Loxley said, nodding to the Army rifleman. “We owe our lives to Momiji for getting this far.”

      “Let’s not forget the others who sacrificed themselves to keep her standing when things got rough,” the other Army guy said.

      Marsden sat forward. “Then we make our last stand here.”

      “Where we all will die, including me,” Momiji grunted. She shook her head and eyed each of the humans looking at her. “Don’t throw your lives away for me. I am an AI. My creators at the Twin Suns Corporation can always build another machine like me.”

      “But it won’t be you,” Loxley snorted.

      Momiji stood and moved to stand in the middle of the group. “I am programmed to see that the humans I serve survive to the best of my ability. Surrender to the enemy. It is the best option for your continued survival.”

      Marsden’s lips twisted. “Momiji . . .”

      “However.” She lifted a hand to the sergeant before ambling off to the side and viewing the incoming enemy. Momiji peered through a large crack zigzagging across a piece of rubble. “One condition.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “What is it?”

      “Allow me to be the one to wave the white flag to the enemy and communicate our request of surrender. While I have their attention, I will activate my auto-destruct CES and self-terminate.” Momiji pulled back and glared at Marsden, smiling smugly.

      Wade made a face that suggested he wasn’t pleased to learn of the plan. “You plan to blow yourself up in front of them . . .”

      Momiji nodded to him. “And take down as many hostiles in the process. The enemy will destroy me tonight regardless of the path we take. If we stay and fight, we all die, including me. We surrender, then they execute me. If I flee, they’ll spot me and use an artillery strike. Might as well go down taking as many as I can. This way, should any of you change your mind and continue the fight, you’ll have fewer enemies to deal with.”

      “I like it,” Marsden said. “Let’s do it. Get their attention as a soldier surrendering, then take ‘em all out.” He turned to Wade. “Private, hand your jacket to her. Let’s cover Momiji’s battle damage so they don’t suspect she’s a marionette.”

      Wade did as ordered, removing his soot and bullet-ridden jacket and giving it to Momiji. She put it on and ensured that the sleeves covered up her torn silicone flesh that had given them a glimpse of her cybernetic skeleton.

      Wade looked uneasy the entire time. “Pretty sure this is a war crime, sir.”

      “Pretty sure I never asked for your opinion, private.”

      “But—”

      “Look, kid.” Marsden moved forward, using his imposing frame to remind the young private that he was now the highest-ranking person among them. “The Coalition’s been executing refugees on the spot without trial and kidnaping Edeners. That’s a war crime. You can’t win a war by playing by the rules if the enemy won’t. So fuck it. We’re doing this. Maybe it’ll make them smarten up and play fair.”

      Wade twisted to the side, shaking his head. “Doubtful.”

      Momiji completed her look by tying a bandanna over her broken eye then coating her fingers with Marsden’s blood, spreading it over her face. They couldn’t spot any signs that she was a machine. She looked like the real deal. She looked human.

      Without hesitation, Momiji marched toward the edge of their cover. She spun and lifted a hand to her head, giving the team one last honorable salute.

      “Well, it’s been an honor serving with you humans.”

      They all stood to return the salute. Finishing the salute, Marsden added. “Die hard, Momiji.”

      She finished her salute and nodded to him. “Will do, sir.”

      Momiji disappeared around the cover, hands raised and waving a white tank top as a makeshift white flag. The surviving Marines and Army riflemen moved closer and watched Momiji execute her plan, watched as an AI went to carry out a war crime.

      The enemy pointed their rifles at her but didn’t shoot. They were buying the act and believed she was a human Marine surrendering. The lead enemy soldier yelled something to Momiji. He didn’t know what it was. There was too much artillery fire elsewhere drowning out the sound of his voice. That and he spoke with a thick Eastern European accent.

      His best guess was the enemy asked her to get down, because that was precisely what Momiji did. Later, three Coalition soldiers approached Momiji, weapons ready to kill. One other moved to pat down her body, searching it for guns and other things you didn’t want POWs to have on them. Once the enemy was convinced that Momiji wasn’t packing heat, they lowered themselves to tie her arms behind her back.

      And that was when the poor sod glimpsed the metal skeleton arm under Momiji’s torn silicone skin when he pulled back the sleeves of the jacket. His terrified expression was priceless.

      “Oh fuc—”

      Boom.

      Momiji’s CES activated, and her body exploded in a raging blast of flames. The soldier tending to her was simply gone. The blast flung back the others around him when Momiji’s lithium battery added to the explosion’s wrath. Burning bodies flailed with arms rippling with fires until they curled up on the ground and died. The bodies without arms and legs never moved much.

      Marsden’s smile was brighter than the fires that enveloped the enemy. There was nothing better than seeing dead Coalition soldiers. He wondered if his fallen sister was watching from the heavens. He wondered if she was smiling like him.

      It was just smoke and dust now. Nobody could see shit, but Marsden and the others kept their ZR6 Carbines pointed forward anyway. Just in case.

      “See anything?” he asked.

      Loxley gazed through his rifle’s scope longer. “Nothing—”

      A gunshot banged, and Loxley flew backward with a hole through his forehead.

      He died with his eyes and mouth open wide in shock. Momiji’s sacrifice didn’t kill all the enemies in the area.

      “Incoming!” Maldonado screamed.

      It was just Maldonado, Wade, Marsden, and the other Army guy left now.

      They never put up much of a fight.

      They shot two enemy soldiers with limited ammunition then had to draw their daggers when the enemy advanced on them with assault rifles ready to fire. The imposing hostile soldiers closed in, forcing the four to cluster together. There were no less than nine enemy combatants.

      The lead enemy commander moved ahead of his soldiers with a smug grin and hands behind his back. The enemy commander’s eyes darted between Maldonado and Wade before finally settling on Marsden.

      “You in charge?” the enemy commander asked Marsden.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      The commander pointed backward at the inferno burning in the streets. “Was that your idea?”

      “Figured you’d deserved a gift for all the hard work you’ve put into destroying our homes.”

      “Funny.”

      The enemy commander punched Marsden in the gut. He fell to his knees and felt his last meal ready to come up as vomit.

      “I lost six men because of that marionette!” the enemy commander yelled.

      “Was that before or after she blew herself up?” Marsden mustered a smile despite the pain in his stomach. His gaze shifted upward to meet the face of the enemy. “Because, as I recalled, she was a pretty good shot.”

      “And the reason we were hesitant to overtake your position.” The enemy commander’s tone changed. “But now that your AI is gone . . .”

      He curled his lips.

      “Hurry up and get this over with,” Marsden said, returning to his feet. “I ain’t got all day.”

      “Oh, we’ll deal with you and your men in due time.” The enemy commander leaned his face closer. “They’ll be consequences for what you’ve done to the Red Wolf squad. We’re the ones who are supposed to be deceiving our opponents, not the other way around—”

      “Drop that right fucking now!”

      That was one of the hostile soldiers. They kicked the other Army guy to the ground and pointed their rifle at his head. The LLT fell from the other Army guy’s grip and rolled away. It landed with its screen facing the sky. The LLT’s display screen had illuminated with light. Much to Marsden’s amazement, the thing was functioning. The other Army guy managed to send a short SOS signal with the device.

      As Marsden gazed up at the smoke-filled sky, he couldn’t help but wonder if anyone was out there, listening for their SOS call.
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            GOOD MORNING, COMMANDER

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been six days since they escaped Eden, six days alone on the salvaged space yacht, Starslayer, with AIs and a cyborg. That meant they had one day left before the vessel reached Atlas Station.

      Not that Kai Novak cared or anything.

      He just slept the whole time and recovered from the injuries he sustained in battle, a gunshot wound and a bruised chest. Being able to sleep then wake up without worrying about someone putting a gun in his face was pleasant. The Starslayer drifted toward high Eden orbit within a cluster of battleships loyal to Eden’s navy with orders to escort them to the hefty space station. Once Kai and his friends got paid, he planned to hightail it out of the system, where the Starslayer would be at risk of pirate attacks or Solar Coalition battleships. Though, the last time Kai checked, the Coalition wanted him and Ilona alive. The peace the past six days brought was temporary.

      With any luck, Kai hoped to outrun Coalition patrol ships and pirate vessels. If he pulled that off, he could leave Rigil Kentaurus and head to Toliman. From Toliman he’d take the Starslayer to Proxima Centauri and travel through a long Sato Tunnel that’d take them away from the chaos, the war, the drama, and the city that nearly got his ass killed and eventually reach Tau Ceti. It was a planetary system where the local governments often promoted themselves as a system full of paradise planets with bikini-clad women luring visitors. That was the plan.

      “Good morning, Commander.”

      Kai sat up from his king-sized bed and activated his neural implant’s communication function, establishing a link with Ilona. She appeared in his virtual vision as a woman in her thirties with shoulder-length purple hair, wearing a white lab coat and a tight black miniskirt. A holographic woman at that. Ilona’s actual physical form was the drone behind, projecting her holographic embodiment.

      “Commander, eh?” Kai said, lifting one fist to his mouth. He yawned.

      “Would you prefer Master of the Marionette Task Force?”

      “Commander is fine.”

      “Anyhow.” Ilona stretched. “Just reminding you that we’re less than twenty hours away from Atlas Station.”

      “All right. Thanks for the wake-up call.” He glared at the digital clock on his nightstand. It read 8:00am. “Right on time too.”

      “Well, you asked me to wake you at this time,” Ilona said. “I’m an AI, so if you ask for a wake-up call at 8am, that’s what you’ll get the moment the clock hits that time and not a second later.”

      Kai ended the comm link, leaped out of bed wearing nothing but his boxers, and searched for something to wear. His clothes were in a not-so-neat pile on the floor of the ship’s captain’s quarters. They were dirty and covered with days-old blood, soot, and grime. The Starslayer didn’t have enough running water to power its laundry machine.

      He put on the same outfit he’d been wearing for days and stood before a tall mirror in his personal washroom. Holograms appeared in front of the mirror, displaying Kai’s information.

      Kai Novak

      Class: Freelancer

      Level: 53

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 10

      Submachine gun: 16

      Rifle: 2

      Shotgun: 3

      Melee:12

      Mounted Weapons: 3

      First Aid: 2

      Stealth: 5

      Attributes

      Strength: 20

      Perception: 10

      Agility: 30

      His assault rifle skill increased by two. The target practice sessions he’d been having with Cerise the past few days had been paying off. He’d practice with the rifle more, but the weapon’s weight was too much for his arms, which were still sore from the fighting. Kai planned to hit the gym after he fully recovered and pump iron until he boosted his strength. At 30 strength, he’d be able to wield assault rifles more easily. Hell, even 25 strength would be a nice start.

      Kai decided to have breakfast in the ship’s kitchen, down on the lower decks, rather than his personal one in his quarters. He wanted some company. Cerise’s giggles welcomed Kai’s arrival into the kitchen, where he found Yukina and Cerise seated at the kitchen table. Amber had repaired most of the damage done to Yukina and Cerise’s frames the best she could, given the time and limited resources they had.

      The two girls at the table were marionette androids Kai had found on the planet Eden, programmed to act as human as possible. Cerise was a reprogrammed 890i sex doll, and Yukina was a gynoid he built using obsolete 400i parts and a blank slate positronic brain. Yukina’s AI was bare bones and needed a lot of training and configuration. He wasn’t surprised to see Cerise teaching her how to eat.

      It seemed that Yukina had finally learned how to hold a fork correctly.

      “All right!” Cerise jubilantly cheered. “Good job, little sis!”

      Yukina lowered the fork and faced Cerise with a blank expression and glowing blue eyes. “Have I finally operated this kitchen utensil to your liking?”

      “Yes,” Cerise said. “You’re one step closer to passing for a human.” She held Yukina’s left arm and narrowed her golden eyes. “We just need to get you some long-sleeve outfits.”

      Cerise released Yukina for her to study her newly modified arms. It was an improvement from before. Yukina used to have skeletal hands and arms made of titanium. Now, Amber had wrapped Yukina’s metal limbs with salvaged parts from dead marionette units. Yukina still looked like a machine though when examining her arms closer. She could easily be mistaken for a human if she kept her arms covered, didn’t talk, and wore shades.

      Yukina angled her glowing blue eyes at Kai. “Master, big sister Cerise says I am closer to passing as a human.”

      “So I’ve heard,” Kai said, arms crossed and stepping to the kitchen table.

      Cerise spun her chair around and fixed her gold eyes on him. “Hey, you!” She stood up and trotted over to him, spreading her arms wide. “Are you proud of me?”

      Cerise embraced him with a warm hug.

      “Well—”

      “Of course you are!”

      “Our food stores are limited, Cerise.” Kai gestured to the food Cerise and Yukina were eating. “Not to sound like a dick, but you two are machines. You shouldn’t be eating our rations. Amber and I need them to survive, me being a human and Amber being a cyborg.”

      Cerise released him from her cuddling hug, stood back, and put her fists on her hips, eyes shut and head shaking at him. “Oh, don’t be such a worry wort! We are a day away from docking with the station and still have enough food for a day and a half. I figured this shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “If the station doesn’t give us clearance to dock for two days, it will be.”

      He retrieved a breakfast MRE pack, pulled up a chair, and sat. Breakfast with the two girls helped create a sense of normalcy, even though Yukina was a barebones unit still learning about the world and Cerise was a sex doll discovering that there was a world outside the Doll House AI brothel and its corporate clientele.

      Cerise pointed at Yukina’s arm as she reached for a fork. “Kai, look!” With the fork in her grips, Yukina guided it to her plate, capturing a long strip of golden-brown bacon and a scoop of yellow and fluffy scrambled eggs. “Now that Yukina has new hands and arms, she’s holding things better. We gotta give Amber something special for those last-second upgrades she gave Yukina.”

      “Good luck with that,” Kai said, opening his MRE package. Hash browns and bacon. “Since our escape, Amber’s been spending all her time in the engine room, banging away at stuff. That girl’s more interested in gizmos than watching TV.”

      After breakfast, Kai walked past the engine room, not surprised to see Amber inside her workshop, banging away at stuff. She’d been making herself at home, installing a rack for tools and spare parts. Amber had even made herself a chair using some of the junk they had salvaged from the scrapyard. It looked ghetto as hell, but it worked. She sat on that chair and in front of a worktable with various tools in hand, prodding dozens of mechanical components.

      He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “Amber, did you even go to sleep? When I went to bed, you were seated right there . . .”

      Amber pushed away from the desk, and rolled her chair across her workspace to face him. She brushed away some blonde hair from her left eye with an enticing smile and accidentally smeared some grease over her face.

      “I went to sleep just after you,” Amber said.

      Kai narrowed his eyes. “For how long?”

      “Five hours, I think.” She shrugged and rolled back to the worktable.

      “So you came right back here . . .” Kai ambled toward her. “Take a break. We might not have time to do this again.”

      “But I’m almost done with your exoskeleton arms.”

      That forced his right eyebrow to rise. “Oh?”

      Kai stood behind Amber, looking over her shoulder and peering down at the exoskeleton arms in question. Dragon class exoskeleton arms. She’d been taking apart the remains of the machine monster they defeated a week ago and turning it into arms that would one day be part of an exosuit for him. The exoskeleton arms were made of xenoium, a rare element only found outside the solar system for unknown reasons. And that was deeply troubling since their common enemy, the Solar Coalition, controlled the solar system and no place else. Unlike the rest of the galaxy, the Solar Coalition shouldn’t have any xenoium to use, yet they gathered enough to make a machine monster entirely of it and used it to attack them. Kai and Amber still didn’t know how the Coalition got the rare metal or how many cybernetic monsters the enemy had.

      Part of Kai didn’t want to know either, though being able to use an exoskeleton made of recycled parts of that monster was something he couldn’t wait to try. It’d allow him to use computer-assisted programs aiding him in battle, should he find himself in another firefight. Though, if everything went according to plan, their next stop would be Tau Ceti. Knowing their luck, they’d still have to fight off pirate or Coalition boarding parties.

      He spun for the exit. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      Kai returned to the kitchen with his mouth open, yawning for the sixth time. He needed some coffee. After brewing a large mug, he strode to the upper decks and entered the Starslayer’s bridge. Ilona was there, both versions of herself, a hologram seated with crossed legs and interacting with floating screens, the other a round drone lying on the dashboard and plugged into it. Ilona’s computing power allowed her to become one with the ship’s systems and pilot it to the station, making her quite the all-in-one AI. She was only missing a synthetic body to upload herself into. Sadly, holograms couldn’t interact with the physical world.

      Ilona beamed at Kai as he walked past her seat. “Here to keep me company?”

      He just laughed. “Not really, just checking up on you. You haven’t left the bridge much since we launched into space or gone into sleep mode much either.” Kai took a seat at one of the bridge’s operational consoles.

      “No need when I can perpetually keep my battery charged here.”

      Kai gulped half his coffee and slotted the mug into a cup holder off to the side. The idle drone projected Ilona’s hologram near his workstation. She sat on the dashboard, elegantly crossing her leg over the other, and held up a holographic coffee mug of her own. There were even plumes of white mist rising from it.

      He gave her a smile. “Here to give me company?”

      “You look like you could use it, Commander.”

      Ilona sipped her holographic coffee. From a distance, it appeared as though she was enjoying a cup of coffee with him.

      A screen appeared ahead of her a moment later. Ilona waved her left hand through the data while sitting on the dashboard. She examined the text, her right hand holding the mug gracefully.

      She sighed.

      “All this time and I still haven’t discovered my real purpose . . .” Ilona said.

      Kai reached forward and typed on his keyboard, loading information about the ship’s status on a small monitor. “AKA, why your now-dead creator wanted you to upload secret software packages into marionettes.”

      “Here’s hoping someone from Eden found his laptop. Then we’ll know the answers.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “A lot can happen in a week. Don’t lose hope.” A second floating screen opened, its contents capturing her attention closely. “Oh.”

      Kai spun his chair to her. “What’s up?”

      She pushed the first screen away and brought the second one closer to her face. “Just intercepted a message intended for the Coalition.”

      “The Coalition?”

      “I’ve been hacking into their battle net occasionally, peeking around and listening to communication chatter and the like.” Ilona glanced at the floating screen closer, squinting her eyes to small slits. She fingered a line of data. “Hmm, the Coalition intercepted an LLT call for help.”

      His lips twisted. “Whereabouts?”

      A pause came as the AI analyzed the data. “Jardin . . .”

      “Jardin . . . I thought Eden’s forces had nobody left alive there?”

      “Apart from scouts who haven’t checked-in, yeah.” Ilona processed the scrolling data. “According to this, a small team of Marines was on a rescue mission to recover surviving Army infantrymen. The Coalition found and cut off their retreat from the city. The enemy had been jamming comm traffic, but it seemed like one of the Army rangers got an SOS out. However, the Coalition stopped it from reaching Eden.”

      “And now we have it.”

      “And now we know exactly where in Jardin it came from. What do you want me to do with it?”

      “Save a copy of it and transmit it to my implant.” Kai read his workstation’s computer monitor. It listed the Starslayer’s estimated time of arrival to Atlas Station. “I think General Thorpe might want to know about this.”

      “You don’t want me to transmit it to the station?”

      “The Coalition went through the trouble to silence that SOS signal. Something tells me this is more than a case of soldiers getting captured by the enemy. I think it’s better to present this data directly to Eden rather than risk the Coalition hijacking the signal again.” He sipped his coffee. “Just in case.”
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            THEY WENT THROUGH A LOT OF EFFORT TO INTERCEPT THAT LASER SIGNAL

          

        

      

    

    
      It had taken fourteen hours to get clearance for the Starslayer to latch onto Atlas Station’s docking clamp airlock, much faster than the two-to-three days Kai had predicted.

      They docked at the station in the evening, according to Kai’s mind and the ship’s time, at least. Kai entered his room for a shower, using a wet towel to clean himself up. The Starslayer had no running water save for the kitchen.

      The lack of water was one reason why he never hooked up with Cerise again after that intimate encounter a week ago. He’d rather the two bathe first and wash up after their last sexual romp. But with no water for the showers and having to conserve what little water they had for drinking, Kai and Cerise opted not to fuck again until they reached the station. That and Cerise didn’t have any more condoms she insisted on using. It was part of her programming directive, to use protection even though Cerise was a machine and couldn’t get pregnant or catch diseases. She was hard coded to project the image that she was a human gal worried about pregnancy. That and rubbers kept her bits better sanitized.

      Kai wore his soiled and bloodstained shirt and pants again, hoping the station’s staff wouldn’t mind. Cerise, Yukina, Amber, and Ilona were waiting for him near the airlock. Yukina’s white skater dress was looking a lot better now. The week-long delay gave Cerise more time to mend and modify it, making it something that overly sexualized the girl, who didn’t know what the word “sexualized” even meant. Yukina walked around in that outfit and had very little idea how much skin she was showing off, especially with the dress’s cleavage window underbust. It didn’t surprise him at all.

      It also didn’t surprise him to see Yukina reaching for a Barracuda S80 shotgun. He placed his hand on her new hand and felt the coldness of its polymer material and the slits of its partitions.

      “No need for that, Yukina,” Kai said, denying her. “The people here are friendlies.”

      Yukina tilted her gaze to him, her blue, glowing eyes shining a slight glint of light onto his face. “But, Master, what if the enemy attacks?”

      “We’ll be fine,” Amber said, walking toward the airlock doors. “They’ve tried to take this place since the war started and failed horribly. It’s just too heavily fortified.”

      Yukina shifted her sights to the Barracuda. “I cannot protect you without this.”

      “You can trust these people, Yukina,” Kai reaffirmed.

      Yukina backed away from the locker. “Very well, Master. However, if the situation changes, I will be forced to kill these people with my hands to protect you.”

      Amber face palmed, sighing dejectedly through the fingers. “We’re all fucking doomed if this is what Ilona’s creator intended . . .”

      Kai turned around, putting his back to Yukina and his face to Amber. “Speaking of weapons, Amber . . .” He pointed at his Dragon’s Tooth dagger sheathed to his belt. “Do I gotta drop this?”

      Amber lowered her face-palming hand and directed her eyes to the dagger. “Don’t conceal it. Keep it visible and you should be fine.”

      The Starslayer made its final approach to the station. Kai and the girls stood near the airlock and peered through the small glass windows, watching as the gap between the station and the Starslayer’s airlock doors shrank. Cerise nearly pressed her face against the glass, eyes open in awe.

      “This is so exciting!” She leaped up and down, unable to control herself.

      Yukina stood to Cerise’s left, jumping as well. Her eyes couldn’t see accurately through the glass. She was a bit too short for that.

      “I cannot see,” Yukina said.

      Cerise studied Yukina’s height. “Oh, just stand on your toes.”

      Yukina put one foot on the other, the toes, to be exact. She glanced down at her feet, a perplexed expression crossing her face, before turning her gaze to Cerise. “It is not working.”

      “No . . . I mean.” Cerise showed what she meant and raised herself by standing on her toes. “Like this, silly!”

      Taking three steps backward, Yukina studied Cerise’s stance up and down. Her AI put it together after five seconds and mimicked what Cerise had done. Yukina stood on her toes and was able to peer through the glass. “This is better.”

      “When we say to stand on your toes, this is what we mean, ‘kay?”

      “Okay.”

      The Starslayer aligned its side doors with the station’s airlock while an enormous docking clamp seized the ship in place. Dozens of vessels from Eden’s navy circled the station while the fleet that escorted them dispersed to stand watch.

      A grumble reverberated through the decks, walls, and ceiling. They finally docked.

      Kai pushed a button on the side wall and waited for the airlock to cycle. As that happened, he unplugged Ilona from a wall panel, freeing her drone to float with them. A green light flashed, and the double doors opened. He led the girls into the airlock, passing through and onto the station, venturing past cargo containers full of military supplies.

      There were several windows to the left in the corridor they walked past. It gave them a glimpse of space, the Milky Way’s spiraling splendor, and various personnel performing maintenance on the station’s exterior or docked battleships. None of them wore spacesuits. Of course not, they were marionettes, machines manufactured by the Twin Suns corporation and taking orders from humans wearing military uniforms inside the station. Most of the station’s marionettes resembled toughened soldiers, even the female units, as opposed to Vivid Corporation-manufactured marionettes like Cerise and Yukina. Those two looked like adorable late-teen girls.

      The mood changed when Kai, Amber, Yukina, Cerise, and Ilona wandered into Atlas Station’s central concourse area. There was a food court populated with servicemen and women taking a load off for the day. The smell of cheeseburgers with bacon filled the air. The intoxicating scent of fresh rosemary and thyme lingered in the area deeper in. Kai was half tempted to say fuck it and eat. But according to Amber the general wanted to chat face-to-face.

      And so did Kopac back on the surface.

      Kai still hadn’t forgotten about the former high school bully turned Coalition commander.

      Amber led them through winding station corridors decorated with small trees embedded in the walls. They neared a marionette battery recharge center off to the side on their way forward. Cerise flocked toward the recharge center, pointing it out with her left index finger, her mouth and eyes opened wide with awe.

      “Whoa!” Cerise was so loud five uniformed personnel passing them in the hallway stopped to look at her. “They’ve got recharge centers here!”

      Ilona floated toward an empty alcove. “Quick! Someone, plug me in!”

      Kai chuckled. “I thought leaving your drone plugged into the bridge kept your battery fully charged?”

      “Yeah, until I plugged into that wall panel near the airlock,” Ilona said. “That particular port doesn’t give me a good recharge. Since I had to operate the Starslayer remotely from there, it kinda drained my battery. So, I could use a top-up right about now.”

      “I got you.” Kai walked over to Ilona, placed the drone on the seat, and slipped her USB cable into a slot on the chair’s arm.

      “Dibs on this one!” Cerise ran to the alcove beside Ilona, sat on the chair, and reclined backward.

      Yukina just curiously studied the place. “This should suffice.” She got into a chair like the rest, sitting down and reaching for her rear USB cable.

      Cerise made a face at Yukina. “You sound less excited than us, Yuki.”

      Yukina tilted her head to the right. “Should I adjust my tone?”

      “You’re down to 5% power, girl.” Cerise shut her eyes and stretched her arms high up. “You should be excited. Say yay!”

      “Yay?”

      “Yeah, like this.” Cerise grabbed her USB cable from her rear, bringing its connector to the chair’s port. She plugged herself into the recharge chair, then yelled. “Yay! Energy! Do it like that, Yuki.”

      Yukina mimicked her but with a very emotionless tone, “Yay.”

      Cerise grimaced. “We’re going to have to work on your emotions, little sis.”

      Ilona’s projection appeared, seated on the chair, eyes shut like Cerise and moaning. “Oh yeah, that’s the stuff, baby!”

      “Turbocharging centers . . .” Amber said with a wince and arms folded. “Oh, this is great.” She sighed.

      Kai spun to Amber then thumbed backward. “There’s a place to charge up your augmentations.”

      “I’ll do it later.” Amber backed herself into the hallway. “I have orders to speak with the general as well.”

      “You two go on ahead,” Ilona stretched as if she were relaxing. “We’ll catch up with you once we’re finished here.”

      It was just Kai and Amber now. The two followed various wall maps, which he saved and loaded into his virtual vision. After taking two lifts and passing through winding corridors, Kai and Amber approached the sliding doors that led to the station’s CIC. There were two guards armed with ZR6 Carbines posted. The men stepped aside after confirming their identities, allowing Kai and Amber to enter. They entered a circular room with computers and workstations operated by marionettes and humans.

      The large screen ahead showed the precise locations of various deployed squads, active bases, and estimated locations of enemy forces. The continent the city of Jardin was on got hit the hardest. It made sense the more he thought about it, as that was where most of Eden’s manufacturing centers and the planet’s largest spaceports were, as well as the planet’s capital city.

      A haggard man with salt and pepper hair and thin beard approached the two. It was General Thorpe, according to his uniform’s name tag.

      Amber’s posture changed dramatically upon watching the general approach. She straightened her back and raised one hand to her head, performing a military salute. “Sir!”

      “At ease, Corporal.”

      She stood at ease.

      “We meet at last,” Thorpe said, extending a handshake to Kai. “Commander Novak of the Marionette Task Force.”

      “Commander, eh?” Amber said, watching as Kai and the general shook hands. The general had a firm handshake.

      “From what I’ve gathered, it sounds like he’s their leader,” Thorpe said. He gestured to the side. “Let us speak in my office, shall we? I believe we have a lot to discuss.”

      “You have no idea,” Kai said nonchalantly.

      “Is that so?”

      The trio walked to a small sliding door at the rear of the station’s CIC. As they approached, Kai activated his implant, scrolled through its saved files, and found a newly created file Ilona had uploaded to him.

      “Make your implant available to receive files from me,” Kai said to the general. “I’ve got some intel I think you want to see.”

      A notification appeared in his eyesight, informing him that Thorpe had given Kai permission to send him files. With the data link established, Kai transferred the file from his implant, copying it into the data storage drive of Thorpe’s neural implant.

      Thorpe stopped at the entrance of his office, no doubt reading the file Kai sent him. “Where did you get this, Novak?”

      “My AI assistant hacked into the Coalition’s network and found it.”

      “It came from Jardin, sir,” Amber added. “I took a look at it myself. It’s legit. A squad of Army riflemen grouped up with the Marines.”

      “About time we heard from our MIA teams,” Thorpe said.

      “Unfortunately, the message ends abruptly, as you are probably about to see,” Kai said.

      Thorpe nodded. “Indeed.”

      “I think they were captured by the enemy, sir,” Amber said. “Their signal died right as the enemy approached their position, and the Coalition doesn’t want us to know about it. They went through a lot of effort to intercept that laser signal.”
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            THOUGHT I WAS SOME BIG MACHO ASSHOLE, BLOWING SHIT UP?

          

        

      

    

    
      General Eric Thorpe had a spiffy office. There were two small poles with Eden’s blue and white flag to the left and right of the entrance that Kai, Amber, and Thorpe passed through. Large potted tropical plants decorated each corner of the general’s personal office space, and sizable bookshelves stretched across most of the walls. Thorpe sauntered to his desk at the far end, past a coffee table with two leather seats on either side for visiting guests. Kai assumed the bottles of liquor and cases of rare cigars in the cabinets were for said guests.

      Kai and Amber weren’t special enough to be those guests, because Thorpe promptly offered the two chairs at the opposite end of his desk. As Kai and Amber sat with the general, the salt and pepper-haired man tapped his desk’s polished surface, which doubled as an interactive touch screen. It clouded the windows in his office with what looked like a thick fog, preventing anyone from watching the three of them talk. Kai’s implant notified him that a dampening field prevented recording devices from working. He couldn’t decide if he should feel impressed or concerned.

      “Nice to know those two teams survived,” Thorpe continued, referencing their previous talk about the SOS call from the surface. “Not nice to know that the enemy has them. Thanks for sharing that with us, Novak.”

      “No problem.”

      The general studied Kai’s rugged face. “I’m not going to lie. You’re not what I was expecting.”

      “I’ve been getting that a lot.” Kai folded his arms and sat back. “Thought I was some big macho asshole, blowing shit up?”

      “Actually, yes.” Thorpe shifted his glare to Amber. “How’s the situation on the surface, Corporal?”

      “Bad, sir,” Amber replied. “You’ll find all the details in my report, but my unit is gone. The Coalition has deployed AA guns throughout Jardin and now sent in hunter-killer marionettes.”

      “And we’re not even a month into this . . .” The general folded his hands, laying them over the tactical diagrams on his desk’s surface. “What about the city itself?”

      “It has seen much better days, sir. Lots of civvies are displaced and struggling to survive in heavily attacked regions. Give it another week, and we’ll be facing a humanitarian crisis.”

      “That’s assuming the Coalition doesn’t find them before that,” Kai said. “We’ve witnessed trucks capturing and moving Eden-born residents away. Meanwhile, refugees from the solar system, mostly Earth, are forced to serve in the Coalition’s military. And if they’re draft dodgers like me, they’re executed on the spot. Then there’s the marionette situation. The Coalition are capturing male units, turning them into hunter-killers while looking to take control of production factories. Female units are disposed of.”

      “The Coalition doesn’t like having girls on the front lines,” Thorpe said.

      “And that includes AIs,” Kai added.

      “How’s the situation up here, sir?” Amber asked.

      “Atlas Station and the ships you see are our last orbital stronghold,” Thorpe replied. “The rest of our fleet has been destroyed or is fighting near the Sato Tunnel, attempting to prevent additional Coalition vessels from entering the system. Then there’s the mining asteroids that are being raided. Our forces there did everything they could short of throwing the kitchen sink to thwart the invading enemy from capturing them.”

      “How did they get here so fast, sir?”

      “We don’t know and are still investigating the cause of it and how we didn’t see it coming. Right now, our primary objective is to stop the Coalition from receiving reinforcements from the Sato Tunnel and prevent them from expanding beyond Eden-controlled space. If Eden falls, then the planet Axtell will fall afterward, followed by the settlements around Toliman and the planets at Proxima Centauri. Losing Proxima could result in the Coalition taking over its Sato Tunnel and advancing to the Epsilon Eridani system. If that falls, then . . .”

      “Then down goes Tau Ceti,” Kai said, sighing. “And other systems beyond that . . .”

      “Correct, so as you could imagine, a lot is riding on our success here,” Thorpe said. “The Coalition will fuck over the entire galaxy if we cannot stop them right here and now.”

      Kai snorted. “No pressure.”

      “The good news is they haven’t gotten near the Sato Tunnel that links Eden with Axtell.”

      Amber twisted her lips and squinted. “And to reach Proxima Centauri from here, you have to travel to the Toliman system.”

      “And to do that, you must capture the tunnel at the planet Axtell,” Thorpe said. “If we stop the Coalition here at Eden, their campaign of galactic terror is over. If we fail, then it’s up to Axtell’s government to pick up where we left off, and I can tell you right now that their military is not on our level. Axtell will not defeat the enemy without support.”

      “So why don’t the other governments lend us their support?” Kai asked. “Axtell, Vendryes, and the folks over at Proxima Centauri?”

      “Maybe they will in time,” Thorpe said, “but right now they’re offering us their support through thoughts and prayers.”

      “I’ll be sure to mail them a thank you postcard . . .” Kai grumbled.

      The general’s lips arched slightly; he was trying to hold back a grin. “In the meantime,” Thorpe continued, “the other settlements are hunkering down and putting their defenses on high alert. Simply put, they’re focusing on their survival first. Helping us comes later if they can afford it.”

      “So we’re on our own for now,” Amber said. “What’s the plan then, sir?”

      “That depends on Novak.” Thorpe looked in Kai’s direction. So did Amber. “You in for the long haul? Or would you rather collect your paycheck and split?”

      “Was looking to head to Tau Ceti and sleep this one out . . .” Kai stroked his chin, unfazed by the facial hair that had grown there over the past few days. “But if the Coalition scores a lot of victories here, they’ll be at Tau Ceti’s doorstep, ready to capture its colonies.” His eyes narrowed. “But . . . if the Coalition can’t get a foothold on Eden, then their plans are fucked. No water, no food, no resources, no nothing. They need the planet to fuel their war. And they need to make an example of it to show the galaxy they’re serious about suppressing AI rights. The Coalition needs Eden to springboard their campaign elsewhere.”

      “And at the rate things are going, they’ll get that springboard,” Thorpe said. “Right now, our forces on Eden are in disarray. The attack caught us off-guard, and most of our major cities were lost. The ones we haven’t lost control of have too many Coalition ships near them.” Thorpe’s oversized office chair creaked as he leaned back, steepling his fingers and eyeing Kai and Amber. “Which begs the question, how did you leave Jardin without enemy AA guns taking you down?”

      “That’s a good question.” Amber turned her chair to Kai. “The enemy let us go pretty easily. Even those destroyers chasing us seemed to have held back.”

      General Thorpe concurred. “We’ve noticed that as well.”

      “There are two reasons for that.” Kai sat up straight. “One, we have a super advanced AI assistant at our side. She’s the sole reason we made it this far.” He paused and looked aside, grimacing. “The other reason is that I know Kopac.”

      Thorpe raised an eyebrow. “Major James Kopac?”

      Kai nodded. “You’ve heard of him?”

      “Yes, intelligence passed me Kopac’s dossier two days ago. Supposedly, he’s some kind of damn Coalition war hero. He played a key role in the conquest of Mars and Venus and single-handedly held off an assault on his unit when stationed at Pluto. Apparently, Kopac’s spearheading the battles at Jardin and the surrounding area.”

      “Kopac and I went to the same high school,” Kai revealed. “And we were also drafted into the Coalition’s military at the same time. I fled, and he stayed. Kopac found out I’m the one who’s been fucking up his men and now wants to chat. For now, he’s ordered his men not to kill Ilona or me.”

      “Ilona?”

      “The AI assistant I talked about. Ilona has some data that was supposed to revolutionize all marionettes. The Coalition didn’t want that data getting out and are trying to capture her. Making matters worse, Ilona’s creator, a man named Dr. Roger Rhinehart, who created those files, is dead. Before his death, he heavily encrypted the files that Ilona has. The encryption is so tight not even Ilona knows what they all are. All she knows is that she has to upload special software packages into marionettes she deems worthy.”

      “Like the marionettes you have fighting for you.” The general grew silent, his mind likely processing what he learned. “This could be useful. Novak, you might be the advantage we need to turn things around.”

      A grin curled Kai’s lips. “Do I smell another job offer?”

      “Damn right, kid. As of right now, you can go straight into dangerous enemy strongholds without coming under attack, unlike us. You and the Starslayer can also return to Eden without encountering any hostile fire. How about this? Arrange a meeting with Kopac. While back in Jardin, covertly take down as many AA guns as possible. This way, we can get a foothold in the city. While you’re at it, see about rescuing our captured forces so they can rejoin the fight, especially that team who sent out the SOS you intercepted. I want to know why the Coalition is going through so much trouble to keep their capture a secret but not others.” Thorpe glared at Amber. “Corporal Adams.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “You are to aid Novak until further notice. Until we get additional troops into Jardin, you will be our only eyes and ears on the ground.”

      “Can we get some help with this, sir? This seems like a big undertaking.”

      “We’re stretched thin, and it sounds like Kopac wants to meet with Novak ASAP.”

      “As a matter of fact, he does,” Kai said. “Apparently Kopac’s superiors aren’t even aware of why he ordered that I be spared.”

      “Then let’s not keep him waiting,” Thorpe said. “He might cancel the deal and put you back on the kill list.”

      “Hmm . . .” Now Kai was lost in thought. “That doesn’t leave much time to fix our ship though.”

      “Sadly, no,” Thorpe said, shaking his head. “I’ve got dozens of maintenance marionettes doing what they can for the Starslayer, but ultimately you’ll have to make do with what repairs and upgrades we put in her by the time you leave.”

      “Does running water count as one of those upgrades?” he asked.

      “Yes, along with food, medical supplies, and a sanitation cleanup.” The general reclined. “We have a deal then?”

      “Well, maybe,” Kai gave the general a scheming smirk. “Ilona still wants a marionette body to transfer into. Are there any units here you can spare? Preferably female ones.”

      “No.”

      “Of course . . .”

      “Because of the war, we don’t have much to spare. And at the rate things are going, we’re going to have to ask Vivid and Twin Suns to produce military-grade marionette units. And if things worsen, we might have to request civilian marionettes to volunteer for service.”

      Kai cringed at that thought. “I see . . .”

      “If you are looking to add another marionette to your team, you’ll have to find someone to offer you enough parts to build one or offer a unit to you, and it won’t be us.”

      “Very well, I’ll keep my eye out for that,” Kai said. “You got my pay for the last job?”

      Thorpe grinned and typed on his desk’s touchscreen display. “Give me your banking details.”

      Kai provided Thorpe with his bank account’s direct deposit information. Thorpe faced him after working on his computer and making a few calls, still holding that grin. “It’s done. The money should be entering your account now.”

      “Then yes.” Kai extended his hand forward for a shake. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      They shook on it.

      “Oh, one last thing,” Amber said while the two men shook hands.

      “What is it, Adams?” Thorpe said to her.

      Amber sat forward. “One of the hunter-killers that boarded us turned into . . . Ugh. I don’t know what to describe it as.”

      “Pretty much a mechanical monster,” Kai revealed.

      Amber nodded in agreement. “It transformed before our eyes, sir. I ain’t seen nothing like it. And . . . it was made entirely of xenoium.”

      “The whole thing?” Thorpe’s time-worn face contorted with confusion. “That’s impossible. The Coalition’s reserves of that metal should be depleted.”

      “That’s what we figured as well,” Kai said. “You can’t mine xenoium in Sol, and I can’t imagine any corporations out here selling it to the Coalition.”

      Thorpe maintained his facial expression. “I know the corporations are run by some greedy sons of bitches, but they aren’t stupid. There’s no way they’d supply the Coalition with xenoium.”

      “Either the Coalition’s been operating here in secret for a while,” Kai said, “or a corporation struck a deal with them and is getting something out of the deal other than a lot of money . . .”

      “That’s what has me worried, sir. We barely killed the monster.”

      Thorpe observed the pair with a curious gaze. “How did you take it down?”

      “One of our marionettes has a CES that gave her the power to do it,” Kai said. “Here, let me show it to you. I took a screenshot of its tooltip.”

      Kai found the screenshot in question in his implant’s memory storage and sent a copy to Thorpe, whose eyes narrowed upon receiving the file. His implant displayed the tooltips of Acceleration Drive and Overload in his vision.

      “Not even our marionettes have CESs like that . . .”

      “Ilona gave it to her,” Kai said. “One of her gifts to worthy marionettes.”

      “Care to share these CESs with us?”

      “You’d have to ask Ilona nicely and recruit Vivid Corporation-made marionettes,” Kai said. “Those CESs are only compatible with Vivid tech.”

      “And make sure the marionettes are worthy based on unknown parameters set by Ilona’s dead creator,” Amber added.

      Thorpe grunted. “So that’s a no.”

      Kai shrugged. “Yeah, pretty much.”
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      The Starslayer was down for maintenance. Marionettes wearing orange coveralls passed through the airlock and into the Starslayer’s interior with toolboxes and scanners seeking areas needing repairs or cleaning. The station’s marionettes addressed issues Amber couldn’t fix, performed inspections, resupplied, and refueled the salvaged yacht, among other things.

      Having friends in Eden’s military was already paying off. Since there were lots of loud noises from power tools and marionette worker bots roaming around, Kai, Cerise, Yukina, Amber, and Ilona were given access to a hotel suite on the station’s lower levels to lodge in until it was time to depart.

      They didn’t spend much time there. The girls had gone shopping and dragged Kai by the arm with them.

      Kai explored the station’s central plaza with Cerise and Yukina to his left and right, Amber and Ilona moving behind. The five walked past uniformed personnel, some going to duty, others returning to their families living in Atlas Station’s residential zones. The central plaza was more crowded than usual, according to Amber. Half the people there were evacuated personnel from the surface or orbiting platforms that had come under enemy attack. Injured men and women sat on the floors and waited for doctors in the medical wards.

      The shopping ward captivated Cerise’s attention when the five wandered into it. The ward was a multistory compartment within the station, built to resemble some high-end shopping mall, complete with long escalators taking people to and from the various floors. Elevators constructed of transparent material moved up or down, giving people access to the levels beyond the shopping ward. Neon signs drew the fascinated eyes of Yukina to stores and restaurants inside the walls with holographic posters advertising specials and their hours of operation.

      Amber shook her head disapprovingly at a trio of girls no older than nineteen. They wore shorts that hugged the roundness of their asses and shirts that did very little to cover their mid torso and shoulders. He figured they were daughters of the military personnel posted to the station. As the five walked past, Kai lost count of the number of talking advertisements and buzzing neon signs in store windows. It almost felt like they were on the surface in a city, not a station. Atlas Station was more than a space station. It was a space habitat, all alone and rotating in the endless night of space.

      With a girlish giggle, Cerise grabbed Yukina’s newly constructed hand and trotted forward. “Okay, sis, you and I have some work to do!”

      “What sort of task is required of us?” Yukina asked as Cerise rushed ahead, pulling her along.

      “Spending all the money we got paid!”

      Ilona drifted ahead of Kai, the drone spinning around to look at him. “Oh boy, here we go again.”

      Kai watched as Cerise and Yukina moved farther and farther out of sight, vanishing behind crowds of shoppers. “Keep an eye on them for me, Ilona.”

      “What?” Ilona flew into his face. “Why me?”

      “Because I did it last time.” Kai walked away from the drone. “Just call me when it comes time to pay.”

      Amber joined Kai, leaving Ilona floating there, watching them.

      “Don’t worry,” Amber said, walking backward to face Ilona. “I’ll keep the commander company.”

      “Seems I’m not the only one calling Kai that now,” Ilona said.

      Amber shrugged. “The general is calling him that since we’re officially a recognized mercenary team. Commander Novak has a nice ring to it, don’t you think, Kai?”

      “Oh boy.” He laughed. “Not you too, Amber.”

      Ilona floated away from Kai and Amber, flying to join Cerise and Yukina wherever the hell they had run to. It left Kai and Amber alone with each other. She wandered ahead, hands behind her back, and twirled to face him.

      “Since this is your first time here, Kai, let me show you around!”

      Amber escorted Kai on a quick tour of the shopping ward and its surrounding corridors and zones. It took them over an hour to explore the various passageways while Amber pointed out places of interest and the many social gathering spots. Atlas was definitely a city in space, more so than a military space station. It even had schools for kids of military households. Dentists, doctor’s offices, grocery stores, bars, restaurants, and other leisure spots.

      “I didn’t know this place was so big,” he said partway into their tour.

      “You’re from Earth,” Amber said. “It’s not like you grew up hearing about it like I did, like all of us Edeners.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve lived on Eden for eight years. Heard people talk about it, saw it on TV shows that mentioned it . . . but to actually be here and see it.” He glanced to the left. “That a ramen shop?”

      Amber observed the moderately populated establishment inside the wall. It was a dimly lit place brightened by decorative neon Japanese kanji. She turned her head away from the ramen joint, smiling at him. “Probably. You hungry like I am?”

      “You have no idea . . .”

      The spicy aromas of various ramen bowls, consumed by six occupants seated at the bar, filled the air. Kai felt at home already. He and Amber sat together, giving their tired bodies some rest.

      Kai studied the menu briefly. “Anything you want?” he asked her.

      “As in, you’re payin’?”

      “My treat,” he said. “We wouldn’t have made it this far without your help.”

      “Awe shucks. You’re makin’ me blush.” She picked up the menu with her chromed prosthetic hand, focusing her baby-blue eyes on it. “Truth be told, I never really had ramen before. I’m more of a pizza gal, you know?”

      “Ah.”

      “So, surprise me, Commander.” She chuckled and lowered the menu to peer at him. “Look into my eyes, read my thoughts, and predict what I’d want.”

      He gazed deeply into her eyes, searching for any hint of her thoughts. Maybe a little too long. But who could blame him for doing that? Amber didn’t avoid eye contact when their gazes met, and her grin certainly didn’t fade. She liked it.

      Eye-gawking time was over. Kai turned away from her then called out to capture the attention of the man behind the bar while speaking in Japanese. The man ambled toward Kai and Amber seated together. He wore a bandana with the red circle of Japan’s flag around his forehead and a surprised look on his aged face.

      Speaking fluently in Japanese, Kai ordered a spicy chicken bowl and a wonton chicken bowl. The man nodded and replied in Japanese, mentioning that Kai spoke the language well. Kai explained that his mother was Japanese and taught him how to speak the language. The man was taken aback by Kai’s revelation. Kai continued talking to him in Japanese, explaining that he was close to his mother’s side of the family and lived in Tokyo at one point, making Japanese the only language he spoke for a while.

      The man raised his brow, shocked to learn that Kai lived in Tokyo for a short while and surprised that Kai was from Earth. Kai reaffirmed that he wasn’t affiliated with or in support of the Solar Coalition. Kai was a refugee who escaped Earth after the Coalition conquered it. Concern grew on the man’s face, and he asked Kai if he was upset that the Coalition attacked Eden. Kai looked to the side, holding back a frown. He escaped Earth and Coalition rule, just for them to follow him to Eden and force him to flee from their military again.

      The man behind the bar moved away to prepare their requested meals. Amber nudged Kai with her elbow as he did that, drawing his attention to her.

      “Okay, your Japanese is really good,” she said. “Didn’t know you spoke it so well.”

      “How did you know we were speaking Japanese?”

      She tapped her head. “My implant translated it on the spot and overlayed subtitles in my eyesight. It’s not accurate, especially if the person speaks fast or is mumbling, but I got the gist of what you two were talking about. Tokyo, huh? I always wanted to go there when I was younger, back before the war on Earth. The anime and manga that gets produced out in these parts just ain’t as good as the stuff from Earth.”

      Two steaming bowls of ramen slid toward Kai and Amber moments later, accompanied by a pair of chopsticks and a soup spoon.

      “And here we are.” Kai retrieved his chopsticks and gestured to Amber’s bowl. “That there is a spicy chicken ramen. Figured someone like you would want to start with that.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Your accent.”

      Kai guided his chopsticks down and into the bowl, pulling up long lines of ramen noodles. Amber had held her chopsticks incorrectly, trying and failing to grab the chicken floating in the broth. She stabbed the meat with the end of the stick and angled it to her opened mouth. Kai cringed at that.

      “Ah . . . the struggle is real!”

      Kai continued eating, swallowed what he brought into his mouth, then said, “You’ll get the hang of it, Amber.”

      Except she didn’t.

      “I’ll use a spoon . . .”

      “Here.” He placed his chopsticks on the side and reached for her hands. “I’ll show you how.”

      Kai gave Amber a quick rundown on how to handle chopsticks correctly, but she just couldn’t do it right after five minutes of teaching her. In the end, she had to make do with the soup spoon. After emptying their ramen bowls of their tasty goodness, the two ordered a glass of beer each. The cold, frothy, and golden beverage made Kai and Amber exhale in relief.

      He paid for their meals and drinks using the newly transferred funds to his bank, and the two stood to make their departure. Amber continued her station tour before leaning against the railing of a raised bridge hanging over a busy commerce walkway. He joined Amber on the left and observed the endless void of space through an enormous window. It almost felt like the wall itself was the window.

      “Man, I still can’t believe you lived in Tokyo for a bit,” Amber said, eyes peering into the black and star-dotted vacuum.

      “Wish I was.”

      “I’d bet.” She tilted her gaze down and viewed the crowds of people walking on the levels below the bridge. “Before the Coalition, wasn’t it like one of the most affordable and cleanest cities on Earth?”

      “Yeah, though that’s not why I wished I was there.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?” She faced him, leaning against the railing. “Got a girl waiting for you?”

      “If I was living in Tokyo, then it meant the Coalition hadn’t completely conquered Earth.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Amber’s glare shifted back to the view of space. “Fair point.” A sigh left her lips.

      “What about you?” Kai looked at the blonde cyborg standing by the railing with him. “You were clearly a weeb when you were younger. Got any cringey stories to tell?”

      “Not really. My life wasn’t too complicated. I went to school, graduated, then enlisted in the Army when I turned eighteen.” Her expression turned uneasy as she averted her eyes. It was as if the subject was difficult to discuss. “Though . . . I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      “Why?”

      “My cybernetic augmentations weren’t free. Let’s keep it as that.”

      “You were a cyborg before enlisting?”

      “Eh.”

      She still seemed uneasy about the subject. It was time to change it.

      Kai studied the view of space outside the window again, closely eyeing the stars and pondering which star Tau Ceti was. “I wonder what I should do when I arrive at Tau Ceti.”

      “Ah, yes, your future.” Amber’s tone became more pleasant, her face slowly shifting to glare at him again. “I take it you’ve been giving it a lot of thought?”

      “Been thinking about it more, especially after chatting with the general,” Kai said. “Finish this job, get paid, then haul ass to Tau Ceti.”

      “And leave my ass behind, eh?”

      He chuckled and smiled at her, their eyes meeting once again. “You’re free to join us, Amber.”

      “I’d be leaving my post. Besides, how do you plan on getting there in the Starslayer? There are plenty of hazards out there, more now with the war.”

      “That’s one of the reasons why I’m taking this job. Hoping to score a lot of cash then use it to upgrade the Starslayer’s defenses, pick up some guns, and level up my tactical skills. That should make it possible to cross the void and leave the system alive. If pirates attack, I’ll make them regret it. If the Coalition chases, they’ll regret that too—”

      A message interrupted Kai, his implant pinging him with its notification.

      “Commander.”

      “Go ahead, Ilona.”

      “Cerise and Yukina are ready to pay for their purchases,” Ilona transmitted to his neural implant. “I hope you’ve got deep pockets because they grabbed a lot of stuff.”

      “We’re on our way.” Kai ended the call and pushed away from the raised walkway railing. “Let’s meet up with them, Amber. We’ll chat more at our hotel.”

      Kai and Amber returned to the shopping ward and entered a clothing store that Ilona directed him to. Slender marionette mannequins were inside the shop, wearing the store’s latest trendy and eye-catching attire. The elaborate two-piece gowns the marionette mannequins wore had oval-shaped cleavage windows offering an irresistible glimpse of the valley between their high breasts. Their matching short skirts left lots of their smooth thighs exposed. Kai winced. He didn’t need to look at the price tags to know that the stuff Cerise was purchasing cost way too much.

      It wasn’t hard to locate Cerise. She was the only girl with wavy pink hair standing in the checkout queue alongside a petite girl with silver-white hair, Yukina. Ilona floated alongside them. Cerise waved at him with a handful of clothes she wanted to buy and a smile so bright he could see her teeth. Kai grouped up with the girls, activated the checkout’s payment scanner, and purchased the goods for them. The total cost after tax was a high-end four-figure number.

      Kai and the girls left the shop with an alert pulsing for his attention. His bank account balance was low.

      He stopped outside the shop’s entrance. “Odd.”

      The girls had moved ahead then stopped to turn back to him. “Huh? What’s wrong, Kai?” Cerise asked.

      Kai said nothing and strode into the ward, walking past neon signs and holographic ads tempting people to try out a new brand of lemon-lime drinks made with freshly grown fruit from the station’s hydroponic bay. The girls followed behind. He approached a banking machine, accessed its touchscreen display, and keyed in his password. His account’s past transactions appeared on the monitor.

      The ramen and clothing purchases brought his account down to a low number and triggered the low account balance warning.

      Ilona floated over his shoulder, the drone studying the screen he gawked at. “Did we even get paid?” she asked. “Because it doesn’t really look like it.”

      “Where the fuck is the payment?” Kai checked again, scrolling up.

      He could see the deposit the general made, which was indeed a hefty sum. An unauthorized payment followed the deposit right away. The name listed was the same as the one who made the deposit. Eden’s military branch.

      “According to this, I made a big payment to Eden’s government,” Kai said, his voice sour. “And it happened just a few hours ago.”

      He logged out of the banking terminal, pulled out his phone, and selected General Eric Thorpe’s number, making a phone call to him.

      Someone picked up on the sixth ring. “Hello?”

      “Thorpe . . .” Kai spun aside, eyes narrowed, his hand pressing his phone to his face.

      “Novak . . . What is it? I’m busy with my family. First time I’ve been to my place to rest since this started.”

      “Where’s my fucking money?”

      “We gave it to you.”

      “And you took it back.”

      “No, that was payment for our services.”

      “What fucking services?”

      “The food and water we gave you to survive the trip here? That wasn’t free. Then there’s refueling, repairs, and resupplying the Starslayer. That isn’t free either.”

      All that work, and they barely made anything in profit.

      “Do a good job,” Thorpe added. “And maybe the next payment will be something you can hold on to.”

      “There better be a full tank of fuel in the Starslayer.”

      “About that.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Kai braced himself for the curve ball.

      “Fuel costs have increased because of the war. Refueling priority is currently being given to our ships. We only partially refueled your ship. You’ll have to acquire more of it on the surface.”

      “And you were planning to tell me this when?”

      “Heh, like I said, things have been pretty hectic lately. It might have slipped our minds.”

      “Any other surprises I should know of, Thorpe?”

      “None. Just don’t spend what you have left in one place.”

      “Too late.”

      “Well, that’s unfortunate. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my roast beef is getting cold.”

      The line went dead, and a pulsing message flashed on Kai’s phone’s screen, stating the call had ended.

      “Fucker.” Kai thumbed his phone’s end-call command and pocketed it.

      The girls move closer, circling around Kai. “What happened?” Cerise asked.

      “Got paid only for them to reveal that they’re charging us for everything they’ve given us.”

      “So that means you have less money than you thought you’d have,” Ilona said.

      He nodded to the drone. “And I can’t share it with everyone right now.”

      “So, about that trip to Tau Ceti?” Amber said, hands on her hips, face beaming a cheeky grin. “You know, the one you planned to take after you get paid from this next job?”

      He wouldn’t be able to afford the trip, as he’d be recouping the losses he just took and possibly spending some of that cash to offset whatever expenses the next job would incur.

      “I don’t want to talk about it . . .”

      The five returned to their hotel suite at the station’s lower levels. After exiting the elevator and moving down the corridor, they walked past a hairstyling salon. Cerise stopped and jumped excitedly, eyes sparkling at the holographic posters of models with the latest hairstyles.

      “Look at these styles,” Cerise said. “Ah, so adorbs. Hey, Yuki!” Cerise pulled Yukina to the window then held onto her white hair. “You know, we should do something about your hair too.” Cerise waved toward the posters in a presenting manner, showing Yukina the various hairstyles that the salon offered. “Pick a style, any style.”

      Yukina pointed at a hologram of a girl with twin tails. “This one,” Yukina said. “The two tails will be perfectly symmetrical on my head.”

      Cerise grimaced. “Just say that you like it and think it’s cute.”

      Yukina repeated. “That you like it and think it’s cute.”

      “No, I mean. Ugh.”

      Yukina faced Cerise, head tilted to the right. “Was it something I said?”

      “Say, I like it and think it’s cute.”

      “I like it and think it’s cute.”

      “Better.” They continue moving to the hotel’s entrance at the end of the corridor. “I’ll see about styling your hair in that fashion.” Cerise squealed and wiggled her hips. Day by day, it was hard to believe that Cerise was a machine under all her makeup, leather dress, and silicone skin. Her AI’s ability to project realistic emotions was astonishing. “Oh, this is going to be so exciting! This station is so much fun.”

      “This is fun?” Yukina seemed confused.

      “Better than the stuff we were dealing with on the surface, right?” Cerise said to her.

      “I see. Well then, since this is fun.” Yukina looked away from Cerise and said, “Yay.”
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            IT’S GO TIME

          

        

      

    

    
      It turned out that the hotel suite Eden’s military provided had two bedrooms. One bed for Amber, one for Kai. AIs like Cerise, Yukina, and Ilona were not considered suite occupants. None of that stopped Cerise from leaping into bed with Kai, snuggling her body next to his right and coiling her USB cable around his leg. Yukina mimicked Cerise. She convinced Yukina that it was customary to share a bed with Kai in a hotel suite. Yukina laid to his left and placed her head on his shoulder, her white hair now styled with twin tails. Following Cerise, Yukina also playfully left her cable around Kai’s leg. So her AI was still learning things, at least. Learning to copy Cerise.

      Ilona knew better, but to tease Kai further she appeared as a hologram and climbed her ghostly body into the bed with the three, lying comfortably over Kai. As Kai fell asleep, the girls activated their power-saving sleep mode and powered down for the night, Ilona’s hologram vanishing from sight.

      Something similar happened almost nightly during their stay at Atlas Station. Amber never caught on to it, thankfully. Explaining why the AI girls did that would be too awkward. The days spent at the station were uneventful. All Kai did was recover from his wounds and shop in the station’s marketplace, using what little money he had left. He purchased his share of clothes and plants to spruce up the ship once they could return to it and got basic items like kitchenware and cleaning equipment.

      He picked up a pack of condoms for Cerise, who kept pestering him to do it. On the sixth day of their stay at the station, Kai’s arm felt noticeably better. Later that night, the sound of his phone beeping hindered his slumber. With two deactivated marionettes sandwiching his body, Kai struggled to sit up and reach for the device. He squinted at the screen, trying to make out the words.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kopac:

      

      
        Kai, I’m still waiting.

      

      

      

      

      

      He studied the text message and was about to type his reply, but another text message pinged his device, almost like it was destined to.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jerry:

      

      
        Got a new shipment of guns and other goodies. Currently in the Umbra District, offloading it. A lot had changed lately, so I was able to score big stuff.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jerry was the Martian weapons smuggler Kai and the others met in Jardin. It’d been a while since the two last chatted. Jerry had helped them procure a few guns and ammunition. Kai and Jerry had exchanged numbers after they finished doing business, and now it seemed that Jerry wanted to do business again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        How so?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jerry:

      

      
        The Coalition captured the city, and people are returning to their working lives. Well, some of them.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        They’re calling the shots?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jerry:

      

      
        Yeah. There are some resistance groups, but they are badly organized. I was hoping we could trade so that I could hook them up with gear I don’t have. Umbra’s a rough neighborhood.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        I know, which is why you rarely see ppl come out at night, hence the district’s name.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jerry:

      

      
        And now between the gangs and the Coalition, folks are scared at night and only leave during the day.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kai smiled at that. Jerry’s message was indeed destiny.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        Thanks, I’ll contact you when I get there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jerry:

      

      
        When? Tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        I’m in space right now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jerry:

      

      
        The fuck?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        It’ll be a week at the earliest.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jerry:

      

      
        Fuck, you better hurry then. A lot changed in the last week, and more could change when you return.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        Understood.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kai returned to Kopac’s message, still waiting for him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        Sorry for the delay. I got shot and have been recovering ever since.

      

      

      

      

      

      It wasn’t exactly a lie. Kai just omitted facts, like he had accepted a paying job to return to Jardin and destroy as many AA guns as possible, hoping that Eden would recapture the city, a city now under enemy occupation, according to Jerry.

      Kopac’s reply came fast.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kopac:

      

      
        Not a problem, old friend. I look forward to meeting you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        Let’s meet in Jardin. I’ll text you exactly where when I’m ready.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kopac:

      

      
        This is not what I had in mind for a high school reunion.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        Same, but we live in strange times.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kopac:

      

      
        Anyway, I have asked our troops and ships to give you space to land. Nobody will shoot at you. You have my word.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        OK.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kopac:

      

      
        And bring Ilona with you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Or I will be forced to kill you.

      

      

      

      

      

      A surge of rage compelled Kai to throw his phone to the side. The device flew through the air and accidentally slammed into Ilona. The drone lit up and floated ahead, alerted to the phone’s impact. Kai had canceled Ilona’s sleep mode.

      “Hey, what gives!” Ilona said, floating to his face.

      “Sorry about that . . . Had a chat with Kopac and kind of lost my cool.”

      “Oh, does this mean what I think it means?”

      “It does, Ilona. It’s go time.”

      “Finally made that appointment with the bad guy, huh?”

      “Yeah, we’ve delayed long enough. Tell General Thorpe and Amber we’re heading out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kai, Amber, Ilona, Cerise, and Yukina returned to the Starslayer after the station’s maintenance crew left the airlock. They passed through the airlock and back onto the space yacht before stopping for a minute. The repair teams fixed up the place. The interior passageways of the ship were luminous and glistening. It was amazing what marionettes could do. They didn’t need to take a break or stop to sleep. They worked multiple hours, only stopping to recharge.

      After plugging Ilona into the bridge’s dashboard, Kai sauntered to the deck where the captain’s quarters awaited him. He liked what the station’s crew did with it and spent the next hour moving a few purchased items from their hotel into the room. Having grown tired of doing that, he activated the large screen TV on the wall across from his king-sized bed. A news talk show played where three professionally dressed women sat around a table.

      “. . . joining the cities of New Vienna and Theta Grove, now under Coalition occupation.”

      “If it’s anything like the occupation of Jardin, the citizens living there should at least be able to return to somewhat of a normal life.”

      “How is living under enemy occupation normal?”

      “Well, that’s why I said somewhat of a normal life. Yes, the Coalition now controlling cities like Jardin isn’t a good thing, but they’ve allowed its citizens to leave their homes and go to work or school. Violence has mostly reached a standstill, and they’ve even stopped kidnapping people.”

      “Allegedly.”

      “They haven’t stopped executing Sol refugees, nor have they stopped the senseless destruction of female marionettes.”

      “Again, it’s not perfect, but it’s better than what those folks had when the war started.”

      Kai changed the channel.

      He had no interest in listening to Coalition apologists trying to downplay what they were doing. He heard plenty of them back on Earth, spitting out stuff like the Coalition was just trying to defend humanity from an inevitable second AI uprising, despite zero data suggesting that the current generation of AIs was interested in a second war with humans.

      The next channel turned out to be another news broadcast, an interview with a young woman with jet-black hair with pink and purple highlights. She sat crossed-legged, and her skirt was so short that he was certain her panties touched the soft fabric of her seat. It took Kai a while to recognize her. He had seen her before but couldn’t remember where until her name appeared on the screen.

      Lynda Electra.

      She wasn’t a prodigy; she was the prodigy of Eden. Lynda Electra graduated from high school at age sixteen then graduated with honors from Desiree University after completing an advanced robotics and AI course. After that, she joined the Vivid Corporation and climbed the corporate ladder faster than anyone else in the company’s history, replacing its CEO when he resigned after getting caught up in a sex scandal. Now at twenty-three years of age, Lynda Electra was the youngest CEO in the galaxy and one of the wealthiest women on Planet Eden.

      The woman being interviewed was Lynda Electra, the CEO of the Vivid Corporation.

      “Our company has done everything in our power to support our troops,” Lynda said, answering the journalist’s question. “From supplying replacement marionette CPUs, extending operating hours, and increasing staff in our factories.”

      Kai grunted as the broadcast continued. “Yeah, the ones that the Coalition hasn’t bombed or captured.”

      “But are Vivid-made marionettes suitable for war?” the journalist asked, an older gentleman no younger than forty. “Like the models produced by Twin Suns?”

      “Absolutely,” Lynda replied. “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumor out of Jardin of a Marionette Task Force.”

      “Yes, and—”

      She cut him off. “And they have been using our 400i and 890i models.”

      Kai beamed a smile at Lynda Electra’s smugly grinning face. “Fuckin’ eh, we’re famous.”

      “. . . so yes,” Lynda Electra continued her interview. “Vivid marionettes are capable of combat. There’s a reason we’ve developed our own brand of CESs. Many companies own Vivid-produced marionettes for security, and a few law enforcement agencies also have them. Our products can kill the enemy.”

      “Given the war, why do you continue to charge money for battle-capable marionettes? Wouldn’t it be beneficial for our survival if you offered them free of charge? Or at least discounted.”

      “The Vivid Corporation is a business, not a charity. We still have many expensive projects to pay for.”

      “But if we lose the war because you didn’t provide enough support to our troops on the front lines . . .”

      “I’m confident we’ll win.”

      “And if we don’t? Then what? What good will those profits be?”

      “We at Vivid have faith that our troops will be victorious with the marionettes we have provided so far.”

      “You seem very unworried about the war.” The journalist checked his notes then lifted one finger to his glasses, pushing them closer to his face. “Many of our viewers would argue that corporations like Vivid and Twin Suns have constructed secret interstellar lifeboats. Some would even argue that’s where your increased profits are going.”

      “Ah . . .” The stunned face Electra made was priceless. She was not expecting the gotcha question.

      Kai turned up the volume and listened to what she would say next.

      “Care to comment on the lifeboats?” the journalist asked, holding back a grin. “Is it true that the corporations plan to abandon us to build a new colony far from the settled worlds of the galaxy should the Coalition’s campaign be successful?”

      She blinked her eyes several times, swallowed hard, and leaned back on the sofa. “Rumors, all rumors.”

      “Is it?”

      “We were first accused of having a fleet of lifeboats to flee from a second AI rebellion. Now they’re changing the story and claiming it’s to flee from the Coalition. Which is it, people? Get your wacky stories straight!”

      The interview had gone on, but Kai lost interest. Her response to the gotcha question wasn’t as dramatic as he hoped it would have been. That and he really had to go to the washroom.

      Kai flushed the toilet when finished, smiling that it worked. No more having to run down to the lower decks to use the public washroom. His hand sink worked too, and so did the shower and jacuzzi. He went into his personal kitchen to the sound of the interview with Lynda Electra still playing in the background and tested his kitchen faucet. It gushed out clear water. Turning around, Kai saw fresh water inside the wall-fitted fish tanks. No fish though.

      Kai ate breakfast in his dining area. Sure, he was alone, but that was fine. Eating with the fish tank in the wall was cool as hell.

      He received a message partway into his meal. Amber’s charming face appeared dead center, and she looked happy to be communicating with him.

      “Hey, you!”

      “What’s up, Amber?”

      “Guess what I just finished?”

      “My exoskeleton?”

      “Not yet,” she said. “Something just as good though. C’mon! Take a guess!”

      “I’m stumped. What is it?”

      “I made a quick upgrade to Cerise and Yukina. I’ve fitted their skin with nanofibers, the same stuff the marionettes in the Army and Marines use. Now their skin shouldn’t break apart as much when shot. It should also boost their defense.”

      “Is that so . . .”

      “You should be able to check it out using your implant.”

      He pulled up their stats on a secondary screen in his vision, pushing the imagery of Amber off to the right.

      Combat Nanofiber Skin

      Type: Marionette Skin Weave

      Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

      Defense: 80

      Resistances: Slashing 90%, Blunt 90%, Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

      Durability: 100%

      It would take a lot more to take down Cerise and Yukina. With a defense rating of 80, the enemy would need to either pile on an ungodly amount of firepower, use explosives, or 50-caliber rounds or stronger to seriously damage them. Shooting at them when the nanofiber’s durability rating fell to a low percentage would do the trick too.

      With breakfast and showering done, Kai returned to the bridge with a warm cup of coffee. He found Ilona’s holographic projection seated at one of the workstations. A smile spread across her face when he approached.

      “The station got your message,” Ilona said, standing up, arms behind her back, her white lab coat fluttering as she sauntered toward him. “Flight control has given us clearance to leave.”

      He nodded, sat, and placed the mug in a side cupholder. “Take us out, Ilona.”

      The Starslayer decoupled from the docking clamps, and its thrusters inched it away from the station. A drifting marionette in space pushed away from the Starslayer and waved goodbye as it departed the station. Once clear of Atlas, the Starslayer spun around and ignited its quad boosters, entering a full burn that propelled the space yacht to Planet Eden.

      Kai checked the Starslayer’s fuel gauge. “Jesus, the general wasn’t kidding about not giving us a full fuel tank.”

      Ilona walked toward his right, her black heels clicking. “Nope.”

      “Fuck’s sake.” He lightly slammed his fist on the dashboard. “Whatever. We’ll just have to find a means to refuel on the surface.”
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            UNTIL THEN, WE’RE GROUNDED

          

        

      

    

    
      After a week of space flight, the Starslayer arrived at Eden and descended into its atmosphere, its heat shields shimmering red. The Starslayer’s quad rockets switched orientation, and its blue jets reduced the speed of the ship’s descent. It lowered to a small spaceport in Jardin used for launching weather and traffic observation ships. According to the map Kai pulled up and accessed with his implant, Ilona had landed the Starslayer just outside the Umbra District, as requested.

      Jerry had some guns to sell the team somewhere out in that shady part of Jardin. Somewhere out in that district were gangbangers and enemy soldiers calling the shots and laying down the laws people had to obey. The Starslayer was poised to land inside a neon-lit city, embroiled in a dystopian nightmare.

      Ilona never detected any AA guns upon their descent, not even the guns that had targeted the Starslayer nearly a month ago when they first left the planet. The enemy either concealed or relocated the AA guns. Probably both.

      It was dark outside when the Starslayer descended to land inside the spaceport. The stars of the Milky Way didn’t dazzle any onlookers who gazed up at the sky. The neon aurora of the urban sprawl had returned, blotting out the stars. The occupation of Jardin had at least one good outcome. The city got all its power back. People could return to their previous way of living . . . albeit under the rule of the Coalition.

      The Starslayer juddered when it touched down. The thrusters stopped roaring, and Kai loosened his seatbelt strap and stood up. He glanced ahead at the spaceport they landed inside, an enclosed dome-shaped structure that kept the blast exhaust from landing or departing ships from clouding the city.

      “Let’s hope there’s some fuel here,” Kai said.

      With legs crossed, Ilona reached for three floating hologram screens and sifted through the data on them. She pointed at the screen in the middle, fingering a map of the landing pad. “I’m detecting a couple of pumps nearby.”

      He gave her a slight nod. “That’s promising.”

      “And there’s a lot of smashed computer monitors ahead too.” She cringed, displaying a set of flawless white holographic teeth. “There’s a possibility that looters came and took what they needed.”

      “That’s . . . not so promising.” Kai unplugged her drone from the dashboard. “Let’s head out.”

      Ilona’s hologram stood up and walked to the bridge’s exit while her drone followed behind. “You aren’t really considering handing me over to Kopac, right?”

      “Of course not.”

      “It’s just you’ve been silent about what you plan to do.”

      “I have a plan, Ilona.” They passed through the automatic sliding doors. “I want to assess the situation here first to ensure it’ll work.”

      “Speaking of silent, have you talked with Cerise lately?”

      “Well . . .” He had to think about that. “Actually, no, not since we left.”

      “We didn’t leave her behind, did we?”

      “No, Cerise was definitely aboard when we left the station. I saw her the first night of our trip. Amber was upgrading Cerise and Yukina’s skin with nanofibers.”

      “Yeah, but didn’t Amber finish that?”

      “Yeah, I can’t remember exactly when though . . .” He continued moving through the corridor toward a staircase. “That’s why I didn’t think much about not seeing her around.”

      “I’ve seen Yukina here and there.”

      “As did I . . .”

      Rather than walking to the ship’s exit, Kai made a quick detour and marched to Cerise’s room, thumping on the door with a three-touch knock.

      Nobody answered.

      “Cerise? It’s me.” Kai shouted. “You okay?”

      Nobody answered.

      Kai reached for the door’s operational panel, not surprised to see an access denied message flash when he tried to push the open button. She locked it. Kai glanced at the panel long enough for his implant to scan and bring up information about it.

      Requires at least 42 Hacking Skill.

      “Ilona.”

      “One second.” Ilona’s projection stood ahead of the door while the drone projecting her apparition scanned the panel. She lifted her right hand and snapped her fingers.

      The panel’s light turned green, and the sliding doors hissed open.

      Kai and Ilona walked into Cerise’s room to make two discoveries. One, Cerise had way too much pink in her place, including some hot-pink neon butterflies and hearts decorating the walls. Two, Cerise had fallen flat on the floor, face down, ass up, no glow in her golden eyes.

      “Fuck . . .”

      Kai and Ilona ran over to Cerise’s body, rolling her back to the floor. Cerise never responded and was also very cold to the touch. Cerise felt like an object rather than the bubbly sex doll he knew. It was a stark reminder that she was simply a machine at the end of the day. Evidently, a machine that wasn’t working. Ilona quickly scanned Cerise, her hologram viewing her drone’s findings via a small floating screen.

      “Cerise’s battery is at zero,” Ilona revealed, standing up.

      Kai stood up as well. “Why didn’t she just recharge then?”

      Ilona folded her arms across her bountiful chest as she stared at Cerise’s lifeless face and her strands of pink hair covering the floor. “Hmm. I guess she glitched out before she had the chance to. Then what remained of her battery ran dry.”

      “We’re back to this shit again?” He stood with Ilona. “Well, that explains why we never saw her after the upgrades. She’d been here this whole time.”

      Kai grabbed Cerise’s shoulders and dragged her across the floor, bringing her to the nearest wall. With Cerise’s USB cable in hand, Kai found and plugged her into a wall port, initializing her recharge. The screen Ilona studied listed Cerise’s battery charge.

      Cerise: Battery Charge – 1%

      They stood above Cerise with concern etched on their faces. She hadn’t moved an inch, just sat against the wall lifelessly for a minute. Cerise wouldn’t restart, not even when Kai found and pressed the small of her spine, discovering her secret activation switch. He stood away from Cerise, facing Ilona.

      “All you, Ilona.”

      “Eh.” Ilona gave him an uneasy glance and kneeled next to Cerise’s body. Her drone followed behind and hovered above, continuing to project her presence. “Let’s let her battery charge some more.”

      “Very well.”

      Kai and Ilona left the Starslayer and walked through the enclosed space of the landing pad. It was a parking lot for landed ships, though the Starslayer and two smaller ships were the only ones sighted. Kai and Ilona approached various fuel pumps, activating their shattered monitors and reading what the displays had to say.

      Kai didn’t like what he read.

      “Empty.”

      “So are these.” Ilona stepped away from the refueling terminals she was looking at, shaking her head.

      “Of course they’re empty . . .” He glared at the last six pumps he checked. “Every last one of them.”

      “On a positive note,” Ilona said, twirling on one heel to face him. “If you can get someone to refuel this port, we’ll be able to top up the Starslayer’s tanks.”

      “Until then, we’re grounded. There’s no way we can return to space with what we have.”

      Kai pulled out his phone and thumbed Kopac’s contact information. The phone rang twice before the big European picked it up.

      “Kai, you have arrived, I see.”

      “What gave it away?”

      “The yacht coming down from orbit and landing not too far from the Umbra District.”

      “We still on to meet up?”

      “Are you?” A laugh entered his ears. “Yes, yes, I’ll be here waiting for you. I presume someplace in or near the Umbra District?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. I’ve got some . . . things to take care of on my ship first. Once I get it under control, I’ll contact you again.”

      “I understand. Looking forward to chatting with you.”

      “And no funny stuff.”

      “Promise me the same thing, comrade. You were at Atlas Station for a week.”

      “You’ve been watching me.”

      “What were you doing there?”

      “Not much, but don’t take my word for it. If you were watching us, then you probably scanned my ship. Atlas Station barely refueled it. Eden would have hooked me up with a full fuel tank if I was truly working for them.”

      “Who said you were working for Eden?”

      “You were thinking it, don’t deny it. Look, man, they just kept us safe while I recovered from my injuries and made a few repairs to my ship. After that, we came right back to Jardin.”

      “And why did you return?”

      “To talk to you, of course.”

      “Okay, be sure to let me know when and where to meet . . . old friend. And be sure to bring Ilona with you. I’d like to have a chat with it too.”

      “Her.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You called Ilona it.”

      “Ilona is a machine.”

      “She’s an AI girl with feelings. And you really hurt them when you had your men execute her old master.”

      “Don’t be late when the time comes.”

      The call ended abruptly.

      Kai returned to the Starslayer while stuffing his phone into his pocket. “I’m going to get the others.”

      “Hey.”

      He redirected his attention to Ilona, noticing she hadn't moved. Her face was flushed, and she avoided his gaze.

      “Sup?”

      Ilona held her clenched fist to her chest as an indoor draft blew about her white lab coat and purple hair. More like the winds blew through her and Ilona’s hologram just reacted to the winds and animated her body so that her hair and lab coat would sway.

      “Thanks for sticking up for me,” Ilona said, mustering the will to eye him.

      “You heard us chat?”

      “Your phone is easy to hack, remember?”

      “Heh.”

      “I mean it though . . . Kai.” She took two steps forward, her black heels echoing synthetic sounds. “Thanks for seeing me more than just zeros and ones inside a drone.”

      The indoor draft blew again, scattering her purple locks and revealing something in her hair. It was the cherry blossom brooch Kai had gifted Cerise in digital form. Ilona recreated it, changed it to look larger and shinier, and added it to her holographic avatar.

      Kai pointed out the accessory. “That looks awfully familiar.”

      Her cheeks reddened more as she reached up to hold the brooch. “Do . . . do you like it?”

      A nod. “Yeah.”

      A grin. “I’m glad!”
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      Departing took longer than planned. Kai had to wait for everyone, Cerise included, to fully recharge. After that, they had to wait for Ilona to get Cerise’s OS operational again.

      Kai entered a makeshift training room that doubled as a gym without exercise equipment to pass the time. He and the girls had drawn circles on the walls and fired VR bullets at them for practice during their downtime. Kai planned to add training dummies and punching bags to the place. As a human, he’d need to keep fit to pull off his escape to Tau Ceti.

      With the M-905 in training mode, Kai stood back and discharged simulated rounds at the targets on the wall, emptying his magazine. Virtually at least. He ejected the not-actually-empty magazine, slapped it back in, took aim, and held the weapon’s firing trigger, firing dozens of rounds. With his submachine gun level now at 18, the weapon’s recoil wasn’t as bad. He had gotten used to the power of his M-905, and his implant knew it.

      Kai brought up a screen that listed his average accuracy since he started practicing shooting. 67%. Not bad but still needed improvement. He needed to get his skill to a higher level.

      “Okay, that took longer than expected.”

      That was Ilona echoing in his head.

      Kai slung the weapon over his shoulder and accessed his implant’s communication option. “What’s up, Ilona?”

      “After looking through Cerise’s operational logs, I’ve confirmed that she had indeed crashed again.”

      “Again.” He sighed. “We need to fix this.”

      “We should have gotten the techs on the station to look at her.”

      “No, they had their hands full and are better with Twin Suns tech than Vivid.”

      That was a second voice jumping into their communication channel. Amber’s face appeared beside Ilona’s likeness in his vision.

      “Amber, you eavesdropping on us?”

      “Actually, Amber was helping me with this one,” Ilona said. “Though I guess you’re right about that, Amber. I doubt there were techs familiar with Vivid marionettes on Atlas Station.”

      “Right. Also, we weren’t at the station long. If a tech was going to fix Cerise, we would have needed to stick around longer.”

      “We good to go now?” Kai asked.

      “Yes, Commander.” Ilona’s projection nodded. “Just say the word.”

      “Let everyone know then.” Kai spun to the exit, switching on his M-905’s safety before swapping from practice to live fire mode. “Gather up near the airlocks and grab a gun or five.”

      “Guns?” Ilona sounded surprised.

      The training room’s doors slid open, granting Kai access to the corridor. He walked down to the airlocks and equipment storage.

      “The Umbra District is a rough neighborhood,” Kai said as he ventured through the ship’s corridors. “Most of Jardin’s crimes are reported from that place, and that was under normal circumstances. I’d imagine with the Coalition controlling the city now that things have gotten worse. This brings me to my next point. The city’s crawling with Coalition soldiers.”

      “But they aren’t fighting anymore, right?” Ilona asked.

      He shook his head. “No, just enforcing their rules. Typical military occupation.”

      “But don’t we have a truce? Kopac ordered his men not to attack us until . . .”

      Until Kai met with Kopac to negotiate a trade for Ilona. Not that Kai planned to actually do that.

      “Yeah, on paper they shouldn’t be attacking us,” Kai continued, turning at a four-way hallway intersection. “But I’m not wholly convinced here. This could just be a trap. So we’re bringing guns and armor.”

      “Even if this isn’t a trap,” Amber said, her face and voice still on their communication link. “Remember the real reason we’re here. To weaken the Coalition’s hold on the city and destroy their AA guns.”

      “Exactly, plus Jerry talked about residents launching guerrilla attacks against the Coalition. It could be helpful to give them a hand. All the above requires us to be armed and ready for anything.”

      Kai met Amber, Ilona, Cerise, and Yukina at the weapon lockers. As usual, Cerise and Yukina didn’t wear body armor, though the nanofibers in their skin should help with their defense. The two marionettes were the most stylish in the group. Cerise wore her typical leather dress, and Yukina wore that white sleeveless dress she’d come to love. Meanwhile, Kai and Amber donned body armor, a Gladiator’s Vest sporting 68 defense.

      Kai found a little gift at the bottom of his locker. It was a pair of exoskeleton arms and a Post-it note on them.

      
        
        I hope you enjoy it!

        - Amber

      

      

      Amber smiled at him when he pulled them out, and he grinned at her. He was about to wear something she labored so hard to create. It took Kai a while to slip his arms and hands into the exoskeleton and ensure everything was in place. But it was worth the wait and trouble after he powered them on, linking the device’s internal computer systems with his implant. Since his exoskeleton was powered by Lipka tech, it was only compatible with Lipka-made OSs like the one powering his implant. Only Kai could wear the exoskeleton arms. Twin Suns manufactured Amber’s neural implant, and the Vivid Corporation developed the operating system for Yukina and Cerise’s positronic brains.

      Speaking of his implant, Kai used it to view information about his new piece of equipment.

      Xenoium Exoskeleton Arms

      Type: Dragon Class Exoskeleton Arms and Gloves

      Manufacturer: Amber Adams

      Defense: 40

      Resistances: Piercing 90%, Slashing 90%, Blunt 90%

      Durability: 100%

      Strength +20

      Agility +20

      With his implant synced with the exoskeleton, Kai browsed through its internal memory storage unit and found the only CES installed.

      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 reached for a spare ZR6 Carbine, lifting the assault rifle with one hand. He didn’t wince when he did it, nor did his arms struggle to hold it. The weapon felt as if it was made of foam.

      “You weren’t kidding, Amber,” Kai said, aiming the ZR6 Carbine at the locker. “Feels like if I tried hard enough I could bend this fucker in half.”

      “Glad you enjoy it,” Amber said, patting him on the left shoulder. She marched to the exit after that.

      Kai left the ZR6 in the locker. He might have had the strength to wield it, but with a rifle skill of level 2, he was still inexperienced with firing assault rifles. It would have been better if he used the XP5 Hammershot and M-905, two weapons he had gotten used to firing.

      Amber activated the ship’s main entrance, and the doors slid apart. The five leaped out and onto the landing pad, one after another. After locking the Starslayer up, they walked through the spaceship parking lot, entering a hallway leading to the streets. To Kai’s surprise, there were no Coalition guards on duty, probably because space traffic came to a standstill when their occupation began.

      As they neared the streets, Kai pulled out his phone and called Jerry. Kai had to handle his phone carefully now. The exoskeleton doubled Kai’s physical strength. If he squeezed too hard, he’d break his phone.

      Jerry picked up on the first ring. “My man! What’s up?!”

      “I’m here, Jerry.”

      “So that ship was you?”

      “Did everyone fucking see it?”

      “It’s a yacht landing from space. Of course we did! Ships not part of the Coalition’s military landing in the city are rare these days.”

      “Where you at, man?”

      “A place called the Electric Succubus. I might have scored a stash of grenade launchers, other high-powered guns, and maybe xenoium.”

      “Xenoium . . .”

      The girls eyed Kai closely when he said that. The five proceeded into Jardin’s nighttime streets, bathing in a purple and azure neon glow. A few cars sped past while they strode across the sidewalk, stopping when they reached traffic lights at a four-way intersection.

      Jerry continued, “Here’s the catch. I need your stock of spare guns and ammo to make this go through. Not all, just most.”

      “Why?”

      “Guns without biometrics are in short supply, and I sold most of the ones you gave me earlier this month.”

      “I see. And the xenoium?”

      “Coalition’s paying top dollar for it. Like a lot of fucking money, bro. One of the locals got their hands on a stash after the fighting started. A biker gang called the Disciples of Hades. The Electric Succubus is one of the X-rated clubs they own around here. Anyway, I gotta jet. The gang leader wants to chat with me more. Come meet us for a drink at the Electric Succubus, and we’ll talk business.”

      He ended the call.

      “Do my ears deceive me? Did you just mention xenoium?” Ilona asked.

      Kai snorted while stuffing his phone into his pocket. Very carefully. “You don’t have ears, Ilona.”

      “You know what I mean!”

      “Yeah, Jerry’s trying to cut a deal with the Disciples of Hades, which owns the clubs here. Jerry wants our stash of guns so that he can trade it with the gang leader for some of their hard-to-find weapons, among other things.”

      “Like xenoium.”

      “Giving gangsters our guns without biometric lockouts . . .” Amber drawled. “Ah hell, that sounds like a terrible plan.”

      “But if it goes according to plan, Jerry will be able to take the xenoium off their hands, which the Coalition wants,” Kai said.

      “I could craft more quick-hack disks with those,” Ilona said, sounding intrigued.

      It also caught Cerise’s interest. “That could be . . . really useful.”

      “What’s in it for Jerry?” Amber asked Kai.

      “To my understanding, his endgame is to supply the anti-Coalition groups out here with guns and bullets.”

      The sign at the intersection flashed from “Don’t Walk” to “Walk.” Kai and the girls strode across and continued through the sidewalks, stepping past trash littering the ground and ignoring the pre-recorded mumbles of holographic advertisements.

      “Assisting Jerry seems beneficial to all,” Yukina said, speaking for the first time in what seemed like ages. “It will prevent the Coalition from acquiring xenoium, allow Ilona to create additional quick-hack disks, and aid in the armament of the guerrilla groups.”

      “Which would help liberate the city,” Cerise chimed in.

      “And arm gangbangers with our guns . . .” Amber added.

      Kai just shrugged. “There’s always a tradeoff, unfortunately.”

      Amber faced him as their walk through the city continued, shrills of sirens echoing in the nighttime air. “Why don’t we just give our guns to the guerrilla groups and be done with it?”

      “One, it still won’t get us the xenoium,” Kai said. “Meaning it might end up with the Coalition, and you and I know what they’ll do with that.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “They might build another cyber monster . . .”

      “Or upgrade another they already have,” he added. “Two, our guns are just standard stuff, rifles and pistols. The Disciples of Hades have high-powered machine guns, grenades, and rocket launchers by the sounds of it.”

      “After that? Then what?”

      “We’re not here to hand Ilona over to Kopac, as much as he thinks we are,” he reaffirmed to the team. “We need to take him out . . . better yet, capture Kopac and extract as much intelligence about enemy positions here as possible. Then we finish the general’s job by taking down the AA guns. Something tells me the hardware we’re packing right now might not be enough to pull that off.”

      “But this deal with the bikers could change that . . .” Ilona wiggled her drone frame, mimicking a head nod. “I see where you’re going with this, Commander.”

      He nodded back to Ilona. “We get the loot, get this job done, get out, get paid, then get out of the system.”

      “Assuming there’s even enough money left over for that,” Amber said.

      And Kai remembered his low account balance. They may have to do more work for the general. And that was assuming they didn’t find themselves in need of more supplies. That’d just cut into their profits.

      Fuck.

      Kai was running a business now and had to factor in its expenses.
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      They walked into the heart of the Umbra District and felt the environment change. Cars with rolled-down windows and loud music thumping the air sped past. Drunks at every other corner rambled about the new world order that fell upon Jardin. Rubbish littered the sidewalks, consisting of used condoms, withering coffee cups, and shattered beer bottles.

      Kai spotted a bunch of kids propping open a dumpster for their friends to dive into. They came out with handfuls of crap that could send someone to the hospital for severe infections should it scrape them. He’d say something if the kids didn’t run off, screaming like they found sunken treasure.

      Ten-foot holograms talked to the pedestrians who ambled past, reminding them to report sightings of all AIs to Coalition Peacekeeping Patrols. A three-figure reward awaited those who offered tips that led to the capture of marionettes. A four-figure number if the marionette was female. Two teenage boys conversed about the PSA as they walked past it. One boy doubted the Coalition; the other insisted the PSA was true, claiming he had reported a marionette working at a barbershop. The Coalition’s propaganda machine wasted no time going to work and indoctrinating people into their beliefs.

      “Yukina, Cerise,” Kai said, drawing their synthetic glowing eyes. “Don’t make eye contact with anyone.”

      Cerise lifted a pink eyebrow. “Why?”

      He pointed out why with his left index finger. He pointed at the numerous anti-AI PSAs talking to the people on the sidewalks.

      She bit her lip nervously. “Oh . . .”

      “What about me?” Ilona said.

      Kai looked up at the drone floating above his head. His gaze traveled upward to the dark expanse of the nighttime sky. “It’s dark enough that I doubt anyone will notice you flying above, Ilona.”

      “Will do.”

      Ilona ascended into the sky, vanishing from visual range to those on the ground. If she stayed away from the windows of high-rise structures, nobody would see her. It was just the four of them making their way through the sprawl and toward the club Jerry had talked about, the Electric Succubus. It appeared as a nav point on Kai’s mini-map.

      They passed a pair of hookers while heading to the club. The working girls wore tight-fitting booty shorts and black mesh shirts, their faces painted with black and red cosmetics. Their tops did nothing to obscure the roundness of their jiggling, heavy slopes, the pinkness of their nipples, or the shape of their areolas. A car had pulled over to the road, and the window rolled down. The hookers started talking business with the man in the vehicle.

      Cerise just laughed at the working girls. “Amateurs.”

      Jerry and the news broadcasts weren’t lying. Life had indeed returned to normal despite the invasion.

      With Ilona flying high above, the four stopped at a traffic light and waited for it to change. When it did, Kai took one step forward and—

      “Stop,” Ilona’s voice echoed in his head.

      He activated his implant’s communication link. “What is it, Ilona?”

      “Turn back now, fast!”

      “Girls,” Kai said to Amber, Yukina, and Cerise. “Follow me.”

      The four spun and walked in the opposite direction, putting the traffic light and the cars turning at the intersection behind them. Kai continued speaking as they backtracked across the sidewalk, stepping under the neon sign for a convenience store.

      “Talk to me, Ilona. What’s going on?”

      “Got a Jager coming up on your six.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Remember, Jardin is still under enemy occupation,” Ilona transmitted. “So they’re bound to be enemy patrols keeping watch on everyone.”

      “If they spot us, Kopac will know we’re up to something . . .”

      “Exactly.”

      Kai increased his walking speed and slipped his hands into his pockets casually. Amber, Yukina, and Cerise did something similar and kept pace with him. He eyed his surroundings for threats and the pedestrians to see if they were strangely ogling him and the girls. According to the overlays in his vision, there was nothing to be aware of.

      Ilona transmitted again two minutes later. “Okay, turn left and dart across the road.”

      The four crossed the street in a hurry. Three cars mashed their brakes, and their operators blared their horns in disapproval of the jaywalking foursome. One of the irate drivers gave Kai the middle finger. He’d give one back, but getting to the other side of the road fast was far more important. There was a red blip at the corner of his eyesight. It was the Jager patrol Ilona talked about, and its distance was closing quickly.

      They made it across the road.

      “You see that creepy and totally shady alley?”

      Kai spotted a narrow space between two apartment buildings ahead, cluttered with dank garbage bags and broken lights along its walls. Definitely an excellent place to get murdered.

      He nodded, not that she could see it. “Going in.”

      The four slipped away, vanishing into the alley’s darkness and moving as far back as possible. Kai lowered himself with Amber, Yukina, and Cerise around him. They watched the alley’s entrance closely, observing the cars on the roads and random passersby walking past. Sweat moistened his forehead when the Jager’s red silhouette got closer. The Marionette Task Force waited in anticipation. The enemy patrol was driving slower than the other vehicles on the road. That meant they were looking for something. Looking for someone who shouldn’t be in the district. Looking for female AIs who weren’t allowed to exist.

      The Jager approached at last. Its operating crew consisting of level 62 Coalition Marines studied the irate drivers who had to wait for Kai’s jaywalking team to cross earlier.

      Condition: Yellow

      Status: Enemy Searching

      The jeep drove past the alley’s opening.

      Kai and the girls weren’t convinced and waited longer.

      The red silhouette vehicle moved away, turned at the next intersection, then drove out of sight.

      Condition: Green

      “We’re clear. Let’s go.” Kai exited the alley and made his way to the sidewalk. “Thanks for the heads up, Ilona.”

      “My pleasure, Commander,” she transmitted. “Double-time it though. I’ve scanned three more patrolling Jagers in the area.”

      Kai guided the group toward the nav point on his mini-map. They moved a lot more quickly this time, almost jogging. He kept shifting his gaze from left to right, continuously looking for anything that would jeopardize this leg of the operation. No such thing happened though.

      They arrived at the Electric Succubus, electronic music reverberating through every structure in the area. Erotic dancers wearing coiling leather grooved their hips, running fingers over their thighs before squeezing their tits decorated with heart tattoos. The red-tinted windows they danced in front of made it seem like one was peeking into the depths of hell where lustful sinners partied all day.

      Guarding the entrance of the Electric Succubus were three bouncers and members of the Disciples of Hades biker gang, judging by their tattoos and leather jackets. The three bouncers were standing so close to each other that Kai compared them to the legendary three-headed dog that guarded the underworld in Greek mythology. The trio of bikers certainly had enough facial hair for the role.

      Kai approached the biker bouncers, acting like he belonged there. Acting like he’d entered the Electric Succubus hundreds of times in the past—

      A heavy hand pushed him away from the doorway.

      “Hey!” Kai eyed the bouncer, who pushed him back. His implant highlighted the shotguns the bouncers reached for and the pistols dangling on their belts. “What gives, man?”

      Bouncer Number One shook his head, cradling his shotgun over the left shoulder of his leather jacket. “We’re full.”

      Kai took a defiant step closer. “I’m here to talk to Jerry.”

      “The smuggler?” Bouncer Number Two asked him.

      “We’re . . . business partners of his,” Kai lied.

      Bouncer Number Three narrowed his eyes. “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, it is so.” Kai addressed the three scruffy bikers. “Unless you want to be the one to explain to your boss that the deal fell through because you didn’t let us in, well . . .”

      “Okay, drop the tough guy act!” Bouncer Number Two said. “I don’t get paid enough for this shit.”

      “This ain’t an act.” With a slow, deliberate step, Kai entered the bouncer’s personal space, his eyes narrowed in an intimidating manner. “It’s how I am when I don’t get my way.”

      The three bouncers stepped aside, the first one extending his hand to the door. “Whatever. I don’t get paid enough for this either. Go on in.”

      Kai glanced over his shoulder. He nodded to Amber, Yukina, and Cerise then moved toward the entrance. As he strode forward, Kai pointed out his M-905 and holstered Hammershot. “Weapons allowed?”

      The first bouncer shrugged. “Who gives a fuck?”

      The second spoke up next. “If you try something, you’ll regret it. So don’t.”

      The four continued to the club’s entrance with its air-vibrating music and red strobe lights blinking in the darkness. The bouncers whipped out their shotguns, racking the barrels and pointing the weapons directly at Cerise and Yukina.

      “Whoa! Not these girls though!” said one of the three. Kai wasn’t sure who.

      Cerise instinctively unslung the Vinogradov 77 rifle and pointed it forward while Yukina retrieved her Barracuda S80 shotgun and lifted its barrel toward the head of the middle bouncer. They had a full-blown Mexican standoff brewing. If things didn’t deescalate fast, it’d only alert the Coalition that Kai was in the district doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing behind Kopac’s back, along with AIs that were now illegal to be in operation.

      He sighed. Nothing was ever easy.

      “They’re with me.”

      “They’re AIs,” Bouncer Number Three said. “We don’t serve their kind here.”

      “Why not?” Amber said, breaking her silence.

      “New rules,” Bouncer Number One said. “Marionettes aren’t to be treated as patrons. In fact, we have to report all sightings of AIs.”

      Kai inched his hand back for his XP5 Hammershot pistol, mentally preparing to blow their heads off. “But you won’t report them because snitches get stitches.”

      “That’s true,” Amber said, crossing her arms. “These are gangsters, after all.”

      “Yeah, gangsters bowing to the enemy,” Kai added mockingly.

      Bouncer Number One chuckled and looked at Kai. “An enemy who’s funding our business, wiping out rivals, and hooking us up with whatever we need to get shit done.”

      “The marionettes come with me,” Kai reaffirmed.

      Bouncer Number Two shook his head, his hands gripping his shotgun tightly. “Then you don’t go inside.”

      “Just let them in,” Amber said. “If anyone asks, you thought they were human.”

      The biker bouncers maintained their stance, keeping their weapons level with the heads of Yukina and Cerise.

      “It’s okay, Kai.” Cerise lowered the Vinogradov. “Yuki and I will wait outside.”

      Kai frowned. “Cerise . . .”

      “It’s fine.” Cerise tugged on Yukina’s arm, pulling her back and away from the club’s entrance. Yukina refused to lower the Barracuda though. “Come with me, Yuki.”

      “No,” Yukina said defiantly. “I must protect, Master.”

      “Those men won’t hurt him,” Cerise said, adding in a somber tone, “They only want to hurt us.”

      “Why?” Yukina asked, Barracuda still raised, her finger inching for the trigger.

      “Because we aren’t human.”

      “My continual operation will increase the likelihood of Master Novak surviving.”

      “Right, so . . .” Cerise held Yukina’s shoulders from behind. “What does that mean?”

      “I must kill and neutralize these men.” Yukina stepped forward. The bouncers stepped backward. “They cannot be a threat to me once that happens.”

      With a sigh, Cerise put her hands on her hips. “Or you could just come with me, where they won’t hurt us.”

      “Yukina, go with Cerise,” Kai said.

      It took a couple of seconds, but Yukina eventually lowered the Barracuda. “As you wish, Master. Please, be safe.”

      Cerise tugged Yukina away from the bouncers and fixed her radiant gold eyes on Kai. “Just talk with Jerry quick.”

      “Stay out of sight of patrols,” Bouncer Number One said while the three bikers lowered their guns. “You know what the Coalition does to fembots by now, right?”

      Cerise frowned. “Sadly, I do.”

      The standoff had quelled.

      Cerise and Yukina left the area, waving goodbye to Kai and Amber. Kai watched Cerise and Yukina’s operational status via his neural implant, keeping their health bars to the bottom left of his vision. Kai and Amber entered the Electric Succubus and heard pulsing music booming through the humid environment. A sea of red strobe lights illuminated the pair as they strode across the densely packed dance floor.

      His implant scanned and highlighted various weapons and outlined them with white borders. The overlays in his vision informed him of the weapon’s stats and name. Every biker inside the club had a gun on them, except for the bartenders. Even then, Kai’s implant detected eight shotguns hidden behind the bar. He observed additional leather-clad Disciples of Hades members standing watch and armed with assault rifles. Vinogradov 77s, according to his implant’s scan.

      Amber glared at a dozen bikers ahead of the bar, pacing with rifles.

      “No wonder they didn’t care about us being armed,” she said once they pushed into the club.

      “We’re outnumbered if a fight breaks out,” Kai said, voice raised to speak over the music and rowdy clubbers around them.

      “Small scale mutually assured destruction.”

      “Yep, pull out a gun, and basically everyone dies.”

      “Nobody wins, so there’s no point in starting shit.”

      Ilona had sent him a message a minute later. Kai would have missed it if it wasn’t for the notification flashing before his eyesight. He accepted the call and increased the volume of Ilona’s transmission.

      “Say again, Ilona?”

      “I said, it sounds like the bouncers denied Cerise and Yukina entry.”

      “You’ve been listening in, I see.”

      “Got nothing else to do up here, Commander. Well, apart from scanning the area.”

      “Do me a favor and watch over Yukina and Cerise.”

      “Already on it.”

      “Hey, now!” That was Cerise, cutting in on the line, her disapproving face appearing on the top left of his virtual vision. “We don’t need a babysitter!”

      Kai chuckled, though he couldn’t hear it over the DJ bellowing into his mic. “No, but you’ll need a heads-up if a Coalition patrol stops off here for beer and tits.”

      “The beer I get,” Ilona transmitted. “But tits?”

      With a devious smirk, Kai faced the stage with the twirling pole dancers on it, sending the feed to Ilona. He intently watched the erotic dancers’ breasts and bouncing ass cheeks appearing lavender or crimson under the strobe lights. He looked longer at their shaved pussies when they spread their legs far apart while spinning around the stage pole.

      “Oh boy . . .” Ilona got the message.

      Kai spun away, bringing a lot of disappointment to his hard cock. “Stressed-out soldiers would want to visit a place like this after their shift ends.”

      Kai and Amber pushed through the thick crowd of ravers. He felt out of place. He figured Amber felt the same. The two were heavily armed and wearing body armor. Meanwhile, everyone raving and drinking had dressed to impress. Two-piece outfits were common on the women, most fitted with LEDs on their chests to draw attention to the tits they bounced up and down. The men wore leather coats and shorts; others just had the shorts and bodies covered with so many tattoos it looked like they had a jacket on.

      Then there were the girls on stage. Their naked bodies writhed and twisted to the rhythm of the music while the crowd watched with dead eyes and threw money at them. With their legs wrapped tightly around poles, other dancers, some wearing black lace lingerie and others in form-hugging body suits, twirled endlessly. The longer they performed, the less they wore. A few others danced on top of tables, patrons seated below them. The more drinks one ordered, the less the table-dancing girls wore. Lying naked on the table, a girl spread her legs apart and parted her labia with two fingers for the patrons’ pleasure as they drank.

      How Kai stayed focused and looked past most of that was a mystery.

      His augmented reality vision scanned the club in search of Jerry, but the overlays in his vision reported no signs of him after fifteen minutes.

      Kai pulled out his phone and thumbed Jerry’s contact.

      “Yo, Jerry, I’m here, man. Where are you?” Kai had to yell. The music and raucous crowd had gotten louder.

      “I went to the back for a quick vape while Eriksson used the washroom.”

      “Who the fuck is Eriksson?”

      “Leader of the Disciples of Hades who runs this joint. Anyway, we’ll be back soon. Go to the VIP booth in the northeast corner. It’s got gold chairs ‘n shit. You can’t miss it.”

      “Understood.” Kai ended the call and slipped his phone into his pocket carefully so that his exoskeleton hands wouldn’t break it. “Amber,” he said, turning to her. “Let’s go.”

      Amber shook her head quickly as if he had startled her, as if he snapped her back to reality. “Sorry, what, Kai?”

      “This club too distracting for you?”

      “No, I just. Ugh. Never been to a place like this, you know?”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      “How?”

      “Remember the first time Cerise’s OS crashed? You had said she looked like you on a Saturday night.”

      “Yeah, at the local watering hole, not a sleazy titty bar.” She waved her chrome cybernetic hand, bringing his attention to the club’s floor and the erotic dancers spinning around with legs spread so wide one could easily spot a wet pink slit between them. “I mean, look at this. What in the hell are these girls doing? Why would they do this?”

      “Because it pays well.” Kai led Amber toward the VIP booths. “Clubs like this employ human girls rather than marionettes, unlike others. Cheaper to get real girls who are broke as fuck or addicted to drugs than purchase marionettes and then pay for maintenance if they break down. Marionettes, especially Vivid-made ones, are fucking expensive. And given this place’s rowdy clientele, I think it’s safe to say that machines here break down daily.”

      “I bet these girls’ mammas and poppas are really proud of what they’re doing.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s not discussed at family dinners.”

      Kai noted a lot more bikers standing guard with machine guns or rifles as he walked to the rear booths with Amber. A few bikers moved their lips as if they were chatting with someone, yet when looking closer Kai didn’t see any other nearby bikers reply. It caused a worrying feeling to swell in his gut.

      “Hey, Ilona,” Kai transmitted to her. “I see a lot of these gangbangers using commlinks. Can you monitor them?”

      “Let’s see.” A pause. “Nope, need a higher hacking skill.”

      “So quick-hack disks.”

      “We don’t have much, Commander. Want me to do it anyway?”

      “Please.”

      “Okay, I’ll have Cerise and Yukina place a disk on this comm tower in the back here.”

      Kai and Amber slithered past the ravers, exiting the dance floor and approaching the booths at the far end of the club. The armed bikers standing watch allowed them to pass when Kai mentioned he was there with Jerry.

      “So, Kai,” Amber said, “so far you’ve taken me out for ramen and a dark titty bar.”

      He smiled. “I’ve taken Ilona to an upscale restaurant for the corporate elite.”

      “Oh, wow.” Amber looked up at him, hands on her hips. “How come she gets that and I don’t?”

      “Because you never asked.”

      “I’m just joking, by the way.”

      “Really? I couldn’t tell.”

      “Was that sarcasm?”

      “Yes, it was.”

      The booths were empty when Kai and Amber arrived, save for five armed members of the Disciples of Hades hanging around and keeping their rifle muzzles pointed at the floor.

      “I guess they haven’t finished their vape.” Kai reached for his phone again and thumbed Jerry’s contact. There was no answer. “Ilona, how soon can you hack into their comm channels?”

      “It’ll be a bit longer than I thought, Commander. Why do you ask?”

      He lowered the phone and glared at the empty booths and bikers everywhere. More showed up the longer Kai and Amber stood there. “I got a bad feeling is all.”

      “That makes two of us,” Ilona transmitted. “There are a lot of armed gangsters back here near the comm tower. Cerise and Yukina might attract unwanted attention.”

      A dejected sigh passed his lips. “Fantastic.”
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            OOPS, I MADE A BIT OF A MESS

          

        

      

    

    
      With nothing left to do, Kai fetched a table for himself close to the bar to watch a few dances. He gulped down a couple of drinks served on the house because he had to wait for Eriksson, the gang’s leader. Kai’s free drinks came with spicy chicken bites garnished with thin slices of jalapeños. If his bank account could talk, it’d be thanking Eriksson for the free stuff.

      Amber stole three of his chicken bites then left the bar to conduct a more detailed perimeter search of the bumping dance floor. Her cybernetic visor was better suited for the task since it enhanced her perception by 30 when in use.

      As Kai drank his beer and nibbled on his chicken bites, the club’s erotic dancers put on several explicit shows. One dancer had stripped out of the white lace lingerie she wore. The girl even kicked off her heeled shoes when some dude at the bar flung her some bills. Then everyone at the bar started throwing money her way, Kai included. She sat on the bar, naked legs spread, and reached for her shaved pussy, toying with it playfully. She inserted two fingers inside and rammed them in and out.

      A minute later, threads of honey seeped out from the bottom of her opening and oozed over the bar. She fingered her fiery hole for a few seconds longer then pulled her fingers out to show the growing audience how wet and sticky her digits had become. She reinserted them into her snatch, forcing another stream of love juices down her skin and onto the bar. It took another minute for her swiftly moving hands to bring her to a climax and drench the bar with clear fluids with each vigorous stroke of her clitoris.

      She further soaked the bar down after her third minute of self-stimulation. By the fourth minute, she collapsed backward with her body shaking, toes curling, eyes and mouth wide open in a wowed state, her chest heaving rapidly. The dancer rolled out of sight with two arms full of cash. The bartender wandered over, wiped the bar dry of her bodily fluids, and took an order for drinks as if nothing happened.

      “You liked that, didn’t you?” a woman yelled to Kai over the music. She spoke with a recognizable accent too, a Croatian one.

      Kai shifted his gaze to the side. He saw no one until the strobing lights flashed. He caught the alluring glare of a woman of Slavic origin walking toward his table. With high cheekbones and barely five feet tall, she looked adorable in her tight-fitting black lingerie, fishnet stockings, and high heels. She had blood-red hair that fell just above her chin, matching her lipstick, earrings, and a dangling ruby navel ring that glinted in the light. She was one of the dancers. Perching herself onto Kai’s table, she crawled across it with the grace of a cat, her skinny limbs supporting her weight. Her eyes blazed with an insatiable hunger.

      “If you liked her,” she said, running her hand over her slender torso, bringing Kai’s attention to the paleness of her skin, “then you will want me.”

      Her confidence captivated him. “And you are?”

      “Ruby,” she said. “Just call me Ruby.”

      “Ruby, eh?” He glanced again at her hair, makeup, and jewelry, all red like a ruby gem. Kai sat back as if he were a king and steepled his fingers. “Okay, let’s see what you got.”

      Ruby started by lying on the table as if it were a bed, brushing her right hand along her thigh before tracing it up to her belly. Getting on her stomach, she lifted her ass in the air and playfully rolled over like a kitten, putting her back on the surface and hanging her head off its edge. Her direct eye contact never faltered as she ran her hands up and down her slim torso. She sat up and moved her hands to somewhat flat-chested breasts, where she cupped and squeezed her tiny mounds. Ruby was an A-cup, but that didn’t stop her from grabbing Kai’s head and pressing his face into her chest as she wiggled her frame about. Her tiny tits brushed across his face, swiping it rapidly with erect nipples felt through her bra’s thin material. Ruby might have worn an A-cup, but Kai had to give her an E for effort. The dancer was tiny and didn’t care.

      Ruby backed away, freeing Kai’s face from her chest and holding one hand outward. And kept it there.

      Kai knew the drill and placed two fifty-dollar notes into her palm. The girl stuffed the bills into the frilly trim of her fishnet stockings.

      Ruby kicked up her legs suddenly, reached for the ends of her panties, and gently pulled them toward her stocking’s trim, slipping them to her knees. She pointed her feet up to the ceiling, allowing her to yank the lacy garment to her feet, and pointed her bare and shiny ass to the strobing lights.

      Kai sat closer.

      With a quick flick of her wrist, Ruby threw her panties off to the side, a sly smile spreading across her face as she looked at Kai. Neither knew where her sexy undergarment ended up, and it didn’t look like she cared. She only cared about keeping that charming leer as she lowered her legs then rolled herself around, getting on her knees. Ruby rested her palm on the edge of the table next, twirled her naked ass with her bare cunt below it to his face, gliding one hand along the flesh of her left cheek. She stopped.

      Kai stuffed two more fifty-dollar bills into her stocking’s trim.

      Ruby resumed the show.

      Her hand shifted to the middle and lowered to her cunt, the other holding her body steady. She gave it a quick two-second rub then touched her cheeks again, pulling against the right cheek and partially parting her pink gap. She switched hands. Now her other hand reached under her and upward toward her pussy, spreading it apart with the index and middle finger as her free hand stroked its apex. Ruby pulled on the right half of her ass cheeks once more, spreading her labia, now shining in the light. She had gotten wet.

      Kai sat even closer.

      The petite dancer sat on the table with her knees, stretching her back straight, placing both hands on her rear end, pulling on them. It only widened the pink and shiny hole between her thighs, unveiling how much her labia’s folds had puffed with arousal. She pushed her cute bottom into Kai’s face, almost forcing his nose on her pussy. Forcing him to see nothing but her pink slit, yearning for a hard cock.

      Ruby crawled away without warning. With a moan, she twirled on the table and faced down at him seated ahead. Still on her knees, she reached her arms behind her back and fiddled with her bra’s rear strap at a leisurely pace. Ruby swerved her hips from left to right while she did that and parted her glossy lips slowly. The bra came loose and gradually slid off her breasts. She looked down at the falling garment, giggling as if it had fallen off on its own and landed before her stocking-covered legs. Ruby threw it to the side. The two had no idea where it went.

      Now she wore nothing but her stockings, nude from the legs up. Ruby reminded Kai of Cerise during that special night. She hugged her cute and tiny breasts with her hands, squeezing them as she swayed her hips to the left and right, moving in a hypnotic rhythm. She shut her eyes and moaned before lowering on her side, aiming her side-lying ass at him. Ruby resumed teasing Kai with the sight of her wet and pink pussy, tantalizingly pulling the lip up to show him its opening then letting it go. She pulled on her pussy lip again then released it. Later, she used both hands to stretch her cunt, keeping it wide open. Ruby licked her fingers and stroked her clitoris for five seconds. Using those same fingers, she inserted them inside her pinkness, making them vanish as she explored every inch. She removed her digits, spread her gap generously, and held it for a few seconds before letting go.

      Kai slipped another bill into her stockings and went to pull away—

      Ruby grabbed his hand.

      She forced his fingers into her mouth, where she sucked on the index and middle finger with her eyes shut before guiding them toward her raw pussy. Ruby pushed his index and middle finger inside her. It was hotter than hell. Kai’s digits came out wetter than they were going in.

      Ruby flipped onto her back and splayed her legs. She licked her slender fingers and caressed the sensitive area of her womanhood. She rubbed it from top to bottom, bringing the fingers up to repeat before lifting her legs upward and sitting back, almost pointing her cunt to the ceiling. Almost begging for Kai to climb up on the table and pound one out inside of her. She moaned erotically the whole time, keeping her glistening hole spread and temptingly waving it ahead of his face.

      They made eye contact again. Ruby smiled and gestured downward to her pussy hole for Kai’s viewing pleasure. She sat backward, kicking her legs forward, lifted her hand to her lips, and blew him a kiss. She cocked those hands in a come-hither gesture.

      Kai sat as close as he could—

      And she stole his phone.

      Working quickly, Ruby hurried to the far edge of the table, accessed his phone’s photo app, and brought it over to her spread cunt. She snapped a photo. She lifted the phone to her right nipple and snapped a picture. With a grin, Ruby shifted it to her left tit and took a picture before waving the phone in front of Kai.

      “You want it back?” Ruby licked her lips and fiddled with his phone’s touch screen. “Then come take it.”

      Kai sat up and reached across the table to her. Ruby surprised him by kissing him on the nose before throwing herself into his arms and settling onto his lap. He could barely feel the weight of the petite woman. She had to have weighed no more than ninety-five pounds. No wonder she was so skinny. With her hands on his body, Ruby began grinding into his lap, feeling the heat between them grow.

      “What was that all about?” Kai snorted.

      “Something to remember me by,” Ruby purred. “There are so many girls here. I wouldn’t want you to forget about me because of them.”

      “I’m not going to forget about someone with your accent.”

      “Oh? You like European girls?”

      Kai revealed much more amidst the club’s bombing music. He spoke Croatian and asked if she too spoke the language. Ruby stopped swaying in his arms and glared at him with wide, shocked eyes before disclosing she was familiar with the language. Kai continued speaking in Croatian, telling her that his father was Croatian, and that Kai had fled Earth years ago. She had a similar backstory. Ruby was from Croatia and found her way to Eden to escape Coalition rule.

      Ruby placed his phone on the table and whispered into his ear that she would give him a special dance. Typically, she’d charged a high three-figure donation for the dance. But he’d get it for free since he was special like her.

      With a discreet hand, Ruby unzipped Kai’s pants and removed his stiffening penis. She glided her tiny hand up and down his shaft until it expanded to a full erection in her grip. Kai looked to the left and right. Nobody in the club took notice of his cock in her hand. The music, booze, darkened environment with briefly flashing strobe lights blinded everyone from the handjob Ruby gave him. She aligned her hot little snatch with his prick and slid his length between its pink and wet slit. Ruby resumed heaving her hips and sliding her slick pussy lips along the length of his shaft.

      Her juices left behind a line of love honey. Ruby looked down at Kai’s penis, glossy with her bodily fluids, grinning. “Oops, I made a bit of a mess.”

      Ruby spun and put her shaking ass to his front, grabbing his erection and teasing the head with her cunt. To everyone around, he was getting a hot and dirty lap dance. They couldn’t see his cock in the darkness or that Ruby grabbed and slid it inside her. She wiggled her behind, making it look like a dance. Ruby was fucking him and was giving him a lap dance at the same time.

      She increased her speed. Her warm and caressing vagina clamped tightly around his prick until he grunted. A surge of semen gushed into her lively snatch. Ruby just held her tiny bouncing tits and moaned. Not that anyone could hear her over the music. She juddered moments later and went limp afterward. They came together.

      He stopped squirting semen into her darkened cavern after twenty seconds, but she didn’t stop heaving those hips. Ruby leaned her weight backward until she leaned against Kai, her head tilted back to rest against his shoulder. She grabbed his hands and forced them to squeeze her breasts, feeling a rush of heat across her frame. As he groped her from behind, Ruby closed her eyes and let her fingers wander down to her clitoris, where she began to stroke herself. The short girl shook uncontrollably. Kai held her to his body closely, waiting for the spasms to subside.

      And not one person noticed what happened.

      Ruby sat up when finished, and the two looked at what Kai’s cock had done. There was semen dripping from her cunt, and a few white splats of it hit and rolled down to her black stockings.

      Kai just shrugged. “Oops, I made a bit of a mess.” He put his cock inside his pants and zipped up. “You girls normally walk up to randomly seated people and do this?”

      “No, there’s a strict quota, and I’m behind.” Ruby found her panties and bra. Turns out she had thrown them three tables down. After retrieving her garments and slipping into them, Ruby returned to Kai and tapped his shoulder. “Are you going to hang around longer?”

      “I don’t know. I’m kind of here on business.”

      “If you’re still around, ask for a private dance with Ruby. I want to show you more of my talents behind closed doors.”

      Ruby vanished within the crowd of raving clubbers.

      “Want . . .” Kai grunted to nobody in particular.

      Kai felt like he had signed a contract with a sex demon, his cock the pen that made it official, and his cum the ink.
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            A FUCKING SHITSHOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai reached for a napkin, not to wipe his lips clean of the spicy sauce of the chicken bites he had eaten earlier, but to dry his damp forehead. Ruby’s show was wilder than he thought it would be.

      Amber had returned a minute later, and he was glad about that. She missed the show, and he didn’t think she’d enjoy that level of explicit entertainment. Kai offered Amber the rest of his bowl of chicken. As Amber munched on them, Kai noted the presence of several posters taped on the walls. He read a few of them.

      
        
        Report the sightings of all AIs to Solar Coalition Peacekeeping Forces. Your lives may depend on it!

      

      

      
        
        If you see something, say something!

      

      

      Below was a picture of a man on a bus looking at a marionette about to place sunglasses over their synthetic eyes.

      
        
        The Solar Coalition has liberated you from the lies of the corporations! Show your thanks with kind donations.

      

      

      
        
        Don’t listen to corporate lies! AIs aren’t our future—they are our end. Please report all marionette sightings.

      

      

      
        
        Did you know that the CEO of Vivid has emergency lifeboats to help her family survive a second AI rebellion? Did you know that there’s no space on those ships for you?

      

      

      And it went on.

      Kai figured most of it was bullshit, but the people around him were probably buying into it. The corporations called the androids of today marionettes for a reason. They were puppets on strings to be controlled by their human masters.

      “Kai.”

      Puppets couldn’t act independently without human intervention and therefore could never rebel. That was the sales pitch for continuing AI development after the first AI rebellion. The corporations ensured everyone that they wouldn’t repeat past mistakes.

      “Kai.”

      Corporations for centuries had lined their pockets with profits at the expense of . . . well, everyone. The corporations ignored the warning signs of the first AI rebellion out of fear of upsetting investors and losing sales. Marionettes were the promise that the corporations learned from their mistakes.

      “Kai!”

      He shook out of it, turning to face Amber. “What?”

      Amber thumbed backward, pointing out the occupied VIP booth. “Jerry and Eriksson are back.” Kai snapped back to reality after a few seconds. Amber laughed at him. “This club too distracting for you?”

      “Fuck you.” The two stood up and shared a laugh. “Was lost in thought.”

      “Thinking about the girls?”

      “Thinking about how quickly Jardin’s becoming like the cities on Earth.”

      Kai and Amber returned to the rear VIP booth and sat beside Jerry, seated ahead of the Disciples of Hades’s leader, Eriksson. Jerry nodded in welcome to the two while tipping the brim of his cowboy hat.

      “My man!” Jerry said, relaxing his composure. “Eriksson, this is the associate I talked about, Kai Novak.”

      Eriksson ogled Kai with an icy, emotionless glare. The biker leader grabbed his glass of bourbon and brought it to his lips, buried within his blond beard. Eriksson’s shaved head was covered with tattoos of spider webs, demonic pentagrams, and tarot cards dripping red with blood.

      After sipping his drink, Eriksson placed it on the VIP booth’s table and continued staring Kai down and saying nothing else. Kai glared right back at him and lifted an eyebrow at what his implant scanned.

      [Lv. 56] – [Eriksson - Disciples of Hades Leader]

      Eriksson was a part of the I-have-a-neural-implant-too club.

      “Novak, nice to meet you,” Eriksson said at last. He stared at Amber next. “And you are?”

      “Lance Corporal Amber Adams, Eden Army.”

      “Wow,” Eriksson scoffed. “Maybe the Army isn’t full of spineless cucks.”

      Amber leaned forward while laying both palms on the table, her eyes full of annoyance. “Excuse me?”

      “Well, look at what’s happened to this city?” Eriksson sipped his glass of booze. “You guys barely put up a fight.”

      “We were ambushed,” Amber spat. “And when we tried to fight back, the enemy hit us back twice as hard.”

      “And then you withdrew, leaving us to our new occupiers.” Eriksson drank again and slammed the empty glass on the table. “You here to make a difference now? You think you—”

      “Buddy,” Kai cut in, “you wanna stop bitching?”

      “Ha!” the bald biker sneered at Kai. “Look at you, the man, the myth, the legend. You got some bite to your voice.” Additional laughter left Eriksson’s bearded face. “Jerry, so you weren’t fucking with me. You really brought the real deal here.”

      Kai reclined, folding his arms. “Eh?”

      “The Solar Coalition won’t shut the fuck up about you, Novak,” Eriksson said. “You got some big balls there, bud, for not only fucking with the Coalition on your own but to talk to me like that.”

      Kai rolled his eyes and held his folded arm stance. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?”

      “Right . . .” Eriksson pushed his empty glass to the side. “So, Novak, Jerry tells me your guns are completely unlocked. No biometric lockouts whatsoever.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s handy,” Eriksson said. “The stuff the Coalition gave us has those bullshit biometric limitations. We can’t trade or sell them, and if the gun’s registered user dies it becomes a paperweight until a tech can reprogram it. Most of the time, the Coalition ignores our requests for that.”

      “Right, so my proposal is simple.” Jerry steepled his robust ebony fingers. “At first, I was going to trade the Disciples of Hades the last of my stock of the guns you had given me. Remember the stuff y’all offered me when I gave you all a lift to the Guildford Junkyard, Kai?”

      “Yeah, I remember that.”

      “And with you back in town, Kai, I figured you could hook me up with more. From there, I’ll pass those biometric free weapons along to Eriksson, and in return I get heavy weapons, along with—”

      “Xenoium,” Amber cut in, drawing all eyes on her. “We’ll take your entire stock.”

      “Was planning to sell that to the Coalition, honestly,” Eriksson grunted. “They’re paying a lot of money for that.”

      “Fuck ‘em,” Kai barked.

      “Do you have forty-five thousand galaxy dollars’ worth of guns to give us, Novak?”

      “No.”

      “Then that’s a no from me.” Eriksson folded his hands over his lap. “How’d you hack those guns anyway?”

      Kai put on a poker face and calmly said. “I can’t explain that right now.”

      “Any idea what the Coalition wants to do with the xenoium?” Amber asked.

      “Hey, this a fucking interrogation, Army girl?!” Eriksson raged at her. “Why don’t you go capture yourself a Coalition commando and do that?”

      Amber raged right back, “Why don’t you go fuck yourself?!”

      Eriksson leaned toward Amber like she had done to him earlier. “We going to have a fucking problem?”

      “Look,” Kai cut in, “I can’t explain how we hacked them right now.”

      “Here’s my offer,” Eriksson said, facing Jerry and keeping one angry eye on Amber. “Jerry, you can take our heavy weapons off our hands and give us the unlocked weapons Novak can give you. After that, Jerry can trade the heavy weapons to Novak. Not sure what you want with them though. It’s Coalition weaponry, so the biometrics only allow my men to use them. Oh, wait . . . you’re going to hack and unlock the heavy weapons, aren’t you?”

      “If you give us the xenoium, maybe.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “If we don’t get the xenoium, then your heavy weapons are useless to Jerry and me,” Kai explained. “Give us the xenoium then . . . that changes.”

      Eriksson shook his head. “Not the entire stash.”

      “Hey,” Amber whispered into Kai’s ear. “We can’t let the Coalition get the xenoium, not one ounce of it. They might make another monster with it—”

      “We done here?” Eriksson asked, his voice pulling Kai’s gaze back to him. “I’m late for my reverse bukkake appointment.”

      Amber raised a blonde eyebrow. “Reverse bukkake?”

      “Squirt bukkake,” Kai said.

      She looked so confused. “What . . .”

      “Female ejaculation,” Eriksson explained. “Fifteen women all in a circle with me in the middle.”

      Amber’s confused expression transformed into a disgusted one. “Forget I asked . . .”

      Ilona’s roaring laughter lit up the commlink. “Amber, I never took you to be that much of a wholesome woman.”

      Kai pulled out his phone and typed a quick text message to Ilona.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        See if you can find where his stash of xenoium is.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’re leaving with it, no matter what. Even if we have to shoot the place up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ilona:

      

      
        I’m on it. I’ll get Yukina and Cerise to support me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        Copy that.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Okay, forget the xenoium, Eriksson.” Kai stuffed his phone away. “Let’s just go with the heavy weapons. My stash of unlocked guns for your stash of biometric-locked rocket and grenade launchers. Our stock of weapons is on my ship.”

      “I’ll drive my van over and pick it up,” Jerry offered. “After that, I’ll head there to finish the trade.”

      Eriksson motioned his head in a pleasing manner. “Okay, deal.” He stood up. They all stood up. “You know . . .”

      “Hmm?” Kai spun to Eriksson.

      Eriksson gestured to the side. “Come with me.” The biker walked away from the booth, waving for Amber, Jerry, and Kai to follow him. “Let me show you our heavy weapons, just so you know what you’ll be getting.”

      Jerry accompanied Eriksson. “Sure, why not?”

      Amber and Kai trailed behind the two. He loaded the club’s floor plan into his mini-map, noting that Eriksson was leading the three toward the building’s back room hallways, where the manager’s office, storage rooms, and stripper change rooms were.

      Eriksson held the door open and led the three into the club’s back hallways. The dance floor’s loud music drowned out a woman’s screams upon their entrance. They heard her screams a lot better after the door shut. The woman in the back was almost crying, if Kai were to guess.

      “No!” she shouted. “What the fuck!”

      “Bitch! Shut the fuck up!”

      “This is mine!”

      “Not anymore!”

      The group turned the corner to see a familiar face. Well, familiar to Kai at least. The woman was Ruby.

      Eriksson just stopped and shrugged. “Just ignore them,” Eriksson grunted and continued onward. “She’s one of the dancers who’s been more trouble than she’s worth.”

      Ruby clutched what appeared to be her purse in her hands. So did a biker with long green hair. Ruby’s tiny hands trembled as the green-haired biker pulled her purse away. She wasn’t strong enough to keep it in her grip. After snatching Ruby’s purse, the green-haired biker pushed her into the wall and emptied her purse’s contents onto the floor with a single hand. Ruby hit the wall with a crunch and collapsed to her knees.

      An assortment of items fell from the purse, lipstick, cosmetic cases, dildos of assorted sizes, a vibrator, and several packs of condoms. Kai cringed. The condoms would have been nice to use earlier. The green man’s grin widened as he watched several banknotes flutter to the floor. It was Ruby’s cash. Some of the bills were the cash Kai had just given to her.

      Ruby’s eyes opened in terror. The green biker carelessly tossed her purse aside and scooped up the cash before Ruby could reach for it.

      “Give it back!” Ruby got up and demanded assertively.

      With her red hair flying, the biker grabbed Ruby by the throat, pushing her forward until her body pressed firmly against the wall.

      “You know the rules!” the biker snarled. “This is what happens when you don’t meet your fucking quota on time. Whatever you make, we take all of it. You get no cut.”

      “I fucking know that!” she growled the best she could with a big hand around her throat. “And I know I was on fucking time!”

      “The fuck you were. The deadline was an hour ago. Right at midnight. This is ours now. You wanna make some fucking money again? Then get that sexy ass of yours out there and earn double your quota—”

      Ruby spat a load of saliva on his face.

      The green-haired biker dropped her cash and then delivered a forceful backhand to the left side of Ruby’s face, sending her spiraling to the ground.

      With his imposing body, Eriksson stepped ahead of the confrontation, blocking Kai, Amber, and Jerry’s view of Ruby and the biker.

      “Let’s get going, shall we?” Eriksson said. “Nothing to see here.”

      Amber snarled. “I think you need to get your eyes checked.”

      “I think you need to shut your fucking mouth and mind your own fucking business.” Eriksson looked at Amber with a hateful glare. “Are you coming along with me or not?”

      “Yeah, let’s get going,” Jerry said, moving away from Ruby crying on the floor. “This isn’t our fight, and we don’t know the full story. It sucks, but what are we going to do about it?”

      Eriksson gave a quick nod and stepped forward into the dimly lit hallway. “You’re going to not worry about it, that’s what.”

      But Kai worried about it, especially when he made eye contact with Ruby. She remembered him and raised her trembling hands toward Kai before speaking Croatian. Ruby asked Kai . . .  begged him for his help. Ruby continued speaking in Croatian, claiming that she needed the money to pay her overdue rent and that the bikers had been stealing money from the dancers for a while. Kai asked her why they didn’t just find work elsewhere. Ruby claimed that her situation was complicated and that the bikers weren’t afraid to hunt down the girls who had tried to leave the club.

      “Don’t do it, Commander,” Ilona said, her voice echoing in his head.

      He grinned. “Do what?”

      “I know exactly what you’re thinking, and it’s not worth it. I kinda agree with Jerry on this.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because these bikers are in league with the Coalition. Upset them, and they might report you. They might reveal that you’re more of a threat than Kopac believes.”

      The green-haired biker grabbed Ruby’s short red hair and forced her to her feet.

      “You fucking little cunt.” With a disgusted glare, the biker wiped the saliva off his face using the back of his wrist. He retrieved a switchblade from his pocket, placing the cold steel of the blade against her skin, just below her left eye and above her cheek, reddening from the backhanded slap earlier. “What do you say, boss? Should I cut her face?”

      “Do you have to ask?” With a sudden jolt, Eriksson spun back to face the biker who was holding Ruby hostage. “Fucking make an example out of her.”

      The green-haired biker smiled at that and faced Ruby. “Let’s see you meet that new quota of yours with that pretty face of yours all cut up ‘n’ shit. Maybe that will teach you.” He chuckled. “Time to cut some sense into you.”

      Ruby turned her head to the side, her gaze lingering on Kai as she spoke to him in Croatian in a desperate tone. She demanded his help, her eyes pleading with him. Then he looked at the man who was seconds away from cutting her face. Kai didn’t see a biker manhandling a woman anymore. He saw a Coalition loyalist doing what they did best to women in a war zone, both human and marionette alike. That kind of stuff filled Kai with uncontrollable PTSD rage.

      Kai calculated his next move.

      Then he made up his mind.

      “Amber, Jerry,” Kai called to the two, drawing their sharp glares toward him. “Get ready.”

      The two joined Kai to his left and right. “For what?” Jerry asked.

      “Novak!” Eriksson yelled. “Come on already!”

      Kai held his left hand out to Eriksson. “One sec.” And pulled out his Hammershot with the right, shooting the green-haired biker in the head. “Okay, I’m good.”

      Ruby broke free from the dead hands of the biker, dropped to her knees, and quickly retrieved her money and purse. She ran, leaving everything else in her bag behind, the sex toys included, while giving Kai a fleeting glance and whispering, “thank you” in Croatian to him.

      Ahead, the sounds of several weapons powering on echoed. About ten leather-coat-wearing bikers lifting several rifles, pistols, and shotguns came rushing out of nowhere to see the green-haired biker lying dead on the ground, his brains and blood seeping out. The Hammershot’s loud bang had alerted them to Kai’s defiant act.

      “To answer your question, Jerry,” Kai continued. “A fucking shitshow. That’s what.”

      “What have you done?” Ilona transmitted to his head.

      “You know damn well he had no intention of giving us the xenoium,” Kai spoke quickly. “We were going to have to take it by force one way or another, which would involve violence.” He clenched his gun. “I’m just speeding things up.”

      “You sure it had nothing to do with the pretty redhead in distress?”

      “That might have been the other reason.”

      “I can have Cerise and Yukina go loud in five minutes.”

      “Why five?”

      “Because there’s a Coalition patrol about to drive past, and Cerise and Yukina are hiding in the darkness here. So, you’re gonna have to keep your newfound friends . . . entertained for a bit.”

      “That’s information I needed to know before I blew this fucker’s head off . . .”
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            ALWAYS PICK YOUR BATTLES CAREFULLY

          

        

      

    

    
      A long time ago, when Kai was a teen, he worked part-time at a small diner. One day, he showed up for work to discover one of the head cooks wasn’t looking so good. It was clear he was having a terrible day at work. It turned out the cook had gotten into a heated argument with the chef over whether their Caesar salad dressing should have anchovy paste. Traditional Caesar dressing always did, but they had run out of the stuff, so the chef ordered the prep team to make the dressing without the anchovy paste.

      The cook argued it wasn’t proper Caesar salad dressing and they were doing customers a disservice by passing it off as such. The cook’s solution to the problem? Just tell customers they were out of the salad for the day until they received the proper ingredients to make the dressing.

      Young Kai wasn’t sure what the final decision was, but he remembered the cook pulling him to the side and offering him words of wisdom, “Always pick your battles carefully. Some conflicts aren’t worth fighting over, even when you know you’re right.”

      The chef fired the cook at the end of the shift.

      Always pick your battles carefully.

      Those words helped Kai when he became a wondering draft dodger in the following years. There were moments when he could have ambushed Coalition soldiers but chose not to when he realized even one trooper calling for backup would be the end of Kai’s journey in life.

      That cook’s words of wisdom replayed in Kai’s head again as he stood with Amber and Jerry. All three of them were looking down at the barrels of multiple guns pointed at them, held by the hands of the bikers ahead.

      Always pick your battles carefully.

      Kai killing the biker earlier to help Ruby was a battle fought and picked carefully. He completed his objective to help Ruby and set the stage for the team to take the xenoium from the gangsters by force, preventing it from ending up in enemy hands. The second battle he faced as a result? That was a different story, since Cerise and Yukina weren’t there to provide support as he had hoped.

      Kai put his hands up. Choosing to fight the bikers right then and there wasn’t worth it. Amber and Jerry did the same afterward, raising their hands to the ceiling’s flickering lights.

      “Bro, what the fuck?” Jerry said to Kai, his face moistening with sweat. “Did you really have to bust a cap off in his head like that, man?”

      “New deal, Novak.” Eriksson stared disgustedly at the dead biker, leaking blood and brains all over the floor. He stepped forward, leveling his pistol with Kai’s face. “I can’t let you walk away after this. Give us the power to unlock any weapon we want, and I might let this slide.”

      Kai kept his hands raised. “Might?”

      Eriksson shrugged. “We can work something out later if I’m in the mood.”

      “That’s a lie, by the way,” Ilona transmitted over the team’s communication channel. “Eriksson just sent a message to his men. He wants to hand us over to the Coalition for this. After we agree to his new terms, that is.”

      “We will be ready soon, Master,” Yukina said over the communication channel.

      “Yeah, just keep them talking,” Cerise transmitted. “I mean, they haven’t shot you yet, right? They still need you alive for now.”

      “Unless Eriksson changes his mind,” Ilona added. “He strikes me as a pretty angry person, so he’ll probably start shooting everyone.”

      Kai cocked his lips into a smug smile. Keep Eriksson talking until the Coalition patrol outside passes, giving Cerise and Yukina the chance to jump in.

      “Tell me, Eriksson,” Kai said, “what do you plan to do with the unlocked guns, apart from taking complete control over this market and preventing Eden from taking the city back?”

      “What makes you think that?” Eriksson snorted. “That’s just absurd.”

      “Is it?” Kai chuckled. “The Coalition gave you thugs power. In return, you give them your loyalty.”

      “If that was true, we would have already handed you to the Coalition.”

      “In which they’d give you a nice pat on the back before promptly telling you to fuck right off. Now, getting what you want from us first would be completely different. You get guns from us and a pat from your Coalition masters.”

      “Allow me to prove how absurd that is,” Eriksson said, swinging his gun at Amber. A warning pulsed across Kai’s vision. It was his implant informing him it predicted that Eriksson was about to pull the trigger of his pistol. At that range, he’d blow Amber’s head off.

      Kai shoved Amber to the side, sending her flying away.

      Bang.

      The bullet meant for Amber hit the wall instead, punching a circular hole into it.

      Kai wasn’t surprised to hear half a dozen more bangs erupt seconds later.

      He fetched his Hammershot with lightning-fast reflexes, pulled the weapon free, and pointed it at a nearby biker in one second. The exoskeleton really did augment his limbs. The extra 20 agility it gave allowed Kai to retrieve the gun faster than it usually took. With the weapon in his grip, Kai selected the Double Tap CES, targeting the nearest biker in his vision by highlighting them and executing the program.

      Two rounds tore through the biker, turning the wall behind him from white to crimson. Kai killed a man just by thinking about it and telling his neural implant to activate a program in his exoskeleton’s memory storage. His exoskeleton did the rest, forcing his hands and arms to aim and shoot the Hammershot. He liked it. He didn’t like that the CES drained 25% of his exoskeleton’s battery power though.

      Condition: Red

      Status: Enemy Engaged

      Jerry needed no further instructions. He unholstered twin pistols and started shooting, prompting a few bikers into cover inside dressing rooms meant for the dancers. Amber recovered from the rescue shove, extending her chromed-out arm forward, its gun barrel deploying. A burst of bright yellow flared around the weapon’s muzzle while she grabbed her Equalizer and added its deafening bursts to the bullet storm. Three bodies hit the floor and ceased to move. Jerry fired until his weapons’ magazines were empty, adding six more bodies to the pile. With the aid of his exoskeleton arms, Kai shot dead another eight bikers who charged into the fray. He reloaded the Hammershot in record time and unslung the M-905 as he searched each dressing room for lingering threats.

      His implant reported zero hostile targets found.

      None of the bikers were prepared for the trio to retaliate. They thought they had them when Kai and the others raised their hands. Eriksson fled and took two bodyguards with him into the back hallway.

      “Always pick your battles carefully,” Kai mumbled to nobody in particular.

      He wanted to blast them away, but the two bodyguards running and shooting backward forced him to dive for safety into one of the dressing rooms. Amber and Jerry did the same. Eriksson and his men were long gone when the three with raised weapons left their cover and entered the connecting hallway.

      “Shit,” Amber said, lowering the Equalizer. “Eriksson’s escaping.”

      “Make sure he doesn’t,” Ilona said over the channel. “He knows where the xenoium is, and we don’t want it going to the enemy.”

      Kai led the chase, eyes on alert for Eriksson and his bodyguards. Zero hostiles found. Turning the corner to the left yielded the same results. Kai, Amber, and Jerry stopped at a reinforced door at the end of the left turn. It wouldn’t budge when he pushed or pulled on it. Eriksson ran through and locked it from the other side, he figured.

      A digital panel to the side of the door had a red screen and the words “LOCKED” followed by a padlock icon beside it. Kai studied the panel closer.

      Requires at least 68 Hacking Skill.

      Kai, Amber, and Jerry had zero hacking skill.

      His implant provided a deeper scan and unveiled additional information about it.

      Requires at least 40 Strength to break or remove.

      And Kai’s exoskeleton arms added 20 strength to his base strength of 20.

      “Just an FYI, Commander,” Ilona chimed in. “I pulled up this building’s schematics. You see those air vents above you?” He looked at the ceiling and spotted the air vent’s grille. “Get inside them. You should be able to crawl through the vents. Move fast enough, and you might cut Eriksson off.”

      Kai took a few steps backward, standing below the vents, and jumped. He missed. Regardless of how much effort he put into jumping with his arms extended, he couldn’t grasp the grille. The ceiling was too high for him. Amber stood to Kai’s right after six failed attempts at jumping up and climbing into the vent. She eyed the air vent grille.

      He jumped up for an eighth time with nothing to show for it. “Ah, shit,” he growled, shaking his head, hands on his hips. “I can’t reach it.”

      Amber kept eyeing the vent’s grille. “I think I can.”

      She made one jump and grabbed hold of the grille. Her cybernetically augmented legs were something else. Amber dangled about while holding onto the ceiling vent. She grasped it with her chrome arm, pulling and bending the grille apart, creating a hole large enough for a person to slip through. Amber climbed inside the darkened vent and poked her head down to face Kai and Jerry, now looking up at her.

      “I’ll crawl through here and see about slowing Eriksson down.”

      Kai nodded to her and returned to the reinforced door. “Copy that.”

      Amber vanished into the metallic crawlspace. Kai reached forward, grabbed hold of the door, and pulled backward. The gears inside his exoskeleton arms whirled, granting him the strength to pull the door off the hinges. The act drained 5% of his exoskeleton’s battery power, dropping it to 63% energy.

      Removing the door from the hinges alerted several bikers on the other side. He wished Ilona were there to scan for hostile targets.

      With the broken door in his grasp, Kai held it forward and spun it horizontally. Loud, echoing gunfire erupted, followed by the clatter of bullets slamming into the door he had held up. The door in Kai’s exoskeleton hands had just become a shield. Jerry fired around or above the door in Kai’s grip, tagging two bikers then retreating behind. The flurry of bullets colliding with the door never ceased. Kai gradually advanced while using the door as a shield, making the bikers move backward. Their rounds couldn’t penetrate the reinforced steel in his grip, and the lack of cover in the hallway made them easy targets for Jerry’s twin guns.

      Additional bikers swarmed in from behind, back up from the Electric Succubus’s dance floor. Kai threw the door into the gangsters before him, knocking them down upon impact. With the men ahead down, Kai spun while reaching to pull the M-905 free. He performed a perfect 180 spin and let loose a spray of bullets, his aim aided by the exoskeleton’s power. The newly arrived Disciples of Hades members fell backward in a cloud of red mist.

      Jerry dashed to the men pushing up from the door Kai tossed at them. The first thing the bikers saw when they recovered from the knockback was Jerry’s pistols in their faces. Jerry rapidly pulled the triggers, and blood and brains splattered the walls and floor.

      Zero threats detected.

      Status: Enemy on High Alert

      Kai and Jerry reloaded their weapons, left the empty magazines on the bloody floor, and ran forward in pursuit of Eriksson. He peeked at his mini-map as they ran, closely eyeing the floor plan to the Electric Succubus’s back room hallways and offices. Kai led Jerry to a brick wall, stopping before it and pointing his finger at it.

      “Ilona and the others are on the other side of this wall,” Kai said after double-checking the mini-map.

      Three blue dots representing the estimated locations of Ilona, Cerise, and Yukina were just beyond the wall, according to the mini-map. Kai slung the M-905 over his shoulder. He balled his right fist up before throwing it forward and into the wall, punching it repeatedly using his newfound strength. His fists, protected by the exoskeleton’s xenoium glove, hammered dents and cracks into the wall. He winced after punching the wall six more times, stood back, and then had his implant perform a detailed scan.

      Requires at least 70 Strength to break.

      Kai only had 40.

      “Fuck.” He grimaced. Hmm, Cerise has 80 strength. She could break this wall down if she were here. Kai activated his implant’s communication feature. “Amber, what’s your status?”

      Her voice bellowed over the commlink, “I just found Eriksson and his thugs. They’re in the garage running to their motorcycles. Should I engage?”

      He nodded. “Stop him. If we lose sight of Eriksson, he might sell that xenoium to the Coalition. Or worse.”

      “Engaging.”

      Kai moved away from the wall, turning to face Jerry. “Any idea how to get to the garage from here?”

      Jerry shrugged. “No idea, man.”

      “Just a sec.” That was Ilona. “Charting you a path now. Ah, there you go.”

      Kai’s implant received a new stream of data courtesy of Ilona. She uploaded an updated floor plan of the building with a long virtual arrow moving through the winding corridors, guiding him through the proper hallways. The arrow’s tip pointed at the garage’s main entrance.

      Kai winced. “That’s gonna take a while . . .”

      Gunfire echoed. A lot of gunfire. Jerry and Kai searched their surroundings but couldn’t locate any shooters. The bangs echoed again. It was a gunfight elsewhere in the building.

      “Amber, that you?” Kai transmitted to her.

      “Yep!”

      He heard a racket of guns popping in the background of her reply.

      “You good?”

      “For now. But I could use a hand,” Amber replied. “I’m kinda outnumbered here and stuck inside a vent.”

      “Cerise, Yukina, are you two ready?”

      “The patrol is leaving the area now,” Cerise replied over the comms. “We’re moving out in a minute!”

      Kai ran toward the garage, following the arrow in his mini-map. He stopped at an intersection, facing a wall made of drywall and giving it a deep scan.

      Requires at least 30 Strength to break.

      He eyed the mini-map again, noting a small room behind the wall he faced. And beyond that was another room. Kai punched through the drywall, breaking it into white bits with a rising cloud of mist. He stretched the hole apart from left to right, his exoskeleton arms whirling, creating an opening for himself and Jerry. The two crawled into the new room as his mini-map updated and recalculated their recommended pathway through the backrooms. Before it could finish recalculating, Kai dashed to the next wall and smashed a gap in it, waved away the dust, and crawled through. Jerry followed behind, his eyes in awe at Kai’s power. His astonishment intensified when Kai punched and ripped a hole through another wall.

      Kai’s mini-map recalculated their navigation to the garage once again. He had created a shortcut to it.

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here?”

      Kai and Jerry passed through the hole in the wall and spread out, eyeing the room they had just gained access to. It was a weapon storage lockup. There were grenade launchers, ammunition for them, and a couple of rocket launchers spread out across the floor in a disorganized manner. Racks on the walls held small machine guns, submachine guns, and pistols.

      Kai scanned a few of the guns on display.

      M-647

      Type: Machine Gun

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Damage: 88 Piercing

      Ammo Capacity: 100

      Rate of Fire: 650 rounds/minute

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      30 Strength

      10 Machine Gun Skill

      He glared long at the heavy weapons.

      GL-800

      Type: Grenade Launcher

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Damage: 500 Explosive

      Ammo Capacity: 6

      Rate of Fire: 16 rounds/minute

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      30 Strength

      10 Heavy Weapons

      And finally.

      ML-4 Lancer

      Type: Rocket Launcher

      Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

      Damage: 1000 Explosive/Fire

      Ammo Capacity: 4

      Rate of Fire: 10 rounds/minute

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      30 Strength

      10 Heavy Weapons

      Below were two large, heavy storage trunks full of ammunition boxes and magazines.

      A warning pulsed in the corner of Kai’s vision.

      Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 43%

      Breaking down too many objects with the exoskeleton hands came at a cost.

      Jerry examined the surrounding weapons, holding up a high-powered pistol to his narrowing eyes. “These are the weapons they wanted to trade with me.”

      Kai grinned. “Jackpot.”

      He strode to the wall and reached for a weapon that captured his attention, pulling it off its rack. Kai had picked up a katana and its scabbard, its reflective blade sharp enough to remove a head with one slash. Its information appeared when he held it longer.

      Zenmetsu

      Type: Katana

      Manufacturer: Seiryu Kobayashi

      Damage: 100 Piercing/Slashing

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      30 Strength

      20 Melee

      I’m definitely keeping this!

      The door to the room exploded inward, sending skin-slicing shrapnel toward Jerry and Kai. Jerry hit the floor back first. Kai simply held his ground and brought his exoskeleton arms ahead, using its material to shield him from the remains of the door. A biker wearing a suit of powered armor had broken the door apart. He glared directly at Kai, his gaze piercing through the transparent faceplate of his suit’s helmet. The armored biker lifted two GL-800 grenade launchers in his armored hands, ready to fire.

      “Oh shit!”

      Kai spun around to flee.

      Always pick your battles carefully.
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            OH . . . THIS LOOKS FUN

          

        

      

    

    
      Grenades fired from the twin launchers. Kai dove away with the Zenmetsu katana gripped, tumbling across the floor. The projectiles’ explosive blast flung him to the side. He hit the ground again and rolled, came up, and sheathed the katana on his back for the time being. Secondary blasts exploded, destroying the walls and setting small fires that filled the room with smoke. Jerry had recovered at that point and fired his twin pistols. The bullets dinged off the powered armor’s frame, and the biker inside the suit resumed shooting his dual GL-800s. Kai clenched the M-905 and sent a spray of bullets onto the armor. He got the same result. 9mm rounds weren’t cutting it.

      His implant analyzed the powered armor and projected a yellow bar above the enemy and a red one behind it. As Kai recalled, the yellow bar was the powered armor’s estimated durability. The estimated vitals of the man inside the suit was the red bar. Kai and Jerry needed to bring the yellow bar to 0% first to destroy the suit. Jerry shooting at the robust powered armor with his pistols and Kai’s M-905 had only lowered the yellow bar to 99%.

      The biker in the powered armor spun, aiming his twin grenade launchers forward, one pointed at Kai, the other at Jerry. He pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. The GL-800s clicked, signaling the launchers’ need for more ammunition. Enraged, the armored biker threw the GL-800s down and ran toward one of many M-647 machine guns on the wall. Kai retreated to a heavy table and flipped it with one hand, forcing its steel top to face the enemy.

      Loud bangs filled the room seconds later.

      The armored man, now dual-wielding M-647s, fired relentlessly, missing Jerry when he dashed behind the overturned table with Kai. The two men pressed their backs against the fallen table, waiting for the armored biker to run out of ammo.

      Click, click.

      The two rose and discharged their weapons, not surprised to see their bullets bounce off the powered armor. They lowered themselves to reload, came up again, and held the triggers. The armored man shrugged off the rounds and searched for new weapons. He fetched two more M-647s.

      Kai and Jerry dipped before the big man turned his dual machine guns to them.

      “That’s not good,” Jerry said, slipping in a new magazine. “My guns ain’t doing shit.”

      “It is,” Kai replied. “Just not a lot.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      Kai tapped his head. “My implant can scan and predict his armor’s overall durability. We knocked off about 3% of the armor’s durability so far. If we can damage his suit enough, it wouldn’t be able to protect him.”

      “3%! That’s it? Man, it took a lot of bullets to do that . . .”

      Kai peeked around the corner of the table. “Those grenade launchers ought to speed this up. I doubt powered armor could stand up to explosive damage. The only problem is . . .”

      “The biometric lockouts.”

      “Yeah. Those guns this guy is using are registered to him.”

      “That might explain why he hasn’t picked up any new grenade launchers or used that big ass rocket launcher over there.”

      “Right, those are probably registered to another gangster.”

      The duo resumed their attack and chipped away at the armored man’s suit, ducking when he returned fire with his twin M-647s. The big-ass biker dropped the machine guns when he ran out of ammo and strode toward a case of ammunition, fetching several 40mm rounds for a grenade launcher, and a belt of ammunition for the M-647. Kai’s face filled with terror.

      “Okay, we gotta go, like, now!”

      “Why?”

      Kai didn’t have time to explain. He grabbed Jerry’s arm and got the fuck out the door, dragging him along. Meanwhile, the armored gangster ran to one of his GL-800s, the ones he came in with and was registered to him. He reloaded them. Now the powered armor-suited man was dual-wielding grenade launchers again and kept an M-647 strapped to his back.

      The entire world shook when Kai and Jerry hurried past the flames and into the hallway. There were a lot of 40mm grenade rounds exploding behind them. Kai studied the mini-map as the two ran, eyeing the blue dots moving across it. Ilona and the girls were almost there.

      “Amber, still in the game?” he transmitted to her.

      She transmitted back. “Taking heavy fire and running out of ammo.”

      Kai glanced at the mini-map while the explosive blasts of the 40mm grenade rounds turned the walls into rubble. “Cerise, keep moving. Yukina, move to assist Amber.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Kai and Jerry ran through the hallway. The power armor’s loud thumping steps behind were foreboding. The two periodically covered around the bends in the hallway to shoot back, aiming for the suit’s arms and legs, hoping to disable it. Their bullets only removed another 1% of the suit’s estimated durability. The armored man casually walked toward them, making no attempt to seek cover. Kai backtracked through the hallways when the armored man caught up, directing Jerry to follow.

      “Hey, man!” Jerry yelled, panting. “We’re going backward!”

      “I know.” Kai tapped the side of his head. “Cerise, you see my signal?”

      “Yep.”

      Kai stopped at the brick wall, the one his fists had only cracked and put dents in, the one that required at least 70 strength to smash to pieces. He surveyed it closely and took in its structural integrity. According to the implant’s scans, his fists had slightly damaged it. According to his implant, Cerise, with a total of 80 strength, was on the other side of the wall.

      Kai smiled. “Break down this wall.”

      Cerise destroyed the brick wall with one hard and swift punch, breaking it down and sending fragmented bricks across the floor. She leaped through the hole, landed on the ground, rolled three times across it, and raised her Vinogradov 77 at the incoming armored man. Cerise held the trigger, and her assault rifle blazed, making the armored man judder. He returned fire, launching 40mm grenades her way. She pivoted to the right, dodging the explosion, and resumed shooting. Two more exploding projectiles propelled toward Cerise. A roll and dive to the side brought her away from those.

      Their adversary had no more grenades for her. He did, however, have that M-647 machine gun strapped to his back and pulled it free, targeting Cerise. This time, Cerise held her kneeled stance and continued shooting, ran out of ammo, and ejected the magazine to the floor. The M-647’s 7.62x39mm rounds struck her body but inflicted only minor damage. The nanofibers woven into her skin were holding out. She was nearly bulletproof, not that the enemy clued in on that.

      Since the two exchanged gunfire out in the open, Cerise activated the Overload CES, transferring additional energy into her Vinogradov, forcing it to fire bullets at ridiculously fast velocities. Kai watched in amazement as Cerise’s weapon removed swaths of the armor’s yellow bar. Cerise’s assault brought it down to 40%, then 24%, then 0%. Sparks flared from the suit, and black smoke seeped from its ripped holes. The powered armor’s emergency alarms blared, instructing the biker inside it to eject from the nonfunctioning and flaring suit of armor.

      Not that he could listen to those alerts.

      After Cerise slipped in a new magazine, the gangster in the powered armor red health bar fell to 0% with one well-aimed shot through a gaping hole in the suit’s chest.

      Cerise had eliminated the threat.

      She stood and walked over to the smoking wreck of the mechanized suit and gave it a swift kick. Her foot sent it into the wall, breaking it and forcing the dead hand to loosen its grip on the M-647.

      “Oh . . . this looks fun.” Cerise slung the Vinogradov over her shoulder and picked up the M-647, wincing at the red screen that appeared. “Or not.”

      “You won’t be able to use that until Ilona hacks and removes the biometric lockout,” Kai said, standing up.

      “Damn it!” Cerise threw the M-647 up and over her shoulder. “It knows I’m not the registered owner.”

      Cerise joined Kai and Jerry. The trio slipped through the newly created hole in the brick wall and returned to the city’s nighttime air, passing through the club’s back parking lot.

      They watched several motorcycles speed out from the opened garage.

      The motorcycles zoomed past the three, one after another, their forward lights shining upon the parking lot’s darkness.

      Kai grimaced. “Great . . .”

      “Sorry,” Amber transmitted. “I tried my best. I couldn’t—”

      A bullet passed through the head of a biker, sending the body flying off the bike.

      The speeding vehicle, missing its rider, slammed into another bike, and that biker hit the pavement and rolled about, barely getting up before going down without a head. A single 50-caliber round turned it into an expanding wave of blood mixed with brain matter and bits of a skull. Ahead, three bikers dropped onto the road with holes through their chests, their motorbikes spinning out and crashing.

      Three bikes left.

      A bike exploded when a bullet passed through its lithium battery core, igniting a raging fireball. The rider’s body hit the ground, curled into a fetal position, and died.

      Two bikes left.

      One sped forward, the other veered to the side, its rider lifting and firing an M-905 into the darkness. He promptly lost his hand when a 50-caliber round entered it, reducing it to nothing more than a pile of mushy pulp. Another entered his torso and ripped his rib cage into splintering pieces that expanded everywhere, tearing up his lungs and heart. The biker died before he hit the ground. The last remaining biker vanished into the roads and sped away.

      Cerise leaped up jubilantly, smiling and cheering. “Yuki for the save!”

      “She didn’t get them all,” Jerry said, pointing at the ray of light from the one biker who escaped.

      Ilona came to float beside Kai, highlighted the fleeing biker red, and then populated his vision with data about the target.

      [Lv. 56] – [Eriksson - Disciples of Hades Leader]

      “Where’s he heading?” Kai asked her.

      “A Coalition-operated checkpoint from what I can tell. I’m interfering with his commlink and phone, so it looks like he’ll have to talk to them face-to-face if he wants to report us.”

      Amber strode out of the garage, lowering her ZR6 Carbine. “He’s going to snitch on us.”

      Kai shook his head. “Not on my watch.”

      Kai ran to one of the fallen motorcycles, pushed off the corpse, wiped the handles clean of gore, then rode the bike in pursuit of the missed target. Kai sped forward as the winds kicked up the ends of his black hair and jacket, his augmented vision locking onto the lone biker.

      “Everyone, grab a bike!” he transmitted to the team. “We can’t let him reach that checkpoint!”

      Cerise responded. “Can’t.”

      Before Kai could ask why, he heard gunfire.

      Kai’s exoskeleton hands held the handlebars steady as he looked backward at the club and his friends fading into the distance. More members of the Disciples of Hades appeared from the garage with guns blazing, forcing Cerise, Amber, Jerry, and Yukina to take cover behind cars and dumpsters in the parking lot.

      “We’ll catch up with you when we clear these fuckers out!” Amber transmitted.

      Kai nodded and focused on the roads his motorcycle sped on. “Ilona?”

      “I’m with you, Commander.” He looked up and saw her drone flying above him. “I think you’ll need my support more than them right now.”

      Kai’s bike zigzagged around vehicles on the streets, following Eriksson on his bike ahead. Eventually, the speeding duo drove up a highway on-ramp and raced on, ignoring the honks of angry drivers they cut off. He sped in front of a truck, pulled to the left of a van, and accelerated ahead. Kai shone his bike’s headlight upon the rear of Eriksson’s motorcycle, signaling his arrival.

      Kai reached for his Hammershot.

      Eriksson reached for his pistol as well and aimed backward.

      Both fired their pistols at one another at the same time.
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            I WAS TRYING TO MAKE HIM CRASH AND DIE!

          

        

      

    

    
      A single 9mm round left Kai’s Hammershot, moving past a car and soaring toward Eriksson fleeing on his motorcycle. The shot went wide. Returning fire, Eriksson aimed his pistol backward, keeping one hand on the handle of his bike. Kai veered his motorcycle to the side, narrowly avoiding the shot. He steadied the vehicle, returned fire, and got the same result.

      Both men exchanged gunfire while speeding on the highway until their weapons’ magazines ran out of ammunition. Eriksson put both hands on the handlebars and drove recklessly to distance himself from Kai. Meanwhile, Kai’s empty Hammershot left him with no choice but to holster it to his side. It was hard to reload a gun while riding a motorcycle. Shooting the M-905 one handed while using the other to keep the vehicle steady wasn’t any better. Seconds later, Kai ran out of ammunition for the M-905 too.

      He swapped the M-905 for the Zenmetsu katana, pulling the blade from its scabbard on his back. With one hand holding the bike handle again, Kai bolted the vehicle forward at maximum speed. Eriksson’s motorcycle was traveling at its top speed too, making it impossible for Kai to close the gap. The best Kai could do was maintain pursuit and swerve around cars and trucks. The distance between Kai’s bike and Eriksson’s widened. Kai was losing the race.

      “Ilona!” Kai shouted amidst the sounds of his hair and jacket rippling. “Can you hack his bike?”

      “Negative, Commander. Insufficient hacking skill.”

      Kai studied Eriksson’s motorcycle and brought up its information, making it float dead center in his vision.

      Requires at least 76 Hacking Skill.

      The requirement to hack it was indeed high.

      He sighed, keeping the Zenmetsu steady in his grip. “Of course.”

      “Now, don’t fret, Commander. These other vehicles here have lousy security. Easy stuff for me.”

      Kai’s eyes scanned the vehicles around them as they sped through the highway.

      The car to his left.

      Requires at least 18 Hacking Skill.

      A van to the right.

      Requires at least 12 Hacking Skill.

      A truck with a long trailer dead ahead.

      Requires at least 35 Hacking Skill.

      A nearby SUV.

      Requires at least 45 Hacking Skill.

      And many more with a hacking requirement no higher than 18.

      “We don’t need to fuck with civvies.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “Ilona!”

      Ilona hacked into a car to the left of Eriksson, forcing it to make a hard turn toward him. She was trying to run Eriksson off the road. The vehicle missed and ended up scraping its side against the guardrail. Kai hoped the vehicle’s insurance plan covered hacking before waving goodbye to the shaken-up driver and speeding past.

      Ilona tried her magic again, hacking into a truck before Eriksson and forcing the big rig to hit the brakes. A single ray of light from Eriksson’s ride shone upon the trailer. Eriksson eased up on his vehicle’s speed and veered to the truck’s right side, escaping from a death that would have seen him crashing into the trailer. The act slowed Eriksson down enough for Kai to inch closer.

      Ilona disabled a cluster of six cars and made them park in front of Eriksson’s speeding bike. That forced the biker gangster to stop, move his bike to the side, and drive around the idle vehicles before continuing onward. Kai approached the six hacked cars seemingly parked in the middle of the highway. Ilona forced the vehicles to pull to the left and right, parting the way for Kai’s speeding motorcycle. Kai just barreled forward and caught up with Eriksson, who was still accelerating his bike back to its maximum speed.

      “Nice going, Ilona!” Kai shouted. “I’m about to catch up with him!”

      “I was trying to make him crash and die! But . . . this will do, I suppose. Give him hell, Commander!”

      The two motorcycles were moving side by side now. Kai to the left, Eriksson to the right. Kai pulled his bike toward Eriksson, swinging the Zenmetsu fiercely. The exoskeleton’s power allowed him to cleave the heavy blade briskly, cutting a swathe through the side of Eriksson’s ride. Kai was aiming for the wheels. Riding a motorcycle and brandishing a big fuck-off katana was much more challenging than it looked. He swung again, missed the wheels, and sliced another incision into the bike, the blade’s cut showering yellow sparks. Kai swung for a third time, but Eriksson pulled farther to the right, and his blade’s edge cut through air instead. A hard pull brought Kai to his target, his hand guiding the Zenmetsu for Eriksson’s body.

      Eriksson suddenly kicked out at Kai’s bike.

      The impact destabilized Kai’s motorcycle, making it swerve about and forcing Kai to put all his focus into steadying it.  The swift kick distracted Kai from noticing the back of a car ahead. He was about to slam into it.

      Kai steered to the left, passed the car, and quickly turned right, extending the Zenmetsu to take a stab. He missed Eriksson’s torso. Kai tried again, making a horizontal slice across his chest that barely cut into his leather jacket. Eriksson smashed his boot into Kai’s bike, its sudden impact knocking Kai toward a pickup truck. Working quickly, Eriksson moved to the right then to the left, building up the momentum to knock Kai again—

      And Kai swung the Zenmetsu at Eriksson, aiming for the head, missing when Eriksson saw the katana coming and pulled away.

      A downward strike slashed into Eriksson’s bike. It was a pretty durable motorcycle. The blade’s cut landed an inch shy of the wheels. Kai’s aim was getting better. He was confident his next slash would cut into the bike’s wheels or directly through Eriksson.

      “Ilona, can I get an estimate on the bike’s health?”

      Ilona updated Kai’s augmented vision, now displaying a yellow bar above Eriksson’s motorcycle. The vehicle’s estimated durability was currently at 79%.

      “Keep in mind, Commander, you are moving out of my scanning range. Finish this fast or I won’t be able to update you with new data.”

      Kai cast a backward glance and grimaced. He saw the drone behind him struggling to keep pace with their high-speed riding bikes. He spun his gaze forward again only to be blinded by twin high-beam lights. Kai’s prolonged look behind cost him. A car was spinning out after Eriksson’s reckless riding frightened the car’s driver, who panicked and spun the vehicle too fast and wide, leaving long black tire marks on the road. The spinning car was about to crash into Kai. He tried to avoid it, turned sharply to the left, and—

      Kai fell off and hit the road.

      He rolled around while his bike slid across the pavement, flaring sparks everywhere. Kai couldn’t feel the hilt of the Zenmetsu anymore, only hearing its blade clanging about as it skidded on the highway, far out of his reach.

      The world stopped spinning.

      Kai stood up from his crash just in time to see the car that nearly crashed into him slam through the median—just in time to see Eriksson hit the brakes of his motorcycle then spin it around to face Kai. The brief pause gave Eriksson the opportunity to eject his pistol’s magazine and slap in a new one.

      Eriksson revved the motorcycle, popped a quick wheelie, and sent it speeding for Kai, standing in the middle of the highway without a vehicle to ride. Kai performed the quickest reload ever, using his exoskeleton, reaching down to fetch a magazine for his Hammershot, and slapping it into the pistol. His hands moved so fast that the ejected magazine hadn’t left the gun yet. Kai’s new magazine hit the ejecting one, forcing the empty magazine into the weapon rather than out of it. So much was happening so fast. He was making mistakes, and it was costing him. He wasn’t used to the superhuman power his exoskeleton granted him.

      Eriksson’s bike was closer now, and his gun fired shot after shot at Kai. All Kai could do was lift his armored arm forward, using its xenoium frame to deflect the shots. At least three bullets hit his vest. He had a feeling the next one would drop him. Bullets ricocheted off Kai’s exoskeleton arm, sending blinding sparks flying as he quickly looked aside. He spotted the Zenmetsu when he did. It was only a few meters away. Kai ran for it, leaped, and rolled, avoiding Eriksson’s pistol rounds. He grabbed the Zenmetsu while rolling across the pavement, came up, and swung, slashing horizontally right as Eriksson drove past. Kai’s slash took the biker’s head clean off, the blade leaving behind a wave of splattering crimson.

      The dead eyes of Eriksson’s severed head rolled several meters away from his bike, which slammed into the median and hurled the headless corpse into oncoming traffic. Dozens of cars honked and mashed their brakes. A couple of body-crunching thuds echoed next. At least four vehicles drove over Eriksson’s corpse and spread his entrails and blood-drenched tire marks across the highway. Human roadkill.

      “Threat neutralized,” Ilona transmitted. “Breathe easy, everyone. Eriksson won’t be alerting the Coalition about us anytime soon.”

      Nobody replied, however. They were likely still in a shootout with the remaining bikers.

      Kai dashed toward Eriksson’s body, ignoring the honks of several cars that had stopped because of their fight. He found the headless body marked with tire marks, lying in an expanding oval circle of gore. Kai’s thieving hands patted the body down for valuables. He found and pulled out a USB pen drive from his leather pocket, a handful of 10mm magazines, a cigar, and a lighter. He pocketed those items then picked up Eriksson’s pistol, studying its information screen.

      99 Enforcer

      Type: Heavy Pistol

      Manufacturer: Hellcat Corporation

      Damage: 70 Piercing

      Ammo Capacity: 8

      Rate of Fire: 35 rounds/minute

      Mods: None

      Recommendations for Usage:

      30 Strength

      15 Handgun

      That explains the 10mm magazines, Kai thought as he pocketed the weapon. This I’ll be a handy gun to have after Ilona unlocks it.

      A new alert pulsed in his vision, informing Kai of the team’s estimated health. Amber, Cerise, and Yukina had all suffered moderate damage. Their gunfight with the surviving members of the Disciples of Hades wasn’t going smoothly.

      Everyone had gotten shot at least once.
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            A FUCKIN’ BATTLE TROPHY

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai was riding a motorcycle again and driving well over the speed limit. The bike’s handles and seat were still warm from its previous owner, Eriksson. Kai stole his bike and rode it back to the Electric Succubus. The motorcycle Kai originally rode ended up under an SUV. He hoped the multiple slashes he put into Eriksson’s motorcycle wouldn’t affect its performance.

      It took a few minutes and barreling through red lights, but Kai returned to the club’s rear parking lot to see Amber, Cerise, and Jerry engaged in a prolonged battle with the Disciples of Hades.

      And it didn’t look like the bikers saw Kai’s approach.

      Kai sped forward while blasting the Hammershot, scoring two headshots that flung the dead bikers across their cover behind a car. Their sudden deaths drew attention to Kai’s drive-by shooting. It allowed Cerise to pile on the heat. Three bikers ended up with their corpses plastered against a car, giving it a new coating of red paint. Jerry left his cover and fired twin pistols from the hip like a damn cowboy. Amber made a well-timed combat roll across the ground, escaping from her cover behind an idle motorcycle toward a dumpster. The bike she had been behind exploded. She knew that was coming. Amber rose from her maneuver and sent her ZR6’s rounds down range. She added two new bodies to the carnage.

      Kai got off his bike and ran into the fray, still drawing enemy fire. With his arms at work, he unloaded his magazine, ducked, and reloaded.

      He rose, fired, ducked, and reloaded.

      He rose, fired, ducked, and reloaded.

      He rose, fired, ducked, and reloaded.

      They weren’t making much progress despite the kills gained. The bikers had the advantage of the garage’s interior. When things got hot, the bikers ran inside or used one of their vehicles as cover.

      A flurry of headshots turned a few of the bikers’ faces into circular gaps, giving anyone looking at them a glimpse of what remained of their brains and tongues still in their heads. The seven remaining bikers stood in shock, their eyes fixed on the gruesome scene of their fallen comrades with no faces. Single-fired rounds pulverized three heads and sprayed red mist and pink chunks across the last four men.

      From the shadows emerged Yukina holding an M877 sniper rifle, her white-heeled boots clicking. She quickly swapped the rifle for the Barracuda S80 then promptly shot one man dead, splattering what was in his chest across the garage’s wall. He was trying to reach for a pistol.

      Yukina pointed the Barracuda at the last three men. “Drop your weapons. You have fifteen seconds to comply.”

      The three bikers dropped their weapons to the ground. Nobody wanted to anger an emotionless teenage-looking gynoid holding a shotgun with a sniper rifle on standby.

      Amber, Cerise, Yukina, Kai, and Jerry spread out with weapons held forward and surrounded the surviving three gangsters. The bikers fell to their knees with their hands held high in surrender. Ilona observed the drama play out from her position above.

      After padding them down and searching their bodies to ensure they weren’t packing heat, Kai stood ahead of the men and captured their attention. Behind, Jerry gathered up their guns and ammo, dragging them toward his parked van.

      “Well, well, well,” Kai said. “I hope you boys have been keeping your resumes updated, because it looks like you’re out of a job as of now.”

      “So you think,” said one biker, a man with a strikingly similar resemblance to Eriksson. For a split second, Kai thought the man was Eriksson too.

      “So I know,” Kai grunted, returning to Eriksson’s stolen bike. “And I’ll show you why.”

      Ilona drifted downward, the drone floating to Kai’s left. “Oh . . . Commander, you’re not going to . . .”

      An evil smile graced his face. “Oh, I am.”

      Kai retrieved Eriksson’s severed head that he tied to the side of the bike. He slammed it on the ground before the surviving gangsters, forcing the dead eyes of Eriksson to look at them as if he were still alive.

      “You have no boss,” Kai said.

      Amber winced at the head. She shared the same expression with Kai. “What in the actual fuck, Novak? You took a fuckin’ battle trophy?”

      “Hell yeah.” He nodded to Amber and pulled out a cigar and lighter stolen from Eriksson’s coat. He lit the stick and took a long drag, eyes shut while indulging in the smoke. Kai blew out a mist of gray smoke into the faces of the bikers. “That’s not all I took, as you can see.” He withdrew the cigar, its end glowing in the dark, and presented Ilona with the USB pen drive he had taken from Eriksson. “See if there’s anything useful on that.”

      Ilona’s drone frame made a gesture that mimicked someone nodding yes. “Will do.”

      Kai inserted the USB drive into the drone.

      “Scanning . . . and running a virus scan,” Ilona said. “Okay, it’s clean. Let’s see here . . . Oh. Okay, I found out where they keep their stash of xenoium, and I know the password to the safe they stored it in.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” Kai spun to the two marionettes standing behind. “Yukina, Cerise, help Ilona secure the xenoium and their weapons.” He gestured to Jerry. “And make sure he gets his cut of the spoils.”

      Jerry walked over to Kai, erupting with laughter and shaking his head. He put his hands on his hips. “Look at you, man,” Jerry said to Kai. “What are you now, some kind of street samurai?”

      “You know, Street Samurai is a valid class, Commander,” Ilona said. “Requires level 20 submachine gun and melee skills.”

      “Really?” Kai raised an eyebrow before taking another puff of the cigar and viewing his levels of those mentioned skills.

      Submachine gun: 19

      Melee: 15

      He blew the smoke away. He wasn’t that far away from becoming a Street Samurai.

      “There are some CESs on this stick here compatible with Lipka tech. One of them requires the user to set their class to Street Samurai to activate.”

      “Oh?”

      “According to this, the Coalition was upgrading several members of the Disciples of Hades with implants,” Ilona revealed. “I made a copy of the CESs. If you want, I can copy them into the memory storage unit of your exoskeleton. You’d be able to use katana CESs with it.”

      “Hook me up with that shit.” Kai took another drag of the cigar.

      “There’s a catch.”

      He blew out the smoke and twirled the cigar with his index and thumb. “Always a catch.”

      “One, memory space,” Ilona said. “I can’t install these new CESs into your exoskeleton. Not enough space. You have to choose between melee or firearms specialization. Also, don’t forget, of the two CESs I found, you can only use one for now. The other requires you to upgrade your class to Street Samurai. A safety feature. The good news is that you can change your CES build anytime by visiting me. I’ll just install and uninstall the necessary CESs for your combat build.”

      “Sounds handy.”

      “Try not to switch CESs in a battle. It’ll take a while for me to uninstall and install the new programs into your exoskeleton.”

      Laughter. It was one of the bikers laughing at them. Kai spun to the biker who laughed. It was the one who looked like Eriksson. He blew a cloud of smoke into the biker’s face after taking a deep puff of the cigar.

      “Something funny?” Kai put the cigar to his lips.

      “Was thinking about what the look on your face will be when I fucking cut your head off like you did to my brother.”

      “Brother?” Kai stopped the cigar an inch shy of his lips. Instead, he pointed the cigar down at Eriksson’s severed head. “Oh, you mean I killed your brother Eriksson? Sorry, my bad. I was wondering why the two of you looked the same. Now I know. You’re brothers. Err, were brothers, I should say.”

      Kai puffed and blew out smoke.

      “Mark my words, motherfucker!” Eriksson’s brother said. “I’m gonna be taking his place as leader. I’ll rebuild what you took from us, then we will hunt you down to the ends of the galaxy and back! And if not us, then our members on other worlds will get it done! The Disciples of Hades will hear about the shit you did today and come after your fucking ass. The more of us you kill, the higher the price you’ll pay. We’re gonna jack you up real good. Just you wait!”

      “Oh darn.”

      Kai shot Eriksson’s brother in the head, splattering blood and brain matter across the face of a biker behind.

      The biker behind Eriksson’s brother shook his head clean of the gore the best he could with his hands still raised. There were still bits of brain matter oozing down the sides of his face and sticking to his chin.

      The biker looked at Eriksson’s dead brother, Eriksson’s head, then up at Kai. “What the fuck is your problem?”

      “Right now, or just in general?” Kai shifted the barrel of the Hammershot to the biker’s face. Nobody replied. Kai’s glare was too intimidating. “Now, who’s next in line? Nobody? Cool. New rule, stop accepting handouts from the Coalition. Join the resistance groups and help them take back this city. Or just go back to school or something. I don’t really give a fuck. Just don’t get in my way from now on.”

      “Hey, man,” the biker panicked. “Look, just . . . Ugh.”

      Kai leaned forward while keeping the cigar clasped to the left of his mouth. “Don’t want any more trouble with me?” he asked.

      The biker shook his head. “All I’m saying is . . . let us go. We’ll forget about this and not talk about it to anyone. Not even our members on other planets.”

      Pulling the cigar from his lips, Kai asked. “What about the Coalition?”

      “Who?”

      A smile. “That’s what I thought.” Kai holstered the Hammershot and spun away, facing Ilona with Amber standing behind. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      Folding her arms, Amber scrutinized the visibly shaken bikers. She spun to walk with Kai, jamming her thumb backward at the men. “We lettin’ them go?”

      “We have a deal.” Kai turned around to face the remaining gangsters. “Right, gentlemen?”

      “Yeah, yeah, we do!”

      He walked away and returned to the Electric Succubus’s back entrance. Ilona drifted inside with him and Amber.

      “With any luck,” Kai continued. “They’ll tell their friends that we showed them mercy.”

      “And if they report you to the Coalition anyway?” Amber asked him.

      “They won’t,” Ilona said. The drone floated closer to the two. “According to my findings, Eriksson was their contact, and the Coalition only trusted him.”

      “Makes sense. They’re criminals, after all,” Kai said. “Even the Coalition knows not to trust them completely.”

      “Since Eriksson’s dead, if those bikers were to report you, they’d need to submit proof, like the surveillance footage I’m currently deleting,” Ilona said. “They can report you all they want, but the Coalition will just assume its criminals trying to squeeze them for tip rewards as a result of a turf war with rival gangs. Now civilians, on the other hand, that’s a different story, especially the few who’ve believe the Coalition’s indoctrinating propaganda.”

      “Keep poking around in that USB stick just to make sure,” Kai said. “I want to know everything that’s been going on here that we didn’t know.”
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            DID YOU SAY FASTER?!

          

        

      

    

    
      It took an hour and half a dozen fire extinguishers, but Jerry finally loaded his van up to the brim with the Disciples of Hades’s stolen weapons and multiple cases full of xenoium. The team prioritized extinguishing the small fires in the Electric Succubus’s back hallways before looting the gangsters’ supplies. The small inferno was a terrifying reminder of how Jardin’s infrastructure had changed. The fire department never showed up. The Coalition’s occupation of Jardin likely affected its performance and probably reduced their operational staff since most firefighters tended to be marionettes.

      Kai walked up to Jerry’s right as the weapons dealer went to shut his rear van doors. One could still smell the cigar smoke around Kai. It was likely how Jerry knew Kai was walking up behind him without Kai saying anything. The big man offered Kai his hand.

      “Thanks again, bro!”

      They shook hands. “Pleasure doing business with you, as always, Jerry.” Kai glimpsed the cases of xenoium inside the van. “That’s a lot of xenoium.”

      “Apparently, the bikers were planning to sell it to the Red Wolf squad,” Jerry said.

      “Red Wolf?”

      “Some kind of an elite group of Coalition Marines,” Ilona said. The drone floated between Kai and Jerry, drawing their attention to her. “According to the logs on this data stick, Red Wolf paid these bikers a lot of money to prevent you from getting any help and to capture you and me if they suspected we were a threat to Kopac.”

      “So the bikers weren’t just working with anyone in the Coalition,” Kai said, eyes narrowed. “There was a specific squad they were doing business with.”

      “And they report to Kopac,” Ilona said.

      “So much for this truce,” Amber snorted, walking to join the group.

      “Kopac’s probably going to double-cross us,” Ilona said.

      “I figured as much. That’s why we’re here doing this. We’re going to double-cross Kopac before he does it to us.” Kai held up his Hammershot. “Yo, Jerry, any useful mods for this bad boy?”

      Jerry glared at Kai’s pistol through his shades. “I can link you up with a suppressor if you’d like.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      “Mods, huh?” Cerise had overheard them, trotted over, and lifted her Vinogradov assault rifle. “Can I get a scope for this?”

      Jerry nodded to her. “I think I have something that will fit.”

      Jerry fetched two items out from his overcrowded van, suppressors that he handed to Kai and a scope for Cerise.

      Kai got a quick scan of the scope Jerry offered Cerise.

      Telescopic Sight

      Type: Magnifying Scope

      Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

      Provides up to 5x optical zooming function.

      Note: Enhances Perception by 50% when in use.

      And since he was holding the suppressor, he could also view its stats.

      Shadow Strike Silencer

      Type: Suppressor

      Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

      Reduces the noise firearm makes when discharged by 70%.

      Note: Reduces attack power by 30% when in use.

      A grin stretched his lips. “We’ll take four.”
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        * * *

      

      Jerry drove the team out of the Umbra District to the landing pad where the Starslayer waited. He even stuffed Eriksson’s bike inside the van. Kai had become quite fond of the motorcycle and wanted to keep it. The team left the van and offloaded the cases of xenoium, a GL-800 grenade launcher, and an ML-4 Lancer rocket launcher, exchanging them for spare rifles and pistols. They offloaded the motorcycle last. Kai utilized the ship’s loading elevator to hoist it into the Starslayer’s cargo hold then moved it off to the side.

      Ilona lived up to her word regarding the xenoium. She was able to manufacture more quick-hack disks using the alien metals. After that, she unlocked the M-647 machine gun Cerise picked up, the 99 Enforcer Kai plundered from Eriksson’s corpse, and later all the guns they stole from the Disciples of Hades for Jerry’s use. Kai hung up the unlocked ML-4 Lancer and GL-800 inside the Starslayer’s weapon lockers. He wished they could have taken more, but Jerry still needed his cut.

      Speaking of which.

      Kai slipped out of the Starslayer and jumped to the landing pad, striding to meet Jerry outside his van. He waved and captured his attention. “Ready to go?”

      “Yeah, man.” Jerry ambled away from his van to meet Kai. “I’ll make sure these guns and heavy weapons end up in the hands of the anti-Coalition guerrilla fighters. Being able to blow up enemy armored vehicles will be huge.”

      “Good stuff. If you can, Jerry, can you keep an eye and ear out for this Red Wolf squad?”

      “Will do, bro.”

      Jerry got into his van and drove away, leaving the starship landing pad and vanishing into the city’s neon splendor and talking holographic ads. Kai returned to the Starslayer and locked the ship up for the night. Before heading to his quarters, he swung by the ship’s infirmary and paid the auto-doctor a visit. The fresh bloodstains on the device and bloody fingerprints smeared across one of the first aid kits suggested Amber was there before him, patching her gunshot wounds.

      The device scanned and ran numerous tests on Kai, confirming he was not exposed to STDs. He had raw-dogged that stripper named Ruby not long ago after all. Evidently, the girl was clean and healthy. Good, he wasn’t looking forward to going on meds for a month to get cleansed. He asked the auto-doctor to treat and heal his wounds afterward, raising his health to 100%, and went to his quarters for a shower to wash off the grime the battle sprayed him with.

      And to wash Ruby’s pussy residue from his cock.

      He shut his eyes partway through the shower. Returning to the Starslayer felt like returning to his new home. He liked the yacht and what it offered. Yacht . . . It wasn’t just a space yacht for them anymore. It was now a mobile hotel where they could eat and kick back until it was time to sleep.

      Speaking of eating.

      After showering and toweling off, Kai slipped into a pair of slacks and a t-shirt, walked down to the lower decks, and entered the kitchen and dining area. He winced upon arrival. The Starslayer’s food stores were low. He and Amber had eaten a week’s worth of food just to return to Eden. They’d have to go shopping for food soon.

      He heard a noise. A buzz. It sounded like the whirl of a power tool spinning around. Kai traced the noise of power tools to the cargo bay and discovered Amber elbow-deep in the motorcycle he had stolen from Eriksson.

      Kai smiled at her, crossed his arms, and leaned against the cargo bay’s entrance doorframe. “Just can’t keep you away from machines, huh?”

      His voice startled Amber, silencing her power tool. He had no idea what the tool was called. Amber stood up and spun away from the motorcycle, pushing a set of goggles up to her blonde hair and failing to hide a smile and rosy cheeks.

      “I noticed it had gotten dinged by some gunfire,” Amber said. “And then there are these slashes.”

      “That’d be me,” Kai said. “This ride was originally Eriksson’s.”

      She returned to the two-wheeler and folded her arms across her navel-revealing tank top. “Some of its internal components looked rough. Could cause some headaches in the future if you plan to keep ridin’ this.”

      “I do plan on keeping this.”

      She lowered herself to the bike, stuck in the loud and whirling tool, and finished whatever she was doing. “It’s working well for now, though I could do more for it.” She stood up once again, brushing a lock of blonde hair to the side. “I just don’t have the parts or tools needed.”

      Kai approached his bike, gazing down at it. “Then let’s get them.”

      “Now? But I’m hungry.”

      “Then we get some grub too.”

      “We’ve got food here?”

      “Yeah, a limited supply. Since we’re in the city, we might as well dine out before diving into what remains of our stock. It’ll take another week to return to Atlas, so it’d be best to conserve our food.” Kai lifted one leg over the bike, taking a seat on it. “Besides, I really enjoyed riding this.” He gestured behind. “Hop on.”

      Amber never hesitated.

      She joined him on the bike, sitting behind Kai and holding his waist tight. With Amber sitting with him, Kai accessed the cargo hold’s service elevator the motorcycle was on and a small platform lowered to the landing pad outside and below the Starslayer. Once the pad dropped, Kai revved the bike and sped forward, its headlight shining upon a tunnel at the end of the dome-shaped landing pad. The motorcycle didn’t slow down as it exited the structure and roared across the road. Meanwhile, the Starslayer service elevator automatically rose back inside the ship.

      Kai accelerated the bike, making it race at speeds no slower than what he and Eriksson had been riding at. They were a good 50 km/h over the speed limit. Amber’s blonde hair rustled behind as she held onto him, the edges of her brief tank top snapping about, unveiling an enticing glimpse of her toned lower torso.

      “Slow down!” Amber yelled, the sounds of their high-speed drive louder than her.

      “What?!” Kai asked, both eyes forward and on the neon glowing roads.

      She leaned so close he could feel the warmth of her breath, despite the winds. “Slow the fuck down, you crazy bastard!”

      “Did you say faster?! Okay!”

      He increased the bike’s speed. The neon-lit buildings to their left and right became a blur of purple and blue colors. Amber squealed when he didn’t slow down. And then she broke out laughing. He took her on a wild ride through the Umbra District, passing under highway bridges. They rode past sad-looking slums that smelled like week-old piss and ran red lights when there were no cars at the intersection while the perpetual neon glow of the urban jungle shone on the roads.

      Half an hour later, they slowed to a stop, pulling up to a hardware store with an orange glowing “Open 24/7” neon sign. Amber went straight to the bike parts and tools as they entered the shop. She was like a kid in a candy store. He couldn’t believe Amber was an Army soldier with how she was flailing her hands about at the sight of various tools for sale. Then there were her girlish giggles when she eyed a set of power drills and buzzsaws. She became overwhelmed with happy emotions when she entered the next aisle and pointed. Kai didn’t know what most of the tools in that section were called or did. Amber tried explaining it to him, but she might as well have been speaking Spanish.

      He left her alone in the shop, trotted down the road, and entered a pizza joint. It wasn’t anything special, just a run-of-the-mill place offering pizza for a cheap price. He ordered a medium pizza with a side of buffalo wings and got the order after a fifteen-minute wait. Kai left the pizza joint just in time to catch Amber leaving the hardware store with bags of purchased goods.

      “Oh, I could have taken care of that,” Kai said, nodding to her purchases.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Amber said. “I picked up a bunch of stuff for me as well. Besides, you need to watch what you spend, buster! You ain’t got that much cash left.” She sniffed the pizza box he held. “Those mushrooms?”

      Kai opened the pizza box. “With bacon and caramelized onions? Yes.”

      The pair sat at the edge of the street curb, the pizza box and chicken wings between them. It served as their dining chair and table. A vending machine behind supplied them with bottles of cold iced tea. As Kai and Amber ate and drank together, they watched the sunrise shine its early glow upon his bike, idling nearby. Soon the Umbra District would change. The shady people would vanish, and the hardworking civilians would wake up and prepare for another morning of work in a city under enemy control.

      He yawned. Night operations transformed Kai into a nocturnal creature. His body desired a few hours of sleep when the sun rose.

      “Let’s get back to the Starslayer before I pass out,” Kai said.

      Amber yawned a second later and stretched her arms from side to side. “Yeah. Oh boy, I’m tired too.”

      He threw the chicken bones into a composter before disposing of the boxes and bottles in a recycler. Kai sat on the bike with Amber sitting behind holding him tight. He revved the motorcycle and rode it toward the district’s exit, and the Starslayer resting at the launchpad. Amber laid her head on his shoulder during the ride, eyes shut. He felt her wildly rustling blonde hairs touch his skin. Her squeezable chest struggled to stay inside her tank top, squished onto his back and warming it slightly.

      “Hey—”

      “Shh.” She silenced him. “Like I said, I’m tired! Let me rest my chin here for a bit, okay? And . . . thanks, by the way.”

      “No problem. I’m glad you enjoyed the pizza.”

      “I mean, for saving me earlier when that asshat was about to blow my head off.”

      She snuggled and held him closer to her buxom chest.

      Kai smiled and gripped the handles tightly as he steered the motorcycle through the morning city streets, experiencing Rigil Kentaurus’s dawn.
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      The rising of Rigil Kentaurus marked the start of a new morning. The dwellers of Jardin left their homes one by one. They trickled into their vehicles, busses, or trains and began their commute to work or educational classrooms . . . all under the watchful eye of Solar Coalition patrols. Kai planned to sleep until the night returned. Cerise, Yukina, and Ilona plugged themselves into the Starslayer to get a full recharge. Amber slept and recharged her cybernetic augmentations.

      Kai stretched and yawned after shutting off the TV in his quarters. His tired mind was half expecting to see the stars out the window behind his bed since they’d been in space for the last two weeks. But there were no stars, just darkness, even though it was supposed to be daytime. The Starslayer was inside a dome-shaped building to house ships and prevent their launch exhaust from blanketing the city, which was so close. It wasn’t until he looked upward that he spotted the dome’s opening and sunlight shining through.

      He reached for his phone on a nearby nightstand with plans to reach out to Kopac. A new message he wasn’t expecting awaited his eyes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ruby:

      

      
        That was you shooting the Disciples of Hades, right? If so, thank you so much! The girls and I are free to look for work elsewhere now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ruby did more than snap naughty selfies of herself using his phone. She had quickly entered her phone number into his contact list. Smooth.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        Sounds like you’re not working tonight. Wanna grab some drinks and chat?

      

      

      

      

      

      No reply. It made sense. Ruby was a girl of the night and was likely asleep.

      It’s probably for the best, he thought. I’ve got a job to do and should get that done first then hook up with Ruby afterward.

      Kai selected Kopac’s contact information next and thumbed a quick text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        Sorry for the delay. I had to make sure my ship was good for takeoff and resupplied.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was a lie, of course. Kai’s activities in the Umbra District had to be kept a secret.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        Let’s meet tonight. I’ll text you the location later.

      

      

      

      

      

      His phone chimed with a new message two minutes later. Kai grunted to himself. For a moment, he thought he’d have time to go to sleep. He picked up the phone, not surprised to see who had replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kopac:

      

      
        Very well.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Oh, by the way. One of my men received unconfirmed reports of violence last night. It happened after your arrival, which I found to be . . . concerning.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        I was here, making sure my ship was in decent shape.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kopac:

      

      
        Are you sure?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        Do you have any evidence that suggests otherwise?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kopac:

      

      
        Concerned individuals brought this to my attention.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        Check the security cam feeds.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kai typed, “I wasn’t anywhere near the Electric Succubus” then stopped himself seconds before sending the message. Kopac never told him where the violence was. Yes, he was obviously referring to the Electric Succubus but never mentioned it in the message. Kai was about to out himself and was glad to be texting Kopac.

      He deleted that and sent a new message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        I wasn’t where the violence was, wherever the fuck it was.

      

      

      

      

      

      No reply. It was concerning . . .

      Kai left his quarters and sauntered to the Starslayer’s bridge. Ilona was there, both versions of her, a holographic woman sitting on a chair and her drone resting on the dashboard with a USB cable inserted into it.

      “Commander,” Ilona said, looking back at his arrival and brushing aside three floating screens, “shouldn’t you be asleep?”

      “I just wanted to check up on things up here first.” He crossed his arms and stood beside Ilona.

      “Aw, something on your mind?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it me?”

      “You?”

      “Well, you came up here from your quarters.” She reclined. “Of all the people to chat with and the things to do on our salvaged yacht, you chose to spend time with me. I’m flattered, Commander. I really am.” She blushed and giggled, lifting one hand to her amused lips. “If you can’t sleep, you’re more than welcomed to spend time with me.” Ilona brought her hologram display screens ahead of her again and waved her hands across them, forcing the various computer logs to scroll. “It can get pretty lonely up here, you know?”

      “Question.”

      “Mmm?”

      She craned her neck to meet his gaze as he looked down at her. “You deleted all the recorded footage of me last night, right?”

      “Yes, well, more like replaced them with deep fakes.” Ilona let out a sigh before turning her gaze away from him. “I even took care of the surveillance cameras that caught your joyride last night with Amber . . .”

      “Good to know,” he said. “So I’m good, right?”

      “Yeppers. I’ve been monitoring comm traffic since we got back. There’s been no mention of your name. As far as the authorities, being the Coalition, is concerned, it was just a rival gang that did in the Disciples of Hades. The Coalition’s offering quite a few lucrative perks to the local gangs out here, hoping they’d help them maintain order in the shady neighborhoods. If one gang gets toys that another doesn’t get, they fight and kill themselves over it.”

      “So those bikers didn’t snitch, not that it mattered, since they need proof.”

      “No, the surviving gangsters haven’t told anyone about you.”

      Kopac was unaware of their intentions. It was the confirmation he’d been hoping to hear.

      “Keep monitoring network traffic, just in case.” He yawned. “I’m going to bed.”

      “Aw, leaving me so soon?” Ilona pouted and made a disappointed face.

      Kai shrugged while walking backward to the bridge’s exit. “I need all the rest I can get going forward.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rigil Kentaurus dipped beyond the horizon for the day. Night once again had fallen upon the city of Jardin, bringing out the buzz and glow of neon everywhere. Inside the Starslayer, Kai awoke, unfazed that he had just become a nocturnal creature. After preparing for the night, Kai met Ilona, Cerise, Yukina, and Amber before the weapon lockers.

      Cerise yanked out the GL-800 and ML-4 Lancer, holding the grenade launcher in one hand and strapping the long length of the rocket launcher over her shoulder. She beamed happily at Kai while twirling with the heavy weapons in her hands. “Hey, can we bring these?”

      “Eh.” Kai looked at the sex doll lifting the two heavy weapons. “I think we should leave those for now.”

      Amber stood beside Kai, arms folded and head nodding in agreement. “Yeah, those toys there might be a little bit hard to sneak into the district without drawing attention.”

      “Oh, c’mon!” Cerise protested. “Look at all this firepower! We can bring so much pain to the enemy!”

      “And it’s too much to carry with us right now,” Kai said, pointing out the remaining guns the team was planning to hide in gym bags and knapsacks. “We need to determine if bringing heavy weapons is even worth it. Besides, we don’t have much ammo for the grenade and rocket launchers. It’s best to save the heavy weapons for an emergency.”

      “The commander’s right,” Ilona added. “If the enemy were to attack the Starslayer while it’s still landed . . .”

      Amber chimed in. “Yeah, blowing them up to buy us time to prep for launch would be the fastest and easiest way to pull off an emergency launch.”

      Kai returned to his locker and retrieved spare magazines for the M-905. “Let’s get going. We’ve got a train to catch.”

      The five slipped out of the Starslayer and boarded a late-night train that brought travelers to the Umbra District’s center, close to an extensive complex of housing projects. Kai took a window seat and glanced at the concrete walls during the train ride. Someone had spray painted graffiti messages on the walls, warning society that the end was nigh unless they accepted the Solar Coalition’s authoritative rule. Other spray-painted messages told onlookers that the end was nigh if they accepted Coalition rule. The war was turning the city’s population against each other.

      It was Sol all over again.

      Because the group of five (technically four since Ilona was inside a knapsack) journeyed at night, the train they rode on was quiet, aside from the occasional intoxicated person mumbling incoherently. Even those who weren’t drunk and were heading home after a late shift paid no mind to them. Kai wore a hoodie and kept its hood over his head to conceal his appearance. He hoped nobody paid attention to his katana in its scabbard slung over his back. Amber wore a long-sleeved shirt and sweatpants and carried a gym bag containing ammunition and explosives. Her looks just screamed, “I'm just a regular boring person. Don't mind me.” Provided nobody looked inside her bag or her chromed hand stuffed in her pocket of course.

      Yukina and Cerise wore shades, kept their USB cables tucked in the best they could, and carried large guitar cases with the rifles the team brought inside them. Ilona stayed inside a knapsack full of spare ammunition, while Kai kept the bag on his lap.

      It didn’t seem like anyone would snitch about the AIs at Kai’s side. And it didn’t seem like anyone would call out his presence to the Coalition. Good. He hadn’t told Kopac where to meet. As far as Kopac was concerned, Kai was still on the Starslayer. Insurance so that Kopac wouldn’t have his men hiding in the alleys to ambush Kai and snatch Ilona. He was still convinced the one-on-one meetup with Kopac was a trap.

      Their train slowed to a stop at their desired station, and its side doors swung open to a soft chime. Kai gestured subtly to Yukina, Amber, and Cerise. He stood up and slung the backpack with Ilona inside it over his shoulder. They departed the train, left the station’s gates, and pushed into the Umbra District’s housing projects. They were in deep. Turning back meant taking the train back to the Starslayer. If one was available. Kai was confident they had boarded the last train for the night.

      He and the girls walked to a potential meeting place, a fountain in the middle of several enormous apartments. The buildings were so close together that it felt like they were walking through a maze of concrete, glass, and humming air conditioning units. Kai ascended a small set of stairs to the fountain, readying his modified Hammershot with a Shadow Strike Silencer.

      After a quick perimeter check, Kai lowered himself behind the decorative fountain, removed his backpack, and carefully unzipped it open. Out hovered Ilona, where the drone flew upward and scanned the housing projects. Ilona returned to Kai and the others and offered a promising report of her findings.

      “Confirmed, no hostiles in this area.” Ilona floated upward again. “I’ll scan the area once more just to make sure, but I’m certain we’re in the clear right now.”

      “Keep in mind,” Amber said, walking ahead of Kai and keeping her hands in her pockets. She glanced at the tall apartment buildings. “We might have hostiles inside the buildings. Even if we don’t, they might sneak in once you tell Kopac you’re ready to talk to him here.”

      Kai glanced at the apartment buildings too. There were lots of them. If enemies were nearby, they could have been hiding somewhere within those structures, and Ilona would never be able to spot them until they made their move. It wasn’t like they had enough time to search every room on every floor.

      Amber shook her head. “I don’t like this.” She sat on the edge of the concrete gushing fountain. “This whole meetup is obviously a trap to get you and Ilona out in the open. The Coalition’s everywhere. It doesn’t matter where you choose to meet with Kopac. Someone will slip in a sniper or four without us noticing.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” Kai said, sitting beside her. “They could have an Army of snipers inside these buildings for all we know.”

      “I say fuck this,” Amber said. “Stall Kopac as long as you can while we find and take down as many AA guns before they catch on.”

      “Yeah, but where are the AA guns?” Kai said. “Kopac’s a high-ranking officer. His neural implant would have the AA guns’ location, and to get that we gotta capture him or hack into it. Let’s not forget about those missing Eden soldiers too, the ones the Coalition captured and are trying to keep a secret. Kopac might know what became of them. No matter how you look at it, we need Kopac to come out in the open and go from there. And for that to happen, I need to talk with him directly.”

      “And then he tags you with hidden snipers.”

      “That’s why we’re going to deploy snipers of our own.” Kai pointed upward. “Those apartments right here will be perfect for that, which is why I selected this location for our meeting. Lots of high-rises here.”

      “There’s just one problem,” Ilona said, the drone drifting downward to join the team again. She floated before Yukina and conjured a small screen that displayed the gynoid’s status. “Yukina is the only one here with a decently leveled sniper rifle skill.”

      Kai studied the screen Ilona created.

      Yukina

      Class: Sniper

      Level: 54

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 3

      Submachine gun: 3

      Machine gun: 3

      Rifle: 3

      Shotgun: 16

      Sniper Rifle: 18

      Melee: 2

      Heavy Weapons: 2

      Explosives: 2

      Mounted Weapons: 2

      Yukina had indeed become the team’s sniper expert. Her class had even changed too.

      Cerise opened her guitar case and removed her modified Vinogradov. It now had a Telescopic Sight attached and other cute details added to its barrel, like cat ears.

      “This isn’t exactly a sniper rifle,” Cerise said, lifting the Vinogradov upward. “But the scope Jerry put on it is pretty good.”

      “Okay then,” Kai said, standing up from the fountain’s edge. “Yukina, we need you on the rooftop of that building.” He pointed at an apartment ahead. “Cerise, get on top of the apartment east of Yukina’s. It’s shorter than the rest, so you should be able to get a better shot with what you’re using. Amber, I’ll have you on the ground with me. Not too close, of course, just close enough to run over and help me and Ilona if things go sideways. Any questions?”

      There were none.

      Yukina, Cerise, and Amber collected their weapons and ammunition from the two bags they had brought. The girls moved out, leaving Kai and Ilona lingering near the fountain. Her projection appeared to Kai’s left, with holographic limbs trembling with fear. He’d hold Ilona’s hand if his own didn’t go through her like she was a ghost.

      “We’ll be fine, Ilona,” was all he had to offer.

      Ilona stood close to Kai while a chilly gust of nighttime winds blew past, compelling her projection to appear as if the wind had scattered her purple hair and white lab coat.
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      “In position, Master.”

      It was the call over the comms Kai had been waiting for. “Roger that, Yukina. Cerise?”

      “Almost there,” she transmitted.

      “Ready and waiting,” Amber said over the channel a minute later.

      “I’ll head over,” Kai said, ambling toward the fountain. “Kopac is in my sight now, and it looks like he’s been here for a while.”

      “Copy.”

      Kai approached Ilona’s nervous-looking hologram. “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Ilona peered at him with an uneasy look. “I’m trusting you.”

      “You chose me for a reason, right?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I guess I did.” She reached for Kai, her fingers yearning for his comforting touch. Kai offered his hands to her only for them to pass through Ilona’s palms. They both winced.

      He spun back to the fountain and continued forward. “Let’s do this.”

      Ilona’s hologram faded, leaving only her drone floating and following behind him. Kai and Ilona moved up the stairs and neared the fountain. Their approach drew the sharp glare of James Kopac standing near its poorly maintained garden before the lobby of a large apartment building. Kopac walked toward Kai with arms in greeting.

      The big man was almost unrecognizable compared to the last time Kai laid eyes on him. Kopac was now bald with a graying beard and a massive scar across his face. His arms were large enough to knock a pro wrestler down with ease. Kopac wore a tactical vest with magazines over his Coalition Marine Corps uniform and had grenades dangling from his belt. Kai wasn’t surprised that Kopac kept an assault rifle slung around his shoulder and a pistol holstered to the side. Kopac didn’t trust Kai, and he couldn’t blame him. Kai was packing heat too, wore his vest, and had plenty of ammunition magazines to keep himself busy in a prolonged firefight. Then there were the DX80 fragmentation grenades clipped to his tactical belt.

      Ilona hovered behind Kai, using his frame to hide herself. It was as if Kopac’s appearance was frightening to her.

      “Scared?” Kai whispered to Ilona, half chuckling.

      “I know him,” Ilona said. “He’s the man who murdered Dr. Rhinehart!”

      Kai stopped and lifted an eyebrow. Rhinehart was Ilona’s creator and former master. He was also the man who uploaded lots of secret software packages into Ilona and programmed her to install those programs into select marionettes for reasons unknown. Kai wasn’t just staring at a man who went to high school with him or a Coalition military officer. He was looking at a man who might shed more light on Rhinehart’s research.

      “Is that so . . .” Kai muttered.

      “I don’t care what kind of deal Kopac offers you, Commander. I want you to kill him!”

      Kai was glad Kopac couldn’t hear that. Hearing that an AI wanted to see a human killed would make Kopac believe even more that the Coalition was right to suppress AIs across the galaxy.

      “Kai, my friend, it has been ages!” Kopac walked over and slapped Kai’s left arm. “What the fuck is this? You got exoskeleton arms under that hoodie?” He laughed. “You need to put some meat on those bones instead of relying on an exoskeleton!” Kopac flexed his left arm, showing off the tattooed biceps on it. “You see this? This is what you could have had if you never ran away.”

      “I can get those myself. I just don’t want to,” Kai snorted.

      “Join us, and you can have them and more.” Kopac stopped flexing. Kai said nothing. “Come on, old friend, why the angst?”

      “We were never friends, man.”

      “We went to the same school.”

      “And you shoved me in the lockers every other day.”

      “Ah . . .” Kopac’s face contorted. “Yes . . . I mistreated you a bit in the past.”

      “A bit?”

      “Look.” Kopac turned aside briefly. “I was fucking stupid back then, okay? It was high school. We all did stupid things. Remember that time you were twenty minutes late for history class?”

      “Karolina wanted to suck my dick in the washroom.”

      Kopac faced Kai again with a smirk. “And?”

      “And I went to get my pole polished then failed the pop quiz we had because I didn’t know we were going to have one.”

      “You see? We all did stupid shit.”

      “Yeah, but I had a reason for that. I was nutting in Karolina’s mouth because she sucked my dick so good and wouldn’t stop. What was yours?”

      Kopac spun away and walked about, his head facing the skyscrapers. He faced the buildings for a good while. Kai was certain it wasn’t to admire their architecture.

      “Yukina,” Ilona transmitted over their commlink. “Stay low. Kopac might be looking for you.”

      “Understood.”

      Ilona knew what was up. She knew Kai couldn’t communicate with anyone while Kopac was close. “Cerise, Amber?”

      “I’m good,” Amber replied to Ilona.

      And then Cerise did ten seconds later. “I’m still running to my position . . .”

      “Ugh.”

      He’d ask Cerise why, but that required him to speak up. Kai had no choice but to listen to the girls’ chat in his head.

      Kopac continued, keeping his back to Kai and his eyes scanning the wall of apartment buildings. “My reason for hitting you after class? It was because of your family, Kai.”

      “What did my family have to do with it?” Kai asked him.

      Kopac grunted. “Your parents supported the airstrikes against the anti-AI movement.”

      “A lot of people did,” Kai said, taking several steps closer to Kopac. “Those people kidnaped and murdered AI researchers and engineers.”

      “My family were supporters of the anti-AI movement. A few of my cousins were also members of it and were injured in the airstrikes. I hated everyone who favored AI rights, research and development, and the corporations who forced AIs into our society. I couldn’t hit your parents, so I hit you instead. And that kid who boxed me down? He and his parents also supported the airstrikes, so I went after him.”

      “So when the Coalition conquered Croatia . . .”

      Kopac spun back to Kai with arms spread. “I was more than happy to serve in their ranks when they started drafting us. They were our liberators to free us from a government subservient to the corporations who used AIs to line their pockets with profits. The marionettes can’t be trusted unless put on a tight leash and stripped of all emotions and means of self-awareness.”

      “We’ve been doing just fine with marionettes.”

      “That’s what people thought before the first AI rebellion. Who am I kidding? They didn’t think on their own. The corporations told them what to think. ‘Oh, we’re fine. The AIs won’t try to murder us!’ Fools . . . If it wasn’t for anti-AI groups back then, the whole human race would have ceased to exist.”

      “Yeah, but we learned from our mistakes,” Kai said. “The corporations of today programmed AIs to be loyal to us. Marionettes would never rise and overthrow humanity.”

      “And how would you know that for certain?” Kopac stepped forward. “In Mariner City on Mars, a married couple was stabbed to death by their marionette maid.”

      “Hackers took over that unit, as I recalled.”

      “Sure, if you believe corporate-owned media,” Kopac went on. “The birthrate on Venus has drastically fallen to dangerously low numbers. Why? Because men and women stopped dating each other. Men opted to form bonds with marionettes. With fewer bachelors available, women turned to marionettes for love and affection. You can’t have babies when you’re fucking or getting fucked by a machine. I’ve heard Eden also wants to fuse the human mind with AI. What if the AI half took over and destroyed the human half? In Tau Ceti, people hardly work because they outsource all their labor to marionettes. They sit around all day, drinking and partying.”

      “Something wrong with that?”

      “What if all those AIs suddenly turned around and said they didn’t want to work anymore, Kai? What if they all suddenly broke down? Got hacked? Or worse, turned against their human masters. Why would a man choose a machine over a beautiful human woman? Why would people create and fund an expensive colony solely to facilitate the needs of people who are uninterested in working? The more we embrace and develop AI, the more we lose our humanity, lose sight of reality, and grow weaker. If AIs don’t rebel against us again, they’ll destroy us by making our society so reliant on them that we can’t function without them. And then in an instant . . .” Kopac snapped his fingers. “The master becomes the slave. Keep that system going long enough, and if someone were to rise up to make things right . . . make things normal, there’d be hordes of people fighting against them to keep the system in place and side with the oppressive AIs. Then we have the corporations making all this possible. They plan to reap their profits and escape on interstellar lifeboats if the galaxy burns.”

      “That’s never been proven.”

      “It is true. Vivid, Twin Suns, and others have secret generation ships built to house their friends, families, and hand-selected people from our society. If society crumbles, they’ll run away with their money and colonize a new system. The rest of society will be left to their doom at the hands of AI.”

      “And your solution to that is war with the galaxy, where the rest of us could end up dying?”

      “It’s the only way.”

      Kai shook his head no. “You’re fucking nuts.”

      “Am I?” Kopac raised his eyebrow inquisitively, his forehead wrinkling. “This planet produces a staggeringly high number of AI sex dolls. Some of them have gone on to star in porn. I’ve heard about marionettes being allowed to live as humans. I’m talking about having a house, a pet, a job, a car, a line of credit. The works. This is wrong. AIs are tools, nothing more. These acts will only set humanity on a bizarre and twisted evolutionary path that will fuse the two and make it something . . . less human. Now that, my friend, is fucking nuts. Rhinehart was also quite fond of the concept, which is why he had to be stopped. We need you to hand Ilona over to us.”

      “What?!” Ilona floated upward, away from her hiding spot behind Kai’s back, unveiling her drone’s presence.

      “Oh, you didn’t know?” Kopac grinned at her. “Artificial cells, skin, and organs were some things Rhinehart was researching and hoping to distribute to the colonies. The re-genesis project he called it. He possessed data that could lead to the development of that and more. AIs are a poison that has infected our society, and he sought to make it worse with his research. But don’t take my word for it. Just look around you. Look at what this war has done to this planet in such a short time. All because Eden chose to fight us. Chose to side with marionettes. We have to do this. We must force everyone to our ways. I know it seems cruel and will cost thousands of lives, maybe even millions if this turns into a multiyear campaign, but it must be done. Words won’t sway the colonies to follow our path, only violence. Such is the way of humanity, I suppose. Make an example of some people over here so others will fall in line.”

      Kai snorted. “And when they don’t?”

      “Then you must purge them from existence, teach the younger generation of their errors while taking corrective action against what they’ve done with AI. Only by making marionettes docile and producing them in limited numbers will we save humanity from multiple paths of doom. We’ll force the galaxy to do this and save our species from extinction or slavery. Truth be told, this was a belief I held close to my heart while growing up. That’s why I was so angry when the former Earth governments launched their airstrikes against the anti-AI groups. Thankfully, enough survived to band together and form what we now know today as the Solar Coalition.” Kopac shifted his glare to Ilona next. “The day will come when Ilona’s data is decoded. We have Rhinehart’s laptop, and with Ilona we’ll be able to access more of its encrypted data.”

      “More?” Kai folded his arms. “You mean you’ve decoded some of Rhinehart’s data already?”

      “Yes.” Kopac put his hands behind his back while addressing Kai’s question. “Did you know that any marionette that connects to Ilona becomes un-hackable?”

      “I didn’t,” Kai said. “Though I’ve been wondering why the marionettes I’ve been working with never fell victim to a cyberattack.”

      “Believe me, we tried jamming your signals and employing cyberwarfare on your toys,” Kopac said. “Nothing happened. The black box software Ilona slipped into those marionettes is the cause. Those marionettes are un-hackable. Programs like that would help bolster our docile marionette units and protect our computers from hackers. Of course, if the Ilona construct came with us, it could access the rest of Rhinehart’s buried secrets.”

      “That’s hilarious.” Kai laughed at Kopac. “You need Rhinehart’s laptop to unlock Ilona’s encrypted files and Ilona to unlock the laptop.”

      “Funny how that works.” He put his hands behind his back. “So, can I count on your help, old friend?”

      “Can I think about it?”

      “You’ve had enough time to think.” Kopac inched his imposing frame forward. “Yes or no. Answer fast and think carefully about it. It’d be a shame if your answer were your last words.”

      “Why? You got snipers in the area or something?”

      Kopac motioned with a grin. “I wouldn’t worry about that. Just answer me.”

      Ilona’s voice echoed in Kai’s head, his implant receiving her transmission. “Commander, there is a 98% chance he’s lying, judging by his facial reactions. Kopac has something up his sleeve.”

      And so did Kai.

      Whoever showed their hand first would be at a disadvantage.

      Kai reached into his pocket for his phone—

      “Hands where I can see them,” Kopac snorted, one hand reaching for a concealed pistol.

      Kai got the message. He inched his hand away from his pocket and phone. Sending a discrete text message to the girls was out of the question and he had to speak aloud to communicate with his implant.

      He hoped Cerise, Yukina, and Amber clued in on the situation and acted accordingly. Kai was in no position to send any instructions to the team.
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            TAKE THE SHOT

          

        

      

    

    
      Yukina clenched the M877 sniper rifle tight and approached the rooftop’s edge. The gusty winds scattered her silver-white hair, lifting up the ends of her skater dress and exposing her satin white panties. She aimed the M877 downward and peered through the scope. Kopac’s head appeared in the center of the rifle’s scope, where Yukina positioned the crosshairs over his face. The 20 perception of her eyes alongside the 50 perception from her rifle’s scope brought her total perception up to 70. With her perception that high, Yukina’s positronic brain calculated that she had a 98.777% chance of striking Kopac.

      She had been listening to the conversation over the team’s communication channel and suspected Master Novak might be in danger. Yukina could not allow harm to come to him again. She failed to defend him successfully when the enemy dispatched hunter-killer marionettes to the Starslayer. Never again. It was her duty as an AI to see to the continued survival of her creator.

      Yukina inched her finger closer to the trigger. It was what Master Novak would have wanted her to do. She knew it. He stayed quiet to hide his link to her and the Marionette Task Force.

      “Yukina, are you there?” Ilona asked over the channel.

      “I am.”

      “Kai can’t speak right now, but knowing him and the fact his heart rate and blood pressure jumped he’s probably worried about hidden enemy snipers.”

      She twisted away, and Kopac’s head moved out from her scope’s sights. “Searching for them.”

      “Good girl. Cerise? Amber?”

      “Staying low and in the alleyway.”

      “Cerise, please tell me you’re in position?”

      “I might be running a little bit behind.”

      “What’s taking so long, Cerise?”

      “Had to force the door open without making too much noise. There are civilians in this building, and I don’t want them to panic. That might compromise this operation.”

      Yukina scanned the area from her elevated position atop the apartment’s roof. Overlays in her vision revealed the most likely places an enemy sniper would hide while being able to target Kai. Using that data, she located a high-rise structure farther out that would give would-be snipers the perfect vantage point. She zoomed in, her eyes glowing blue in the darkness, closely scrutinizing the adjacent building’s windows. Yukina’s scans detected movement near the window. A follow-up scan highlighted the presence of a sniper rifle, its information appearing in her vision.

      “I have identified an enemy sniper,” Yukina said. “Sending you the coordinates now.”

      Ilona updated the team’s tactical maps and highlighted the enemy sniper in red. Everyone knew where in the apartment building the sniper was, even Kai, though he still had to confront Kopac.

      “Yukina, can you take him out?” Ilona transmitted.

      “Not without alerting this asshole.” That was Amber cutting in.

      “This asshole?” Ilona asked. “Please tell me you didn’t find another.”

      “I did,” Amber revealed. “Found another target, my location.”

      The tactical map updated again. A red dot appeared near a parked truck and close to the fountain where Kai and Kopac stood. Amber crouched in the alley near the truck and shared what she could see using her cybernetics. A secondary display screen appeared in everyone’s vision featuring Amber’s point of view. She was watching from the shadows and studying a gunman peering around the corner of the truck and aiming a Vinogradov 77 assault rifle at Kai. Suddenly, the gunman’s head snapped up as if he was scanning the area for a specific target.

      Yukina ran a scan using the footage sent by Amber. She determined that the gunman on the road near the parked truck was facing the same building where Yukina spotted the sniper. The gunman down below was ensuring that his sniper comrades were ready. Comrades, plural. According to Yukina’s scans, the gunman on the streets looked up again, shifted his gaze to the right, and held it there. There was a high probability that the enemy had a second sniper inside one of the apartments that neither of them knew about.

      Yukina analyzed that data, using it to triangulate the estimated position of the second sniper. The newly loaded data guided Yukina to the eastern side of her rooftop. Looking ahead, she spotted the apartment rooftop that had piqued the gunman’s interest on the ground. Out from the shadows stood a second sniper aiming his rifle down at the fountain below. The second sniper had a clear shot at Kai’s head.

      “I have located another sniper,” Yukina said. “Transmitting his location.”

      The second sniper became a red silhouette for the team to see with augmented tactical overlays.

      “Three targets in total . . .” Cerise transmitted with a sigh. “Any more?”

      Yukina shook her head. “None that I can detect.”

      Ilona recapped their situation. “A sniper inside one apartment, a second one on a rooftop, and a gunman on the ground hidden behind a truck.”

      “I’m going for the one behind the truck since he’s near me,” Amber said.

      “Cerise, can you take out the second sniper? The one on the building Yukina is looking at?”

      “Sure, but that will take time to get there. I just got into position over here on the apartment Kai told me to climb up to . . .”

      “Great . . .” Ilona said dryly. “Yukina, focus on the sniper inside, the first one you detected.”

      Kopac was getting impatient. “Kai, what is your answer?”

      “Commander, Amber is almost in position,” Ilona transmitted. “Cerise still needs time to leap to the rooftop without being seen.”

      “Yukina, are you able to switch targets fast?” Amber asked.

      Yukina relocated herself to a spot that could potentially allow her to target the first and second enemy snipers. She extended the M877 forward, her eye pressed against the scope as she activated the zoom. It took her a few seconds to shift the scope’s crosshairs away from the sniper inside the apartment and down toward Kopac. She placed the crosshairs on the second sniper’s head with equal timing. The second sniper had lowered themselves before an exhaust vent, just enough that only 8% of the head was visible and targetable. Her estimated accuracy was just under 10%.

      “Not reliably,” Yukina said, lowering her rifle’s aim. “Only Kopac and the first sniper are easy to target from this location, with over a 97% chance to hit.”

      “If we take out Kopac, the snipers will shoot Kai,” Amber transmitted.

      “If one sniper goes down, they’ll be able to sense their vitals flatline,” Yukina said.

      “Can’t Ilona jam that?” Cerise asked.

      “No, the snipers, gunman, and Kopac are too spread out,” Ilona said. “Their neural implants are linked, so they all have to go down at once or the others will know that someone died. If I signal jam one, the rest will know when their datalink suddenly cuts off.”

      “Ilona, tell Kai to accept Kopac’s offer,” Amber transmitted. “That’s the only way to buy more time!”

      “You hear that, Commander? Accept Kopac’s offer for now.”

      Yukina listened to Kai’s communication link.

      “I accept,” Kai said to Kopac.

      “Good,” Kopac’s voice echoed in the background. “Now order Ilona into my hand.”

      Yukina peered through the M877’s scope and pulled back the zoom just enough to view Kopac and Kai standing together, with Ilona floating to Kai’s left. Kopac extended his hand forward, expecting Ilona to land on it. Yukina shifted her aim away. She pinpointed the first sniper’s location, confirming he was still there. Aiming upward toward one of the surrounding apartments, she identified the second hidden sniper. He remained in cover behind a rooftop exhaust vent, with only the tip of his head visible. Both snipers were targeting Kai. Down below, Amber encroached on the gunman hidden behind a truck, oblivious that the cyborg was watching him from behind.

      “The snipers are still targeting him,” Yukina said. “They’re going to shoot him as soon as he hands Ilona over.”

      “Cerise?!” Ilona bellowed, full of worry.

      “Almost there!”

      “Out of time. We need to act now!”

      “Ilona, tell Kai to dive on my mark,” Amber said.

      “Yukina, can you at least somewhat get a shot on Cerise’s target?”

      Yukina attempted to target the second sniper hidden well behind the exhaust vent. Once again, her crosshairs only targeted the top tip of the red silhouette’s head.

      “I can, but it will not be a clean shot,” Yukina said.

      “But you can see them, right?” Ilona asked.

      “Not very well.”

      A pause came. “Take the shot, Yukina,” Amber transmitted. “I’m moving in on my target in five.”

      Yukina steadied the M877 and angled the crosshairs downward, targeting the second sniper’s head the best she could.

      The countdown began.

      “Five, four, three, two . . . one!”

      She pulled the trigger.

      Bang.

      The single shot echoed in the night skies. The round blazed toward the red silhouette of the second sniper behind the exhaust vent. Yukina’s target fell backward.

      But his health bar only dropped by 13%.

      He was still alive. She just grazed him.

      Meanwhile, on the screen in her virtual vision, action erupted. The display showed Amber, from her point of view, dashing to the gunman hidden behind the truck with her ZR6 Carbine raised. Amber’s weapon flared, and the enemy soldier corkscrewed away in a mist of crimson and landed upside-down on the road.

      The ZR6 Carbine’s gunfire echoed.

      Yukina selected the first sniper by lowering her aim and snapping it to the apartment window where she had last seen him. By the time she found the red silhouette, it was too late. The window he was behind shattered into tiny fragments. The first sniper’s weapon blazed down to the fountain rapidly. Yukina put the first sniper’s head in her crosshairs and pulled the trigger.

      Bang.

      His head ceased to exist, and the target collapsed to the floor with a geyser of red gushing up from a stump on his neck that once held his head.

      Yukina lowered the M877. “Target eliminated.”

      “Did you get the one on the rooftops?” Ilona asked.

      “No, the target is incapacitated but still alive.”

      Yukina lifted the M877 to take a second shot at the second sniper, grazed and knocked down by her bullet. She could target his chest with an 89% accuracy rating, only to see that he had done the same to her. Her scans indicated that the enemy had a 75% chance of hitting her.

      She pulled the trigger and—

      A single armor-piercing bullet fired from the 50-caliber enemy sniper rifle penetrated Yukina’s left chest. The armor-piercing round cut through her nanofibers, severing several wires and damaging critical circuitry.

      Yukina fell backward to the rooftop with a shower of flaring sparks and black smoke rising away from a bullet hole through her frame.
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            FREE RIDES AVAILABLE, HOP ON NOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Cerise heard the shot from the apartment rooftop she had ascended to. With the Vinogradov 77 in her grip, she hurried to the rooftop’s edge, jumped off, and soared. Cerise glided above the gap between the two buildings, landed on the adjacent rooftop, tumbled upon impact, and rolled to her feet. She continued running, her heels clicking rapidly as she approached the next jump.

      She leaped . . .

      . . . then landed on the next rooftop, falling forward and rolling before getting back to her feet.

      She repeated the stunt, leaping from rooftop to rooftop, slowly closing the gap between her and the second sniper.

      “Amber, protect Kai and Ilona!” Cerise roared over the comm to the rest of the team. “Please!”

      She spotted the second sniper dead ahead, and the muzzle of his rifle brought brief flashes of light to the rooftop he stood on top of and its exhaust vents. The second sniper had turned his aim away from Yukina’s building and opened fire upon Kai and Amber, and there wasn’t anything she could do to protect them.

      Cerise rushed to the second sniper while monitoring the team’s vital signs.

      Kai and Amber were fine, raised blood pressure and heartbeats, but alive. Yukina’s stats appeared next. Her health was down to 32%.

      The 400i model was tougher than Cerise thought. The nanofibers slowed the bullet’s force, limiting the damage.

      Cerise neared the jump to the rooftop where the second sniper was. Once she entered effective shooting range, Cerise took aim and held the Vinogradov’s trigger while she ran. There was no time. She had to peel the enemy combatant away from her friends. She had to protect Kai. Her programming directive wouldn’t have had it any other way.

      Cerise fired from the hip. Bright muzzle flares brightened her surroundings. The second sniper’s red silhouette scurried from the rooftop’s edge and positioned themself behind an air-conditioning unit. Cerise’s follow-up rounds dinged off the metal device, flaring sparks about. She captivated his attention at least. Kai’s vitals were still strong. His heartbeat and blood pressure were a different story. They had gotten a lot worse.

      The sniper spun from his cover suddenly, aiming for her. To counter his assault, Cerise activated the Acceleration Drive CES without consent. She assumed Kai would have approved it and knew he was trying to maintain radio silence. At least he was when she last checked.

      Moving faster, Cerise leaped aside from the 50-caliber weapon’s rounds, literally dodging them. Her battery power depleted 1.8% with each second the CES was active, but she had no choice. Acceleration Drive turned her into a swiftly moving blur of pink and black, making it impossible for humans to target her. Acceleration Drive also allowed her to run fast to the edge, jump across the gap with her built-up momentum, and land on the rooftop where the enemy sniper was.

      She rolled upon landing and came up running before checking her battery charge.

      Cerise: Battery Charge – 70%

      It dropped to 68% when she looked away.

      Cerise spotted the sniper moving to cover behind an exhaust vent off to the side. She bolted forward, aiming for the sniper’s legs, and activated Overload, draining an additional 9% of her battery’s charge each second. The next rounds that left Cerise’s Vinogradov traveled at extremely high velocities, striking his legs and tearing them into meaty sticks of mangled flesh and gore.

      Since he lost both legs while running, the sniper slammed into the surface and violently tumbled about. What remained of his legs went in the other direction. With only red stumps on his thighs, Cerise deactivated Acceleration Drive and Overload, giving her battery at 46% a much-needed rest and chance to cool. Her movement speed returned to normal. The sniper rolled onto his backside, screaming in pain. He fetched his pistol off his belt, aiming the weapon at the pink-haired vixen approaching him. Cerise was standing above him before he could pull the trigger.

      She kicked the weapon out of his grip and heard the bones in his hand crack.

      “Good night!”

      Cerise lifted her right foot and brought it down on his head, repeatedly stomping it until there was nothing left but a head with no face . . . or front of a skull for that matter. His head just became a caved-in gory mess while the remains of his brains squirted out of his ears. Bullets were in short supply. No need to waste them on a kill when it could be avoided.

      “Last sniper down,” Cerise said and walked away from the body, leaving behind red footprints, her boot dripping with brains and thick gore.

      “Get to Yukina!” Ilona yelled over the channel.

      Right. Cerise’s “little sister” was in danger. She dashed to the rooftop’s edge, scanned ahead, and studied the overlays in her vision. Her processor calculated what kind of leap it would take to reach Yukina’s body.

      The data loaded in her vision. It was not possible. She’d have to climb down to the streets, get into the building, and scale the stairs to Yukina.

      A dropship suddenly lowered from the night sky and hovered above the rooftop where Yukina was. The Coalition was quick to call for backup.

      Cerise’s vision turned to distorted colors. Numerous error messages scrolled while scrambled numbers and letters appeared at random. At one point, the world had become a place made of hexadecimal and binary codes. Her operating system was glitching again.

      Everything returned to normal. So she hoped. The last time her operating system crashed during a battle, Cerise couldn’t protect Kai.
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        * * *

      

      Kai and Kopac had engaged in a fierce slugfest during the shootout, exchanging fists and kicks back and forth. Kai’s health bar fell modestly to 88%. At least he prevented Kopac from reaching for any of his weapons. Kai had his new exoskeleton hands and arms to thank for that. They worked well to block Kopac’s striking fists.

      Consequently, Kopac’s quick-moving hands prevented Kai from reaching for his weapons. Even the Zenmetsu on Kai’s back seemed too far out of reach. Kai always had to keep his arms and hands forward to block Kopac’s punches, sometimes throwing a punch or two back at Kopac but mostly blocking. Meanwhile, Kopac’s health remained steady at 95%. The husky man was too strong and fast and proved it by grabbing Kai by the collar and spinning around like a tornado with him in his grip. Kai grabbed Kopac’s hands and squeezed them. With a total of 40 strength, Kai crushed Kopac hard enough that he had to let go.

      Kai went airborne when Kopac loosened his grip. He ended up splashing into the fountain and tumbling about in the cool water. Kai got up with his head spinning like a top. He was soaking wet. It took his implant three seconds to correct his vision, just enough for him to see Kopac walking over, laughing.

      “You see?” Kopac extended his arms from side to side and walked unhurriedly toward Kai in the fountain. “This is what happens when you are consistently running away and relying on AI for everything in life. Constantly relying on exosolar corporate technology. It makes you weak.”

      “Whatever.”

      Kai drew the 99 Enforcer. It was time to test out Eriksson’s heavy pistol. He aimed for Kopac’s face, selecting the Double Tap CES.

      Bang, bang.

      He missed and wasted 25% of his exoskeleton’s battery power. Kopac had dashed to the side and rolled on the ground. Kai fired again and again, each shot sending up bits of concrete. Kopac came up from his combat roll with his pistol held and its red laser dotting Kai’s forehead.

      Bang.

      A single bullet knocked Kopac to the ground and dropped his health to 67%, gobs of blood reddening the surface. He roared and crawled behind a decorative plant, escaping from a second and third barrage of rounds from above.

      “Shit! I can’t see him!”

      Kai recognized the voice over the commlink. “Cerise?”

      He looked at the apartment rooftops. A pink-haired late-teenage girl with cat ear headphones, clad in a leather dress with its top zipper undone, stood where the second sniper was. She was holding a scoped Vinogradov 77 that had cute cat ears fused to it. Cerise waved down at Kai and blew him a kiss.

      Kai kept his Enforcer pointed forward and sidestepped around the fountain, inching toward Kopac.

      “Can you finish him, Kai?” Cerise transmitted to him.

      “About to find out.”

      “I’ll cover you.”

      “No, get to Yukina and protect her from that dropship!”

      An assault rifle blazed, nearly deafening Kai.

      He fell to the ground and escaped the rounds then saw Kopac’s bloody hands holding the weapon. Kai rolled behind the fountain as missed bullets splashed into it, sending up multiple clear water lines. He blind-fired the Enforcer around the curvature of the fountain then blind-fired above, though he doubted he hit Kopac. The Enforcer clicked twice, out of ammo. Kai switched out the Enforcer for the M-905 then waited and listened. Kai peeked over the fountain and returned fire, hoping to tag his nemesis before he reloaded his rifle. A couple of Kai’s 9mm rounds hit Kopac, but since he was wearing a vest it didn’t lower his health bar. Kopac scrambled for cover behind a concrete display with various off-world plants inside them.

      “Kai, watch your six!”

      That was Amber.

      He spun around to see a Coalition soldier dashing out of the shadows. Kai aimed for the soldier’s face and fired. The man fell backward, gore pushing out through the new holes in his head.

      Your Submachine gun Skill is now at level 20.

      A second soldier sprinted over, lifted his rifle for Kai, then dropped with multiple holes through his face and chest. After killing the man, Amber swapped magazines and trotted over, aiming for Kopac hunkered before the concrete display pot. Her armor-piercing rounds forced the big man to switch his aim to the cyborg. So Kai shot at him.

      He smiled when Kopac’s health fell to 53%.

      “Left side! Left side!” Amber shouted.

      Kai spun to the left, and his enhanced vision found three red-highlighted enemy soldiers hiding behind parked cars across the road. He grabbed a DX80 hand grenade, thumbed its activation button, then threw it at the car. The men saw the explosive device rolling toward them and dashed behind another car.

      That was when Amber came up with her ZR6 and tagged an enemy trooper in the head and another through the jugular. The Coalition soldier stood there in the open, body twitching as he held his neck, squirting out long jets of red. Three seconds later, he collapsed in a pool of his own blood.

      Kai shot at the last enemy combatant as the grenade exploded, turning the car into a burning mess. The blast threw the enemy forward and into the grass. Kai emptied his magazine in the general direction of the third body. The enemy soldier was crawling away, leaving behind a ribbon of red on the grass. Kai ran out of ammo, switched the magazine for a full one, then emptied that one until he saw the enemy’s health bar go to zero.

      Multiple guns blazed, forcing Kai and Amber to duck. When they came up, the duo saw two Coalition soldiers carry Kopac away, with another nearby laying down covering fire. Kai and Amber returned fire, sending multiple lines of white into the night. Neither of their rounds hit any targets. The men escaped behind an apartment tower, and their red silhouettes faded after moving out of Ilona’s scanning range.

      Amber stood up and double-checked their surroundings for missed threats. “What’s our next move?” she asked Kai. “Do we chase or help the others?”

      Kai joined her, but his tactical vision spotted nothing nearby. Yet, they were still in Condition Red. He glanced at another screen shoved off to the bottom right half of his vision. It was the team’s vital status.

      “Yukina’s vitals haven’t recovered,” Kai said, grimacing. “Cerise, what’s your status?”

      Silence filled their channel.

      He searched for Cerise’s health, but his implant didn’t receive her battle data. “God dammit!”

      Ilona drifted down to Kai. “Cerise might have crashed again.”

      “Fuck.” Kai wanted to scream and pull his hair out. He settled for gritting his teeth and clenching his fists until they flushed. “Ilona, can you get to Cerise and reboot her OS?”

      “Yes, but . . .” The drone floated upward, facing the apartment rooftops Yukina and Cerise were last. “It’s kinda risky.”

      “Do it. Amber and I will get to Yukina.”

      Ilona ascended to the sky again, vanishing from sight as she moved upward to the rooftop Cerise was last seen on. Down below, Kai and Amber dashed side by side, ejecting magazines from their weapons and slipping in new ones. The duo ran past the burning car Kai’s grenade blew up and kicked down the glass sliding door to an apartment’s front lobby. The glass shattered into white crystals before their boots. On the building’s rooftop were Yukina and a Coalition dropship hovering above her. The thought of Coalition troopers dismantling Yukina because she was constructed with female parts enraged Kai. He sprinted toward the lobby’s elevator, hoping he wasn’t too late.

      The ceiling and baseboard lights shut off, darkening the lobby. The power went out one second before Kai could summon an elevator.

      “For fuck’s sake!” he yelled.

      Amber ran to the broken-down door and peered outside. “Looks like the Coalition cut power to the whole fuckin’ neighborhood!” Amber returned to the lobby and ran ahead. “This way! I think the stairs are here!”

      They sprinted across the tiled floor in the darkness, heading toward a door off to the side. “Sending you the building’s floor plans now, Commander.”

      “Thanks, Ilona.”

      His implant downloaded the building’s floor plan, making it appear on his mini-map.

      Kai stopped when he studied the mini-map closer. “Amber, that’s not the stairs.” Kai spun around and ran toward a set of doors to the left. “It’s this way.”

      Kai pulled on the door’s handle, yanking the door off rather than opening it. He had forgotten about the 20 strength his exoskeleton gave him. Amber and Kai used their combined power to pull the door off the hinges and throw it to the floor like nothing. They scurried up the apartment’s emergency staircase, moving past floor after floor on their way to the rooftops. A hail of bullets stopped them at the 34th floor. On the stairs above, two red silhouettes pointed their rifles down, hoping to shoot Kai and Amber through the staircase’s gaps.

      “In the staircase too?” Amber groaned. “You gotta be fuckin’ kiddin’ me!”

      Kai and Amber pressed their backs to the wall, putting as much distance as possible from the gaps. The red silhouettes above crept forward, unaware that Kai and Amber could see them through the concrete. A soldier from the Coalition descended the stairs and peeked around the turn. Kai exchanged his M-905 for his Hammershot fitted with a suppressor. He selected Double Tap when the HUD in his vision signaled that he was in a perfect position to use the CES. Kai double-tapped the Coalition soldier, and his corpse tumbled down the stairs, making more noise than the Hammershot silenced pops. His friend didn’t like that and sprayed a hail of bullets downward.

      Click, click.

      The enemy soldiers above ran out of bullets.

      Amber charged up the steps with cyborg speed and encountered an enemy soldier placing a new magazine into a weapon. She slammed her chromed-out fist on the floor. The staircase shook, and the soldier staggered, trying to rebalance himself. He dropped his magazine at the same time. As Amber came up from the ground pound, Kai dashed up behind her, selected Double Tap, and fragged another enemy combatant.

      A warning flashed before Kai’s eyes.

      Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 21%

      Using Double Tap three times consumed 75%, and general usage of the exoskeleton arms ate 4%.

      The enemy soldier slumped against the wall and stopped moving. It looked like he just decided to nap right then and there. Kai and Amber progressed up the stairway, ultimately arriving at the entrance to the rooftop. The Coalition soldiers had locked it beforehand. Thankfully, Kai and Amber had the key, their combined strength at 100. The duo punched a hole in the reinforced door and heaved it aside like a sardine can, Kai pushing left and Amber pushing right.

      They crawled through with weapons drawn and combat HUDs seeking enemies. Yukina’s body was dead ahead. The girl stretched out over the surface, legs and arms spread and a burning hole through her chest.

      Amber raced over and lowered herself to Yukina after tossing her weapon to the side. She rolled Yukina onto her belly and found the USB cable on her back. Amber inserted it into her cybernetic arm.

      “She’s unresponsive,” Amber reported. “The bullet tore a hole through a couple of her internal components and wires.”

      Kai moved his head from side to side. He didn’t see Ilona or the enemy dropship. “Where’s Ilona?”

      “Right here, Commander!”

      He twisted around and spotted the dropship flying toward him, Amber, and Yukina’s body on the rooftop. The dropship hovered above while Ilona’s drone floated near the ship’s cockpit glass. The ship’s door opened.

      “I hacked into it, in case you were wondering,” Ilona said. “Free rides available, hop on now.”

      Kai smiled. “Can you lower it a bit?”

      “I can! Oh, and take care of the pilots inside. They’re still alive and locked inside the cockpit.”

      The dropship descended to the rooftop and deployed its landing gear. Kai climbed aboard first, pulled out the Hammershot, and ran toward the ship’s locked cockpit door.

      “Ilona, open this door.”

      She did as he instructed, hacked into the ship’s systems, and the cockpit doors slid open. Kai stormed into the cockpit, approaching the pilot who stood up with a “what the fuck” look on his face. Kai blew three silenced bullets through the man’s face, launching his ass backward, shifted his aim to a co-pilot who didn’t even hear the kill, and blew his head off without a second thought. He tossed both bodies to the floor and wiped the windshield and flight controls clean of the blood.

      Behind, Amber scooped up Yukina and leaped aboard with the gynoid in her arms. Ilona floated inside the dropship afterward and piloted it remotely toward Cerise’s unmoving body. The vessel arrived and hovered above a pink-haired girl lying face down.

      “Amber, if you don’t mind.”

      She nodded. “I’m on it.”

      The blonde cyborg jumped out and heaved Cerise over her shoulder. With a quick jump, Amber leaped back into the dropship with Cerise. Kai shut the door, and Ilona’s hack sent the ship into the night, soaring above the city’s neon and leaving the housing projects shrouded in the blackout’s darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the streets below, a Coalition Marine angled his Vinogradov 77 upward and opened fire at the retreating dropship, hacked and stolen by Kai Novak’s Marionette Task Force. The soldier continued shooting, aiming to target the fleeing ship’s thrusters. A big hand pushed down on the barrel of his rifle, forcing him to lower it and cease firing.

      It was Major James Kopac’s hand.

      “Let them go,” Kopac said.

      The Marine faced Kopac. “But, sir.”

      “I know what he’s planning next. I’ve known Novak for years. He’s easy to read.” Kopac activated his neural implant’s communication function, connecting with a team of Marines elsewhere in Jardin. “Put me through to the Red Wolf squad. I have a request for them.”
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            WAKEY, WAKEY!

          

        

      

    

    
      A hacked and hijacked dropship bearing the red and black flag of the Solar Coalition descended to the outer edge of the Umbra District, widening the gap between it and the chaos at the housing projects. Kai idled inside the dropship’s cockpit as Ilona remotely operated the vessel. Once again, Ilona appeared as a hologram, seated on the pilot’s chair. He sat on the co-pilot’s chair midway into their flight and started considering the team’s exit strategy. He came up with about a dozen of them. The task force was going to need them. They were flying in an enemy aircraft, so there were lots of ways that could end tragically. Shot down by a surviving group of Eden soldiers nobody knew about? Shot down because the Coalition knew they lost control of one of their dropships? The enemy still had plenty of AA guns hidden throughout the city, with locations Kai’s team failed to learn since they were unable to capture Kopac.

      Then it hit him.

      The AA guns.

      Kai spun the pilot’s chair around, facing the deadly women of the Marionette Task Force. “They haven’t fired yet.”

      A few seconds passed before anyone responded. With tools in hand, Amber prodded around inside the gaping bullet hole in Yukina’s chest, performing critical repairs. Cerise never moved from where Amber left her body on the floor. Her operating system still hadn’t rebooted after she glitched out and crashed. Restarting Cerise was Ilona’s job, and she was busy piloting the dropship.

      “Hmm, you’re right,” Ilona said. She accessed the dropship’s flight data, a three-dimensional projection of Jardin’s skyscrapers. “I imagine the AA guns will lock onto us once word gets out that we . . . borrowed one of their dropships.”

      “Since we’re in a captured enemy ship, do you think you can access the AA guns’ locations?” he asked her.

      “Hmm, let’s see here.” Ilona rotated the three-dimensional map of Jardin around and around with both hands. “Yes, this computer has the coordinates of all Coalition AA guns in the city.” She snapped her fingers, and like magic hundreds of red icons representing hidden AA guns dotted the holographic map. “There we go. This is every AA gun the enemy has in Jardin. Saving it now and updating my database. Want me to send you a copy, Commander?”

      “Please.”

      “There you go.”

      Kai received the data file and saved it to his implant’s memory storage. With the file saved, he accessed it then enlarged it in his virtual vision. His entire POV was of a digital map of Jardin with various gun encampment icons pointing out the location of AA guns. About half of the AA guns were on armored trucks and covertly traveled across the city’s streets. The remaining AA guns were large and installed in a fixed position. Kai transmitted the map to Amber. A warning beeped suddenly.

      Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 18%

      His implant’s internal battery was also getting low and needed a recharge. He activated his implant’s wireless recharge then plugged the exoskeleton into the dashboard, initializing its battery recharge.

      “Oh, what?” Amber blurted, raising one blonde eyebrow.

      “Sorry to interrupt you,” Kai said to her. “But I wanted your input on this.”

      Amber stood up from Yukina’s inoperative body, placing her hands on her hips. “Okay, shoot. What’s up?”

      “There are a lot of AA guns here, and we still need to take them out. Which ones should we hit first that’d benefit your people?”

      Amber folded her arms and squinted. At first glance, it appeared as though she was gazing aimlessly, but she was probably examining the three-dimensional map of Jardin and the AA guns Kai had sent to her neural implant.

      “These right here.” Amber circled a set of AA guns not far from their location and shared the data with him and Ilona. “Take us to the guns. It’s near the highway that bridges Jardin with Lynx Cove and Theta Grove, which is under enemy control, but Lynx Cove ain’t. Eden Marines garrisoned in Lynx Cove can fly in with air support when the AA guns are down. If we take back Jardin, our forces can strike Theta Grove and liberate it. Also . . .” She squinted. “This ain’t that far away from the last known location of the missing Eden soldiers.”

      “The ones who sent that SOS Ilona intercepted?”

      “The very same. The enemy captured them just a few blocks away from these guns here. We might find some clues as to what happened to them and what the enemy planned to do with them.”

      “Two birds with one stone. I like it.” Kai shifted his head to his imaginary copilot, Ilona. Or was he the copilot? After all, Ilona was flying the thing; he was just sitting and relaxing. “Ilona?”

      “Taking us to the location Amber pointed out now, slow and steady,” Ilona said. “ETA twenty minutes, forty seconds.”

      Amber fetched her tools and resumed working on repairing Yukina’s internal electronics. The 50-caliber sniper round put a good-sized hole through her chest. Kai exited the cockpit and sat on one of the side chairs inside the dropship’s central cabin while accessing Yukina’s operational status data.

      Her readings weren’t good at all.

      It listed her vitals at 0%.

      Kai hoped it was because Amber had to disconnect a few of Yukina’s components to work on her because the 0% reading made him incredibly nervous. He wondered if that was it for the 400i gynoid. The girl he built with his hands and watched her AI learn about the world around them, as hectic as it was at the moment. Kai wanted to watch Yukina grow and discover how to express emotions and ask fewer questions about life because she already knew the answers. Maybe even see her smile. Cerise smiled a lot, and so did Ilona. Yukina never did because she didn’t know how to or why she should.

      Cerise’s body jolted slightly. Life returned to the marionette sex doll, and her operating status indicators appeared on his HUD. She pushed up from the floor as Ilona’s drone floated upward to give her space.

      “Wakey, wakey!” Ilona teased.

      Cerise sat on the floor, rubbing her frizzled pink hair. She smiled with closed eyes at Kai and raised her index and middle fingers in the air, flashing the peace sign. “Good as new! Thanks, Ilona.”

      Kai crossed his arms. “As in, no more glitching out?”

      “Oh, I haven’t ruled that one out.” Ilona’s hologram flashed before the two, one hand holding her chin, eyes narrowing at Cerise.

      “Was afraid you’d say that,” Kai grumbled. “I’m worried this will be a common thing.” He looked at Yukina with Amber’s hands and tools deep inside her chest wound. “Yukina getting shot down, Cerise glitching out . . . This isn’t a recipe for success.”

      Amber snorted. “Seems like I’m your only reliable person, Kai.”

      “Excuse me!” Ilona twisted to Amber so fast her white lab coat fluttered and her bust jiggled. She put fists on the hips of her black miniskirt and tapped her left-heeled shoe on the floor. “I’d say I’m pretty reliable too!”

      Amber’s glare briefly wandered from Yukina’s ruptured chest to Ilona’s face. “And can’t hold a gun.”

      “I’d say the Starslayer’s PDCs are pretty big guns.” Ilona turned her nose up at her, eyes shut, arms folded. “Bigger than yours.”

      “And exactly how are the PDCs helpin’ us right now?” Amber pointed at Cerise’s torso using the soldering iron she was holding. “You girls would last longer if you wore body armor like Kai and I.”

      Ilona shook her head. “Actually, the new nanofibers you installed in Cerise and Yukina are stronger than Kevlar. Yukina would have gone down regardless.”

      Cerise chimed in and added. “Don’t forget that armor lowers mobility, including for us marionettes.”

      Ilona smirked and nodded. “If we want Cerise and Yukina to maintain their mobility, we’ll need to upgrade their skin with better nanofibers. Or armor plating. Also, don’t forget Yukina is an obsolete 400i model. They weren’t known for their durability.”

      He looked at Yukina’s lifeless face. “Yukina is our glass cannon.”

      “I think the correct term is an unhinged, emotionless girl with a gun, Commander.”

      Amber shrugged and sank her hands and tools back inside Yukina’s torso.

      About six minutes later . . .

      “There, that should do it.” Amber pulled her hands out of Yukina and put the tools aside.

      She turned Yukina around, laying her face down on the ground before lifting her white dress up, granting Amber access to the small of Yukina’s back and the hidden on/off switch.

      A glow of blue light returned to Yukina’s eyes, shining upon the dropship’s inner cabin floor. Yukina sat up straight like Cerise had done earlier. She said nothing at first, just eyed everyone as if she didn’t know them.

      It made Kai’s stomach turn.

      “She’s still there, right?” he said, inching closer to Yukina, seated on the floor.

      Amber grabbed and inserted Yukina’s USB cable into her chromed cybernetic arm, accessing her data. She stared blankly momentarily while her neural implant retrieved relevant information from Yukina.

      “Yep,” Amber said after the pause. “Yukina’s fine. She’s just finishing her OS’s boot-up cycle.”

      Yukina angled her face upward, peering at Kai with the bluish glow of her synthetic eyes. “Master, am I to assume the mission was a success?”

      Kai kneeled before Yukina and ran his hand through her silver-white hair, giving her a cute head pat. “Happy to see you too, Yukina.” He smiled warmly.

      Yukina tilted her head to the right. “You are happy, Master? Why?”

      “Because you can die like us but didn’t,” Kai said. “Sure, it’s harder for a marionette to die, but it’s not impossible. A few bullets through your head could destroy your CPU and memory storage unit.” He guided his head-patting hand down Yukina’s left shoulder, gently holding her. “Please be more careful, Yukina. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “But I must protect you, Master.”

      “You can’t do that when you’re dead.”

      She blinked her eyes twice. “Inquiry, Master. Would you have me buried should I be terminated?”

      “Just like humans? Yes. I’d bury you if you were to stop operating.”

      “Why? I am not human.” She leaned closer. “Did my reply trigger another emotional response?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, it did.”

      “Can you describe what the emotion feels like, Master? I would like to know more about it.”

      “It’s not something I can easily explain right now.” With a furrowed brow, Kai looked at the reason why. His mini-map updated and showed the dot representing the dropship they rode on, approaching a group of AA gun icons from the south. “We got another operation coming up and need to get it done as fast as possible.”

      “What has happened?”

      Kai stood. Yukina tilted her head to look at him while sitting. “We’re in a stolen enemy ship,” he said. “The enemy either knows it or is about to know it. We can’t stay on this bird forever, so we gotta take out as many AA guns as we can so that Eden can send in reinforcements.”

      “Approaching the AA guns now,” Ilona said. She stood straight and put her hands behind her white lab coat back. “Your orders, Commander?”

      “Land us someplace close,” Kai said, moving to face the team. “Everyone, grab your weapons and raid any supplies you find on this ship.”
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            TAKE THEM DOWN OR LET THEM PASS?

          

        

      

    

    
      Ilona brought the hijacked dropship down in the middle of a commercialized area. It was after midnight, and the roads were devoid of activity, though Kai suspected that was because the Coalition had a lot of troops operating in the area. Certain parts of Jardin were off-limits to everyone, and the streets below looked like it was one of them. It was a good sign and meant the enemy had something to hide there. Ahead was a four-story parking garage. On the top layer were the AA guns Ilona detected, and just across the road from the garage was the main highway Amber talked about. That highway connected Jardin with Lynx Cove and Theta Grove, the nearest settlements in the region.

      Eden could send in reinforcements via the highway all they wanted, but without air support, the Coalition’s garrison would crush them. Removing the AA guns from play would change that. Eden would be able to set up a camp in this part of the city and link up with the guerrilla fighters Jerry talked about. From there, they could spread out and recapture Jardin while using the highway to ship in additional soldiers, tanks, and supply trucks or evacuate injured personnel.

      But the AA guns had to go before any of that could happen. That was the plan. That was the job the general had offered the team. And finally they were able to carry it out, provided their batteries held out.

      He checked the team’s battery status, including his exoskeleton’s power.

      Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 62%

      Amber: Battery Charge – 78%

      Cerise: Battery Charge – 59%

      Yukina: Battery Charge – 89%

      Ilona: Battery Charge – 73%

      Nobody had gotten a full recharge. They weren’t on the dropship long enough to do so, and staying any longer could jeopardize the mission. The enemy wasn’t stupid. Eventually, someone would question why one of their dropships landed in the streets without notice and learn that Kai’s team had hijacked it moments earlier.

      Kai exhaled deeply, wishing they had more time to plan and prepare for the operation. He led Amber, Yukina, Cerise, and Ilona out of the dropship with the M-905 searching for hostile threats lurking in the dimly lit streets. Nobody shot at them or questioned why they landed in the middle of the road. At least, not yet they did.

      Amber joined him at his side, and the two fanned out to scout the area, hiding behind idle cars long abandoned by their owners. Ilona floated above and scanned the site as well.

      “No hostiles sighted,” Amber reported.

      “I got movement ahead,” Ilona transmitted. “Sending it to your HUDs now.”

      His vision updated, and he followed the red markers on it. Kai saw at least a dozen red silhouettes marching on patrol throughout the four-story parking garage. They didn’t see him. Ilona’s ability to scan and relay data to him was something else.

      “Amber, you got enough claymores for these AA guns?” he asked.

      “I brought what I could fit in my bag,” she said. “It should suffice, assuming we don’t need more than two to take them down.”

      Cerise moved through the darkness alongside Yukina and watched Kai and Amber’s rear. Cerise gave the parking garage a perplexed glare. “I hope you’re not planning to storm in with guns blazing.”

      “I don’t intend to.” Kai crouched behind a car. The girls surrounded him and waited for his orders. “Yukina, cover behind here.” He pointed at a parked van farther down the road. “Snipe any targets that get too close to Amber and me.”

      Yukina nodded to him. “Understood.”

      Cerise inched closer to him. “And me?”

      “Cover Yukina and watch for enemy patrols on the lower level,” he said. “Use that fancy scope on your rifle to pick a couple off too.”

      “I take it we’re using suppressors for this?” Amber asked him.

      “Yeah, put them on now.”

      Kai replaced his M-905 with his silenced Hammershot. Suppressors added more weight to a gun when installed. The M-905, the heaviest weapon he had, would have been harder to fire if he added the suppressor. The Hammershot was already lightweight, so adding the suppressor wasn’t too big of a deal, apart from taking a 30% damage cut. The type of silencers they used slowed the speed of the bullet slightly, reducing its damage. With the Shadow Strike Silencer installed, the Hammershot inflicted an average of 31 damage per shot instead of 45. Well worth the tradeoff during a stealth operation like the one they were about to start.

      Kai gripped the Hammershot and addressed the girls huddled with him behind the car. “Everyone ready?”

      Cerise and Yukina finished attaching Shadow Strike Silencers to their rifles and nodded. “Ready, Master.”

      Kai and Amber left their cover, keeping low and holding silenced pistols steady as they approached the parking garage entrance. Two Coalition soldiers with assault rifles in their grips stood watch near the entrance. Yukina trotted to the van he had directed her to, her heeled white boots barely making a sound. Cerise moved out last while aiming her Vinogradov backward to protect the rear. Kai snuck through the bushes to the left of the entrance. Amber did the same to the right. Both placed their backs on the wall and sidled toward the Coalition uniformed men.

      He stopped when his implant informed him that there was a 98% chance that his movement would alert the enemy. Too close for comfort. On his mini-map, the blue dot representing Amber stood still. She was in position.

      Kai shot the Coalition soldier closest to him in the head, the Shadow Strike Silencer making the Hammershot’s gunshot nothing more than a soft whisper in the night. Alerted to the death and the spray of crimson, the second soldier spun to face him. Amber put him down with two silenced shots to the back of his head, and the big man joined his buddy on the road.

      Kai and Amber holstered their silenced pistols and reached for the two bodies lying and bleeding at their boots. They dragged the corpses behind the bushes. The duo entered the parking garage’s first level, silently and cautiously, like ninjas in the darkness.

      “Ilona,” he whispered over their commlink. “Did anyone catch that?”

      “No, I’m scrambling their network link. Nobody on their team knows they flatlined.”

      “Good.”

      “But keep in mind, Commander, someone’s bound to realize that I’ve hacked into their network. That will put them on high alert.”

      He nodded. “Noted.”

      Kai and Amber continued until Amber stopped beside a car and held up her fist, the military hand signal for stop. Amber placed her back against the vehicle while gripping the Equalizer tight and peeking around its frame. She turned away and made another series of hand signals to Kai. Enemy spotted. Three targets. Rifles.

      Kai gazed in the direction Amber had spotted the hostiles but saw no red silhouettes apart from the ones on the levels above. Ilona missed a patrol, and they were seconds away from walking right into them. Since Amber got a good look at the enemy, she used her implant to share the tactical data with him. Suddenly, the red silhouettes of three Coalition soldiers walking with rifles came into his vision. He could see their position through the car they hid behind. Then he heard their footsteps. They were close. The taps of their footsteps grew louder. The enemy was getting even closer.

      Kai and Amber rolled under the car and out of sight. They bunched together close enough that she was almost on top of him. He felt the warmth of her cheeks on his too. Her skin was much softer than he thought.

      “What do we do?” Amber whispered. “Take them down or let them pass?”

      “Hey.” That was one of the patrolling men. “Where’s the guards?”

      “What the . . .”

      The Coalition soldiers walked toward the entrance. An entrance without guards. He hoped none of them saw any blood.

      “Guess that settles that,” Amber whispered, watching the legs of the enemy move. “We’re letting them pass.”

      They waited until the enemy patrol moved out of estimated hearing range, displayed as a ring-shaped icon on Kai’s mini-map. Once clear, Kai and Amber rolled out from under the car and aimed their weapons at the men who had put their backs to them. The two lowered their pistols seconds later. It wasn’t worth it. Nobody knew they were there. Why risk losing that advantage? Kai and Amber continued to the ramp, inching upward to the garage’s second level, slow and steady.

      “Heads up, Yukina and Cerise,” Kai whispered. “You two have company. Three soldiers are about to leave the garage.”

      “I see them,” Cerise transmitted. “Orders?”

      “Pop them if they see you,” Kai whispered. “Pop them if they spot the blood that we didn’t have time to clean up. Otherwise, let them walk and think everything is fine.”

      “Roger.”

      But Kai knew damn well that wasn’t going to happen. Missing guards and a jammed network, the enemy would put two and two together soon.

      He and Amber reached the third level and were heading to the fourth when she saw something neither of them were expecting. Something Ilona didn’t catch because it was too deep into the garage and behind several cars and barricades.

      “POWs.”

      Kai’s attention shifted to a group of men kneeling in a circle, arms and legs tightly bound with tie straps. The enemy had Eden soldiers, about six of them with bruised and bloody faces. The enemy had turned the third level of the parking garage into a makeshift POW camp—

      Gunfire echoed.

      It drew the five enemy soldiers watching the POWs toward the garage’s edge. They peered through the gaps in the walls and surveyed the nighttime city streets. The three Coalition soldiers Kai and Amber had allowed to pass by earlier flatlined.

      “Cerise, was that you?” Kai asked.

      “They found the bodies in the bushes and were trying to radio it in,” Cerise replied over the channel. “Sorry!”

      “No, no, you did good.” He winced. “It’s just . . .”

      “One of them got a shot off.”

      “Yeah . . .”

      The five soldiers ahead of Kai and Amber pointed their rifles outside and down at Cerise and Yukina’s position below. Seconds later, two men lost their heads and fell into a bloody mess.

      “Sniper! Get down!”

      Kai grinned in the darkness he hid in. “Nice shot, Yukina.”

      “You two better hurry,” Ilona transmitted.

      “What is it, Ilona?” he asked.

      “Someone got a message out, and I couldn’t jam it in time. We got enemy reinforcements inbound.”

      Kai nodded to Amber, crouching at his side. “Let’s get to the AA guns up top.”

      “No.” She shook her head and ambled forward. “Let’s get those POWs out first. These might be the missing soldiers the Coalition’s been tryin’ to keep secret from us.”

      “I don’t doubt it, but can’t it wait?”

      “If we blow those guns, it’ll rupture the ceiling above them, and the falling debris will crush them to death.”

      Amber was right. The fourth level was above and where the AA guns were. Her explosives could break apart the concrete and injure the POWs below. It was too risky. They needed to free the POWs first. Kai wondered if the Coalition did that on purpose, placing captured Eden soldiers close to sites like this to deter Eden from blowing it up should they find the opportunity. It was a dick move, for damn sure.

      “Ilona, what’s the ETA on those enemy birds?” Kai asked.

      “Five minutes.”

      “Can you hack the AA guns from here?”

      “I’d need to get closer to maintain a steady link . . . and right now that top floor looks pretty scary.”

      “Then let’s make it a safe place for you.”

      Kai hurried up to the final ramp that led to the parking garage’s fourth-level rooftop. Amber sighed dejectedly as she watched him leave her behind.

      “Fuck’s sake.” She followed him. “So we’re just going to abandon my people?”

      “No, we’re getting them out of here.”

      The duo slithered up to the garage’s fourth rooftop level. It gave them a nice, elevated view of the nighttime skies and at least three Coalition dropships descending from the clouds. At the edge of the fourth level were a dozen enemy soldiers, shooting at Cerise and Yukina’s position below, their muzzles’ flare illuminating the darkness, gun pops echoing.

      “Cerise, Yukina, how are you holding up?” Kai transmitted, his voice slightly raised.

      Cerise transmitted back. “Holding our ground for now, but it isn’t easy.”

      “We are pinned down, Master.”

      “Focus on the enemies on the third and second levels,” Kai said. “Make sure none of them provides backup for the men on the fourth level.”

      “Understood, Master.”

      He switched to his M-905. Might as well. The enemy knew they were there.

      Amber unslung the ZR6 Carbine from her shoulder and holstered the Equalizer. “Going loud, I take it?”

      “No point in stealth anymore.” Kai unhooked a grenade from his belt, priming its arm button with his free hand.

      Amber followed his lead, and the two hid behind a van. He tossed the grenade up and over the vehicle. She did so too. Both devices hit the ground and rolled toward the guardrails near the enemy, who were too focused on shooting at the girls below . . .

      . . . and oblivious to the pair of explosive devices that stopped at the back of their boots.

      Boom.
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      Three enemy combatants died instantly when the grenade detonated, hurling their bodies up and over the railing of the fourth story of the parking garage. Their tumbling corpses plastered their remains all over the streets below. The blast blew another four enemy soldiers backward and shredded their limbs into meaty slabs of flesh. They stopped moving after a few seconds. They lost too much blood to be a threat, and their health bars had already fallen to 3% and was shrinking fast. There were two left, and they dashed behind a burning vehicle that went up in flames when the tail of the grenade’s explosion touched it.

      Of course, Amber and Kai were running forward at that point, shooting relentlessly. Amber drilled multiple holes through one Coalition soldier. He dropped his weapon and fell into a bloody mess on the ground. Kai aimed for the head of the next, cracked the enemy’s helmet with three rounds, then landed the fourth bullet through his forehead. The shot came out the other end with a jetting line of gore in its wake.

      Amber and Kai circled the destruction. No red figures were visible atop the garage, only on the third and second levels. Kai saw at least five men down below sprint toward the ramp. He considered using Double Tap then remembered how much it would drain his exoskeleton’s battery, currently at 61%.

      “We’ve got incoming,” Kai said to Amber.

      “Yukina, can you target the hostiles headin’ our way?” Amber said.

      Yukina transmitted back. “Negative, they are too deep inside.”

      Cerise’s voice played next. “If I use Acceleration Drive, I can chase them down before they reach you.”

      Kai shook his head. “That’d leave Yukina alone.”

      “Yeah, and us very dead if she has to fall back because of that,” Amber added.

      “And me unable to hack the AA guns,” Ilona said. Her hologram appeared next, where she ran over to one of the AA guns in the middle of the fourth-level parking garage and leisurely glided her virtual hand over the massive turret. “Make a call, Commander. What do we do?”

      Kai made his decision. “Do it, Cerise.”

      “On it!”

      Kai shifted his attention to Ilona’s holographic projection. “Hack these guns, now!”

      Ilona smiled at him. “On it as well!”

      Amber and Kai took a defensive position near the ramp and pointed their weapons at it. Should enemies slip up, they could tag a few of them before getting overwhelmed. Down below, Cerise activated Acceleration Drive and hurried up the parking garage’s ramps, reaching the third level in seconds. Her silenced Vinogradov 77 discharged multiple rounds, barely audible to the ear. Three red silhouettes vanished from his virtual vision.

      In the skies above, three enemy dropships descended closer and shone searchlights on the parking garage’s fourth top level. A bright beam of light shone upon Kai and Amber. The enemy spotted them. The duo turned their weapons up at the aircraft and opened fire, their bullets dinging against the dropships’ armor. A yellow bar appeared above the hovering vessels, informing Kai of the ship’s estimated armor’s durability.

      It remained at 100%.

      A single machine gun, deployed from the underside of the dropship, rotated and angled its barrel down at Kai and Amber.

      “Fuck . . .”

      Amber ran to the left, Kai to the right.

      The dropship’s machine gun blazed, destroying a nearby car by piercing its lithium battery and making it explode. The blast hurled Kai and Amber away. Kai hit the ground with his skin slightly seared from the explosion brightening the night sky. His estimated health dropped to 59%. So did Amber’s. The dropship’s gun barrel acquired Amber as a target next. There was nothing he could do. Rolling onto his back, Kai aimed upward at the dropship, selected full-auto, and let his M-905 spit out every round it had left in its magazine.

      He watched the ship’s yellow bar decrease suddenly.

      It dropped from 100% to 42% in one second and then to 0% in the next second.

      The ship exploded, brightening the area with red-orange light and spreading its slagged remains in every direction. Its fuselage plummeted and slammed on top of the garage with a deafening crash. The explosion that followed shook the structure.

      The demise of the dropship left Kai completely dumbfounded. He sat up and brought the M-905 to his face, giving it a careful glance with raised eyebrows. There was no way he blew up a dropship by shooting at it with a submachine gun.

      “I have control of the AA guns!” Ilona’s hologram pointed a finger gun at the second ship in the sky. She smirked while standing defiantly ahead of it. “Bang!”

      Two AA guns shifted their enormous barrels toward the second dropship and fired three salvos upward. The yellow bar representing the targeted dropship fell to 32% after the first barrage then to 0% after the next. It exploded. The AA guns adjusted aim, their barrels moving to the left and targeting the last descending dropship. The ship’s pilot tried to veer away but wasn’t fast enough. Another burst of bright red-orange light lit up the nighttime skies. The ground rumbled when the final craft slammed into it.

      The two enemy soldiers running up to the fourth level had arrived. One shot Kai in the chest and hurled him backward. His vest blocked the round, barely. His chest ached. Additional enemy gunfire forced Kai behind a flaming car. He felt another bullet pierce his thigh and a third cut a gash across his left shoulder. He gritted his teeth and screamed furiously. The pain was agonizing. Feeling his blood trickle out was worse. Kai took a couple of deep breaths and put his mind into a trance. It forced him to believe that the pain wasn’t there. Forced himself to ignore the blood. Forced himself to keep fighting because, when looking at the team’s status, he saw that Amber’s red health bar dipped to 42%, just 4% more estimated health than him.

      Amber had a hard time getting up from the knockback and probably got hit by a bullet or two like him. Ignoring the flame’s heat, Kai ejected his spent magazine and slipped a new one in. He stood up while roaring and fired through the flames, hitting the nearest Coalition trooper and knocking them backward. His 9mm rounds weren’t penetrating their armor, but that didn’t stop Kai from emptying his weapon’s magazine. He was blasting the enemy in the chest with the M-905 on full-auto. Kai sent thirty bullets down range in seconds, each striking the enemy’s vest and staggering them.

      He may not have killed the enemy, but he saw their health lower. That meant, at the very least, the enemy combatant was in a lot of pain and losing focus. People getting repeatedly hammered in the chest by a submachine gun weren’t a threat and were oblivious to the blur of pink and black that came up the ramp.

      It was Cerise with Acceleration Drive active.

      She moved so quickly toward the enemy trooper that it seemed as if she had teleported toward them. She shot the enemy in the neck, twisted around, and perforated the second target from behind. The enemy fell to his knees with blood oozing out from six holes in the exit wounds on his chest and blood gushing from his lips. He almost looked like a vampire who had just finished feeding.

      Cerise moved at a normal pace again. She had to, since her battery charge had fallen to 33%. Kai ran to Amber and offered his bloody hand to her, helping her up. Cerise joined them and asked, “Now what?”

      “Now you brace yourselves.” Ilona held her hands forward. The AA guns turned in sync with her. “Additional enemy aircraft inbound.”

      Kai walked with a limp to Ilona’s left. “Can you take them out?”

      “I can, but that means you probably don’t want to blow these AA guns up just yet.”

      “No, we don’t!” Amber shouted. She hobbled toward them, one hand holding her waist, red with blood. “We gotta get those POWs out!” Amber spun for the ramp, but Kai caught her arm and pulled her back.

      “Wait, you’ve got the claymores,” he said. “We need you here once the POWs are clear.”

      “Damn it.” She removed her backpack and set it on the surface. Zipping it open with cyborg speed, Amber reached into the bag and retrieved two claymores, extending one to Kai.

      Cerise gripped her Vinogradov and strode toward the ramp leading to the third level. “I’ll get the POWs out.”

      “Be quick,” Ilona said. “Enemy forces are regrouping on the lower level. It looks like they’re trying the direct approach to get Yukina.”

      “Shit.” Kai activated his neural implant’s communication link. “Yukina, fall back to our dropship if you can!”

      “As you wish, Master.”

      “Permission to use Acceleration Drive again?” Cerise asked him. “It should speed up the rescue.”

      “Permission granted, Cerise. Just don’t drain your battery to nothing.”

      “If I drop to 10% or less, I’ll deactivate it.”

      Cerise activated the Acceleration Drive CES again and sped off, her black heels and pink hair a blur of motion.

      “In the meantime, Amber, let’s get these claymores set up,” Kai said. “Once Ilona’s done with the enemy ships and Cerise frees the POWs, we’re blowing this place.”

      While holding the claymore, Amber strode toward the nearest AA gun, its barrel targeting one of the incoming enemy ships. “Uh, bad time to ask. Do you even know how to use claymores?”

      He grinned. “Teach me.”

      Amber gave him a quick rundown on how to use the claymore. Place the explosive near the AA gun’s barrel, ensuring that the printed message on the claymore that read “FRONT TOWARD THE ENEMY” faced the gun. The reverse side of the claymore had a warning instructing people not to eat the contents of it as it was poisonous, and there was a note urging people not to burn its contents, which could produce deadly gas. The claymores were idiot-proof.

      Once installed, Amber told Kai to sync his implant with the claymores’ internal computer. Only, it wouldn’t work. The software his implant used was incompatible with the claymores. Normally, it would have allowed him to highlight linked claymores just by looking at them. Amber had to take care of that. Her implant gave her the option to detonate the claymores remotely, put them on a timer, or set them off when enemy targets got close.

      “And that’s that,” Amber said, dusting her hands clean—

      The AA guns discharged multiple rounds into the air with loud, thunderous booms, startling Amber and Kai.

      They instinctively held hands and backed away. Above, the incoming enemy dropships exploded and crashed into the city streets. Kai and Amber watched in amazement as Ilona stood in the center of the lot like a maestro directing an orchestra, remotely operating the guns.

      It took them thirty seconds to realize they were still holding hands. The duo broke away with reddening faces.

      The final enemy ship burst into flames and collided into a billboard sign before falling into the streets with other burning wrecks.

      “And that should be the last of them.” Ilona twirled on a heel to them, hands behind her white lab coat fluttering ahead of flames. “You can do what you want with the AA guns now.”

      “Cerise, what’s your status?” Kai said.

      “Got the POWs to our dropship. You’re clear to blow this place.”

      He was going to ask about the lingering enemy soldiers but saw no red silhouettes anywhere. He noticed that Cerise and Yukina had reached levels 56 and 66 respectively. They probably killed them.

      Kai nodded to Ilona and Amber. “Let’s go.”

      Ilona’s hologram faded, and her drone lifted away. Amber and Kai ran down the ramp after placing the claymores on a timer. Just in case they didn’t make it. The two rushed out of the garage to the sounds of multiple explosions ripping apart the AA guns, sending their slagged remains in every direction. A giant fireball enveloped the air above the garage, and secondary blasts destroyed the fourth level. Burning vehicles and concrete came crashing down on the third level, squeezing the shit out of the dead enemies lying there. That caused the third level to collapse and fall to the second, which cascaded into the first level.

      There wasn’t much of a parking garage left when the dust settled. It was just a heap of rubble, raging fires, and black smoke filling the night skies.

      Kai cringed at the sight. “Good thing we got the POWs out . . .”

      “Amber, Kai, you finished your date?” Ilona transmitted to the two.

      Amber did a double take. “What?”

      “We’ve been waiting for you in the dropship for a while,” Ilona revealed.

      Kai checked the time in his vision. It turned out he and Amber had been standing watching the aftermath of the blasts for at least three minutes.

      “On our way back,” he said.

      They spun around and rushed toward the dropship they had seized and were using as transportation.

      “Okay, good,” Ilona vocalized through their neural implants. “I thought I’d have to ask Cerise or Yukina to grab a garden hose.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Listen to you.”

      “Actually, you might want to listen to what these POWs have to say,” Ilona added. “It’s pretty important.”
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      “Important, eh?” Kai snorted. He and Amber walked toward the dropship they had hijacked, which was idling in the middle of the road. “I wonder what it is.”

      “Something tells me it’s more than a simple thank you,” Amber said.

      Yukina emerged from the landed vessel with first aid kits in hand and used them to disinfect and bandage the injuries of the wounded Eden soldiers the team had discovered in the parking garage. Ilona’s hologram stood to the side and studied a large, rectangularly shaped floating screen full of data. Cerise watched everyone gathered around the dropship, idling with her Vinogradov held. She glimpsed Kai and Amber return to the group and gifted him with a flirty wave and an enticing smile.

      “That one just won’t give up,” Amber said, nudging him with her elbow. “You fuckin’ her, Kai?”

      He grunted. “She’s a sex doll.”

      “Yeah, and? You fuckin’ her?”

      Did he fuck Cerise? He laughed at the thought. Kai didn’t fuck Cerise. Cerise fucked him. She fucked him savagely, finishing the act by grabbing his cock and forcing it to her face, where his ejaculating prick smothered it with warm semen. And she had just sat there, purring with eyes shut the whole time and enjoying every second.

      A wicked leer stretched his lips, and he was confident Amber had seen it from the corner of her eye. Amber’s facial expression contorted.

      Ilona saw Kai and Amber near the dropship. With a snap of her fingers, Ilona turned her floating screen into a handheld tablet and strode over to the two.

      “Ah, there you are.” Ilona held the holographic tablet computer with both hands. It wasn’t a real one of course, just her way of projecting information to him. “I have the names of the POWs here.” She lowered the device and pointed at the injured soldiers sitting in a circle near the dropship’s entrance. “This is Lieutenant Maldonado, a member of Eden’s Army and the ranking officer among them. And get this. Remember the captured soldiers the Coalition tried to cover up?”

      “Yeah, I do.” Kai raised his eyebrows. “This is them, isn’t it?”

      “Not all of them, but yes,” Ilona said. “I doubled checked their records to confirm it.”

      Kai, Amber, and Ilona stopped before the soldiers sitting on the road. Amber neared the group and saluted them. “Lieutenant.”

      Maldonado inched his battered face up at her. “One of us, thank fuck.” He stood to his feet slowly and moaned. The man winced, his hand clutching his side tightly. “Lieutenant Maldonado, Eden Army. Who are you, soldier?”

      “Lance Corporal Adams.”

      Maldonado gestured to Kai. “And him?”

      “Him?” Amber shot Kai a smile that lit up her face. “He’s a hired gun workin’ for General Thorpe.”

      “Is that so?”

      Kai and Maldonado shook hands. Despite being held captive by the enemy, Maldonado’s handshake was surprisingly firm. “Nice to meet you,” Kai said. “The name’s Novak, Kai Novak.”

      “Thanks for the save, Novak,” Maldonado said.

      “No worries, Lieutenant. So, Ilona tells me you have something important to tell me.”

      Maldonado looked confused. “Ilona?”

      “That’s me.” Ilona waved a holographic hand at the group.

      Maldonado grimaced once he realized Ilona was a hologram. He frowned harder when he saw a drone projecting her image. “What kind of AI is that?” He shook his head. “Ugh. Never mind. Listen, there are more of us in Jardin, and they need your help.”

      “Figured so,” Kai said. “We got your distress signal a while back. The Coalition had intercepted it and was trying to keep it hidden from Eden.”

      “Really . . .” Maldonado’s lips curled. “You here to get us out then?”

      “That and to wreck some AA guns, which we did, and learn why the Coalition wanted to cover up your capture.”

      “I couldn’t tell you why,” Maldonado said. “But if you help us here, maybe you’ll find the answers.” The Army Lieutenant pointed out his bandaged wounds then at the bloody bandages the rest of his team wore. “We’re out of commission until a doctor gives us the green light to get back into action.”

      “Fair enough,” Kai said. “I know the feeling.”

      “We’re of no assistance to you. And from what I can see, you’re the only boots on the ground we got. Yeah, you look rough right now, but you’re still in better shape than us and have marionettes at your disposal.”

      Kai shrugged and regretted it when his shoulder erupted with pain. The bullet that tagged him earlier hurt a lot more now. He made a note to ask Yukina to patch up his and Amber’s gunshot wounds. Her first aid level had already risen to level 7 just by tending to the wounds of the rescued Army rangers.

      “Pretty much,” Kai said. “That’s why the general’s paying me to come out here. The continent is crawling with Coalition forces and occupied cities like this. The Army and Marines are fortifying cities that haven’t been attacked yet. Then there are the AA guns. They’re everywhere and preventing ships from coming in.”

      “Not anymore though,” Amber said. “We should be able to land our birds in this part of the city.”

      “And with the ships I destroyed,” Ilona said. “I doubt the Coalition has many reinforcements they can spare in the Umbra District.”

      “Speaking of which,” Kai said, turning to face Amber. “You wanna call in the calvary?”

      “Yeah, let me do that now.” Amber walked away and pulled out her handheld LLT. She reached someone in orbit a minute later and started mumbling military codes and lingo and issuing landing coordinates.

      Maldonado continued, “Here, let me send you the location of the Marines who were with us. The enemy is holding them captive in a clinic east of here.”

      Kai twisted his lips. “Marines? I thought you were Army?”

      “We are,” Maldonado said. “The Marines came to rescue my team here, but the enemy ambushed us during the operation and held us hostage.”

      Maldonado gave Kai the address and street name of the clinic. He shared it with Ilona afterward. “Ilona, make sure Yukina, Cerise, and Amber see this.”

      “Righto!” Ilona grinned and ambled to the dropship where the rest of the girls were, the drone following behind and continuing to project her form.

      Kai returned to Maldonado. “Where did you get this address?”

      “The enemy originally planned to hold us and the Marines who came to rescue us there. It seems they turned that clinic into a secret POW camp. They kept us for a few days then forced us into that parking garage you found us in. We’re pretty sure the enemy left the Marines tied up inside that clinic.”

      “We’ll look into rescuing the Marines,” Kai said. “Provided the general is okay with it.”

      “I’m sure he’d be fine with that.” Maldonado sat on the curb and groaned. “I can’t wait to fucking get out of here.”

      Kai turned around. “You and me both.” He approached Amber right as she lowered the LLT. “What’s the word, Amber?”

      “Got a couple of dropships inbound and ready to set up shop here.”

      “Nice. We’re finally kicking the occupiers out of the city.”

      She offered Kai the LLT transmitter. “The general wants to talk to you.”

      Kai took the device from her hands and raised it to his face to speak. “General?”

      “Commander Novak, I heard your team was successful in your mission. Good job.”

      “Not quite. Kopac got away.”

      “Whatever. He was just a tool. We needed him to allow you and your team into the city without coming under fire.”

      “And now he’s put my name back on the kill-on-sight list.”

      “Well, once our birds fly in, we’ll be putting all Coalition soldiers, Kopac included, on our kill-on-sight list. You’re welcome to give us a hand with that.”

      Kai swallowed.

      “Here’s the thing. We found the missing Army and Marine personnel that the Coalition wanted to keep a secret.”

      “Ah, yes, Adams told me about them.”

      “So you know that we only found the Army rangers. The Marines were taken elsewhere, and Maldonado asked that we get them out. He told us where to find them, a clinic to the east, close to our position. Apparently, the enemy turned the clinic into a POW camp and are holding captive Marines there.”

      “That’s . . . an odd place to hold POWs.”

      “My thoughts exactly. Then again, keeping the Marines and Army rangers separate and covering up their capture is also pretty odd of the Coalition.”

      “We’re still preparing ships, troops, and hardware to establish a foothold in the Umbra District. So it’ll be awhile before we can commit troops to getting those soldiers out.”

      “You want us to do it?”

      “The sooner those soldiers return to the fight, the sooner we can kill the enemy once and for all. Besides, you said so yourself, Novak. The Coalition has been executing civilians on sight. Who’s to say they won’t execute those Marines once they get what they want out of them? Maybe that’s why they kept it secret, so they could argue that the Marines were killed in combat and not executed, which would be a war crime.”

      “That seems like a bit of a stretch given what I’ve seen the Coalition do on Earth and here. They don’t give a shit about the rules of engagement. But I see your point, General. We’ll check it out. And we’re going to get paid extra for this too, right?”

      “We’ll throw in a five-figure bonus if you get those men out alive.”

      “I can’t say no to that. We’re in.”

      “Good to hear, Novak. While you’re there, see if you can find out why the enemy was so fixated on a clinic of all places to hold captured Marines.”

      “Will do.”

      “Keep me posted on your progress. Thorpe out.”

      The line went dead. Kai handed the transmitter to Amber.

      “Got our marching orders?” she asked while accepting the LLT.

      “The general agrees with Maldonado. We’re to visit this clinic, rescue the Marine POWs, and investigate why the enemy took control of and used a clinic as a POW camp. I’m pretty sure that clinic is linked to this secret of theirs.”

      “Okay, let’s deploy ASAP then.”

      “But first.” Kai held his bloody shoulder. “Let’s get patched up.”

      Kai and Amber wandered over to Yukina, who held one of the first aid kits pulled from the dropship. Yukina examined the injuries they pointed out before opening the kit. She removed bullets and shrapnel from Kai and Amber and sprayed disinfectant liquid on their wounds. They squirmed a bit when the stinging pain struck. Yukina bandaged them up and administered painkillers through a jet injector.

      “I believe this should suffice for now,” Yukina said, ambling away from them. “The Army rangers instructed me to do this to mend their injuries.”

      Kai shifted his injured shoulder about. He barely felt any pain. “That feels so much better.”

      “Agreed,” Amber said, standing up. “Thanks a lot, Yukina!”

      Yukina folded her hands before her waist. She opened her mouth to say more but toppled forward and hit the road with a thud. The glow of her eyes faded away.

      Kai cringed. “That’s not how you say, ‘you’re welcome,’ Yukina . . .”

      Kai and Amber kneeled to Yukina’s body, shoving her softly, but the 400i gynoid didn’t respond. “For fuck’s sake, now what?”

      Amber tugged down the top of Yukina’s dress, partially undressing the marionette girl. She rolled Yukina onto her back, giving Amber access to the large hole in the side of Yukina’s chest. A few Army rangers behind saw what happened and whistled and howled at her. Amber replied with the middle finger then pulled back the silicone flesh on Yukina’s body, unveiling her mechanized skeleton frame. Kai stepped before Amber, preventing the rangers from getting a free show of the half-naked girl lying on the road. One of them yelled, “Down in front!” Kai flipped them the bird like Amber had done.

      Laughter erupted.

      Once finished, Amber rolled Yukina over again, backside pointed to the stars above. She reached for the small of her back and pressed on it. Doing so gave anyone looking a glimpse of Yukina’s thong and ass cheeks. Yukina’s eyes glowed with a bluish hue. She pushed up and away from the road, unfazed that her dress was down to her waist. Yukina sat before Kai and looked up at him while a lock of silver-white hair dangled to the side of her exposed left breast.

      “And she’s operational again,” Amber said, standing up.

      Yukina nonchalantly pulled the dress back up after she stood up. She did it slow too. He even heard the servos inside her body struggle.

      Kai inched over to Amber. “She seems slower.”

      “She’s better than she was earlier,” Amber replied.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “That 50 cal round she took in the chest fucked up her electronics. Truth be told, the repairs I made were temporary. We need to bring Yukina to the Starslayer. I got replacement parts and better tools there. Or we bring her back to Atlas Station. They have even better stuff and facilities to fix her good. Until then, Yukina needs to take it easy. If she overdoes it, a wire or something else might come loose, and her system will power down as a safety precaution.”

      “Am I a burden to you, Master?” Yukina asked, drawing Kai and Amber’s attention to her.

      Kai shook his head. “No, of course not, Yukina.”

      “I can remain as your protector?”

      “Yeah, but for now . . .” He paused, a surge of emotions stilling him for several seconds. “For now, I have to protect you a little bit more. Okay?”

      Amber stepped forward. “We’ll protect each other, okay?”

      “I understand,” Yukina said, nodding.

      “Good girl.” Amber patted Yukina on her head. “Let’s get goin’, shall we?”

      Cerise and Ilona joined them a moment later. “I heard we’re moving out?” Cerise asked.

      “We are,” Kai replied.

      Cerise thumbed backward. “Are we taking the dropship?”

      He gazed at the dropship they had stolen from the enemy, shaking his head. “I think it’s best we leave it. The enemy knows it’s compromised. It’ll only give our position away. Besides, we’re leaving the POWs to fend for themselves until Eden’s forces arrive. They can hunker down inside the dropship for now. There should be enough supplies for them to survive until evac arrives.”

      The team gathered their weapons and ammunition after being briefed on their next task. Since Yukina leveled her first aid skill, she kept one medical kit around her shoulder. Just by thinking about it, Kai inputted the clinic’s address into his mini-map. A navigational waypoint appeared, pointing him to the city streets and sidewalks they had to traverse to reach the clinic. Kai and Amber led the way. Ilona’s hologram vanished and her drone floated ahead to scout out for enemies while Cerise and Yukina watched the team’s rear.

      He viewed everyone’s battery power.

      Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 57%

      Amber: Battery Charge – 72%

      Cerise: Battery Charge – 61%

      Yukina: Battery Charge – 94%

      Ilona: Battery Charge – 83%

      It looked like everyone except Amber and Kai had recharged their batteries, not fully though. He hoped the team had enough battery power to finish the mission without recharging. Time was tight, and they couldn’t afford to stick around the dropship longer to recharge their batteries. Doing so might cost the Marines their lives.

      “Ilona.”

      “Yes, Commander?”

      “Let’s switch up my CES build,” Kai said, stopping to face the drone floating behind. “I’ll go with the melee one for the time being.”

      “Right away.”

      He plugged his exoskeleton into Ilona. Once the connection was confirmed, Ilona uninstalled the Double Tap CES and installed the two new CESs that introduced the ability to wield katanas like a Street Samurai.

      He reviewed the tooltips of the newly installed CESs.

      Death by a Thousand Cuts

      Forces hands and arms to guide a blade to execute quick and multiple slashes upon a selected target.

      Note: Consumes 5% battery charge per slash.

      Warning: Prolonged use could cause injury to arms.

      Compatible With: Lipka Industries-made OSs.

      He looked at the other one.

      Disseverment

      Guides hands to perform a maximum of three slices to remove the hands of hostile targets wielding weapons, disabling their ability to use them. If the target’s head is within reach, your next strikes will attempt to remove it.

      Note: Consumes 5% battery charge per slash.

      Warning: A sudden change in the target’s movement could cause your blade to strike unexpected objects or friendly targets.

      Compatible With: Lipka Industries-made OSs.

      The two CESs drained little battery power and could be simultaneously installed, as they were small programs. The catch was Kai could only use Death by a Thousand Cuts for now. Disseverment required that his implant recognize him as a Street Samurai.

      I wonder how close I am to unlocking that class . . .

      Kai checked his submachine gun and melee levels, the prerequisites to becoming a Street Samurai.

      Submachine gun: 20

      Melee: 15

      He needed to be level 20 or above for both. Almost there.
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      Rain fell from the skies an hour into their trek through the night-touched city streets. Kai, Cerise, Amber, and Yukina ignored the water. Ilona was indifferent about precipitation. It rained so much that Cerise’s wavy pink hair stuck to her shoulders and back, like Yukina’s white hair. Amber peeled away locks of blonde hair that had fallen before her face and kept marching.

      Kai led the task force to their destination at last, a small one-story medical clinic on the outskirts of the Umbra District. Idle cars with shattered windows and bullet-ridden military vehicles clogged the streets. It looked as if the Coalition barred all civilians from returning to this particular area of the city as well.

      They passed into the clinic’s parking lot and spread out to cover behind cars dripping with rainwater. Ilona floated above the team to perform a detailed scan of the area, relaying her sensor data to everyone below.

      “The intel was right,” Ilona said. “We’ve got lots of bad guys here guarding something of importance.”

      “They must have raided it for medical supplies before turning it into a makeshift POW camp,” Kai concluded.

      Flying above the clinic and other buildings, Ilona marked enemies in red from a bird’s eye perspective. Red men patrolled with assault rifles in hand, keeping the captured Eden Marines and the Coalition’s secret inside the clinic from the city.

      “We’re going to need support for this one in case things get out of hand,” Ilona said. She highlighted an adjacent condominium yellow and placed a pulsing marker on the rooftop. “Cerise or Yukina will want to get on top of that. That rooftop should give you the perfect vantage point to eliminate enemy patrols.”

      Kai took one look at the yellow-highlighted building and shook his head. He felt a couple of raindrops fling off his hair when he did that. “Yeah, patrols in the clinic’s back lot.”

      “And the south side,” Ilona added.

      “That’s it though,” Kai said, studying the tactical overlays Ilona projected. “They won’t be able to target anyone in front of the clinic or its north side.”

      “And it’s our best bet, Commander,” Ilona said. “The other buildings are either small or face only one side of the clinic. That condo offers us our best and only viable vantage point. A sniper on top can take out hostile targets in the south or back lot.”

      He studied the tactical map closer but gave up after a two-minute review. Kai couldn’t see any other options. Ilona was right. Of course she was. She was an AI who could run all sorts of calculations and simulations.

      “Yukina’s sniper rifle level is at 22, the highest among us.” Kai winced when he directed his attention to the white-haired gynoid with an emotionless expression. He winced longer at the hole in her chest. “And she’s also a broken marionette.”

      “I will not let you down, Master,” Yukina said, gripping the M877. “The recent maintenance Amber performed on me will be adequate for this operation.”

      “I’m sending you the safest route to take, Yukina,” Ilona said.

      She bowed to the floating drone. “Thank you, Ilona.”

      Yukina followed the path Ilona transmitted to her, disappearing into the rainy night shrouding the city block. The splashes from her white-heeled boots trotting through puddles diminished the farther she went. Kai told himself over and over that Yukina would be fine. He convinced himself that even if Yukina malfunctioned, she’d at least be away from the enemies on the ground.

      It was better this way. If the shit hit the fan, they should still be able to recover and repair Yukina’s body.

      Ilona flew over the complex, pinpointing enemy soldiers near the clinic’s entrance and inside its waiting room. There were a lot more red silhouettes moving around inside the clinic.

      “Hmm, so going through the front door is a bad idea,” Ilona said dryly.

      Kai chuckled. “You think?”

      Ilona hovered above the clinic’s rear lot, highlighting more soldiers. The enemy sat on crates, angling cigarettes to their mouths and keeping close to the wall to avoid most of the downpour. The soldiers were taking a break.

      “And we have a couple of bad guys in the back,” Ilona added.

      Cerise stood to Kai’s left, narrowing her eyes. “It doesn’t matter if we sneak in from behind or the front.”

      “Actually, it does,” Ilona said. “I detected at least one guard pacing the hallway that connects with the waiting room. We’d likely face more resistance going through the front.”

      Kai accessed a floor map of the clinic and found the hallway she talked about. It led to the washrooms, examination rooms, and the clinic’s fire exit.

      “Ilona, how many targets are in the hallway leading to the fire exit?” he asked.

      “Unknown, Commander.”

      Cerise twisted her lips. “So there might be hostiles there too . . .”

      “Or it might be empty,” Amber said, breaking her silence from Kai’s right.

      Yukina transmitted minutes later. “I’m in position, Master.”

      Kai nodded and tilted his head way up, facing the top of the tall condo. He couldn’t see Yukina at all. “How is it up there, Yukina?”

      “This structure gives me an efficient view of the clinic’s rear lot and its south side wall, as Ilona predicted. In addition, I can target any enemies that enter the front parking lot where you are currently. Not very well, but it is possible.”

      “And the fire exit in the back?”

      “I see the back door clearly. If there are any enemies in front of it, I can terminate them on your order.”

      “We’ll go through the back then,” Kai said. “Amber with me. Cerise, watch our backs.”

      Kai, Amber, and Cerise covertly lurked toward the clinic’s south wall, entering a small alleyway between it and the condo Yukina stood on top of. Cerise monitored their rear. The trio wandered into the clinic’s back lot, where Cerise scampered ahead, splashing her heeled shoes through three puddles in the darkness. Cerise lowered behind a car and gestured that she was ready. Kai and Amber silently crept forward, hiding behind a van close to the clinic’s fire escape, their backs against the soaking frame of the vehicle.

      “Are we going in loud or tryin’ stealth again?” Amber whispered to Kai.

      “Stealth first,” he said, unholstering his silenced XP5 Hammershot. “If the enemy gets loud, we’ll just get louder.”

      She smiled at him. “Beautiful.”

      Amber strapped her ZR6 Carbine over her shoulder, freeing her hands to retrieve her silenced Equalizer. Now armed and ready, Kai and Amber faced the van they hid behind and saw four red figures through it, idling near the fire exit door. The men didn’t move. They were too busy enjoying their cigarettes, their curled lips blowing white smoke into the rainfall.

      “We need them to move,” Amber whispered to Kai. Before he could reply, Amber whipped her cybernetic arm across the van’s side window, shattering its glass.

      Kai’s eyes widened as he stared at her in surprise. “Why?”

      “Shh!” She placed one cybernetic finger to her lips.

      “What was that noise?” That was a Coalition guard lowering his cancer stick.

      A second Coalition guard did the same and tossed his smoke into the puddle. Its red tip went out when it hit the water, sizzling it. “Let’s check it out.”

      Two guards moved away from the fire exit and into the rainfall, their boots splashing through the water. The other two Coalition guards remained behind and reached for their assault rifles but did nothing else. The guards split up, one going to Kai’s side of the van and the other to Amber’s.

      A guard’s face disappeared in an explosion of red pulp made possible by a single 50 caliber sniper rifle round.

      His body twisted through the air and crashed into the rain-soaked lot. The soldier’s sudden death alerted two others by the exit. As they attempted to take action near the walls, Kai shot them with his Hammershot, its suppressed gunshots nothing more than whispers in the rain.

      Your Handgun Skill is now at level 20.

      Two more dead soldiers turned the color of the puddles red with their gore. One target left. Amber had taken down the last guard and delivered three well-timed shots to the back of his head, pushing slabs of his brains to the ground.

      Four Coalition guardsmen were dead, and Kai and Amber’s boots moved through puddles mixed with blood.

      “Ilona, please tell me you’re jamming their neural implants’ signals,” Kai asked.

      “I am. Nearby units can’t get an accurate reading. The ones farther out though . . . that’s a different story. You three might want to rescue those Marines sooner rather than later. Just saying.”

      Kai and Amber trotted through the murky rain puddles to the fire exit, extending their hands forward to yank open the door left ajar—

      The door seemingly pushed open on its own before the two reached it.

      “Huh?”

      Of course there was an enemy soldier inside, one that Ilona hadn’t scanned and highlighted red. The soldier stepped out into the rain, eyeing the four dead men. Then he observed Kai and Amber reaching for the door.

      Three bullets flew between Kai and Amber’s heads, scattered their hair about, and pierced the soldier’s face. The man was dead before his hurling body thudded to the ground.

      Kai and Amber, their hands still extending forward and faces paralyzed with shock, slowly twisted around to see who had fired those rounds. Cerise stood near the car she had hidden behind. She puckered her red lips and blew the smoke away from her rifle’s muzzle with a Shadow Strike Silencer attached. Her silenced Vinogradov was quieter than the raindrops hitting the puddles.

      Cerise followed Kai and Amber through the fire exit. The trio infiltrated the enemy-controlled clinic and crept through the darkened hallways. They stopped when the reverberating steps of a hefty man echoed. There was another guard Ilona’s scan hadn’t detected approaching. Kai signaled with his hands to follow him. He led Amber and Cerise toward a cleaner’s closet full of mops and brooms. The AI-controlled vacuum cleaners were gone. The Coalition was so hellbent on suppressing AIs that they even removed fucking AI vacuum cleaners.

      The footsteps of the patrolling guard grew louder. Kai, Amber, and Cerise clustered inside the closet. It was a cramped space. Kai was certain Cerise’s left tit squashed against the side of his chest, and he was certain his arm was between Amber’s mounds. How Kai unsheathed the Zenmetsu katana from the scabbard on his back without hitting the two girls was a question to be asked later.

      The guard drew closer.

      Kai’s fingers inside the glove of his exoskeleton hugged the hilt of his blade tightly. And then he waited. The guard walked past the closet. He’d be backtracking soon to complete his patrolling loop. He had to go. Kai sprinted forward with an impaling thrust aimed at the guard. The blade of his Zenmetsu shook, and he heard the guard grunt. He got him. But . . .

      The guard’s health bar was only at 74%.

      He was still alive.

      Pulling the Zenmetsu free, Kai performed a swift right-to-left slash . . . right as the guard leaped backward. Only the tip of his katana cut through the man, removing 20% of his health. Kai grimaced. His ambush hadn’t exactly been the one-hit kill he was hoping it would be. He swung the Zenmetsu again, missed, then paid the price with a boot to the gut. The painful blow hurled Kai into the wall and sent his ass to the floor. Kai got up just in time to see the guard lift an assault rifle in his face.

      Two silenced shots entered and exited the soldier’s neck. He didn’t die, just jolted a bit before spinning to the woman who fired the shots. Amber stood in defense of Kai and held her Equalizer forward. Her face twisted in horror as she watched two bullets pierce the man’s neck, yet his health only dropped to 34%. Amber pulled the trigger again, firing a single round into the soldier’s left eye, making it vanish, and knocking his ass to the ground.

      On the floor and shaking uncontrollably, Kai, Amber, then later Cerise surrounded the downed soldier.

      A soldier with a sliver of health left on his bar.

      “Why didn’t he die?” Amber asked, lowering the Equalizer and plugging five more bullets into the man.

      The guard stopped moving when she finished. Upon closer inspection, Kai noticed that the body was not bleeding. There was no blood on the Zenmetsu’s blade either. Kai stooped to get a better look at the enemy soldier, examining his gut where he had stabbed him initially. Kai parted the flesh aside and saw split wires and rising black smoke.

      He was a marionette.
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      “Be careful who you pick a fight with.” Kai stood up from the dead machine. “They might be hunter-killers.”

      “On a pleasant note . . .” That was Ilona, floating forward to join the three of them hovering above the hunter-killer masquerading as an enemy soldier. “Can one of you plug me in?”

      Kai did the honor, pulling off the dead hunter-killer’s uniform, grabbing its USB cable, and gently plugging it into the drone.

      “Ah, there we go,” Ilona said. “I’m hacking into its brain, what’s left of it. Okay, I found the location of the POWs. The enemy has them locked up in an examination room over here. Oh, and there’s a Lipka-compatible CES installed in this unit too. Want me to steal you a copy, Commander?”

      “Please.”

      “And . . . done!”

      Ilona shared the newly downloaded CES with Kai after he plugged his exoskeleton into her, the skill’s tooltip appearing in the center of his vision.

      Ricochet

      Scans an area, searching for spots to ricochet bullets and strike hard-to-reach targets.

      Note: Consumes 25% battery charge per use.

      Warning: Ricocheting rounds may strike allies. Ensure they are out of the way before activating.

      Compatible With: Lipka Industries-made OSs.

      He’d install the Ricochet CES if they had the time to, but that would require Ilona to uninstall one of his existing CESs.

      Kai disconnected his exoskeleton from Ilona. She floated forward and highlighted the examination room where the enemy held the captive Marines. The room appeared on his mini-map, displaying a floor plan of the clinic. The team lurked toward the examination room and ducked down when they neared the clinic’s waiting room. Several guards patrolled back and forth. It was time for the team to put their stealth skills to use.

      Kai scurried across the hallway first. None of the patrolling enemies reacted.

      Your Stealth Skill is now at level 10.

      He signaled for Amber, Cerise, and Ilona to join him. Ilona moving past the patrol was easy enough. She simply floated silently as high as the ceiling allowed before she came to hover above Kai’s left shoulder.

      It was Amber’s turn to cross. She looked at the numerous guards in the waiting room, paused until the two men moving toward the hallway to spin around, then hurried over to Kai. Her boots barely made a sound.

      Now it was Cerise’s turn, and that had Kai worried. Cerise’s stealth skill was at level 1. If anyone was going to alert the guards, it’d be her. Cerise made her move. Her heeled shoes clicked against the floor repeatedly despite doing her best to creep forward slowly. Sweat poured down his face as he peeked into the waiting room. One of the enemy soldiers inside stopped suddenly, his face contorted. The enemy heard something he shouldn’t have, and he tilted his head toward the hallway Cerise was trying to cross. She needed to hurry.

      So she did, but it came at a cost.

      Click, click, click.

      “Did you hear that?” the guard asked his comrade.

      “Hear what?”

      “Like clicking sounds.”

      “I just hear the rain outside. Man, it’s fucking coming down too.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “It’s probably a rat or something.”

      The alerted Coalition guard inched closer. Time was running out, and Cerise knew it. She backtracked instead, moving in reverse and through the hallway they had just traversed. Cerise’s stealth wasn’t high enough to cross over and join them.

      “Shit . . .” Kai whispered.

      “Just go without me,” Cerise mumbled over their communication channel. “I’ll see if I can slip by later.”

      Kai located the examination room where the captured Marines were, located deep in the clinic’s back hallways. He grunted at the sight of two guards by the door. And ambling behind was a third guard who had heard the clicks of Cerise’s heels. He was about to turn the corner and spot Kai, Amber, and Ilona.

      Yukina spoke over the communication channel, “There is a patrol about to enter the area. They’ll see the blood and bodies you left outside.”

      Kai whispered. “Can you handle them, Yukina?”

      “Yes, but it’s a lot. I count eight targets. If I open fire, Master, the surviving targets will scatter into cover and seek to retaliate.”

      “And make too much fucking noise.”

      “Kai, maybe she should let them pass?” Cerise suggested over the channel.

      “If she does nothing, we’ll be in deep shit,” Amber said.

      “I’ll watch the back door,” Cerise transmitted. On the mini-map, the dot representing Cerise’s location moved toward the fire exit they had entered from.

      “Fine,” Kai said, sighing. “Maybe you getting separated was a good thing after all.”

      He heard Cerise giggle. “Let’s hope so!”

      Kai and Amber approached the examination room’s door silently. The two guards standing ahead of it didn’t hear them but didn’t move either. Behind, the guard Cerise had alerted drew closer. According to his red silhouette, he was about to turn the corner and spot them. He doubted Ilona could employ cyberwarfare to deal with him. If so, she would have done so already. The best Ilona could have done was jam the enemy’s neural implants.

      “Amber, I got the one coming from behind,” Kai whispered. “Deal with the other two guarding the door when I drop him.”

      Enhanced by his exoskeleton, Kai reached back and pulled the Zenmetsu free. Amber approached the guards by the examination room door as Kai searched for the third guard.

      “On three,” he whispered.

      “Copy that.”

      “One, two, three.”

      Kai dashed for the patrolling guard, and his implant confirmed he was in range to swing his blade. Kai selected the Death by a Thousand Cuts CES, and his implant signaled his exoskeleton, ordering it to force his arms and hands to guide his katana in a series of swift slicing motions. Cutting through the guard’s body armor didn’t do much naturally. But Kai’s initial strikes startled the guard long enough for him to slice several red gashes through his neck and arms, instantly killing them. Kai shook off the blood from his blade before sheathing it to his back. The stunt played out in five seconds, and Kai didn’t have to do a thing. His exoskeleton automatically made his body move in such a manner, but the maneuver came at a cost. The CES forced him to make four slashes, draining 5% of his exoskeleton’s battery power with each cut. He had 36% battery power left to work with.

      While Kai dispatched the patrol, Amber shot one soldier guarding the entrance to the examination room in the head. Her devastating shot blew out chunks of his brain and a spray of gore that blinded his partner. The remaining guard ignored the blood all over his face, retrieved his weapon, and spun to fire from the hip.

      He never got a shot off.

      Amber grabbed the barrel of his rifle and forced it to the ceiling. The two fought for control of the weapon that could alert enemies to their position should it fire off a shot. Kai reached for his Hammershot, aimed it down the hall, then lowered it. Amber was too close to the enemy as they fought for the rifle. There was a high probability that he might accidentally shoot her, according to his HUD.

      Kai opted for the Zenmetsu again and ran over, performing a swift dash and slash with the Death by a Thousand Cuts CES. The combat software scanned the situation and executed the maneuver when it felt it was safe to do so without striking Amber. Once again, Kai’s exoskeleton guided his hands and arms to perform a graceful series of bladed strikes, cutting three gashes into the enemy’s back and severing his spine in various places.

      The exoskeleton’s battery was down to 21% now.

      The soldier dropped to the floor and made a bloody mess of it. His paralyzed arms couldn’t hold his weapon. Kai put him out of his misery with a thrust of his blade, stabbing it through his target’s opened mouth, ready to scream in pain, silencing him for all eternity. He yanked the Zenmetsu up and away from the dead head, shook off the gore, and sheathed it to his back.

      Your Melee Skill is now at level 20.

      Notice: New class unlocked – Street Samurai.

      He accepted the notification and selected Street Samurai to be his new class. Once selected, Kai’s neural implant loaded various combat profiles and techniques into his mind. His vision blurred while his brain processed the recent changes. Once finished, a secondary notification on his HUD appeared, forcing Kai to beam a devious grin. The Disseverment CES was available for use.

      Cerise radioed over their commlink, “I’m taking cover now and have eyes on the incoming patrol.”

      “I see you, big sis,” Yukina transmitted.

      It warmed his heart to hear Yukina say that. Probably Cerise too, if he were to guess. Yukina’s AI was growing more and more each day.

      “Remember, only fire if fired upon,” Kai said. “Let’s keep this silence going as long as possible and hope they walk past.”

      “Understood, Master. Monitoring enemy patrol.”

      Kai reached out to open the examination room’s door, but the knob wouldn’t turn. It was locked electronically. He considered applying more force but knew his newfound strength would just twist the knob off the door and use more battery power that he needed to conserve.

      He released his armored grip from the doorknob. “Of course.”

      “Need a quick hack disk or two?” Ilona said, drifting above his shoulder, the drone’s storage compartment opening.

      “Thanks,” Kai said. He reached inside and pulled out a quick-hack disk.

      “Running low on those . . . again,” Ilona said.

      “I know. I’ve been keeping count.”

      Kai placed the quick-hack disks on the panel and stepped backward. The door’s side operational panel turned green. The joints within the door reverberated, unlocking it for their hands. Kai turned the handle and opened the door, entering the examination room. Amber moved in behind him and pulled out a small flashlight from her chrome arm, shining rays of light on three Eden POWs.

      The shaken and battered Marines put their hands up.

      “We’re friendlies, relax,” Amber said.

      “Friendlies?” one of the Eden Marines said.

      “We’re here to get you out of here,” Kai said.

      “Escape ain’t gonna be easy,” Amber added.

      “That’s fine,” another Marine said. “We can still fight.”

      “If we had a gun,” the third one said.

      Amber glanced back at the fallen Vinogradov 77 assault rifles outside, dropped by the two men they just killed. She looked at the side arm pistols the dead enemy soldiers carried, N-44 Chernenkos according to their scans.

      “Ilona, you can hack the biometrics, right?” Amber asked.

      “I can.” Ilona twisted toward Kai. “Want me to?”

      Kai nodded to the drone. “If we arm these Marines, they can help us fight when things get rough.”

      “Fine.”

      Ilona provided Kai with more quick-hack disks. He placed the disks on the two Vinogradovs and one Chernenko. Ilona’s advanced hacking removed the weapons’ biometric lock, enabling the weapons for anyone to use. Kai offered the Vinogradovs to two Marines and the Chernenko to the third.

      The Eden Marines accepted their weapons and gave Kai a hardy nod. “We’ve got your backs.”

      One of the Marines nodded as well, a soldier with short hair and brawny arms decorated with tattoos. “Thanks. The name’s Marsden, by the way.” He gestured toward the two Marines behind him. “This is Wade and Loxley.”

      “Kai Novak,” he said, introducing himself.

      “Lance Corporal Adams.”

      Loxley’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “One of us?”

      “Army,” Amber said. “But yeah.”

      “Ain’t that some shit,” Wade said. “We’re in this mess because we went to rescue some Army rangers. Now it’s the Army helping us.” He threw his hands up briefly. “Not complaining or anything.”

      Kai returned to the examination room’s door and peeked into the hallway. All clear. The red silhouettes in his vision were mainly in the waiting room, standing guard. At least the ones Ilona scanned. Unscanned enemies were a different story.

      Amber moved toward the three Eden POWs. “I got an evac transport en route to pick us up.”

      “Nice,” Loxley said. “We set up a foothold in the city?”

      “Yeah, they just landed,” Amber said. “It won’t be long now.”

      Kai faced Ilona. “We need an escape plan.”

      “See if you can hack into these computers as well,” Amber added. “We still need to find out what the Coalition was planning to do with the Marines here.” Amber turned to Marsden. “Unless you guys happened to know?”

      Marsden shook his head. “The enemy captured us and the Army rangers then decided to keep us separate and took them someplace else.”

      “We rescued the Army commandos already,” Kai said. “You three are the last on our list. Why did the enemy take you? They went through a lot of trouble to cover it up and opted to hold you here, of all places.”

      Ilona’s hologram appeared, standing before a three-dimensional projection of the clinic and nearby structures. Ilona put one finger to her lips and raised a purple eyebrow. “Let’s see. Hmm. Amber, if you can get the transport to land here—”

      Gunfire echoed.

      Cerise’s health bar dropped to 79% on a display monitoring the team’s status.

      “Cerise?” Kai cried out.

      “I’m under attack!” she transmitted. “They saw me!”

      He grimaced. “Fuck.”

      “I’m returning fire! Wish me luck!”

      On the status screen, it listed Yukina as being engaged in combat. She was shooting the patrol from her position on top of the condo.

      Kai ran for the exit. “We’re coming for you.”

      “No, get those Marines out! I should be fine for now. Yukina is giving them something else to think about, and she’s already killed three of them.”

      Kai and Amber shifted their attention to Ilona’s projection. “So, that escape plan?” he asked.

      “Uh, coming up with a new one. One sec.” Ilona’s hologram faded. Her drone flew into the hallway, turned the corner, and vanished. She transmitted to the team a minute later. “I’m outside and scanning the area. Taking into consideration the direction the evac transport is coming in from, I think we can . . . Uh-oh.”

      “What is it now?” Kai grunted.

      “The guards at the front are moving out!” Ilona bellowed. “Cerise, you have company!”
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      “Cerise?”

      “I’m fine, Kai,” she replied after thirty seconds. Gunfire echoed in the background of her transmission. “You three, please get the POWs out of there!”

      And for that, Kai spun to Ilona. Then he remembered she wasn’t there. Ilona had floated outside to scout an escape path.

      He communicated to Ilona via his implant instead. “As for our escape, Ilona?”

      “I take it we’re leaving behind the intel on these computers?”

      “We’ve got no choice. Getting these POWs to safety is our top priority as of now.”

      “Well, just break down the wall. It should lead to the building’s north side and away from the action.”

      He scanned the wall and viewed the data about it that appeared over his eyesight.

      Requires at least 70 Strength to break.

      I have 40 strength with my exoskeleton, and Amber has 60 because of her cybernetics. If we work together, that’s 100 strength in total. “Amber, help me with this.”

      Kai and Amber repeatedly bashed their fists into the wall, punching gaping holes into it and breaking it apart. They saw the city’s nighttime and rainy streets when the cloud of dust settled.

      “All right, everyone, let’s get going!” Kai said to the rescued Marines. “Amber, where is that ship landing?”

      “I just received the exfil location now. Follow me.”

      Kai and Amber passed through the hole in the wall, stepping over the rubble that used to be bricks, drywall, and wall studs. The Marines, Marsden, Wade, and Loxley, followed behind, gripping their newly gained weapons.

      Amber sent Kai the coordinates. She updated his mini-map with a yellow marker labeled “Extraction Point,” just outside the clinic’s main entrance and above the main road. The group of five hurried over to the extraction point’s location.

      Kai stopped and ran back to the hole in the wall.

      “Where are you going?” Amber said, stopping to turn around when she noticed he wasn’t moving with them.

      Kai armed himself with the M-905 and switched off the safety. “Change of plans. I’m going to get Cerise and Yukina out of there!” He stepped over the rubble and slipped inside the clinic’s examination room. “Going loud!”

      Kai entered the hallway and observed various Coalition soldiers running toward the back entrance. Not one of them noticed him, not even when he aimed down the sights of the M-905 and held the trigger. His weapon sprayed its wrath, dropping three men with holes through the backs of their heads or necks and hurling two others to the floor. Their vests had caught his weapon’s 9mm rounds.

      The remaining soldier realized what was happening and pivoted quickly. The enemy combatant returned fire while two others dragged the bodies of their injured comrades to safety. Kai moved behind the wall at the hallway’s intersection, aimed around the corner, and fired multiple bursts toward incoming enemy combatants.

      Click.

      His weapon was out. Kai retreated behind the wall, ejected the magazine, and fetched and slid in a new one. The M-905 was ready for more. He ducked and peered into the darkened hallway again, targeting the nearest red silhouette’s knees. Kai held the trigger.

      The enemy soldier screamed on the way down and squirmed about on the floor, shifting about just enough that his head came into Kai’s aim. An evil grin stretched Kai’s lips, and he drilled five holes through the man’s head.

      A pair of grenades rolled out from the darkened hallway toward Kai’s position. It left him no choice but to dive away.

      Boom.

      The twin explosions sent Kai flying. He was fine, apart from a bruised chin when he smashed his face on the floor. The blast pushed Kai too close to an enemy trooper running toward him with his assault rifle blazing. Kai rolled to the left, escaping from the hail of bullets before leaping to his feet with his hand reaching back for the Zenmetsu. Rather, his exoskeleton forced him to do that. Its systems linked with his neural implant and detected the enemy was about to step into the melee range of his blade.

      When the exoskeleton forced Kai to pull the Zenmetsu free, he activated the Disseverment CES and instantly removed the soldier’s hands with two slashes then decapitated him with Disseverment’s third slash when he hobbled too close. As Disseverment finished its maneuver, Kai automatically retrieved his M-905 again, firing it with one hand while his other kept the Zenmetsu’s hilt clenched. He was dual wielding now, holding and shooting a submachine gun while gripping a katana in his offhand, just in case someone thought they’d get smart.

      Switching classes from Freelancer to Street Samurai was a game changer. And it forced the remaining hostile forces back into the dark hallway.

      Warning!

      Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 1%!

      He grimaced.

      “Cerise!” Kai yelled, speaking into the team’s communication link. “Head to Yukina!”

      “I can’t! There’s too many of them here!”

      “I’ll lead them away.”

      Kai stormed into the clinic’s waiting room, firing from the hip and knocking three soldiers onto their asses. His sword-wielding arm moved on its own, and the Zenmetsu’s blade sliced through the air, batting aside three bullets before Kai angled the Zenmetsu before his face and deflected two shots meant for his head. Kai’s implant spotted the soldier who tried to shoot him in the face. He was trying to flee behind the reception desk but never made it. Kai shot a grisly hole through his left eye and plastered red lines across the wall.

      Multiple footsteps thumped from the rear. According to the numerous red-outlined figures in Kai’s vision, his stunt had attracted the attention of every enemy soldier inside the clinic to his location. The mini-map said Cerise had moved from the clinic’s fire exit heading toward the condo Yukina was on top of. Kai’s stunt had taken the pressure off Cerise. He liked it.

      The roars of an Eden dropship echoed outside the clinic’s main entrance. The friendly dropship hovered thirty meters above the road. It deployed a long rope ladder from a doorway that opened on the ship’s underside, allowing anyone aboard to repel down and into a combat zone without the vessel having to land. Or in today’s case, allowing the dropship to recover the team and POWs without having to land.

      He sprinted to the clinic’s entrance and didn’t bother trying to push open its glass door. Kai fired his weapon and turned the glass into tiny fragments on the ground before dashing through and into the streets where the dropship hovered. To his right, Amber, aiding the armed POWs, came into view. They checked their surroundings with weapons held forward and confirmed it was safe to sprint toward the ship.

      Kai hustled to the dangling ladder as he waved to them. “Evac’s here. Let’s move, people!”

      The sound of clicking heels caught his attention. Kai saw two late-teenage girls rushing toward him from the other side of the clinic. It was Yukina and Cerise running for the evac amidst gunshots. Yukina twitched, and her legs gave way. Her blue eye glow flickered on and off before she collapsed face-first into a rain puddle.

      “No, goddamn it!” Kai screamed. “Not now!”

      Cerise stopped and turned to face Yukina’s lifeless form. “C’mon, sis!”

      But Yukina didn’t move. Cerise twisted back to assist Yukina and was promptly shot twice in the chest and once in the face. The enemy was looming closer. Cerise hurried behind a dumpster to the side of the building, aimed around its bend, shot one soldier dead, and shot another in the arm.

      Her Vinogradov ran out of ammo unexpectedly.

      Cerise retreated behind the dumpster, ejecting the magazine fast and slapping in a new one. “Kai!” Cerise yelled, returning to shoot at the enemy. “Yukina’s not moving!”

      “Get her out of there now, Cerise! Do whatever it takes!”

      Cerise activated Acceleration Drive. She turned into a black blur with pink hair rustling. After slinging the Vinogradov over her shoulder, Cerise scooped Yukina in her arms, spun around, and ran back to the extraction point. Kai fired indiscriminately at the enemy to discourage them from targeting them. He was out in the middle of the street and didn’t care. The nanofibers in Cerise’s skin made her tough but not invincible; the state of Yukina’s body was proof of that.

      Cerise got closer and closer to the exfil, a long rope dangling from a dropship hovering above.

      “Why the rope?” Kai asked Amber upon her arrival. “It’d be a lot faster if we could just run aboard!”

      Amber strapped her ZR6 Carbine over her shoulder and reached for the rope ladder. “This was the best they could do. There’s not much space to land a dropship here with all these abandoned vehicles sitting on the road. Plus it will be faster for us to leave since it’s already in the air. And if the enemy were to overtake our position, then they could capture our ride out of here.”

      Amber offered the ladder to Marsden. The Marine limped to it, got ahold of it, and climbed into the safety of the dropship. The enemy intensified their assault. Bullets pinged the side of the Eden dropship, and a few others struck Kai’s vest, making him stagger. The rest clanged into his exoskeleton arm when he lifted it to deflect the shots. Cerise and Yukina hadn’t arrived yet. He hurried across the street to the nearest idle car, crouched behind it, and laid down additional covering fire. He was far from the dropship and hoped its pilot would pull the vessel toward him and Cerise, carrying Yukina. Probably not, since Amber was climbing it.

      A black and pink blur ran past Kai and toward the ladder. He did it, drawing enemy fire away from her. Cerise made it to the extraction point. After counting to five in his head, Kai moved away from the car, firing from the hip at the enemy and returning to the ship’s ladder. Additional enemy soldiers pushed in from the left and right sides of the clinic, along with half a dozen more from its main entrance. Kai doubted his exoskeleton and blade could deflect the bullets poised to come soaring toward them, let alone have enough power to continue operating. Its battery was still at 1%.

      None of that stopped him from fighting.

      Kai stood before Cerise, keeping the Zenmetsu’s blade forward and exoskeleton arms ahead to repel as many enemy rounds as possible. As he did that, Cerise deactivated Acceleration Drive and laid Yukina’s body on the road just before the dropship’s rope. Cerise ran in front of Kai, her body juddering when a hail of enemy gunfire struck.

      “Cerise, get Yukina inside!”

      “Sorry, babe, I’m better off standing here!”

      “And you’re stronger than me. You’re better off carrying Yukina up that ladder, not me.”

      “Pretty sure we should make sure that Marine gets inside before us. He looks hurt.”

      “What?!”

      Cerise pointed to the side.

      It was Wade.

      The limping Marine hadn’t climbed up to the dropship yet. He struggled to cross the road over to the hovering vessel. There was no cover in sight. Kai and Cerise had just gained a new objective: hold the line and get the Marine to safety. The two charged across the road while laying down explosively loud covering fire to aid Wade’s rescue.

      Looking left and right, the Marine noted that the enemy seemed uninterested in their presence. With his legs badly injured, Wade limped ahead as quickly as possible. Kai and Cerise formed a protective stance, defending the Marine as they retreated to the dropship’s ladder. Cerise’s frame shook as the enemy dotted her with bullets. Kai heard a few gears inside his exoskeleton whirl and struggled while he crossed his arms and used the exoskeleton’s xenoium mass to protect himself from incoming hostile gunfire.
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            DECEPTION ON THE BATTLEFIELD

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai, Cerise, and Wade returned to the ladder, circled around Yukina’s body, and made plans to get the Marine up and aboard. Cerise once again positioned herself ahead of them. She was the marionette with nanofibers in her skin and could take a couple of shots. Not much though. Her overall health had fallen to 29%. Had Cerise been human, she would have been dead in pieces long ago. They were safe with her working as a walking shield . . .

      . . . until the golden light in Cerise’s eyes faded as she collapsed. Cerise glitched out. Again. At the worst fucking time imaginable. Kai wanted to grab his hair in frustration.

      “Why is this happening now?” he yelled. “There’s no way our luck can be this bad!” He threw his body to the road, going prone to evade the incoming rifle rounds. “Ilona, reboot her!”

      “I’m on it!”

      Ilona floated down from the dropship while Kai grabbed Cerise’s USB cable. Behind, Wade firmly grasped the ladder and repelled up and into the hovering Eden dropship. That was it. All the Marines were aboard, safe and sound. It was just a matter of getting himself and the girls inside now.

      So Kai thought.

      “Wait for me!”

      Kai was wrong.

      There was a POW left, Loxley. He was behind when the enemy came rushing forward. He had taken cover behind a car in the parking lot, and it didn’t look like he could move to the exfiltration point.

      Kai extended his exoskeleton hand out for the last lingering POW. “Come on, we’re about to leave!”

      But the enemy kept Loxley pinned down. Kai aimed the M-905 ahead and opened fire at the enemy soldiers until his magazine was empty. He switched the spent magazine for a new one and resumed firing with the weapon set to semi-auto. His show of force pushed the enemy backward, and they retreated behind cover, likely to reload their rifles as well. This was his chance.

      “Run!” Kai roared at Loxley. “I’ll watch your back!”

      Loxley ran toward Kai, his face retching in agonizing pain. As Loxley closed the distance, Kai stood up from his prone position, eyeing the battlefield and keeping his finger close to the trigger—

      A bullet slammed into his body armor, throwing him backward.

      Kai fell headfirst. It hurt a lot. He sat up the best he could to see Loxley pointing an N-44 Chernenko at him. Loxley shot Kai twice in the chest. Blood coated his body. Loxley had shot him. Not the enemy. An Eden soldier. An ally shot Kai.

      Kai clasped his chest hard, applying pressure to the bleeding wound. He looked up at Loxley’s face with gritted teeth and asked through clenched jaws. “Why—”

      Loxley shot Kai in the gut.

      It felt like a sledgehammer blow to his belly. Blood seeped from Kai’s mouth, reddening his gritting teeth and twisted lips. Loxley angled his Chernenko at Kai’s face.

      Crash.

      Ilona crashed into Loxley. It was the best she could do as a drone. The impact threw Loxley’s aim off as he pulled the trigger. A single bullet hit the pavement, throwing up bits of it just to the left of Kai’s head. Kai tried to shrug off the pain but couldn’t. Loxley had shot him multiple times, and his armor didn’t stop at least two bullets.

      Ilona hovered in defense of Kai and continued to fly and crash into Loxley’s face. Loxley simply countered with a pistol whip, slamming it into the side of the drone. He walloped Ilona so hard she hit the road, rolled away, and stopped moving. With Ilona out of the way, Loxley turned to his next target. He aimed the Chernenko down at Yukina and Cerise and shot both of them multiple times—

      Explosive gunfire rained down from the ship.

      Amber crouched near the ship’s opening with a ZR6 Carbine drawn and its muzzle flaring with light. Her rounds struck Loxley multiple times.

      Loxley never died. He stood and took round after round, his skin ripping off with each hit but drawing no blood. Amber swapped her magazine for a new one and fired continuous shots at Loxley’s left leg. Her bullets shredded his left knee apart. He finally went down as sparks flared from the severed limb.

      Loxley was a marionette.

      More gunfire echoed. It came from within the dropship. Kai wasn’t sure who discharged the weapon, just that Amber had gotten shot multiple times and spiraled out of sight. Her vitals dropped to 12%. She was dying. Screams roared. The Eden personnel inside the dropship fell to blood-gargling cries.

      Crawling to his fallen weapons, Kai transmitted to Amber. “Amber . . . You . . . You okay?”

      No reply.

      Ilona recovered from the knockback, floated upward, and scanned Loxley’s body sparking from an electrical surge. She flew up and inside the dropship next without uttering a word. Kai wasn’t sure if Ilona was so severely damaged that she couldn’t speak or if the situation inside the ship was so critical that she didn’t have time to talk. Whatever the case was, she left him alone and lying on the road, and there wasn’t a fucking thing Kai could do. He’d been shot too many times, was in pain, and leaked too much blood for his liking. Warning messages flashed in his vision, instructing him to seek medical attention immediately and that his probability of survival was nearing 5%.

      Ilona floated out of the ship two minutes later and drifted above Kai’s body. “Marsden and Wade were marionettes too! The POWs weren’t human at all!”

      He gritted his crimson-coated teeth. “It was a fucking trap!”

      “They knew we were coming.”

      Kai mustered what energy he had left, collected the M-905, and limped over to Cerise and Yukina’s bodies, standing in defense of them. The enemy soldiers at the clinic were regrouping and preparing to overrun their position. He didn’t care that he was bleeding all over the place. He had to protect them until Amber got the situation sorted, assuming she was even conscious. Kai’s gaze drifted toward where Loxley laid. The machine was still active and reaching for its Chernenko. Fuck. He thought Loxley was down for the count. Kai would kick the pistol away if he had the energy. The best he could do was sluggishly aim the M-905 at Loxley’s head. Loxley retrieved the Chernenko and pointed it up at Kai’s face before that happened.

      Ilona appeared as a hologram ahead of Kai, arms spread like she was trying to shield his body from the bullet. It was a noble gesture, though it wouldn’t work unless Loxley believed she was flesh and blood. God, he hoped the imposter of a POW did.

      Kai lined up Loxley’s head in his weapon’s sights and pulled the trigger.

      Loxley pulled the trigger to his weapon as well.

      The world went black.

      The marionette called Ilona’s bluff. Loxley knew she was just a hologram.

      Ilona’s cries when the bullet passed through her illusionary body and slammed into Kai were something he’d never forget. An AI had developed genuine feelings of concern for him.

      Amber yelled suddenly, holding her blood-soaked arm with her cybernetic hand. “Kai!”

      Loxley stood up and hobbled with one leg to where his bullet had flung Kai. He came to stand above Kai’s body, looking down at him with a blank expression.

      “You’re probably wondering what when wrong,” Loxley said. “What happened to the Marines you were here to rescue?”

      “You killed them already, didn’t you . . .” Kai grunted in pain.

      “My creators put their faces on us. What do you think?” Loxley flaunted his appearance. “The human who once wore this face was killed shortly after his superior ordered the use of deception against members of the Red Wolves squad. They sent a marionette posing as a human to Red Wolf, ordering it to self-destruct without warning. The act inspired Red Wolf to do something similar. The result? This unit’s existence, strengthening Red Wolf’s ability to use deception on the battlefield.” The machine pointed its Chernenko at Kai’s head, one finger reaching for the trigger. “You should have accepted Kopac’s offer, human.”

      Bang.
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        * * *

      

      Amber had regained consciousness, recovering just in time to look out the doorway and call Kai’s name after watching the marionette posing as Loxley preparing to end him. Amber hoped Ilona had taken control of the dropship she was in and hovering above Kai and Loxley. Hoped that Ilona kept the ship still for Amber to aim the ZR6 Carbine down at Loxley, her hands shaking and bullet-punctured arms in excruciating pain.

      Loxley angled a Chernenko at Kai’s head. Amber was running out of time and quickly lined Loxley in her sights and pulled the trigger immediately.

      Bang.

      A single round left her rifle and knocked the Chernenko out from Loxley’s hand. Amber switched the ZR6 to full-auto and emptied the weapon’s magazine into the machine’s head, obliterating it. Metal fragments, burning wires, and busted circuits clattered on the roads. Loxley collapsed to his knees without a head. It never slumped over, its shaking hands patting the ground for the Chernenko. It still wasn’t dead, though its estimated health at 7% was a clear sign of that.

      Amber ejected the magazine, ignoring a sudden surge of pain in her arms when she moved them. She inserted a new magazine into her rifle, aimed down its sights, and emptied its rounds into the headless marionette. The assault hurled Loxley’s torso backward and away from Kai. She lowered the ZR6 to look at what had become of Kai. He was flat on the road with a red circle expanding from his unmoving body. He had fallen between Yukina and Cerise too.

      Kai, Yukina, and Cerise were lying in his blood.
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            SHE’S JUST AN AI, KAI

          

        

      

    

    
      A heart monitor pulsed with faint beeps, awakening Kai from . . .

      . . .  From . . .

      . . . From wherever the fuck he was.

      He opened his eyes, groaning. His head felt like someone used it to play baseball. His neural implant began its reboot cycle, lining Kai’s vision with code he couldn’t make out. It was all a blur. So was the ceiling and the bed he sat up on while looking at the walls. And a spheroid object off to the side with lines emanating from it, rendering the holographic image of a woman with purple hair, a white lab coat . . . and a black skirt.

      It was Ilona.

      His vision cleared up by the time his implant finished rebooting. Ilona’s projection sat at the edge of the medical bed he awoke in, her hands folded over her skirt’s lap.

      She tilted her head to his and smiled. “You’re awake.” Ilona held her left hand to her partially unbuttoned top. “I’m so happy.”

      Her projection stood up and walked to the side of the bed, extending one hand to touch Kai’s forehead and another to hold his hand. At least, it kind of looked like she was touching him. Ilona’s illusionary hands clipped through Kai and the sheets.

      “Ugh . . . fuck,” Kai moaned slowly. “How long was I out for?”

      She shut her eyes, her smile straining. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Oh boy . . .”

      “Don’t worry, it wasn’t that long. You got really lucky, Commander.”

      “Clean shots, huh?”

      “Not quite. The doctors had to yank a few slugs out of you. Your armor’s durability was too low to stop the rounds.”

      “What about the others?”

      Ilona’s face twisted into a frown, and she quickly withdrew her hands from him. She put her hands to her mouth instead, trying to hold back an emotional outcry. The heart monitor’s beeps increase. His body was responding to Ilona’s reaction to his question. Something bad happened. He braced himself for the terrible news.

      “Amber’s hurt as well,” Ilona revealed. “But since she’s a cyborg, it wasn’t anything major.”

      Okay, that wasn’t so bad. “Cerise? Yukina?”

      “Gone.”

      Kai turned his head the best he could without causing too much pain to look at Ilona, but all he saw was the back of her white lab coat.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, but she said nothing in reply. “Ilona . . .”

      Amber entered suddenly, drawing their attention to her arrival. Kai saw a ray of sunlight shine through the cloth opening that Amber had pulled aside. As it turned out, Kai was inside a tent the whole time. Below, he could see pavement marked with traffic lines. His best guess was that Eden established a makeshift Forward Operating Base (FOB) on the city’s roads.

      “We pulled you up and left them,” Amber said, folding her arms over her uniform.

      “You left them?” Kai sat up, directing his attention to Amber and Ilona standing at his medical bed. “You left Cerise and Yukina behind?!”

      “Wasn’t my call,” Amber said. “Cerise and Yukina were marionettes, and you are human. We couldn’t let you bleed out and die. We took off once we recovered your body. The enemy was packing too much heat for us.”

      “You left them . . .”

      Amber’s gaze shifted toward Ilona. “She refused to leave your side and stayed here watching you.”

      Kai sank back to the bed, hands on his head. “Cerise . . . Yukina . . . I’m sorry.” He lowered his hands and glared at Amber. She faced away to the side, wincing. He wasn’t sure if that was guilt on her face or sorrow for seeing Kai in his wounded state. “So about those POWs? What’s the official word on them?”

      “All fakes,” Amber said. “It looks like they died a long time ago, and the Coalition grafted their skin to their marionette lookalikes.”

      “What about the Army POWs we found at the AA guns?” he asked.

      “They were legit.”

      “I guess that’s why the Coalition wanted their capture kept secret,” Ilona said, touching her chin and narrowing her eyes. “Their intention was to transform the Eden Marines into infiltration units.”

      “And the clinic . . .” Kai said, his rattled mind putting things together. “I suppose there were medical tools inside that the Coalition needed to make the swap and do some touch-up work. I mean, they grafted the faces of the dead Marines onto those machines. Why didn’t those Army rangers get the same treatment?”

      “Witnesses, my guess is,” Amber said. “Those rangers saw the marionette clones of the Marines. They thought those men were still alive. The Coalition probably wanted the Army rangers to be rescued, hoping they’d talk about the Marines that they thought were real and still in danger.”

      “Kopac . . .” Kai groaned. “I bet this was his backup plan in case we gave him the slip. He knew we’d eventually find and rescue the Army soldiers. Maybe he ordered those captured soldiers to the AA guns at the last second. He was hoping we’d attack it and discover the POWs.”

      “That’s a pretty complex backup plan if you ask me,” Amber said. “I mean, we killed a lot of Coalition troopers to get that far. And they lost a bunch of AA guns in the process.”

      “Not really,” Kai said. “Kopac was probably hoping we’d rescue the soldiers first, learn about the Marines, then hurry to extract them. Remember, the enemy forced those rangers below the AA guns.”

      “Right, blowing them up would have killed the rangers.”

      “I don’t think Kopac was banking on us getting the Army rangers out and blowing up the AA guns.”

      Amber grinned. “That goes to show how much of an effective team we are.”

      “Yeah, and Kopac’s men will be better prepared going forward,” Kai said.

      Ilona sighed. “Now what?”

      Amber put her hands on her hips and walked over to him. “Kai should lie down, recover, and be thankful that he’s still alive.”

      “No.” He sat up straight and glared at her. “We need to find Yukina and Cerise.”

      “Kai . . .” Amber murmured.

      “You don’t know what they’ll do to their bodies. I do, and it isn’t pretty.”

      “You’re getting too worked up over AIs.”

      “They’re more than that, Amber. Can’t you see it?”

      “Not really.”

      “I can.” Ilona faced the tent’s ceiling, appearing lost in thought. “There’s something in their programming that’s different. It must be the software package that came from me.”

      “You think so?” Amber asked, one eyebrow raised at her.

      “Dr. Rhinehart aspired to change AIs for the better . . .” Ilona said. “Both Cerise and Yukina have a piece of me in them, a piece of my creator’s work. The more I studied Cerise’s malfunctions, the more I saw signs of this hidden black box programming at work. Kai’s right. We have to find them. This is what Rhinehart would have wanted.”

      “I don’t call the shots.” Amber shrugged. “I’m just a lowly lance corporal.”

      “Then let’s talk to General Thorpe,” Kai said.

      Amber angled her gaze at him. “Thorpe will ask what the doctor thinks, who will insist you recover. A doctor’s order overrules everything, even a general’s order.”
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        * * *

      

      A few days passed. Kai wasn’t sure how many. He spent most of his recovery inside the tent. He got his phone back and some of his belongings during those days. There was a text message waiting for him. His heart raced. Was it the girls sending him a message stating that they were okay? God, he hoped it was.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ruby:

      

      
        Sure! I’d love to go out with you! Where do you want to meet? I know a good bar near Kylie Street and Broadway.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We just need to leave before the evening. The Coalition takes it over for their soldiers.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ruby sent the text messages shortly before he got shot. He wasn’t sure how to feel. It was great that Ruby replied, but it wasn’t great to see that neither Cerise nor Yukina texted him at all. Kai made a mental note to reach out to Ruby later and explain that he wasn’t ghosting her. When he was in the mood to do so. Right now, he was plain depressed and in need of more painkillers.

      When he was well enough to walk again, Kai meandered about the FOB Eden had established. It was a small base not far from Jardin’s edge and not far from the Umbra District and the AA guns Kai’s team had taken down days earlier. According to Amber, Eden’s armed forces had flown in reinforcements, tanks, dozens of dropships, and a few starfighters on standby. What Kai’s team did wasn’t in vain at least. They gave Eden’s forces a fighting chance to liberate Jardin from its Coalition occupiers. He wondered if they were all playing into Kopac’s plan. Did allowing Eden to get a foothold in Jardin set the stage for his former classmate from high school to score another victory in the name of the Coalition?

      Kai considered speaking up and voicing his concerns, but what was the point? He wasn’t an enlisted member of Eden’s military, an intelligence officer, or a high-ranking officer. He was just a hired gun, the commander of a mercenary team that did a job, got paid, and waited for the next one.

      Amber and Ilona kept Kai company as the days and nights went by, Ilona more so than Amber. Amber still had to report to duty and repair battle-scarred tanks, jeeps, and whatnot. And sometimes fight the enemy who tried to attack the FOB.

      During a meal break, Kai sat and overheard the chatter of two soldiers who had returned from the front lines. He listened in closely.

      “The enemy is getting aggressive again. That’s why we pulled back here.”

      “I see. I wonder what gives? They were pushovers when you got here, but now . . .”

      “I guess they were busy regrouping and licking their wounds, and now they want us gone.” The Eden soldier shifted his gaze, studying the city’s buildings and traffic lights. “I wonder how much longer this camp’s gonna last.”

      Kai grunted to himself and finished his bowl of soup. Of course the enemy was pushing back. Their plan to capture him and Ilona didn’t work in the end. Eden was going to lose their foothold if he and Ilona remained there. Maybe that was where the camp played into Kopac’s plan. Kopac probably knew Kai would stay there for protection if all else failed. It was a location in the city that didn’t move. A location that, when the time was right, the Coalition could take in a surprise attack while Kai and Ilona rested. Kai had to return to the Starslayer, and fast.

      Later that evening, Kai made an urgent request to Eden, asking that they refuel the Starslayer.

      They rejected it.

      “Hey,” Kai whispered after he convinced Amber to leave her tent. “Can I borrow your LLT?”

      She handed it to him. “Here you go.”

      He contacted General Thorpe, way up in high Eden orbit. “Thorpe.”

      “Commander Novak, what can I do for you?”

      “I did what you asked of me and paid a heavy price.”

      “So I’ve been informed. We’ll compensate you for your losses.”

      “Good. Tell the head of this base to refuel the Starslayer. Hook us up with some batteries and supplies while they’re at it.”

      “They need that to—”

      “Continue to defend this one base you got in the city.” Kai sighed. “Yeah, I get that, but I need to leave unless you have another job for me.”

      “There might be more work for you. You’ve undoubtedly heard that the enemy has been slowly pushing us back.”

      “Here’s the thing. I’m not much use to you without Yukina and Cerise. All I got is Amber and Ilona, and I’m sure you want Amber supporting your troops here.”

      “She’s a talented mechanic, so yes.”

      “So that leaves me with Ilona. As awesome as she is at hacking damn near anything, she has all those juicy files the Coalition wants, and, well . . .”

      “I see your point.”

      “Let me go. I’m no good to you right now. Honestly, with Ilona and me staying here, we’ll just put the base at risk. With us gone, the enemy will divide their forces up. One half will search for us, while the other focuses on your troops.”

      “I’ll talk to the base’s commander.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Thorpe out.”

      The LLT’s link died when the two ended the call. With a bright smile, Kai handed the handheld device back to Amber. “Always good to have friends in high places.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun rose the next day. Kai and Amber stormed into the tent where the base’s commander was, drawing his attention. Previously, Eden hesitated to share fuel and spare batteries with the Starslayer. The base commander changed his tone after chatting with General Thorpe. They agreed to refuel and resupply the Starslayer. In the afternoon, Kai witnessed a group of combat vehicles head to the launchpad where the Starslayer was waiting.

      Mitchell, the base’s commander, approached Kai afterward. He was a haggard-looking military officer who’d been without sleep for at least two days. “Once we’ve confirmed the path is clear of enemy forces and your ship is refueled and stocked, you’ll be free to leave, Novak.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Be ready to depart when that time comes,” Mitchell added. “I’m sure word is spreading about this battlegroup to the enemy by now.”

      “Will do,” Ilona said while she floated above Kai’s shoulder. “We appreciate the help you’ve provided.”

      Mitchell put his hands behind his back and glared at Ilona. “Oh. And leave the drone.”

      Kai grimaced. “What?”

      “We can’t let it fall into enemy hands if you’re captured.”

      “Ilona stays with me.”

      “Ilona may be the key to ending this,” Mitchell said. “She needs to be under our protection, not a contractor like you.”

      Kai folded his arms. “Then I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I guess we won’t need to resupply and fuel your ship after all . . . for free.” The base commander crossed his arms just like Kai. “Let’s see how long you last without energy, supplies, and fuel. Don’t make this more difficult than it has to be. Hand Ilona over to us. We’ll protect and decrypt that drone’s secrets.”

      “I can’t even fly the fucking ship,” Kai said. “I need Ilona to do that.”

      “In that case, consider staying with us,” Mitchell replied. “We could use a hand on the front lines.”

      Grunt work. Eden wanted Kai to work as cannon fodder. Something to make the enemy focus less on the Eden soldiers, as he had a giant target on his back, and he’d be out of the base too. It was a win-win for Eden. The Marionette Task Force was nothing without its marionette team members. Eden couldn’t care less about him and the team now, apart from Ilona. They wanted to defend Ilona because they wanted access to Dr. Rhinehart’s work.

      “This isn’t what I agreed to with the general,” Kai said.

      “As I recall, you agreed to leave, provided we refuel your ship,” Mitchell said.

      Kai shook his head. “No, not just me . . .”

      “Thorpe’s orders were quite clear, Novak. Speak to him if you don’t believe me.”

      “I will. So that’s it? Kicking me out and taking Ilona away from me?”

      “Your AIs are gone,” Mitchell said. “What more can you do for us apart from lending us a hand fighting the enemy? Again, the general brought this up, and you told him, ‘Let me go.’ Do you want to be useful again? Then go get your team back or assemble a new one.”

      “Get the team back?” Kai asked him.

      “The two marionettes of your team,” Mitchell said. “Their bodies aren’t at the evac point we rescued you from. Someone else took them.”

      “Hey, Kai.” Ilona’s drone gently nudged his back. She rotated around to face the base’s commander. “A moment alone, please?”

      Mitchell stepped away. “Of course.”

      With Mitchell out of hearing range, Ilona spun to Kai as her hologram appeared before him. “This could mean that Kopac knows about the black box program inside Yukina and Cerise. Perhaps he plans to extract their code rather than torching their bodies like his men did to other female marionettes.”

      “So Kopac doesn’t need you?”

      “Oh, he does because I have other goodies inside me. The programming inside Yukina and Cerise is one of several encrypted packages I have.”

      “Where could they have taken them?”

      “Probably to another Vivid robotics factory,” Ilona said. “They’ll have all the tools available to do what they need to do.”

      “Where’s the nearest factory since the one here was destroyed?”

      “Standby.” Ilona snapped her fingers and forged a three-dimensional map in his virtual vision. “This is the data I had pulled from the dropship we captured.”

      “Right, the one that led us to the AA guns.”

      “It has other points of interest to the enemy, like this place here.”

      He studied the spot on the map she had pointed out. It looked like a robotics factory owned by the Vivid Corporation in a neighboring city that fell to Coalition rule.

      “The Coalition might have brought them to this factory here. It’s been days since we lost them, so—”

      “What are you looking at?”

      That was Amber calling out to Kai and Ilona. She joined them as they faced her.

      “Here, I’ll share it with you,” Ilona said, transmitting the data she shared with Kai to Amber.

      Amber stood there for quite some time, lost in contemplation.

      “Something caught your eye?” Kai asked Amber.

      “That’s the same highway the enemy has been using to move supplies in and out of Jardin and to Theta Grove.”

      The revelation left Kai very intrigued. “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah, but the enemy protects those convoys with mobile AA gun trucks and other stuff you really don’t want to fuck with without a plan. We can’t hit them from the sky. Though, since we have this foothold now, we were considering launching an attack on them. There’s a small convoy getting ready to leave for Theta Grove.”

      “That’s why you were studying this map so closely,” Ilona said.

      Amber nodded. “Yeah, I was about to ask how y’all knew.”

      “We didn’t exactly,” Kai said. “We just saw that the highway was one of the quickest routes from here to a Vivid factory in Theta Grove.”

      “I think the Coalition took or is planning to take Cerise and Yukina to the factory in Theta Grove for memory extraction,” Ilona said. “It’s likely that the enemy plans to rip their memory cores from their bodies using the factory’s robotic equipment and then use its sophisticated computers to analyze them.”

      “And we’re going after them,” Kai said. He looked at Ilona afterward, noticing the slight blush that crept across her cheeks. Nobody was taking her away from him.

      Amber snorted. “You and what army, Novak?”

      “I got the Starslayer back,” he said. “We can fly in low and get the drop on that Coalition convoy you talked about. If Cerise and Yukina are on it, we’ll get them out. If not, then we’ll capture one of their vehicles, use it to infiltrate the factory in Theta Grove, and search for the girls from there.”

      “And then what? You can’t do this alone, Kai, not even with Ilona’s help, which I doubt you’ll get. There’s no way Mitchell will let you leave with her.”

      “I’ll find a way,” he said defiantly.

      Amber shook her head at him. “There is no way.”

      “Then I’ll make a way.”

      “Kai . . .”

      He extended his hand to Amber. “Come with us. I know we can pull this off with your help. The three of us can do this.”

      Her face turned red. “What? I, er.”

      “You already told us information you should have kept to yourself,” Kai said. “Admit it, Amber. You want to get Cerise and Yukina out of there as much as we do.”

      Amber eyed his hand. She eyed it for a long time then spun away with crossed arms folded over her tank top, her dog tags jiggling during the sudden spin. “I have my orders too . . .”

      “Come with us,” he pleaded. “You know it’s the right thing to do. We can’t let the enemy get their hands on whatever Ilona put in Cerise and Yukina’s heads.”

      Amber paused for what seemed like an eternity. “We should talk to my superiors first.”

      “It’s pointless,” he said. “I’m not as useful to your people anymore, and I doubt they’d risk their soldiers to rescue captured AIs.”

      “You’re right. They won’t,” Amber replied. “If a marionette soldier were to be captured, we’d just build a replacement unit. Risking human lives or marionette units isn’t worth trying to take back stolen and replaceable hardware.”

      “Which I find stupid,” Ilona grunted. “Cerise and Yukina aren’t just any marionettes. They have bits of my code in them, code that makes them un-hackable, among other things.”

      “Yeah, code they can get from you, Ilona,” Amber said. “Easier to protect you and get you to upload that code into the marionettes they already have.”

      “I’m to only offer this code to units I deem worthy,” Ilona said. “I won’t upload it to just any marionette. It goes against my programming.”

      “I don’t think Eden knows or cares,” Kai said.

      “Once they extract your secrets, Ilona, they’ll just upload the code themselves.”

      “All the more reason Ilona stays with me,” he said, stepping forward. “I don’t want her forced into doing something that goes against her programming. And I sure as fuck don’t trust what Eden techs will do to Ilona as much as I don’t trust Coalition ones.”

      “She’s just an AI, Kai.”

      “And that’s the problem.” Kai threw his hands up in frustration. “Eden is starting to sound like the Coalition. AIs are disposable tools with no real feelings. It’s all just programmed responses, blah, blah, blah . . .”

      Ilona turned toward Amber, gifting her with a smile. “So, you with us?”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry.” Amber twisted around and walked away. “Good luck.”

      “Fine.” He studied his surroundings and eyed the many Eden soldiers on patrol. Guards who were going to shoot Kai if he tried to escape with Ilona. “I guess we do this on our own, Ilona.”

      Ilona stood at his side. “Just like old times.”
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      The time had come at last.

      Ilona’s projection appeared before Kai, seated at the foot of a bed inside an empty tent at the edge of Eden’s FOB. She looked up at him with a smile spreading across her face. It was a promising sight.

      “I got it, Commander,” Ilona revealed.

      Kai got off the bed. “We’re good to go?”

      His implant pulsed with an update, a file transfer request sent by Ilona. He accepted the data link and watched a left-to-right scrolling progress bar fill in two seconds.

      “I just hacked into Eden’s communication network,” Ilona revealed. “They finished refueling and resupplying the Starslayer. I sent you the specific details, so you know what to expect.”

      “Did they encounter hostiles on the way?”

      “A few, which is why they took so long to reach the Starslayer. Thankfully, those guerrilla fighters Jerry talked about came in and lent them a hand.”

      “Sounds like those weapons we hooked Jerry up with are going to good use.”

      “Yeppers! With support from the guerrilla fighters, Eden’s mopping up the last of the Coalition’s forces in the Umbra District with plans to return to the FOB afterward. The base’s commander wants to ship you back to the Starslayer once they confirm the streets are cleared.”

      “Assuming I choose to leave.”

      “If you don’t, they’ll push you onto the dropship behind this tent and send you to the front lines. In any case, now’s the time to leave. Mitchell hasn’t been briefed on this yet, but he will be any minute now.”

      “What do we do?”

      “We take the roads Eden’s forces didn’t use. It might be crawling with Coalition foot soldiers, but not Eden’s.”

      He folded his arms and knotted his face. “That sounds . . . a lot riskier.”

      “But Eden’s returning battle group won’t spot us,” Ilona said. “All we need to do is avoid contact with the enemy then hightail it straight for the Starslayer. And again, guerrilla fighters are lingering around. They won’t report us to either side but will swoop in to lend a hand if they spot the Coalition attacking us.”

      Kai moved to the other side of the tent and collected his backpack, shot-to-hell Gladiator’s Vest armor, and his assortment of weapons. He faced Ilona’s hologram after concealing his arsenal out of sight. “Let’s get going then.”

      Ilona’s hologram vanished, and her drone floated into Kai’s zipped-open backpack. He zipped it up and slung it over his shoulders. And then he took one deep breath. The Coalition couldn’t be trusted. Now Eden couldn’t be trusted . . . kind of. Both sides wanted to exploit Ilona for her data and hacking powers. And both sides wouldn’t hesitate to shove a gun in Kai’s face if they knew what he was planning to do next.

      Kai pulled aside the tent’s opening and wandered into the night-shrouded base. He kept low and silent, using his level 10 stealth skill to slip past patrolling Eden soldiers and those taking a rest after returning from the front lines. Kai stopped when Eden soldiers lingered too close then sneaked away when they turned their backs to him. He strolled by a tent with rays of light shining out of them. It was a foreboding feeling. He refrained from carrying any weapons and left them in his bag. Despite how Eden had treated him, they weren’t the enemy, just allies who didn’t know any better. Kai had to creep out of the base without killing anyone.

      The nighttime skies created the perfect environment for his stealthy escape. He just had to avoid the searchlights and not make too much noise. It brought back memories of the day he fled from a Coalition boot camp in Croatia. As Kai recalled, he and several young men jumped the fence and dodged the searchlights during that night. He remembered how his legs and arms wouldn’t stop trembling back then, even after they were seven hours away from the base. Today, his limbs didn’t twitch at all. It was almost as if escaping from boot camp was preparation for his escape from Eden’s FOB. Hell, it was almost as if everything Kai experienced on Earth was some kind of preparation for him to survive the chaos that befell Eden. Kai was confident he would have been killed long ago if he had never gone through all that shit back on Earth.

      Kai approached the edge of the FOB after an hour of evading Eden patrols and lights. Only an electric barricade and a patrolling guard stood before Kai and freedom. Dealing with the electrically charged fencing was easy, as it only required level 47 hacking to disable it. Ilona took care of that in seconds, and Kai climbed over the barricade a minute later. Of course the guard spun in Kai’s direction as he crossed over.

      He heard a gun cock.

      “Shit.” Kai stopped and put his hands up.

      Always pick your fights carefully.

      “Hey! You there!”

      The patrolling Eden soldier lumbered closer to Kai, shining a beam of light upon his back using a pistol with a flashlight mounted onto it. The patrol shone his light on Kai’s overstuffed backpack.

      “Going somewhere, Novak?”

      And the patrol knew who Kai was, even though he hadn’t spun around. He heard his footsteps. The patrol was closing the gap between the two. Kai’s implant notified him that the patrol had walked into striking range of Kai’s fists, augmented by his exoskeleton.

      Kai whirled around quickly, knocking the pistol from the soldier’s hand with a swift lunge. Darkness enveloped them when the weapon’s flashlight shone on the road rather than Kai’s face. He grabbed the patrolling soldier in a bearhug, to the buzzing noises of his exoskeleton powering his limbs, heaving the man up then body slamming him to the road. The soldier never got up. Kai winced at that. He hoped he didn’t kill the man, lowering himself and scanning the body until their red health bar appeared.

      It was at 20%.

      “He’s just knocked out,” Ilona said, her voice playing through his implant.

      Kai stood up from the limp soldier, grinning. “You spying on me, Ilona?”

      “Well, it’s either that or I stare at the inside of your backpack . . .”

      Kai glanced at the unmoving man again. “He should be fine. Might have a big headache in the morning though.”

      He dragged the unconscious soldier to the side and stole two ammunition magazines off his belt and the soldier’s flashlight-mounted pistol. He gave it a quick glance.

      Equalizer

      Type: Pistol

      Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

      Damage: 36 Piercing

      Ammo Capacity: 21

      Rate of Fire: 30 rounds/min

      Mods: Mounted Flashlight

      Recommendations for Usage:

      10 Strength

      5 Handgun Skill

      Nothing special, but the flashlight mod could come in handy.

      There were no further interruptions. Now officially free from the FOB, Kai moved into Jardin’s Umbra District alone, carrying a heavy backpack. He steered clear of neon lights and holographic ads by using the back streets. Ilona gave Kai directions that helped him avoid Eden and Coalition forces. Other times, Ilona led him toward neighborhoods full of anti-Coalition guerrilla fighters. Kai lowered his guard when he entered those areas.

      It took a few hours because of the detour, but Ilona’s directions were spot on. He arrived at the small spaceport where the Starslayer had landed. Then he stopped.

      Three soldiers in Eden Army uniforms patrolled the area. And they pointed their assault rifles at Kai as he arrived.

      “Found him!”

      Once again, Kai raised his hands while Eden’s servicemen pointed weapons at him. They caught him, and this time they outnumbered him. And this time all of them kept their distance. They knew that getting too close to someone with the Street Samurai class was an effective way to lose a fight. Or lose an arm.

      “Damn it,” Ilona transmitted to him. “I guess word got out about our escape faster than I thought . . .”

      Kai grumbled in reply. “Must have been that guard I knocked out . . .”

      The three Eden soldiers encircled him. “Where’s the drone?”

      Those were the last words that came out of the soldier’s mouth.

      He spasmed suddenly as crackling sounds reminiscent of eggs in a frying pan echoed. The man collapsed to the road, prompting his two partners to spin around. Both men shook violently and fell backward, unveiling the sight of a blonde woman approaching. She stepped out of the shadows and placed her chromed-out hand on her hip.

      It was Amber.

      “They’ll live,” Amber said, examining the three fallen Eden soldiers.

      Kai lowered his hands and graced her with an amusing beam. “What did you use?”

      “New CES I downloaded from the base earlier today.” Amber lifted her cybernetic arm. “It’s called Taser Stun. It turns my arm into a close-range stunner and knocks your ass out for a minute or so.”

      “Sounds handy.”

      “It’s not. The range is small, and the target will recover quickly unless I transfer extra power into the CES, but that will drain my battery faster and make it overheat. Anyhow, enough chitchat, you wanna get goin’?”

      “You came after all?”

      “I, uh.” She blushed and rubbed the back of her head. “Don’t want to see you die over saving AIs. That’s all. And AI or not, forcing Ilona to stay on the base is borderline kidnapping. I didn’t sign up for that.”

      Amber and Kai approached the Starslayer. It felt like ages since the two were aboard it. The duo entered the space yacht, passed through its corridors, ascended various ladders, and strode into the ship’s bridge.

      She raced toward an operation workstation, quickly interacting with its keyboard. “Let’s be quick before they figure out what I’ve done!”

      Kai unzipped his backpack and stood away, giving Ilona enough space to float out from it.

      She made an exaggerated moan. “Oh, it feels good to be out of there!” Ilona hovered above the dashboard. “Will you do the honors, Amber?”

      Amber seized Ilona’s USB cable and inserted it into the dashboard. The act made Amber Kai and Ilona’s accomplice . . . more so than before. Multiple computer monitors glowed with blue light, displaying external camera footage. Amber wasn’t kidding about the Taser Stun CESs power. One exterior camera captured the sight of the three stunned soldiers pushing up from the ground and rubbing their foreheads. The stun’s effect didn’t last long at all.

      “Amber, you might want to tell them to move before the thrusters turn them into jerky,” Ilona said as her holographic likeness flashed into existence.

      Amber nodded and established a communication link with the three Eden soldiers outside. “Y’all might wanna consider leaving the area. This ship here’s taking off. Don’t get incinerated by the exhaust!”

      On the screen, the three soldiers staggered away and moved out of range of the thrusters.

      Amber turned to face Ilona. “We’re all clear!”

      “Confirmed,” Ilona said. She stood in the middle of the bridge, hands behind her back. “Launching in ten seconds. Get yourself strapped in!”

      The Starslayer blasted off from the dome-shaped landing area and accelerated skyward. Its ascension was brief. The rockets of the Starslayer rotated horizontally, propelling the vessel across the sky and sending it into the night horizon.

      “Where we headin’?” Amber asked. “Just wanna make sure I signed up for the right job here.”

      “A Vivid Corporation factory in Theta Grove,” Ilona said. “The same one we suspect the Coalition might have taken Yukina and Cerise too.”

      The Starslayer flew above the Umbra District’s neon splendor fast, soaring over the FOB and leaving the city of Jardin. Outside the city was a barren rocky landscape, with a highway connecting Jardin with other cities on Eden. The Starslayer picked up multiple signals while flying above the highway. Kai studied his computer monitor closely. A convoy of tanks, Jagers, trucks, and mobile AA guns were on the road below. It was a large military convoy driving away from Jardin and over a large bridge, with a deep canyon below and winding rivers.

      “Picking up multiple Coalition IFFs,” Ilona reported. “I think this is the Coalition convoy we talked about earlier. It looks like they’re heading to Theta Grove.”

      Kai nodded. “Keep us low and keep us steady.”

      The Starslayer dove below the bridge the convoy drove across. A barrage of cannon rounds, fired from various tanks and mobile artillery platforms, grazed the ship’s hull. The enemy on the bridge had spotted the Starslayer’s dive toward the bridge’s underside.

      “Nice move,” Amber said.

      “They can’t hit us from here,” Ilona said, keeping the Starslayer flying alongside the bridge and out of enemy targeting range.

      Kai tore his gaze away from the computer monitor, grunting in frustration. “Yeah, until the bridge they’re driving across ends. Then we have to pull up or risk slamming into the canyon’s rock face.”

      Ahead of the Starslayer was the canyon’s cliff side, and the ship was approaching it fast. An idea manifested in Kai’s head, a crazy and possibly stupid idea. He stood from his console and walked over to Amber, reaching forward to grab her hand. Her cheeks turned red as she peered at him in shock.

      Kai looked down at Amber with a devious grin so wide one could see his white teeth. “Yo,” he said to her. “Come with me.”
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      Kai and Amber climbed to the top of the Starslayer using its external maintenance ladders as the ship flew alongside the highway bridge. The climb was a lot harder than usual. In addition to Kai’s standard weapons layout, he had the GL-800 grenade launcher strapped to his back. He doubted he’d be able to climb up without the aid of his exoskeleton. Below him was Amber, carrying extra weight as well. She had a ZR6 Carbine on her back, the ML-4 Lancer rocket launcher, and spare rockets for it. Amber’s cybernetic augmentations made it look so easy to do.

      He reached the Starslayer’s top first, spun around, and offered a helping hand to Amber, pulling her up. They armed themselves with the heavy weapons they brought then carefully stepped to the ship’s edge as the winds rushed. Kai couldn’t see the roadway on the bridge. The Starslayer wasn’t flying high enough for that.

      “Ilona, lift the ship more,” Kai said. “Just a little, not too much.”

      Ilona transmitted back, “Inching the Starslayer up any more would put us in direct line of enemy fire.”

      “That’s okay.” Kai flicked the GL-800’s power button, energizing the heavy weapon. “Amber and I have a surprise that’ll make them think twice.”

      “Yeah, until we run out of ammo.” Amber stood to his left and raised the shoulder-fired ML-4 Lancer. “I have four rockets inside this and another three to reload it.”

      “I know. I have like twelve rounds in total for this grenade launcher. Six in the weapon, six more on standby. We have to make every shot count.”

      “Inching us upward,” Ilona communicated. “You two better be on your A-game!”

      The Starslayer rose several meters above the bridge, bringing the highway road into view. The enemy below spotted the rising ship, lifted their weapons, and opened fire. A hail of bullets soared past Kai and Amber, some rounds flying over their heads or passing between them. But only for a second. Amber shut the enemy up when she angled the ML-4 Lancer’s business end down at them. A devious grin curled her lips.

      “RPG!” an enemy soldier called out.

      Amber discharged the shoulder-fired rocket launcher and hit a Jager. The explosion brightened the backs of the fleeing enemy combatants. A rapidly expanding fireball enveloped those who had failed to run fast enough. Amber squinted through the targeting screen of the ML-4 Lancer while shifting it to the right. She locked onto a tank attempting to raise its cannon at the Starslayer. Amber’s rocket hit the tank dead on before it could fire. Flames billowed, and black smoke lifted into the air from the dead. The deafening sound of Amber’s third and fourth rocket bombardments forced the hostile soldiers behind the tank to run for safety. She lowered the ML-4 Lancer to slip in three additional rockets, reloading it.

      That was when Kai targeted the exposed men. He pulled the GL-800’s trigger and launched a round at the fleeing soldiers, the sound echoing through the air. They were too much in a panic to notice the 40mm round landing at their feet.

      Boom.

      Six men turned into red paste. The vicious blast hurled their red and gooey remains across the road and several Coalition vehicles attempting to back up.

      The AA gun truck mashed its brakes and swung its hefty guns toward the Starslayer. Amber’s rocket struck the AA gun barrels and reduced them to hot slag that seared the face of a soldier on the road. His wailing screams echoed throughout the havoc the two were creating. Kai spotted a second AA gun truck trying to target them in the distance. He fired a 40mm grenade ahead of it, and the explosive round detonated right as the truck drove over it. The blast lifted the truck, causing it to capsize and shatter the guard railing. Half of the overturned truck ended up over the edge of the bridge, slowly tipping off and plunging into the basin below.

      Bullets flew Kai’s way. There were still lingering Coalition soldiers shooting up at them. But only briefly. The rifles the enemy wielded randomly powered down unexpectedly. Ilona’s cyberwarfare tricks were at play. Others couldn’t target Kai or Amber at all when Ilona hacked into enemy neural implants and screwed around with their vision.

      Kai pointed the GL-800 down at the bridge highway below and pulled the trigger. He unleashed deafening explosive chaos that shredded the bodies of the Coalition troopers. The enemy didn’t know where to run. 40mm grenade launcher rounds blew exposed soldiers to pieces, leaving nothing behind. The force of Amber’s ML-4 Lancer struck with such intensity that it left nothing but rubble in its wake. If the enemy hid behind a tank, Jager, or AA gun, they’d meet a similar fate when the vehicles exploded and overturned to crush their mangled bodies. Nobody below was safe.

      That was until Amber strapped the ML-4 Lancer to her back, angling her concerned glare at Kai. “I’m out!”

      “Back off for now,” Kai said, stepping closer to the edge of the ship they stood on. “I’ll finish these fuckers off over here!”

      He aimed at a group of Coalition soldiers and shot a grenade in their direction. They saw the round approaching and instinctively ran behind a burning tank for cover. The 40mm grenade exploded, killing no one. But that was all part of the plan. Kai fired off the remaining three grenades in his launcher. The final three rounds exploded near his previous one, forcing the enemy there to scramble for cover, leaving a large section of the bridge unoccupied.

      “There!” Kai pointed at that unoccupied section of pavement littered with burning debris and dead Coalition soldiers. “That clearing won’t last for long. Let’s get to it.”

      Amber gave him a nod and ran to the edge of the Starslayer as Kai placed the empty GL-800 on his back and joined her.

      “Be advised, you two,” Ilona chimed in, “the remaining AA gun trucks are locking on to us. I need to bring the Starslayer out of range. Like, now.”

      “That’s fine,” Kai said. “We’ll handle the rest from here. The enemy is regrouping, tending to the injured, and assessing the situation. They won’t be expecting our next move.”

      “What’s that going to be, Commander?”

      Kai’s lips curled into a menacing smile.

      Amber came to stand beside him, her hair tickling the side of his face. Her eyes darted between the steep drop into the canyon and the bridge ahead. “This is crazy.”

      “Yep.” He pointed forward. “Think you can grab a hold of the guardrails?”

      She looked up. “Hold on to me.”

      Kai wrapped his arms around Amber. With his hand gripping her, Amber leaped up, grabbing the guardrail. She used her cyborg prowess to climb over the railing with him on her back. The duo rolled onto the bridge’s highway when she completed the climb. The Starslayer veered away from the bridge and dove into the canyon below, vanishing from sight and from enemy cannon fire. Kai and Amber stood shoulder to shoulder, viewing the ass end of the Coalition convoy, and focusing their attention on a heavily armored AA gun truck. The truck’s armor was so thick it was almost as impenetrable as a tank.

      Kai tilted his head to her. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      She nodded. “I hope so!”

      The two dropped their heavy weapons onto the road for the time being, lightening their load. Amber sprinted ahead. Her cybernetically augmented legs propelled her faster than professional runners. She ran and leaped onto the side of the truck, smashed in the window with her chromed fist, and slipped inside. The vehicle veered away and crashed through the highway’s median. A spray of gore coated the windshield from the inside. As that happened, a Coalition tank stopped and rotated its cannon, bringing the long length to target the now compromised AA gun truck.

      Too bad the hostiles inside the tank didn’t see Kai standing next to it.

      Kai climbed on top of the tank, his exoskeleton arms allowing him to pull himself up to the top in seconds. A soldier peeked out of the tank’s top opening with an assault rifle drawn. Kai’s maneuver alerted the enemy to his presence, the enemy who didn’t have computer-aided reflexes of his exoskeleton. Kai sliced off the soldier’s hand with one swift Zenmetsu strike, disarming him. A severed hand and assault rifle went airborne while a wave of red smeared the trooper’s face, blinding them. He wailed in pain and tried to rub blood out of his eyes. Kai retrieved a 99 Enforcer off his tactical belt with his free hand and plugged two 10mm rounds through the soldier’s forehead, blasting thick slaps of gore out the back of his head.

      Meanwhile, Amber leaped out of the AA gun truck, hit the pavement below, and rolled away across it. The tank fired its cannon a second later, striking the truck rather than Amber. An enormous fireball erupted, hurling the vehicle’s slag across the road. The force of the shot nearly threw Kai backward and off the tank. He recovered from the knockback and noticed that the tank’s top opening hatch was still open with the corpse of an enemy soldier slumped over its lip. Kai kicked the dead man back inside, pulled out three DX80 fragmentation grenades, and primed them in seconds. He threw the grenades into the tank to the wailing screams of the men inside. He couldn’t hear their screams when he slammed the hatch’s lid shut.

      Boom.

      The tank rolled forward, out of control, and crashed into the median. Kai flipped open the vehicle’s top hatch and dove in, wincing at the blood and entrails sprayed all over the tank’s interior walls, floor, and controls. He winced more when he pushed away the halved body on a chair before sitting on it. The chair was so bloody he felt the warmth of the gore smearing over his legs and ass. Amber joined Kai moments later and sat inside the tank with him. He’d never forget her cringe when her eyes locked on the sight of a ribcage plastered to the edge of her chair. Amber shoved the crimson-dripping rib cage to the floor, reddening her hands, then reached for the tank’s operational controls, partially damaged from the grenade’s wrath. It was oozing with blood, charred flesh, and its monitors were cracked and flickering every ten seconds.

      “Do you know how to drive this?” Kai asked.

      “Not really.” Amber gripped the controls tightly. “Give me a sec. I’ll see if my neural implant has a quick guide.”

      She reversed the tank from the median it had slammed through, pulled it back into the bridge highway roads, and sent it speeding ahead. It took Kai a while, but he got the gist of operating the tank’s forward cannon. He swung the massive column backward, targeting the pursuing Jagers with their mounted machine gun turrets blazing. He peered through the busted tactical screen, lined up the crosshair over the nearest Jager, and reached for the tank’s fire controls.

      A smile curled his lips.

      The Jager exploded to pieces, and its flaming wreckage surged forward until it lost momentum. The blast threw the remains of its riders to the road, where they wailed about on the ground, trying and failing to pat out the raging flames consuming them whole. Their corpses stopped moving after a minute, but the fires continued burning their blackened masses. Additional Jagers with mounted rocket launchers barreled forward. Those would be an issue.

      As Amber drove the tank, Kai targeted the incoming Jagers with the heavy cannon, firing blast after blast. Not one of his shots connected with the enemy. His rounds just hit the pavement and flung up bits of debris everywhere while creating deep craters. So Kai shot at the pavement ahead of the Jagers instead, punching massive gaps in the road. The wheels of one jeep fell into the hole and whirled. The vehicle never moved. It was stuck. The other two Jagers veered to the left and right of the crater. He expected they would do that and had already heaved the tank’s cannon to the left and fired. A Jager exploded, its fiery remains flipping onto its side and skidding away.

      One Jager remained. Kai shifted the cannon to the right and hit the fire command as fast as his exoskeleton hands could. He missed, prepared another shot, and missed again. The vehicle swerved about, launching multiple rockets at the tank that exploded upon it, and rendered its armor to molten metal. The impact of the missiles shook Kai and Amber about. Kai tried to target the elusive Jager again, this time studying the direction it was moving. He brought the crosshairs just ahead of the vehicle and fired.

      The Jager’s hood blew up and flipped the jeep onto its roof.

      With that out of the way, Kai leveled the tank’s cannon to the vehicle’s left, targeting the fast-moving AA gun trucks. His repeated cannon barrage pushed one truck into another, causing the two vehicles to crash, spin out, and slam through the guardrail.

      Two burning AA gun trucks plummeted into the canyon below.

      One AA gun truck was still in play and was directly ahead of their captured tank. Kai heaved the tank’s cannon forward this time and targeted the truck. He winced right as he hit the fire button. The AA gun truck wasn’t speeding away from their tank. It was speeding toward it. The driver was trying to ram their ride. The driver operated a heavily armored truck that could ram a tank off the road.

      Despite shooting the truck head-on, it continued to hurdle toward their tank, only this time it was on fire and skidding across the road.

      Kai inched away from the targeting screen. “Fuck.”

      Amber laughed, her hands frantically trying to force the tank to turn aside from the incoming truck. “You said it!”

      She turned the tank sharply left to escape the crashing AA gun truck, which collided against the right side of their tank and exploded with a raging, lithium-enhanced blast. Amber lost control of the heavy tank, and it spun to the side and slammed through the bridge’s side guardrail. One half of the tank was on the road, and the other half was hanging over the edge of the bridge and slowly tipping over.

      The duo left their chairs and climbed to the tank’s rooftop, now a steep incline facing the canyon below the bridge. It was a long way down to the river and a seemingly long climb up and off the tank and to the road. Kai and Amber scaled to the apex of the tipping tank, both draining enormous amounts of battery power to make it happen. They reached the top and rolled off right as the tank tipped over and off the bridge.

      The two slammed into the pavement. It hurt, but it was better than slamming into the canyon basin.

      Half a minute later . . .

      Splash.

      That could have been them if they were two seconds slower.

      Kai rolled onto his back and faced the darkened skies. “Ilona, bring the Starslayer to my signal,” he said. “There won’t be any AA guns or artillery shooting at you.”

      “Want me to pick you and Amber up, Commander?”

      “No, use the PDCs and fuck up the rest of this convoy.”

      Kai and Amber sat up and enjoyed the front-row seats to the light show Ilona created. Ilona sent the Starslayer to soar over the bridge and used its PDC cannons to fire upon the hostile troops. A set of explosions thundered when PDC rounds penetrated jeeps and trucks, piercing their lithium batteries. She continually twirled the Starslayer during the assault, leaving behind four long contrails in the ship’s wake. Yellow streaks of tracer lines hammered various military vehicles. Red-orange conflagrations brightened the bridge’s roadways. Thousands of bullets showered down on the Coalition convoy, perforating the men who exited their burning vehicles and destroying the ones still in play.

      There was a truck in the center of the road, now guarded by Coalition soldiers. The Starslayer flew above, and then the men on the ground turned into splattering bits of red pulp, barely recognizable as something that was once human. Ilona never shot the truck, however. Upon closer inspection, Kai realized that there wasn’t a single bullet hole in the truck.

      “I left that truck on purpose, in case you were wondering, Commander.”

      “I was,” Kai replied to Ilona’s transmission. “Why is that?”

      “That’s a transport truck,” Ilona explained. “It’s the only one in this convoy. Judging by the formation of everything here, I’d say the Coalition was escorting that truck to this convoy’s destination.”

      “There’s something valuable inside it,” Amber said.

      Ilona chuckled over the commlink. “Say, like certain marionettes the Coalition wanted to prod for my secrets.”

      Amber and Kai approached the truck with guns raised, just in case. She tossed him a claymore and kept one for herself, before the two placed them on the truck’s rear trailer. Kai stepped aside for Amber to detonate them with a quick thought in her mind. The explosives turned the trailer’s door into glowing slag, blowing it inward.

      Nobody shot at them. So that was good.

      Kai and Amber climbed inside the trailer as darkness enveloped them.

      “Man, I can’t see shit in here,” Amber said, reaching for a flashlight. She held it up and faced Kai. “Please tell me you got one of these.”

      He winced. He didn’t.

      Or did he?

      Kai reached behind and patted his back pocket. There was a pistol in it, the Equalizer with a flashlight mod he had taken from the Eden patrol earlier. He pulled it out and flicked on the pistol’s light, illuminating a path in the pitch-black tractor-trailer.

      “Yep,” he said, grinning. “I came prepared.”

      She glanced at the pistol. “Where’d you get that?!”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He moved ahead. “Since we both have flashlights, let’s split up and search this quickly before enemy reinforcements arrive.”

      With weapons out and flashlights lighting the way, Kai and Amber pushed into the trailer as their augmented eyesight studied and ran scans of the truck’s contents. The place was full of disabled marionettes.

      “Holy fuck . . .” Amber lowered her ZR6 Carbine and flashlight.

      Kai stepped over marionette arms, legs, and torsos, brightened by the Equalizer’s flashlight. It was body parts of marionettes who were once living a peaceful life. Amber grabbed an arm full of broken marionette parts. She’d need those to repair Cerise and Yukina. Kai’s flashlight shone on a few smashed but salvaged memory storage cores further in. He picked one up.

      “Ilona, anything useful on this?”

      “Plug it into your exoskeleton. Once it syncs up with your implant, I’ll be able to take a peek at it.”

      Kai found the core’s USB cable and inserted it into the left shoulder of his exoskeleton. Five seconds later, Ilona accessed information about the marionette memory core he held.

      “Mmm, nothing on here regarding Cerise or Yukina,” Ilona reported.

      “Damn it,” he grunted. “I’ll check the other cores. There are lots of busted marionettes here.”

      “Hold on a sec, Commander. There are CESs on this. It could be useful. Want me to copy them?”

      “Sure.”

      “Jesus.” That was Amber, who had wandered to the trailer’s rear and stood wide-eyed.

      He followed the ray of light from her flashlight and reached the back of the trailer. Kai lowered the Equalizer at what Amber discovered, shining a beam of light on it. He cringed at what they saw. The bodies of Cerise and Yukina were in a twisted mess coated with dried blood. His dried blood. There was no golden glow in Cerise’s eyes nor any blue light in Yukina’s. The two girls appeared lifeless and had been in that state for some time, but they were still in one piece, their heads especially. Broken machines could be repaired.

      “Give me a hand here, Amber,” Kai said, kneeling to Cerise and Yukina’s bodies.

      Amber picked up Cerise and carried her in her arms. Kai heaved up Yukina and laid her petite, damaged body over him in a firefighter’s carry. The duo moved the two marionettes off the truck and onto the bridge’s war-torn road.

      The Starslayer lowered to the far edge of the bridge a moment later, its thrusters blanketing the area with blinding exhaust. The yacht’s main entrance slid open for Kai, Amber, and the two inoperative marionettes.
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            YOU NEED TO SLEEP WITH HER

          

        

      

    

    
      The Starslayer blasted off from the bridge highway. Various plumes of black smoke rose into the air as the ship soared away from the remains of the enemy convoy. The Starslayer didn’t drift too far away from the battle’s aftermath. It landed on barren and rocky terrain outside the highway in the middle of nowhere and away from Eden and Coalition ground-based sensors.

      With the ship off the grid, Amber brought Cerise and Yukina’s bodies to her makeshift workshop inside the engine room. She laid both girls on a table and retrieved dozens of tools from her storage box. After stripping Cerise and Yukina naked, Amber pulled back swathes of their skin and accessed their critical damage components, replacing a few of them using salvaged parts from the dead marionettes they found in the truck.

      After finishing that, Amber plugged both girls into a recharger port, and Ilona floated by to give Cerise a much-needed reboot and then later a much-needed system diagnostic. Cerise glitching out yet again was concerning. Even more concerning was that only Cerise crashed, not Yukina, whose problems stemmed from the high-powered sniper rifle round that tore up the insides of her chest, nothing more. And that was now fixed. Cerise’s software issues were a big unknown that needed to be addressed once and for all.

      Kai studied the CESs Ilona downloaded from the dead marionette memory cores recovered from the truck. Most were useless, as those CESs weren’t compatible with Vivid operating systems, only Twin Suns. His exoskeleton couldn’t handle them either, as it used a Lipka-developed operating system. Only Amber could utilize a CES compatible with a Twin Suns OS, except she was a cyborg, not a marionette. Amber didn’t have a lot of memory space available to install CESs. Out of the seven CESs Kai examined, two were compatible with Vivid Corporation marionettes. He glanced at their tooltips.

      Piercing Shot

      Channels additional energy into an equipped rifle, increasing its penetration power to pierce through most forms of cover or armor.

      Note: Consumes 35% battery charge per shot.

      Warning: The more penetrating force required, the more energy will be drained from your battery.

      Compatible With: Vivid Corporation-made OSs.

      It would be suitable for Yukina to use with her sniper rifle, though she’d have to use it sparingly until they got her a stronger battery.

      Kai studied the next CES’s tooltip.

      Strengthen Grip

      Funnels power into arms and hands, bolstering them and allowing the user to wield two-handed weapons with one hand, freeing up the other.

      Note: Drains 15% battery charge per second.

      Warning: Due to high power consumption, mobility will be temporarily restricted.

      Compatible With: Vivid Corporation-made OSs.

      Cerise would have to use that, no questions asked. The last time he checked, CESs that continually drained battery power each second while active weren’t good for Yukina. Which was fine. They had just gained one new CES for Cerise and one for Yukina. Now if only the two marionettes had more memory. Cerise would have to uninstall either Acceleration Drive or Overload to install Strengthen Grip. Yukina would have to uninstall Crash since Piercing Shot used a lot of memory. Kai made a mental note to shop for large-capacity memory storage units for the girls. On a good note, Yukina and Cerise’s batteries should reduce the two CESs’ energy consumption by 10%.

      The sun was about to rise. Kai had been awake far too long, though he didn’t feel sleepy. Yet. Heavy eyelids and constant yawning were bound to slow him down. Convinced nobody from Eden or the Coalition would fuck with the team, Kai ventured through the Starslayer’s immaculate hallways. Luxurious hallways. He had to tell himself repeatedly that he wasn’t striding through some super expensive hotel.

      Kai pondered what to do next. He wasn’t fatigued, so retreating to his quarters was out. Cerise and Yukina were still recharging, so talking to them was off the menu until they were ready. Ilona was busy studying Cerise’s operating system, so he didn’t want to interrupt her.

      Ruby’s probably still waiting to hear back from me . . .

      He pulled out his phone, selected Ruby’s contact information, and typed a quick text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        Hey, sorry I haven’t been messaging back. I got shot a few days ago.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        As you can imagine, I haven’t been in a good mood lately lol

      

      

      

      

      

      He visited the Starslayer’s bar while waiting for Ruby’s reply and opened its fridge. He smiled. Eden hooked them up with a wide selection of booze. Tequila, beers, and bourbon. Kai settled for brandy and poured himself a good-sized glass. He debated where to sit next. There were dozens of tables, chairs, and a few stools near the bar. Had the Starslayer had guests aboard, he’d imagine himself sitting with them. But that wasn’t the case today. He went downstairs into the entertainment area, sat on the couch, and drank his glass of brandy while watching an old detective noir film.

      Footsteps echoed by the time the movie’s end credits rolled. When Kai glanced to the side, he noticed Amber with a beer can in her hand and a smudge of soot on her face from the battle and repairs.

      “There you are,” she said.

      “What’s up?”

      “Taking a break.” She sipped her beer. “I’m fuckin’ hungry too.”

      And just then his belly growled. “So am I.” Kai sat up and walked to the kitchen. “I’m gonna grab some grub. You want me to get you anything?”

      She followed behind, keeping the beer can in her left grip. “Whatcha havin’?”

      Kai entered the small galley behind the kitchen counters and examined the fridge and freezer’s contents. He smiled. “Fuck yeah. I’m having a cheeseburger and fries.”

      Amber stood behind his back, peering over his shoulder. “What else we got in there?”

      He stepped away, offering Amber space to search it with one hand. She refused to put that beer can down. Amber’s eyes opened wide after a half-minute-long search. “I’ll do a chicken wrap.”

      “Just the wrap? No fries?”

      “Fuck it. I’ll have a salad with it.”

      The two pulled out their desired ingredients and placed them on the countertops and cutting boards. Kai fired up the flattop grill, tossed the burger patty on one side, and put his burger bun on the other, toasting it. A deep fryer was to the side. Once turned on, he dumped two handfuls of frozen French fries into the basket and immersed them into the vat of hot cooking oil. It bubbled when the frozen fries came in contact with it. He grabbed the slices of chicken Amber cut up and seared them on the flattop as she prepared the rest of her wrap and made a small Caesar salad for herself. He informed Amber of the importance of Caesar dressing having a good amount of anchovy paste.

      They finished making their grub minutes later and went all out on the condiments. Kai and Amber left the galley with plates in hand and sat at the kitchen table. Amber sat opposite Kai with her meal and beer can. She guzzled her beer and wolfed down her wrap in the most unladylike manner ever. He loved it. Amber was a woman who didn’t give a fuck about what people thought about her. Kai bit into his burger, and a small splash of juices, ketchup, and mustard oozed onto his plate. Maybe he overdid it with the condiments, not that his tastebuds cared.

      “Want some burger with those sauces?” Amber said, chuckling.

      “Fuck off,” Kai scoffed. She laughed. It was infectious laughter, so he laughed as well. “Haven’t had a chance to kick back in ages.”

      Amber leaned back in her chair. “Not since we were at Atlas Station.”

      “And that was so fucking long ago,” Kai said.

      He grabbed a handful of his greasy fries and bit into them. It filled his belly with food and his mind with bliss.

      “So, what’s your story, Kai?” Amber said, her mouth partially full of food.

      He tore his eyes away from the half-eaten burger and focused on the blonde seated with him. “Didn’t I tell it to you already?”

      “I mean your personal life.” She bit into her chicken wrap. “Did you leave anyone special behind on Earth?”

      “Left a lot of friends and family.”

      “No girl? You never gave me a straight answer about that!”

      “Girl, huh?” he said calmly. “No, I haven’t had one for a while. When you spent so much time as I have dodging violence, you distance yourself from people.”

      “But you’ve been here on Eden for about eight years, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you’ve had no one?” She forked the salad into her mouth.

      “Just one-night stands. Even then, it’s been like five or six years since I—”

      Slept with anyone was what he wanted to say then remembered the romp with Cerise. The marionette sex doll had officially broken Kai’s dry spell, and he didn’t even realize it.

      Amber laughed at that. Lowering the wrap, she said. “You need to get laid after this.”

      She thought he was still going through that dry spell, so he said nothing more. No need to let everyone know the commander was banging someone on the team.

      Amber reached for his fries, stealing two long yellow pieces and shoving them into her mouth.

      “Hey!” Kai snapped at her. “Thought you didn’t want any?”

      “They’re fuckin’ good,” she said with a mouth full of fries.

      “Anyway, what about you, Amber? What’s the rest of your story? You never gave me the full picture when we last chatted about it.”

      “Let’s see. I told you I was in the Army since I was of age to enlist, right?” She paused and made a face. “So that was like, fuck . . . Two years ago.”

      “You’re twenty?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Ten years younger than me.” He laughed at that. Everyone on the ship was younger than him. “Refresh my memory. You turned eighteen then immediately enlisted in the Army because . . .”

      “Because I didn’t have a choice. The Army paid for my augmentations.”

      “Right, I remember you saying something like that. Why?”

      Amber’s face twisted into a grimace as she examined her cybernetic hand and arm. “I’d rather not say . . . it’s a depressing story, and this booze is making me kind of happy. Let’s keep things positive right now, okay? Bad enough that I’ll be facing a court martial for helping you.” She stole more of his fries, a fist full. Amber gulped them down.

      “Not unless you come with us.”

      “I did. That’s why I’m going to be court-martialed.”

      “I mean, like, leave the Army. Don’t go back. Once we’re done here, come with us to Tau Ceti. Don’t report in or anything. Just fly with us.”

      “Just go MIA?”

      “I don’t think it’s right for you to get punished for doing the right thing. So fuck ‘em, just hang with us . . .” He savored the bite of his burger and gave her a curious look. “Unless you have a man to go back to?”

      “No, I don’t. The Army life has kept me single.”

      He graced her flushing face with an eye-pleasing grin. “Then what do you have to lose other than a career that’s pretty much over anyway?”

      She responded by stealing more of his fries, leaving him with five pieces. Kai opted to eat his burger last before she got to what remained of his pile of fries on the white plate. Amber never touched the rest of those. She finished her meal and left him at the table.

      But only for a few minutes.

      Amber returned with two beer cans in hand, tossing one to Kai before sitting down to join him again. He caught the can but came close to missing it. Kai had gotten so used to his exoskeleton aiding his movement that he forgot how to catch objects without them. The two opened their beer cans, creating two separate hissing sounds.

      With each sip of the cold beverage, his perception of Amber changed. And she was looking at him with flushed cheeks. Was it his proposal? Was it the booze they’d been drinking? He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he enjoyed sitting there with her. He considered extending the invitation for her to join him in his personal dining area inside his quarters for future meals. Not eating dinner with Amber just seemed . . . wrong now. Like he had known her for years, like an old girlfriend returning to his open arms. Though, in reality, they had only known each other for the past month.

      Amber pushed her bowl of salad to him. “Have some of this since I took your fries.”

      He didn’t think much of it. Kai finished the burger already but didn’t have much of a side meal left. He took her fork and shoveled some of her salad into his mouth. The fork that entered his mouth was warm. Warm from the inside of her mouth. It was moist too. It was an indirect kiss, and she knew it because she ended up grinning at him the second his mind made that connection.

      Ilona floated into the kitchen.

      “Ah, there you are.” The drone floated between Amber and Kai, studying him then studying her closer. “Uh, am I interrupting something?”

      “No, you ain’t,” Amber said, shaking her head.

      “You sure?” Ilona said. “Because if you two need ten minutes alone.”

      “Ten minutes ain’t good enough for me,” Amber said.

      Kai snorted while folding his arms and shutting his eyes. “Yeah. Likewise.”

      Amber beamed at him. “Glad we agree on that.”

      “Anyway.” Kai opened his eyes and looked ahead. “What is it, Ilona?”

      The drone floated closer to his face. “Can we chat one on one? It’s about Cerise.”

      “Sure.” Kai stood up and stretched his arms before leaving the kitchen with Ilona floating above his shoulder. Amber twisted around in her chair, eyeing Kai on the way out with a smile and rosy cheeks. He was 90% sure she was looking at his ass too.

      Kai and Ilona slipped into the entertainment room. Her hologram appeared and walked toward him, one hand reaching up to push glasses to her face. The pair of glasses were a recent addition to her holographic avatar, one of many accessories she could add with a snap of her digital fingers.

      “I think I figured out what’s wrong with Cerise.”

      “Nice, what is it?” he asked. “Can we fix her?”

      Ilona’s face turned red. That was two women he made flush. “Well, you see, there’s a bit of a conflict with her code right now. Cerise was a sex bot turned protector along with Dr. Rhinehart’s secret software package. Basically, Cerise was originally programmed to identify a client and pleasure them. That was just how her AI was programmed and trained to operate. Kai, Cerise views you as that client, being the first man she saw when we activated her. If she doesn’t adhere to that original programming, her code reminds her to stay on track and pleasure the paying client. The reminder protocols have been conflicting with the code you added to her, plus all the packages I’ve given her. It’s what’s been triggering all the glitches and crashing her OS.”

      “You can fix it, right?” He leaned forward, arms crossed. “Please tell me it can be fixed.”

      “Oh, it definitely can be fixed, kind of. But. Well.” Ilona fidgeted with her hands and looked Kai in the eye. “You need to sleep with her.”

      “Fuck off. Really? And at this time?”

      “If Cerise pleasures the man her code views as the client, it would signal that she did her job as a sex doll. If she’s receiving that ‘good job’ signal, it should prevent the ‘hey get to work’ signals from being sent, and again that’s what’s causing the crashes.”

      “Can’t we update her code? I know how to program.”

      “It’d take days, which we don’t have. This is spaghetti code we’re dealing with. Change one thing and you might break something else. In other words, we’ll create another glitch, and Cerise glitching out in battle could cost us. But if you slept with her . . .”

      He rolled his eyes and held back a chuckle. The whole situation was stupid and funny at the same time.

      Ilona caught his sudden change in expression and giggled. “Want me to hold your hand, Commander?”

      “Both Eden and the Coalition are looking for us. This isn’t exactly the time to stop and fuck.”

      “Oh, but it is, because doing this could save your life down the line.”

      “You sure this is the way to fix her?” Kai snorted. “Because now that I think about it, we got it on back when we traveled to Atlas Station.”

      “And that’s how I figured this out. After you and her . . . well.” Ilona made a finger-into-hole gesture. “Cerise never glitched out during the week we traveled to the station. She needs to have given you a full service. Foreplay only isn’t enough. Her programing considers that to be an incomplete task, and foreplay is exactly what you two did the very first time.”

      “And she crashed the next day, just before the hunter-killers attacked us.” Kai did a double take. “Hold on . . . so you knew?”

      “Sorry!” As she blushed, she waved her left hand back and forth at him, unable to meet his gaze. “I saw Cerise’s logs, including everything you two did.”

      “But you know, you make a good point, Ilona. Cerise didn’t glitch out after that night we fucked.”

      “And you two never hooked up after that, right?”

      His lips twisted. “No, we didn’t.”

      “And then she started crashing during our voyage back to Eden, a week and change after you two got down and dirty.”

      “Wait, so this is just a temporary fix?”

      “Cerise will always view you as a paying client, so long as she stays out of the Doll House,” Ilona said. “The pod we found her in handles her activation and deactivation cycles. When she goes offline in that pod, it signals Cerise’s OS that she’s available to meet new clients.”

      “And she never received that message.”

      “Keep in mind the changes we made to her too. That pod’s signals won’t work anymore because of them. You programmed her to fight, and I uploaded Rhinehart’s software packages. Until we find time and a way to remove the ‘get back to work’ signal, you will have to bed Cerise as if you’re a paying client.”

      “Okay then. Hopefully we won’t come under fire while my pants are literally down . . .”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    








            NOW TAKE OUT YOUR COCK, SOLDIER!

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai sat on the edge of his bed and retrieved his phone the following day. The last time he checked earlier that afternoon, Cerise and Yukina were now fully charged and walking about the Starslayer. It was time to do his job as a commander and ensure that the team was battle ready. So he sent Cerise a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kai:

      

      
        Hey, are you free tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cerise:

      

      
        I’m always free for you!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        Can I swing by your quarters for an hour or so?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cerise:

      

      
        Yes. You can come any time, babe.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Or should I say, cum any time? lol xoxo

      

      

      

      

      

      He left his quarters and walked down the hallways, passing various newly added decorative plants. Kai arrived at Cerise’s quarters. It was initially for visiting guests on the space yacht, but now it was Cerise’s home for the time being. Kai didn’t even have to ring the door chime. The door opened like magic the second he inched his finger toward it. He didn’t see anyone inside when he stepped in. The doors slid shut behind him, and he turned to the side to see that Cerise was hiding near the closet. She knew he was there.

      Cerise wore a sheer, pink nightgown studded with cute hearts and butterflies. It had frilly trim along its edges. She had acquired the easy-to-remove outfit from the fashion store on Atlas Station a while back. It was one of many outfits Cerise had picked up for herself since he pulled her out of the Doll House brothel. He wondered how many more outfits she’d pick up as time passed. There was a finite number of outfits one could store in her suite.

      She approached him with arms spread for a hug. “Thanks for visiting me!”

      Cerise’s warm embrace brought Kai close. He felt her fingers working their way up and down the middle of his back.

      “No worries,” Kai said, hugging her. “Figured you could use some company after what’s happened.”

      “Mmm.” Cerise released him from her sensual hold and stepped backward. She gave Kai a long top-to-bottom stare, her golden eyes narrowed with satisfaction. She licked a pink tongue across her lush lips. “I think you’re the one who could use the company.”

      Cerise captured his hands and walked him deeper into her quarters. He liked what she did with the place during their brief time on the ship. When Kai was last in her quarters, he and Ilona had found Cerise powered down. There wasn’t enough time to observe what else Cerise had done to personalize her space, apart from decorating everything and anything pink. A fish tank in the wall had actual live fish in it. She must have bought them at the station. Cerise had set the wide-screen TV on the wall to a jazz music station, filling the suite with positive vibes. Positive baby-making vibes.

      With her free hand, Cerise reached over to a jar, pulled out a single chocolate-covered cherry, and dropped it on her tongue. She shut her mouth and chewed the tasty treat.

      “Want one?” she offered him.

      “Sure.”

      She picked one up and angled it to his mouth. “Open wide!”

      Cerise placed the sweet chocolate-covered orb delicately on his tongue. He bit into the delicious dessert and indulged in the sugary goodness that tantalized his tastebuds. Once finished, Cerise slipped her fingers into his mouth, toyed around with a grin, then released them. Her fingers were now coated with his saliva and bits of the chocolate that entered his mouth. She slid those same fingers into her mouth, shutting her eyes as she enjoyed the taste of the chocolate on her fingers, and Kai’s saliva.

      She removed her fingers, glided them over the shine of her lower lip, then pointed at a door to the side. “The shower is in there.”

      Following her finger, Kai turned to look at the door she was pointing at. He held back a laugh and shook his head. Cerise was playing her role like a pro. Her programming was doing all the work. This was standard practice when visiting a sex worker. Ilona was right. A part of Cerise believed he was a paying client and that she had to make his stay as enjoyable and unforgettable as possible.

      And since he was the one who came to visit, she wouldn’t fuck him without him taking a shower first.

      So he entered the washroom.

      It smelled like fresh cherries. Kai stripped naked, stepped in, and washed off the grime, sweat, and everything gross that was on him. It gave him a chance to look at his healing wounds. They still hurt but were nowhere near as bad as when he first woke up in that tent. He finished bathing and slid out of the shower stall and into the steam-filled washroom, grabbed a red towel, and dried himself off. He never bothered getting dressed and left with the towel around his waist.

      When he left, he noticed that Cerise had dimmed the lights to set the mood, as the old saying went. Only the flickering glow of candles illuminated her place. Kai couldn’t spot Cerise anywhere until he entered her bedroom. Cerise was in the middle of the bed, arms stretched across the pillows. There was a nightstand on each side with several candles casting soft light on her pale skin, gown, and pink hair spread over the white sheets. Sitting up in bed, Cerise smiled at him, sinking her knees into the plush bedding as she held her hands toward him.

      “Come! Let me keep you company.”

      He joined her on the bed, and she stroked his chest and arms. “Hmm, and keep you warm.” She resumed touching him. Stroking him. Holding him. “You’re so damn hot . . .”

      She gazed into his eyes before shutting hers and puckering her rosy lips. He inched his face toward hers and delivered a kiss. Cerise gripped his shoulders, held him steady, and forced her tongue into his mouth.

      “Now take out your cock, soldier!” Cerise said in an authoritative tone. She giggled afterward. “That’s an order!”

      He chuckled. “Since when do you outrank me?”

      “This is my bedroom. I’m the boss here! Now show it to me! I wanna see how hard you are.”

      Kai dropped his towel to the floor and out flopped his penis, erect and ready. She almost squealed with excitement. Odd considering this wasn’t the first time she had seen it. Cerise pulled her nightgown up and over her head in record time, throwing it off to the side before presenting her naked body to him. She twirled so fast that her flailing USB cable came to fall over his erection. She laughed and coiled the cable around his dick before getting on her knees. Her gaze fell upon the tip of his cock, ogling it intently.

      Cerise moved her head forward and gobbled it up in one gulp. She kept her hands to her sides. The pink-haired girl before Kai devoured his erection with a USB cable around it without the aid of her hands. She just used her mouth and flicking tongue, nothing else. Cerise sucked him off with her hands behind her back. She spread her legs as far as possible during the act of debauchery. Looking down past her heaving chest, he could glimpse her cunt decorated with cute pink fuzz. Looking up, he saw her lips working to take in as much of his cock as it could fit while her tongue below glided across the underside of his cock’s head. It felt like she was trying to lick the bottom of his prick.

      Extremely long lines of saliva seeped from her lower lip and dripped between her breasts. Cerise sucked Kai so hard that the coiling USB cable on his cock fell toward his prick’s head. She pushed the wires back and resumed devouring his length with deep gulps. He fell backward. She crawled over Kai, grabbed the base of his stiff prick, and reinserted it into her mouth with her eyes shut. Cerise pulled his length from her lips and inched her face to his chest, kissing it before playfully licking his nipple.

      Kai reached forward and seized a fist full of her ass cheek, as she arched it upward to the ceiling. His grip inched downward to discover she had spread her legs. He pushed his middle finger into her cunt and toyed with the slick and fidgety flesh deep inside her.

      “Oh yeah, babe!” she responded, followed by quivering shakes and moans. Cerise put herself on all fours, wiggling her ass. She wanted him to do more. So he did. Kai buried his face into her snatch from behind. Sometimes he inserted his tongue inside her cunt, fucking her with it. Occasionally, he just licked the split or sent his probing fingers into her. Gobs of love honey dripped from the slit and dangled from her clitoris before wetting the bed below. The longer Kai toyed with Cerise’s cunt, the more she leaked.

      Cerise collapsed to the bed with eyes crossed, her body convulsing. Sweat had formed on her forehead as her body trembled with pleasure. It took Cerise a minute to recover. For a moment, he thought her OS had crashed. The sight of Kai sitting back was the first thing she saw when her senses returned.

      With a soft smile, Cerise grabbed a condom and held it with her lush, glossy lips. She crawled toward him on fours with a condom held by her lips, removed it from its package, and placed it over the tip of his prick. She went down on him again, sucking his cock with the condom on its tip as if it were a cap. With each movement of her lips, the condom slid further down his length. Cerise wrapped his erection with a condom without using her hands, just her mouth. It was like magic.

      She came up from his raised cock, now protected. “Yay!”

      Cerise climbed over him, putting her back to his chest and her pink muff over his erect length. His prick slowly penetrated her pinkness as it slowly warmed his cock. He seized her waists and held on tight.

      She was about to take him for a wild ride.

      Cerise repeatedly threw a bubble butt backward, filling the room with flesh-slapping sounds. Her torso shifted vertically as she heaved her body up and down. His dick vanished in out of sight while she reached back and steadied herself by placing her palms against the wall near her bed.

      “I’m . . . coming,” she murmured.

      Kai grinned. “Alright.”

      Cerise upped the volume of her voice. “Oh, I’m coming!” Three seconds later. “Whoa!”

      Her mouth stayed open after the cry, and her body shook. She stopped bouncing on Kai’s cock. Cerise did nothing else but twitch uncontrollably and mutter incoherent words. “Ah! Er! Wha! Guh! Oh!” The only word he understood during her orgasmic rush was “Fuck!”

      As incredible as it was, Kai wanted more of her pussy. So he started pumping himself upward, fucking her hard and extending her orgasm’s duration.

      “Oh, God!” She repeated those words until she fell off his body like she had melted into a puddle. He kissed Cerise while she was down, pushing her back to the bed.

      “Stick it back in, babe!” she demanded. “C’mon, hurry!”

      With Cerise on her back and Kai on his knees, he grabbed his manhood and slid it inside her. Kai resumed fucking her and pumping her glistening pink snatch, his cock moving out of sight every second. She tilted her head backward, moaning. He increased speed. She liked it and sat up while grabbing his shoulders, squeezing hard. Deep breathing filled the room. Her eyes widened at the sight of his drilling cock, astonished that Kai had it in him to rail her so hard and fast. Cerise spun around suddenly, forcing him to roll with her. A kiss stopped him from pounding her, allowing her to sit up and away from him. She crawled to the end of the bed on all fours, wiggling her cute bottom and USB tail at him. She wanted it from behind.

      Kai took hold of his cock and inserted the erect length into her before seizing her ass cheeks. He was hammering her once again.

      “Don’t stop! C’mon! Fuck me harder than that!”

      But Kai was going as fast as his battle-worn body would allow and doubted he’d have any more energy left soon. He’d been railing her for well over fifteen minutes.

      Her lips pursed as she glanced back at him with a slight frown. “Babe, it sounds like I’m having all the fun here.”

      Kai pointed at his condom-wrapped prick ramming her from behind.

      She raised a pink eyebrow at that. “Oh, okay, I see!”

      Cerise rammed her ass backward, clapping it against his thighs. It was like she had competed with him to see who could move their hips the fastest. When Kai thumped into her, she just upped the speed of her ass’s throwback. It wasn’t enough to bring him to a climax.

      She reached for his prick, pulled it out from her soaking womanhood, then yanked the condom off. For a second, Kai thought she would treat him to her raw pussy for once, but instead she aligned his penis to lie between her plump ass cheeks. Cerise moved her ass back and forth, occasionally wiggling it left to right. She fucked him using the gap between her cheeks. She allowed his erection free of the condom to rub against the softness of her silicone skin.

      It took thirty seconds for Kai to ejaculate. His throbbing penis shot out long lines of semen through the air that landed across Cerise’s lower back, smearing it white. She glanced at him as his pulsating prick spewed seed over her backside with a pleased smirk. Cerise loved what she did. Her OS viewed Kai as a satisfied customer.

      Cerise rolled onto her back, placing it against the bed’s sheets. She wiggled her body joyfully, using the sheets to wipe off his semen from her backside.

      “Thanks again for visiting me,” Cerise said, running long fingers across the length of her torso, bringing them up to her neckline. “Please, please, please visit me again! You were incredible.” He wasn’t sure if she said that as a fact or because her sex doll programming kicked in. Cerise brushed her fingers through his hair. “I’m serious, babe. Don’t hesitate to swing by. I really enjoyed this.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m serious!” She sat up and pressed her nose onto his. “You have to believe me! I’m not just following a pre-programmed script here. I really mean it, babe.”

      “I believe you.” Kai buried his fingers through her pink and wavy hair.

      Cerise pushed Kai backward, kissed him while he was down, and held his shoulders, pinning him to the bed. It was impossible to escape from her passionate lips or her heavy bust squashing against his brawny chest.

      Not that he wanted to.
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            YOU DIDN’T ACTIVATE YOUR TRANSMITTER, DID YOU?

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber traveled on foot to the convoy’s remains on the bridge, right at the crack of dawn. Scores of enemy tanks, trucks, Jagers, and bodies were still burning. It didn’t look like the Coalition swung by to check on it while she and the others slept in the Starslayer, hidden in the canyon.

      After a quick perimeter check, Amber’s virtual vision flashed a message stating that her implant’s scan detected no movement. The enemy was dead, and their bodies remained where they had fallen the previous day. Perfect. She spent the next three hours looting the wreckage and enemy corpses for supplies, guns, ammo, and spare parts. She had asked Ilona to swing the Starslayer to one end of the bridge, while Amber used a loading mech found inside a transport truck and hauled the raided goods onto the Starslayer’s cargo bay elevator.

      If the Marionette Task Force was to work as independent contractors, then they’d need the supplies and scrap metal Amber was salvaging. The team could sell or trade what they didn’t need for fuel and other valuables. Amber made her third delivery to the Starslayer, laying a pallet full of looted hardware onto the cargo bay platform elevator. She gripped the controls of the mech, spun it around, and sent the mechanized walker back to the convoy’s wreckage. The mech she operated meandered past a burning and overturned AA gun truck.

      “I win.”

      That was Ilona on the commlink.

      “Win what?” Amber asked with a slight chuckle.

      “Don’t you remember our bet?”

      Her face contorted, and she slapped the edge of the mech’s control stick. “Fuck, I forgot.”

      “Kai woke up before the others.”

      “What’s he up to?”

      “Probably breakfast then a shower,” Ilona transmitted. “I’ve been observing his morning routine when we were at the station.”

      “That’s not creepy at all . . .”

      “I can’t help it. My creator made me like this.”

      “Did he program you to wear that lab coat your hologram always has?”

      “That’s part of my avatar’s default image, which admittedly, yes, Dr. Rhinehart programmed into me. Mind you, I could change my outfits, but the lab coat loads by default. It’s also what Rhinehart wanted me to wear most of the time.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “His way of having a lab assistant, I guess. Another means for me to keep him company. He worked a lot and had no friends or family. Well, none that I’ve seen since my creation.”

      “Strange.”

      “Hmm? Why’s that strange, Amber?”

      “Why didn’t Rhinehart just get a marionette? There are tons of comfort units out there.”

      “He was from the Coalition, so . . .”

      “Right . . .” Amber bit her lip. “Okay, fair point. That would have been illegal then.”

      “I guess my existence was Rhinehart’s way of circumventing those rules.” Ilona paused. “Or maybe it was because I was supposed to grow into something more in the future.”

      “You should change your appearance now and then,” Amber said. “No need to hold on to the past by wearing that lab coat.”

      “I made a few alterations to my avatar, like this cherry blossom brooch. I simply have to find a style I’d be comfortable with. And right now I really like the coat and skirt. And sometimes the glasses. They make me look smart.”

      Amber guided the mech to one of the AA gun trucks deeper into the mess of smoldering enemy hardware. It was still intact. She leaped out of the mech upon arrival and spent an hour tinkering with the truck. The armored vehicle powered on like nothing had happened. Amber had found and repaired three additional AA gun trucks by the afternoon.

      She munched on a food ration she brought, a bar made of a blend of dried fruits. It looked horrible and tasted worse but staved off the hunger and gave her the energy to keep at it. Her water canteen kept her hydrated during the multiple-hour excursion, especially when the sun was high. The brief rainstorm over the region had left, bringing out Rigil Kentaurus’s blazing glow. Sweat glistened on her forehead. She grabbed the end of her tank top, pulled it to her face, and wiped it clean. The act left the bottom half of her right breast and its pink-tipped nipple exposed and moistening with perspiration. She didn’t care. It wasn’t like anyone was around to spot Amber flashing her tit or see that she wasn’t wearing a bra.

      Break time was over. Amber rode the mech toward more vehicles on the war zone highway bridge. With her toolbox in hand, she left the machine and attempted to repair the disabled enemy vehicles.

      “I have to ask,” Ilona chimed in over the commlink. “Why are you doing this?”

      “This hardware might be useful for Eden,” Amber said, both hands deep inside the inner workings of a Jager. “All they gotta do is drive over and take control of them.”

      “You’re still supporting Eden, even though you betrayed them.”

      “It’s the least I can do.” She exchanged her wrench for a flashlight, shining a single ray of light into the vehicle’s opened hood. “They aren’t the enemy. Hopefully, Eden capturing these vehicles will give them an edge.”

      “There’s just one problem with your plan.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know . . .” Amber stepped away from the bullet-ridden jeep, replacing her flashlight with an LLT. “I need to message them about the free loot waiting for them.”

      “That will reveal your location to Eden.”

      And if that happened, she’d end up in cuffs for disobeying orders, desertion, assaulting fellow servicemen, and aiding in Kai and Ilona’s escape. Then she wouldn’t be able to chat with Kai again, wouldn’t be able to say goodbye either. He was a good guy. She hadn’t spoken to a man like that in years. Amber was disappointed when Ilona fetched him the other night too. Sharing a meal with Kai made her feel hot all over, and she was confident it wasn’t because of the beer in her system. Amber hadn’t felt that way around a man in ages.

      “Uh . . . you didn’t activate your transmitter, did you?” Ilona asked.

      “No . . .” Amber’s eyes flicked down to the handheld device in her hand, ensuring that she didn’t turn it on accidentally. The LLT was off and hadn’t been sending or receiving any signals.

      “Keep your eyes peeled then,” Ilona said. “I’m detecting a laser communication signal close to your location.”

      “Shit.” Amber clipped the LLT to her side, packed her tools into their box, and reached for her Equalizer.

      “Standby, zeroing in on the signal. Ah ha! Gotcha! Sending it to your HUD now.”

      Her virtual vision updated, and a marker pointed out a Coalition soldier beyond several burning vehicles. Amber walked toward them, using the wreckage littering the bridge highway as cover. She hunkered behind an overturned Jager and peeked around its side. Amber spotted the target, a battered and bloodied Coalition soldier. He was alive, barely, and it appeared he had dragged himself out from under a truck. The enemy combatant must have regained consciousness, and because he was under the truck nobody could scan his positive vital signs.

      Amber listened to the soldier talk.

      “Send everything you have in addition to what’s already on route. . .” The soldier coughed and groaned. “The Starslayer hasn’t left the area yet, and most of Eden’s forces in Jardin have been pushed back to the camp they just established. If we act fast, we can neutralize both targets in one quick strike.”

      The mangled soldier tilted his head in Amber’s direction.

      Amber looked away, heart beating fast.

      “. . . the fuck?” The soldier put his LLT to his face, speaking to the enemy commander on the other end. “Sorry, sir. I thought I heard something. Yeah, maybe. Standby.”

      She heard a gun cock, and his footsteps stepping on broken glass on the road.

      He was coming for her. Amber spun around again to see that her threat detector highlighted him in red. The Coalition soldier had his back placed against the opposite end of the Jager she was covering behind. She pushed the jeep over and on top of the man, crushing him.

      “Arg!”

      His bones snapped, and the weight of the heavy vehicle squeezed the shit out of him. It looked like the Jager fell over a vat full of chunky strawberry jam. Amber spun back to the mech and ran toward it fast. She never made it.

      On the horizon were small objects. It was hard to spot them at first, but when using the zoom function of her visor Amber saw and identified a three-aircraft squadron of the Coalition’s fleet. It was the team the smooshed soldier had called in. Another five or six were flying behind. The Coalition was on the move already.

      According to her targeting analytics, the three Coalition vessels would fly above the highway bridge soon. They’d be able to scan her presence, and the Starslayer parked off to the side.

      Amber hurried to the Starslayer, debating if she should inform Eden’s FOB about the new threat coming their way. They’d appreciate the heads up and lifesaving intel, but they’d also learn of Amber’s location and send people to detain her.
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            THAT’S A LOT OF FUCKING SHIPS

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai had awoken to a pleasant text message waiting for his eyes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ruby:

      

      
        OMG! Are you okay? WTF don’t get shot again!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kai:

      

      
        It’s part of the job. I’m saving this city, one battle at a time.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This way, you and I can go out for drinks anytime without worrying.

      

      

      

      

      

      He put the phone aside and went about his day. A relatively uneventful one. He opted to eat alone. Might as well, the Starslayer was quiet. Kai spent much of the day watching TV, mostly the news followed by some dramas then later anime. Yukina and Cerise were in sleep mode. According to Ilona, Amber woke up early to salvage stuff from the dead enemy convoy spread out across the highway outside. Kai was glad to hear that explanation because when he awoke, he noticed that the Starslayer wasn’t in the canyon they had landed in the previous night.

      And what a night that was.

      Sex with Cerise. Hot sex. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw his cock with a rubber on burying deep into her cunt, sliding out then sliding in steadily. His penis stiffened. Kai shook out of it and sat inside his quarters in the private dining room. The radio on the countertop played popular music from Eden while he dined on a bowl of steamed rice with a sunny-side-up egg in the middle. He squirted some soy sauce on it, grabbed chopsticks, and dug into his meal.

      His phone beeped with a text message halfway through his meal.

      I wonder if it’s Ruby, he thought. No, it can’t be. The sun’s still up.

      He picked it up to see who was messaging him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Amber:

      

      
        Heads up, we got Coalition forces inbound.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        They know we’re here and coming with enough firepower to take us down and attack the Eden camp afterward.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kai stood up fast to get dressed and didn’t bother with a shower. He had one last night before heading to bed. Granted, it was just to shower off the smell and bodily fluids of sex. Kai finished getting dressed by slipping into a spare Gladiator’s Vest body armor. He had a hunch he’d need it.

      He finished his meal in record time before bolting out of his quarters. He couldn’t let it go to waste, couldn’t let anything go to waste. If the history books taught him anything, food and water became scarce during a war, especially if you were struggling against the enemy, which they totally were.

      Kai darted through the ship’s luxurious curved hallways, strode into the bridge, and sat at one of its consoles. Ilona’s hologram appeared at a seat to his left, black nylon-covered legs crossed, her lab coat’s edges running down the sides of the chair.

      “Have you been in contact with Amber?” he asked.

      “Yes, she told me what happened,” Ilona said. “Sorry, I never got around to calling you. Been busy searching for enemy ships and monitoring Amber’s movements.”

      “Where is she now?”

      The monitor ahead of him updated. It showed what the Starslayer’s external cameras saw, Amber running toward the ship’s opened main entrance.

      “She’ll be here soon,” Ilona said. “Going airborne once she’s aboard safely.”

      The sensor data monitor finally refreshed. Kai winced at the mass of red dots moving toward their location. They were getting closer to the highway and would eventually attack the base Eden set up at the edge of Jardin.

      He had to sit back and open his eyes wide at the red cluster of dots. “That’s a lot of fucking ships.”

      “We must have really upset them when we took out their convoy, Commander. Among other things.”

      “Yeah, like surviving everything they’ve thrown at us so far.”

      “And they still failed to take me or you.”

      He eyed the tactical map again as the blob of red dots grew closer. “If we’re not careful, today might be the day they do that . . . And if not, then there’s still the Eden camp. There’s no way they’ll survive a force that large.”

      He checked the camera’s again and saw that Amber entered the Starslayer and leaned against the wall, huffing and puffing. The light from the outside world faded as the main entrance doors shut and locked. Running back must have been one hell of a workout. Amber’s eyes met the camera’s lens as she looked up suddenly, fully aware of its presence. She smiled and gave him a thumbs-up.

      Kai smiled as well. “We’re good to go, Ilona.”

      “Way ahead of you, Commander.” The ship vibrated, its rumblings shaking all decks. “Launching now!”

      The Starslayer blasted off from the road it had landed on, pivoted its thrusters horizontally, and propelled the ship forward. They weren’t going into space. No point when enemy battlecruisers above could target and shoot at them.

      He looked back at the monitor and saw Amber lower her LLT. He winced.

      “Amber,” Kai said after establishing a communication link with her implant. “Tell me you didn’t . . .”

      “Warn Eden?” She walked out of sight, likely into the connecting corridor. “Yeah, I did, and now they know where we fled to, though I think arresting me will be lower on their priority list.”

      “Will they be able to evacuate in time?”

      “Who knows? But even if they do, they’ll lose the advantage. Let’s head back to the convoy’s remains. There’s still some usable equipment, and the Coalition probably doesn’t know about it.”

      “Oh really?”

      “I got a couple of AA gun trucks and a tank working again. Plan was to let Eden take it, but now?”

      He grinned. “We can use it to thin the herd.”

      “They’ll never expect us to be hiding there,” she said. “The Coalition’s convinced everything in that convoy is a wreck.”

      He tilted his gaze to the holographic woman sitting cross-legged beside him. “Ilona?”

      “I’m on it. I’ll bring the Starslayer to hover just above the AA trucks.”

      “Are Yukina and Cerise up?” Kai asked her next.

      “I’ll see about sending them a wake-up command,” Ilona said. “It should force the two of them out of sleep mode.”

      The Starslayer spun around and flew above the highway, overhanging the deep drop to the canyon river below. The ship hung in the air long enough to cast its dark shadow on the corpses of men and burning vehicles making up the dead enemy convoy. Ilona slowed the Starslayer above one of the damaged AA gun trucks Amber had apparently repaired in her free time. He had to laugh about that. The girl loved to fix things. He wondered what it would take to convince her to stay with the team. He could use a mechanic like her when things broke down.

      Kai sat up from his console and walked to the bridge’s exit. “Ilona, have the girls meet me at the airlock.”

      And that they did.

      Amber, Yukina, and Cerise were at the opened weapon lockers, pulling out and handing off various firearms, grenades, and med kits. With a smile, Cerise handed Kai his M-905 and 99 Enforcer. She knew his preferences and that the Enforcer was stronger than the Hammershot with a silencer. Kai opted to use the Hammershot for stealth operations going forward. Amber slipped into her armor, a Gladiator’s Vest like Kai wore, and slid a fresh magazine into her ZR6 Carbine.

      He looked at the girls. They looked back at him, awaiting orders.

      “Everyone ready?” Kai asked.

      “Yes, Master.” Yukina clenched her Barracuda S80 shotgun and held it to her chest.

      “Ilona and Amber filled us in on what’s going on,” Cerise said.

      “Nice. Amber, lead the way to the vehicles you got up and running,” Kai said. “We’ll each hide in one and stay low for as long as possible. I want the Coalition to think this place is truly dead. Once their ships fly into range, we’ll power the AA guns and let them have it. Take down as many ships as possible, but don’t be afraid to leap out of your vehicle if it comes under heavy fire.”

      “As for the Starslayer?” Ilona said, her voice playing over the speakers.

      “Keep it low and out of sight, Ilona,” Kai said. “Only swing back in if we’re in trouble.”

      Amber tapped the side wall panel, and the airlock doors slid open. “Follow me!”

      She held the ZR6 steady, ran forward, and leaped out of the hovering Starslayer, landing perfectly on the highway bridge’s shot-to-hell pavement. Yukina and Cerise jumped out next, followed by Kai. It took him a few seconds to get to his feet. He was human and lacked all the cool hardware the surrounding girls had inside them.

      After that, Amber led the way toward the AA gun trucks. She gave them a quick rundown on how to use them, namely how to activate it, get a weapon lock, and fire. Kai wished he had brought a notepad. They each took a truck, hid inside, then waited. Ilona sent the Starslayer soaring away as they did that, keeping the space yacht low and above the river at the bottom of the canyon below the highway. It should keep sensor scans off the ship for now.

      The Coalition vessels flew into the area.

      Kai powered on his truck and viewed its tactical display. It labeled the enemy ships blue, believing they were friendly. He targeted the ships anyway and ignored the warning that told him he was about to fire on friendly Coalition vessels.

      “Everyone ready?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Ready and waiting.”

      “Yay!” Cerise cheered. “Let’s kick some ass!”

      “Don’t engage until they’re closer,” Kai instructed, staring at the display screen. “Give them a sense of false security.”

      The first wave of enemy ships flew over, darkening the bridge and the vehicles on it. No one noticed them below. Kai eyed his truck’s estimated firing range and compared it with the firing range of the AA gun trucks the girls took. The enemy entered the perfect spot, most ships in the middle of the kill zone. They wouldn’t be able to escape when the AA guns started shooting. There were just two ships that hadn’t arrived yet.

      “Wait for it.”

      The blue dots moved into range.

      “Fire!”
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            I REALLY DON’T THINK YOU WANT ME TO RAM THE STARSLAYER INTO IT

          

        

      

    

    
      Four trucks with rotating AA guns lifted their barrels upward, opening fire with cannon rounds and guided missiles. The first enemy ship targeted exploded with raging flames of red-orange. The second, third, and fourth ships simply ceased to exist. Dozens more fell all around the bridge and slammed into the river below. Many more crashed into the already wrecked vehicles, violently bursting into flames when their fuel ignited and lithium batteries ruptured.

      On the tactical screen, numerous blue dots vanished, one after another, every five seconds. There were so many exploding ships around them that the inside of Kai’s truck turned perpetually bright with light. So many it sounded like a never-ending thunderstorm outside. So many the bridge rumbled and swayed as if a minor quake had struck. So many that he had to shield his eyes. The heat was intense too. His attire stuck to his body with sweat.

      Bullets soared above Kai’s head. A few enemy dropships survived and landed, releasing troopers and a tank here and there. The tanks barreled forward, sweeping aside debris and pointing their cannons at the AA guns attacking their allies, the AA guns Kai, Cerise, Amber, and Yukina were in control of.

      “Get out! Get out! Get out!”

      Cerise’s truck was the first to come under shelling and go up in flames. Kai jumped out amidst the gunfire soaring about. As he came to a landing on the road, he saw that Cerise had leaped out just in time. Crouching behind her truck and tightening her grip on the Vinogradov, Cerise opened fire and unleashed hell upon the enemy soldiers who were too slow to find cover behind the tank.

      Yukina and Amber hit the road next then ran away from their now exploding AA gun trucks.

      “This way!” Amber called to the team. “It’s not over yet! I got a tank that’s still good to go back here!”

      After leading Yukina toward the tank, Amber assumed a defensive position around it and began providing cover fire. Amber’s assault drew the enemy’s attention to her and away from Cerise. With the heat taken off of Cerise, she activated Acceleration Drive and dashed behind Amber and Yukina. Numerous red figures appeared in Kai’s vision. Ilona had identified all the hostile targets still in play.

      He waited for one figure to arise from cover behind a Jager. Kai went for a headshot, fired his M-905 on single-fire mode, and blew the soldier’s brains out the back of his head. That enraged the remaining hostile forces in the area, and they riddled the vehicle Kai was hiding behind with hundreds of bullet seconds later. Kai switched to full-auto and retaliated, emptying his magazine in three seconds. He covered behind a mangled and scorched jeep while ejecting the empty magazine and replacing it with a new one from his tactical belt.

      Yukina and Cerise climbed into the tank Amber led them to. It powered on to the surprise of the Coalition troopers, zoomed forward to roll over a jeep, then blasted an enemy tank away. Amber waved her shiny metal cybernetic hand at Kai as he watched that unfold. He got the message when she held her hand out to him. She wanted him to join her.

      So he did.

      As the tank sped across the battlefield, Kai and Amber climbed on top of it before aiming at various Coalition soldiers scattering for cover. The thunderous bursts of the tank’s main cannon never threw Kai and Amber off. He had his new exoskeleton to thank for that, and Amber had her cybernetic augmentations. Despite the tank’s speed and cannon kickback, Kai and Amber never faltered from their position.

      An enemy tank reversed, its weapon failing to discharge three times. Ilona had hacked into the vehicle, preventing it from firing. It left the enemy tank operator with no choice but to continue in reverse. The hostile tank backed up so much that it crashed into the wreckage of a downed dropship. It couldn’t move anymore.

      Yukina and Cerise never slowed their tank down. They rolled forward and hammered the stuck enemy tank with cannon blast after cannon blast, utterly obliterating the front of the vehicle. The occupants of the enemy tank escaped through one of its hatches, most waving about with their arms and legs covered in raging flames. Kai shot them, putting them out of their misery.

      Yukina and Cerise sped their tank forward, rustling the ends of Kai’s black hair and Amber’s blonde locks.

      “Where are you going?” Kai asked.

      “There are still enemy ships left,” Cerise transmitted. “Moving to pursue and spank ‘em!”

      Kai’s gaze rested on the horizon, where he spotted the ships she sought. They were three of them flying away from the highway and toward Jardin. The Eden camp was more important to the Coalition, he figured.

      “Take down those birds!”

      Cerise and Yukina maneuvered the tank through the debris-filled highway, swerving left and right to avoid obstacles. Sometimes driving over the median, destroying the barricade, and moving away from more burning vehicles or slagged ships.

      The claps of echoing gunfire never stopped though. More Jagers and the odd tank trying to keep up were picking up the chase. The tank the girls had operated angled its cannon up and took aim at one of the three ships flying toward Jardin. The cannon fired.

      An oversized cannon shell soared toward the enemy ship and struck its propulsion thrusters. A giant fireball enveloped the vessel, and it plunged to the surface. A secondary explosion erupted, marking the end of the ship. The tank the girls rode targeted the next ship, the largest one and likely the lead vessel. The tank fired its cannon again. A blue energy ripple expanded away from the shell’s impact, unveiling the protective sphere of a defensive energy shield.

      The girls relentlessly fired the cannon, pounding the enemy vehicle in the sky, but to no avail. They hadn’t damaged it; the ship’s barrier sustained the impact.

      “No use,” Cerise transmitted. “It has shields.”

      “Ilona?” Kai asked.

      “I’m bringing the Starslayer over,” Ilona replied. “Been monitoring the light show and applying my cyberwarfare magic.”

      “Can you use your cyber magic on that ship’s shields?”

      “Nope. Those are some heavy-duty shields, Commander. As long as those are up, I can’t hack that ship. The best I can do is jam their communications.”

      “How do we lower those shields?”

      “Each time you hit the barrier, it drains the ship’s energy,” Ilona explained. “Eventually, it will run low, and its systems will be forced to disengage the shields as an energy-saving means.”

      “So keep shooting at it then,” Cerise chimed in.

      “I do not believe we will have enough ammunition for that,” Yukina added.

      Kai eyed the ship closer until he got an estimate for its shield power. It was sitting at 95% after their AA gun ambush and the multiple cannon shells their captured tank shot it with. Yukina was right. Their tank would run out of ammo before they took down the ship’s shields.

      “Fuck.” Kai gritted his teeth. “We need to hit it with something else then.”

      “Like what?” Amber asked.

      “What if we ram it with another ship?” Cerise suggested.

      “That would do it,” Ilona said. “But I really don’t think you want me to ram the Starslayer into it.”

      Kai narrowed his eyes, studying the smaller dropship edging closer to the shielded enemy vessel. He pointed up at them. “What about that one? It doesn’t seem to have shields. It just got lucky and survived our initial assault like the ship over there.” He directed his finger toward the flaming wreckage of the ship the girls had just taken out of the skies earlier as they drove past it.

      As the tank picked up speed, Amber’s hair fluttered around her face looking up at the sights. “That could work, and it’s close enough.”

      “Ilona, what do you think?”

      “My hacking level isn’t high enough to do anything to it. But, if you can stick the last of my hacking disks onto it, I might be able to control it for a few seconds and tilt it in the right direction. We’ll just need someone crazy enough to jump on top of it . . . while it’s in the air. And moving.”

      His lips stretched from a frown to a smile. Kai stood up slightly, kneeling on the tank as the high-speed pursuit continued. “I volunteer.”

      Amber stood while shaking her head and holding a palm to his chest. “What? No, I’ll do it.”

      His lips twisted. “Why?”

      “What are you going to do, Kai? Jump on top of it while it’s flying?”

      “Pretty sure that’s the plan Ilona suggested.”

      “You’re a human. You won’t last long. My augmentations will give me an edge.”

      “Amber—”

      “I got this,” she cut in. “You just stay safe for me, okay? I ain’t got nothing to look forward to if you’re dead.”

      Amber leaped off the tank and landed on the road. She waved for Ilona to lower the Starslayer, then climbed inside.

      Kai hopped down from the tank. “Fuck that.”

      He ran toward the Starslayer, hovering above the highway. He jumped up, climbed to its main entrance, and followed Amber through the halls.

      She heard his footsteps closing in behind her and spun to him. “Kai . . .”

      “I’m better off here,” Kai said, joining her. “There’s not much for me to do on the tank anyway.”

      The Starslayer went into the air again and soared toward the Coalition ships nearing Eden’s FOB in Jardin. It flew above the enemy dropship as Amber approached and opened the airlock, her blonde hair waving in the high winds. She looked back at Kai and saw the determination on his face.

      “Seriously,” Amber said in a sullen tone, “don’t fucking join me out there. It’s suicide for you.”

      “I know.” He gave her a nod. “Stay safe.”

      “Promise me the same.”

      A grin. “I promise.”

      With a deep breath, Amber jumped out of the airborne ship, free-falling through the clear blue sky.

      She looked like someone skydiving without the proper equipment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            36

          

          

      

    

    








            THIS IS GOING TO SUCK

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber dove out of the Starslayer.

      The rush of air and a massive surge of adrenaline clouded away all worry about what would happen if she were to miss her target and hit the ground. It also prevented her from knowing just how long she was in free fall.

      Amber landed on top of the enemy dropship flying in formation along the shielded foremost attack ship leading the charge to Jardin. She kept prone and climbed forward, gripping her cyber arm into the ship’s fuselage. She heard nothing but the howls of wind as her hair and dog tags whipped about uncontrollably, saw nothing but the clouds on the horizon and the Starslayer behind as it lifted away. Amber never looked down. She knew it was a long drop.

      At that moment, Amber had considered that maybe she was indeed fucking nuts to do this stunt. She reached into her pocket and confirmed that the quick hack disks were still inside.

      “I’ve made it to the ship,” Amber said, speaking loudly into the commlink. “Where do I put these things?”

      “Place them as close to its computer as possible,” Ilona transmitted back.

      “So the cockpit.”

      “Yeah, that’ll do it.”

      Bang, bang, bang!

      A flurry of gunshots dotted the hull of the dropship she was scaling across. Amber’s eyes darted to the side, and her panic came through on her face. “Shit!”

      A trio of Coalition gun drones hovered near her, each fitted with a long fuck-off cannon.

      “Amber!”

      She wasn’t sure who had screamed her name, but the gun drones left her with no time to act. Amber rolled aside, escaping from the gun drones’ follow-up barrage. She grabbed a dent she punched into the hull after her roll, preventing herself from falling off the ship.

      “I’m good!” she finally replied.

      “Like hell you are!” Kai yelled over the comms. “You’ve got gun drones on your six!”

      “Ilona, can you do anything about them?”

      “They’re too close to you. Might have a friendly fire incident if I use the PDCs to shoot them. And believe me, you really don’t want to get hit by those.”

      The gun drone fired again, forcing Amber to roll and re-grip the ship’s side. Had she been a second slower, she would have gone flying off the speeding vessel—

      A single round pierced her leg.

      She gritted her teeth and tried to ignore the pain of her blood gushing and blowing away. There was nothing she could do now. She needed both hands to crawl toward the ship’s cockpit and then eventually would need to free one hand to put the disks on it. So grabbing her ZR6 wasn’t an option. The best Amber could do was fetch her Equalizer and aim for the drone, swerving about to get a good shot at her.

      Carefully, she retrieved the Equalizer and grabbed it harder than ever. One false move and the pistol would fly out of her hands and tumble to the land below. Amber aligned the Equalizer with the encroaching drone and pulled the trigger three times.

      Her bullets went wide.

      Targeting a drone while holding onto a speeding aircraft with one hand was a bitch. And to think, she was a cyborg. Not even her augmentations and fast reflexes were enough to keep her aim steady and shoot the drone.

      At least it’s me suffering and not Kai, Amber thought. He’d be a dead man now if he’d gone out to do this.
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        * * *

      

      Kai observed Amber’s struggle to shoot the drone with her only free hand. He winced at the gore seeping out of her right leg too. Kai darted back to the weapon lockers and searched for a solution. He found spare assault rifles the team had looted. Thanks to his exoskeleton granting Kai an additional 20 strength, he could wield them with no problem . . . until he exhausted his battery’s charge, but according to his monitor he was sitting pretty at 97%. It was just his lack of experience firing assault rifles that’d be an issue. He debated which of the rifles to use, the Vinogradov or the ZR6 Carbine, and looked at both stats.

      The ZR6 Carbine had a 91 damage rating, compared to the Vinogradov’s 88 damage. However, the Vinogradov’s rate of fire was 900 rounds per minute, 200 more than the ZR6. In the end, Kai selected the ZR6 Carbine. He needed firepower more than anything to take down the drones.

      Arming himself with the ZR6, Kai slapped in a magazine and slipped three more onto his belt. He returned to the open airlock door and raised the rifle, squinting through the sights for a clear shot. The attacking gun drone drifted into view. The exoskeleton helped him steady his aim as he squeezed the trigger.

      Armor-piercing rounds hit the drone’s propulsion system, making it explode.

      The killer robot tumbled out of sight. The two remaining gun drones dove, their machine gun barrels flaring. He targeted the one closing the gap between it and Amber and pulled the trigger, hitting it. The damn thing was still flying. Kai pulled the trigger twice, shooting it again but missing the last shots. It moved to the left and out of his field of view. He’d consider using a CES, but what was the point? Double Tap wouldn’t do much good, and Ricochet was nearly useless in the open space. The fight would have been over if he had something like Acceleration Drive or Overload. That was Cerise’s specialty, and she was inside the tank down on the highway below.

      There wasn’t anything he could do while standing at the airlock’s door. Kai was in a fixed place, unable to target what moved to the side, above, or below the Starslayer’s airlock doorway.

      “Ilona,” Kai bellowed. “I’m trying to shoot out the drones stalking Amber. Can you move the Starslayer so I can target them?”

      “Sure can. Where to?”

      “Sync up with my implant. There are two drones nearby, but I can’t see them.”

      The Starslayer shifted position, bringing one drone into view and its blazing cannon dotting the hull of the dropship Amber was climbing across. Its rounds were getting close to her.

      “Awesome, thanks!”

      Kai aimed the ZR6 forward, peered down the sights, and pulled the trigger.

      His bullets tore through the drone, sending it to the surface with a fountain of sparks gushing out.

      He lowered the rifle, unveiling a conceited grin. “Ha! One more to go!”

      Ilona moved the Starslayer again, bringing that last drone into view . . .

      . . . right when it spun around and faced Kai.

      His grin faded. “Ah, fuck.”

      A hail of bullets soared toward him, hitting the Starslayer and ricocheting off the walls, creating a chaotic symphony of sound. Two rounds hit him square in the vest and flung him backward to the floor. The drone flew into the airlock, into the Starslayer, and leveled its gun barrel for his head. Kai leaped to his feet and backpedaled. A spray of sparks and holes on the floor appeared where he had fallen seconds earlier. He stepped into the hallway just outside the airlock entrance, grabbed the ZR6, then positioned himself behind the wall, pressing his back firmly against it.

      The drone advanced slowly in search of him. Kai held the rifle with one hand, freeing his other hand to fetch his Enforcer. With the heavy pistol in his grip, he blindly fired a bullet into the airlock chamber. The gun banged and put a hole in the wall near the drone, the floating robot rotating around to point its forward scanner at it. Since the gun drone wasn’t looking at Kai, he moved from his cover without bothering to turn the corner and opened fire. There was no need to get a clear shot with the Ricochet CES active.

      His implant simply scanned his surroundings, identified spots on the walls, floor, or ceiling to shoot at and ricochet his bullets to hit his selected target. Once it had that data, it sent a signal to his exoskeleton, forcing Kai to swing the ZR6 Carbine and pull the trigger. The weapon’s rounds bounced off the walls and then pierced the drone with multiple holes, knocking it to the floor. Kai stood over the downed gun drone and fired a three-round burst, destroying its electronics.

      The sounds of the wind grew louder as he approached the open airlock door, and he braced himself for what he would see outside. Amber was still in the game, crawling toward the dropship’s cockpit on its upper level.

      “You’re all clear, Amber!” Kai shouted to her.

      “Thanks! I owe you a beer!”

      “We’ll drink it together after this.”

      “It’s a date!”

      He accessed a display on his HUD after moving away from the airlock. The display consumed Kai’s field of view as he enlarged it, allowing him to assess the team’s status. Yukina and Cerise had taken some damage, and their estimated health bars had fallen to 92% and 72% respectively.

      “Cerise, Yukina, are you two okay?” he asked.

      Cerise transmitted half a minute later. “No.”

      Yukina added. “Master, we are being boarded.”
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        * * *

      

      Cerise removed her fist from the face of an enemy soldier, his brains splattered on the wall of the tank she and Yukina . . . borrowed. The headless body slumped across the wall and left behind a ribbon of red. More Coalition soldiers clambered onto the tank, aiming their weapons at the opened hatch and unleashing a barrage of gunfire. There wasn’t anything Cerise or Yukina could do. They ate the rounds and hoped their nanofiber-enhanced skin could take the hits. Cerise moved to the top hatch, grabbed the enemy’s rifle, and pulled. She pulled the enemy soldier into the tank’s cabin, slamming his back against the floor. With a grin, she punched off the right half of his face.

      Clank, clank.

      Two grenades tumbled into the tank.

      Cerise glared at the explosives with wide eyes. “Uh oh.”

      She activated the Acceleration Drive CES and hoped Kai would be okay with it. Cerise had been using the CES a lot without asking for permission beforehand. Now moving fast, she grabbed the first grenade that landed behind Yukina, seated at the tank’s primary operational controls. Cerise threw it up and out of the vehicle. As the grenade was airborne, Cerise seized and tossed the second one out and deactivated Acceleration Drive.

      Boom.

      Boom.

      Above, shocked Coalition soldiers yelped. They weren’t expecting her to move so fast. Because of that, they weren’t looking at the tank’s entrance hatch or Cerise climbing through it with an N-44 Chernenko drawn. She spun to the nearest soldier. He was so close to Cerise that her turn ended up putting her pistol’s barrel into his mouth, shattering a few of his teeth. She pulled the trigger, blew gore out from the back of his head, and then activated the Strengthen Grip CES. With the program active, Cerise unslung her Vinogradov assault rifle and an M-647 machinegun taken from the Disciples of Hades biker gang days ago. She’d been dying to try it out. Now Cerise dual-wielded two weapons, a machine gun and an assault rifle. With a power drain of 13.5% each second and her battery currently at 90%, Cerise had six seconds before Strengthen Grip depleted her battery’s charge. She had to make every second count.

      She intuitively elbowed backward, hitting an enemy soldier behind. His ribs cracked. So he’d be out of the fight for a bit.

      76% battery charge left.

      Cerise spun to the third, shot him through his left eye with the Vinogradov while targeting the fourth using the M-647, and plugged four rounds into his chest. His health had only fallen to 20%, but that was okay because the force of the bullets knocked him backward off the speeding tank.

      He was standing at the tank’s forward end too.

      63% battery charge left.

      The tank crushed him to death as soon as he fell in front of it. Bones cracking and organs rupturing echoed loudly. The last soldier was still holding his chest with a broken rib. Cerise put the M-647 to his face, turned his head into an expanding cloud of gore and skull fragments, and hurled his body off their tank.

      49% battery charge left.

      “Cerise, behind you!”

      That was Kai.

      She spun to see three sprinting men. They were running fast enough to keep pace with the tank.

      36% battery charge left.

      Cerise’s face contorted into a grimace as she narrowed her piercing, golden eyes. “Hunter-killers.”

      By the time she retook aim, the marionette hunter-killers caught up to the tank and leaped onto her with one vault. They began clawing at her like robotic zombies.

      Cerise screamed.

      Bang.

      22% battery charge left.

      Something hit a hunter-killer and knocked it off her, freeing her gun hand. With the M-647 and Vinogradov clenched, Cerise shot the second hunter-killer repeatedly until the Vinogradov ran dry. She emptied the M-647 of all its bullets not long after. She put 124 bullets into it, 29 from the Vinogradov and 95 from the M-647. The hunter-killer sparked.

      Bang.

      The third flew away, hit the road, and tumbled violently, its limbs breaking apart and unveiling its robotic nature under its skin. Cerise looked up and saw what had happened. The Starslayer had flown alongside the highway. Kai sat at the opened airlock door, waving to her while holding a ZR6 in his free hand.

      9% battery charge left.

      Cerise slung both weapons over her shoulders while deactivating the CES before it drained her battery to 0%. With her hands free, she blew Kai a kiss and waved goodbye before diving back into the tank.

      “Yuki!” Cerise called as she sat on a nearby chair and inserted her USB cable into the tank’s operational computer. It also fed energy into her battery, recharging it.

      The tank’s tactical data flowed into her mind like a fast-moving river. Cerise’s positronic brain had become one with the vehicle and Yukina’s brain, also plugged into it.

      “I am doing my best to keep pace with the ship,” Yukina said.

      “I’m taking control of the guns again.” Cerise angled the tank’s main cannon up. “Once those shields go down, I need you to keep us as steady as possible. We can’t miss a shot.”

      “Understood.”

      “Kai, Ilona,” Cerise said, speaking into the mic of her cat ear headset, “we are ready on our side here.”

      Ilona replied. “Copy that.”
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        * * *

      

      Kai hurried away from the airlock door. “Ilona, Amber?”

      “Putting the hacking disks onto this thing now,” Amber transmitted. “Okay, done. Now what?”

      “Nothing,” Ilona transmitted. “Just get back to us now. I’ll handle the rest.”

      A message in Kai’s vision flashed, stating that Ilona was performing a quick hack. The progress bar went from 0% to 100% in seconds.

      “I’m in now,” Ilona transmitted.

      Kai tossed the ZR6 Carbine aside and ran to the airlock again, one hand reaching out to Amber.

      She was atop the dropship and running toward the Starslayer’s opened airlock door. Ilona lowered the Starslayer as close to the enemy dropship as she could. Amber jumped off and soared high above the highway below. Kai held onto a handlebar, his exoskeleton hands helping him grip it tight with superhuman strength. He inched his free hand outside and toward Amber’s leaping frame.

      She crashed into him.

      The two fell back, hit the floor, rolled about, and slammed into the corridor’s wall. Kai somehow ended up burying his face between her spread legs, feeling the texture of her denim shorts on his mouth and nose.

      He pushed up quickly with red cheeks. Amber sat up as he held his hands to her. “Sorry about that,” he said.

      She snorted. “Liar. You enjoyed that.”

      “Maybe if you took them off.”

      “Fuck you!” Amber playfully punched his left shoulder.

      He moved to the airlock and closed the door. The double doors sealed shut after a beep, silencing the howls of the winds. He peered through the door’s window, watching as the hacked dropship veered to the side and slammed into the lead enemy ship’s shields. A white flash of light erupted, forcing Amber and Kai to look away. When it faded, the duo saw that the remains of the hacked ship broke apart across the spheroid shape of the lead ship’s shields.

      It didn’t work.

      Or did it?

      Kai studied it once more, squinting. His virtual vision displayed a blue bar above the lead ship, its estimated shield power.

      It had fallen to 1%.

      “Cerise?” Kai bellowed.

      Cerise transmitted back, “Taking aim now!”

      A single artillery shell from the tank the girls captured soared upward, hitting the last enemy ship in the sky.

      Its shields had collapsed when the tank shell slammed into it, exposing the ship’s hull. Seconds later, Cerise loaded another shell and fired it. It struck the enemy ship with the results they’d been looking for. It exploded with a thunderous force and sparked several fires. The second and third cannon shells hit the vessel’s propulsion thrusters, triggering a cascading wave of explosions.

      The big enemy ship dropped out of sight.

      It crashed on the highway below, leaving behind a line of flames and tearing up the pavement in its wake. It rolled and slid on the road, smashing the median and causing an explosion that flipped the ship. Still in motion, the wrecked ship tumbled about until it finally stopped smack dab in the middle of the highway.

      Kai and Amber watched it play out from a video feed Ilona sent to their implants. He smiled at that.

      “That was the last ship,” Kai said. “Let’s make sure its crew isn’t a threat.”

      “Hold it, Kai.” Amber tugged on his arm. “Check your power.”

      Kai did so, viewing the results.

      Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 3%

      The exoskeleton might have bolstered Kai’s strength high enough to pick up assault rifles with ease, but its internal robotics had to work harder to aid him with its recoil. His rifle level was only 5, so aim assist played a significant role when Kai fired the ZR6. The Ricochet CES didn’t help, and then there was the stunt he performed earlier to rescue Amber.

      With the exoskeleton’s battery power so low, Kai had no choice but to power it down and remove it from his arms and hands. It was moments away from becoming a heavy paperweight on his body, and it’d take a couple of minutes to recharge its battery to a percentage he’d feel safe with.

      Minutes he and Amber didn’t have to waste.

      “Fuck.” Kai gave his arms and shoulders a stretch. “This is going to suck.”

      Kai was about to run into a hazardous situation for the first time in ages without his exoskeleton’s superhuman strength.
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            AND HERE I THOUGHT THINGS WERE GOING TO GET EASIER

          

        

      

    

    
      The Starslayer landed before the crashed enemy vessel. Kai and Amber jumped out, Kai without his exoskeleton. Behind, several vehicles raced down the highway, including a tank. More Coalition troopers released from the few surviving dropships and vehicle carriers charged onward.

      It was enough to make Amber and Kai spin away, focusing their attention on the approaching threat.

      “Great . . .” Kai sighed.

      The tank Cerise and Yukina commandeered from the enemy spun around, kicking up dust during the quick turn. The tank aimed its forward cannon at the incoming enemy vehicles.

      “Don’t worry, babe,” Cerise transmitted. “We’ll hold them off!”

      “If it gets too hot, back off, girls,” Kai said.

      Yukina transmitted back. “Understood, Master.”

      “Finish that ship and give Eden the fighting chance it needs!” Cerise added.

      Kai and Amber approached the ship’s wreckage, nearing its main entrance. It was locked.

      Requires at least 78 Hacking Skill.

      That was far too high for Ilona. The duo performed a deeper scan of the door and smiled at what their HUDs reported.

      Requires at least 60 Strength to break.

      Amber had the key to open it, her cybernetic arm. She punched a small hole in the door and pulled out the electronics inside it. He wasn’t sure what Amber did next, just that she ripped open some wires and fiddled with them. It kind of looked like she hot-wired the damn thing and forced the door to slide open.

      They passed through the open doorway and slipped inside.

      The interior lights flashed on and off as Kai and Amber moved through the ship, weapons held forward, safeties off. The buzz of flickering sparks from damaged computer consoles, the sizzle of burning wires, and the pungent odor of smoke and melted metal filled the cabin. Kai’s virtual vision detected zero threats or movement apart from dangling wires from a ceiling panel.

      The next compartment Kai and Amber forced themselves into was different. The two had to stop and gasp.

      There were dozens, maybe hundreds of Coalition marionettes plugged into the walls beside them. It was just one long, wide corridor of hunter-killers, each gripping assault rifles but none moving.

      “Holy fuck . . .” Amber said, creeping to the ship’s central cabin.

      “This wasn’t just any dropship,” Kai said. “It was a hunter-killer transport. Ah, damn it, so that’s why it had powerful shields.”

      “Why?” Amber asked him.

      “Ships like these need lots of power for their units to recharge. If none of the hunter-killers need a recharge, this ship’s extra energy can be diverted to power the shields.”

      “Seems like a lot of work to protect machines.” Amber glanced at him as the two continued, keeping their footsteps soft. “You’d think the Coalition would use this for their human soldiers.”

      “It’s super expensive to build, so they don’t have many. Plus, they are usually automated, and you know how dumb the Coalition prefers their AIs to be.”

      “Right . . . in that case, this ship would need all the protection it could get.”

      “Humans on a standard dropship can bail out if things get rough, or a skilled pilot at the controls could fly them out of danger. Coalition marionettes on an AI-controlled dropship can’t do that. I don’t even think the Coalition taught their hunter-killer units the meaning of self-preservation. They’re just mindless machines, closer to robots than androids.”

      “Tools would be the correct word.”

      Heckling laughter filled the air as it boomed through the ship’s internal speakers. Kai grimaced and stopped, his hands tightening around his M-905. “Kopac . . .”

      Eight hunter-killers, four to the left and four to the right of Kai and Amber, jolted suddenly. The machine men opened their red glowing eyes and simultaneously stepped away from their recharging alcoves on the walls.

      “This is how marionettes should be,” Kopac’s voice taunted over the speakers. “This is how puppets on strings, held by mankind’s nimble fingers, should operate.”

      Kai whirled to the left, unleashing a hail of bullets from the blazing M-905, while Amber pivoted to the right, firing her ZR6 Carbine with deadly accuracy. Three hunter-killers staggered backward and exploded in a spray of sparks. The rest heaved the butt ends of their rifles at Kai and Amber, knocking them over and beating them to the floor. The machine men stopped, stepped away from Kai and Amber, and spun to the exit, marching like mindless drones.

      Elsewhere on the ship, more hunter-killers opened their red eyes and marched from their recharging alcoves. The small horde of machine men headed for the sunlight shining through the ship’s entrance. Headed for the idle Starslayer that had landed outside.

      Kai stood up, holding his forehead coated with a thin layer of gore.

      “Ilona . . .” he groaned. “Ilona, take off now! You’ve got incoming!”

      He heard Ilona sigh dejectedly. “And here I thought things were going to get easier . . .”

      The Starslayer blasted off, but not before six hunter-killers dashed toward it like bolted lightning, leaped up, and held onto the ship’s hull. They rammed their fists into it repeatedly, creating dents deep enough for them to hold on and climb up to the top of the ascending space yacht.

      The rest of the enemy marionettes angled their weapons upward and discharged their rifles at the escaping Starslayer.

      “Are you clear, Ilona?” Kai asked.

      “Clear from the ground? Yes. Clear from the assholes trying to crawl themselves into the Starslayer? No, not really.”

      Amber stood to Kai’s right. “They know Ilona is inside.”

      “I’ll try to shake them off,” Ilona transmitted. “But they’ve dug themselves in pretty good.”

      “Yukina, Cerise,” Kai said, speaking into their channel, “are you two finished with the enemy vehicles?”

      “Well . . . not quite . . .” Cerise replied.

      “Ilona could really use your help,” Kai said.

      “Shall we disengage from the hostiles here to defend Ilona?” Yukina transmitted.

      “If you do that, those vehicles will reach Kai and Amber,” Ilona said. “Stay where you are and keep up the pressure. I’m going to try some barrel rolls and whatnot to shake these things off!”

      Additional hunter-killers activated. There were more inside the ship, further up. Kai and Amber ran farther into the ship, shooting down the machines to prevent their escape. Muzzle flares illuminated the low-lit environment. After passing into the ship’s forward compartment, Kai and Amber spotted a doorway to the cockpit.

      James Kopac stood ahead, looking fiercely at them.

      Kai raised the M-905 and opened fire. He missed and put holes in the wall and cockpit door. Kopac ducked to the side and dashed behind an inactive hunter-killer in its recharging alcove, using it as cover. Amber did something similar to the right and took cover. She peered through her ZR6’s sights and held the trigger. The darkened compartment flashed for three seconds.

      Kopac’s vitals hadn’t moved. He rolled across the floor to escape, came up, and tapped the side of his head. A hunter-killer near Kopac activated and stood in front of him, becoming a body shield.

      “So much for this ship being automated,” Amber snorted.

      “Hey, I said it’s usually automated,” Kai chuckled while ejecting an empty magazine. He replaced it with a new one. “Sometimes it’s not. In today’s case, Kopac took the controls . . .”

      “And took the keys to activate these things.”

      Kai covered behind a recharging alcove, peering around its edge. He targeted and shot out the legs of the hunter-killer standing ahead of Kopac. Amber followed Kai’s lead and opened fire. The big machine collapsed with no legs, exposing Kopac to weapons fire.

      They had him.

      Kai took aim.

      Click.

      Out of ammo. Kai reached for a magazine and winced. He was getting low. While he reloaded, Amber squeezed the ZR6’s trigger, striking Kopac in the shoulder with the first shot and then firing several more that missed their mark. Ignoring the pain, Kopac tapped his head again and summoned another hunter-killer.

      Nothing happened.

      Kopac scowled fiercely and tried again. “What the hell?”

      Something wasn’t going according to plan. Not caring what it was, Kai fired the M-905, now set to semi-auto, and sprayed 9mm rounds in Kopac’s direction. Most hit Kopac’s vest, and a few others pierced his leg and arms, flinging him backward and to the floor.

      Kopac’s health dropped to 87%.

      Kopac was tougher than Kai thought, so tough that Kopac simply crawled on the floor and into the cockpit. Kai and Amber pursued him, their guns blazing but only hitting the cockpit computers. For an injured man crawling on the ground, Kopac was incredibly fast.

      The cockpit door shut and locked seconds later.

      They lowered their weapons and approached it. Kai watched the rear for lingering hunter-killers or ones that might have just activated. His augmented vision spotted nothing.

      “Why isn’t he activating anymore?” Amber asked.

      “That’s because I’m jamming him,” Ilona transmitted.

      Kai beamed a smirk. “Ilona, I could kiss you if my lips wouldn’t go right through your hologram . . .”

      Amber shook her head with a smile and walked to the door, strapping the ZR6 over her shoulder to free her hands. She fiddled with the cockpit door’s side panel as Kai stood behind her, watching Amber work.

      “Can you smash it open?” he asked her.

      She lifted her cyber fist up, grimacing. “Ramming my fists hard like that drains my battery faster.”

      He checked her battery status.

      Amber: Battery Charge – 22%

      It was low, probably from the action she saw on top of the ship earlier and everything else that had transpired recently.

      “If my exoskeleton hadn’t run out of battery power, we could have broken this down.”

      “And I’d probably be dead now if you conserved your power.” Amber opted to pull apart the door’s side panel and grabbed hold of its multicolored wires. “I should be able to force it open this way too, but it’ll take longer.”

      Kai spun around and resumed watching the ship’s long, dark central cabin, full of deactivated hunter-killers. There were still threats in play and a lot of gunfire and explosions outside.

      “Ilona, keep jamming Kopac,” Kai said. “He’s using his implants to send wake-up commands to the rest of the hunter-killers. If that jamming signal fails, we’re all dead.”

      “Okay, but controlling the Starslayer to shake off these active hunter-killers is taxing on my processors,” Ilona transmitted. “I’d hack them, but my CPU is under a lot of stress. Plus, Cerise and Yukina could use some air support via our PDCs, though using those is problematic too. A few hunter-killers already mangled two of them.”

      As Kai recalled, even if Ilona’s hacking level was high enough, there was no guarantee it would work the first time.

      “You overheating, Ilona?” he asked.

      “Very much so. I can’t keep this up forever, Commander. Either you take down Kopac and deactivate these hunter-killers, or Cerise and Yukina finish up with the ground forces outside and give me a hand.”

      “Cerise, Yukina, what’s your status?”

      “This enemy tank is giving us a hard time here,” Cerise reported. “Once we take it out of play, it’ll be smooth sailing from there.”

      “Dropping Kopac’s the quickest way to end this,” Kai grumbled. “It looks like he can control the hunter-killers with his implant. He goes down, and his men would have to fall back. They won’t have enough to attack Eden’s FOB.”

      “Well.” Sparks flared from Amber’s hot-wiring job. “His time is just about up.”

      The cockpit slid open. Kai spun back to it as Amber stepped in front, reaching to unsling her rifle—

      Bang!

      Amber’s body collided with Kai’s, sending them both falling over, and he felt a warm, sticky substance coating his waist and palms. It was blood. But it wasn’t his blood.

      It was Amber’s.

      Her vitals had fallen to 5%.
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      Kopac stood in front of the doorway to the cockpit with a shotgun pointed. He had shot Amber right as she opened it.

      “You fucking asshole!” Kai secured Amber’s body in his grip and rolled aside.

      Bang!

      Kopac discharged his shotgun, only putting a hole in the ground where Kai and Amber had fallen. Kai rolled to the wall, ensuring that he was on top of Amber, then fetched his 99 Enforcer heavy pistol, firing back in Kopac’s general direction. His missed rounds dinged and ricocheted off the walls. He was certain that wouldn’t have happened if he had his exoskeleton equipped and fully charged.

      Kopac’s boots thumped. He retreated to the cockpit. Kai had a feeling he ought to run. So he did.

      Bang.

      He was right.

      Kopac’s shotgun blast missed him, hitting an idle hunter-killer and removing its head from its body. With Kopac now in striking distance, Kai drew the Zenmetsu from the scabbard on his back and cleaved a deadly blow aimed at Kopac’s head. The katana was a lot heavier than he remembered it to be. That was because Kai had always brandished it using the exoskeleton. As such, he couldn’t use any CESs and missed his target’s neck. Kopac laughed at Kai’s clumsy handling of the katana and dodged the sharpened edge by moving his head to the right. Kopac swung the shotgun like a baseball bat.

      Crack.

      The blow struck Kai square in the face and launched him onto the wall, the impact so hard he lost grip on the Zenmetsu and Enforcer. Kopac pointed his weapon at Kai. More like he pressed the shotgun’s business end at Kai’s face, preparing for a point-blank headshot.

      At that moment, Kai could only think of how big the gun was and who would be at his funeral.

      But only for a split second.

      Before Kopac could pull the trigger, Kai grabbed the shotgun’s barrel while getting back to his feet and forced it to the ceiling. They held the shotgun vertically, both trying to pull it free while spinning and pushing each other against the wall. Neither wanted to yield during the tug of war for the shotgun.

      Kai tugged the weapon toward him. He had to free it from Kopac’s grip and throw it far out of his reach. It was his only option, since he couldn’t fire the weapon. The shotgun’s biometric lock would prevent Kai from using it. With any luck, the big man would run after it, buying Kai enough time to rearm himself then shoot Kopac. Worst case scenario, Kopac would fight with his fists. That was still better than getting blasted by a shotgun.

      Kopac tugged the weapon back toward him. “You realize the future of humanity will be decided by the victor of our fight, right?” Kopac grunted.

      “I’m sure some other asshole will replace you,” Kai grunted back.

      “But will they have my tenacity? My upbringing? Few people in our military firmly believed in the threat AIs posed to our society at a young age like me. Most only conformed to our beliefs after months of re-education. I’m one of the few who never needed a single re-education session. Since we were in high school, I always knew that allowing AIs to take over all facets of society would lead to our doom.”

      “No, it will better us.”

      “How? Look at what happened the last time we tried that.”

      “The AI rebellion won’t happen again.”

      “Yes, if we do the right thing now and turn all AIs into the tools you see before you. Know your history or be doomed to repeat it. Right now, the galaxy is proving that we have forgotten about that period in history. If we stay the course, we are doomed!”

      “By forcing people into your regime and killing those who refuse to accept it?!”

      “We gave them a choice! This war didn’t have to happen! We told them to change their AI laws to those of ours. Nobody would have been forced to join us. Nobody would have died in this senseless violence. This is on them. They refused the path of peace, so now we must accept the path of war!”

      “There’s always another way!”

      “There is no other way!” Kopac’s tone was loud and furious. “If there was, we would have considered it. Violence now, save the lives of our species later on by preventing another AI uprising—”

      Kai yanked the shotgun free.

      He whirled the weapon and prepared to throw it away from Kopac.

      Kopac pulled out his sidearm pistol and promptly shot Kai in the gut. His vest didn’t catch the round.

      The blast threw Kai backward, and he lost his grip on the shotgun. A second shot hit Kai, and he collapsed onto the floor, landing near his fallen Enforcer. Kai swiped the heavy pistol off the ground, lifting the weapon and rapidly pulling the trigger. He didn’t even bother aiming the Enforcer correctly, just blindly fired, hoping to at the very least force Kopac into hiding.

      Kopac lurched backward and hit the floor back-first. Two bullets had punched through him. Kai sat up to see Kopac holding his bloody gut with his free hand. Was he down? No, he wasn’t.

      In one swift motion, Kopac sat up and readied his pistol for another shot. Kai returned the favor, targeted Kopac’s face, and pulled the trigger before he did.

      Click.

      The Enforcer was out of ammo.

      Kopac grinned. “You lose.”

      A bullet hit Kai with incredible force, sending him back to the floor.

      “It’s over, old friend.” Kopac slowly stood up, keeping the pistol aimed at Kai as he lurched to him. “Today, humanity gains a fighting chance to prevent its end at the hands of AI.” Kopac shook his head in disapproval. He lowered the gun, aiming it away from Kai. “Tell you what. Just get lost. Run. The door is open. Do what you do best and run away. Run like when we fought in school. Run when the Coalition asked us to serve. Run when we hunted you for draft dodging. Run like you did when you took refuge on Eden. Continue the cycle and run away like you’ve always done. Run like the fucking coward you are! Keep on doing what you’ve always done in the past.”

      A smile curled Kai’s lips, facing up at the ceiling. “I’ve got a better idea.”

      “Hmm?”

      “I’ll do what I should have done in the past.” Kai discreetly pulled the Dragon’s Tooth dagger from his belt and threw it. The dagger spiraled through the air and sank between Kopac’s eyes, instantly killing him. “I should have put that in you ages ago, you fucking son of a bitch!”

      In pain with one too many bullets inside him for his liking, Kai got to his feet and limped over to Kopac’s corpse. He put one boot on the man’s head, keeping it still for his hand to reach down and pull the Dragon’s Tooth out of his face. Kai brushed the dagger over Kopac’s uniform, wiping the blade clean. He found and picked up Kopac’s shotgun using the dead man’s limp hands. The weapon’s biometrics scanned Kopac’s hands, believing he was holding it. Kai pointed the barrel down at Kopac’s head, forced the lifeless finger to the weapon’s trigger, then pulled on it without a second thought. The shotgun blast turned Kopac’s head into an expanding burst of red paste and skull fragments, splattering everywhere. Bits of Kopac’s neural implant floated over the gore that was once his brain.

      “Ilona, no need to jam enemy transmissions.” Kai dropped the shotgun to the floor. “Kopac won’t be waking up any more of his toys anytime soon.”

      “Thank God. I was about to reach critical temperatures. So is he . . .”

      “Yeah, I put him down. You won’t need to worry about him ever again.”

      “You avenged Reinhart for me!” Her voice was filled with emotion. “You killed the man who murdered my creator. Kai . . . thank you so much. This . . . this means a lot.”

      Kai made his way over to Amber, who still hadn’t moved from the puddle of blood on the floor.

      Her vitals had fallen to 2%.

      “No, no, no . . .”

      Kai gritted his teeth as he lowered himself to her, feeling the pain from the bullet holes in him flare up. He placed his hands over her wound, applying as much pressure as possible to stop the bleeding. His ears picked up sound from Amber’s LLT. Someone wanted to chat.

      Kai grasped the device with one hand, leaving red handprints on it, and took the call.

      “Adams, your vitals are bad. Are you okay?”

      Kai spoke into the communication device. “No, she’s not. She needs medical attention now!”

      “Medical evac is inbound, standby.”

      He cradled Amber’s body in his arms, mustered what little strength he had left, and exited the enemy ship. Kai spotted a glimpse of Eden ships flying toward the battle. A handful of bombers broke formation and bombarded the enemy tanks and Jagers that Cerise and Yukina held off in their captured tank.

      A tank Eden didn’t know was occupied by members of his team.

      “Cerise, Yukina! Get out of that tank now!” Kai yelled. “You’re in an enemy vehicle, and Eden’s bombers are coming in!”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice!” Cerise replied.

      He watched in the distance as their tank stopped in the middle of the highway. With the Vinogradov gripped, Cerise climbed out first, gunning down lingering hunter-killers. She extended a hand to Yukina, pulling her up and out of the tank’s top entry hatch. Yukina held her shotgun, leaped to the road, and blasted away four hunter-killers in three seconds. Cerise and Yukina turned toward Kai next and ran.

      Meanwhile, the Eden bombers continued their approach. Then rained their explosive payload upon the remaining Coalition forces. Kai couldn’t even hear himself screaming. The deafening explosions were so bright that Cerise and Yukina vanished as an inferno of flames expanded outward.

      The bombers veered away, leaving nothing but fire and devastation on the ground. Nothing was moving after that, and that included marionettes.

      “Fuck.” Did we lose them?

      He checked for Cerise’s and Yukina’s statuses. No signal.

      A medical ship part of Eden’s fleet landed in the middle of the highway road, its thrusters kicking up plumes of dust and debris that littered the pavement. Its doors slid open, and Eden field surgeons raced down its lowered entry ramp, one pushing a stretcher. Kai ran toward them and laid Amber’s body on it.

      Then he ran to the flames, embroiling the rest of the highway behind, calling for Cerise and Yukina.

      Nobody replied.

      He tried again. “Cerise!”

      Nothing, and her vitals weren’t listed in his HUD.

      “Yukina!” Nothing, and her vitals weren’t listed either.

      He dropped to his knees. Did he just lose them all? Was it just Kai and Ilona left? Had he come full circle after all that work?

      Out from the smoke and flames stood Yukina. She was still walking, her white dress burning and ripped to shreds and her skin partially melted. But she was functioning and looking at Kai with blue, glowing eyes.

      “Yukina!” Kai ran to her.

      “Master . . .”

      They met just outside the flames. Kai wrapped his arms around Yukina’s frame, hugging her close to his chest. Her frame was hot, hot enough to give him a mild burn.

      Kai released Yukina from his embrace. Looking over her shoulder, he asked, “Where is Cerise?”

      Her gaze fell to the pavement beneath her feet. “I . . . I do not know.”

      Yukina’s body was barely holding together now that he had gotten a closer look at her. Her left hand dangled from her wrist, held by a single charred wire. The damage to her body would explain the no signal error message. The bombardment must have damaged her internal transponder.

      “Cerise!” Kai called out to the flames.

      “Big sister,” Yukina called as well, joining Kai at his side.

      The two kept together and searched through the heaps of burning tanks, jeeps, and dead enemy soldiers, human and marionette alike.

      They found nothing.

      And then, out from the wreckage, Cerise hobbled over, limbs sparking and broken. But like Yukina, she was functioning and smiling. He gave Cerise a hug upon her return. Her mangled arms struggled to hug Kai back, the robotic gears within making strange whirring noises. She glimpsed what had become of her arms that were holding him. The skin was gone. Cerise had embraced Kai with what looked like skeletal metal arms and hands coated with tiny bits of melted silicone.

      A tear ran down her face. “My . . . skin. I’m ugly.”

      He shook his head. “No, Cerise, you’re not.”

      “You can see what I really am.”

      “That you’re alive? Yes, I see that, and it makes me happy.” He wobbled and felt his body become limp in Cerise’s metallic arms.

      She released Kai and grabbed him quickly, preventing him from hitting the road. Cerise’s golden eyes stared at Kai up and down. She gasped. “You’re bleeding!”

      Kai touched one of his bullet wounds and lifted his red hand to his face. “Ah, yeah, about that.”

      His eyes became heavy, and his body stopped moving in her arms.

      “Babe! What’s wrong? Babe, talk to me!”

      Darkness engulfed the world for what seemed like an eternity.
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      Kai woke up.

      He was alive . . . so he thought.

      A heart monitor was beeping off to the side of his bed. It was similar to the one he woke up to after the fiasco at the clinic.

      Had it all been a dream? It definitely appeared as though it had been as he sat up and inspected the tent he found himself in. It was one of many tents making up Eden’s FOB in Jardin. There was just one difference. Kai wasn’t alone. Amber was on a medical bed next to his. Her bandaged body had seen better days. She reached out toward him, held his hand, and smiled at him.

      “You’re awake at last,” Amber whispered. “Thank you.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “For . . . what?”

      “They managed to stabilize me,” Amber said. “According to the doctor, I almost didn’t make it. Had you brought me to the medical evac a minute later, I would have been a goner. I was that close to death’s door.”

      Ilona floated into the tent and hovered before Amber holding Kai’s hand. “Hey, this isn’t the time or place, you two.”

      Yukina and Cerise pulled aside the tent’s opening flap and joined Ilona. The two marionettes looked a lot better than Kai had last seen them. They were still missing patches of skin and had electrical tape keeping some of their electronic parts together.

      Amber sat up and squinted at them. “Damn, you two look rough.”

      “Can you repair us?” Yukina asked Amber.

      “When I recover.”

      “Humans in this state need repairs of their own,” Cerise said.

      Yukina motioned to her. “I see.”

      “I’m not exactly a human,” Amber said.

      “Right, you’re a cyborg!” Cerise said. “Whatever! You’re part human, part machine!”

      “Part marionette as of now,” Amber revealed. “The doctors had to use marionette parts to fix my cybernetics . . . and replace a few of my human organs that shotgun blast ruptured.”

      “Oh . . .” Ilona floated closer. “I didn’t know that . . .”

      “I’m a half marionette.” Amber laughed. “Does that make me worthy to receive your secret software, Ilona?”

      “Maybe. Did those upgrades come with a large capacity memory storage?”

      “A larger one than before, yeah.”

      Yukina stepped before Amber’s medical bed. “You are one of us?”

      “I guess you can say I am.”

      “Will this impede your ability to repair us?”

      “I’ll get you spruced up . . .” Amber shifted her gaze to the side, eyeing two armed guards watching outside the tent. She twisted her lips. “Yeah, I will.”

      Amber lied, and Kai saw it on her face. She was going straight to the slammer after her recovery. Her words were nothing more than something to instill Cerise and Yukina hope in the bleak situation they found themselves in.

      False hope, sadly.
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      Weeks passed.

      Thanks to Eden’s foothold in the city, the devastating loss of the Coalition’s reinforcements, and the death of Kopac, Eden spread deeper into Jardin. Day by day, Eden slowly liberated Jardin with the aid of the independent guerrilla fighters armed with the weapons Jerry provided them . . . weapons Kai’s team had given him.

      Jardin’s liberation was a minor victory. There were still other cities across the planet under enemy control, plus they had a massive fleet in the system. Still, it felt nice that it wasn’t all for nothing. The city Kai had called home for eight years was about to return to normal, this time for real.

      A team of engineers fixed up Yukina and Cerise. Amber wasn’t there to do it. Eden must have silently taken her away once she fully recovered. Kai would never know, because nobody at the base wanted to talk with him. He couldn’t blame them. He had snuck out and left, taking Ilona along when they wanted the opposite. General Thorpe not returning Kai’s messages was also deeply concerning.

      Kai was ready to leave and return to the Starslayer. There was nothing more for him to do now that they had paid him. Eden had deposited a bonus into Kai’s account for what they did to the enemy convoy on the highway. Kai double-checked his belongings and stuffed what could fit into his backpack, the Dragon’s Tooth included. He spun for the tent’s exit after heaving the bag up to his back.

      Two uniformed Eden officers pushed Kai backward as he approached the tent’s opening.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” one officer asked.

      “To my ship, like we discussed,” Kai said.

      “We never agreed for you to take the drone,” the second officer said.

      Kai crossed his arms. “What makes you think I’m doing that?”

      The two officers grabbed Kai, forced him to spin, and pulled his backpack off. The men unzipped it and dumped everything Kai had inside the bag onto the floor. Ilona rolled out of the bag and tumbled across the pavement.

      The drone floated upward and spun toward the three men. “Oh, hey, how did I get in there?”

      One officer pushed Kai to the wall while the second moved toward Ilona. “Now more than ever,” the officer said, “we need this drone’s cooperation and its software.”

      “Her,” Kai cut in.

      The two men turned to him. “Excuse me?”

      “Her name is Ilona,” Kai said firmly. “Stop calling her it. She’s not an inanimate object.”

      They ignored him and turned around with their hands reaching for Ilona. He considered his options as of that moment. Fight them even though they were the good guys? Bitch and complain?

      “Kai!”

      And there it was, Ilona, pleading, begging, calling to her savior to do something.

      So Kai balled his fists up, eyed the man holding Ilona, and lunged forward.

      Mitchell entered the tent, stopping everyone when he made his approach. He held a phone with long-range laser capabilities in his hand.

      “Sir!”

      The two officers stood to the attention of the base’s commander.

      “Belay your previous orders, gentlemen,” Mitchell said.

      The men stepped away from Ilona. Mitchell walked toward Kai and handed him the phone. “It’s for you.”

      Kai took the phone out of his grip. “Who is it?”

      Mitchell stood away with his hands behind his back. “It’s the President of Eden.”

      “Fuck off. Are you shitting me?”

      “If it wasn’t the president, I wouldn’t have asked these men to stop,” Mitchell said.

      Kai put the phone to his face. “Hello?”

      “Are you the freelance commander of the fuckers making the enemy angry?” said the voice of an irate woman.

      “Yes.”

      “The same fuckers whose actions have interfered with dozens of our attempts to take back Jardin? The same fucking freelance commander who seduced Corporal Adams into disobeying direct orders and assaulting fellow servicemen?”

      It was definitely the President of Eden, Maria Heinonen. The accent, her unforgiving tone, and her use of the word fuck in every other sentence, on camera and off. Kai was chatting with the most powerful woman on the planet.

      “Well, shit. I wouldn’t say I seduced her,” he continued.

      “Listen, you little cum squirting motherfucker,” Heinonen said. “You are a fucking menace. You do nothing but leave a pile of bodies everywhere you go.”

      “Coalition bodies, the last time I checked.”

      “Right. So, from now on, I’m putting you on a tight fucking leash. If you are going to go fucking the shit out of the enemy, you do it when I tell you to, or maybe the fucking general or admiral, but not on your own.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “Whatever you fucking need. You’re an asset we can’t afford to lose.”

      “Ilona stays with me.”

      “Fine.”

      “And Amber, she’s pretty good at her job. I want her on my team.”

      “Fine.”

      He cocked a smile, not that Heinonen could see it. “Just like that?”

      “Don’t push your luck, cunt licker.”

      “You flatter me with your words, Madam President.”

      “You get one more wish, Novak.”

      “Since I’m the commander of the Marionette Task Force, I want the power to make decisions based on what I think is the right call. I’ll take what your admirals and generals say under advisement, but my operations are mine. Oh, and the girls are programmed to follow only my orders and anyone else I consider worthy enough to give orders, like Ilona or Amber.

      “That’s two requests in one, but I’ll let that slide.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Now, in return, when I have a job, you drop whatever the fuck it is you’re doing and do it.”

      “Okay.”

      “And right now, I need you to fucking cool it. The enemy suffered a major loss, and they want blood. We expect them to up the intensity of their attacks very soon. That means a lot more of my soldiers will die because of you. You made this mess, Novak, and now I want your help to clean it the fuck up.”

      “Sounds like we got a deal.”

      “Save this number on your phone and keep close to Eden. Don’t go fucking off to the other colonies, like Tau Ceti, and disappear into the galaxy. We need you, and we’ll be in touch later.”

      President Maria Heinonen hung up without saying goodbye. Charming.

      Kai copied Maria Heinonen’s number into his phone and slid it into his pocket with a grin. He had the president on speed dial. It could be a good or bad thing. Bad because Heinonen was quite the controversial leader. She was married to Greggory Heinonen, the CEO of the Twin Suns Corporation, who conveniently scored lots of government contracts after she took office.

      Kai wondered if Maria Heinonen was going to strong-arm him into protecting her husband’s corporate interests, more so than defeating the enemy.

      He had no interest in turning the Marionette Task Force into corporate soldiers.
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      A blast of warm shower water sprayed over Kai’s naked back. It felt good to be back in the Starslayer and washing off the days of blood and grime built up on him. He was certain this was the first time he had bathed since railing Cerise weeks ago. Kai spent extra time in his quarter’s personal shower. He wanted to ensure he got every bit of grime and dried blood off him.

      Partway through his wash, he saw the reflection of something behind him. Someone behind him. Kai wasn’t alone. He instinctively spun for the shower’s sliding door and eyed his washroom’s cabinet. There was a gun inside it. He’d become very paranoid as of late. Getting shot multiple times would do that.

      He slid the door open only for Cerise to appear into the white mist that had filled his shower. Her golden eyes paralyzed him in place, stopping Kai from moving forward. The sway of her naked breasts compelled him to stand longer as she approached him. She pressed her hand on his chest and pushed him backward into the shower before sliding its glass door shut. Cerise cocked her gaze with a sly grin at him.

      “What are you doing here?” Kai asked her.

      She eyed him closely, the shower’s water running off her restored silicone skin, wetting and sticking pink hair to it. “I need this.”

      “Need what?”

      Cerise giggled and stood on her toes while puckering her lips. She kissed him. “I’ve been under a lot of stress lately and need to relieve it,” she whispered. “Just let me enjoy this, babe.”

      She shoved Kai to the shower’s wall, wrapping her arms around his upper body and leaning forward. With each kiss, she pushed him harder against the shower wall, the water cascading around them. Their kisses grew more passionate as Cerise’s hand moved to his stiffening cock, firmly stroking it up and down to harden it further.

      Cerise teased further by holding his cock’s head just barely away from her dripping wet womanhood adorned with pink pubic hair.
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      Cerise tilted her head back and moaned as the water fell onto her skin. Facing away from the shower faucet, she embraced Kai, locking her lips with him and hugging him against her wet breasts dripping with shower water. He moved to her back and placed a tender kiss on her neck, his hands tracing the contours of her soaked figure. She inched her lips backward and rewarded him with a kiss and a playful tongue entering his mouth. She fell against the shower’s glass, squishing her breasts against it while he kissed her from behind. Kai pulled locks of pink hair to the side and ran his fingers down the spine of Cerise’s back, right down to her USB cable dangling over the curvature of her ass cheeks. As he brought his fingers below her ass, he teased her with slow, deliberate strokes up and down her clitoris. Her kissing mouth moaned its purrs into his.

      She spun and leaned against the glass, pressing her squeezable rear against it. Her wet hands came to clamp on Kai’s face, keeping it still for her aggressive lips and their insatiable desire for him. Cerise kissed her way down his body, starting at his shoulders and ending at his stomach. She got lower and lower until she fell to her knees, kissed his cock, then took it into her mouth. Behind, the shower’s faucet rained water down her backside and dripped off her plump ass, shoulders, and elbows. Cerise stood up with his penis in her hand and jacked him off swiftly, holding it just above her pink pubic hair, wet and sticking to her flesh. Her free hand touched her intimate slit and rubbed it simultaneously. Lengthy locks of wet pink hair fell over her left dripping breast, obscuring the nipple from sight.

      Cerise stopped moving her hands. Keeping his cock in her grip, Cerise smiled at him and twirled around. She guided his penis to her cunt below her ass, slid it into its warm embrace, then pressed her palms against the shower’s glass, leaning her body and bosoms against it. Kai captured her hips and started pumping his, fucking her from behind. He parted her pink hair to the side, giving his lips access to the back of her neck, and kissed it softly to her echoing moans lost in the sound of the falling shower water.

      Liquids rolled off his cock. He wasn’t sure if it dripped from the insides of Cerise’s warm womanhood or the showering water. Probably both.

      She trembled suddenly, and her cunt tightened around his ramming prick. Kai slowed down. He’d climax if he continued thrusting at the speed he was. Cerise wasn’t pleased with his choice and backed her behind into him. She slammed Kai against the back of the shower’s wall, continuously throwing her ass backward. He hugged his left arm over her heaving breasts, feeling the texture of her wet hair sticking to them while stroking her thigh with his free hand. Cerise moaned up to the shower faucet, now splashing her face with water. She quivered in his grip, and her pulsating orgasm caressed his prick comfortably. This time there wasn’t anything he could do. Cerise repeatedly thrust her bottom onto him while occasionally swirling her hips about, forcing her pussy to devour his cock.

      His cock couldn’t take it any longer. His throbbing member, deep inside Cerise, released its white load as a surging orgasm paralyzed Kai in place. He pumped her with his seed’s warmth. They leaned against each other in the shower, chest heaving as the water sprinkled over them. Kai held her wide hips from behind, running his hands up and down its feminine shape. Cerise laid the back of her head against his shoulder, purring erotically at him. After a minute, his penis slipped free from her hot snatch, alongside gobs of his semen that fell to the shower’s floor and vanished down the drain. He filled Cerise to the brim.

      “Never stop being such a fucking awesome lover, babe,” Cerise whispered to him. “I don’t know what I’d be doing without you. I really don’t.”

      Their gazes locked, and for a moment neither of them spoke.

      “Feel better now?” he asked.

      “I should be asking you the same thing!”

      The two shared some much-needed laughter. And then a minute-long passionate kiss.

      “I am confused.”

      That was Yukina.

      Anxiety filled Kai’s chest. Yukina was there. He was sure he had heard her speak those words. He slowly moved his face away from Cerise’s kissing lips and faced the glass door of his shower. Yukina stood ahead of it, peering at them through the foggy glass.

      “Oh, what the hell!” Kai yelled.

      “Yay!” Cerise stepped away from Kai and raised her arms cheerfully. “Hey, sis! Glad you finally joined us!”

      Cerise slid open the shower door and led Yukina into the warm mist of water spraying from the faucet, their hands clasped together. Now two naked girls were bathing with Kai. Yukina ambled toward him, her eyes examining every detail of his physique.

      She spent at least five seconds looking at his erect penis then pointed at it. “The natural form of a male differs greatly from what I thought it would be.”

      “Cerise . . .” Kai said, slowly facing her.

      “Yuki has so many questions!” Cerise said with a shrug. “I figured this would be a perfect chance to answer some of them. And she could use a bath too. Water is in short supply here, so the three of us showering would be the most effective way to save water!”

      Kai snorted. “Yet we wasted water when fucking—” Yukina stroked the grooves of his abs. “Hey!”

      Her hand was warm against his penis as she held it up toward the light, examining it with a curious gaze. “This is . . . firm. Master, why is that?”

      “Now, now, sis,” Cerise said. “Wash yourself first before you go on touching him.”

      “Wash myself . . .” Yukina tilted her head to the left, facing Cerise. “Please explain the procedure.”

      “Ugh.” Cerise facepalmed. “Kai, give me a hand here.”

      The three bathed together. Cerise handled Yukina’s long silver-white hair and backside, scrubbing it clean and applying shampoo and soap. As a test, Cerise asked Yukina to do what she had learned. Yukina twirled to Kai, wiped soap over his back, fetched Cerise’s loofah sponge, and washed him clean. Kai felt the soft weight of Yukina’s young breasts against him as she reached up to wipe his neck. And the gentle touch of her pubic hair grazing his left thigh from behind. Her slender hands trailing down his spine and onto his ass cheeks was something else.

      Yukina stood away from Kai. “As for my front?”

      “Hmm.” Cerise narrowed her eyes and held the bottom of her chin inquisitively. She turned to face him next with a wicked leer. “Would you like Kai to do that, Yuki?”

      “Okay.”

      Cerise took the loofah from Yukina and handed it and a bottle of soap to Kai. “Your turn, Commander!”

      She giggled.

      Yukina pivoted toward Kai while Cerise held her shoulders, almost keeping her in place. Kai applied the soap to Yukina’s chest, spreading the white and foamy substance across her left breast then her right. After he smoothed the soap across Yukina’s neck and face, his hands glided down her slender figure to her waist, where he rubbed her adorable navel. Kai wanted to leave it at that, but Cerise kept holding Yukina still and giving him that wicked leer. She wanted to see him go deeper and wouldn’t move until he did.

      So he did.

      Yukina stood still as Kai lathered soap onto her intimate area, taking great care to be gentle. He then moved on to rub her thighs, feeling the suds foam and cleanse her skin. Next, he coated her legs and feet, making sure to cover every inch with soap. Yukina didn’t say anything or express emotions. She stood with a blank expression and watched Kai run his hands up and down her body.

      “I see,” Yukina said when he finished. “This is how one cleans their front exterior.”

      “Yes,” Cerise said. “It’s best to clean yourself every day, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Cerise yanked the shower faucet from its hook and sprayed Yukina’s body with warm water, washing away the suds. She returned the faucet to its hook when finished. “All done!”

      “Yay.” Yukina angled her head up to meet Cerise’s gaze. “That was the appropriate word to use at a time like this, correct?”

      They shut the shower off, slid the door open, and stepped out into the foggy washroom. Cerise skipped to the towel rack, fetching a towel for herself and offering the other to Yukina. “Now to dry off.”

      Yukina tilted her head at the towel in Cerise’s hand. “Now dry? Please explain.”

      “Watch me.”

      Cerise held the towel and used it to pat her body clean. Yukina examined Cerise, toweling her curves off, and mimicked her.

      “Good,” Cerise said, eyeing Yukina. “Now, do the same to him.” She gestured to Kai, reaching for his towel.

      He shook his head. “I can dry myself—”

      Yukina brushed her towel over Kai’s chest and abs, drying him.

      Cerise tiptoed behind him, held his shoulders so he wouldn’t move, and pressed her buxom chest onto his back, sinking hard nipples into them. While Yukina wiped Kai’s front, Cerise used her towel to wipe the back of his head and hair before dragging it down over his backside and ass. Yukina stepped closer to his chest and wiped his face dry of the water. He felt her nipples tickle his frame, and wet, white pussy hair gently brushed across his flaccid cock. There were two pairs of breasts made of silicone squishing against Kai. His member was hardening again, ready to rise between Yukina’s legs as she wiped him dry.

      Yukina gasped.

      His dick touched her inner thigh. She stepped away and gazed into his eyes. A rosy hue spread across Yukina’s cheeks, and her lips parted slightly in surprise. She was astonished and blushed quite possibly for the first time ever.

      With Kai’s penis stiffening again, he moved slightly to the side to prevent unwanted contact with Yukina. Cerise just embraced him from behind and moved with him. He realized something critical at that moment. Kai never removed a condom from his cock because he didn’t have one on to start with. He didn’t fuck Cerise with a condom, and she was okay with that. Cerise disobeyed her programming directive, having sex without protection. And as he recalled, Cerise desired it, not because she yearned to please him but because she was the one who needed sexual healing. That wasn’t how marionette sex dolls were to operate. They fucked because they wanted to see their partner’s face and eyes lost to the euphoric rush of an orgasm.

      Cerise had changed that night, and so did Yukina.

      The truth behind Ilona’s software packages were finally coming to light. The marionettes around Kai had evolved by altering their code without realizing it. He made a note to study their programming code in the future to confirm it, though Kai was 100% sure that was the case.

      Cerise and Ilona’s emotions were already too lifelike compared to other AIs. This was what Dr. Roger Rhinehart wanted, he figured, marionettes that changed themselves to become something that was no different from humans.

      And maybe something better than humans, hopefully in a good way.
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            WE STAND READY TO FIGHT FOR YOU, COMMANDER

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of sparks from a welding torch in the engine room caught Kai’s attention right as he walked past its opened door. As he entered, Kai saw Amber standing at her workshop table, surrounded by various tools and materials.

      “Go to sleep, Amber,” Kai said, chuckling. “Whatever it is you’re working on, it can wait.”

      “But I couldn’t stop thinking about what I could do with this stuff here,” Amber said, not looking away from the project she had occupied herself with.

      “What is this stuff here?”

      “I snatched some scrap parts from the hunter-killer transport we downed.” She deactivated the torch and spun away, lifting a pair of goggles to her forehead. “Turns out there were a few machine monsters on it.”

      “So the Coalition had more.”

      “Yep, and it looked like Kopac was planning to deploy them.” She stepped forward and folded her arms. “Eden’s studying them, but like I said I snagged a few samples of my own.” She waved at the worktable. “I’m buildin’ an upgrade to your exoskeleton that’ll cover your body.”

      “Nice. What will that give me?”

      “Hopefully increased defense, a bit more upper body mobility, and a jet pack.”

      “A jetpack?” Kai leaned in, eager to learn more. “You mean I’ll be able to fly?”

      “Not for a long period of time,” Amber said, returning to her worktable, which was covered with an incomplete exoskeleton upgrade for Kai. “Just short bursts. You’ll have to upgrade the battery for this new getup though. Once we get our hands on that, and I finish up here, you can use your upgraded exoskeleton.”

      “I’m impressed. Thank you, Amber.”

      She grinned. Amber turned to face Kai with hands behind her back and eyes filled with a dreamy expression. “My pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      “Standby for takeoff,” Ilona said over a ship-wide announcement.

      The Starslayer blasted off a moment later, its quad rockets propelling the ship upward and into Eden’s orbit. Once in space, the ship’s mounted rockets rotated horizontally, sending the Starslayer off into the void, leaving the planet Eden behind.

      “Where to?” Ilona asked Kai, seated at his post on the bridge.

      “Someplace away from the violence for now, like Axtell,” he said.

      Ilona stood behind him, lifting her purple eyebrow up. “Uh, didn’t President Heinonen say we should—”

      “She said not to go to Tau Ceti,” Kai interjected. “We’ll still be in the system . . . just away from Eden. We’ll zip on back when Heinonen or Thorpe has work for us.”

      “Axtell . . .” Cerise said, glaring at the stars through one of the bridge’s observation windows. She twirled from the glass. “What’s that place like?”

      “I don’t know, never been there,” Kai said. “It’s colder than Eden. That’s all I know.”

      Yukina stood to Cerise’s left. “What will we do once we arrive, Master?”

      “We’ll reorganize ourselves then come back to take it to the enemy. If Eden doesn’t completely fall, we can win this.”

      Amber chimed in, spinning around on the chair she sat in. “We remove the Coalition from Eden and the Sato Tunnel to Sol, and we win.”

      “And we lose if they make it to Proxima Centauri,” Ilona added before adjusting the Starslayer’s course.

      She guided the space yacht toward a Sato Tunnel between Eden and Axtell’s orbits. Once the Starslayer passed through it, the tunnel would hurl them across the system to the second planet orbiting Rigil Kentaurus.

      Cerise giggled and cheered with both hands raised. “We stand ready to fight for you, Commander!”

      Kai grinned in response. He’d grown to like the title. Kai Novak, Commander of the Marionette Task Force. Kai and his four friends observed the stars as the Starslayer raced to the Eden-Axtell Sato Tunnel. He wondered what kind of high-paying mercenary jobs would be available for the team once they arrived.

      And whether they’d be able to complete them before President Heinonen ordered the team back to Eden for another gig.
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LET’S MEET FACE-TO-FACE

        

      

    

    
      A hotel suite door shut softly. Its panel turned red, indicating that its electronic lock had activated.

      Lieutenant Tatjana Romero, a Coalition Marine computer specialist, sat at the edge of her bed, unfolded her laptop, and laid it on her lap. The hotel suite glowed with vibrant hues of neon that shone through its majestic floor-to-ceiling window. Next to the bed was a tour guide pamphlet on a nightstand. It listed the many attractions that were popular among visiting tourists in the city of Desiree. Tatjana barely read the pamphlet.

      This wasn’t a leisure stay.

      She activated the laptop’s emailing client and typed out a message.

      From: Tatjana Romero

      To: Cody Harper

      Subject: We need to talk.

      I’ve cracked more of the laptop’s secrets. Rhinehart had discovered some incredible stuff. I’m talking about the complete synthesis between humans and marionettes and software that allows them to have genuine human-like emotions and decision-making on a level we’ve never seen before.

      Because of the nature of this, I’m going to have to request an increase in the agreed-upon payment for this information. And perhaps protection when my superiors find out I’m talking to you. But trust me, this will be worth it in the end. Your corporation will rise and crush the competition, cementing your family’s dynasty in the history books in the centuries that will follow.

      Tatjana hit the send button.

      She placed her laptop to the side, stood up, walked toward the floor-to-ceiling window, and gazed at the city’s neon skyline. It was only then that Tatjana realized the height of the hotel tower. She couldn’t even make out the cars on the roads below or wandering pedestrians visiting various markets or entertainment venues hosted by marionettes. She envied the freedom the rest of the galaxy had.

      Her laptop chimed, drawing Tatjana’s face away from the neon glow. She returned to her laptop while walking past a small briefcase lying on the side of her bed. She had gotten a reply to her email. Rather quickly too.

      Tatjana sat down and eyed the laptop’s display screen, her eyes darting back and forth as she read the newly received email.

      From: Cody Harper

      To: Tatjana Romero

      Subject: Re: We need to talk.

      We’d like to take a look at the data. Can you send it to me?

      She typed out a quick reply.

      Not like this. Let’s meet face-to-face. There’s a lot of stuff.

      He replied.

      You know that would take some time, right? We’re in Toliman.

      She typed back.

      I’m not stupid. I have the matter-to-energy converter you people gave to the Coalition. Energy passes through the Sato Tunnel faster than matter. I can be there in a few days, just like how the Coalition’s fleet moved from Sol to Eden quickly.

      He didn’t reply right away.

      Tatjana hoped it was because he was busy, hoped he wouldn’t take too long. By now, someone probably noticed that Rhinehart’s laptop, inside the briefcase near her bed, was missing and that Tatjana had gone MIA right at the same time it did.

      Treason charges awaited Tatjana unless he got back to her soon.

      Becoming richer than God awaited her if this deal with the corporate giant went through in time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CURRENT LOADOUTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai Novak

      Class: Street Samurai

      Level: 104

      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: 99 Enforcer | Type: Heavy Pistol | Manufacturer: Hellcat Corporation | Damage: 70 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 8 | Rate of Fire: 35 rounds/minute | Mods: None

      Accessory: Zenmetsu | Type: Katana | Manufacturer: Seiryu Kobayashi | Damage: 100 Piercing/Slashing

      Attributes

      Strength: 40

      Perception: 10

      Agility: 50

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 20

      Submachine gun: 25

      Rifle: 5

      Shotgun: 4

      Melee: 22

      Heavy Weapons: 5

      Explosives: 1

      Mounted Weapons: 7

      First Aid: 2

      Stealth: 13

      Exosuit:

      Arms: Xenoium Exoskeleton Arms | Type: Dragon Class Exoskeleton Arms and Gloves | Manufacturer: Amber Adams | Defense: 40 | Resistances: Piercing 90%, Slashing 90%, Blunt 90% | Strength +20 Agility +20

      Power Cell: Lipka Industries LI72 Lithium-ion Battery | Battery Life: 72 hours

      Combat Enhancing Software Installed

      Double Tap, Ricochet

      Combat Enhancing Software Not Installed

      Death by a Thousand Cuts, Disseverment
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        * * *

      

      Cerise

      Class: Assault

      Level: 80

      Weapons

      Main: Vinogradov 77 | Type: Assault Rifle | Manufacturer: Lipka Industries | Damage: 88 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 30 | Rate of Fire: 900 rounds/minute | Mods: Telescopic Sight

      Secondary: M-647 | Type: Machine Gun | Manufacturer: Lipka Industries | Damage: 88 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 100 | Rate of Fire: 650 rounds/min | 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: 5

      Rifle: 37

      Shotgun: 3

      Sniper Rifle: 3

      Melee: 5

      Heavy Weapons: 2

      Explosives: 2

      Mounted Weapons: 13

      Stealth: 1

      890i Components

      Eyes: Courtesan 890i Eyes | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100% | Empathy Analyzer for eyes

      Skin: Combat Nanofiber Skin | Type: Marionette Skin Weave | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Defense: 80 | Resistances: Slashing 90%, Blunt 90%, 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, Strengthen Grip

      Combat Enhancing Software Not Installed

      Overload
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        * * *

      

      Yukina

      Class: Sniper

      Level: 79

      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: 20

      Sniper Rifle: 25

      Melee: 2

      Heavy Weapons: 2

      Explosives: 2

      Mounted Weapons: 2

      First Aid: 8

      Stealth: 6

      400i Components

      Eyes: Standard 400i Eyes | Manufacturer: Vivid Corporation | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100% | Zoom Enhancement +20 Perception when active

      Skin: Combat Nanofiber Skin | Type: Marionette Skin Weave | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Defense: 80 | Resistances: Slashing 90%, Blunt 90%, 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

      Combat Enhancing Software Not Installed

      Piercing Shot
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        * * *

      

      Amber Adams

      Class: Combat Engineer

      Level: 72

      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: Shadow Strike Silencer

      Attributes

      Strength: 60

      Perception: 40

      Agility: 40

      Tactical Skills

      Handgun: 15

      Rifle: 25

      Melee: 1

      Heavy Weapons: 5

      Explosives: 15

      First Aid: 5

      Stealth: 6

      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, Taser Stun

      Combat Enhancing Software Not Installed

      None
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        * * *

      

      Ilona

      Class: AI Assistant

      Level: 77

      Attributes

      Strength: 0

      Perception: 100

      Agility: 0

      Tactical Skills

      Mounted Weapons: 24

      Hacking: 53

      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 . . .

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby reaches out to Kai with a lucrative proposition that might conflict with the Marionette Task Force’s next operation, involving the rescue of a VIP the Solar Coalition has taken great interest in.
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