
        
            
                
            
        

    
STOLEN HEIRESS
A CYBERPUNK LITRPG
MARIONETTE TASK FORCE
BOOK 3


EDDIE R. HICKS



Stolen Heiress

Marionette Task Force Book 3

By Eddie R. Hicks

Copyright © 2025 Eddie R. Hicks

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

This novel contains scenes of graphic violence, explicit language, and sexuality and is intended for mature readers.

Cover Art by: H-Battousai

V 1.0


PROLOGUE
STAY FROSTY



Sienna Heinonen snuck out of her family’s vacation home again. It’d been the sixth time she’d done that in the last year. Her technique had become an art at this point.

She moved through thick snow while the dusting of flurries tapered off for the night. She stopped before a group of her friends. It wasn’t hard to find them in the darkness, since their boots had left prints in the snow. The group ahead of her wore attire suitable for combatting the cold alpine air, with many of them keeping their gloved hands in the pockets of their parka coats.

Sienna switched off her flashlight before slipping it back into her coat pocket. They were about to enter the dangerous part of their plan. Crouching into the snow, the group slowly traveled toward a ski resort nestled in the mountains, the city streetlights illuminating its silent roads. There was a fence encircling the city the resort was in. Beyond the fence were the city’s structures, many of them partially reduced to rubble from constant shelling. The enemy had installed searchlights on other buildings, using their white rays of light to highlight the streets. Other buildings were encircled with barbwire.

If one listened closely enough, they could pick out the sounds of at least four sets of boots crunching snow blanketing the unplowed city streets.

“An occupied city,” Anthony said, his face looking uneasy. “Man, this is so dangerous.”

“Okay . . . so how do we get in?” Brendon asked the group.

Anthony glanced about. “Looks like the Coalition fenced off the entire city.”

Libby shrugged. “Well, I guess we turn back!”

Sienna inched toward the fence. “Fuck that.”

She approached the tallest person in the group, Elias. With a firm grip on his wrist, Sienna wandered aside while pulling Elias along with her. The duo moved around the fenced-off city until she discovered a gate tended to by two soldiers wearing white camo outfits with the red and black flag of the Solar Coalition on their shoulders. The Vinogradov 77 assault rifles the soldiers clenched made Sienna wonder if perhaps they were about to make a fatal mistake.

But only for a second.

Sienna pulled back on her coat’s left sleeve, unveiling her wrist-mounted ICE-breaker deck. With a couple of taps, Sienna’s ICE-breaker accessed the networking functions of the soldiers’ headsets using malicious code.

Initiate Communication Disruption?

She hit the confirmation option and waited for the show to start.

“Argh! My fucking ears!”

The two soldiers squirmed in frantic panic, ripping off and throwing their headsets into the snow. She forced their devices to emit a loud, high-pitched sound. Even with the headsets off, one could still hear the devices’ deafening shrills. Following Sienna’s lead, Elias accessed his ICE-breaker next, his fingers dancing across its touch screen.

The Coalition soldier groaned, “Shit, now someone’s fucking with my implant!” He slapped the side of his head, not that it would do him any good.

His partner tightened his hold on his Vinogradov rifle. “Can you call it in? My headset’s fucked.”

“No, I can’t. Comms are out.”

“Stay frosty, comrade.” The soldier raised his rifle. “We’ve got hackers nearby.”

With their combat implants and communication equipment hacked, the soldiers inched forward with their weapons held outward. They moved into the snow with eyes on alert, carefully looking for Elias and Sienna lurking in the shadows. Retrieving stun batons, Elias and Sienna carefully advanced through the darkness, cautiously sneaking up on the two soldiers still dazed from the cyberattack.

Sienna gave Elias a nod. He did so as well. Working in unison, they powered the stun batons, generating a crackle of electricity within the sticks before striking the backs of the soldiers. The men convulsed uncontrollably. Eventually, the shocked men dropped their assault rifles into the snow. Three seconds later, the soldiers passed out and joined their weapons on the ground. She’d take their guns if they could hack their biometrics, but the security on those was damn near uncrackable, even for an ICE-breaker. The best Sienna could do was interfere with the Vinogradov 77’s on/off power cycles. Smart weapons couldn’t fire when a hacker switched them off.

With the guards down, Sienna and Elias used their ICE-breakers to unlock the gate’s digital locks. It slid open when the duo finished, granting the group access to the city and the ski resort beyond the barbed wire fence. Before moving into the settlement, they quickly regrouped with Anthony, Libby, Brendon, and Melody. The group positioned themselves among the idle cars on the roads, using them as cover to hide from the numerous enemy soldiers. The cars, abandoned at the start of the war, were now buried under a thick layer of snow and ice.

While walking through the streets, Sienna and her friends noted the presence of several Solar Coalition patrols, their dominating presence enforcing the curfew and keeping civilians off the streets. She angled the ICE-breaker’s screen to her face and used the device to access information on the enemy soldiers.

[Lv. 106] – [Solar Coalition Marine]

As expected, she and Elias couldn’t hack into the soldiers’ smart weapons, only power down their guns. Thankfully, neural implants and communication equipment were much easier to hack, the latter more so than the former.

“Okay,” Sienna said, spinning to face her friends, “you know the drill.”

Melody nodded. “Right.” She pulled out an ICE-breaker of her own. “Disabling their comms and weapons.”

Anthony, Libby, and Brendon followed suit, producing ICE-breaker devices hidden under their coat sleeves. The group systematically scanned and located every communication device the enemy had on them and then remotely accessed their devices to flood them with malicious code. Should Sienna’s team run into trouble, the enemy couldn’t call for backup.

Sienna lowered her left arm, weighed down by the ICE-breaker strapped to her wrist. The device’s screen confirmed that Sienna disabled her target’s comms.

She grinned. “Done.”

“Same,” Melody reported.

“Give me a few,” Brendon said. “And done.”

Everyone else nodded their confirmation. They were good.

Sienna led the way forward. “Okay, let’s go.”

Avoiding the searchlights illuminating the roads, Sienna and her team moved through the streets, ensuring they only walked on existing footprints in the snow. No need to risk detection because the enemy saw footprints that weren’t there before. They passed a shopping mall during their trek. One store had a sign listing a sale on snowmobiles. Below the sign was a small holographic picture of the snowmobile on sale. Sienna sighed. She wished the war wasn’t a reality. Going on a ride on a snowmobile seemed like something fun to do.

“So why did the Coalition attack and take control of a ski resort?” Melody asked, breaking her silence.

“The mountain it’s on is rich in resources, mostly lithium,” Elias replied. “There’s a small lithium mining town east of the resort. Because the settlements here are so far up the mountain and away from the sprawls, most of Eden’s forces couldn’t be bothered to defend it.”

“So they abandoned the resort, mines, and small towns?”

“Not completely,” Sienna said. “Eden has a detachment of soldiers trying to reclaim the mining town.”

Melody narrowed her eyes, barely visible in the darkness of her hood. “But not the ski resort.”

“Liberating the lithium mines was more of a priority,” Elias said. “This city was deemed an acceptable loss since the place wasn’t hugely populated and most of the people vacationing here had evacuated.”

“Most?” Melody asked.

“Space was limited on the evacuation transports,” Sienna said. “Plus, some of the locals who made the city their home couldn’t leave as well and are now suffering.”

“I doubt the lack of power and the cold are helping,” Elias grunted.

Sienna shook her head. “It isn’t, nor is the high elevation.”

Her team arrived at the entrance to a hotel half an hour later. Its doors weren’t unlocked. Sienna’s ICE-breaker display screen revealed that there was no power flowing into the door’s electronic locks. The group passed into the hotel’s lobby to discover hordes of civilians wrapped with towels and blankets pulled from the hotel’s many suites. There were no lights inside, nor was there heating. Sienna’s ICE-breaker revealed that the Coalition had siphoned the hotel’s power to energize the structures under their control and recharge their electrical devices.

Several displaced civilians seeking shelter in the hotel lobby gasped at the arrival of Sienna’s team. She put an index finger to her lips. Shush.

Sienna unslung her backpack, dropped it to the floor, and unzipped it deftly with nimble fingers. Her friends to her left and right did so as well, pulling out the contents within and handing them off to the tattered civilians.

“Here,” Sienna said, offering neatly wrapped packages to the surrounding people. “We’ve got food, water, batteries, and LLTs.”

Her team distributed the supplies they brought to the displaced civilians who lost their homes because of the war. Numerous lively faces shone with hope. People cared for them. People who were members of prestigious corporate dynasties but weren’t looking to profit either.

A middle-aged man, his salt and pepper hair a mess with soot, ran to Sienna to collect what she was offering. Panicking, Elias grabbed Sienna with both hands, lifting her off the ground and nearly tossing her away from the man. Elias stood before Sienna and used his imposing body like a wall to keep her and the aged man separated.

She grimaced. “Elias!”

“I’ve got this.”

“So do I. Now go help those people over there.”

Elias turned toward her. “I’m just protecting you.”

“From unarmed and starving people?”

“Look at them,” Elias said, his voice low that only she could hear. “They’re so dirty.”

“Yeah, that’s because of the war.”

“They could be criminals. Every city has them.”

Sienna moved around the big guy, mumbling, “We’re fine.”

“Pardon me?”

“I said we’re fine!”

She resumed handing the supplies out, giving the middle-aged man what she offered at first before moving on to take out another package from her backpack, handing it off to a woman and her three children.

The mother of three glanced at Sienna upon receiving the package. “Who are you?”

“Sons and daughters of the corporate elite who’s sick of seeing you suffer.”

“And first aid kits? Do you have any?” The woman pointed at a torn piece of cloth wrapped around her arm, its fabric dark red with blood stains.

“A few.” Sienna looked into her bag, digging through it. Her hands came out empty-handed. “Er, less than a few. Fuck.” She looked at the rest of her team. “I thought we had more than this.”

Anthony shrugged. After a quick check, they had only brought five first aid kits. There were more than five people who could have used them, and those folks who didn’t get the kits had some sad, disappointed faces. Especially the middle-aged man who approached Sienna earlier. It turned out that the man needed antibiotics. Sienna was his only hope for recovery and had let him down twice. First when Elias suggested he was a criminal, and again when she discovered they didn’t have enough first aid kits.

She wanted to know why they were short on kits. To get that answer, Sienna stormed over to Libby, who was responsible for acquiring them.

“Those are a lot harder to find these days,” Libby revealed. “The war’s taking its toll.”

Sienna looked about, noticing many more people in the lobby who needed first aid kits.

“Okay, you four look rough,” Sienna said, approaching a group of men on the floor. She removed the first aid kit she had brought for her own use and offered it to the injured. “Take this for now.” Sienna glanced at the rest of the wounded. She wished she could do more for them.

“There are more supplies in the hospital,” a young teen said, a girl no older than seventeen.

Sienna angled her gaze at the teen and approached. “Oh really?”

“The invaders have been hoarding them for themselves, among other things.”

“So we’ve been told,” Brendon snorted.

Sienna marched to the exit. “Which way is it?”

The teen girl walked with her and pointed at a four-story structure down the road. “That building over there. That’s the hospital.”

Sienna’s friends joined her from the sides, all of them narrowing their eyes at the building in question.

“It’s not too far away,” Sienna said. “I’d say we dart in, grab some medical supplies, then bring them back here⁠—”

“No.” Elias shook his head while folding his arms. “We’ve done enough.”

“Food and water are useless if they die of infections.” Sienna spun around and looked at the middle-aged man from earlier, catching the glimmer of hope in his eyes. It was a chance to undo what happened, undo the fact she disappointed him twice. “We’re going for those supplies. The Coalition has no right to keep it for themselves.” Sienna turned to her friends. “Let’s go, guys.”

Nobody from the group stepped forward. In fact, they step backward.

“Fuck it.” Sienna twisted around and ambled outside into the cold and snow. “Fine, I’ll do it myself⁠—”

Elias grabbed and pulled on Sienna’s right shoulder, yanking her toward him.

She was certain she was airborne during his pull. His strength nearly sent her flying away when he finished pulling her.

“Sienna,” Elias said, his tone firm, “you’re not going anywhere! It’s too dangerous.”

She ignored him and tried running out, but Elias’s grip caught her elbow, clenching it tightly. His firm hold was almost painful.

“Let go of me!”

Elias pulled her back to him. “Think about this!”

With a snarl, she gazed up at the towering man. “You’re hurting me!”

Elias released his grip on her, his mouth agape. “Oh my goodness! I apologize. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

And Sienna ran away, leaving his ass behind.

Leaving everyone behind. Elias charged after Sienna, following her into the nighttime snowy roads.

“Sienna!”

“Keep your fucking voice down!”

She looked back at Elias periodically while dodging the patrols and searchlights near the four-story building. His legs were shaking during the slog through the snow. She doubted the cold was the reason, given his warm attire. She really wished he’d man up.

Sienna snuck into the hospital lot, crouching before an ambulance. She used her ICE-breaker to hack into the vehicle’s door and unlocked it with a tap of the device’s screen. Once inside, Sienna helped herself to the various medical supplies tucked away in the ambulance’s rear section. Her winter gloved hands picked up med kits, medicine, disinfecting spray, first aid foam, and antibiotics. The works. She stuffed them inside her backpack like a looting thief.

Elias arrived just in time for Sienna to toss a few items his way that she couldn’t fit into her backpack.

“Make yourself useful.”

“Sienna, stop this! Please, let’s go. We’ve done enough!”

“Are you a man or a mouse? Hurry the fuck up and help me!”

“Right now? A mouse.”

She facepalmed. “Oh my fucking God . . .”

“I don’t want to die!”

Sienna and Elias wandered back toward the hotel with their backpacks full of looted medical supplies. There were almost in the clear now, just a few meters to go before reaching the hotel’s front steps.

The sound of items crashing into the snow below echoed.

Sienna spun round, her eyes wide in shock. Elias didn’t zip up his bag properly. Half the medical supplies had dropped out of his bag, making noise in the streets that were supposed to be devoid of travelers.

So it wasn’t surprising to her that the searchlights mounted on top of nearby structures shone down on the two, highlighting their presence to the enemy. Sienna counted seven enemy soldiers racing through the snow, their Vinogradov 77 rifles raised menacingly at the two.

The nearest soldier reached them first. “Curfew is still in effect! What are you doing here?”

The other soldiers were still a minute out from reaching them.

The soldier walked over slowly and cautiously, approaching Elias first and glancing at the medical supplies that fell into the snow.

“Thieves, eh? You know what we do to thieves in the Coalition?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Sienna snarled.

The soldier pointed his assault rifle at her face. “You, show me your ID.”

“Fuck off, Earther.” Sienna tapped her ICE-breaker’s screen.

The soldier screamed and held his ears while his headset projected a deafening and annoying sound.

Sienna ran. Elias stood there until she ran back, grabbed his arm, and ran ahead. The remaining soldiers took aim and inched their fingers for their triggers. And then they pulled those triggers. An awkward silence fell, followed by each of the soldiers cursing into the air. The team had disabled their Vinogradovs beforehand. No bullets came their way, and backup was nonexistent since their comms were down too.

Of course, all Sienna and her friends did was turn the soldiers’ weapons off. Because of that, once the men realized their smart guns were off, they rebooted their weapons and retook aim at the fleeing duo.

Bullets whizzed past Sienna and Elias as the sound of gunfire filled their ears.

Sienna hid behind a car, using it as cover to shield herself from the hail of gunfire that came their way. Elias wasn’t at her side. He was still running and dropping everything he had in the snow.

“Elias!” Sienna yelled, her back pressed against the car. “Elias! Don’t fucking leave me! Come back!”

“No way! I don’t want to die!”

She never heard his voice again that night.

Off to the side, Sienna noticed her friends leaving the hotel one after the other in a frightened sprint. They never ran to her aid though. Like Elias, her friends darted into the darkness, seeking a way out of the city. Not one of them offered Sienna a helping hand or used their ICE-breakers to at least give Sienna some breathing space.

They left her alone.

Cowards. Sienna hoped to be associated with braver people in her next life.

A Jager sped toward Sienna’s cover behind the car, its wheels ripping through the snow and kicking up white tuffs everywhere. Activating her ICE-breaker, Sienna forced the military jeep to increase speed while disabling its ability to turn or brake. The Jager ended up driving into the enemy that was shooting at her, plastering gore and ripped guts across its hood and windshield before the vehicle slammed into a brick wall.

An alert flashed, drawing her attention.

ICE-Breaker: Battery Charge – 15%

Groaning echoed. Some of the soldiers who had been encroaching on her position survived. Sienna took advantage of the downtime and ran while the surviving enemy were returning to their feet. She passed through the security fence and disappeared into the wilderness’s cold darkness. As Sienna ran, she recalled that there was another settlement ahead, a frozen and war-ravaged place. The mining town Eden’s forces were trying to take back. Fighting was heavy in the streets there.

The lights of various Jagers shone in her direction suddenly. The Coalition found her.

Sienna changed directions in the snow and bolted away. The enemy jeeps barreled through the snowfield, their engines roaring as they pursued her into a vast expanse of boreal trees. The chase went on for hours.

And then the enemy retreated. They gave up. Gave up too quickly since they were a minute away from finding her. Not that Sienna was complaining, as she was able to reach the mining settlement without issue. Yes, it was dangerous to enter, as there were still active battles, but there were bound to be abandoned homes she could crash at to keep warm for the night. When the sun rose, Sienna planned to attract the attention of the Eden soldiers stationed in the town and return home with their help.

She was the daughter of President Maria Heinonen after all.

Sienna entered the mining town right as enemy bombers descended from space and hung above. The enemy vessels didn’t move until they dropped multiple orbs from their ships and into the settlement.

This was it.

Sienna just walked into a bombing run. She sank her knees into the snow, feeling utterly defeated, and waited for death.

There were no explosions. No bangs, no nothing.

The enemy didn’t bomb the city, and so death never came.

The enemy released something else into the area. Something far worse than explosives.


1
WELCOME BACK, COMMANDER



Ilona hacked an electronic lock, granting Kai Novak access to a cargo hold as its doors slid open. It was one of many doors within a small pirate base in the basin of a crater on Axtell’s moon. The gravity was a comfortable 0.7G. The pirates couldn’t afford an artificial gravity generator.

Kai ambled toward a cluster of metal crates in the middle of the room, littered across the floor in the most disorganized manner ever. An advanced drone floated over his shoulder. It was his AI assistant, Ilona. Her drone projected her hologram ahead of him, a ghostly apparition of a woman with long purple hair, wearing a white lab coat and a black skirt. She walked over to the crates and studied them carefully before running her holographic hand across them. The contents of the crates appeared on rectangularly shaped holographic screens hovering at eye level.

“Confirmed, Commander,” Ilona said as her projection spun to face Kai. “This is the cargo stolen from our client.”

“Now what?” Cerise asked, speaking on the communication channel.

Kai stepped forward, eyeing all the stolen goods in the cargo hold. “Now, we finish what we came here to do and eliminate these pirates. Once that’s done, we’ll signal our client that their corporate ships can land and recover their stolen property.”

According to the mini-map in his virtual vision, Kai and Ilona approached a door leading to a connecting chamber.

Cerise transmitted another message as they neared the door. “Need us to give you a hand?”

“We’re good for now,” Kai replied. “You and Yukina remain in position and keep the Starslayer protected. The last thing we need is scouting pirates to hijack it and take our only ride off this rock with them.”

The next set of sliding doors opened. With his holographic AI assistant to his left, Kai strode in and entered a room with echoing voices reverberating off the walls. The voices were from a TV left on.

The evening news was playing. It was a report broadcasting from Axtell’s surface regarding the Marionette Task Force, the mercenary company Kai had formed in response to the invasion of Eden. The news report mentioned that his team had been on the planet for several days and had been accepting anti-pirate elimination contracts.

The enemy was doing their homework.

A low battery warning flashed in Kai’s virtual vision.

Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 21%

“Ah, shit.”

“There you are!”

That was Amber Adams. The blonde combat engineer strode in behind Kai and Ilona, giving the two a look while strapping her ZR6 Carbine over her shoulder.

Kai glanced at her arrival. “You finished in the reactor room?”

“You bet. I’ve locked ‘em out of it.” Amber squinted at Kai. “My HUD’s reportin’ you got a low battery.”

“Yeah, I had to use one too many CESs today.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got you covered.” Amber raised her chromed-out cybernetic arm. “Picked up a new CES before we left Eden. It should raise your battery’s charge.”

“Oh, that’s handy.”

“Now that my cybernetics have a larger memory storage unit, I was able to install a few more nifty CESs.”

“Would that memory allow you to receive Ilona’s software packages? You know, since your new cybernetic implants are repurposed marionette parts.”

Amber spun to Ilona. “I dunno. Am I worthy, Ilona?”

“Do you even want them?” Ilona said, crossing her arms. “I know you’re a half marionette now, but . . .”

Amber chuckled. “Let’s find out what your packages are doing to Cerise and Yukina first.”

Amber approached Kai and activated her newly installed CES. From her brief explanation, it was programmed to allow users to transfer energy safely from one battery source to another and recharge it. Her cybernetic arm sent a burst of energy into his exosuit’s lithium battery, giving it a quick on-the-spot recharge at the expense of her battery’s power.

His battery’s charge increased by 5% every two seconds.

She stopped when his battery reached 36%. An understandable decision, considering Amber had to save some power for herself as well.

He was impressed nonetheless. “Thanks.”

“My pleasure,” Amber replied. “If y’all ever run low on battery power in tight situations, just come on over to me!”

“Yeah, but you lose battery power when you use that CES.”

“I’m still half human here.” Amber rubbed the back of her head. “If my battery runs dry, it just means I can’t use any CES or my augments. I can still fight.”

“And if your battery overheats?”

“Hey now, I’m not stupid. I manage my heating issues just fine. Plus, that CES is programmed to send me alerts to my neural implant if there are any problems.”

With guns ready, Kai and Amber proceeded deeper into the pirate moon base while Ilona tailed behind and provided real-time data for them.

Kai and Amber encountered a group of three pirates in the next chamber they entered, courtesy of Ilona hacking the door open. He flicked off the M-905’s safety, quickly raised the submachine gun with the aid of his exoskeleton arms, and pulled the trigger. Amber discharged her ZR6, and the duo took down the pirates with a spray of bullets in their general direction, echoing loud bangs across the metallic walls.

“Commander!”

A pirate had leaped out from a ceiling vent and leisurely fell behind Kai, slightly slower than usual because of the moon’s gravity. The ambushing pirate delivered a swift kick, sending Kai’s M-905 out of his grip. The weapon tumbled to the ground.

No problem.

Kai’s exoskeleton kicked in, forcing his hands to reach for the Zenmetsu katana strapped to his back. There was just one problem, as stated in an error message in his virtual vision. Kai was too close to the wall. There was no safe space for him to retrieve his katana free and swing it. His exoskeleton canceled the move.

No problem.

Kai activated his new CES.

Instant Disable

Forces hands and arms to disable a target and steal their equipped weapon.

Note: Consumes 15% battery charge per use

Warning: Please ensure you have quick-hack disks available or that you are stealing a weapon without biometrics.

Compatible With: Lipka Industries-made OSs.

Ilona programmed the Instant Disable CES during their off time. After Kai had installed it, Amber decided to modify the hands of his exoskeleton. The modification allowed him to deploy a few stored quick-hack disks necessary for hacking a weapon’s biometric security lock.

As a result, when Kai stole the enemy’s machine pistol away, he slapped on a quick-hack disk, granting Ilona the ability to remove the gun’s biometrics. Kai turned the machine pistol on the pirate and blew a hole through his forehead. The man died with a shocked look.

Kai took the time to scan the new machine pistol in his grip. The gun’s information appeared on a small screen in the left half of his vision.

Scorpio MPX

Type: Machine Pistol

Manufacturer: Hellcat Corporation

Damage: 36 piercing damage

Ammo Capacity: 32

Rate of Fire: 1500 rounds/minute

Mods: None

Recommendations for Usage:

25 Strength

10 Submachine Gun Skill

10 Handgun Skill

It was weaker than the M-905 by 4 but had nearly twice the rate of fire. Kai opted to keep both on him. After a quick magazine swap and stealing the unused magazines from the dead, Kai and Amber passed into the last chamber according to the mini-map in his vision. The chamber was an enormous hangar where the pirates kept their raiding ships along with captured trading starships.

“Goddamn, look at all these ships,” Amber said.

Dozens of starships were present there. Some were half dismantled with parts spread across the floor, likely to be sold for spare parts. Other ships were being jury-rigged with guns and missile launchers to be added to the pirates’ growing fleet.

And now Kai’s Marionette Task Force was about to shut it all down.

Ilona floated toward a computer terminal, and the drone activating her holographic avatar appeared before it.

“I’m hacking into the base’s operating functions,” Ilona said. “There we go. Locking the pirates out. I’m also locking the doors to their weapon lockers too, so the surviving ones can’t get armed.”

“And thanks to me tossin’ a monkey wrench into their reactor, they can’t reboot their systems or simply power down the base,” Amber said.

“Good, because by now word’s gotten out about us, and a system reboot would kinda force me to start over.” Ilona cracked her holographic fingers. “Okay, now to work on their comms. I’m pretty sure someone’s bound to have heard the screams and gunfire.”

The calm that fell around the team was short. An assault mech forcefully barged into the hangar, breaking through the maintenance doorway with a powerful kick. Startled by its arrival, Kai, Amber, and Ilona turned their gazes to the unexpected intruder, their expressions filled with concern. The mech was at least eight feet tall, fitted with chain guns on its arms. The hulking mech advanced on the group, lifting its arms upward.

Kai grimaced and thumbed backward at the mech. “Like him?”

“It,” Ilona corrected him.

“What?”

“That mech’s AI controlled. No human pilot.”

“Well, that’s fucking great.”

The mech entered effective weapons range, and its arm cannons blazed with fury. Kai and Amber scattered for cover, seeking refuge behind the idle starships. Ilona’s hologram faded, and her drone form floated away to evade the gunfire, hammering dozens of holes into the walls. The deafening roar of the mech’s weapons never ended.

Kai pulled out the M-905 and Scorpio MPX and started laying down covering fire. He was dual-wielding weapons now. The exosuit Kai wore made it easier for him to hold the two guns and dampened the recoil—the Scorpio MPX especially with its high rate of fire. He was certain he wouldn’t have been able to dual-wield those weapons without the exosuit. His base strength of 20 wouldn’t be high enough. Kai watched his battery closely. Since he was discharging two weapons simultaneously, his exosuit was consuming its battery power faster. He’d lose the power to dual-wield if his suit’s battery charge fell to zero.

He quickly discovered a drawback to using the Scorpio MPX. Its range was limited, but with the speed at which the mech was advancing on their position, Kai suspected that the gun’s range wasn’t going to be an issue soon.

Kai and Amber periodically inched to the side to take potshots at the mech. Their bullets only chipped away at its tough armor. A yellow bar appeared above the mech, representing its estimated armor durability. If the yellow bar vanished, then it meant that the mech’s armor plating had sustained too much damage.

Its yellow bar was only at 97%.

Kai retreated behind the ship he used as cover, lowering his twin guns. “My rounds ain’t doing shit!”

He heard Amber silence the bangs of her carbine while she returned to cover. “Same.”

With his back pressed against the idle starship’s hull, Kai peeked around the corner and scanned the mech.

Requires at least 100 Hacking Skill.

Ilona’s hacking level was 53, which would explain why she hadn’t done anything about the mech. Quick-hack disks might take it down, though Kai had serious doubts whether the mech would allow him or Amber to get close enough to do that. He also had no idea how many disks it’d take. A big mech like that would probably need multiple disks.

Kai activated his commlink. “Cerise, Yukina! We could use some help here!”

Cerise squealed excitedly over the channel. “Finally, some action!”

“We are coming to you now, Master,” Yukina transmitted.

He directed his attention to the side. “Amber, help me keep this thing away from Ilona. If she goes down, we’re all fucked.”

Ilona snorted. “If I go down, I’ll no longer be alive.”

“Yeah, that too.”

Her drone floated back to the computer terminal, where Ilona’s projection reappeared and interacted with six holographic screens. “Feeling the love there, Commander.”

“Hey, c’mon, give me a break here!”

“Nope, you’re gonna have to make up for that one!” Ilona pointed a finger at him. “Wine and chocolate with me when we’re done, and don’t show up with the cheap stuff!”

Kai and Amber kept the mech off Ilona by continuing to take random potshots at it, their rounds slowly decreasing its yellow armor durability bar. The mech’s estimated durability fell to 93% after five minutes and God knew how many magazine reloads.

“Getting real low on ammo here, Novak!”

“Same.”

“Good thing we’re not!”

Cerise and Yukina arrived. Both marionette girls announced their entrance by gunning the mech from behind. Yukina had switched to her Barracuda S80 shotgun and hurried closer to the mech for an up close and personal encounter. The 400i marionette blasted sections of the mech’s armor away, lowering its durability to 87%. When the mech spun to face Yukina, she performed evasive combat rolls with reaction times no human could execute, her twin-tailed silver-white hair fluttering wildly. As the mech focused on Yukina, Cerise, an 890i model, held her Vinogradov 77 assault rifle upward while its muzzle flared, sending armor-piercing rounds down range. Cerise’s rifle wasn’t doing any better than Amber’s; if anything, it was worse. The Vinogradov dealt 88 piercing damage versus the ZR6’s 91 piercing damage.

However, the Vinogradov’s 900 rounds/minute rate of fire, held in the hands of an 890i marionette, made the mech switch its attention to shoot at Cerise as well. Yukina executed another flawless dive away from the mech’s weapons, landing behind a crate. She came up from her dive with the S80 firmly gripped and sent down a barrage of bursts. The mech pointed its left arm at her in retaliation, and its chain gun blazed. Yukina blasted the mech’s arm once, the impact of her round forcing the arm to the side. She covered herself behind the cargo container and slipped in new shells into the Barracuda S80, reloading the shotgun.

“Here, this should help.” Ilona sent the team battle data. “This is where its primary energy supply is. Damage it, and it will power down.”

Kai studied the data Ilona sent him and the others. A screen appeared dead center of his virtual vision, a technical diagram of the mech. He spotted the mech’s energy core on the diagram, directly in the middle of its frame.

Amber grimaced. “We’d still need to reduce its overall armor to access that weak spot.”

“At the rate you four are progressing, I predict you should be able to expose the core at or around 40%.”

“Then there you have it,” Kai said. “Everyone, keep shooting until its armor durability rating reaches 40%!”

Yukina gripped her shotgun while pressing her back against the crate she hid behind. “Understood, Master.”

“Cerise, activate your CESs,” Kai shouted over the racket of the mech’s guns. “Overload should increase your damage output enough to chip it down to 40% faster!”

“My battery’s currently at 92%,” Cerise replied. “I can use Overload for like ten seconds. After that, I’ll have no power to keep operating!”

“Hmm.” Kai grimaced. “I think we’re going to need you to use that CES a bit longer than that.”

“What about you, Yuki?” Amber asked.

“I can utilize Piercing Shot but . . .”

“Right, that will drain your battery each time you shoot.”

“31.5% battery drain each shot, to be exact, Master.”

“We’ll be fine,” Amber said, waving toward the marionette duo the best she could without her hand getting shot off. “Yukina, Cerise, to me.”

Cerise and Yukina rushed over to Amber’s hiding spot behind the partially dismantled ship, their footsteps echoing on the metal floor as they moved swiftly and cautiously to evade the devastating firepower of the mech. Kai laid down covering fire while the two advanced, though the mech mostly ignored him. Cerise and Yukina arrived behind Amber’s cover, both marionettes inching to her left and right.

“Okay, now what?” Cerise asked Amber.

“Now, you two go on ahead and plug yourselves into my arm.”

Amber held out her cybernetic arm, modified with marionette components. On the sides of her chrome arm were USB plugs. Cerise grabbed her rear USB cable and inserted it into Amber’s arm. Yukina ogled her with a curious gaze before imitating Cerise’s actions.

Both marionettes were plugged into Amber’s arm now.

Kai had to raise an eyebrow. “Is that another Eden CES, Amber?”

She smiled at him amidst the thumping steps of the mech, which was closing in on their position. “Ya damn right it is.”

Amber activated another CES she had. Once active, it allowed anyone plugged into her arm to draw power from her battery, so they wouldn’t have to use theirs.

“Oh, wow,” Cerise said, rubbing her hand through her pink hair.

Yukina re-gripped her shotgun. “This will be very effective.”

“Now y’all can make use of your CESs to your heart’s content. My battery will foot the power cost.”

Cerise and Yukina returned to battle, their weapons’ fire stopping the mech from pushing farther. Cerise activated Overload, and her body transferred additional power into her rifle, forcing it to fire at higher velocities. Meanwhile, Yukina activated Piercing Shot, and her battery supercharged her Barracuda S80. The shotgun now sent forth blasts with increased penetrating power into the mech. The two girls didn’t have to use any of their battery power; they siphoned energy from Amber.

“Just watch it,” Amber said. “This might make me overheat, like a lot.”

“Got no choice!” Kai said, returning to the battle, his twin guns blazing. “This thing needs to go down now!”

Cerise upped the intensity of her assault by stacking the CESs Overload and Strengthen Grip. Now she was able to dual wield the Vinogradov 77 and the M-647 machine gun she had brought with her, both weapons firing rounds at insanely high velocities that tore off chunks of the mech’s armor. Yukina exchanged the Barracuda S80 for her M877 sniper rifle while activating the Piercing Shot CES. The M877 with Piercing Shot active was typically good enough to shoot through cover, so shooting through a mech wasn’t a far stretch.

The mech’s armor durability had fallen to 56% now. They were almost there, but the hulking machine was close to walking behind the ship the three girls used as cover. Kai left his cover and sprinted toward the mech, enacting a contingency plan to save them.

“Novak!” Amber yelled. “What are you doing?”

He grinned. “Grabbing its attention.”

And that he did.

The mech spotted Kai leaving his cover and spun to shoot at him. The sudden turn resulted in the mech putting its back to the girls. It was a simple AI at the controls of the mech. It was more of a robot than anything.

The mech’s estimated durability reached 40% seconds later.

“There we go!” Cerise yelled. “Its core is exposed!”

“Yeah, about that.” Amber lowered to one knee. “I’m out of battery power!”

“Oh no!”

“Don’t worry, it just means I can’t use any CESs or cybernetics, which is a good thing at this point. I’m about to overheat anyway.”

Yukina lowered the M877 rifle. “My CES is now consuming my battery.”

Cerise nodded. “Same.”

“Stop using CESs when your battery gets too low,” Kai said, sliding into cover behind a crate. “Once you two hit 0%, you’ll be paperweights on the battlefield.”

Everyone resumed their assault, blasting away at the mech with its armor crumbling to pieces on the floor. Sparks flared and tiny fires ignited, filling the bay with black smoke. Their relentless gunfire focused on targeting the mech’s now exposed power core, its estimated durability at 25%.

Cerise and Yukina followed their orders and ceased using their CESs, and Amber had long run out of battery power. Nobody had any tricks left.

Except for Kai.

Kai was the only one with battery power to spare in his exosuit.

He came up from his cover behind the crate, his virtual vision highlighting the mech’s core. With the mech choosing to close in on Amber, Cerise, and Yukina, Kai ran and climbed on top of one of the ships in the hangar bay. After reaching the top of the vessel, he jumped off while yanking the Zenmetsu free from its rest on his back. While gravity gently brought Kai to the surface, he held the katana in a thrusting position and came down on the mech. He thrust in a downward motion and stabbed the core before pulling the blade free. A loud crackling sound like eggs in a pan echoed. It was the core.

And it was about to explode.

Kai performed a backflip off the mech. Two seconds later, the heavily fractured core exploded, turning the unit into an expanding wave of super-heated slag, hurdling debris everywhere. Kai landed perfectly on his feet, making a heroic landing right as the mech fell backward, burning and releasing a toxic cloud of smoke into the area.

“Threat neutralized,” Ilona said, hands on her hips. “Good job everyone.”

“Yay!” Cerise leaped up and down with fists raised. “C’mon, Yuki, you can cheer too.”

“Okay.” Yukina slung the M877 over her tiny shoulder. “Yay.”

“Louder! And with more energy.”

“Yay.”

Kai gifted them all with a smile and slid the katana to its scabbard on his back. “Let’s report back to our client.”
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The Starslayer descended through the atmosphere of the planet Axtell and surged through the skies on a course to the city of Emery Bay, a large metropolis with high-rise structures that glowed with purple neon colors. After landing in the city’s spaceport, Kai took a bus and ventured deep within the urban jungle to a towering corporate skyscraper, its glass windows reflecting the city’s vibrant energy. The Hellcat Corporation logo on the tower’s rooftop shone with neon light that cut through the skyline.

Two members of the tower’s security escorted Kai into an office meeting room on the building’s 170th floor. A lone man was inside, impeccably dressed in a black suit and tie, his shoes gleaming as they caught the light from above.

“Mr. Novak, I hear you come bringing good news.”

Kai strode closer when the sliding doors slid shut behind, granting them privacy. “You can take back your property and ships from that base anytime you want.”

“Thank you.” The corpo reached for a tablet pad on the table. “Let me prepare your payment.”

A QR code appeared on the screen of the pad. Kai used his phone to scan the code, and a message pulsed stating that money had been deposited into his bank account.

“A pleasure doing business with you,” Kai said, “though you could have just deposited the money into my account.”

“Well . . . there was another reason I asked you to come.”

“And that is?”

“I wanted to see you in person,” said the smooth voice of a third party.

Another well-suited man had entered the corporate meeting room, moving closer to Kai.

“So you are Novak,” said the newly arrived corpo.

Kai spun to him, glancing at his brown hair, gelled and slicked back. “And you are?”

“Cody Harper. I flew in from the Toliman system to check up on our division here on Axtell.” He drew closer to Kai, offering his hand for a shake. Kai accepted it with a firm grip. “When I heard you were taking care of the pirates raiding our ships, I just had to stop by and offer my thanks. You’ve been a great help to us. I plan to watch your team’s development closely.”

“We needed the cash is all.”

“Play your cards right, and there could be more work from us in the future.”
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Kai returned to the Starslayer three hours later carrying a shopping bag. He strode onto the ship’s bridge where Ilona’s projection, seated with legs crossed elegantly, turned her head to the side to view his arrival.

“Welcome back, Commander,” Ilona said, smiling. “I hope you brought me something special from the city.”

Kai pulled out a bottle of wine and a box of chocolates from the bag he carried. With a quick scan from her drone, Ilona replicated the items he held as holograms for her to interact with. She sat up and poured herself a glass of wine. It wasn’t an actual glass of wine, of course. However, sipping on virtual, fine wine and nibbling on virtual snacks while Kai indulged in the real stuff was something she enjoyed a lot.

“Oh, before I forget.” Ilona placed her holographic wine glass on the dashboard then leaned against it with folded arms and rosy, red cheeks. “There’s a message waiting for you. Your eyes only.”

“Send it to my personal computer in my quarters.”

“Will do.”

“I guess this date will have to wait.”

“Don’t wait too long, buster! You still owe me for that comment!”

Kai entered his quarters and sat at his desk, accessing his computer. The message Ilona talked about appeared on the screen. He tapped the accept option, and a video loaded, displaying the flag of Eden’s government. The flag transitioned into a video of President Maria Heinonen of Eden seated at her desk in her office.

Her prerecorded message played.

“Hello, Novak.” With a sigh, Maria Heinonen looked directly at the screen. “I’ll cut the bullshit and get to the fucking point. I need your help. It’s about my daughter, Sienna. She’s gone missing.”
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WELCOME TO GARDENIA



Maria Heinonen’s message continued. Kai adjusted his posture and reclined.

“And I’d like to know why the fuck you are not on Eden. You know? Like I had fucking asked? Stick around because I’ll need you? Did you run because the Coalition started using bioweapons against us? Anyway, my daughter, my baby girl Sienna, is missing. She snuck out of our vacation home. None of her friends knows what happened to her because none of them can be fucking found.” A deep sigh. “Report back to Eden at once for further details. I need you on this.”

The message ended, replacing President Heinonen’s face with the flag of Eden.

Kai stood from his desk and established a link with his AI assistant. “Ilona.”

“Ah, ready to join me for wine and chocolates?”

“Maybe, but first, let’s leave Axtell as soon as we’re refueled.”

“Will do. Destination?”

“The Axtell-Eden Sato Tunnel. We’re going back to Eden.”

“Oh . . . was it the president?”

“It was. Looks like she’s got a job for us.”

Kai returned to the bridge later to sit with Ilona’s projection, breaking out the wine and chocolates he bought earlier that evening. She resumed where they had left off, acting like she was having wine and nibbling on chocolates with Kai. It was the closest she could get to living as a human when in reality she was an AI inside a drone and using its holoprojector to create her avatar.

As they indulged in the delicacies, Kai gave Ilona an update on what the message had entailed. Yes, the president’s message was supposed to be for him only, but his team needed to know why they had to leave Axtell so early. He finished by telling Ilona about the news of bioweapons being used against Eden, a topic that Heinonen had only briefly mentioned. He assumed the media hadn’t gotten wind of it yet.

“I see.” Ilona swirled the holographic glass. “Coalition bioweapons are tricky since they genetically engineered them to do specific things.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Though it depends on the biological agent used. They have dozens of different strains that do different things. One thing is for sure. If the Coalition resorted to using their bioweapons, then they’re getting desperate. If this doesn’t work, they’ll switch to chemical weapons. And if that doesn’t work . . .”

“Then they bust out their nuclear weapons.”

“Though that would impede what they want from this war. The Coalition isn’t here to wipe out Eden. They want to control the planet and its people.”

“You kind of need habitable conditions on Eden to do that.”

“Though, remember, the Coalition created each and every virus for their bioweapons, so they also created cures for them as well and keep them locked up.”

“True. Infection isn’t always a death sentence.”

“They could give the infected people the cure. The question is, will they? Then we have⁠—”

A floating communication screen flashed open and appeared before Ilona, pulsing with red text. She sat up straight and accessed the holographic screen. “Hmm, aren’t you the popular one, Commander?”

He looked at her and the screen. “What is it?”

Ilona narrowed her eyes. “Got a message directed to you.”

“Let’s hear it.”

The screen transformed into the holographic face of Cody Harper. “Novak, I heard you’re leaving Axtell.”

“I got a new job waiting for me on Eden.”

Cody’s projection rubbed his chin, his lips twisting. “That’s a shame. I wanted to extend an invitation to you for dinner.”

“I’ll have to take a raincheck on that,” Kai said. “This is an urgent matter.”

“You sure?” Cody folded his hands. “Very few people get the opportunity to dine with my family and our associates. The Harper Dynasty is very powerful, Novak, and we have many allies. You might score higher-paying gigs if you got to know some of us better. Unlike Eden, Axtell is not under threat of Coalition attacks, and neither are the worlds around Toliman, where my family is from.”

“Yet,” Kai grunted, “the Coalition will come for your comfy lives soon.”

“Doubtful.” Cody shook his head. “We’re confident that the Coalition’s campaign will end at Eden regardless of if they win or lose.”

“How can you be so sure?”

The corpo on the screen paused momentarily, lost in thought. “Eh, come to dinner, and you can learn that and much more.”

“Sorry, I really have to do this.”

“That’s unfortunate. Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find us.”

“We’ll talk more later, Harper.”

The transmission ended.

Ilona looked at Kai while brushing back locks of purple hair from the side of her face. “Um, are you sure this is the right thing to do, Commander?”

“We made a deal with President Heinonen,” Kai replied. “We drop what we’re doing when she has a job for us, no questions asked. This trip to Axtell was to take a break and be on a planet that’s not at war. Plus, pirating reports were on the up here, so all those anti-pirate gigs we’ve been doing have put a lot of cash in our bank account. And allowed me to actually pay you all a cut of the profits.”

“Yet Cerise always wants someone to lend her money.”

“That’s because she’s still a sex doll marionette at the end of the day. She spends her pay on overpriced shoes, makeup, and dresses.” Kai sipped his wine. “Remind me to teach her the value of money.”
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The trip from Axtell to Eden took nearly a month. The mysterious tunnel known as the Sato Tunnel flung the Starslayer across space to arrive at Eden. Nobody fully understood the science behind the tunnels, which had quickly become the primary method of interstellar travel, named after its creator, Emiko Sato. Its discovery was accidental. As such, no one knew why energy traveling through the tunnel was instant while matter was not. The tunnels were gravity-locked so that their entrances and exits were always in a fixed location with a destination in space, using the gravity from a planet or the gravity well from a star system. Sometimes, the tunnels changed sizes on their own if a planet’s orbit moved to a location far from a tunnel. It didn’t matter that the planets, stars, and galaxies moved through space or that the universe was constantly expanding; the gravity-lock kept the tunnels where they needed to be.

The best way to describe the Sato Tunnels to people who couldn’t understand them was that they were a highway in space that bridged star systems or planets together. The time it took for ships to travel through the tunnel depended on the distance, ranging from a quick journey to a lengthy voyage. Eden to Axtell took about a month, Eden to the Sol System about a year. Unless it was the Coalition using the tunnel, then they broke the rules and were able to travel from Sol to Eden in days.

Energy was the exception to the rules. Any type of energy passing through the tunnel could reach its destination almost instantaneously for reasons scientists couldn’t figure out. As such, laser communication was highly effective for sending messages or data across the stars. President Heinonen used a Long-Range Laser Transmitter (LLT) to send her message to the Starslayer. Had she not sent the signal through a Sato Tunnel, that message would have taken hours to reach the Starslayer. Instead, the ship received the message seconds after the president sent it. Firing energy weapons directly into a Sato Tunnel could also be effective, since battling starships could strike vessels still inside the tunnel quickly, making escape nearly impossible.

To Kai’s understanding, firing plasma weapons into the Sato Tunnel was exactly what Eden had been doing to deter additional Coalition ships from entering the system. Just have a few dreadnaughts blast the Rigil Kentaurus-Sol tunnel with plasma weapons and strike the enemy ships on the other end.

Having departed the Sato Tunnel, the Starslayer completed its journey by flying toward Eden cautiously. Very cautiously. The Coalition still had several battleships in orbit of the planet. Sometimes they were engaged in violent confrontations with Eden warships. Other times, they were making a run for it.

Today, enemy battleships were elsewhere in the system, though that could change without notice. The war in space was like a seesaw, with one side taking heavy losses consistently, only for the tables to turn on them.

The Starslayer descended through Eden’s clouds with its quad rockets in a vertical position, flaring brightly to slow the ship’s velocity. It came to a landing at a spaceport near Eden’s central government building in its capital city of Gardenia, a sprawl so far and wide it looked like a majestic web of white lights from space.

Once idle, the Starslayer’s entrance opened, and Kai stepped out with Cerise, Amber, and Yukina to his left and right, Ilona floating above them. Later, her hologram appeared to stand with them.

Three uniformed marines approached the team upon their departure from the Starslayer. The marine in the center of the group stepped forward, a bald man with thin blond facial hair. Amber gave the marines a salute. They returned the gesture and then looked at Kai.

“Welcome to Gardenia.”

“Pleasure to be here.”

“You and your team can follow me.”

The marine guards led them into the government building, up a decorative staircase, and through the security checkpoint. Kai felt naked without his weapons and exoskeleton. They were not permitted to keep their equipment while visiting the president.

Their marine escort brought the group to Maria Heinonen’s office, where she sat at her desk in a blue dress. She had a phone in her hand and a sour glare on her timeworn face.

“Tell him to hurry the fuck up already.” President Heinonen put the phone to her other ear and waved Kai and his companions into the office. “Oh yeah? Well fuck him! No, I don’t mean that literally, you fucking moron. Look, get it done right fucking now. I’m the president, goddamn it, now make it happen!”

She ended the call promptly with a thumb press and then grabbed a remote to switch off a wall-mounted TV. Heinonen stood to greet them, the clicks of her white-heeled shoes whispering softly on the carpeted floor.

“About damn time you arrived.” She nodded to the guards. “Gentlemen, if you would excuse yourselves.”

“Yes, Madam President.”

The marines departed, closing the door behind them.

“Novak,” Maria Heinonen snarled at him, “I waited a fucking month for you to return.”

He shrugged nonchalantly. “Yeah, that’s because it takes a month to reach Eden from Axtell.”

“And my daughter still hasn’t turned up in that time.”

The president’s expression shifted, her angry glare giving way to watery eyes and a quivering chin.
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Maria Heinonen crossed her arms and glared at Kai. “Now, what the fucking fuck were you thinking, Novak? Why did you fucking leave Eden?”

“As I recall, you told us not to leave the system, which we didn’t. We just went next door to Axtell, and now we’re back with money, guns, bullets, and other things to help us do our job better.”

“Stuff I could have provided.”

“Yeah, Twin Suns shit. Been doing a lot of gigs for the corpos out in Axtell, like Hellcat and⁠—”

“Fuck them.”

“Hellcat?”

“They’re still pissed we dropped them in favor of Twin Suns.”

“Because your husband wanted it?”

“Because we don’t want to use shitty tech for our military. Twin Suns weapons are superior to Hellcat weapons. That’s it.”

“I can’t tell the difference. A gun is a gun. I point it at someone who’s trying to fucking kill me then pull the trigger and try to kill them right back.”

“My M877 is manufactured by the Hellcat Corporation,” Yukina said unexpectedly. “Taking its stats into consideration, with sufficient ammunition, I can kill 9,000 humans every hour, assuming optimal operating conditions and flawless accuracy. While, yes, the Hellcat Corporation manufactured my sniper rifle, I am confident that weapons of similar specifications can allow me to kill just as effectively.”

An awkward silence fell. Heinonen, Kai, and Amber slowly turned their heads toward Yukina, glaring at her somewhat frighteningly.

Heinonen leaned against her desk, extending a frustrated hand out in Yukina’s direction. “And this is why the Coalition fears your fucking kind.”

Yukina tilted her head to the side, asking Kai. “What is wrong, Master? Was there something incorrect about my math?”

Cerise laughed. “Well, duh! You didn’t take reload speed into account.”

“Ah, you are correct, big sister. Allow me to recalculate those numbers⁠—”

“How about you don’t, and we’ll say that you did?” Maria Heinonen captured everyone’s attention by reaching for a tablet PC. “Anyway, here’s the job I have for you.” She walked over to Kai. “Now, I understand that your team and my forces had gotten off to a bit of a rough start.”

He grinned smugly. “To put it lightly.”

“We still haven’t forgotten that you wanted to take me into your possession and prod my memory for my creator’s secrets,” Ilona said.

“Or that your people wanted to force me into grunt work rather than help me rescue Yukina and Cerise,” Kai added.

“It’s all behind us now, Novak,” Heinonen said. “This war had us shifting from one plan to a new plan to a new plan after that. Your team’s actions were part of the reason for that. At the time, we still had our doubts that you’d survive long enough to make a significant difference. But now? After fucking up Kopac and that convoy, we’ll never doubt your team again. You have unique skills and advantages that neither we nor our enemy has. If you’re willing to work for us, not get your fucking asses captured, and not betray us and accept work from the Coalition, then that’s good enough for me.”

“There’s nothing better to me than seeing dead or dying Coalition soldiers, Madam President.”

“That’s the fucking spirit. Now for the mission.” Heinonen held the tablet pad tightly with one hand and swiped across its touch screen with the other. She made one firm stroke and sent forth a floating holographic image before Kai’s group. The hologram was that of a girl no older than twenty-one flashing the peace sign. She had a bright, smiling face adorned with gold and silver sparkling cosmetics and blonde curls that reached her shoulders. The spaghetti strap tank top was small enough to reveal the diamond navel ring on her cute belly. “This is my daughter, Sienna,” Heinonen continued. “As you know, she slipped out of our vacation home to meet with her misfit friends and hasn’t been seen since. This is a big deal.”

“Well, yeah, your oldest child is in danger,” Kai said.

“More than that,” said a man’s voice, one nobody seemed to have been expecting.

Kai and his companions spun around to face the door. In stepped a rugged man, well-dressed in a suit and tie with the latest Rolex watch on his wrist, reflecting the ceiling light. Kai found it surprising that people on Eden had those. He had always thought wearing a Rolex watch was an Earth thing.

Maria Heinonen glared at the man. “Who the fuck let you in?”

“I’m your husband,” he replied.

A sigh passed her lips. “This is Greggory Heinonen,” Maria said, waving an introducing hand toward him. “He’s my dimwitted husband and the CEO of the Twin Suns Corporation.”

“And the corporation who scored government contracts to arm Eden’s military with their weapons, marionettes, and other high-tech gizmos,” Kai said.

“And it has nothing to do with our relationship.”

“Sure.”

“Perhaps now you can see why Sienna’s disappearance is a big deal,” Maria Heinonen said. “Our dynasty is in trouble with her gone.”

Greggory inched forward. “Sienna is the heiress to my company, the business that my dynasty built with blood, sweat, and tears.”

“Could have fooled me,” Ilona said. “According to the data I pulled up, Sienna was known for partying like any other college girl.”

“And was studying business management and software engineering. Sienna is supposed to take over the Twin Suns Corporation when I retire.”

“Elias from the Harper Dynasty is missing too,” Heinonen said.

Ilona’s face contorted in a cringe. “Uh-oh.”

“As you can imagine, this is quite the shit show you helped start, Novak,” Heinonen continued, her piercing glare directed at him. “Your team has done nothing except butt fuck the Coalition without Vaseline or a reach around in a short time. This is what we predicted they’d do in retaliation. They’ve stepped up their campaign and made it personal by involving my family. Now fucking fix it.”

“Your daughter getting involved is her own fault,” Kai said. “She should have stayed at home like a good girl.”

“The enemy has been intensifying their assaults, targeting civilians, and hoping we’d surrender to save their lives. My daughter knows this and insists on using her money, my money, to help them.”

“So this isn’t the first time she’s snuck out?”

“No, only this time she and her friends haven’t returned, and we can’t get a hold of them.”

“You sure it’s the Coalition?”

“The enemy dropped a fucking bioweapon on one of our mining outposts in the Gallanview Mountains,” Heinonen said. “It occurred on the same night she disappeared. So yes, I’m sure they are involved. This was probably part of some coordinated attack. Distract my forces with a bioweapon and then snatch my daughter. Hell, maybe they knew she’d go out to do this. She’s a fucking bleeding heart and won’t listen to a damn word I say.”

“You’re her mother and have a lot of power. Couldn’t you have kept a tight leash on her?”

“She hacked every system in our goddamn vacation home. None of the guardsmen were aware she was gone. It’s also why investigators can’t find any clues about her whereabouts. Sienna locked her computer with some kind of high-end encryption. We can’t crack it, but maybe that AI assistant of yours can.”

Ilona wiggled her drone frame while her projection beamed with a smile. “I sure can! Point me to it.”

“Surveillance footage from across the city has also been tampered with. Probably Sienna as well, trying to cover her tracks. With that said, don’t be surprised if Sienna hacks your bots if she refuses to come home.”

Kai gestured with his head to the team. “These girls are un-hackable. We’ll find out what happened to your daughter and get her back safely. And her friends too, if I happen to find them.”

“Just bring her back to me. Fuck her friends.”

“Literally or figuratively?”

“Figuratively, you fucking jack monkey.”

“Figured I’d ask, ‘cause you know, if those friends are sassy college girls too . . .” he said, shrugging, and Maria Heinonen gave Kai the scariest death glare he’d ever seen. “Right, only your daughter. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

Heinonen folded her arms. “We will see about that.”

“We’re your last, best hope to pull this off,” Kai said, “and your last hope to win this war.”

The president looked at his team, starting with Cerise. “A sex bot.” She glared at Yukina. “An incomplete gynoid.” At Ilona. “A talking drone.” Finally, ending with Amber. “And a half-marionette cyborg who has a history of disobeying orders. This is our last hope for victory? Don’t make me laugh, Novak.”

“Ladies love it when I make them laugh.”

“Do I look like one of your fucking whores? No, I’m the fucking president.”

“You could be both.”

“Disobeying orders . . .” Greggory looked at Amber. “I take it you’re Corporal Amber Adams?”

Amber nodded to him. “In the flesh.”

“Take this then.” Greggory Heinonen reached into his pocket and offered Amber a USB flash drive. “There’s a brand new CES on that flash drive. When activated, you can force enemy power cells to overheat by transferring an excessive amount of your battery’s energy into them.”

Amber pocketed the flash drive. “That sounds like a helluva good time.”

“As I said, it’s a new CES that Twin Suns developed for the war,” Greggory said. “I figured you should get the upgrade too since our company manufactured your cybernetics. Show the enemy that the Twin Suns Corporation stands with Eden. Use that CES to help get our daughter home.”

“Your daughter, huh?” Cerise inched herself to Greggory and Maria. She looked at them for a long time, giggling with girlish laughs while shutting her eyes.

Greggory winced at her. “What’s so funny?”

“Oh, well.” Cerise put her arms behind her back. “Hard to imagine that there was a time twenty years ago when you cream-pied President Heinonen!”

“What?”

Kai facepalmed and sighed. “Cerise . . .”

“I mean, she’s your daughter, right? Isn’t that how humans reproduce? You gotta do the deed with no rubber and fill her pussy with cum! So, tell me, do you two still do it, even though you’re older?”

Embarrassed, Kai slowly faced the pink-haired sex doll beside him. “Cerise . . .”

“Sorry! I’ve wanted to know that since leaving the Doll House,” Cerise said. “This world outside of it is still kinda new to me.”

“There’s more to marriage than that,” Maria Heinonen laughed off Cerise’s comment, then with a serious glare asked her. “So, slut-bot, do you like it when Novak cums all over your face?”

“I sure do!”

“Whoa, wait!” Amber flushed and glared at Kai,and then at Cerise. “Hold up, what in the hell?”

“Listen here . . .” Maria Heinonen stopped suddenly. “You know what? Fuck it. You’re a cum guzzling sex doll. You’ll never know the difference between lust and love.”

“Lust and love . . .” Cerise looked at the ceiling with an index finger on her lips, her face lost in deep thought.

Maria’s eyes narrowed as she shot an icy glare at Cerise. “You don’t know what love is, do you?”

“Well—”

“Don’t try to figure it out. You’ll overheat your fucking CPU. You won’t know what love is because you were never programmed for that.”

Cerise shifted her gaze to the floor and innocently swayed her body left and right. She faced Maria Heinonen while repeatedly tapping her bottom lip. “Can you teach me?”

Heinonen sighed and looked aside, turning to meet Kai’s gaze. “Are we done, Novak?”

“Yeah.” He nodded. “We’ll look into this.”

“Good, now get out of my fucking sight.” Heinonen threw the tablet pad on her desk, and Sienna Heinonen’s hologram faded away from existence. “And please bring my baby girl back.”

[image: ]


As the Marionette Task Force left Eden’s government building and walked toward the Starslayer, Cerise pulled out her phone and quickly typed in a web search.

What are the signs of love?

A list of search results populated her phone’s screen. Cerise opened a second tab and typed in another search.

What are the signs of lust?


4
FAIRNESS



Back on the Starslayer, their new home, Kai retrieved his laptop and conducted research on what they were facing. He started by carefully studying Sienna Heinonen’s dossier, analyzing every detail. Kai learned quite a bit. Sienna, the first-born child of Maria and Greggory, was expected to set an example for her siblings and younger cousins, showcasing the values of the Heinonen Dynasty and its corporate interests. That was probably why Sienna ended up in trouble, Kai figured. The privileged life, the high expectations, and security detail following her everywhere she went . . . Sienna was obviously looking for an escape to experience a normal life and what it would be like to hang out with her friends whenever she wanted. The heiress’s repeated escapes at night likely influenced her to seek a way to help those affected by the war.

As Kai sat and read what was on his laptop’s screen, the news blared from the large TV in front of him, jolting him back to the present. He’d been sitting in the ship’s entertainment room on one of the couches. The news reporter gave a chilling report about the recent bio attacks the Solar Coalition launched upon a mining town and several other locations across the planet Eden.

It was concerning. The Coalition really did resort to dropping biological weapons on Eden now. No matter what they did to kick the Coalition off Eden, the enemy always seemed to counter with something nasty to take more lives. Kind of like what the Coalition did in Sol when Mars and the other colonies there tried and failed to repel the Coalition’s consuming military might. A minute later, Amber entered the entertainment room carrying a six-pack of beer.

He eyed the beer cans in her grip with intensity. “Where’d you get those?”

“These?” Amber held up the beer cans. “There’s a place up the road from the spaceport. Figured we could use the resupply.”

“Fucking right, we could.” Kai shut his laptop. “That’s one thing I hate about space travel. If you run out of beer mid-flight, you’re pretty much fucked until you land at your destination.”

“Which could be several weeks to several months.”

“Or a year plus if traveling across the galaxy.”

Amber strode into the adjacent galley and slid the beer into the kitchen fridge. She exited the galley later and leaned against the back of the couch he sat on, eyeing the scrolling news headlines on the TV.

Her lips twisted into a wince. “Biological weapons, huh . . .”

“Yeah,” he said grimly. “From what I’ve gathered, Eden was close to retaking some mining town in the Gallanview Mountains. So the Coalition, being the jerks that they are, dropped a bioweapon and infected everyone in the area with it. They used this weapon a few times on Earth and on the moons of Jupiter. It’s some fucked-up contagion they cooked up in a lab on Earth that’s only infectious at the time of release and then dies off several days later. Sometimes a few weeks. Sometimes only a few hours. It depends on the potency of the agent used. People who are infected can’t spread it to others though.”

“That’s . . . odd. Why engineer a virus to work like that?”

“Something about the virus mutating the instant it infects a host. I think. I’m not a scientist, so I don’t know how it works. Basically, once the virus enters you, it changes its form so that it will only be infectious to the victim’s DNA.”

“That’s still odd. Wouldn’t it be beneficial to create a virus that will make others sick if they get close to someone infected?”

“Not really. With a virus like this, you can use it to kill your enemy but leave the area, or in this case the city, habitable for capture. This way, your own soldiers won’t have to worry about infection, especially when they go to round up POWs who came in contact with the virus.”

“And the virus, despite being airborne, dies after a specific time dictated by the Coalition.”

“Exactly. So infect an area, wait a while, and then move your forces in. No hazmat suits needed. Meanwhile, the infected are too weak to fight and end up dying a slow and painful death in a POW camp.”

“Makes you wonder why the Coalition didn’t use this at first.”

“Probably because they wanted most of the civilian population alive. Remember, the Coalition’s goal is annexing the colonies into their rule. They’d love nothing more for Eden to surrender and hand over their government to them. More taxpayers for the Coalition and men to recruit into their military. But now . . .”

“But now we pissed them off.”

“They’re not fucking around anymore.”

The news switched to a different report, and Kai and Amber listened closely.

“In other news,” the anchorwoman said, a cute young woman with neon-blue hair. “Viktor Dragomirov, a popular but controversial social media influencer from Earth, is visiting Jardin today. While Jardin has taken in a staggeringly high number of Earth refugees, Viktor Dragomirov isn’t one of them. He is one of the few individuals from the Solar Coalition-controlled Earth who’s here on leisure, with plans to return home. Dragomirov is hosting several parties in Jardin this week where he will be promoting his new book and offering advice to attendees on how to be hugely successful in dark times such as war and what to do when you can’t rely on AI because of electronic warfare or lack of available units. While people struggled on Earth when the Coalition actively fought its former governing bodies, Dragomirov was earning large sums of money from the war and living big in the Toliman system. In addition . . .”

And the anchorwoman went on.

“Thoughts?” Amber asked.

Kai shrugged. “Never heard of Dragomirov during my time on Earth. Then again, I was an outlaw and constantly on the run.”

The news cut to a commercial break. It was a promo about an upcoming soccer game and a plea for people to attend the event to show the Coalition that they weren’t afraid to keep living their lives despite the war.

Kai placed his laptop on the side of the couch, yawning and stretching. “I’m gonna get some coffee. You want some?”

“I’m good,” Amber said. She inched away from the couch. “I could use a snack though.”

The duo entered the kitchen. Kai brewed himself a coffee then fetched Amber a bag of potato chips he had picked up on Axtell. It was seasoned with a blend of herb and spices only found on that planet. The generous coating of seasoning gave the chips a sparkling appearance, as if they were covered with blue and purple glitter. They were spicy as hell.

Amber shared the chips with him as they leaned against the wall and listened to the echoes of the TV. The commercial break was still on. They lingered around longer, waiting for the barrage of ads to end, hoping the news would come back on.

It never did.

The irritating, catchy music of the TV ads ended abruptly.

Kai and Amber returned to the entertainment room to see that Yukina had descended the staircase and activated one of the game consoles on the floor. The 400i gynoid sat on the couch and grabbed a gamepad. On the screen was the main menu of some musical puzzle game that captivated Yukina over the last month and a half. She had gotten good at it too.

Yukina sat there, completely immersed in the game’s music, her head bobbing to catchy tunes and whimsical sound effects. With each press of the buttons on the controller, she completed musical puzzle after puzzle, achieving a new high score and advancing to the next stage of the video game. Cerise trotted down the staircase moments later, smiling and eyeing Yukina sitting on the couch with the gamepad in hand.

“There you are, sis!” Cerise skipped over and joined Yukina, sinking her knees into the cushion. She held Yukina’s silver-white twin-tailed hair. “So, Yuki! How about I do your hair like I promised earlier and then we watch movies together?”

“What kind of movies?” Yukina kept her eyes glued to the TV screen and the musical puzzle video game she was playing.

“Romantic ones!” Cerise blurted out, unable to contain her excitement. “Ones about love and relationships.”

“Eh.” Amber stepped forward. “Never saw you as someone who watches that stuff, Cerise.”

“Oh, well, uh, you see.” Cerise grinned as she remained on her knees beside Yukina. With her eyes closed, Cerise extended her hands outward. “Oh, I wanted to try a new genre! There’s so much out there, and I’m still exploring all the wonderful things that exist outside the Doll House brothel. I spent my entire existence there, as you know.”

“We know,” Kai said. “I’m the one who reprogrammed you with combat routines after we found and activated you.”

Cerise shifted her playful smirk back to Yukina. “So what do you say, little sis? Let me do your hair and then come watch romance movies with me!”

“I don’t want to,” Yukina said. “I want to get better at this game.”

Cerise held Yukina’s twin tails again. “Hair first, movies and gaming later.”

“No.”

“C’mon!” Cerise hurried off the couch and grabbed a video flash drive off the shelf containing the movie in question. She waved it about in front of Yukina. “You can watch this and use it to train your AI more. Develop real emotions! Romantic ones! You might be able to learn how to fall in love too!”

Yukina gave her response, a firm and direct, “No.”

Cerise twisted to Kai. “Make her listen!”

Yukina tilted her head to him. “Master, please ask big sister Cerise that I wish to be alone with this game.”

The marionettes ogled Kai with synthetic, glowing eyes. If Kai didn’t act soon, he had a feeling that Cerise might force the controller out of Yukina’s hands. Or Yukina swatting the movie out of Cerise’s grip. Both scenarios made him wince.

“Well, Yukina, you’ve been playing games since we got back,” Kai said. “Nobody’s had a chance to use the TV much.”

“They can use the other TVs.”

“This one has the best screen and sound and can play movies at their highest settings.”

“The TV in your quarters can do the same.”

“That’s mine.” A sigh. “Look, Yukina, it’s nice to see you’re developing and able to find things to entertain yourself, but you need to be fair to the others.”

“Fairness?” She put the game on pause and looked at Kai. Yukina wanted to know more.

“Yes. Everyone should get the chance to use the only large TV we have. It’s not fair to everyone else here if you don’t let them use it.”

“Fairness.” Yukina paused, her AI-powered positronic brain processing it.

“Yes, something we’ve been working hard to deliver to Eden since the Coalition doesn’t like playing fair. The things they’re doing to Eden’s people aren’t fair. Killing them, forcing them to believe in what they believe, pushing them off their land. None of that is fair to the Edeners.”

“It is not.”

“And using this TV and not letting others use it . . .”

“Is not fair.” Yukina turned away from him and glanced at the TV screen with her paused video game on it, her CPU processing it. “I see.” She looked down at the controller in her hands. “But . . .”

“You can come back to the game later, so long as Cerise plays fair too.”

“And I will!” Cerise excitedly stood ahead of Yukina. “Once the movie is over . . . or movies.”

Yukina gave Cerise a stoic glare. “Movies?”

“I’ve got lots of films I wanna watch with you!”

Kai folded his arms. “Cerise . . .”

“Okay, fine, just one.” Cerise sighed and placed her fists on the hips of her black leather dress. “Two, if you want to watch more. If not, then you can play your video game. Does that sound fair, lil sis?”

“Your proposal is acceptable.” Yukina lowered the gamepad and stood up. “Very well, big sister Cerise. I will . . . take a break. You can style my hair while we watch romantic movies together.”

“They’ve changed,” Amber said, watching, smiling, and munching on her bag of chips.

This reminded Kai of the shower he had with Cerise and Yukina a while ago, before the team embarked on a trip to Axtell. Cerise and Yukina did change, and it wasn’t because the two had entered his shower without an invite. Everything they did with him that day seemed different. Their expressions, decision-making . . . Their AI had undergone changes. Kai needed to examine their code, something he had forgotten to do because of their trip to Axtell.

“Hey, you two,” Kai said, drawing Yukina and Cerise’s attention to him.

“Hmm?”

“What is it, Master?”

“When you have time, I’d like to look at your code to make sure everything is working fine.”

“And if not?”

“I’ll fix it and make a few changes.”

“No.” Yukina vigorously shook her head, her silver twin-tail hair swaying in protest. “Don’t mess with my code.”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “How come?”

“I am fine the way I am,” Yukina said. “Don’t make alterations that will turn my programming into spaghetti code or whatever the fuck you call it⁠—”

“Excuse me, young lady!” Ilona entered the entertainment room unexpectedly, both her hologram and floating drone. She sauntered over to Yukina with a pair of angry fists on her holographic hips. “Where did you learn to talk like that?”

Kai chuckled. “Don’t look at me.”

Yukina pointed a finger right up at the 890i sex doll beside her. “Big sister Cerise.”

Everyone glared at Cerise. Ilona especially. “What have you been teaching her?”

Cerise laughed with shut eyes and rubbed the back of her pink-haired head. “How to be a real girl! This is why she needs to get off these games! Now that we’re back on Eden, we have shopping and fun things to do. I was going to style her hair nicely, and I got some makeup for her. And these movies! Oh, Yuki, I want you to look at the pretty girls in these movies and tell me which of their makeup styles you like the most!”

Ilona walked over to Kai. “Keep an eye on her, Commander. Cerise is the older, slutty sister looking to be a bad influence on her younger sister.”

He shrugged. “It’s just romance movies.”

“Are you sure it’s not romantic erotica?” Ilona crossed her arms and leaned closer to him. “This is Cerise we’re talking about. Don’t let her corrupt Yukina’s innocent little AI mind.”

Amber sauntered away while crumpling up the empty chip bag before tossing it through the air like it was a basketball. It landed perfectly in the recycler. “I’m gonna head out. I think this is something Momma and Poppa should fix.” Amber winked at Kai and Ilona.

Kai pointed an index finger at himself. “What? Us?”

Amber pivoted to face Kai and Ilona, shrugging. “As I understand it, you two brought Yukina into this world. That kinda makes her your daughter. You two also awoke Cerise and allowed her to leave and live outside that sex doll brothel.” Amber waved goodbye and jogged up the stairs. “Have fun!”

“Wait, come back.” Ilona ambled toward the stairs.

Amber peered down at her from above while leaning against the railing. “What?”

“Don’t you want to upgrade my drone frame with that grappling hook?” Ilona asked.

Amber snapped her fingers. “Oh, right.”

“That’s why I came.” Ilona ascended the stairs to join Amber. “I was looking for you to do that since I’m free.”

“Well, then.” Amber grinned down at Kai from her position above. “This is a problem Poppa should fix. I’m takin’ Ilona to my workshop for a bit.”

Ilona and Amber moved out of sight. As Kai recalled, the grappling hook Amber planned to install would allow Ilona in her drone form to pick up objects and drop them. Finally, she would have the power to interact with the physical world to some extent.

Cerise and Yukina left afterward after turning off the game console. The news was blaring on the TV once more, and the headline that flashed across the screen immediately grabbed his attention.

Breaking News: Newly arrived Coalition battleships break past Eden’s blockade at the Sato Tunnel.

The Coalition’s naval presence in the system just received backup from Earth.

Damn . . . shit’s about to get real if those ships reach Eden.
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EYES FORWARD, COMMANDER



The Starslayer touched down on an elevated landing platform in the vibrant city of Desiree. It was easily one of the tallest structures in the city, providing a convenient space for ships to land, take off, refuel, or in the case of the Starslayer, park and refuel. Positioned at the city’s edge, the platform offered anyone standing on it a breathtaking and panoramic glimpse of Desiree City’s blend of hot-pink and neon-red skyline, flashing lights, and talking holographic billboards, making up the immense urban sprawl. Down below were red and white car lights dotting the many city streets, forming a web of grids. Honks and sirens echoed every five minutes, give or take a minute.

A cargo service elevator descended from the underside of the Starslayer with Kai and his motorcycle on it. Kai got on the bike while Ilona floated behind, projecting her holographic likeness to the side. Her projection walked around the bike Kai sat on, studying it top to bottom with raised purple eyebrows. She adjusted her glasses when she stopped at the back and whistled impressively. She liked his new wheels.

Kai connected with Amber and established a stable commlink. “Hey, Ilona and I are going to the president’s vacation home. Lock up the Starslayer and keep a lid on things while we’re gone.”

“Will do,” Amber transmitted in reply. “I’ll keep watch over your daughters.”

“Amber!” Ilona snapped.

Kai grunted. “For fuck’s sake, they’re not our kids!”

“I know, I’m fucking with you two.” Amber exploded with roaring laughter, lasting for a solid five seconds. “Y’all are really easy to prod, ya know? So what’s the occasion anyway? Why are y’all heading out?”

“Hoping to find more clues as to Sienna’s whereabouts,” Kai said.

“According to the president, she was pretty good at hacking,” Ilona added. “I’m going to poke around inside their network, see what damage Sienna did, and gauge her level from there.”

“It could give us insight into where Sienna and her friends were planning to go.”

“Understood,” Amber said. “I’ll hold down the fort while y’all are gone.”

Their exchange ended. Kai gripped the handlebars of his motorcycle and gestured back at the drone floating behind him. “Ilona, you sure you don’t want to rest in my backpack?”

Ilona’s projection smiled and then settled on the bike’s rear with Kai, wrapping her holographic arms around him. He felt nothing, yet his mind kept telling him that a stunning woman wearing a white lab coat was with him on the motorcycle.

“I’ll be fine right here,” Ilona said.

He shrugged and powered the bike on. “Suit yourself.”

Kai accelerated the motorcycle and rode it away from the ship, taking it down a winding ramp that circled around the raised spaceport platform. Ilona’s drone floated behind the entire time, keeping pace while projecting her apparition on the back of his ride. The motorcycle reached the lower level sometime later, arriving on the streets. Kai turned the bike onto a right-hand turn, where his ride became one with the evening rush hour traffic, gridlocked in a seemingly endless sea of neon. The sight of Ilona’s semi-translucent figure holding him from behind drew a few curious glares at them.

“I think we’re the most popular couple here,” Ilona said partway into their late-night excursion.

“I’ve noticed.” Kai drove forward when the traffic began moving. “Can’t blame them for looking. It’s not like they’ve seen an AI like you before.”

As the night ride continued, Ilona glanced from left to right, taking in the neon sights and sounds around them with one hand reaching up to catch her long purple hair fluttering about. Her white lab coat rustled during the high-speed ride, creating a series of flapping noises. Once again, Kai’s mind was convinced that she was physically there with him and not some animation produced by the drone to make the ghostly-looking AI woman with him seem real.

“Amazing . . .” Ilona purred.

Kai made a slight shrug while bringing their ride to a stop at a traffic light. “Eh, it’s an alright place.”

“Truth be told, Kai, I don’t get out much. This and our walk through the Umbra District in Jardin were the only times I saw a city not under siege.”

“Really . . .”

“Rhinehart never took me out of his lab much, so . . .”

“Ah.”

The traffic light turned green, granting permission for the dozens of vehicles on the road to advance. Kai zoomed the bike ahead seconds later.

“And when we first met, Jardin was under attack, so the areas we were in weren’t looking so nice.” Ilona glanced to the side and looked at the bustling farmer’s market they were driving past, brightened by Japanese neon signs. “Desiree though . . . this city doesn’t look like it experienced the war at all.”

“Nope, and we’re part of the reason for that,” he said, swerving aside to pass a delivery truck. “If you and I never met, the enemy would still have control of Jardin and probably would have steamrolled this city by now.”

“We really have made a difference.”

“I’m pretty sure the enemy was banking on Kopac capturing you and Rhinehart’s secrets. That’s probably why they’re busting out bioweapons now. They blindsided Eden in a surprise attack that nobody could have predicted and should have taken this city and the capital by now.”

Kai merged onto the main road, took a left-hand turn, and then traveled up an on-ramp to the city’s central most highway. He increased the speed of the motorcycle faster after that. Not too fast, of course. Her drone needed to keep pace to project her hologram, holding him from behind. Ilona laughed and squealed excitedly when the motorcycle’s speed reached 104 kilometers per hour.

“Wow! This is pretty fun, if I do say so myself.”

“C’mon, Ilona, this shouldn’t be anything new. Remember my chase with Erikson?”

“This is different. I’m actually here with you.”

“But your drone was⁠—”

“This is different!” Ilona cut in. “My sensors aren’t perceiving this experience the same. Oh my, oh my, now I know why Amber spends so much time maintaining this bike. She wants to go on another ride with you. And I don’t blame her!”

He maneuvered the motorcycle toward an off-ramp half an hour later. The roads that the off-ramp led to had brought the bike to a posh neighborhood filled with expensive two to three-story luxury homes for the super elite. You couldn’t see any high-rises ahead, only the tall structures behind in the district he rode out of. After making a series of right and left turns through the neighborhood, Kai’s motorcycle stopped at the Heinonen Dynasty’s vacation home. There was a security checkpoint leading to the lot’s primary driveway. Kai drove toward it as two uniformed marines held out their hands, beckoning for him to stop.

The marines approached Kai, demanding that he produce his ID while asking why he was there.

“Here you go,” Kai said, issuing his ID.

The marine eyed it intently, likely activating his neural implant to conduct a scan. A slight grin formed on the soldier’s hardened face. “Novak.”

“Oh, we’ve been expecting you,” said the second soldier. He stepped aside. “You can go on ahead.”

Kai reclaimed his ID, nodding to the men. “Thanks.”

“Hey,” the first marine said. He approached Kai and looked around to see if anyone was listening. “Can I ask you one thing?”

“Sure?”

“Can I get your picture?”

Kai rubbed the back of his head. “Uh, sure?”

The marine pulled out his phone, stepped backward, and snapped a quick picture of Kai seated on his motorcycle with Ilona.

“Thanks.” The soldier spun his phone around, looking at the image with a smile. “My son is a huge fan of you and everything you’ve done for our planet. Man, he’s going to be so happy to know I met you in person.”

“Can I go?”

“Oh yeah, go on ahead.”

The two marines waved him through and onto the lot.

And what a lot it was.

The Heinonen’s vacation home was a one-story dwelling fenced off from the city. It was seated at the edge of an enormous cliff, giving anyone standing there an immaculate view of the ocean’s waves reflecting the splash of the city’s red and pink glow. Decorative lawn lights shone upon the house’s pristine white walls and many windows along the building. A triangular-shaped swimming pool was in front, its surface illuminated with neon blue lights, giving the water an ethereal appearance. There were six sets of lawn chairs around the pool, each accompanied by a table where one could recline, munch on snacks, and slam back drinks. The lawn furniture had small neon lights fitted on them, providing additional illumination for the nighttime patio.

The front gate opened for Kai’s arrival shortly after he parked the motorcycle. Kai waltzed through the gate to conduct his investigation. Ilona’s ghostly hologram joined him as he walked past the pool. A young girl emerged from the pool while running her hands through her wet hair, clinging to her skin. Streams of excess water fell from her shoulders and arms, dripping steadily off a set of fantastic and firm naked breasts, where the water continued rolling down the indent of her navel region before raining off her shaven pubic mound.

For a moment, Kai thought the girl rising from the pool was Sienna. She bore an uncanny resemblance to the missing blonde. The girl in the pool was likely one of the president’s daughters, Sienna’s younger sister. Or it could have been her cousin. The Heinonen Dynasty was quite the family. She must have been eighteen or nineteen years old and seemed unfazed that Kai and Ilona spotted her leaving the pool after skinny-dipping. With a nonchalant attitude, the girl fetched a towel from one of the lawn chairs and patted her breasts dry before toweling off the rest of her torso, slowly bringing the towel to her bald cunt. There was a playful smile on her face when she made eye contact with Kai as he walked toward the home’s rear entrance.

“Eyes forward, Commander.”

“Nothing wrong with window shopping⁠—”

Kai bumped into the wall.

Ilona laughed at him. He resumed walking, this time through the automatic sliding door rather than the wall next to it. Work first, play later.

The building’s air conditioner chilled Kai when he passed into the foyer. Decorative plants sourced from various habitable planets in the galaxy lined the walls, covered with artwork featuring woodlands from distant worlds and rare deep space photographs of nebulae and stars that no human had explored.

Kai and Ilona found the house’s network junction box, just past the kitchen and into the laundry room. There were two driers inside the laundry room with clothes and towels inside twirling about. The drone over his shoulder floated forward and scanned the network wiring as Kai opened it. Ilona’s projection flashed ahead, brought up a small holographic screen, and narrowed her eyes at the lines of code that appeared.

“Accessing network logs now,” Ilona reported. “Hmm. Oh wow. Sienna’s not that bad of a hacker. Level 20 at least, since all the systems in her room require level 20 to hack.”

Kai grimaced. “That doesn’t sound very secure for a vacation home owned by the Heinonens, Maria also being the president of Eden.”

“Keep in mind that very few people possess a hacking skill above level 15. And level 25? That’s almost non-existent. If you want to hack something that high, it typically takes a group effort or an AI to do it. Sienna’s 5 levels away from being able to do that on her own.”

They entered Sienna’s room next. Its décor was kept to a minimum, which was understandable since this was a vacation home. Her actual bedroom probably had more stuff in it. There were books on the desk about whales from Eden and aquatic life native to various other extrasolar planets throughout the galaxy. Kai and Ilona found Sienna’s personal computer in the corner. A holographic projection was ahead of it, a recording of Sienna on a boat, staring in awe at a pod of Eden whales swimming in the distance. With a mighty leap, a massive whale soared above the water’s surface before crashing down in a spectacular splash. The recording looped after that, a continuous video of Sienna’s happy-go-lucky vibes on the boat’s deck at sea.

“She has a thing for whales,” Kai said, watching the recording loop again.

“I’d say aquatic life in general,” Ilona said, pointing out books on a shelf.

Kai picked up a book with a photo of Earth dolphins on its cover and a blurb mentioning that a seasoned marine biologist wrote it.

“Pull me up a chair, will you?” Ilona asked. He found one near the desk and wheeled it to Ilona’s projection. She took a seat on it and faced the computer. She didn’t need to sit, but it was her way. Kai inserted a USB cable from her drone into the computer. Like magic, the computer powered on, and Ilona created multiple holographic screens floating around her. A rain of computer code descended through the screens. “And I’m in.”

“Just like that, huh?”

“Sienna’s encryptions are good, but not good enough to stop me. Now let’s see here . . .” Ilona rubbed her hands together. “Scanning Sienna’s emails and web history. This might take a moment, Commander. It’s all password-protected and heavily encrypted. Like, really encrypted. No wonder the president wanted us on the job.”

Kai shifted his gaze to inspect the rest of Sienna’s room. Underneath a pile of dresses and shoes in the closet, he discovered what looked like a recharging dock. The device had a crude design, almost as if someone had built it in a garage using secondhand electronic parts and electrical tape. Judging by the scrapes and dings, it was clear that the device’s parts had been salvaged from an electronic recycling plant or purchased from a questionable vendor who acquired the components through questionable means.

He held up the lightweight recharging dock and turned to face Ilona. “What do you suppose this is for?”

Ilona glanced in his direction and narrowed her eyes at the device. “Aha! I knew it!”

Kai walked toward Ilona, holding the device out to her. “You know what this is?”

“That there is an ICE-breaker dock, Commander. It’s used to recharge the device or transfer files to and from it.”

“An ICE-breaker?”

“Intrusion Countermeasures Electronics,” she said, returning to the computer and holographic screens ahead. “It’s the stuff that keeps unauthorized users out of anything and anything electronic or networked. Remember when I told you what would happen if I failed a hack?”

“Yeah, something about countermeasures being launched.”

“Yeppers, and ICE are those countermeasures. An ICE-breaker is a wrist-mounted device with lots of hacking software installed. They’re highly illegal across the galaxy. If used correctly, one can bypass security protocols and access whatever they want. No need to sling around a heavy PC or laptop when you have a wrist-mounted terminal.”

“Sienna must have used the ICE-breaker to sneak out then.”

“And I’m going to assume she used it to get herself and her friends to a ski resort without drawing much attention.”

“A ski resort?”

“According to this file, Sienna’s destination was a ski resort.”

“That doesn’t sound like she’s gone missing then. Sounds as if she went on a vacation with her friends and didn’t tell anyone she was leaving or when she’d be back.”

“Except the resort in question is currently under Coalition occupation.”

“Oh.”

“Sienna and her friends grabbed some warm coats and were planning to sneak in and hand deliver food, water, and first aid kits to the displaced citizens living under Coalition martial law.”

“And she never returned.” Kai crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. “Any idea which ski resort? I doubt it’s nearby, considering it’s not winter on this side of Eden.”

“No idea which one, Commander. There are a lot of cities captured by the enemy, some of which have resorts. The ski resort she planned on visiting is definitely someplace else on the planet, nothing local. I’m running a search to see which. For the most part, Sienna only called it a ‘ski resort.’ Hmm, I’ve got something interesting here, but it will take some time to crack. A lot of stuff, more than her destination.”

“Sounds to me like Sienna has something to hide.”

“She does indeed.”

The sound of bare, damp feet slapping across the floor echoed suddenly.

A smile curled his lips. “I’ll be back in a few, Ilona.”

Kai ambled to the door. Upon opening it and stepping into the hallway, he heard the voices of girlish giggles echoing.

“He’s kinda hot too.” Sienna’s sister was whispering to another girl.

Kai moved through the vacation home’s hallways, seeking their voices. He was very eager to know more about the Heinonen Dynasty.
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The chatter and giggling had led Kai into a luxurious kitchen, drawing him in like a pair of sirens luring sailors to the sea. After entering the kitchen, Kai found the younger daughter of Maria Heinonen, a blonde who looked nearly identical to Sienna, the same blonde he had seen rising out of the swimming pool after taking a skinny dip. She was now sporting a bathrobe and seated on a stool near the countertop.

He doubted there was anything underneath that robe.

A brunette with long hair, wearing a red bikini and a towel around her waist, accompanied her. Gold-colored makeup adorned the brunette’s face. Her eyes especially captivated him. The cosmetics she decorated her face with made it seem like her eyeshadow were the wings of golden butterflies.

Kai played it cool when he ambled deeper into the kitchen, acting as if he was searching the place for clues by studying the cabinets and counters, though Ilona was about to gain all the data they needed. As Kai did that, he heard the girls chat amongst each other. He listened discreetly with his back turned to them.

“Is that Kai Novak?”

“It is.”

“Oh, wow. I thought you were joking when you said he was coming over!”

“Understand why I told you to cancel your plans and come over?”

“Yep. Good call.”

He picked up a can of cherry-lime cola from the table, holding it to his face with squinting eyes.

“That was Sienna’s favorite drink,” Sienna’s sister said to him.

Kai slid the can of soda into his pocket. “I’ll make a note of that.”

The girl in the red bikini approached him, her bare feet slapping against the polished tiled floor. “I’m Brooke, by the way, Sienna and Alexa’s bestie.”

Kai gestured to the other girl seated on the stool. “I take it you’re Alexa then?”

The girl on the stool gave him a wave that turned into a stretch of her arms. “Yeah.”

“So you’re Kai Novak, right?”

He captivated Brooke with a charming smile. “Looking for a selfie?”

Her eyes lit up. “Can I?”

“Sure, why not?” Kai shrugged. “One of the guards wanted my picture. Might as well give you all the same treatment.”

Brooke grabbed her phone off the countertop, trotted excitedly over to Kai, and placed one arm around him. The brunette smelled like chlorine. She snapped a picture with him. She was so close that her wet hair brushed against his neck and sent some shivers down his back. Her hair smelled like chlorine too.

“You look tired,” Brooke said, taking a second selfie with Kai.

“I arrived from Axtell,” Kai said. “Haven’t adjusted to the local time.”

“Axtell?” Alexa asked, her green eyes peering at him. “What were you doing way out there?”

“Crushing pirates.”

Brooke turned to face Alexa. “You didn’t know?”

“I like never follow the news,” she replied. “It’s so boring!”

“He rescued a freighter my dad’s corporation owns,” Brooke said. “And like, ever since then, piracy around Axtell dropped like 18%!”

“It’s probably going to rise now that I’m back on Eden,” Kai said.

“18%, that’s still like a lot,” Alexa said. “Wow, that’s so awesome.”

Brooke wandered ahead of Kai, hands behind her back, her beaming face staring at him. “Do you have any scars?”

Kai rolled up his sleeves and displayed his collection of battle scars, starting with the ones he gained on Earth and ending with his most recent ones from the anti-pirating missions. He wasn’t surprised when their faces turned bright red as he lifted his shirt up, exposing his chest to the girls, the sides of his abs, and his back.

“Do you want some coffee?” Alexa asked.

He’d say no, but she was already moving toward and reaching for the coffeemaker as she spoke.

Kai gave his new answer. “Sure.”

While Alexa brewed a cup of coffee for Kai, Brooke retrieved a plate of sweets from the pantry, an exquisite spread of cupcakes, cookies, brownies, and some square-shaped stuff he’d never seen before. It had a strong vanilla scent.

“Our maid baked these today,” Brooke said, offering Kai the treats.

“You mean that new marionette maid your dad bought last month?” Alexa asked from her side of the kitchen while the coffeemaker hummed.

“Yeah, that’s the one!” Brooke said and gave Kai a nudge. “Go on, try some! It’s like literally the best treat I’ve ever had!”

Kai picked up a cookie dotted with several chocolate chips and bit into it. He liked it. Alexa returned with coffee for them all, placing the mugs on the countertop next to the display of sweets. She pulled a bottle of spiced rum from the fridge and poured a splash into her coffee.

Brooke extended her mug to her. “Hey, share the wealth!”

Alexa poured a shot of rum into the coffee Brooke held forward. Once finished, both girls looked at him. Alexa held up the bottle of rum. “Want some?”

“To be fair, I’m on the job⁠—”

“Oh, we won’t tell!” Alexa poured rum into his coffee. “But don’t tell my mom. This is her stuff. I forgot my booze at home.”

They both giggled and took a gulp.

“You two seem calm even though there’s a loved one missing,” Kai said.

“Trust me, we were totally devastated when we first heard Sienna was missing,” Brooke said. “But now that you’re here, back on Eden, everything will be good. It has to be. You fix everything those Earthers ruin for us.”

Kai gave his coffee a whirl and took a sip of the steaming beverage. He liked it.

“I’m so happy you’re here, Kai,” Alexa said after finishing her third sip.

He drank a gulp of his brew and turned to face her. “To find your sister?”

“That and to see you in person,” Alexa said.

“Everyone is talking about you,” Brooke added.

“Yep,” Alexa said with a nod. “You’re the man who picked up a gun and marionettes and taught the Coalition a painful lesson.”

“Are you staying the night?” Brooke asked, leaning closer to Kai, almost pleading.

He shook his head no. “Can’t. Sorry, ladies.”

“Aw.”

Alexa pouted. “Can we convince you to stay?”

Kai shifted his gaze back to her. “Don’t you want me to find Sienna?”

“Oh, of course.” Her fingers lightly grazed his arm in a playful gesture. “It’s . . . not every day we meet someone like you.”

A wide grin spread across his face. “A regular guy not affiliated with your dynasty?”

“Well, yeah, kinda,” Alexa said. “Dad doesn’t like it when we spend time in the city.”

“Same. My father is like really strict. My brothers and I can only visit property owned by Twin Suns or controlled by dynasties we’re allied with.”

“I find that interesting, since you’re not a Heinonen, Brooke,” Kai said to her.

“I’m not, but my mom divorced my dad so that she could marry into the Heinonen family. So I’m bound by the rules of the dynasty.”

“If we’re ever in the city, we’re locked up in a limo,” Alexa added. “There’s no getting out until we arrive.”

“Even schools were pretty restrictive. I used to go to an all-girls private school.”

“Yeah, same here!” Alexa placed her coffee on the counter and sat down on the stool, crossing her legs. “And for college, oh man. We have to attend colleges our dynasty selects. Mom and Dad won’t pay for the tuition and books otherwise. Thankfully, we were able to choose which course to take . . . unlike Sienna.”

“Yeah, that really sucks,” Brooke said, reaching one hand behind him. Kai felt the tender touch of her fingertips moving down his back, leaving behind a trail of warmth. “Sienna had to study a hand-selected course.”

No wonder she runs off all the time, he thought. Sienna’s a slave to the dynasty’s wishes.

Listening to the two college girls chat made Kai realize it was probably their first time talking with someone who wasn’t part of Eden’s elite. Their sheltered and privileged lives had turned them into people radically different from those he’d met in life. They were almost alien to him, and he was probably the same thing to them.

After the drinks and snacks, Alexa and Brooke gave Kai a tour of the vacation home, a glimpse into their private lives funded by a mega-corporation. Kai couldn’t remember all the hallways and rooms in the luxury one-story house they visited. He blamed all the alcohol they had forced into his drink.

He also had no recollection of how he ended up in the bathroom, standing in front of the shower.

“Hay, Kai, can you give me a hand?” Brooke asked him.

“I guess.”

“I think I drank too much, so my coordination’s a bit off.” Brooke twirled toward Kai, putting her back to him. “Can you help me take off my bikini?”

Liquid courage still flowed through his body, so he did so without hesitation. Kai untied the top half of her red bikini. The garment slid down her torso and out flopped her tits, not that he could see from his position standing behind her. Alexa shed her robe, gently pulling it down and to her feet. She was indeed naked under the robe, likely throwing it on after her skinny-dipping session. Alexa stepped into the shower stall and activated it with a quick tap of three buttons, spraying water over her luscious breasts, the water running down the flesh of her torso, dripping off her shaved cunt and across her lovely thighs. Brooke untied the towel around her waist, unveiling her red bikini bottom. It barely covered her plump rear. Not that it mattered, because seconds later Brooke pulled down her bikini bottom, flashing her entire ass right at him as she bent over to remove the garment she yanked down to her feet. Her cunt below her ass cheeks was visible and moist.

Brooke ran into the shower and joined Alexa to rinse off the smell of chlorine. Neither bothered to shut the shower stall’s sliding door. They joyfully splashed each other under the gushing shower faucet, drenching their glistening bodies, their wet tits flopping up and down amidst the echoes of their laughter. Some of the water they splashed about hit Kai in the face and chest. They stopped their playful fun in the water to look at Kai then faced one another with a wicked leer before facing him again.

He ogled them. “Hey, what are you looking at?”

“Get him!”

Brooke scooped up a handful of water with a mischievous grin and hurled it his way. Kai moved to the side, only for Alexa to nail him with water tossed from her cupped hands.

“Ah, hell.” Kai flicked his hands about, shaking off the water dripping from his fingers.

The naked girls in the shower laughed at him.

He tugged on his wet top, staring down at it. Droplets of water were running down his pants too.

“I think I overdid it with that one,” Alexa said.

He looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “You think?”

“Don’t worry.” She walked to the wall, pushing a button on it. Seconds later, the bathroom door opened, and a marionette wearing a traditional black and white trimmed French maid uniform with an apron entered. The marionette paid no attention to what the girls in the shower were doing and sauntered over.

“You summoned me?”

“Yes,” Alexa said. “Take off Kai’s clothes and put them in the dryer.”

The synthetic maid bowed. “As you wish. Please note I will need to enter my recharge cycle soon, so this may take a while.”

“That’s okay. Pop them in the dryer then recharge your battery.”

“As you wish.” The maid grabbed Kai’s attire and hastily stripped him down to his boxers. The marionette looked at his boxers for a while, her synthetic eyes no doubt scanning them. “I will have to dry these too, if you don’t mind.”

Kai said nothing. What was the point? Alexa and Brooke had lured him into their trap— their real reason for wanting to get to know a commoner so well and feed him drinks.

The maid pulled down his boxers, and out flopped his erect penis. The maid departed with his clothing in hand, along with the red bikini and robe the two girls in the shower had slipped out of moments ago. Standing in the nude before the opened shower door, the two girls grabbed Kai, one on the right and the other on the left.

They yanked him into the shower with them.

Nobody bathed much. They glared at him with reddened faces while their wet bodies stood before showering water, the water droplets on their skin sparkling under the ceiling lights. Brooke backed up to the wall. Kai slapped his palm against the wall she backed up to, aiming it to the side of her head, almost trapping her. She held his waist and pulled him closer, intensifying the sensation of their wet and nude bodies pressing together. He kissed her.

Alexa watched with a wide-open mouth. “Oh, wow, just like that?” Kai and Brooke stuck out their wiggling tongues to brush against one another. “That’s so fucking hot.”

Kai pulled away from Brooke’s soft lips and looked at Alexa. “Plenty of space here for you.”

She surrendered her body to his firm grip. Kai pulled Alexa over, placing her beside Brooke against the wall. Switching to the girl to the left now, Kai kissed Alexia for three seconds. Alexia kissed him back and damn near leaped into his arms, wrapping her limbs around his torso. She released him from her embrace, allowing Kai to hold Brooke’s chin gently and keep her head still so he could kiss her again. Her lively tongue probed the inside of his mouth.

Their lips parted, and Brooke asked, “Is that it?”

Kai shrugged. “You want more?”

She repeatedly tapped the right side of her face, looking up at the ceiling. “Actually.”

Alexa lurked closer to them. “Well.”

Brooke and Alexa looked at each other and nodded then faced him.

“Honestly, we wanted to show you our appreciation,” Brooke said.

“I figured as much,” Kai said. “You didn’t just lure me here for shits and giggles. There’s something you want.”

“There is!” Alexa said. She captured Brooke’s hand, and the two girls stepped away from Kai, reaching the other side of the shower. After that, they both spun around, pointing their asses at him. Alexa, in particular, slapped her left hand across her right ass cheek. “We want to thank you for saving our asses from the enemy!”

He grinned with folded arms across his battle-scarred and chiseled chest as multiple droplets rolled down its contours. “Is that so?”

The duo spun back to face him. “Your heroics are all over the news.”

“I thought you didn’t watch the news.”

“Okay, like, maybe I do a bit when Mom is watching it.”

Brooke and Alexa, standing shoulder to shoulder, inched closer to Kai like wolves stalking prey. Alexa approached him from the left, Brooke to the right, and both girls captured his arms.

“Another present for me?” Kai asked.

“Oh, we haven’t given you your gift yet,” Alexa said.

“And what gift is that?”

“The real reason we brought you here,” Brooke said.

“We want to make you cum,” Alexa said. “You deserve it.”

Kai grinned at them. “Naturally.”
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Kai beamed a cheeky grin at the two girls bathing in the shower with him. “Better make sure your dad doesn’t find out.”

“I’d be more worried about my mom,” Alexa said.

“But don’t worry,” Brooke said, ambling closer to him, her soaking breasts inches away from his chest. “This will be our secret!”

Alexa joined Brooke at her side, and both girls stood before Kai and gazed at him with a hypnotic glare. It was hard to tell who had enticed who. They stood motionless, captivated by the sight of their bare bodies, as the water from the shower cascaded over them.

Kai touched Alexa’s breasts, savoring the softness of her mounds, his thumb toying with her stiff pink nipples. She smiled in response to his touch.

“Brooke, want to start first?” Alexa asked. Brooke giggled and flailed her hands about. She couldn’t contain her excitement, especially when she dropped to her knees and leveled her gaze at Kai’s erection. “Yeah!” Alexa shouted. “Put it in your mouth.”

Brooke parted her lips, inched her face forward, and took his prick into her mouth, hungry for his cock. Her mouth clenched around him, creating a tight and tantalizing sensation. She brushed her left hand against his right thigh sensually. Her right hand came to touch his other thigh as she moved her head back and forth. Brooke touched herself two minutes into the debauchery. She started by dragging her dripping fingertips past her cute navel, brushing upward to capture her left breast, groping herself while her lips fastened tightly around his erection.

Kai repeatedly ran his right palm against Brooke’s wet, slicked-back hair, gently caressing her. Brooke’s lovely eyes peered upward at him, her face red, her mouth refusing to release his member from its grip. Taking hold of the base of his shaft with one hand, Brooke dragged her grip up and down it, performing long, deliberate strokes while her lips and tongue worked their magic on his cock’s sensitive tip.

Meanwhile, above her was Alexa, standing closer to Kai and kissing him with shut eyes. Alexa grasped his chest and arms as their lips intertwined. He held her shoulders. She brushed her fingertips across his wet flesh. The girls were driving his senses insane. Four gentle hands caressed him simultaneously, with Alexa’s lips enticingly pressing against his lips and Brooke’s mouth unwilling to let go of his member. Kai struggled to contain his excitement, fighting the urge to release a surge of semen into Brooke’s mouth, intently focused on her relentless oral play.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Alexa’s lips parted from his. He kissed her neck then held her right breast steady, keeping it in place for his mouth to take in the nipple, playfully sucking it. She rewarded him by stroking his shoulders, his neck, and then his back, each stroke of her dripping hands sending chills down his spine. He moved his face away from the tit that he grabbed to kiss Alexa again. Their eyes had shut while their tongues whipped against one another furiously, as if they were competing to see who had the fastest-moving one.

As Kai and Alexia passionately kissed, Brooke, still on her knees, intensified her grip around the base of his shaft and quickened her strokes, her mouth gobbling in the rest of his erection at a rapid pace. Alexa moved as close to Kai as possible, throwing her body’s weight against his frame. Her warm, glistening, soaking-wet skin pressed against his. With her eyes closed, Brooke intensified the suction around his penis as she sucked him down, her bobbing head picking up speed. Kai grunted to the ceiling while his breathing deepened. Alexa kissed his neck repeatedly when he did that. The constant stimuli the two girls threw at him was too much. Sensory overload was kicking in. They were amazing.

And then he couldn’t feel Brooke’s mouth around his prick anymore. She had removed his length with a smile and angled it up toward Alexa.

“Wanna try?” she asked her.

With a grin, Alexa joined Brooke on her knees. She brushed wet hair behind her ear before accepting the cock Brooke offered her. Kai shut his eyes to the incredible sensation of Alexa’s plush lips entertaining his prick’s head. Half a minute later, Alexa took him into her mouth, where he felt his erection pulsating against her tongue. Her quick-licking tongue lashed the head of his member afterward, while Brooke’s tongue licked its way up and down the bottom half of his shaft. Alexa, with a cheerful smile, shifted his cock back to Brooke. With experienced precision, Alexa stimulated the left half of his hardness with her mouth while Brooke glided her lips across the right half.

Brooke was done sharing his cock with Alexa. Using a firm grip, Brooke clamped both her hands around the base of his penis as she took him deep into her mouth. Alexa reached up to stroke her palms across Kai’s belly and chest, taking her sweet time to explore every inch, every scar, with her fingertips.

“Oh,” Alexa purred. “You’re so fucking hot.” She stood and ambled behind Kai, her hands gliding over his back gently. “And wow, what a sexy back.” She gave his ass cheeks a squeeze and laughed.

Alexa leaned forward, and he felt the weight of her wet breasts pressing against his back. She moved up and down in a continuous motion afterward, her lovely mounds rubbing his back. As Alexa smothered his back with her luscious and soft curves, Brooke removed his erection from her mouth. Her hand remained wrapped around his shaft. Brooke stood up while peering into his eyes and holding his length, her hand jerking him off to maintain his arousal. It wasn’t until Brooke spun and leaned against the wall that she finally let go of his penis. For the first time since their fun started, Kai was not in any physical contact with Brooke whatsoever.

Brooke stuck her ass toward him and arched her back slightly as she pressed herself against the shower’s wall. Water rolled down the incline of her backside and dripped steadily off the sides of her rounded rear. Alexa stood behind him, hands on his shoulders, glancing over them to see what Brooke was up to.

Alexa pouted, “Aw, I wanted to get fucked first!”

With pleading eyes, Brooke glanced back at them. “Please?” She reached backward to touch her vulva, spreading herself open to reveal the innermost depths of her throbbing desire. “I need this right now.”

“Okay, fine . . .”

Alexa walked over and gently held Kai’s member steady while she angled the head toward Brooke’s spread-open womanhood, guiding him forward to penetrate her. The pink walls of Brooke’s intimate core were warmer than the water falling from the faucet. He threw his hips forward, burying his erection deeper into her slippery entrance.

“C’mon!” Alexa said, moving behind Kai. “You can go faster than that!”

Alexa slapped Kai’s ass a few times, goading him to ram Brooke with increased speed. He held Brooke’s wet and glossy body still while pumping her from behind. Long locks of soaked hair flung about wildly. Brooke wailed in ecstasy ten minutes later. She fell to the shower floor and sent up a small splash of water. Her ass was still pointed upward while the water cascaded down its curvature, across her back, rolling down her body and onto the shower floor.

Brooke reached backward and rubbed her clitoris, extending the duration of the orgasm that sent her into a series of uncontrolled shakes. As the seconds ticked by, she continued to writhe on the floor while her hand worked fervently to pleasure herself. Alexa took Kai’s arm and pulled him backward, forcing him to face her smiling face.

She ran her hand across the back of his neck and kissed him before muttering, “My turn.”

Alexa patted a section on the edge of the wall where shampoo and shaving accessories were neatly stored. She threw every item off the ledge, allowing Kai to sit. Alexa approached him when he did, legs parted as she spread her womanhood with two fingers. She angled herself above his lap, aligning her spread pussy with the tip of his penis. Her wetness met his penetrating shaft, and he was immediately overwhelmed by the sensation of her warm and tight grip. Alexa was as warm as Brooke.

She inched her hips up and down, forcing her velvety entrance to envelop his shaft from sight. Kai sat back like he was a king as she rode his erection. Alexa’s tits jiggled during her erotic motions as the rush of the shower’s water sprayed across her frame. Brooke sat up. Her orgasm had finally passed through her body. She crawled over to Alexa riding Kai’s cock and settled herself beside him. With a playful touch, Brooke pressed her body against his for a sensual and lengthy kiss. Alexa leaned her back against Kai’s chest and continued to heave herself up and down, her vagina’s warmth and tightness edging him close to his inevitable end. Brooke held the side of his head, keeping it still for her to kiss him with an open mouth and wiggling tongue. Two wet girls were smothering their bodies against him, overwhelming his senses once more.

Alexa convulsed suddenly. She came. Her intense orgasm thrashed her body so much that she lost her balance and fell into Kai’s arms. With a mischievous grin, she pulled Brooke down to the floor with her as she collapsed. Their laughter filled the room while they hugged each other. Kai lowered himself to the girls, where Brooke captured his arms and pulled him closer to their intertwined bodies on the ground. Alexa kissed Kai when he joined them on the shower floor.

Three wet bodies whirled about in happy, playful fun. The subtle slopes of college-girl breasts squashed into him from behind and the front as gentle nipple tips dragged across his skin. The soft folds of Alexa’s labia came to press against his left ass cheek. Their rolling around ended with Alexa falling on top of Brooke. Alexa lifted her hips, offering her backside to Kai’s eager gaze, while Brooke, positioned underneath Alexa with her back against the floor, parted her legs. Both girls with a torrent of water dripping off their glossy skin had presented their cunts to him, while a small puddle of water expanded across the shower’s floor. One of the shampoo bottles Alexa tossed aside collided with a washcloth and sent it falling over the drain, blocking it.

Brooke cocked her finger at Kai. He angled his face to her cunt, aiming his tongue for her pink gap, licking the tender split. After Kai gave Alexa’s cunt a lick, he proceeded to penetrate Brooke on the bottom with powerful, rhythmic thrusts. As Kai fucked Brooke, her perfectly manicured fingers reached for the apex of her womanhood and rubbed it.

Wet honey leaked from Brooke’s hot snatch, coating his erect member. Kai withdrew from her tight embrace and thrust himself into Alexa, who eagerly awaited her turn while lying on top of Brooke. He pulled his length free and shoved it back into Brooke. She squealed when that happened. Brooke must have thought he was still fucking Alexa, not expecting him to be entering her again so quickly. Kai removed his prick and stuffed it into Alexa, deeply penetrating her. Like Brooke earlier, Alexa’s arousal coated his member, leaving a milky hue on the flesh of his shaft.

Alexa’s hand slipped over to spread her cunt lips farther and periodically rubbed her clitoris. Her pleasuring hand moved so fast he felt her vagina’s pulses gripping his ramming cock. While Alexa was coming, Kai adjusted the angle of his penis and smoothly slid into Brooke, savoring the sensation of their intimate connection. Her fingers came over to rub her pussy as he fucked her, white liquids seeping out of her cunt and down to her ass. Kai found himself deep inside Alexa again for a minute and then pushed his stiff cock into Brooke. He was swapping his prick from the two holes at a rapid pace. Both girls’ moans filled the room, like they were competing to see who would be the loudest. Eventually, Kai focused his energy on Alexa, grabbed her wet waist hard, and rapidly thrust his cock into her.

He was going to remove his penis from Alexa to slip it back inside Brooke until she spoke up. “Are you going to come again, Alexa?”

Alexa replied, “Oh . . . yes . . . I am.”

Kai left his shaft right where it was. He maintained the intensity of his thrusts, keeping his hammering prick deep inside Alexa. Her hole tightened around his length, and she yelled into the shower’s water and mist. Kai removed his member from Alexa and sank it down and into Brooke on the bottom.

“Are you going to make me come again as well?” Brooke asked.

He replied by giving Brooke the same treatment he’d given Alexa seconds earlier. It felt great. It felt even better when Brooke used her entire hand to rub her sensitive lady bits. The tips of Brooke’s fingers stroked not only her clitoris but his cock too. Her climax struck fast, curling her cute toes and wiggling her body through the puddle of shower water building up on the floor. Kai’s penis found itself inside Alexa again.

“Make her come again,” Brooke muttered through quivering lips.

He seized Alexa’s waist and continually thrust himself into her as fast as his exhausted body would allow. The longer he pounded Alexa, the more her mouth opened and stayed that way while she shook. She tilted her head back and looked at him in amazement.

Brooke crawled away, leaving Kai alone and thrusting his hips, his prick entering and exiting Alexa’s dripping cunt. Brooke sat back and watched as Kai’s cock showed her cunt no mercy.

She slapped Alexa’s ass. A wave of flesh rippled from the palm’s impact against her rear. Alexa drove her ass back and pushed Kai to the floor. She was on top of him once more, bouncing on his erection. Brooke smacked her ass again. She increased her speed. Each cracking slap of Alexa’s ass cheek sent her rear bouncing faster, and her penis-hugging vagina brought Kai closer to his end.

He held Alexa’s hips in anticipation for her to wiggle about. Brooke brushed her palm along Alexa’s left ass cheek and gave it an appreciative pat. Alexa went crossed-eyed and lost control of herself, her legs spasming ecstatically. While Alexa recovered from her orgasm, Brooke took Kai’s penis into her mouth. They never gave his cock a moment of rest.

Alexa rolled on the floor, legs spread, her echoing voice begging him to penetrate her again. Kai did, and this time he plowed Alexa so hard that he was certain he would faint if he kept at it. Thankfully, his climax came before that happened. Kai withdrew himself from Alexa’s hot and slick embrace and rose to his feet, his pulsating member gripped in his hand. Both girls eagerly lined up before him, got on their knees, and waited in anticipation for his release.

Brooke turned to Alexa. “Have you ever had cum on your face before?”

She shook her head. “No, I haven’t.”

“It’s so fucking hot.” Brooke looked at Kai’s length. “It’s good for your skin too!”

With a wide grin, Brooke closed her eyes and positioned her face beneath his cock’s tip, her tongue ready for what came next. He knew what she wanted at that exact moment. Kai aimed his pulsating erection at Brooke’s excited face and released his essence. His ejaculating prick sent multiple squirts of semen airborne, landing a splattering of it across Brooke’s smiling face, a shot landing directly into her mouth before he angled his erection in the direction of Alexa. Both girls were giggling and laughing the entire time his semen smothered their faces and chests. Kai roared to the ceiling while his orgasm forced his body to shake with intense pleasure.

When he came to, he looked down to see that his seed had covered the right side of Alexa’s cheek and chin and fell to the upper half of her breast. Over on Brooke, his release left three lines streaming down her face, seeping down to conceal her nipples from sight before oozing small white dots across her belly.

Alexa reached outside the shower and grabbed her phone. She brought the device into the shower and snapped a selfie with herself holding the peace sign with Brooke seated before Kai, still holding his prick. The rushing showering water hadn’t washed his semen off their faces and breasts when Alexa snapped the selfie. Still holding the phone, Alexa activated its recording function and shoved the phone’s camera to her semen-drenched features before flipping it around to record Brooke.

She sat backward and smiled at the camera. “We are the luckiest girls in the world right now!” Brooke wiped her face clean of his seed and flicked off the semen. “Had I known this would happen, I would have suggested we go to a hotel.”

“Totally,” Alexa said, lowering her phone. “Like, Sienna kept blabbing about this one hotel whenever she got wasted with her friends.”

“Which one?” Brooke asked.

“It was the Stellar Hotel, I think. She and her friends were really fixated on room 2805 for some reason.”

“They must have been throwing a lot of sick parties there,” Brooke said.

Alexa pouted, “And didn’t invite us!”

He’d give Alexa’s words more thought but was mentally and physically exhausted.

Being an independent war hero had its benefits and required sufficient time to rest after receiving them.


8
AND THE TRAIL GOES COLD



Kai returned to Ilona in Sienna’s bedroom two hours later, placing his shirt back on. She looked at him upon his arrival.

“Ah, Commander—” Her eyes narrowed. “Why was your shirt off?”

“Don’t worry about it. What did you find?”

Ilona’s attention shifted back to the computer while she cracked her knuckles. “Sienna’s logs and her plan to help displaced people in the ski resort we talked about, including its location.” She bit her lip. “Here’s the bad news. The resort is in Nieve. You can find it in the Gallanview Mountains.”

“Gallanview Mountains . . . why does that sound familiar?”

“Because there are lithium mines in those hills.”

“The mining town . . .”

“And the Coalition bioweapons.”

“Ah fuck.”

“Sienna might be dead, Commander. She and her friends. That might be why nobody heard from them over the past month.”

“And Heinonen . . . didn’t she say the same night Sienna vanished was when the Coalition started using those bioweapons?”

“She did.”

“Ah hell, and here I thought Heinonen was reaching, but she wasn’t that far from the truth. The bio attacks and her daughter’s disappearance are connected because her daughter walked right into them when she went to help those people in the mountains.”

“This is assuming Sienna and her friends made it there,” Ilona said. “Sienna seemed pretty obsessed over some hotel in the city a couple of weeks before she left. Maybe she’s there and hiding.”

“Maybe. The more I learn about Sienna, the more I find signs that she wanted to escape the Heinonen Dynasty and its strict rules.” And then it hit him. “Hmm, hotel, you say?”

“Yes.”

“The Stellar Hotel?”

“Yep.”

“Room 2805?”

“Uh, I’m not sure.”

“Pull up everything Sienna has about that room number.”

“Sure, but why?”

“Humor me.”

Ilona worked her digital magic, accessing and displaying Sienna’s files across two hovering holographic screens.

“Oh wow. Good call, Commander.” Ilona’s eyes darted back and forth, studying the data populating the two floating screens. “Turns out, an officer from the Coalition was staying at the Stellar Hotel in secret.”

“Oh.” Kai was intrigued and stood behind Ilona’s projection, seated before the computer.

She glanced over her shoulder and up at him. “How’d you know about this?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, eyes forward and intently looking at the data unfolding. “Go on, don’t stop. This is getting interesting.”

“You have no idea.” Ilona faced the digital screens and waved her left hand across them, populating them with additional files to be decrypted. “Sienna doxed the Coalition officer once she found out who they were. She tried to rally an angry mob to lynch them, but the officer had fled the hotel before they arrived.”

“You got the address?”

“Sending it to you now.” Ilona stood up and twirled to face him, reaching up to touch the side of her glasses. “I take it that’s our next destination?”

“Hell yeah,” Kai said, turning around. “Sienna doxing an undercover Coalition officer before she vanished? There might be a link.”

“Might be a coincidence.”

“Still, it’s an interesting find.” He ambled to the door. “I wanna make sure we leave no stone unturned for this. Besides, you said so yourself that Sienna had encrypted those logs, right?”

“She did indeed.”

“Because Sienna didn’t want anyone to know about them,” he said. “Didn’t want anyone to know the privileged and pampered daughter of a corpo and the president of Eden lived a secret life that would have gotten her into a lot of trouble with her family. Sienna’s got skills she shouldn’t have, and those skills might be giving her an edge. Maybe she’s not in trouble at all. She’s hiding and waiting for the right time to move.”

“How do you figure?”

A grin curled his lips when he thought about Brooke, Alexa, and what they told him. The Heinonen Dynasty imposed strict rules on Alexa and Brooke, forcing them to live their lives the way the family demanded, and Sienna was in a similar position. Sienna wanted an escape from her reality and sought to get it by hanging out at the front lines.

Kai gave his answer to Ilona. “I was . . . poking the locals for more information.”
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Kai pulled his motorcycle into the Stellar Hotel’s parking lot, getting off the bike the instant it powered down. Once again, Ilona followed him behind, her drone floating above and her holographic form walking by his side. He approached the hotel’s front reception desk and requested access to their surveillance footage. The answer was a firm no. It became a yes when Kai scanned his thumb on a hand scanner, unveiling that President Heinonen had granted him special investigative privileges.

It was nice to have friends in high places.

The hotel’s security staff gave Kai and Ilona access to the surveillance room. Kai offered one of the chairs to Ilona’s hologram. She accepted it with a smile, and her ghostly visage sat down, crossed one leg over the other, and flicked purple hair off her left shoulder. Meanwhile, Kai grabbed hold of the drone projecting Ilona’s apparition, inserted its USB cable into the dashboard ahead, and then took a seat.

It didn’t take long for Ilona to access its information.

“Okay, remember, room 2805.”

“I’m an AI, Commander. I won’t forget a detail like that.”

“And sometimes I forget you aren’t human.”

“Aww, you think I’m the real deal, huh? You say the sweetest things.” She snapped her fingers and brought one of the many surveillance monitors before them to life with footage. “Okay, now to find surveillance footage taken during the days Sienna was stalking and doxing this Coalition officer, and cross-reference it with Sienna’s notes. Okay, that didn’t take long at all.” Ilona waved at the monitors in a presenting manner. “Feast your eyes on this.”

They watched the one monitor in question. It was a top-down recording of a woman at the front reception desk checking out in a panic and failing to hide her worried face, which Ilona scanned with facial recognition technology.

The woman’s profile appeared on a holographic screen before Kai and Ilona, listing everything about the woman, from her date of birth to an image of her oval face with pale skin, and a head of soft auburn hair. And, of course, the woman’s name.

Tatjana Romero

“Hmm, a woman in the Coalition military . . .” Ilona said, squinting. “A marine at that.”

“Sometimes they recruit women for desk jobs or computer tech support. They never see any action on the front lines⁠—”

“Oh my God! Kai! Look!”

He looked but saw nothing of interest in Tatjana Romero’s profile. Then he switched his gaze to a monitor to the right. The recorded footage showed Tatjana carrying a suitcase in one hand and a strange-looking laptop in the other.

Kai twisted his lips when looking closer at the laptop. “Is that . . .”

“Rhinehart’s laptop? Yes, it is. I’m programmed to identify it on the spot should I see something looking like it. That’s it, and it has the dents and scratches all in the right places, and then some.”

“Well, this got interesting. Where did Romero go?”

“One moment.” Ilona manipulated the recorded security feed. Another monitor above flashed on and displayed footage from one of the hotel’s outdoor cameras. The display that captured their attention showed a very agitated Tatjana Romero running away. Tatjana faded from sight when she turned the corner and hurried across the sidewalk.

“And the trail goes cold,” Kai grunted.

“That’s what you think.” Ilona forged a new holographic screen to her left. “I’m about to take a peek at the city’s surveillance.”

“You hacked into the city’s security network already?”

“Actually, Sienna did. Well, before she had gone missing. She installed a Trojan horse into their network and used it to create a backdoor, which I found and opened. Now, let’s see here . . .”

The footage from the holographic screen to Ilona’s left appeared to have come from a camera installed on a streetlight. On that feed, Tatjana Romero boarded a bus, paid the fare, and then vanished from sight when she went to take a seat. Ilona snapped her fingers, and like magic, the holographic screen displayed what the bus’s internal cameras recorded moments later. Evidently, the city of Desiree had also linked its public transportation system to its security network.

Tatjana, on the screen, sat at the back of the bus, keeping the laptop close to her chest and her suitcase off to the side. She looked around nervously the entire time. Not much happened after that. Tatjana appeared to be on a lengthy bus journey.

“Fast-forward.”

Ilona did as he asked, and then passengers on the bus moved so fast it looked like they were appearing and disappearing from sight, except Tatjana. She never moved. Once she did, Ilona forced the footage to play at normal speed. Tatjana Romero got off the bus. Kai had no idea where she had departed until Ilona snapped her fingers and changed the hologram to a different camera.

Now they watched Tatjana leave the bus and enter a train station. One camera Ilona activated at the train’s platform showed Tatjana boarding a train that pulled into the station minutes after she paid for a ticket.

“Fast-forward.”

Now the screen switched to yet another camera, depicting Tatjana Romero departing the train and moving to exit the station. The train station was located at the base of Desiree Interstellar Spaceport.

Kai grimaced. “She’s leaving the planet. Please tell me the city networked the spaceport’s cameras too?”

“They did.”

“Good, let’s see what planet she traveled to.”

Ilona snapped her fingers . . . but nothing happened, causing her to wince. Adjusting her glasses, Ilona tried to use her digital sorcery again. She got the same result.

“Ah . . . not good.” An error message flashed on the holographic screen. “Someone deleted it. Rather, Sienna deleted it.”

“Eh. Sienna’s covering Romero’s tracks? A Coalition operative?”

“No, it makes no sense for Sienna to do that. Romero’s fleeing because Sienna doxed her. Sienna must have planned something else since the lynching didn’t happen as expected. My best guess is that Sienna didn’t want the authorities to clue in on what happened. Her failed lynching mob did draw a lot of attention.”

“There’s a good chance that Romero left Eden, taking Rhinehart’s laptop with her.”

“What I want to know is why Romero would take it and no one else. Why would she be working alone?”

“Last time I checked, cracking Rhinehart’s laptop was a team effort.” Kai crossed his arms and looked at Tatjana Romero’s profile ID. “The Coalition wanted its data for themselves. How does Romero operating alone help them?”

Kai’s phone beeped. He had received a text message. With a quick grab, Kai pulled his phone out of his pocket and brought it to his face while his thumb swiped the touchscreen.

It was a message from Ruby.

Ruby:


Hey, how are you doing?



Sorry I haven’t been in contact with you.




Kai:


It’s all good. I’ve been at Axtell for a while but got back recently.





Ruby:


Oh, okay, that explains it. I tried contacting you, but my network said the message was never received.





Kai:


Ah, don’t have a planet-to-planet phone plan, huh?





Ruby:


Ha, that’s way too much money.



Phone plans have gone up recently because of the war. My provider’s towers were damaged during the battle to retake Jardin, so signals were weak for a long time.


Now that everything seems to be working again, I figured I’d try reaching out to you, hoping for the best.




Kai:


Well, I’m here back on Eden, alive and well.





Ruby:


Good!



So . . . do you want to go out with me for dinner and drinks?




Kai:


I’m in Desiree atm. Haven’t been to Jardin since I left.





Ruby:


Oh.



Are you thinking of coming back? Things are different for the better. And many people want to chat with you.




Kai:


Why?





Ruby:


Because you saved them. Let’s say you’re about to have a lot of people buying you drinks.





“You should take the offer, Commander.”

Kai lowered his phone, unveiling Ilona’s cheeky smile directed at him. “You hacked my phone again, huh?”

“I was bored.” She stood up and wandered behind Kai, looking over his shoulder at his text message conversation with Ruby. “Seriously, go see her. We already walked away from one social networking event. Remember Cody Harper’s dinner invite?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s not do that twice. You might make some contacts and find jobs for us in the future. I don’t think rescuing Sienna will net us enough profits to reach Tau Ceti. We’ll still need to take more jobs after we find her.” With a wave of her hand, Ilona forced all the monitors on the wall to shut off simultaneously while the holographic screens vanished. “I’m saving everything we learned today and will be closely analyzing it. There might be details I missed. While I do that, go see what Ruby wants from you.”

“The job comes first. I’ll take up Ruby’s offer later.” Kai slid his phone back into his pocket and walked toward the exit. “Contact Eden’s Army and request arctic gear for Amber and me. We’re going to need it.”

“Arctic gear . . .” Ilona moved with him. “So that means?”

“Our next stop is the Gallanview Mountains, where the Nieve ski resort is.” His hands slid into his pockets. “As interesting as this find is, it’s a dead end. Everything we have now points to the ski resort in Nieve where Sienna supposedly vanished.”


9
A WHOLE LOT OF BODIES



A dropship with the flag of Eden’s Army painted on the side of its hull hovered above a snowfield not far from the summit of the Gallanview Mountains, its thrusters turning the falling snow it touched to vapor. The dropship’s entrance opened, and members of the Marionette Task Force repelled down ropes one by one, landing silently in the deep snow.

With the team’s insertion complete, the dropship’s thrusters shifted into a horizontal position and propelled the military vessel into the cloudy daytime skies, fading away from sight.

The team received a communication signal moments later. “Sorry we couldn’t stick around.” It was the pilot of the dropship.

Kai transmitted his reply to the pilot. “Not a problem. I appreciate you giving us a lift here. The Starslayer would have drawn too much attention. It’s become pretty notorious to the Coalition these days.”

“And drawing attention is exactly why we need to withdraw for now,” the pilot transmitted. “Our approach alerted Coalition scanners. They sent their birds to look for us.”

“Shit.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll shake ‘em. And hell, with any luck they’ll focus on looking for us and less on looking for who we dropped off, your team. Anyway, do what you need to do. Contact us if you need an emergency extraction.”

“Roger that.” The transmission ended, and Kai spun toward the drone hovering behind him. “Ilona, if you will.”

“Updating your mini-map now,” Ilona said. “This should be the path that Sienna and her friends took. Well, the path they planned to take at least. It’s possible they climbed this hill on a different path at the last second.”

“Or they never made it here at all,” Amber said.

“We’ll take the chance,” Kai said, watching as the mini-map in his virtual vision updated with the data Ilona sent. “This is all we’ve got to work with right now.”

“So Sienna’s logs are our breadcrumbs to follow,” Cerise said.

“Pretty much.” Kai shrugged. “It should lead us to a vulnerability in the fencing around Nieve.”

Kai put on his backpack, adjusted his white camo winter coat hood, and clenched the M-905 with warm gloves. He took point, leading the team forward into the cold. Light flurries had descended from the clouds, blanketing the white hills with additional snow. Amber wore a coat similar to Kai’s and marched alongside him while carrying a sizable backpack. Cerise and Yukina didn’t wear any coats, being the marionettes they were. Both girls wore white outfits to blend in with the snow, though Yukina always wore something white to match her silver-white hair.

Ilona drifted forward with the group. Her holographic projection didn’t accompany them. It was probably for the best, as it’d drain her battery faster. The team was surrounded by snow and boreal trees now, and recharging batteries going forward was going to be challenging.

They travel through the deep snow and up toward the mountain’s summit, following the lines on their mini-map, the path Sienna and her friends were believed to have taken. Kai found no signs of footprints. Neither did anyone else. They concluded a blizzard that blanketed the area the previous day would have covered Sienna and her friends’ footprints.

The team pressed forward, climbing the hill and trudging through the snow without stopping.

“I wonder why the Coalition captured the city of Nieve, a ski resort, of all places,” Cerise said.

“I doubt it’s to give their soldiers a place to go skiing during their off hours,” Kai snorted.

“The ski resort at Nieve is one of the most popular ones on Eden,” Yukina said. “With 8,325 five-star reviews, it is frequently visited by tourists from around the world and off-world colonies such as Axtell and⁠—”

“Thank you, Yukina,” Kai interjected. Had he not done so, she would have rambled on about everything and anything about Nieve. Yukina had spent hours on the internet beforehand, filling her memory stores about the city.

“That still doesn’t explain why they would want it,” Cerise said. “Aren’t there more strategic targets for them?”

“Due to the popularity of the resort, it has its own launchpads for starships,” Yukina said.

Cerise paused for a beat. “Oh, that explains it.”

“They commandeered the landing pads for their ships,” Kai said. “Also, let’s not forget there’s a lot of lithium inside this mountain.”

“Right, the mining town on the other side of Nieve,” Cerise said.

“Our forces attacked the Coalition garrison in the mining town daily to retake the mines and its town,” Amber said. “So Nieve doubled as a base for Coalition soldiers and a place to receive backup, supplies, and ammunition from orbit.”

“Did . . . the tourists at least escape?” Cerise asked.

“Not all of them, same with the city’s residents,” Amber answered. “A whole lot of folks got left behind and now have to live under enemy occupation.”

“A whole lot of bodies the Coalition plans to show Eden, hoping to force them to surrender,” Kai grunted.

Amber winced while clenching the ammunition belt around her torso. “Yeah . . . the bioweapons.”

“Speaking of which, Commander,” Ilona said, the drone floating ahead of the group, “you and Amber will want to stop after the next two meters.”

Kai slowed his stride. “Eh, we’re close to the contamination zone?”

“We’re getting there.”

Amber slowed down as well. “I thought the virus dies after a while.”

“It does, but because of the cold, there might be a few microbes still lingering in the area,” Ilona said. “I recommend that Yukina and Cerise proceed farther to confirm whether it’s safe for the two of you to continue or not.”

Amber came to a stop and nodded. “Agreed.”

“Right then,” Kai said, stopping and turning to face the marionette duo with them. “Yukina, Cerise, you’re up.”

Yukina, with the M877 sniper rifle in hand, bobbed her head respectfully to Kai. “I will not let you down, Master.”

“All right, sis!” Cerise hurried ahead. “Let’s go hiking.”
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Cerise and Yukina were alone for hours. The pair trod through the snow, searching for signs that the virus was still active in the region while inching farther up the hill and toward the ski resort. One could barely make out the sight of Yukina. Her hair, white skater dress, and heeled boots allowed her to seamlessly blend into their surroundings.

Yukina came to an abrupt halt, lifting the M877 forward and peering through its scope. “I have identified two hostiles up ahead.”

Cerise stopped beside Yukina, giving her a hearty pat on the back. “Nice one, sis.”

The enigmatic duo lowered themselves into the snow, going prone and slowly crawling forward. Cerise’s operating sensors detected a sudden drop in her body’s exterior temperature, sending a command into her positronic brain that she should shiver and mention how cold it was, as that would be something a human would do. She canceled the request for the time being. Now was not the time to seem as if she were human.

Cerise kept the Vinogradov grip tightly held as the two advanced. Two soldiers from the Solar Coalition were walking about on patrol, both men dressed in parka coats and clenching Vinogradov rifles with scopes attached.

Yukina sent a signal back to the team. “Master, it would appear that it is safe for humans and cyborgs to cross.”

“Nice, we’re on our way.”

“Be advised, Coalition infantrymen are on patrol.”

“Oh.”

“That’s how we learned that the area is safe,” Cerise added. “They wouldn’t send their soldiers in if it was still contaminated.”

“No, they wouldn’t,” Ilona said over the commlink. “Standard procedure is to pull their forces out, drop the bioweapon, wait for the virus to die, then move in to collect the infected who will be too sick to fight back.”

“Well, can we get more confirmation before we head out?” Amber transmitted.

Cerise heard Kai chuckle. “Scared, Amber?”

“Of leaving this place with a fatal, genetically engineered illness I didn’t have coming in? Yes.”

Yukina peered through the M87’s scope, inching the sniper rifle to the left, upward, then the left again, keeping its barrel pointed at one of the two targets on patrol. She pulled the trigger, and the Shadow Strike Silencer attached to the M877 forced her sniper rifle to whisper its gunshot.

Two seconds later, the Coalition patrol Yukina had targeted collapsed and turned the snow red. His partner instinctively dove for cover. He never got up, after the silenced M877 had fired off a second round and put a hole through his heart right as he performed his leaping dive. The snow turned red where he fell.

Yukina gave the all clear.

She and Cerise resumed advancing ahead, traversing the cold mountain’s slope, their synthetic eyes scanning for hostile targets. They spotted a lone enemy combatant in the distance, walking on a patrol with a Vinogradov clenched. Yukina angled the M877 and kept the rifle’s barrel in motion as the target walked. She pulled the trigger. His head turned into a sight of grisly red paste that smeared the trunk of a boreal tree behind him while his corpse collapsed into the snow.

“Is that all of them?” Cerise asked. “No more bad guys?”

Yukina lowered the M877 while shaking her head. “None that I can detect.”

“Okay, wait here and cover me.” Cerise stood and moved ahead. “I’m going to search their bodies.”

Cerise ambled through the snow and approached the dead enemy soldier near the tree. The man didn’t have a head anymore, so that wasn’t useful. She identified the target shot through the chest, Yukina’s second kill for the day. Cerise strode over to the body and was about to search it.

Crunch, crunch.

The sounds of footsteps moving through the snow echoed. Fast-moving steps.

“Big sister, be advised enemies are closing in on your location.”

“I hear them. Yuki, can you take them out?”

“Negative. I am currently tracking another group of five targets, approaching Master Novak and Corporal Adams. I believe that group is a priority at this point.”

Cerise’s CPU started processing the numerous ways their situation could end in failure. The thought of losing Kai caused her battery to increase in temperature.

“Shit,” she grunted.

“Take cover behind this tree over here,” Yukina transmitted to her. “It should provide adequate cover should you come under fire.”

“Wilco.”

Cerise scanned and identified the tree in question and proceeded toward its location, a blip on her mini-map. Upon arrival, she pressed her back against the tree’s trunk and looked around the corner.

Two men in Coalition white camo jackets brandishing Vinogradov 77 assault rifles moved into the area. The enemy combatants zeroed in on the splatter of gore dotting the snow red, where a lifeless body remained face down.

“They must be wondering what happened to their patrol,” Cerise said.

Kai spoke up over the commlink, “Ilona?”

“Jamming their comms in five. Cerise, Yukina, make sure they don’t report back what they found, or this whole op will get very interesting very quickly.”

“Kai, permission to use Acceleration Drive?” Cerise asked.

“Negative, let’s conserve your battery power as much as possible. We still have a long way to go up the mountain and no place to recharge.”

“Can’t Amber give us recharges now?”

“Yeah, at the expense of my battery’s energy,” Amber bellowed over the comms. “Kai’s right. We need to cool it until we reach Nieve. There’s bound to be places to top up a battery there.”

Both hostile targets moved together, their heads shifting about in search of the team. The men looked down at the snow.

“Whose footprints are these?” the first Coalition soldier said.

“Not mine,” his partner answered. “Was it the patrol?”

The Coalition soldier lowered himself to the snow and carefully studied the footprints. “The markings don’t match ours.” He stood up and spun around. “And I’m sure those footprints back there were from the patrol. They were intentionally walking in their own footprints for this very reason.”

The second gestured to the side. “Our intruder is over here then.” He had gestured toward the set of prints Cerise left in the snow, leaving a convenient trail to the tree she hid behind.

The temperature of her battery increased more. She wondered if the sensation she felt was the same one humans felt when anxiety struck.

The enemy soldiers stopped before Cerise’s tree. One went left, and the other went right. They were going to ambush her. She knew that the Combat Nanofiber Skin her body had been upgraded with could withstand their bullets. Being a machine, Cerise didn’t have to worry about bleeding either, though none of that meant that she was invincible. If the enemy emptied a magazine or two into her at close range, a few of their rounds were bound to damage a critical component inside her. Or worse, her CPU or memory storage unit. And as Kai mentioned earlier, there was no turning back for the team. The Starslayer was in Desiree on the other side of the planet, and the dropship they rode in on was busy evading Coalition aircraft. There was no means of repairing Cerise’s body should she suffer critical damage, and continuing the mission in a damaged state could be detrimental to the team.

Her CPU began calculating viable solutions to her problem then canceled all requests when she saw both men tossing grenades behind the tree. The explosive devices landed in the snow before her feet.

That was the other thing that could take Cerise out of commission instantly and permanently. Explosives.

“Fuck!”

She knocked the devices away, sweeping her foot through the snow while creating a billowing white wave. The grenades flew through the air, hitting another tree off to the side. After that, Cerise rolled away and across the ground. A Vinogradov banged several times, sending forth a spray of rounds in her direction, echoing the lands. The loud blasts of two grenades exploding simultaneously followed, devastating a tree’s enormous trunk. Wooden splinters covered in ice exploded in every direction.

Cerise came up from her evasive roll and detected that the tree she kicked the grenades toward was falling over. Her calculations predicted it would land near the target closest to her. She quickly drew an N-44 Chernenko from its holster around her belt and pulled the trigger once, blasting him in the left kneecap before switching her aim to the side and blasting off his right kneecap. The soldier, wailing in pain, collapsed, unable to stand with his knees bleeding profusely into the snow.

Swiftly changing direction, Cerise faced the second soldier rushing toward her with a raised Vinogradov and opened fire. Her Chernenko’s shots went wide, prompting the soldier to seek cover behind a tree and periodically take shots at her. At least seven rounds struck her chest, and another hit her right leg. According to a quick structural scan, Cerise was fine for now. The nanofibers woven into her skin were holding. She’d deal with him later. Right now, she had to move before the tree completed its fall.

So she did, running and diving into the snow.

The tree hit the ground with a thud, falling onto the fallen soldier and smashing his face into the ground. His gore turned the snow red while his limp hands twitched for a few seconds before stopping for all eternity.

Cerise had gotten shot several more times during the stunt and took a quick scan of her body’s overall durability. She was still in the game but now had 24% less durability to work with until Amber made repairs, not that she’d have time to do that. Cerise retreated to a tree, ducked in cover behind it, and returned fire by shooting the N-44 Chernenko before switching it out for the Vinogradov 77 assault rifle. Her rounds put wooden holes into his tree. Her missed rounds soared through the air. Her target retreated behind his tree again and this time didn’t move. He was planning something, and she didn’t want to find out what it was. Cerise unclipped a DX80 fragmentation grenade from her belt, pressed its activation button, and threw it toward his tree. The enemy soldier saw it coming and ran.

Now out in the open, Cerise spun around to take aim at him but took a hip-fired bullet to the head.

The impact threw her backward and into the snow. Another eight rounds struck her nano-woven skin.

Boom.

The grenade she tossed detonated, taking out nothing but the tree he had hidden behind earlier. Cerise’s adversary threw another grenade in her direction. She was still down on her back. To his surprise, Cerise caught the explosive device in midair, sat up, and pitched it back at him in one continuous motion. The grenade exploded a mere meter away from his chest. The look of terror on his face half a second before the grenade exploded in front of him was priceless.

Meaty chunks of human remains and gore splattered across the snow-covered boreal trees. A pair of legs attached to a mangled lower torso with dangling entrails fell over backward and sank, spilling out liters of blood everywhere.

It was over, but it came at a cost. Cerise was still out in the open when the blast had gone off. Multiple pieces of shrapnel hit her. According to her systems, her estimated health was at 31%. She hoped it would be enough to see them through to the end of the mission.

As Cerise stood up, she heard multiple bangs echoing. Yukina was under fire, and her estimated health was deteriorating.

Cerise had to work fast.

She ran to the flattened soldier, the one under the tree that had fallen on him. With her 80 points of strength, Cerise seized and raised the tree off his corpse then tossed it aside. The tree had smashed his head into the dirt below the snow. But that was fine, as it’d make her job easier. Cerise reached down and peeled away at the flesh and skull fragments of the mashed head, clawed down and into the brain, and pulled. She didn’t stop digging through the pink bits of his brain until she found his neural implant.

Cerise pulled his implant free, pocketed it, then charged into the fray that was endangering Yukina. She held the Vinogradov forward and peered through its telescopic sight.
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Kai and Amber kept low and out of sight, using the snow and trees to conceal their presence. Amber gazed through the iron sights of her ZR6 Carbine while Kai scanned the rear with his M-905 ready to spray 9mm rounds.

“Yukina?” Kai said, speaking into the commlink. “What’s your status?”

“One target remaining. Please stand by.”

“I see ‘em,” Cerise transmitted.

“Cerise? You good?” Kai asked, glaring at her status displayed in the right half of his vision. “It looks like you took a couple of hits.”

“I’ll be fine . . . once I do this.”

“This?”

Multiple bangs echoed.

“Threat neutralized,” Yukina calmly reported.

“That’s what you get for messing with my lil’ sis!”

Ilona floated down from the treetops, the drone turning to face Kai and Amber. “That should be all the threats for now.” The drone rotated around. “Be advised, there might be lingering targets in the woods. It’s a big area, so I couldn’t scan it all, and the treetops are blocking what I can see on the surface.”

Amber nodded and approached Ilona. “What about thermal scans?”

“I tried that, but there are a lot of wild animals here that might give false positives,” Ilona replied. “Also, have you seen the gear the enemy is using? It’s pretty warm. They could bury themselves in the snow and avoid detection for hours.”

“Ilona’s right. I encountered some commandos like that when I was fleeing Europe,” Kai said, joining them. “Sometimes Coalition troopers carried breathing equipment too, if they planned to hide in the snow for a long time. You’d never know where they were hiding until they rose and started shooting.”

Amber glanced at the woodlands ahead. “And we’re gonna go strolling through that?”

“Got no choice,” he said.

“Unless the virus is still active,” Amber mumbled with narrowed eyes.

After a lengthy walk, Kai, Amber, and Ilona reunited with Yukina and Cerise. Kai winced at the state of Cerise’s body. Tiny sparks periodically flared from the numerous gashes and bullet holes in her synthetic body. He hoped her damaged systems would stop sparking soon. If not, she might give their position away to the enemy should they get near. The group took a quick glance at the dead men face down in the snow . . . at least the ones that had a face.

Cerise trotted toward Kai while holding up a neural implant in her bloody gloved hand. “I pulled this from one of the soldiers.”

“Way to go, Cerise.” Ilona drifted forward, the drone idling before her. “Let me see what secrets it has.”

Cerise inserted the implant into a data port on the lower half of the drone. The team gathered around Ilona and waited for the news.

“We were right to wait before going in,” Ilona said. “The virus hasn’t completely left the area. It’s dying off, but there are still traces of it here and there. The mini-maps the patrols used had infected areas circled for their attention.”

“So they knew exactly where to patrol and where not to,” Kai said.

“Updating your maps now,” Ilona said. “And done! We should be good to go. Avoid the green circles on your map with a biohazard symbol. Actually, hold on, Commander.”

“What is it?”

“This implant has information about Sienna Heinonen. The enemy found Sienna and is holding her captive. Apparently, they clued in that she’s President Heinonen’s daughter and uh . . .”

“That sounds like bad news, Ilona.”

“The Coalition found Sienna in the aftermath of the bio attacks.”

Kai grimaced. “That’s not good.”

“Hopefully she wasn’t infected with the virus,” Amber said. “Anything on that implant that’d suggest where exactly they’re holding her?”

“Standby.” Ilona idled in the space for two minutes. “The Coalition transferred Sienna from the mining town to Nieve, the city’s spaceport launchpads to be exact.”

“Okay, let’s move out.” Kai moved ahead briefly, stopping when he eyed the paths up the mountain. “And watch your steps, everyone. Could be buried arctic commandos lying in wait.”

“It doesn’t sound like Sienna and her friends encountered them,” Cerise said, moving to keep pace with him. “What are the chances we will?”

“Well, since the enemy lost contact with a bunch of their patrols out here, I’d say pretty high.” Kai continued onward, and the rest of the team followed his lead. “Let’s follow Sienna’s path the best we can.”

The Marionette Task Force ascended the mountain’s paths and trudged through treacherous snow and ice, their gazes on alert for signs of lurking arctic commandos hidden beneath the white blanket. During their travels, they navigated around areas lightly contaminated by the remains of the Coalition’s biological weapon. No issues cropped up during their advance, though the calm didn’t stop Kai from having PTSD flashbacks. He suddenly found himself back on Earth and on a seemingly endless journey on foot through Croatia, Serbia, Romania, Moldova, Ukraine, and Russia before finally reaching Japan. The journey took many months, including the winter ones. Everywhere Kai went, there were Coalition troopers searching for him, searching for others like him, or searching for disorganized rebels.

For a moment, Kai thought he had gone back in time. He thought that everything he had experienced since leaving Earth and the Sol System was nothing more than a soothing dream to keep him sane.

It wasn’t until the team arrived at Nieve’s spaceport launchpad that Kai’s mind returned to reality. He didn’t even remember infiltrating the settlement, let alone how he and the team reached the spaceport undetected.

His stealth skill had risen from level 13 to 16 though. So they did something, though he couldn’t fucking remember it. Kai never realized how much of a broken man he was until that moment. Going on a dinner date with Ruby after the operation became his top priority. Women like her were always good at fixing broken men like him.

The team kept low after passing through a hole Amber cut through the fence. Enemy starships were scattered across the platform, most of them refueling. There were lots of them, including dozens of fighters, with wandering enemy troopers either on patrol or performing maintenance on the ships present. Somewhere among that mess was Sienna being held against her wishes.

“Let’s split up and cover more ground,” Kai whispered to the team.

Yukina nodded to him. “Understood.”

Kai crouched and entered the landing pad solo while the rest of his team covertly spread out as ordered, hiding behind cargo boxes, idle-loading vehicles, or parked ships.

His neural implant flashed him an important message that its predictive software detected.

Warning: You are entering a restricted area

Condition: Yellow

Status: Enemy Unaware

Kai approached one group of three soldiers then hid behind a tall crate while pressing his back against it. His stealth skill rose to level 18 because of those slick moves.

He peeked around his cover and glanced at the soldiers. None of them saw him. The chit-chat they were engaged in was likely why none of them noticed Kai sneak over. Judging by their youthful faces and lack of scars, Kai figured the men were around eighteen, young lads newly recruited into the Solar Coalition’s armed forces.

“Yo, did you hear?” one of the three said loudly enough that Kai could hear them. He listened to the youthful soldiers talk.

“Hear what?”

“Sienna Heinonen. She was found among the infected a few weeks ago.”

“Sienna . . . oh, is she that . . .”

“Heiress to the Twin Suns Corporation? Yep, that Sienna Heinonen.”

“I saw her on TV a few times. Bro, that bitch is fucking hot, yo.”

“Have you seen her sister Alexa? Even hotter, man.”

“What do you think’s gonna happen to her?”

“Fuck if I know, man. I heard Command wants to send her to Earth.”

“Oh! That might explain why the Aethiolas is getting refueled and resupplied over the other ships. That one’s to meet up with the fleet and head to Earth ASAP.”

Kai grinned to himself, muttering, “Thanks for the tip.”

As the three soldiers blabbered on, Kai moved away silently and through the coldness of the high-altitude spaceport. During Kai’s stealthy crawl, evading guards and surveillance cameras, he glanced at the nameplates of the various Coalition ships landed on the pad. The twelve ships he examined didn’t have the name Aethiolas written on them.

“Heads up, everyone,” Kai said when he found a discreet spot to whisper into their communication channel. “Look for a ship called the Aethiolas. It’s where Sienna Heinonen’s being held.”

“Understood,” Amber transmitted back.

“Sounds like she’s been infected, by the way,” he revealed.

She gasped, “Oh shit.”

“Wait,” Cerise cut in. “If she’s infected, why is she on one of their ships?”

“Don’t know, but we gotta get her off it now,” Kai said. He looked about, ensuring that none of the lingering patrols on the platform were closing in on him. They weren’t. “The Coalition is prioritizing refueling a ship called the Aethiolas over the others. They want to send Sienna to Earth immediately and are using the Aethiolas to do it.”

“Okay, let’s move double time!” Amber transmitted. “We’ve gotta find that ship quick before it blasts off!”

Kai resumed searching for the ship five minutes later when the patrols roamed away. He started examining the nameplates of the vessels he approached. Still nothing. Time was running out.

“Found it. My location,” Ilona announced.

Of course, she’d find it first.

Within seconds, Ilona updated everyone’s mini-map with a yellow flashing marker, listing the ship’s location they were seeking. The starship turned out to be a small corvette about three decks high with an opened entry ramp lowered for teams of uniformed personnel to move on and off the ship, some with supplies, others with tool kits. Kai spotted Ilona floating up above the Aethiolas. He gave her a wave while hiding behind a spread of ammunition crates.

“I’m here,” Kai said into their communication channel. “How much longer for the rest of you?”

He had to ask because, according to the mini-map, Amber, Cerise, and Yukina were close by, but none of their markers moved much.

“Waiting for enemy patrols to move,” Amber reported.

“Same here,” Cerise said.

“I’ll go on in then,” Kai said. “The rest of you, join me as soon as it’s safe for you to do so.”

Ilona floated downward, hovering above Kai’s shoulder. “I’ll follow you, Commander.”

“No, stay here and watch the launchpad,” he said. “The others might need the advanced heads up.”

Ilona sighed. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“So do I.”

“I’ll see about remotely disabling any surveillance cameras that might be active on the ship.”

“Much appreciated, Ilona.”

Kai peeked around the large ammunition crate and studied the Aethiolas’s opened entrance. The enemy hadn’t moved in or out of the ship for two minutes. This was his chance, and it was fading. Kai left his cover, ambling up the Aethiolas’s entry ramp and into the ship’s corridor. Three minutes into infiltrating the corvette, Kai found himself lost in a maze of corridors.

The brig was empty, so the enemy wasn’t interested in keeping Sienna imprisoned. He gave the situation more thought. Where would she be? He doubted they’d confine Sienna to quarters. She was still the enemy to them, and everywhere else on the ship, from the bridge to engineering, would be off-limits to her.

Sick bay though . . .

Then it hit him.

She’d be in sick bay, he thought. Sienna was infected with a weaponized virus cooked up in a Coalition lab. And they wanted to take her to Earth . . . so they’d need her to be alive for that to happen, otherwise they would have left her to die with everyone else who’d been infected.

Kai looked at a directory map on the wall and found the deck sick bay was on. Sienna had to have been there and was likely getting an examination by the Aethiolas’s medical staff.

Kai was right.

As he approached sick bay, he heard a man speak.

“Take these for now, Sienna.”

“Fuck you.”

“You’ll die a faster and more painful death without this medication.”

“You shitheads held me captive for nearly a month, and it’s only now you’re offering me medication?”

“My apologies, but we needed to ensure you knew what you faced. Now, please adjust your attitude. Do this, and you can have these capsules, which will prolong your life.”

“What’s the point? I’m dead anyway because of you people!”

“Unless we get you to Earth ASAP. This virus has a cure, but it can only be found there. We’re not cruel people, Ms. Heinonen. Anyone infected with the virus can receive the cure free of charge. They only need to give their consent to us, and then we will bring them to Earth to receive it.”

Kai snorted to himself. “Where they’ll be forced to live on Earth and be indoctrinated into Coalition beliefs. Smart. Very smart. If you can’t defeat Eden, turn their population against its government.”

He inched closer and peered into sick bay. Several members of the ship’s medical staff were present, wearing white lab coats, many of them tending to various computer workstations or taking inventory of their medical supplies. Kai spotted Sienna Heinonen seated on a medical bed. She was the same blonde he had seen on the holograms, the blonde who didn’t look much older or different from her sister Alexa.

The doctor who had been speaking stood ahead of Sienna, offering her several medicine capsules. Sienna looked at the medication in his hands then looked back up at the doctor. Her skin was pale, almost like milk, with bloodshot red eyes and pulsating blood veins on her forehead.

Sienna coughed without covering her mouth. She ended up coughing right into the doctor’s face. It didn’t seem like he cared, which was understandable. The doctor knew the virus had been engineered to prevent it from jumping from one person to another.

“Wait,” Sienna said, coughing. “We have to give consent, you said?”

“That’s right,” the doctor replied. “Everyone infected, Eden soldiers included, has been offered the cure. They need to accept the agreement, allow us to take them to Earth, and then receive the cure.”

“I never agreed to anything though.”

“Someone else did on your behalf.”

Sienna mustered the strength to lift her eyebrow. “My mom? No, she’d never agree to that!”

“It was a man named . . . uh, one moment, the name slipped my mind.” With his free hand, the doctor fetched a tablet pad and studied its screen, shining blueish light upon his gray-bearded face and glasses. “It says here a man named Elias Harper did it.”

“Elias . . . Fuck him. He has no right to choose for me!”

“He was . . . very persuasive to say the least. He became concerned about your well-being when he learned you never escaped with your friends and offered to stay behind and negotiate. We accepted his request and are obligated to carry it out.”

Sienna glared at the wall and then coughed furiously for half a minute.

After coughing, she slowly spun around to stare directly at the doctor. “When I get out of here, I’m going to slap the shit out of him.”

“Well, you will need the medication I have here for that,” the doctor said. “It will slow the virus’s spread through your body and temporarily reduce its symptoms⁠—”

An announcement played over the ship’s PA, cutting him off.

“All hands, this is the captain. In ten minutes, we will be departing and entering orbit. Please prepare for blast-off. Those resupplying the Aethiolas, please ensure you have departed the ship by then and returned to your superiors for further instructions.”

“Ten minutes,” Kai grunted to himself.

He left sick bay and searched for a quiet spot to communicate with the team. Kai found a place in the corner, which put him out of hearing range, according to the data on his mini-map.

“Got some good news and bad news,” he reported.

“Hit us with the bad news first,” Amber transmitted to him.

“Why?”

“Because the good news that comes afterward will make up for the bad.”

“Bad news is, this ship is about to take off in ten minutes, and its decks will be crawling with personnel moving to their assigned stations. We have to stop it.”

“And the good?”

“I found Sienna Heinonen. Apparently, the Aethiolas is going to Earth, where the cure to the virus is. It looks like the Coalition plans to infect as many people with the virus as possible and then offer them a one-way ticket to Earth to get the cure. Those who accept the offer board this ship. Everyone else suffers and dies.”

“Let me guess. Sienna Heinonen, being the privileged rich girl she is, accepted.”

“Actually, Elias Harper did it on her behalf.”

“Elias Harper. Isn’t he the son of that corpo you met on Axtell?”

“Yep. The Harper Dynasty’s golden boy is alive and bargaining with the Coalition.”

“If Elias’s alive, what are the chances the rest of Sienna’s friends are?”

“Pretty good, I’d say. It sounds like Sienna was the only one who got in trouble.”

“So back to the topic at hand,” Ilona cut in.

“I can prevent the Aethiolas from taking off,” Amber said. “Give me five minutes alone with its reactor.”

“You close by, Amber?” Kai asked.

“Almost here.”

“Good, I’ll meet you outside then.”
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Kai slipped out of the Aethiolas to find Amber sneaking toward the corvette’s entry ramp. He waved her in after two marching patrols walked past. Once inside the ship, Kai guided her to the engine room, where the stealthy duo spotted a small team of personnel tending to computer terminals and preparing the Aethiolas for its launch.

A launch that was less than ten minutes away.

Amber unholstered her Equalizer pistol, fitted with a Shadow Strike Silencer. Kai retrieved his XP5 Hammershot, also equipped with the same silencer. The duo gave each other a nod, confirmation that they were ready and on the same page. Kai and Amber strode in fast, shooting dead three engineers near a workstation. Blood coated the screen. Before everyone else realized what the fuck was going on, Kai turned his pistol to the backs of their heads and blew brain matter out of their foreheads, splattering it against the walls, computer screens, and keyboards. The guards patrolling at the end of the hallway went down next with 9mm rounds, piercing through their skulls. The rest of the engineering team went to sleep permanently on the floor covered with red puddles. Not one person made a peep, and not one person heard Kai and Amber’s silenced weapons.

The pair slipped their pistols into their holsters, freeing their hands for the next leg of the operation. Kai tugged the corpses to the side, and Amber hurried to a terminal near the reactor. She wiped the screen clean of its blood and tinkered with the console’s settings. Amber darted to another console to the right, pulled a combat knife from the back of her belt, and lowered herself to access a set of cables underneath. She clenched a fistful of the wires with one hand and dragged the sharpened blade of her knife across with her other hand, slicing the wiring in half. The monitor above turned black. She stood up and meandered to the next terminal before typing a string of commands. When Amber finished with the keyboard, she stepped backward and retrieved her Equalizer, pointing it at the computer. She pulled the trigger in rapid succession, firing multiple rounds into the computer, which erupted with a spray of sparks.

“That should do it.” She ejected the Equalizer’s magazine, slapped in a fresh one, and slid the pistol into its holster. Amber moved to another computer station and eyed its monitor closely. “Nice. These folks here have parts and equipment I could use to upgrade your exosuit.”

Kai stood with her. “Oh?”

“Yeah.” She pointed at the monitor, directing his attention to its contents. “Says here, some soldiers stationed on the Aethiolas are using exosuits. The suits they’re using ain’t the same as yours, but if you help me snag a few parts and batteries off ‘em, I might be able to upgrade your exosuit.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for enemies wearing exosuits. Anything else you need to do here?”

“Naw, I’m done.” Amber stepped away from the workstation. “This ship ain’t going anywhere for a while now.”

“Good, come with me. I might need a hand getting Sienna Heinonen out.”

Kai retraced his steps and guided Amber toward sick bay. They bumped into two members of the ship’s crew partway into their trek. The Hammershot and Equalizer’s silenced 9mm rounds terminated both targets. Kai ejected his magazine, slid in a new one, and then dragged the two corpses into a nearby washroom carefully to not smear blood on the floor. With that detour dealt with, the duo hurried to sick bay and entered without a sound, their silenced pistols gripped tightly and ready for action.

He spotted Sienna on the medical bed and started toward her.

The doctor sauntered out of his office, wincing at Kai and Amber. Kai looked at the doctor, noting that he was discreetly reaching one hand behind his back.

“Who the fuck are you?” the doctor asked.

Kai shot him in the head.

The doctor’s corpse hit the floor with enough force to catch the attention of other medical personnel who were focused on their computer monitors. Everyone looked at Kai and Amber standing out in the open. The medical staff ran to hit an alarm on the side of the wall. None of them made it. Kai and Amber shot them all dead, sending their bodies flying backward.

“Commander!”

Kai accessed their communication channel. “What is it, Ilona?”

“I saw that. You shot a doctor.”

“I sure did.”

“That’s a war crime.”

“Oops.”

“Oops? Those were doctors! They save lives!”

“Yeah, enemy lives.”

“Still!”

“Ilona, you must have me confused with someone who gives a rat’s dick about Coalition lives.” Kai kicked the doctor’s corpse twice. “The only good Coalition service member is a dead one.”

“What about those who were forced into service?”

“They should have run like I did,” he grunted. “And why are you giving me grief? Amber shot ‘em too.”

“Because the others were runnin’ to the alarms,” Amber said, shrugging. “Had they activated them, we would have had a whole lot of soldiers up our asses.”

Kai smiled at her. At least she understood their situation. “Exactly.”

“But . . .” Amber looked uneasy. “I was going to use my Taser Stun CES on them, Kai. You shooting that doctor and spooking the rest forced my hand. And with how fast everything escalated, there wasn’t enough time for me to zap everyone else, though some of them were out of range of my stun.”

“Whatever . . .” he snorted. You don’t understand what I fucking went through on Earth, he thought to himself then lowered himself to search the doctor’s body. Kai pulled an N-44 Chernenko off the dead body, hidden in the doctor’s back pocket. The same pocket Kai had seen the doctor reaching for before he shot him. He stood up and held the Chernenko, showing it to Amber and Ilona, who was obviously watching everything Kai was through his neural implant. “This motherfucker was packing heat.” Kai inspected the Chernenko. “Safety was off too. He was going to pop us. Now, that would have been a war crime. Doctors aren’t supposed to take lives, let alone shoot first then ask questions later.”

“To be fair, he did ask, ‘Who the fuck are you?’” Amber said.

“My point still stands.”

“As terrible as I feel right now, Kai’s got a point, Ilona.”

“One of us would have had a hole in the head had I not acted,” Kai said. “Don’t take Coalition doctors lightly. They’ll inject you with a lethal dose of drugs as a form of torture if ordered to. Remember, everyone in the Coalition fears AIs and believes they’re saving the human race from annihilation. They’ll do anything since they think they’re preserving our species.”

“That still doesn’t justify what you did, Commander,” Ilona said. “Killing medical personnel trying to defend themselves doesn’t sit well with me.”

“You mean the medical personnel who assisted the doctor who refused to properly treat his patient for a month?” Kai chuckled. “That sounds pretty dirty to me. There are no saints in this room.”

“You three talk too much . . .” Sienna Heinonen spoke up.

The blonde heiress of the Twin Suns Corporation sat up from her rest on the medical bed and looked at Kai and Amber with intensity.

Kai approached Sienna while holstering his pistol. “Sienna Heinonen, your mother sent us to get you out of here.”

“Thank fuck.” Sienna brushed her wrist across her forehead, wiping away a lot of perspiration that formed. She must have been running a fever, he figured. “I knew she wouldn’t forget about me.”

Sienna tried to get off the bed but nearly collapsed to the floor when her feet hit the ground. Kai hurried over to keep her still and vertical. She held onto him with a weak grip, her hands slick with sweat and trembling uncontrollably. Her arms and legs shook as well. Kai tightened his hold on Sienna, giving her the security she’d need to continue. They made eye contact suddenly. He didn’t look away. How could he? Sienna had a strikingly similar appearance to her younger sister, Alexa. Even her luscious breasts looked the same. For a second, Kai thought Sienna was Alexa and almost started thinking about the wicked sex he had with Alexa and the long, incredible kisses the two exchanged with one another. He snapped out of it and put his head in the moment. Survival. They were inside an enemy starship and needed to complete the next leg in their operation, extraction.

Kai supported Sienna as they made their way toward the exit. Amber peeked outside to ensure the coast was clear. She nodded yes. They were good to go. Sienna, still in Kai’s protective hold, spun and reached one hand backward at the corpse of the doctor they were striding past.

“Wait,” Sienna mumbled. “I need those pills.”

Kai stopped. “Eh?”

“He’s got some meds that can slow down the virus’s spread or some shit like that,” Sienna said, pointing at the dead doctor. Rather than waiting for Kai, Sienna broke free from his hold, collapsed to the floor, and crawled to the doctor. “Found them.” She retrieved a small container from the doctor’s lab coat and tossed a few capsules onto her palm. “Fuck me, this is a lot to swallow.”

“Here, take this.” Kai reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a can of cherry-lime cola. It was the same can he swiped from the Heinonen’s vacation home. “Wash it down with this. It’s all I got right now. It’s not the best thing to wash pills down with, but all that sugar and caffeine should also give you some energy.”

Sienna sat on the floor, shoved the pills into her mouth, then cracked open the can of cherry-lime cola. She drank the entire beverage in one continuous gulp.

“Thanks. This is my favorite drink too.”

“I know. Alexa and Brooke told me,” Kai said. “That’s the other reason I brought it.”

“And you were smart for doing that.” Sienna wiped her lips clean with the back of her wrist, stood up, and walked toward the exit with Kai and Amber. “I’m ready.”

They slipped out of sick bay and entered the Aethiolas’s corridors, covertly moving through the ship, navigating through passageway after passageway. No sailors. No security. Everyone was busy securing their stuff for blast-off. Everyone onboard the ship was minutes, maybe even seconds away from discovering that its engineering crew, medical personnel, and a couple of guards were dead.

The exit to the launchpad was a few meters away. It was their light at the end of the tunnel.

Everything was going fine until Sienna started coughing, a lot and loudly.

Her echoing coughs captured the attention of a uniformed soldier in a nearby corridor. The enemy soldier looked directly at Kai and Amber who were escorting Sienna off the ship.

“Intruder alert⁠—”

Kai shot the man between the eyes. “Shut the fuck up.”

An alarm blared seconds later, followed by the echoing boot steps of Coalition soldiers reverberating through every deck on the Aethiolas. Kai’s breathing intensified.

Condition: Yellow

Status: Enemy on High Alert

“Enemy on board! All hands spread out and neutralize them!”

“Got casualties in sick bay!”

“All search teams, proceed with extreme caution! The intruder is armed and dangerous! I say again, the intruder is armed and dangerous.”

Kai and Amber pulled Sienna along, urging her to keep pace as they rushed toward the ship’s exit.

“Found the intruders! They’re escaping with Heinonen! Requesting backup!”

The enemy had spotted them right when they stepped outside.
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WANT A LIFT?



Condition: Red

Status: Enemy Engaged

The enemy swarmed them from all positions after Amber shot dead the soldier who radioed their location. Kai and Amber positioned themselves in a defensive stance around Sienna, one leading the way, the other guarding the rear, both ready to shield Sienna’s fragile body from stray gunfire. The duo blasted their silenced pistols until their magazines were empty. Not wanting to waste more time, they swapped their pistols for their primary arms, an M-905 for Kai and the ZR6 Carbine for Amber. Swapping weapons was faster than reloading. And because Kai and Amber performed the swap so fast, the pair dropped several enemy combatants, clearing the space for them to escort Sienna deeper into the launchpad tarmac.

The trio sprinted away from the Aethiolas, only for a Jager to stop ahead and block their path. The men inside the jeep pointed their rifles at the trio after rolling down the vehicle’s windows. Those men promptly lost their heads like someone performed a magic trick. Everyone from the driver to its riflemen occupants slumped forward, headless and gushing blood everywhere like a broken fire hydrant. Somewhere out there was Yukina putting her M877 sniper rifle to good use.

It gave Kai the confidence to push onward. They were in good hands with Yukina watching over them.

“Go, go, go!”

Kai, Amber, and Sienna continued their escape and left the dead where they fell. Meanwhile, three soldiers ran down the ramp of another idling ship to the left while raising their assault rifles at them.

The three men fell with gaping holes through their chests large enough to reveal the fragments of their shattered ribcages. Paying no mind to the dead, Kai, Amber, and Sienna pressed on, only to be confronted by four more enemy soldiers who seemingly appeared out of thin air, their rifles unleashing a barrage of bullets their way. The heads of the four men exploded, blasting bits of eyeballs, skull fragments, and brains everywhere, one after another, over the course of three seconds. The M877 held a maximum of five rounds. That meant Yukina shot those men dead with a full load. She had one round left before she needed to reload.

A hostile soldier took a high-caliber round through the throat, separating his head from the rest of his body. Yukina had no bullets and had to reload, so Kai had to watch their situation closely. The trio ran for eight seconds before encountering another cluster of enemy troopers, three of them.

Yukina shot them all in the head with mind-blowing accuracy.

They turned the corner, pivoted around a ship, and encountered two troopers reaching for their weapons. Their heads turned into an expanding pink mist while Kai shouted to Amber, “Get to cover now!”

Amber quickly hid behind a landed ship. Kai pulled Sienna with him behind a crate. As predicted, the enemy gunfire roared savagely in their direction, and there wasn’t anything Yukina could do about it. She was still reloading. Kai and Amber returned fire. His M-905, set to full auto, tagged one enemy combatant who had staggered about when Amber’s ZR6 Carbine’s plugged 5.56×45mm rounds through his shoulder.

“Commander! Behind you!”

Alerted to Ilona’s warning, Kai spun and spotted six soldiers running toward them, guns blazing. He got ahead of Sienna and returned the favor by spraying 9mm rounds down range until the M-905 made click-click noises—out of ammo. Repositioning himself behind cover, Kai ejected the spent magazine and utilized the enhanced speed his exoskeleton granted him to quickly reload the sub machine gun. He returned fire. The six hostiles lowered into cover behind crates of their own, escaping from Kai’s retaliating gunfire.

The sound of men wailing in the distance echoed. Yukina had returned to the fight, and judging by the lack of bangs echoing, Kai assumed she had been back for quite some time. She was simply working her way through a priority list of enemies to neutralize. As such, Kai wasn’t surprised to see that five of the six hostile targets near him had lost their heads when he rose from his cover to aim at them. The remaining enemy combatant was so frightened at how fast his brothers-in-arms died that he dropped his assault rifle. Kai plugged three 9mm rounds through his head, counted to five, and grabbed Sienna’s arm while waving for Amber to follow. Yukina should have reloaded by now.

Two soldiers tried to block their path.

They lost their heads.

Two more to the left emerged from their cover, lifting their rifles. They never got a shot off. They collapsed in unison after a single round pierced through both their heads. A double kill.

Yukina had two rounds left.

One when she killed the operator of a Jager.

Zero when she tagged a soldier reaching for a rocket launcher.

Kai pulled Sienna into cover with him, protecting her with his body while his M-905 raged. Amber dove into covered with them, and her blazing ZR6 killed two men.

Kai counted down in his head.

Three, two, one.

Bang.

Down went another hostile by sniper rifle fire.

The trio were on the move again, running to the edge of the launchpad while enemy soldiers were dying left and right, one by one. Yukina’s sniper rifle was slowly carving them a path to freedom.

“Girls, you’re clear to use CESs,” Kai transmitted.

Cerise transmitted back, “Yay!”

He grinned, not that Cerise could see it. “Don’t hold back.”

A cluster of Jagers encircled the escaping three, stopping to surround them from all sides. But only briefly. With Acceleration Drive active, Cerise dashed forward, looking like a blur of white and pink motion. One of the Jagers had an operator on its rear turret. The man angled the massive gun toward Kai and the others. Cerise leaped onto the rear of the vehicle and punched a hole through his back. Her fist came out through his chest. She took control of the turret, promptly spun its barrel, and targeted the remaining enemy vehicles, killing everyone when the loud machine gun started blazing. A red-orange burst of light brightened the chaotic scene when Cerise sent several bullets through a Jager’s lithium battery.

The operators of the Jager that Cerise climbed aboard exited their vehicle, looking to see why its machine gun was targeting its own. Their heads turned to pink mist, courtesy of Yukina’s M877.

Four enemy dropships descended from the overcast skies, their landing thrusters slowing the vessels to land on the pad.

“Looks like the enemy called for backup,” Kai said, observing the four dropships lowering from space for a landing.

“They sure did,” Ilona reported. “Sorry about that, Commander. There’s only so much cyberwarfare I can deploy by myself.”

“We’ll have to push into the ski resort,” Kai said. “After that, we’ll see about losing them down the mountain path.”

“Understood, Master,” Yukina transmitted.

“Ilona, let our Eden friends know we’ll need extraction.”

“Already on it, Commander. But with all the hostile forces going nuts, they can only bring one dropship, and it can’t be too close to the AO.”

Kai, Amber, and Sienna approached the Jager that Cerise captured. The pink-haired vixen smiled at them as she leaped off the rear-mounted machine gun to take the driver’s seat. “Want a lift?”

The trio climbed into the vehicle, securing Sienna in the back first. Kai sat up front beside Cerise while Amber settled beside Sienna and pointed her ZR6 out of the window, watching the enemy backup inching toward their position. She fired off several warning shots at the encroaching enemy, delivering a loud and powerful message: fuck off. Kai gave Cerise the thumbs-up. She took the wheel, pressed her heeled boot on the petal, and sent the jeep speeding away, leaving the pursuing enemy soldiers behind.

Amber held the ZR6’s trigger to echo the team’s farewell with a hail of 5.56×45mm rounds.

Sienna ogled Cerise at the wheel, narrowing her eyes at her USB-like tail. “You’re a marionette.”

Cerise brought the Jager to a stop suddenly. Yukina ran over from wherever the hell she was hiding. The petite girl with silver-white twin-tailed hair climbed into the backseat of the Jager, slammed the door shut, and seated herself beside Sienna. Cerise sped their stolen vehicle forward while Sienna looked at Yukina, giving the USB cable dangling behind her the same glare she had given Cerise’s.

“Another marionette.” Sienna shifted her ogling glare to Kai next. “You’re Novak, aren’t you? Of the Marionette Task Force?”

He smiled, not that she could see it with him sitting in the forward passenger seat. “What gave it away?”

“Well . . .” Sienna pulled back the left sleeve of her shirt, unveiling a large device strapped to her wrist. It was an ICE-breaker. Kai remembered talking about the device with Ilona the other day. The heiress eyed her ICE-breaker’s screen. “According to this, you’re level 113, making you the highest-leveled person here. That pink-haired marionette is level 90, the sniper is level 100, and then we have this level 81 cyborg here with marionette parts.”

Kai maintained his smirk. “You catch on fast.” He glanced back at Yukina. “Level 100? That’s quite the jump.”

“This operation has increased my stealth and sniper rifle levels significantly.”

Ignoring Amber’s demands for Sienna to sit and stay down, Sienna inched herself ahead and pulled a long cable from her ICE-breaker. She damn near crawled into the forward section and inserted the ICE-breaker’s cable into the Jager’s dashboard.

Kai narrowed his eyes and fixed a piercing stare at Sienna as she inched herself away and settled onto the middle rear seat again. “What the fuck are you doing?” he asked her.

“Mom must be really desperate if she had to hire the likes of you . . .”

“Hey!” Cerise blurted, casting a glance back at Sienna. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Kai pointed ahead. “Eyes on the road, Cerise!”

With their stolen vehicle moving at maximum speed, Cerise sent it barreling through the launchpad’s security fence, breaking a section of it apart. Enemy-controlled Jagers sped forward in pursuit with an assortment of automatic weapons fire. Somewhere above was Ilona, floating to keep pace and provide battle data.

Cerise spun the Jager to the right, bringing it onto Nieve’s snow-covered main road. The enemy followed. A turn to the left sent the vehicle sliding onto another road, where Cerise veered it away from idle cars covered in snow, the Jager’s fast-turning wheels kicking up sleet and snow in its wake. The unplowed conditions of the road were proving too difficult for Cerise to navigate. She ended up crashing the Jager into a shopping mall, sending its glass fragments to the ground while the vehicle wedged itself into the doorway.

They weren’t going anywhere without a push, and Kai was pretty sure the enemy wasn’t going to give them one.

Cerise released the wheel and opened the door. “And this is where we get off!”

Kai sighed, “Fuck’s sake.”

Cerise leaped out quickly and armed herself with her Vinogradov, keeping the assault rifle pointed at the shattered glass doorway in anticipation of the incoming enemy Jagers. Yukina and Amber helped Sienna out of the vehicle after she unplugged her ICE-breaker from its dashboard. Kai also went to leave but climbed toward the Jager’s storage compartment before doing so. He found a stash of grenades and ammunition magazines and stole as much as he could hold in his exosuit hands.

“Cerise, Amber,” he called out to them while whirling a few grenades and magazines their way. “Might come in handy.” He looked for Yukina to give her some of the loot he scored, but she was long gone, already positioned behind a souvenir kiosk and extending the M877 forward.

Ilona drifted into the mall to join the team while Kai left their crashed vehicle and peeked outside. The front headlights of the lead enemy vehicles had brightened his face. They were close enough that Kai had to duck suddenly when a hail of bullets soared toward them. He sought cover behind the wrecked Jager, unslung the M-905, and returned fire until he ran out of ammo. Ejecting the spent magazine, Kai guided a new one into his weapon before leveling its muzzle with the enemy. With the M-905 set to full auto, Kai continued putting pressure on the approaching enemy with rapid bangs of gunfire.

Sienna took one look at their situation, spun around, and rushed deeper into the mall. “This way. Follow me!”

Kai turned swiftly, watching as the heiress they were to rescue and protect ran out of sight. “Sienna! Wait!”

Sienna didn’t listen to him. It left the team no choice but to back away and move to keep pace with her. If they lost her, then they’d lose their paycheck. Their sudden retreat only encouraged the enemy to storm into the mall. The team found Sienna deeper in after a minute of running. She had stopped to look at a store that specialized in selling snowmobiles. Sienna tried to open the shop’s door, but it wouldn’t budge. The shop’s door was locked.

Kai tossed Yukina a few grenades he had looted and then ran a scan of the door, viewing its hacking requirement.

Requires at least 15 Hacking Skill.

A cakewalk for their AI assistant. “Ilona, hack this door⁠—”

“I got it.” Sienna typed on her wrist-mounted ICE-breaker, disabling the door’s electronic lock before the drone could float over.

Kai winced. “Or not.”

Sienna entered the shop first. Everyone else followed, and Kai hoped it was the right call.

“My ICE-breaker’s battery is still low, so don’t rely on it too much right now,” Sienna said. “I’m surprised that Jager was able to give it enough juice to hack that door.”

“I’m surprised the Coalition let you keep that after your capture,” Kai said, walking behind her.

“They thought it was an accessory. That and the battery was so low I had to switch it off to save energy, so it was no threat to them in the end. And honestly, they weren’t rough with me. I guess they really wanted to give me special treatment because of who I am, apart from that shithead doctor refusing to give me medication.”

Sienna brought the group to a display of snowmobiles inside the darkened store. She brushed her hands over one stylish snowmobile that captivated her attention.

“We can use these to escape.”

Ilona floated over to the snowmobile in question and performed a quick scan of it. “There’s a catch,” she said. “We have to hack into them.”

Ilona’s holographic projection appeared and stood beside one of the idle snowmobiles. Networking code flashed into existence upon three screens ahead of her. Meanwhile, Sienna activated her ICE-breaker and began a lengthy remote hack of the snowmobile she had her eyes on.

Kai, Amber, Cerise, and Yukina couldn’t do anything else to help. All four of them had a hacking level of 0, but Amber didn’t let that stop her. She hurried over to a third snowmobile and pried open its dashboard.

“Let me see about using my ingenuity to get this one workin’,” Amber said.

Heavy footsteps thumped and echoed louder and louder. The enemy was approaching.

“We’ve got incoming!” Kai grabbed the M-905, sought cover behind the reception desk, and scanned the front of the store’s glass windows.

The enemy was the first to open fire, turning the shop’s windows into fragmented pieces of shards on the floor.

Sienna glanced at the soldiers who had amassed in the mall. The enemy fanned out and ran toward the store they were in. “Hold them off until I’m done!”

Kai ejected a spent magazine and reached for a new one. “Yeah, no shit!”
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I CAN’T SEE SHIT!



A sense of urgency propelled Kai, Cerise, and Yukina forward to engage the Coalition soldiers encroaching near the entrance of the snowmobile shop. Seeking cover behind various display cabinets with the latest models of snowmobiles on them, the trio rose with a hail of gunfire spray to deter enemy forces from pushing inward. They ducked behind cover when hostile gunfire erupted in retaliation, putting multiple holes into display snowmobiles and shattering glass cabinets, their fragmented shards falling to the floor.

Kai glanced at the incoming enemy, studying their estimated levels in his vision.

[Lv. 75] – [Solar Coalition Marine]

Other enemy soldiers were as low as level 50. None of them were higher than his level of 113 or the levels of Amber, Cerise, and Yukina, though that didn’t mean the enemy wasn’t a threat. The Coalition troopers outnumbered Kai’s team by a lot.

Kai angled his gaze to the side and noticed Yukina with her back pressed against her cover, exchanging her M877 sniper rifle for the Barracuda S80 shotgun. According to his threat detector, two hostile soldiers had pushed into the store with Vinogradov assault rifles raised and seeking new targets—targets like Ilona, Sienna, and Amber, who were doing their best to stay low and jump-start several snowmobiles for their escape.

Yukina peeked around her cover suddenly, aimed upward, and sent two shotgun bursts into the chest of the nearest soldier. She switched aim, shifting toward the right and pulling the trigger twice more, tagging the second hostile target. A spray of blood painted accessory shelves with crimson juices, and the man flew backward, dead.

With quick movement, Yukina sent another flurry of shotgun blasts down range, eliminating three additional Coalition troopers. She retreated to cover and slipped in six shotgun shells into her now depleted weapon.

Two Coalition soldiers rushed in with a rifle held in one hand and their free hand reaching downward to grab and pull back their fallen brothers in arms. Kai aimed around his cover and fired continuously at the enemy with his M-905 on semi-automatic fire. Cerise arose upward, her body leaning against the frame of a snowmobile as she peered through the scope of her Vinogradov 77, its muzzle flaring so intensely that it brightened the darkened shop. She tagged two soldiers then crouched behind cover to reload.

Yukina racked the barrel of the Barracuda S80. She was ready for action again and rose to deliver it.

The combined assault from the three wasn’t enough to slow the enemy.

For every enemy soldier the trio killed, another three emerged from the mall to replace them and push deeper into the snowmobile shop. After five minutes of fighting, they couldn’t hear anything. There was so much gunfire raging that Kai couldn’t even hear the sounds of his heavy breathing, and at one point he couldn’t even hear the bangs of his own gun. The enemy sent a lot after them, and Kai was sure there was a dropship on the mall’s rooftops releasing more troopers into the chaotic bedlam. His ears rang from the constant gunfire and explosions from random grenades that thundered the floor.

Speaking of which.

“Frag out!” Kai yelled as he held a grenade in his grip.

The grenade was one of the many items he had looted from the Jager they had stolen moments ago. Kai inched his thumb toward the grenade’s activation button then pressed on it. So he thought. He ended up touching the side of the grenade. Its activation button wasn’t where he thought it’d be. He found that to be concerning. Upon inspecting the device in his hand, Kai realized it wasn’t a fragmentation grenade he held.

He viewed its information to see what exactly he picked up, his neural implant displaying its information in his vision.

INX 30 Gray Smoke

Type: Smoke Granade

Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

Damage: 0

Lethal Radius: None

Kai winced. What the fuck?

He had taken a smoke grenade.

“Scratch that!” Kai shouted over the bursts of exchanging gunfire. “These aren’t frags I took from the Jager!”

“What are they?” Cerise asked, her back against a snowmobile dotted with hundreds of bullet holes.

“Smoke grenades.”

“That’s not good.” Cerise pulled out a spent magazine and reached for a new one clipped to the side of her belt, inserting it into her Vinogradov rifle. “I threw all my grenades already.”

Kai faced the snowmobile he hid behind and looked at the various red silhouettes in his augmented tactical vision, unseen threats Ilona scanned and relayed to his implant.

A clever idea manifested in his mind. “Actually . . .”

Kai found the INX 30 Gray Smoke’s activation button, pressed it quickly, and then threw the device up and over his cover. A blinding cloud of gray smoke emerged from the device, enveloping the enemy from sight. The rate of enemy gunfire decreased. Kai heard a few panicking voices too. The smoke grenade had caught the enemy off guard.

“Toss those smokes out, you two!” Kai bellowed to Cerise and Yukina.

Following his command, the marionettes retrieved the INX 30 Gray Smokes and threw them at the enemy. Two simultaneously tossed devices landed and rolled across the floor before filling the space between them and the enemy with gray, blinding mist. The rate of enemy fire decreased even more.

The enemy was struggling.

“I can’t see shit!”

“Can anyone scan them?”

“Nothing, sir, it’s interfering with my implant!”

The Coalition soldiers were in so much disarray that Kai heard a few soldiers run into each other while others ran face-first into walls and pillars. Meanwhile, Kai could still spot the enemy through the smoke, thanks to the scanned data Ilona continued to relay to his implant and Yukina and Cerise’s optics.

The hostile targets still appeared as red silhouettes in Kai’s vision, even though he couldn’t see anything in the cloud of smoke. The soldiers became very easy targets for Kai, Cerise, and Yukina. Emerging from the smoke, the three stalked their enemy with the silent, predatory grace of night creatures.

“Peekaboo!”

Bang.

Cerise iced one target, turning his chest into a bloody mess.

Bang, bang.

Yukina’s Barracuda S80 turned the heads and limbs of men into minced meat.

The enemy couldn’t stand up to them and took refuge in the mall.

Kai got the drop on the last enemy troopers, who failed to fall back and riddled their bodies with holes. Their corpses collapsed against the checkout countertop. The smoke released from the grenades dissipated a few minutes later as it spilled outward and into the mall. Visibility was returning to normal. Kai could even spot Sienna, Amber, and Ilona at the back of the shop as the trio continued breaking into the security systems of snowmobiles, their only means of escaping.

“Yukina, Cerise, lay down some smoke grenades near Sienna and the others,” Kai bellowed. “The enemy can’t shoot what they can’t see.”

Yukina fetched an INX 30 grenade while nodding at Kai. “Understood, Master.”

Cerise did the same, and she and Yukina ran over to where Amber, Sienna, and Ilona were. The pair hurled and rolled smoke grenades across the floor toward the trio and covered them with a thick haze of gray, blinding smoke. Nobody could see the three trying to gain access to the snowmobiles. Kai hoped the smoke didn’t interfere with what they were doing. However, he didn’t hear Amber or Sienna complaining about that. Amber had cybernetic implants to help her, and Sienna’s ICE-breaker’s display screen must have been bright enough to make out what was on it, provided she kept it close to her face.

Kai dashed outside into the mall, shot and killed a wounded soldier to the left who was lost and wandering through the smoke, and then shot a second in the head with a single round. He lowered himself to the dead and plundered their unused magazines, specifically those with 9mm magazines that’d fit an M-905.

Ejecting a spent magazine, Kai placed a new one into the M-905 and looked from left to right, noticing that the many red silhouettes had fallen back, seeking cover inside nearby stores after breaking through their display windows. The enemy was plotting something else.

Suddenly, the ceiling exploded and collapsed, sending falling debris toward Kai. He ran and dove away, escaping from the falling rubble that crashed to the floor and vanished into the smoke. Up above was a circular hole in the ceiling. Large men wearing heavy exoskeleton suits jumped down and into the mall, making a three-point landing, aided by jetpacks slowing their descent.

Kai grimaced. He wished his exoskeleton had a jetpack.

His implant detected a man within striking range, prompting his exosuit to make him pull out and slash with his Zenmetsu katana. His bladed attack forced the exosuit hostiles to keep their distance as they reached for their machine guns. Kai retreated into the shop, firing from the hip. Armed with heavy machine guns, the exosuit soldiers gave chase, their weapons thundering with continuous bursts of fire.

The smoke had nearly cleared when Kai returned to the snowmobile shop. He spotted the three INX 30 Gray Smoke canisters the trio had thrown minutes earlier on the floor. There was no smoke rising from them. The smoke grenades had run their course. Thankfully, Amber, Sienna, and Ilona were fine, shrouded in the new smoke Cerise and Yukina had released not long ago. But up front, the team needed to deploy new smoke grenades to blind the newly arrived exosuit enemies.

Kai reached down to his tactical belt to grab an INX 30 canister, but his arms seized in place right when he pulled the smoke grenade free.

Error messages scrolled across his vision, rendering several widgets on his HUD useless. Not even the date and time would display. All the while, he still couldn’t move his arms or hands. Paralysis had gripped him. Rather, his exoskeleton arms and hands stopped moving, leaving him immobile. His arms were no longer dependable until he removed the exoskeleton that now restricted his movement rather than aid it.

Kai gritted his teeth and ran. “Ah, fuck!”

“Master!” Yukina cried out.

Cerise spun toward him with a quick twirl, her pink hair swirling. “Kai! What’s wrong?”

“My exoskeleton’s jammed!”

“Actually, you’re being hacked, Commander,” Ilona revealed, the drone shrouded in the smoke near her location.

He sighed. “Terrific.”

A hail of gunfire whizzed past Kai, missing him by inches. He ran awkwardly, his arms locked in the position they were in when he tried to fetch the grenade. He veered to the left and positioned himself behind a heavily bullet-ridden display pillar in the center of the shop.

“It looks like the exoskeletons the enemy is using have cyberwarfare CESs,” Ilona revealed.

As Kai pressed his back against the pillar, he looked at his arms, noticing that his right grip was still around the smoke grenade he was trying to pull, never moving.

“This is one of many reasons why you don’t see exoskeletons in combat,” Illona added. “They’re vulnerable to hacks like the one you’re experiencing.”

Kai snorted. “I’d take this off, but . . .”

“You need the use of your hands for that.”

Kai considered himself lucky he was the only one getting hacked. Because of Dr. Rhinehart’s secret software, Cerise, Ilona, and Yukina were un-hackable. Kai and Amber didn’t have Rhinehart’s software in his exoskeleton or implant. He winced when he thought about their situation more. Once the enemy spotted Amber, they’d hack into her cybernetic augmentations.

The team’s only advantage now was the smoke at the far end of the store. The cloud of gray mist was still affecting the sight and sensor scans of the incoming exoskeleton Coalition soldiers.
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Braving the blindly fired enemy rounds, Cerise dashed over to Kai as he remained in cover behind the pillar. She lowered her hands to his right hand, which was still clasping the INX 30 Gray Smoke.

“Let me help you with that,” Cerise said with a smirk. She pried the smoke grenade out of his stiff hand, pushed its activation button, and tossed it toward the incoming enemy. A new cloud of blinding smoke emerged, enveloping the hostile forces wearing exoskeleton suits from sight. “Ilona, is there anything you can do for Kai?” Cerise asked, still holding his hand tenderly, her yellow eyes peering into his.

“I can kick out the hacker, but I can’t do it remotely,” Sienna replied. “Unless you want me to stop hacking into this snowmobile?”

Kai shook his head. “Not really.”

“Plug your exoskeleton into me, Commander,” Illona said. “I’ll work my cyber magic.”

Kai had to run over to Illona while he was still unable to grab any of his weapons. Never had he felt so vulnerable.

The enemy continued shooting into the store, though not accurately. Most of their rounds dotted the walls and the snowmobiles that were on display. The incoming exoskeleton troopers were indiscriminately firing, hoping to strike them.

Cerise let go of Kai, freeing her hands to grab her Vinogradov 77. “I’ll draw their fire.” She patted his left cheek, bringing warmth to its cold flesh, and puckered her lips. “Don’t you worry, babe, I got you!”

And then Cerise ran into the fray and sprayed a continuous burst of rounds downrange. The Coalition Marines returned fire, and a volley of gunfire struck Cerise dead on, juddering her already damaged frame, igniting small flairs of sparks. As Cerise distracted the enemy in exoskeleton suits, Yukina trotted over to Kai and held his stiff hand in her tiny, slender grip.

The obsolete gynoid looked up at him. “Come with me, Master,” Yukina said. “I will guide you to Ilona.”

Yukina escorted Kai away from the pillar, one hand holding his, the other pointing the Barracuda S80 toward the enemy. Hostile rounds came their way, some impacting against Cerise, the rest soaring through the shop and failing to find their mark on her. The enemy couldn’t see her very well in the smoke as Cerise constantly harassed them. They had to rely on the roar of her Vinogradov and the clicking of her heels to guestimate where she was.

Running hand in hand, Yukina brought Kai to the snowmobile Ilona was hacking into. Yukina plugged the exoskeleton into the drone. The error messages in Kai’s vision faded a moment later. Ilona removed the malware uploaded into his systems.

Kai’s exosuit whirled with life again. He could move his hand and arms and regain the augmented speed and strength one would receive when wearing a suit like his. Kai immediately grabbed his M-905 and tightly gripped the submachine gun.

Ilona drifted before Kai, the drone barely visible in the surrounding smoke. “Now to give them a taste of their own medicine!”

Kai lifted his weapon and reached for the trigger, spotting the red silhouettes of the exosuit men. The Coalition soldiers stopped firing suddenly. And then they stopped moving all together. Their heads shifted about in a panic. They wiggled their bodies about to no avail. The enemy appeared to be in the same predicament Kai was in not long ago. Their exosuits had been hacked, seizing the gears in its arms and legs, completely immobilizing them. Kai considered himself lucky that his exosuit was still somewhat incomplete. It didn’t have legs.

Amber spoke up unexpectedly. “Since the enemy isn’t moving . . .”

Amber stood up and stepped away from the snowmobile she was tinkering with. She ran through the smoke while charging her cybernetic arm, approaching one of the paralyzed enemy soldiers trapped in their exosuit. Amber rammed her fist through the side of the hostile’s exoskeleton and sent a burst of energy into it, overloading their batteries with her new Induce Overheating CES.

She dove backward before the lithium battery pack inside the enemy exoskeleton suit overheated and exploded, instantly killing the wearer. The paralyzed men panicked, realizing that Amber was charging up the Induce Overheating CES to repeat the task, and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do except watch their executioner approach like a reaper emerging from a mist of gray smoke.

A second exosuit exploded, then another and another. Blood, torn flesh, mangled organs, and slagged metal flew in every direction, adding an extra layer of destruction to the once pristine snowmobile store. The burning lithium ignited raging fires so intensely that they were almost white. The sprinkler systems activated and sent a torrential downpour of water. It did nothing to extinguish the incredibly high heat of the lithium fires.

Amber backed away when the last enemy soldier exploded while flicking her cyber arm about, her boots splashing through a growing pool of water falling from the sprinklers.

“That’s the other reason you don’t see exosuits in combat much, outside of special operations,” Amber said, dashing toward cover behind a display cabinet. “Shoot the battery, and it goes ka-boom. Hack the suit, and they are useless. Even normal soldiers can still move if you hit them with cyberwarfare.”

Kai noticed six incoming red silhouettes approaching the store, and at least four of them wore exosuits. Amber hadn’t taken them all out yet.

Amber retrieved her ZR6 Carbine. “Help me with these last ones. My battery’s getting low, and it’s about to overheat. I can’t use any CESs for a while.”

After crouching behind a wrecked and overturned snowmobile on a clearance display, Kai spotted the enemy pushing into the store through the smoke. “I see ‘em.”

He unplugged himself from Ilona, allowing the drone to return to her task of securing the team with a method of transportation out of their mess. He thought about asking Ilona to deploy more cyberwarfare but would rather she focus her processing power on hacking into the vehicle.

Ignoring the sprinklers spraying water on him, Kai raised the M-905 and opened fire, shooting dead three targets and dropping their corpses to the floor. A burst of heavy gunfire from Amber’s ZR6 sent multiple rounds into the cloud of smoke, striking two hostile targets and sending them slumping against the wall. Cerise put down the final hostile with a hole through the head.

Silence fell at last, apart from the hiss of the sprinklers failing to contain the flames of the lithium fires. Nobody was shooting, and Kai spotted no red silhouettes in his augmented vision. Kai left his cover and walked toward the corpse of an exosuit-wearing fighter he shot. After slinging the M-905 over his shoulder, Kai reached downward and pulled off a battery pack from the dead hostile trooper, using the full power of his exoskeleton’s arms. He’d need a new battery to use the new exoskeleton body Amber was developing for him.

Kai scanned the battery pack to ensure it’d be good for him.

Lipka Industries LI 144 Lithium-Ion Battery

Battery Life: 144 hours

It was an upgrade.

He stored the battery in his bag for the time being.

“And I’m done!” Ilona floated away from the snowmobile she was hacking into. The vehicle’s lights powered on and shone a circle of white light on the walls, piercing through the dissipating cloud of smoke. The drone hovered before the team. “Okay, who gets on first?”

Kai spun toward the activated snowmobile. “Cerise, get on that ride and take Sienna with you.”

“I’m not finished here,” Sienna said, still tinkering with her ICE-breaker, attempting to hack into a second snowmobile.

Kai nodded to Sienna, not that she could see him. She wasn’t even looking at him. “That’s okay,” he said. “Ilona will pick up where you left off.”

“I’m almost done,” Sienna said, her eyes fixated on her wrist-mounted computer, her fingers tapping its touch screen with haste. “Once I finish this, we’ll get going.”

Kai strode toward Sienna. “No, we’ve got to get you out of here now!”

Sienna glanced aside from the ICE-breaker’s screen, scowling at him, her blonde hair now wet and sticking to the sides of her face. “I said I’m not going until this is done.” Her eyes returned to the device.

“Sienna, we just got you a ticket out of this shit show, and you want to argue with me?”

“If I leave now, and that drone doesn’t finish up here, who’d protect me?”

“Cerise.”

“One marionette.” Sienna resumed typing on the ICE-breaker. “We all go together, or we all stay. But I’m not getting on that ride without the rest of you with me.”

Soaked by the fire sprinklers above, Kai sighed in frustration. “We don’t have time for this!”

Cerise, damaged and quick, grabbed Sienna, pulling her away from the snowmobile. “Ow!” Sienna yelled, standing up to wince at the sex doll riflewoman. “Let go! You’re hurting me!”

Kai held one hand out toward her. “Easy, Cerise. We still gotta get paid for rescuing her.”

Bullets soared overhead, sending everyone scattering for cover or hitting the deck to escape.

Kai rolled about to reposition himself, facing the front of the store. His augmented tactical vision identified new red silhouettes creeping toward their position.

“Now, where the hell did they come from?” Amber yelled.

She gripped her carbine and returned fire. Then Cerise turned her rifle on the enemy. Kai retrieved his submachine gun and opened fire while getting back to his feet. Yukina positioned herself ahead of Kai, instinctively shielding him from a hail of gunfire that would have killed him. The petite silver-white-haired girl stood her ground, lifted her Barracuda S80, and inched toward the hostiles ahead, firing off shot after shot. Yukina killed two soldiers and then gestured to the left. Kai looked at what she gestured at, a pillar for him to take cover behind.

Kai peeked around the pillar, saw a Coalition Marine, and opened fire without hesitation. A barrage of 9mm rounds surged, perforating holes through the knees of an unlucky soldier, sending them down. Cerise slanted her aim toward the downed soldier and let loose a spray of gunfire that punched through their back. The hostile soldier never moved in an expanding pool of blood.

Kai took cover and swapped out his magazine. “Anyone got any more smokes?”

“I have one smoke grenade left, Master,” Yukina said.

Kai completed his reload, slapping in a new magazine. “Use it!”

Yukina primed and threw her final INX 30 Gray Smoke into the fray, creating another smoke screen. It was their last smoke grenade to use. Once the canister ran out of its blinding and sensor-scrambling smoke and faded away, the enemy would gain the advantage. The team needed to leave, and it had to happen now.

Kai spun around. “Cerise, take Sienna by force if you have to! Her safe extraction is our top priority!”

Cerise strapped the Vinogradov 77 over her shoulder and ran to Sienna, forcefully scooping up the heiress in her arms. “Sorry, girly, but this isn’t a place for you!”

In an act of defiance, Sienna hammered her fists into Cerise, but to no avail. Sienna was human, and Cerise was a machine. Running through the mists of the smoke and gushing fire-suppressing water, Cerise tossed Sienna on the back of the snowmobile and sat herself at the driver’s end. The i890 sex doll gripped the vehicle and sent it speeding forward, plowing it into the store’s storage room.

A second snowmobile activated, its headlights illuminating Kai. It was the snowmobile Sienna was working on before Cerise pulled her away from it.

“And we’re good to go over here too,” Ilona announced while floating near the newly activated vehicle.

Kai nodded with a grin despite the racket of the enemy shooting blindly through the cloud of smoke and burning lithium fires. “That was fast.”

“Turns out Sienna was almost done,” Ilona said.

“Good, Amber and Yukina, head out on that.” Kai clenched his weapon, pressing his back against the pillar he covered behind. “I’ll stay and cover your retreat.”

But nobody moved. The Coalition soldiers had pushed in through the smoke of the grenade, stepping around the growing fires spewing toxic smoke. The intensity of enemy gunfire had grown, and with Cerise gone, the team had one less person to help them push the enemy back.

The chaos was too intense for a clean escape.

Yukina grabbed Kai’s elbow, pulling him away from his cover. She dragged Kai toward the idling snowmobile with its headlights on. Yukina shoved Kai and pushed him onto the snowmobile’s rear seat. With the reflexes of the machine she was, Yukina hurdled herself on the vehicle’s forward end and took control of its handles.

“Yukina!” Kai snorted. “Wait!”

But Yukina did not wait. She sent the snowmobile speeding away from the enemy.

“I will protect you, Master.”
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. . . A CALCULATED RISK



Two snowmobiles sped out of the mall onto the roads and crashed through a Coalition checkpoint. The two hurrying vehicles ended up leaving Nieve and carving through the snow on the mountain, which once was a place where skiers had an enjoyable time hitting the slopes.

The snowmobiles, one operated by Cerise with Sienna on the rear and the other operated by Yukina with Kai at the back, shifted toward the forest off to the side and vanished within its thicket of pine trees as they descended the slope of the mountain. They were going downhill at dangerously high speeds. One wrong move and they’d wipe out. Or worse, crash into a tree or a fallen trunk.

And they had no choice.

Behind the fleeing snowmobiles were various Coalition soldiers who caught wind of their escape. The enemy leaped onto snowmobiles of their own and pursued, while the rest slipped into Jagers, also moving quickly to chase.

A wince appeared on Kai’s face when he realized Amber wasn’t among the team.

He activated the team’s communication channel and spoke loudly amidst the sound of his snowmobile plowing through the snow. “Amber, you okay?” She didn’t respond, and her vitals weren’t displayed on the team’s health monitor. The display listed Amber as being offline, her name grayed out. “Shit. What happened?”

“We’re being jammed,” Ilona transmitted as her drone flew above to keep pace with them. “Remember, I’m not the only one capable of cyberwarfare. The Coalition dispatched more soldiers in exosuits.”

“Let me guess. They all have hacking CESs,” Kai grunted.

“You guessed right, Commander. Don’t worry. You’re well out of range from those CESs for now.”

“What about Amber? She’s vulnerable, and we left her behind!”

“I had no choice but to do so, Master,” Yukina said, holding the snowmobile handles, her silver-white twin tails whipping in the winds. She veered their ride to the side, moving away from a tree. “Protecting you takes priority over Amber Adams.”

“I’m sure the woman who keeps you repaired and maintained would love to hear that, Yukina,” Ilona snorted.

“Give her a break, Ilona,” Kai said. “You know how Yukina’s AI is.”

Yukina increased speed and brought their snowmobile closer to the one Cerise operated with Sienna as her passenger. They had left before them and were in the lead down the hill. As such, Cerise’s snowmobile was the one to attract most of the enemy’s attention. Some of the pursuing hostiles were riding on snowmobiles, others in Jagers, all vehicles kicking up white plumes of snow as they inched closer to Cerise and Sienna’s snowmobile.

An enemy soldier riding a snowmobile to Cerise’s left attempted to ram her vehicle. Cerise, with one hand holding the handle, fetched her N-44 Chernenko pistol and pulled the trigger rapidly, dishing out a quick salvo of gunfire. Her rounds punched the snow. The hostile rider of a snowmobile to the right had a gunner on the back of their ride. The soldier lifted their rifle and fired at Cerise. Sienna kept low and held her hands over her blonde hair dancing in the wind. Cerise tried to shoot back but was unsuccessful at tagging anyone. The damage Cerise had sustained wasn’t helping, and Kai noticed her gun hand shaking a lot. Her internal joints were broken, affecting her accuracy.

As Yukina brought their snowmobile closer, Kai unslung the M-905 from his shoulder and opened fire. The bangs of Kai’s sub machine gun drew the brief gazes of the numerous enemies backward at him. The Coalition knew they had a second target to deal with now. In response, the enemy returned fire. Kai ducked from the bullets as Yukina swerved their snowmobile from the left and right, both desperately trying to avoid hostile gunfire.

Raising upward, Kai resumed shooting but only saw his rounds hit random trees that periodically blocked his aim. Other times, he missed when enemy snowmobiles veered to the side at the last second or when they opened fire, forcing Yukina to take evasive action. The situation left Kai with no choice but to rely on his exosuit’s auto-aim feature. Now his exosuit snapped his aim toward a target he was struggling with. Kai pulled the M-905’s trigger and killed the driver of an enemy-controlled snowmobile with a headshot, splattering gore and brain matter to the snow.

The vehicle with a dead driver wiped out, crashing and launching their rear-seated gunner through the air, where he face-planted into a tree trunk with head smashing results. With auto aim still active, Kai’s exosuit arms snapped his aim at a speeding snowmobile moving to ram them. Kai killed the man with a gunshot through the neck and a round through his left eye.

Auto-aim allowed Kai to shoot dead another enemy snowmobile rider ahead. And then a warning flashed in the center of his augmented vision.

Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 15%

Kai wasn’t surprised at all. The usage of auto-aim quickly depleted his exosuit’s battery. They needed a new plan.

“Yukina, switch with me.”

Kai and Yukina performed a daring swap while the vehicle was still in motion. Yukina let go of the handles and moved to the rear seat while Kai climbed forward and took control of the snowmobile before it spun out of control. Now at the handles, Kai steered their ride, allowing Yukina to retrieve the M877 sniper rifle strapped to her back. The gynoid peered through the scope, angled its barrel to the side, and pulled the trigger.

The head of a gunner at the rear of an enemy-controlled snowmobile exploded into bits, their dead hands still holding their Vinogradov. A second round punched through the driver’s back and pushed gore through their chest, smearing it all over the vehicle’s front. The speeding snowmobile with two dead enemy soldiers on it barreled into a tree and exploded in a bright blaze of raging lithium fires.

Adjusting the rifle to the right, Yukina sniped another hostile snowmobile driver. From the left and right came two snowmobiles with rear-seated soldiers aiming M-905 submachine guns at Kai. Neither of them got a shot off. Yukina simply spun to one, delivered a no-scope headshot, then immediately turned to the next and pushed a round through their gut, sending their body flying into the snow. The body rolled down the hill until it hit a rock, plastering it with dripping gore.

The Jagers pursuing Cerise and Sienna’s snowmobile were more troublesome. Yukina’s rounds couldn’t penetrate the armor-plated jeeps. Making matters worse, the Jagers had a rocket launcher mounted to its rear section. The rocket launcher operator spun the heavy weapon directly at Kai and Yukina’s snowmobile.

Kai made a hard turn to the left. A rocket soared past, striking the ground with a heavy blast powerful enough that he felt its vibrations rocking his seat. The rocket operator on the second Jager took aim, targeting the snowmobile Kai rode.

And then the enemy opened fire.

Kai eased up on the vehicle’s speed, slowing it down enough so that the rocket exploded in front of him. Had he maintained their velocity, that rocket would have hit them. Turning to the right to avoid the hole in the ground, Kai resumed their pursuit, wincing when he noticed they had fallen behind because of the stunt.

He winced more when two rockets came propelling toward them. A sharp turn evaded the first rocket. Kai continued making the sharp turn, waiting for the second rocket to pass, hoping it’d miss them. A thundering boom hammered the mountain seconds later. Now forced to navigate through a thick expanse of trees, Kai resumed their pursuit of the enemy, who were drawing closer to Cerise and Sienna’s ride.

“Ilona, can you take those rocket launchers out of play?”

“Negative, Commander, my hacking level isn’t high enough,” Ilona transmitted. “The Coalition seems to have pumped up network security on these Jagers.”

Once past the trees to their left and right, Kai aimed for the operator manning the rocket launcher while using one hand to hold the M-905. Kai pulled the trigger and missed. Driving a snowmobile and shooting at a speeding military jeep wasn’t easy. Kai almost tagged the fucker, using his exoskeleton’s auto-aim feature, but that was drawing more of its battery power. Kai was looking forward to getting that upgraded battery in his suit. Low-battery warnings were the number-one hindrance when using the exoskeleton.

The two Jagers veered aside, one going left, the other right. Both vehicles positioned themselves so that Cerise’s snowmobile was directly between them. The enemy Jagers trapped her in a classic pincer attack. Both operators of the enemy rocket launchers shifted their aim, targeting Cerise’s ride.

Kai grimaced. “There’s no way they’re going to risk killing Sienna with those. They need her alive.”

The enemy opened fire. They were indeed taking the risk.

Two simultaneously fired rockets flared toward Cerise’s snowmobile. A bright red-orange fireball erupted, kicking up bits of snow and steam. Kai couldn’t see Cerise or Sienna anymore, only the flaming remains of their snowmobile that crashed into a tree.

“What the fuck?” Kai screamed. “Cerise? Sienna?”

“Master!”

Kai looked away from the wreckage of Cerise’s vehicle, watching as a rocket exploded near them. The violent detonation sent Kai’s vehicle airborne, where it hit the slope of the hill and continued operating. The sight of black smoke lifting from the snowmobile’s frame suggested that the blast had inflicted quite a bit of damage to it. He glanced backward, sighing in relief, when he saw Yukina was still functioning and riding behind in the passenger seat, her twin-tail hair waving in the wind. He winced when he saw Cerise’s burning snowmobile move out of sight and the fact that he spotted no signs of her or Sienna.

Kai had to worry about them later. The two Jagers in front were angling their rocket launchers at his tailing snowmobile. Kai veered toward a tree, hoping its wide trunk would block the next rocket. It did, the explosion sending wooden splinters upward while flames billowed. Kai pulled his ride to the side, swerving around the remains of the tree, and continued onward. The large tree slowly collapsed forward with bits of snow falling from its branches.

“Commander, that tree’s going to crash on you! You’ve got to move right now!”

Following Ilona’s advice, Kai turned to the left, narrowly escaping the crashing tree. He shifted to the right immediately afterward.

Boom.

His instincts saved them from another hurdling rocket. The rocket launcher operator on the nearest Jager adjusted their aim and prepared to send forth another salvo. Suddenly, Cerise leaped onto the Jager, moving so fast that she was a blur of pink and white. She punched the rocket launcher operator so hard her fist got stuck inside his chest. Cerise had to stick her free hand down inside the man’s chest to pry herself free.

Working fast, Cerise jumped off the Jager right as the operator of the second rocket launcher noticed that the adjacent vehicle was compromised. A single rocket slammed into the tail of the Jager, destroying half the vehicle in a majestic blast that only propelled a soaring Cerise through the air faster, where she landed on the back section of the remaining Jager. She grabbed and hurled the operator of the turret off. His body hit a tree back first, shattering his spine. The body never moved once it hit the snow.

Meanwhile, the driver of the Jager, hit by the rocket strike, lost control of the vehicle and it capsized. Cerise captured the rocket launcher’s operational controls and spun it toward the crashed Jager. She flashed the flabbergasted driver of the capsized vehicle the peace sign then sent a single rocket into its forward section, obliterating it.

Kai sped past the remains of the Jager, moving to keep pace with the last Jager with a pink-haired vixen controlling its rocket launcher turret.

Kai greeted her with a warm smile. “Cerise!”

“I’m good, and Sienna will be as well as soon as I can get this door open!”

Kai brought the speeding snowmobile to the side of the Jager, looked to the left, and scanned its passenger side door.

Requires at least 60 Hacking Skill.

Requires at least 60 Strength to break or remove.

Nobody had the hacking level to force it to open, but . . .

“Passenger side door,” Kai called. “You should have enough strength to force it open.”

Leaving the rocket launcher behind, Cerise scaled the side of the speeding jeep, reaching the passenger door within seconds. Despite her body barely holding together, Cerise ripped the door open as if it were made of tinfoil, tossing it away. Activating Acceleration Drive again, Cerise entered the vehicle as a blur of pink and white and grabbed one of the Jager’s occupants. She tossed the passenger outside first. His head exploded when they slammed into a tree face-first.

The Jager was still in motion as Cerise disappeared into it. It started swerving about seconds later. There was a struggle for the wheel, and Cerise didn’t look like a never-ending motion blur of color anymore. That meant she deactivated Acceleration Drive, was running low on battery power, and had to conserve energy. That meant she was in trouble, and her damaged, bullet-ridden body wasn’t helping.

Kai eased up on the snowmobile’s speed, allowing the rushing enemy jeep to pass him. Once the rear of the Jager was in view, Kai increased speed while turning to the left of the erratically moving Jager. His maneuver brought him riding alongside the driver’s side of the vehicle, giving him and Yukina a clear view of the enemy driver and Cerise fighting over control of the wheel. They got an even clearer view when Cerise rolled down the vehicle’s bulletproof, driver’s side window during her fight with the driver.

Yukina held the M877 to the right and targeted the Jager’s driver. A well-timed sniper shot left the rifle, entered the vehicle, pushed through Cerise’s fluttering pink hair, and struck the driver in the temple. There was no longer a struggle for the Jager, since the driver no longer had a head.

Kai slightly decreased the snowmobile's speed, aligning it behind the Jager. Yukina leaped off the snowmobile and onto the back of the jeep, taking control of its rocket launcher turret. Covered in blood and brain matter, Cerise opened the driver’s side door and pushed the driver’s corpse out. The headless body hit the snowy slope with a thud and zipped past Kai on his snowmobile as he sped ahead.

As Cerise took the wheel, Kai drove closer to the opened driver’s side door, yelling up to her. “Where’s Sienna?”

“Farther back!” Cerise wiped her face clean of the driver’s blood and cocked her red, dripping left thumb backward. “You can’t miss her. She’s hunkering down by a tree.”

“You left her alone?”

“It was a calculated risk! I’m sorry!”

“Cerise, what if the Coalition finds her?”

“That’s the thing. The enemy wants her alive. They don’t need you or Yukina alive.” Cerise made a coy smile. “And I need you two alive.”

He gave that more thought. Had she stayed with Sienna, Kai and Yukina would still be struggling against the two Jagers. Or worse, they would have taken a rocket to the face.

Kai nodded and spun the snowmobile aside. “I’ll pick her up!”


16
WHO WANTS TO TAKE A SWIM?



Kai swung the snowmobile back to Sienna’s position. It took him a while, but he eventually found the blonde seated in the snow and leaning against a tree. She had several bloody lacerations staining her wet outfit that clung to her pale skin, much like her drenched hair. Her hands trembled, likely because of the cold, and she, like the rest, had been soaked by fire-suppressing sprinkler water not long ago.

As Kai closed the distance, he waved at Sienna, capturing her attention. Sienna mustered the energy to stand up and limp toward his incoming snowmobile. Unfortunately, four speeding Jagers ahead were also closing the gap, their forward headlights shining rays of light upon them.

A race to scoop up the heiress had ensued.

A race Kai had won.

He performed a spinning stop, spraying snow everywhere, and extended his hand to her. “Get on!”

Sienna looked behind. She saw the incoming Jagers speeding through the forest, zigzagging around trees. Sienna got on without protest.

Kai spun the vehicle and sped away while Sienna held him from behind. He spotted the Jager Cerise and Yukina operated dead ahead and raced toward it as fast as he could. Gunfire roared above and to the side, with a few rounds dinging the side of his snowmobile. Sienna screamed and clung to him tighter, burying her face into his back. Kai winced.

An explosion sent one of the chasing enemy Jagers airborne, crashing into a tree. Something had hit it from behind. Turning around briefly, Kai witnessed an enemy Jager’s rocket launcher targeting and destroying another. And then another, littering the hill with multiple flaming wreckages.

“The fuck?” Kai faced forward, confirming that the rocket launcher on the Jager Yukina had taken control of was indeed ahead.

It was. So that meant a second Jager with a rocket launcher assisted them, and that vehicle was tailing Kai’s speeding snowmobile.

Amber’s laughter over the communication channel graced his ears. “Ha ha, hope y’all didn’t forget about me!”

Kai couldn’t help but laugh as well. “Amber! Where were you?”

“Like I said,” Amber transmitted, “don’t discount my ingenuity to get us out of this jam!”

He was going to ask how Amber got the rocket turret to fire without an operator but decided against it. Amber tinkering with it was all the explanation he needed.

There were no hostile Jagers left now, but they were enemy snowmobiles still in play, and they were plowing past burning wreckages and dead littering the hill. The snowmobiles the enemy used were faster than the one Kai operated. So much faster that the enemy snowmobiles passed him and swarmed the Jager Cerise and Yukina were in. With one hand holding the handle, the enemy driving the snowmobiles fetched grenades and threw them at Yukina and Cerise’s hijacked vehicle.

Kai watched in horror as the explosive devices hurled toward them, and there wasn’t a fucking thing he could do about it.

Bang.

Yukina lowered her M877 sniper rifle, having shot the explosive out of the air when thrown. She snapped her aim to the next grenades still descending toward her, then pulled the trigger.

Bang.

Yukina picked off a second midair grenade.

Bang.

Down went a third grenade.

No matter how many grenades the enemy threw, Yukina’s reflexes guided the M877 to target and quickly shot them out of the air. They couldn’t stop her.

Until Yukina had to reload.

Thankfully, Kai had kept count the entire time. The second Yukina fired off her fifth and final round, Kai activated his exoskeleton’s auto-aim and targeted the next explosives thrown at their Jager. He opted to use the Scorpio MPX machine pistol for its rate of fire and shot the grenades out of the air, one by one.

And the stunt drained his battery, lowering it to 9%. Kai opted to save what little battery power he had left for later. As such, the next grenades exploded against the Jager, knocking Yukina backward right when she finished reloading the M877 too. Secondary explosions sent the Jager airborne. Cerise had lost control of the vehicle.

It collided with a tree, overturned when the crash knocked it over, and rolled about with flames billowing everywhere. Behind, Amber hit the brakes of her Jager, stopping it ahead of the fire raging from Cerise and Yukina’s totaled Jager.

Kai stopped his snowmobile and looked back, breathing a sigh of relief, when he spotted Yukina and Cerise exiting the wreckage.

Amber opened the door to her vehicle, waving to them. “Hurry! Get on before they come about!”

Ahead, the enemy snowmobiles made a flawless 180 turn through the snow and sped toward them. They were coming to finish the job.

“Sienna, get off and join them,” Kai bellowed to the blonde holding him behind.

“I’d rather not if it’s okay with you.”

“That’s an armored vehicle Amber has control of. You’d be safer on it than⁠—”

A barrage of bullets dug piercing holes into the snowmobile. Another spray sent up white tuffs when they hit the snow. At least six bullets hammered Kai in the chest. His vest caught them all, though the pain was still a bitch. Kai sped the snowmobile away, holding its handle with one hand, his other clenching the Scorpio MPX, returning fire.

Sienna inched her face forward, angling her lips toward Kai’s right ear as they sped away. “So you were saying, Novak?”

Kai’s escape brought their snowmobile out of the forest. The vehicle sped across an endless snowfield at the foot of the mountains now. He wasn’t sure what became of the Jager Amber captured, but according to his HUD, the team’s health monitor reported that everyone was alive. When looking back, Kai spotted a single enemy-controlled snowmobile speeding out of the woods and hurdling toward his ride.

He aimed backward to shoot them.

Klick.

Out of ammo. No problem. Kai replaced the Scorpio MPX with his XP5 Hammershot. Reloading while driving a snowmobile wasn’t an option. Kai winced at his choice when he peered at the pistol he grabbed. The Shadow Strike silencer attached to the Hammershot would dampen the weapon’s attack power. And right now, Kai needed all the offensive power he could get. He holstered the Hammershot and opted for the M-905, hoping the ammunition he had left would be enough for the job.

He angled his submachine gun backward, took aim, and opened fire. The enemy at the handles of their snowmobile moved to the side, escaping Kai’s retaliating gunfire, then accelerated ahead. They ended up speeding beside Kai and Sienna’s snowmobile, raised their gun hand forward, and pulled the trigger of their pistol. Kai’s armored exoskeleton arm deflected the rounds before returning fire.

He scored a lucky shot, killed the driver, and aimed back to target his buddy on the backseat, right as they tossed a grenade his way.

Kai wasn’t expecting that.

The grenade’s blast flung Kai and Sienna away. The pair hit the snow and tumbled violently down the hill. What remained of their snowmobile went in the other direction. Kai was alone when he stood up. He shifted his aim to the left. Saw nothing. To the right. Nothing. Spinning around, Kai spotted the enemy dashing over and was seconds away from tackling him. His free hand, controlled by his exosuit, automatically reached back for the Zenmetsu katana.

Crack.

It was half a second too late. The enemy knocked Kai downward then smacked him good with a hard pistol whip. That meant he had no more ammo. Kai shook the pain out of his head and fought his opponent, shoving him off. Kai grabbed the M-905 and saw that he had two rounds left according to his tactical vision. All he needed was one bullet to end his adversary.

Kai went to pull the trigger, but his opponent roundhouse-kicked the M-905 from his grip.

The submachine gun spiraled through the air far from Kai’s reach. Not that the enemy allowed him to go for it. The Coalition fighter ran and leaped, tackling Kai back to the snow again. The vengeful duo wrestled for a bit, exchanging bites, punches, and knees to the gut with each other. Neither wanted to yield. Neither cared that their rumble saw them rolling down the hill and crash through thin ice at the bottom of their fall, plummeting into the freezing icy waters.

Bubbles rose to the water’s surface as Kai sank into its dark, cold abyss. His heartbeat didn’t feel right when the punch of the cold hit him. He looked up, spotted a ray of light shining through the hole in the ice above, and tried to swim toward it. The exosuit’s weight made swimming extremely difficult. Panic ensued. Kai was going to die unless he removed the exosuit from his arms.

Unable to breathe, sinking to the bottom of an icy pond, and weighted down by an exosuit with an unseen enemy nearby, Kai frantically tried to collect his thoughts. He needed to remove the suit before anything else. He repeatedly reminded himself of that as he attempted to get rid of it.

Kai freed himself from the exosuit, watching as it sank to the bottom of the deep pond and then swam upward to the surface. The hole through the ice was near. Another meter to go. Half a meter, a quarter of a meter.

Kai emerged from the icy depths of the frozen body of water and took in a gasp of air.

The hefty hands of a Coalition soldier grabbed Kai’s head and pushed him back down. Evidently, the man swam up to the surface long before Kai did. Kai flailed about, his nimble and numb hands unable to remove his opponent’s grip, holding his head underwater.

The struggle was brief.

The Coalition soldier fell over and slumped to the ice. Now free to move again, Kai returned to the surface and looked at the soldier with a hole in his forehead, oozing blood to the ice. Behind the dead Coalition soldier was Sienna collapsing to her knees. In her hands was a silenced Hammershot pistol. It was Kai’s pistol. He knew this because he immediately examined his pistol holster to see that the gun wasn’t there. Sienna must have taken it before he crashed the snowmobile, and since all weapons he used had no biometric lockouts, she could have discharged the pistol without issue.

Kai sat with Sienna, gasping for air and fighting off the numbing cold. “Thanks.”

She dropped the Hammershot into the snow. “I killed a man . . .”

“They’re a dime a dozen. You’ll get used to it.”

Sienna said nothing else and sat with Kai. The two ended up embracing to keep warm. She never looked at him though, only at the dead soldier as if she were expecting him to stand up and rub his headshot. The cold made Sienna tremble, so Kai held her closer to him. If he still had his exoskeleton on, he’d let its heat keep her warm. But that wasn’t an option. It was sitting at the bottom of the frozen pond.

The sound of a Jager coming to a halt echoed later. Its doors opened, and multiple boots crunched the snow. Sienna hugged him tightly, her hands trembling. He was certain it was because of fear this time.

With Sienna throwing her arms around Kai, he reached back for the Zenmetsu and stood facing the newly arrived visitors. He stood ready to protect Sienna like an ancient samurai grasping a katana, its blade reflecting a glint of the cold, white environment around them.

Cerise raised her hands when Kai snapped the Zenmetsu’s pointed tip at her. “It’s me! Relax!”

Yukina and Amber appeared behind Cerise. They had exited the Jager Amber had stolen.

Kai sheathed his blade on his back. “Sorry about that, Cerise.”

“Dropship’s coming in to pick us up a few klicks from here,” Amber said.

“Uh, yeah, about that..” Kai gestured to the frozen pond with a dead body face down on it. “Who wants to take a swim?

“Why?” Amber asked.

“To fetch my exoskeleton,” he replied.

Cerise inched toward the hole in the ice, staring at the darkened, watery abyss below. She turned to face him. “It’s at the bottom, isn’t it?”

Kai nodded to her. “Yep.”

Cerise smiled brightly. “Lucky for you, the cold isn’t going to kill me.”

She stripped naked without delay, leaving her dress, boots, and panties on the snow. She didn’t need to go in the nude, but the wicked leer Cerise gave Kai reminded him of her original programming. Cerise was a sex doll. She wanted him to look at her. Wanted him to ogle her soaking wet breasts after she appeared from the water, as its droplets flowed down her (battle-damaged) skin.

Cerise, with hands on her bare hips, walked toward the hole and dove into the water, swimming to the bottom.

She rose from the waters with the exosuit in hand and then flaunted her wet and naked body precisely the way Kai predicted she would.
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DID I STUTTER?



Kai never let go of the thermal blankets he cocooned his body in during the dropship ride back to the city of Desiree. He didn’t like the Eden Army fatigues he had to put on. They were too small for his body, but it was the only thing on hand. His clothes were far too wet and cold to wear at the time of their exfil from the AO. Cerise had insisted on keeping Kai warm with the heat her body generated. Amber had other plans and pulled the naked sex doll away from Kai.

After retrieving tools, Amber lay Cerise on the floor and performed maintenance and repairs on her severely battle-ravaged frame. There wasn’t too much Amber could do, given the limited resources and tools available. Cerise would need to return to Amber’s workshop in the Starslayer for the rest of her repairs.

Cerise pouted the entire time. She wanted to wrap Kai up in her battered arms, which kept making malfunctioning, whirling sounds, and hold him to her heavy breasts.

Apart from that, the flight to Desiree had been pretty calm, except for Sienna’s coughing. Nobody said much after Amber finished with Cerise. Kai and Amber were exhausted from the ordeal and too busy trying to bring warmth back to their bodies. He imagined that Sienna was in the same position. Ilona, Cerise, and Yukina powered down mid-flight and entered a recharge cycle. It reminded Kai to recharge his exosuit. Once he mustered the will to stand up, he plugged his armor into a wall charging port.

Desiree’s skyline appeared on the horizon hours later. The city was experiencing a majestic sunset. A glint of the sun’s golden glow shone into the cockpit and into the dropship’s rear section, warming Kai’s face and awakening him from his brief nap.

The dropship landed on top of Desiree General Hospital’s rooftop landing pad. A team of medical professionals stood ahead of the dropship’s door as it opened and promptly charged in. The medics departed with Sienna on a stretcher and hulled her toward the elevator.

Kai and Amber checked into the hospital as well. They could have used a patch-up and proper treatment for hypothermia, Kai more so than Amber.

Hours passed after the doctors cleared them. Kai didn’t know or care how many hours. He also didn’t care that the order of French fries he picked up in the cafeteria didn’t have any salt on them. Later that evening, a member of President Maria Heinonen’s security detail informed Kai to swing over to the hospital room Sienna was in. The president was there, and she wanted to talk to him.

Talk about his pay, he hoped. And perhaps a bonus for what they had to go through. This mission to rescue Sienna raised his level to 117. It’d been a while since a single OP had increased his levels so much.

Kai stepped off the elevator and walked down a brightly illuminated hallway within the hospital. He arrived to see Maria and a doctor with gray hair, dressed in medical scrubs, talking ahead of Sienna on her medical bed. Sienna wore a patient’s gown and had several health monitor devices strapped to her body. Her face was still pale, though looking better than when he last seen her.

“Are you certain?” Maria said, crossing her arms across her white blouse.

“We’ve run numerous tests,” the doctor replied.

“Run them again.”

“We did, as per your order.” The doctor turned to Sienna. “I’m sorry, but your daughter has been infected with the Coalition’s bioweapon. It’s a fatal dose, and she doesn’t have much time left, unless we can get her the cure.”

“That would require her to go to Earth.”

“The best we can offer right now is the same medication she took from the Coalition doctor. It can reduce the virus’s symptoms and slow its spread. The medication will prolong her life for six months, maybe even a year, given her age. But again, it’s not a cure.”

“It’s borrowed time.”

“Eventually, her condition will worsen to the point the medication won’t do anything, and the virus will take its course.”

Maria turned aside from the doctor with watery eyes. She was trying to hold back the tears. She was doing a respectable job of it until she faced Sienna on the medical bed. Sienna was looking out a window, giving her a glimpse of the urban sprawl’s neon splendor coming out for the evening. Kai leaned against the wall with arms folded. It felt wrong to demand his pay now. He opted to wait and watch.

“Sienna . . .” Maria wiped her cheeks clean and approached her daughter on the medical bed. “Sienna . . . what were you fucking thinking?”

Sienna turned away from the window and met her mother’s eyes. “I wanted to prove that people born into corporate dynasties actually give a shit about society, that we can and will use our wealth to fix the world⁠—”

“We are doing that!” Maria Heinonen cut in. “Every fucking day your father goes to work, he and Twin Suns are grinding their asses off to perfect Eden, and now with the war, provide us with the weapons and tools to ass fuck the enemy!”

“Ah, yes, Twin Suns. The big company I’m supposed to take over.”

“You were born specifically for that role, so don’t give me that shit, Sienna. You want to use our family’s wealth to help the world? Do it when you become Twin Sun’s CEO.”

“Has it ever occurred to you that I’m not fucking interested in being the fucking CEO, Mom?”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Oh my fucking God, here we go again . . .”

“I don’t want to do this!” Sienna erupted, furious. “I never did! I only went to that stupid fucking university because you and Dad threatened to cut off my allowance!” Sienna folded her arms and looked away from her mother. “I wanted to be a fucking marine biologist. I wanted to be like Alexa, fuck, like everyone else in our family born after me. They got to study whatever they wanted in college. Sure, they had to go to places hand-selected by the family, but at least they could major in something they liked. But me? Oh no, we can’t have that. I’m the slave daughter. I have to follow the path my parents planned for me before I was even fucking born!”

“The path of a leader. Haven’t you ever wondered why that slut sister of yours acts the way she does? It’s because of you! Because you refuse to set an example for your siblings and cousins. If you stayed on the path that we laid out for you, all these fucking cum dumpsters in our family, blood related and the ones who married into it, would have fallen in line by following in your footsteps. The young ones always look up to the eldest for guidance. It’s the way things are.” Both mother and daughter refused to meet each other’s gazes. Kai wished he had a bag of popcorn. The drama between the two was kind of entertaining. “I’m sorry . . . I shouldn’t have said that. This isn’t your fault, Sienna. It’s that stupid fucking Harper Dynasty kid. He corrupted you. He got you into all that illegal hacking.” A sigh. “Has anyone seen that fucking cocksucker?”

Sienna snorted. “Why don’t you ask him?”

“Who?”

Sienna motioned to Kai by the door. “Him.”

Maria turned around and spotted Kai, who gave both ladies a wave. “Sup. You called?”

“You’re goddamn right I did!” Maria approached him, shoving the doctor aside with her shoulder. “You’re a fucking Earther, right?”

Kai gave her a subtle nod. “Born and raised.”

“Is it true then?” Maria stopped before Kai and leaned her face closer to his, both hands on her hips. “The cure to Sienna’s illness only exists on Earth?”

“Yeah, it’s a Coalition-manufactured virus, so naturally they also have a cure and are keeping it to themselves. We suspect it’s to manipulate people into voluntarily surrendering to the Coalition and then later boarding a ship bound for Earth. After they receive treatment for the virus, they’ll be forced into reeducation camps and undergo a slow indoctrination into the Coalition’s anti-AI beliefs.”

“On that note,” Sienna chimed in, “don’t shoot down those ships leaving Nieve. Edeners are on them. They want to be cured.”

“By going to Earth, where they’ll be indoctrinated,” Maria grunted.

“Yep.”

“This is borderline kidnapping,” Maria snarled. “I want my people back. Let’s board those ships and rescue them.”

“We’d be condemning them to death,” Kai said. “We don’t have the cure for them. Earth does.”

“Don’t forget the other people who are infected and didn’t accept the Coalition’s offer,” Sienna added.

“I refuse to sit back and do nothing about this!” Maria yelled. “Novak, think of something quick. You’re still not off the hook for provoking the enemy into doing this! Un-fuck this situation I’m in!”

“Ugh.” Kai rubbed the back of his head and spun around to see his AI assistant floating behind. Kai gave a nod to the hovering drone. “Ilona, any ideas?”

“Sorry, Commander, I have nothing. The method to create the cure is one of the Coalition’s closest guarded secrets. Either the infected voluntarily allow the Coalition to take them to Earth, or we infiltrate Earth, steal the cure, and then bring it back to Eden. Or at the very least send data about it to Eden, where their scientists can replicate their own version of it.”

“None of which is an option,” Kai said. “The fastest way to Earth is through the Sato Tunnel, and the Coalition and Eden’s fleets are constantly clashing near it. Even if we were to send the Starslayer through the tunnel, it’d take us an entire year to arrive in Sol.”

“Unless someone from naval intelligence figured out what the Coalition is doing to speed up their trips through the Sato Tunnel.”

Maria Heinonen shook her head. “No one has figured it out yet. It’s still a mystery to us.”

“And a mystery to me as well,” Ilona said.

Maria sighed frustratedly and waved off the drone. “Worthless AI . . .”

Ilona floated forward, attempting to confront the president. “Hey!”

Maria refused to face the drone. “Dr. Roger Rhinehart, one of the Coalition’s brightest minds, was your fucking creator! He uploaded his work to you, and you’re telling me you know nothing!”

“Rhinehart’s work mostly revolved around AIs,” Ilona said.

“None of that will help her or my people suffering from this bio attack!”

Maria Heinonen’s composure disintegrated in an instant. She looked at Sienna and erupted in a loud weeping sob, tears streaming down her face. Maria stormed out into the hallway, bumping into Cerise, Amber, and Yukina, all three of whom had arrived to pay Sienna a visit.

Yukina watched Maria with a curious glare. “What is wrong with you?”

Maria halted and gazed at her. “What kind of question is that?”

Yukina stood on her toes and pointed at Maria’s face. “Your eyes. Why is there liquid falling from them?”

Kai exited the room and lingered toward the group of four, capturing the president’s attention. “There are still a lot of things about the world . . . about humans that Yukina doesn’t know. Like emotions.”

“Another useless machine then, eh?” Maria snarled, glaring at Yukina. “You know nothing.”

Yukina tilted her head to the right. “Incorrect. I know many things.”

“Like what? What do you fucking AIs know?” The president looked at Cerise and Yukina. “A sex doll that doesn’t know the difference between love and lust, and this thing that’s . . . Grr!”

Maria stormed down the hallway and pushed a nurse into the wall so hard she dropped a tablet pad. The president turned the corner, vanishing from sight.

Amber ogled Maria’s departure closely before turning to face Kai. “Umm, we’re still gonna get paid for this, right?”

“Let’s let her cool off,” Ilona said, drifting over to join the group. “Her daughter is dying, and there isn’t anything she could do. I can’t imagine what she’s going through right now.”

“I’ll chat with Heinonen and see if we’re still good,” Kai said.

He ambled away from the ladies, following the path Maria Heinonen took. It took two minutes, but Kai spotted the president deeper in the hallway, standing and wiping her face clean of the tears she had wept. Kai pulled out and extended a napkin he had in his pocket. Originally, he picked it up to wipe his hands after snacking on the greasy French fries he had earlier that day but ended up not using it.

“Hey,” Kai said, his tone soothing.

Maria turned to face him, noticing the napkin Kai was offering. She yanked it from his grip and patted her face dry with it. Then she tossed it in the recycler without even offering a thank you. He liked her more already.

“Novak,” Maria said, adjusting her posture. “I want you to watch over Sienna.”

“Shouldn’t your people be doing that?”

“Sienna escaped the watchful eye of every fucking security detail assigned to her. And with the war still ongoing, there aren’t many bodies left to spare. We’re stretched thin. But you . . . your marionettes are un-hackable, and hacking is exactly what allowed Sienna to give her security detail the slip.” Maria tapped her index finger against Kai’s left shoulder. “You’re her security team until I can find suitable replacements.”

“What?”

“Did I stutter?”

“Get the fuck out of here. We’re not doing that shit.”

“You’re doing it, Novak, and I don’t want to fucking hear otherwise!”

“We did our fucking job. We got your daughter out of that mess and have other tasks to do.”

“Cancel them. Protect my little girl until the end.”

“Are you fucking serious?” Kai winced. “This wasn’t part of our deal⁠—”

“I am altering the deal. Keep that attitude up, and I’ll alter it further.”

“Fuck’s sake!”

“Keep your eye on my daughter, Novak. When she eats, you eat. When she needs to sleep, you don’t. When she needs to pee, you stand and watch her.”

“I’m not a fucking babysitter, Heinonen.”

“You started this mess!” She pointed her finger at his face, her voice raised. A few nurses passing by in the hall even looked back to see what was happening, as did the president’s armed bodyguards a meter away. “You provoked the enemy by giving them a bloody nose.”

“I don’t think you understand how war works,” Kai growled. “When the enemy fucks with you, you fuck them in the ass twice as hard.”

“I never told anyone this, but . . .” With a sigh, Maria stepped closer to him. He smelled her perfume when she did. “I was considering surrendering to them,” she whispered.

“Good, now you don’t have to.”

“Surrendering would have given us the chance to save lives and end the conflict. But now we can’t. The enemy won’t accept it, not with you and your Marionette Task Force alive and gallivanting around. Now we have to fight and throw away more lives. So don’t fuck this up, Novak. Help us end this war without paying too heavy of a price.”

“Speaking of pay.”

“Yes, yes, I’ll pay you extra, of course⁠—”

Maria stopped talking suddenly and looked away.

Her gaze landed on a tall young man, likely around eighteen or nineteen years of age, with a somewhat overweight physique. He was also dressed sharply and clean-shaven. Kai had no idea who he was, but it seemed like Maria did. She dashed over to follow the man, her heels echoing. Kai followed the president, watching as she looked at the young man walking into Sienna’s hospital room.

Kai thought he was a doctor until he heard the man talk.

“Sienna! Oh my goodness! I can’t believe you’re here . . .”

He sounded disappointed to know that Sienna was there.

Maria moved away, peeked into the room, and returned to Kai. “Oh my fucking God!”

“Who the fuck is that?” Kai asked her.

“That’s Elias Harper.”

“Fuck off. Are you serious?”

“Yes, I’m fucking serious!”

“He’s Cody Harper’s son.”

“How the fuck did he survive uninfected?”

“I don’t know, but from what I gathered, he and Sienna’s friends got out okay. Sienna was the unlucky one. She had gotten separated from them, went to the mining town hoping to hide from the Coalition, not realizing that the enemy was withdrawing to drop the bioweapon⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, I got that update on how she got infected already.” Maria got behind Kai and gave him a heavy shove toward Sienna’s hospital room. “Now hurry up and go fucking talk to him! I’m not paying you by the hour here!”

“Do I get a bonus for this?”

“Yes, yes, fine, just find out why Elias escaped without infection and she didn’t!”

Kai strode toward the door.

“Oh and . . .” Maria Heinonen had something more to say.

He spun back to the president of Eden, raising an eyebrow at her. “And?”

Maria reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. Bringing the device to her face, she thumbed its touch screen. “Help me identify this fucker.”

“Okay.”

Kai walked over as Maria held her phone up so the two could view its screen. She had a recorded video loaded and hit the play button. The video turned out to be a view of a pair of wet, glistening breasts with streams of semen running down them. It was his semen, and the two naked girls in the shower were none other than Alexa and Brooke.

And the man with his stiff cock out and standing with Alexa and Brooke? It was Kai.

“Oh, that guy?” Kai shrugged. “Yeah, I don’t know him.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m a different person when drinking. So yeah, I really don’t know him that well.”

“Novak, don’t piss on my ear and tell me it’s raining.”

“Look, we were having ice cream,” Kai said, pointing at the now-paused video, his fingertip aimed at the semen on Alexa’s left breast. “Uh, yeah, and it got so hot it melted over us.” Maria showed Kai a second video, one depicting him sliding his erect penis into Alexa. Apparently, Alexa and Brooke were recording him the entire time, not only when they brought the phone into the shower after he ejaculated all over them. Kai narrowed his eyes, wincing. “How the fuck did you get that anyway?”

“I showed up shortly after you left,” Maria revealed. “Found out that someone was drinking my booze and that the girls were in a surprisingly good mood. That led me to discover that the marionette maid was behind on her duties because she had to waste time drying someone else’s clothes, a male guest who was in the washroom with my daughter Alexa and her friend Brooke. I did the math, found Brooke, and threatened to tell her father that she fucked an Earther like you unless she gave me a copy of the videos and pictures Alexa had on her phone.”

“Is this the part where you tell me to stay away from your girls?”

“No, this is the part where I ask you to carry out your order and talk to fucking Harper’s boy.”

“Right, I’ll get on that.”

Maria walked away. Then she suddenly stopped to turn back to Kai. “Oh, by the way, stay away from my girls. Especially Sienna. If I catch you fucking the shit out of her, I will grab your fucking cock and squeeze it until it turns red and the head explodes.”

Kai stood before the doorway to Sienna’s hospital room, one hand holding the frame as he grinned at the president of Eden. “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”
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CONSIDER ASKING QUESTIONS FIRST BEFORE SHOVING PEOPLE AROUND



It didn’t seem like anyone had heard Kai’s footsteps, nor the steps of Cerise, Amber, and Yukina trailing behind him half a minute later. Elias stood ahead of Sienna’s medical bed, yapping about how her friends fled Coalition patrols before settling into a hotel in a city several days on foot from the mountains. Sienna kept her gaze tilted toward the window. It didn’t look like she was interested in anything Elias had to say.

Kai approached the young man from behind and cleared his throat. “Elias Harper.”

“Yes, that is me.” Elias turned around and looked at Kai. “Who are you?”

“Kai Novak.”

A raging frown formed on Elias’s face. “Novak . . .”

Kai folded his arms. “Where the fuck have you been?”

“Trying to survive and not lose my mind,” Elias said. “This is nuts!” He spun back to Sienna on her medical bed. “I just got back to Desiree and heard about your rescue, Sienna. I came here as fast as I could.”

With a sigh, Sienna faced Elias, spreading her arms wide for a hug. “Elias, come closer, hun.” Elias did so with his arms spread, ready to embrace Sienna. He leaned closer to her.

Sienna slapped Elias across the face so hard he staggered backward.

“We’re done.” Sienna spat. “You can leave.”

“What?” Elias held his reddening face where her palm struck. Kai wished he had some popcorn.

“You tried to sell me out to them!” Sienna snarled.

“You’re breaking up with me?” Elias extended his hands forward in a pleading motion. “But, but . . .”

“But nothing!”

“I tried to save you, Sienna!”

“By shipping me to Earth, where I’d never see anyone again.”

“Sienna, if you stay, you’ll die, then we’ll never see you.” Elias lurched closer. “You have to go back to the Coalition! They can give you the cure.”

Sienna looked away, arms crossed, eyes shut. “Get out.”

“No, no, no!” Elias fell to his knees, hands clasped as if he were in prayer. “Listen to me, please.”

“You and I are finished, Elias.”

Elias got to his feet and hurried to the side of her medical bed, reaching one hand out to grab and pull on her left arm. It took Sienna three attempts, but she managed to yank her limb away from his grip, her eyes refusing to meet his.

“Sienna, please!”

He grabbed her arm again, holding it firm this time. Sienna’s face tightened into a frown. She glared at Kai as if she wanted him to do something. So Kai confronted Elias, clutching the back of his shoulder.

“She said get out, pal,” Kai grunted.

Elias released Sienna’s arm from his death grip. He spun to meet Kai’s gaze with fists clenched and ready for a fight.

“And you!” Elias pointed a finger at Kai’s face. “You took her away from them, didn’t you?”

“Damn right I did.”

“You . . . This is all your fault, Novak! You killed her!”

“We did our fucking job.”

“We?” Elias glanced at Kai’s team standing behind. “You and those machines . . .”

“Hey!” Amber blurted. “I’m not a marionette!”

“No, you’re a half marionette, Adams,” Ilona said drily.

Elias moved away from Sienna, shoving Kai forward with his meaty frame. “Fix this, now!” Elias pushed Kai backward with two palms crashing against his chest. “Fix it!” Elias tried to shove him again, but this time Kai caught his hands and held them tight. Maybe a little too tight, as Kai was wearing his exoskeleton. Elias’s face was proof of that. He definitely was feeling the pain.

“Touch me like that again, and you’re going to lose your fuckin’ life.” Kai lightly shoved Elias backward. He hit the floor when he did that. Kai thought about pushing Elias harder, but knowing his augmented strength, he would have thrown Elias on top of Sienna. That would have been bad for business. “Now tell me,” Kai said, looming closer to the frightened lad on the floor. “How the fuck did you avoid infection and return to Desiree when she couldn’t?”

Elias shook his head while rubbing his sore hands. “I’m not obligated to tell you anything.”

“I’m obligated to press you for answers one way or another.”

Elias slowly stood up. His arms and legs were shaking. “I have nothing more to say to you.”

“Answer the fucking question!” Kai demanded.

Elias edged away from Kai’s intimidating presence. “Dragomirov was right about people like you.”

Cerise raised a pink eyebrow. “Who?”

“Some social media influencer from Earth,” Sienna chimed in. “Viktor Dragomirov. He arrived on Eden a few weeks ago.”

“And thank God for that.” Elias kept his distance from Kai, eyeing him with contempt as he lingered toward the exit. “Maybe Dragomirov will talk some sense into you.”

Elias dashed out of the room and sprinted down the hallway.

Kai didn’t bother to chase him. It’d make a big scene. “Ilona, keep tabs on him.”

“Will do, Commander.”

Kai nodded to the floating drone. “I still want my answers.”

“Um, for the future, consider asking questions first before shoving people around,” Ilona said. “I think he would have been more forthcoming if you hadn’t pushed him.”

“He was pissing me off,” Kai snorted. “That little shit’s lucky I didn’t snap his fucking neck.”

“Is that your answer to everything these days? Kill people who don’t comply with you?”

“Something wrong with that?”

“Yes.” Ilona drifted closer. “You’ve changed since this war started. I’m worried about your mental health.”

“I’m not changing . . . I’m reverting to the person I was.”

“Don’t become a dick, Commander. I chose you for a reason. Please don’t make me regret that decision.”

Kai chuckled. “Sienna’s boyfriend, Elias, is the fucking dick here.”

“Ex-boyfriend now,” Sienna cut in. “And don’t listen to him. I’m grateful you got me out of there.”

Cerise trotted closer to Sienna, who was sitting on her medical bed. She gave the terminally ill blonde a somber look. “But your condition . . .”

“I’d rather go down fighting the enemy than living and becoming them,” Sienna said. “Besides, I’m the daughter of the president of Eden and the heiress of the Twin Suns Corporation. Who knows what those Earthers would do to me afterward.”

Sienna swung her legs over the edge of the bed, slid off, and stood on the floor. She stretched her arms high while standing before the window, watching closely as the city’s neon glow shone.

“Wow!” Sienna exclaimed. “Those meds are working already. I feel fine.”

“Don’t get used to it,” Ilona said. “The next time you take them, you won’t feel as good.”

“So this is as healthy as I’ll be going forward, huh?” Sienna kept her gaze fixated on Desiree City’s bright skyline seen through the window. “This fucking sucks. Can I at least go home and enjoy what little time I have left?”

The doctor shook his head and approached her. Kai had forgotten that the man was still there and apparently kept silent the whole time. “I’m afraid we need to rerun some tests per your mother’s orders.”

Sienna snapped her glare at the doctor. “So I’m a fucking prisoner here? Great!” She waved her hands at Kai in fury. “Thanks a lot. You got me out of one prison only to hold me in this comfy one.”

Kai sighed dejectedly. “No, Sienna, listen here⁠—”

“Fuck’s sake!”

“Sienna!” Kai upped the volume of his voice. “It sounded like the Coalition really wanted to take you back to Earth.”

“Of course! It’s because of who I am and because of whatever the fuck deal Elias made with them.”

“Right, so they might be back for you,” Kai explained. “You saw the fight they put up to recapture you. It’d be best if you stayed where my team can look after you. That and your mother ordered us to do it anyway . . .”

“So now I have to stay hidden and locked up?” Sienna approached Kai, her body seemingly ready for a confrontation. “I can’t go home, I can’t fucking party, I can’t do anything enjoyable with my final days.”

“Why not wait until the doctors say you’re good to leave?” Kai suggested.

“Why don’t I fucking leave now?” Then Sienna pulled three different health monitor straps off her body and sprinted for the exit, her bare feet slapping against the tiled floor.

Kai reached for Sienna but missed her arm by an inch. “Sienna, wait!”

“Fuck that!”

Sienna charged out of her room, pushing the doctor aside before entering the hallway, where she shoved a nurse who was in her path to the wall, making her drop her tablet pad. Kai was 90% sure it was the same nurse her mother pushed into the wall moments ago.

Amber folded her arms over her tank top. “What a fuckin’ cunt.”

The doctor stood up and adjusted his white lab coat. “You better go get her,” he said. “If she goes missing again, the president will probably come after you, not us.”

The doctor wasn’t wrong. The president ordered Kai to watch Sienna because she had a habit of running away. Maria felt he’d actually be able to make her stay put, and he was currently failing spectacularly at that. Kai’s reputation was being tested, and if he didn’t get things sorted out, it was going to tank his business. President Maria Heinonen would make sure of that.

Kai got the fuck out of the room and ran.

He spotted Sienna bolting down the hallway, shoving aside doctors and nurses, and stepping around patients in wheelchairs. Sienna was quite the runner. The meds were working. It looked as if she had been cured.

Sienna turned the corner suddenly. By the time Kai turned the same corner, she was nowhere to be seen.

Kai accessed his communication link with the team. “Ilona, track her.”

“Way ahead of you, Commander,” Ilona transmitted. “I was already monitoring the hospital and the city’s surveillance cameras to track Elias, so it won’t be long before I spot Sienna as well. Ah, here we go. She’s in the main floor lobby and exiting the building.”

Kai started running. “Heading for the nearest elevator.”

“Updating your mini-map now, Commander. Follow the white marker. That moving blip is Sienna’s current location.”

The mini-map in question appeared in the top right corner of his vision, depicting the hospital’s top-down floor plan. He shifted the map until the floor plan of the hospital’s ground-level floor was displayed, where he spotted the white marker representing Sienna’s location.

Ilona drifted ahead and accompanied Kai as he stepped into the elevator. He noticed the white marker on the mini-map fade away once Sienna made her way outside. It reappeared when the elevator doors slid shut and he fingered the first-floor button, sending the lift down. According to the mini-map, Sienna had crossed the road. And then the white marker vanished, only to reappear a second later, a block and a half away.

“Why does she keep fading in and out of sight?” he asked the drone hovering near his shoulder.

“Blind spots in the surveillance network,” Ilona revealed. “Not every city corner has a camera.”

“Damn it.”

“Once I’m outside, I’ll be able to track her better.”

The duo rode the elevator down and into the main lobby and then rushed out when its sliding doors opened. With Ilona floating with him, Kai darted outside and into the parking lot. After pushing past idle cars in the lot, they approached the city’s main road outside the hospital, crossed the street like Sienna did, and followed her marker, which was phasing in and out of sight.

Ilona ascended upward and into the sky, vanishing into the glow of the hot-pink neon that brightened the city. Her elevated view allowed her to better track Sienna and relay the data to Kai’s neural implant.

Meanwhile, Kai walked alone on the sidewalks, playing it cool as if his target hadn’t run away. Playing it cool like he wasn’t searching for a runaway heiress.
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I’M NOT ALWAYS A BLOODTHIRSTY SAVAGE



Sienna was always three blocks ahead of Kai and Ilona as they pursued her across the crowded city sidewalks. It started to rain several minutes into his walk through the city, drenching the neon nightlife around him in a torrential downpour. Kai chuckled to himself as he felt the beads of water roll down his skin. It would have been a perfect opportunity to tell Maria that it really was raining.

“You know, we could have asked the others to help,” Ilona transmitted to him.

“Why?” Kai said, seemingly speaking to himself as he passed through a crowd of teens snapping selfies with their friends. “There’s no need to move as a large group. It’s just one Sienna. Besides, I could use a walk. Been on that dropship then resting in the hospital too long.”

“That’s what I was trying to get at, Kai. You need rest. The others could have done this in your place.”

Kai slid his hands into his pockets. “Still worried about my head, huh?”

“Yes! I’ve noticed the changes you’ve been going through. Amber too.”

He raised a drenched eyebrow. “Amber?”

“She may be in the Army, but this is her first time in an all-out shooting war. Amber never killed anyone until this conflict started. And now the psychological effects of taking human life are kicking in. Lately, she’s been wanting to talk to me about it.”

“You a head shrink now?”

Kai approached a four-way intersection and double-checked the mini-map. According to it, Sienna was two blocks away to the right. So he turned in that direction.

“I wasn’t programmed for psychiatric work, but I do my best to help out when someone is in need. And Amber really could have used it.”

“I’ve killed lots of people when I was trying to survive the Coalition’s conquest of Earth. This ain’t anything new to me.”

“Including killing unarmed doctors?”

“Enemy doctors.”

“Who could have been disabled easily. Remember that biker? The one harassing that erotic dancer?”

“Ruby.”

“Yes, her. You almost got yourself and the others killed when you shot that biker in the head.”

“Yet here we are, alive and well.”

“And the pirates we’ve been fighting around Axtell? A lot of them could have been taken captive, but you executed them.”

“As I recall, they were all wanted dead or alive. Two options. I chose the first one.”

“Kai . . .”

“You’re never going to let this down, huh?” He laughed. “You know, you’ve killed people too, Ilona.”

“Hey, don’t get me wrong. I fully understand that this is a war. Kill or be killed. And I do have blood on my hands. My hacking abilities have taken the lives of enemy combatants or helped you and the team kill them. I’m no saint, but the people who died because of my actions were bad people. Enemy soldiers on the battlefield who were immediate threats to our survival.”

“Okay, so at least we can both agree on that.” Kai stopped at another four-way intersection and pressed the pedestrian button on the lamppost. When the lights turned green, a holographic sign switched from “DON’T WALK” to “WALK.” “Bad people should get what’s coming to them.”

Kai crossed the road and increased his speed through the rainy sidewalk, keeping pace with Sienna’s white marker on the mini-map.

“Of course,” Ilona continued. “Didn’t I thank you for killing Kopac?”

“You did, yeah.”

“He was a murderer, so I have no sympathy for his violent death. Sometimes, the only way to deal with monsters is to put them down. But enemy doctors, pirates who were little threat to you . . .”

“Okay, okay, I’ll try not to kill . . . as much. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

Ilona gave no reply, not right away at least. “Don’t forget, you can always talk to me, okay?” she finally said. “Like what Amber has been doing. I know war can have some unpredictable effects on the human mind. If something is eating you up, Commander, please reach out to me. Let me help you. And if I can’t, then I’ll find a professional who can.”

Kai looked at the mini-map. They were getting close to Sienna’s location. “Looks like she hasn’t moved in a while.”

“No, she didn’t. Hmm, seems she went into this building over there.”

Information about the establishment flashed before his eyes. Ilona, in the sky and scanning the city, transmitted the information to him.

“Arcades,” Kai chuckled.

Kai discreetly entered the arcade parlor’s yellow and green glow, hoping nobody minded the Zenmetsu in a scabbard on his back and concealed guns. Nobody did. The people in attendance were far too busy clenching joysticks and pressing buttons, their eyes glued to the gaming cabinets. Ilona hung out outside, floating above the entrance. A floating drone inside the arcade might raise a few questions.

Sienna still hadn’t moved according to the mini-map, which was now displaying a floor plan layout of the arcade. Kai pushed toward her location, moving past crowds of people playing games or moving toward unoccupied arcade cabinets. The snack bar had produced the scent of cheap pizzas, fries, and fast-food-quality burgers. He couldn’t hear a word anyone was saying in the crowded establishment. The sound effects and background music of countless video games had drowned it all out.

He spotted a blonde woman standing before a machine with a VR headset on, her arms and hands forward as if she were holding an invisible assault rifle. It was Sienna, but she wasn’t wearing her hospital garb. She was wearing a pair of sneakers, a leather jacket, and jeans. Kai had no idea where she got those. Then again, with Sienna’s hacking skill at the level it was at, it wouldn’t have been hard for her to purchase them on the fly using forged payment options. Kai did pass many shops on the way to the arcade.

Sienna stood still, pivoted to the left, and pulled on an imaginary rifle trigger. A screen to the side displayed her in-game avatar, allowing passersby to see her actions in the VR world. Sienna was playing a first-person shooter. A treadmill kept her in place as she walked or ran while immersed in the VR world. Partway through the game, Sienna approached a rocket launcher inside a military storage lockup. Sienna thew her imaginary rifle to the side. In the game, her avatar tossed the weapon away.

Moving like a mime, Sienna picked up a rocket launcher unseen to those in the real world and walked across the treadmill. In the virtual world, the screen showed Sienna’s in-game character arming herself with the weapon.

The VR Sienna left the military bunker and stepped outside into a war-torn city, where she targeted an enemy dropship and launched multiple rockets up at it. An explosive blast erased the vessel from sight, where VR Sienna spun to the left, glanced upward, and targeted a second dropship that was about to release hostile soldiers into the field.

She blew that one up too.

Kai looked at the logo of the game she was playing. It was called Sol Slayer. A description of the game printed on the side marketed it as a VR game where players assumed the role of rebels in the Sol system, sticking it to the Coalition in various ambush-style missions. The goal of the game was to move from Pluto to Earth and destroy as many Coalition bases and ships as possible. The more chaos the player dished out, the higher their score.

Sounds like my kind of game, Kai thought to himself. He took a few steps backward and watched Sienna play. Her current objective was to destroy ten dropships before they could deliver soldiers to the battlefield.

“I found her, Ilona,” Kai transmitted to the drone outside.

“And it doesn’t seem like she’s moved much. Now’s your chance, Commander. Bring her back to the hospital.”

“Eh, let’s wait for her to run out of coins to play her game,” Kai said. “She’s a dying girl. Might as well let her have some fun before her final days come.”

“Wow . . .”

“Yes, Ilona. I’m not always a bloodthirsty savage. There was a time in my life when I wouldn’t kill a housefly. I’d open a window and try to make the damn thing fly outside.”

“What changed?”

“What do you think?”

“The war . . .” Ilona sighed. “Sorry, forget I asked.”

VR Sienna blasted away the final dropship she needed to complete the mission, and the screen flashed a “Mission Complete” notification, followed by a string of numbers ticking upward, raising her score. The real-world Sienna stood straight and stretched her arms and neck in preparation for the game’s next mission, a space operation where VR Sienna had to get into a combat-ready EVA suit and drift toward a Coalition frigate with explosive charges in hand to breach its hull. She executed every challenge the mission threw at her. Sienna was good and wasn’t going to see a game over screen anytime soon.

Kai turned away. “I’m going to get something to eat.”

He wandered to the snack bar and ordered a bowl of yam fries served with spicy chipotle mayonnaise. He paid for the meal, and then three minutes later the clerk, a cute marionette girl with light-blue hair and eyes, delivered Kai’s order and bowed her thanks to him. Kai returned to Sienna and her VR game. He took a seat on a nearby bench and watched her VR avatar on the large screen pick up a handgun and shoot virtual Coalition soldiers to death. Things got interesting when VR Sienna started chucking white phosphorus grenades at incoming enemies. He dipped his long yam fry into the pink and red sauce before popping it into his mouth. It was way better than the plain fries served in the hospital’s cafeteria.

Sienna played the game for twenty minutes, only stopping to give her limbs a stretch. She reached the level’s final boss and unexpectedly took a sniper shot to the head. The game over screen flashed. Sienna stood away from the game, sighing in frustration with hands on her hips. She reached up to pull off the VR headset and shook her blonde hair, which had stuck to her head with sweat.

Kai stood up and walked beside Sienna, offering her what remained of his fries. “Hungry?”

“Jesus!” Sienna jumped aside, startled by his sudden appearance.

Kai still held the bowl of yam fries to her. She took a handful of them, shoved them into her mouth, and didn’t seem to care that they had gotten cold.

“Eden girls seem to love taking my fries, so I figured I’d save you some,” he said.

“Thank you.” Sienna wiped her mouth clean of the grease and salt. “I haven’t had much to eat since getting back.”

“Likewise.” Kai glanced at the game’s screen. It was asking her to insert coins to continue. “So . . . you done here?”

“Not really.” Sienna grinned and held up her wrist with an ICE-breaker strapped to it. She activated the device, inputted a few commands, then waited. The game’s screen changed, and a message asked her to put the VR headset back on to continue her game.

She hacked the game to gain unlimited turns.

“You might become Yukina’s new best friend with that trick.” Kai’s lips curved into a grin. “Listen⁠—”

“I know.” Sienna donned the VR headset and picked up a virtual rocket launcher. “Mom wants you to protect me.”

Sienna’s in-game avatar blew up a Jager with one rocket and got 1000 points for it.

“You heard?”

“Yeah. I wanted to do something fun, you know? This is the end of the line for me, so . . . But at the same time, I don’t want them to take me again. I don’t want to go to Earth, even if it saves me. They’ll brainwash me, right?”

“Pretty much,” Kai said with a shrug. “Maybe even use you as a bargaining chip because of who your parents are.”

“Better to die on the hill than let that happen.”

“Then let’s return to the hospital.” Kai extended his hand to her. Then he withdrew it when he remembered that Sienna probably couldn’t see him with the VR headset on. “Come back with me, no drama.”

“Fuck it.” Sienna continued playing the VR game. According to the screen ahead, her virtual avatar was losing HP fast, having taken too many gunshot wounds. Kai was distracting her. “I’m fine, really. Maybe the doctors were wrong about my condition.”

“Well, I know one way we can find out for sure, and that’s for you to return.”

Her avatar reached the final boss, and once again VR Sienna took a sniper rifle bullet to the head, one-shotting her and prompting the game over screen.

Sienna removed the VR headset and tilted her gaze to the left, giving Kai a long glance with her lovely eyes. She looked at him for a while too, so long that Kai saw Alexa’s gaze for a moment, triggering an enticing flashback. His mind sent him back in time to the shower inside the Heinonen’s vacation home. He was naked with Alexa and Brooke. Alexa couldn’t keep her lips off his. Brooke couldn’t keep her mouth away from his erect penis. His memories flashed forward to the face Alexa made when he fucked her into an orgasm.

“Not happening.”

Sienna jolted him back to reality in time to see her steal the last of his yam fries then run off, stuffing her face full of them as she vanished into the crowd. She was nowhere to be seen when he ran in pursuit.

“This bitch.” Kai threw his hands up in frustration, flinging the empty bowl away. It landed on the floor behind him. “I’m done. I’m fucking done.”

“I’m tracking her now, Commander.”

He sighed. “Send me the location.”

“Office building next door, updating your mini-map now.”

Kai ran outside, stepping back into the raining streets of the city.

According to Ilona, Sienna had hacked into an office building’s lobby and ascended to its rooftops. Ilona floated down with Kai to hack the electronic lock and followed the path Sienna used, the building’s emergency stairwell.

He reached the rooftops and pushed open the door, once again feeling the splashes of rain fall upon his head, then stopped to pant. Running up all those stairs was a workout. Kai ambled across the skyscraper’s rooftop in search of Sienna. He found her off to the left of the door. Sienna sat at the building’s edge, watching the city’s neon skyline from an elevated position. The rain picked up and stuck her attire to her slender frame, unveiling a glimpse of the black bra she was wearing. Her wet blonde locks stuck over her shoulders, and her dangling feet hanging over the edge of the building dripped water to the streets below.

Kai sat beside her. “Nice view.”

Sienna gasped and snapped her gaze at him seated next to her. “What the fuck?”

He pointed his left index finger upward at Ilona. The drone floated behind the two seated at the rooftop edge and projected Ilona’s holographic likeness to sit with them. Ilona waved her hand with shut eyes. Her holographic avatar’s purple hair turned wet and clung to the shoulders and back of her white lab coat. It looked as if Ilona was in the rain with Kai and Sienna.

“Run all you want, but she’ll track you down,” Kai continued.

Sitting side by side, Kai, Ilona, and Sienna observed the skyline as the downpour of rain fell upon it.

“He’s right though,” Ilona said, breaking their silence.

“Yeah, yeah, you’re that super-advanced AI assistant everyone’s talking about,” Sienna said.

“I meant the view,” Ilona said. “It really is nice from here.”

“For now.” Sienna grimaced. “It won’t be in the future . . . at least for me.”

Ilona glanced in Sienna’s direction, peering at her through virtual glasses dripping with rainwater. “I’m sorry about what you’re going through.”

“You better be!” Sienna cocked her thumb at Kai. “Especially you! This is all your fucking fault, Earther!”

Kai gently held Sienna’s hand and guided her finger away from his face. “Is it customary for Edeners to blame everything on everyone?”

“Mom told me about you,” Sienna said, her hand trembling with emotion in his grip. “Told me she couldn’t end the war by surrendering because of your actions. If you . . .”

“Didn’t give a fuck about your planet and did nothing?” Kai asked. “Is that what you wanted to say?” His gaze returned to the rain on the horizon, falling into the neon abyss below. “Yeah, I pissed off the Coalition. Yeah, they’re stepping up their attacks, and my guess is that bio attack is part of that step up. I understand your situation.”

Sienna winced and shook her head, beads of water falling from her locks. “No, you don’t!”

“You’re dying, and it was me and the Marionette Task Force who indirectly set the stage for it to happen,” he said.

Her hand trembled more. This time, Kai held her hand in a comforting manner as his eyes met hers again. She didn’t resist him. She didn’t avert her gaze either to hide the tears forming in her eyes and seconds away from being lost in the rain.

“You should have minded your own business.” Sienna wept, her emotions taking a powerful hold of her. “You’re an Earther. We didn’t need your help . . .”

“I was on Earth before the Coalition took it over and changed it,” Kai explained, recalling the dark days of his past. “I saw them do horrible things to people who didn’t deserve it. I had to leave and fled here, hoping to put it behind me.” Kai turned away from the blonde heiress when the painful memories rushed through his mind. The death of friends he didn’t have the chance to say goodbye to. The unknown fate of his entire family. Good people who were thrown into re-education camps only to leave acting like totally different individuals, assuming they didn’t leave in a body bag, which most did.

Kai continued, “And now they’re here and trying to do the same to Eden. I did what I did because I didn’t want your people to experience what I did. See the things I did.”

“Well, there were other reasons,” Ilona chimed in.

“Yeah.” Kai nodded to her hologram. “Getting involved with Ilona played a big role in that too.”

Sienna looked at Ilona’s projection. Ilona gave her a smile and a wave as the rain fell through her body.

“I can’t win.” Sienna shifted her gaze downward, facing a massive multistory drop to the sidewalk below, where the pedestrians looked like ants from their position. “Couldn’t live a normal life because of my father. I had to become the leader of our dynasty.”

“And right when you thought you were breaking free, you ended up in the situation you’re in now.”

“Back to being a caged bird.” Sienna rose, her eyes fixed on the drenched cityscape. “I’m ready.”

“You want to return now?” Kai asked.

“Your AI assistant, Ilona, was it? Well, she got me thinking. If she could track me, what about the Coalition? They probably know I’m here and will try to capture me again. If they grab me again . . . I’d be a trapped girl once more, this time forever on Earth.” Sienna faced Kai when he stood to join her. “So take me back and make sure they don’t come for me, okay?”

Ilona stood, her projection joining Kai and Sienna. They both gave Sienna a confident nod.

“We’ll be there for you,” Kai said.

“You’re in good hands, Sienna,” Ilona added. “The Marionette Task Force will see you through this.”
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I’M BORED, AND I WANT TO PLAY VIDEO GAMES



Sienna returned to the hospital for observation. It doubled as a secure place for her to stay as well. Kai, Amber, Yukina, and Cerise rotated various shifts around the clock to guard Sienna’s hospital room, ensuring that no one got in without prior permission from the president. And to prevent Sienna from sneaking out, should she change her mind.

The rotating shifts gave Cerise and Yukina time to recharge and experience some leisure activities. Kai insisted his marionette companions should live as individuals, rather than as tools who worked around the clock.

Kai returned to the Starslayer after a twelve-hour shift. He collapsed to his bed in his quarters, utterly exhausted. He’d stay there longer but still had his body armor and exosuit on. After slipping out of that and into casual wear, consisting of black pants, a white shirt, and a dark vest, Kai wandered down to the Starslayer’s entertainment room in search of a beer and leftover pizza.

He found Yukina sitting cross-legged on the floor before the large screen TV, game controller in hand, her eyes never wavering from the TV screen displaying the music puzzle game she had become so fixated on. And become damn near addicted to it as well.

It was the perfect opportunity to do something he’d been putting off for a while. After downing a cold beer and stuffing his face with a microwaved leftover pizza slice, Kai quickly returned to his quarters, fetched his laptop, and made his way back to the entertainment room. Kai sat on the couch, discreetly grabbed Yukina’s USB tail, and inserted it into his laptop, accessing her operational code. Yukina didn’t object to him slipping her USB cable into the laptop, so long as he didn’t distract her from her video game.

Kai sat comfortably on the couch while his laptop’s screen filled up with lines of code related to Yukina’s functions. There was a lot of code there that shouldn’t have been present. Yukina had indeed been adding lines to her code without realizing it.

“Master.”

Kai looked away from the laptop’s screen, eyeing Yukina seated on the carpeted floor ahead. “Yes?”

Yukina pointed at the TV screen while lowering the controller with her free hand. “How can I complete this level? No matter what strategies I employ, I repeatedly fail.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not familiar with games like this.”

For the first time in hours, she tore her gaze away from the game, turning toward him, her blue eyes glowing. “What will happen to Sienna without the cure?”

“She will pass away, unfortunately.”

A head tilt to the right. “Pass away?”

“She will die.”

“Ah. Inquiry, what will happen after that?”

“A burial, probably.”

“What were you and Ilona doing when you located Sienna?”

“Chatting.”

“About what?”

“Life, our past lives.”

“Such as?”

“Well—”

“And why didn’t you dine with us the night Sienna agreed to return to the hospital?”

“I ate a big bowl of yam fries and wasn’t hungry after that.”

“Yam fries? Inquiry, what are those?”

“God . . . are you going to keep asking questions?”

Another head tilt to the right. “Is something wrong with that, Master?”

Yukina resumed playing her game before he could reply, filling the room with its music and whimsical sound effects. Yukina’s fingers mashing the game controller buttons added to the ambiance. Kai went back to his laptop’s screen and analyzed the rest of Yukina’s code.

An hour passed.

“Hey, Yukina,” Kai called to her.

She put the game on pause and looked back at him. “Yes, Master?”

“Any chance you can turn off the game for a bit? I want to study how your operation system functions when you aren’t gaming.”

“As you wish, Master.”

Yukina saved her progress and then shut the game console off. She trotted over to the couch and sat beside Kai, folding her hands on her white skirt lap, which matched the shade of her knee-high socks. The silence that fell lasted twenty minutes.

“Are you still looking at my code?” Yukina asked, turning to face him.

“Yes . . . that’s why you’re still plugged into my laptop.”

“Why is it taking you so long? I think I could have beaten this level by now if you hadn’t made me turn it off.”

“I doubt it. You were struggling for a long time.”

“This is not amusing me.” Yukina kicked her white stocking legs about. “I want to play video games. I need to beat that level.”

“Get good then.”

“What sort of advice is that?”

Kai said nothing in reply and then yawned. The yawn reminded him of the twelve-hour shift he pulled earlier that day.

“Hurry up.” Yukina snapped at him. “Now you’re yawning. You’re taking too long with this.”

“I’m almost done.”

“You are also boring.”

Kai glanced at her. “Yukina, where did you learn to talk like this?”

“Can’t you find it? You’re looking at my code.”

“I’m going to have to tune down your sass.” Kai typed on his keyboard, searching for programing code related to Yukina’s personality. “Sounds like Cerise is teaching you how to be a bad girl.”

An awkward silence fell, lasting thirty minutes and broken only when Yukina faced him again. “Master.”

“Yes,” Kai replied.

“I appreciate everything you have done for me, including creating me so I can exist today and talk with you.” She peered deeply into his eyes when they met. “Would this be an appropriate time to request a hug?”

“It’s fine. Go ahead.” Yukina spread her arms, leaned closer to Kai, and gave him a hug. He was surprised her hug didn’t feel robotic. He figured it was because Cerise and Yukina did a lot of practice hugging together. Or perhaps it was those romantic movies Cerise made Yukina watch with her. Regardless, Kai couldn’t help but hug her in response, and he wrapped his arms around her skinny frame.

The pair released each other from their tender embrace, and Yukina looked into Kai’s eyes and said, “Now, please hurry up. I’m bored, and I want to play video games.”

Kai gave her a warm smile. “Give me ten minutes.”

She glared at him with pleading eyes. “Will you watch me play?”

“Sure.”

Yukina said, monotone, “Yay.”

She still had to work on how to express happiness more.

Kai finished with Yukina’s code precisely ten minutes later. She was quick to remind him of that too. Yukina removed her USB cable from the laptop, got off the couch, and kneeled before the console while her USB tail settled across the floor. She turned the device back on, picked up one of its controllers, and then sat cross-legged on the carpet, her blue, glowing eyes watching as the game system booted up.

Kai placed the laptop to the side. “Go play your games. I’ll be here watching too.”

An hour passed while Kai’s eyes darted from the TV to Yukina, to the laptop screen populated with recorded data about her code and operating system. As she played the musical puzzle game, Kai pulled out his phone, realizing he had unread text messages. The messages came from Ruby.

He was so focused on the laptop that he didn’t hear his phone’s text messaging ringtone.

Ruby:


You missed a good party last night.



Don’t miss this one tonight.


Come see me. I miss you.




After what happened the other day, Kai could use a pick-me-up. He typed a quick reply to Ruby’s message.

“Five more minutes, Yukina,” Kai announced. “After that, I’m going to step outside for the rest of the evening.”

“For what?” she asked, eyes fixed on the TV screen.

“Don’t worry about it.”

But she did. Frustrated by her failed attempt to beat the level, Yukina abruptly stood up and approached Kai. Her gaze fixated on his phone, particularly on his reply to Ruby’s text message.

She pointed at it. “Did someone request your presence?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“As your protector, I am worried.”

“That’s an emotion, Yukina.” He smiled at her. “So you are developing them.”

Yukina pouted while standing ahead of him, her left hand lowering the controller. “Watch me play video games instead. You promised.”

“I watched you for the last hour, didn’t I?”

“Watch more.”

“I can’t, sorry. I really have to take care of this.”

Kai gave Yukina the five minutes as promised and watched her play the video game. After that, he stood up and walked toward the staircase to the side. “Okay, I’m going to split.”

A tiny hand grabbed his elbow during his departure, gently tugging him backward. It was Yukina. Kai turned back to face Yukina, noting how flushed her cheeks had become as she shyly averted her gaze from him. He managed to slip free from her soft grip as a result.

“I’ll be back, Yukina. I promise.” Kai patted her head, sinking his hand into her soft silver-white hair. “Behave while I’m gone, okay? I don’t want to hear Cerise complain that you hogged the entertainment room’s TV all night long.”
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After a shower and energized with a potent brew of coffee, Kai entered the cargo hold, dressed in a leather jacket and carrying a motorcycle helmet. He approached his bike and brought it toward the cargo hold service elevator lift. Kai hit the nearby control panel button and lowered the lift with his motorcycle on it. A small section of the underside of the landed Starslayer split open for the lift to continue lowering downward to the starship landing pad’s tarmac. The skyline of Desiree appeared again, reminding Kai that the Starslayer had been perched up on top of the tall spaceport in the city.

“And where are you headin’ off to at this time?”

Kai looked up and spotted Amber standing inside the cargo hold, grinning at him while she put on a pair of work gloves.

“Going to Jardin for a few,” Kai said to her. “Keep the ship safe while I’m gone.”

“Ilona and I are gonna head over to the hospital and watch over Princess Sienna.”

“Okay, then tell Yukina and Cerise to keep the ship safe.” Kai waved goodbye.

Kai sat on his motorcycle, powering the vehicle on. He drove the bike down the winding ramps of the high-rise spaceport and merged into the city’s never-ending traffic, following various signs that led him to the highway. Kai’s ride went from 0 to 90 in the blink of an eye. The sights, sounds, events, and neon splendor of Desiree passed by like a movie on fast-forward. Buildings and their lights whizzed by even faster when he reached the highway.

The roads he sped through guided him onto another highway carving through the barren rocky landscape between the cities of Desiree and Jardin. Darkness had fallen, bringing out the stars. It was rare for him to see stars unless he was in space.

Kai’s HUD updated his ETA to Jardin: two hours and eight minutes. He was alone on the highway and would soon be hours away from the Starslayer and the girls. He hoped the concealed Hammershot pistol and Dragon’s Tooth dagger he brought would be enough to protect him if shit hit the fan. When Kai last checked, Jardin hadn’t seen any violence since they defeated Kopac and pushed out the occupying Coalition forces. On paper, he was fine.

Yet a small part of Kai’s broken mind told him he should attend Ruby’s invite decked out with his exoskeleton, grenades, twin machine guns, and maybe his katana for up close and personal encounters.

Kai shook his head.

Calm the fuck down, he thought to himself while riding the motorcycle across the barren highway. You don’t need a full combat loadout for drinks with a girl.

Then why are you packing heat?

Because the shit I’ve gone through in life still hasn’t left my mind.

Two voices fought in Kai’s head, the one that told him to stay the course, the other that pestered him to turn back and grab bigger guns and body armor.
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SORRY, I DIDN’T RECOGNIZE YOU WITH YOUR CLOTHES ON



Kai pulled his motorcycle into the parking lot of a high-end hotel deep within the city of Jardin. There was a bumping party happening on the hotel’s top rooftops, with music so loud he could hear it from his position. The number of luxury cars in the lot was the other dead giveaway that something big was happening.

He got off the bike and approached the lobby while fetching his phone to thumb Ruby a text message.

Kai:


I’m here.





Ruby:


Go on in. Nobody will stop you. We’re on the top floor.





Kai entered the lobby and took an elevator to its rooftop. The bouncers at the front promptly stopped Kai, preventing him from mingling with the raving partygoers.

The first bouncer, a bald man with a meaty body, stepped over to Kai, pushing him back with one palm held outward. “Hold on there, bud. Invite only. Do you have one?”

Kai shrugged while removing his helmet, revealing his face. “No, I was told I didn’t need one.”

The bouncers looked at him with eyebrows nearly raising up their foreheads. “Oh fuck! Novak!”

“Fucking Novak? Shit, I trust you. Go on ahead, man. You get no objections from me.”

“You saved this city, bro. Here, take these.” The bouncer handed Kai a card. “Drink voucher. Good for three free drinks.”

Kai held up the card before slipping it into his pocket. “Thanks, man.”

“No, thank you,” the bald bouncer said. “My son’s alive because of you. He was at the spaceport at the time of the invasion. Thanks to the ruckus you caused, almost all the Coalition soldiers there left their posts to chase you. My son slipped out of the back and escaped unharmed. Had you not been there, they would have nabbed him eventually.”

Kai visited the coat room and deposited his jacket and biker helmet inside. After that, he stepped onto the rooftop patio adorned with trees waving in the high winds. A pool in the center drew the attention of an uncountable number of bikini-clad women diving in for a splash or leaping up and down in the water while playing with each other, flopping their hypnotically bouncing tits about. Other girls wearing more risqué string bikinis lounged near the lip of the pool with wine glasses in hand. Several tables were sprawled across the space, some with couples seated, drinking, and dining on meals handcrafted by the skillful hands of catering chefs.

A bartender entertained those seated ahead of him with various party tricks, making those too intoxicated to stand up straight believe he was a wizard. The DJ was a male marionette sporting green dreadlocks, his body moving in sync with the masterfully mixed music. Kai caught a glimpse of the catering team. They turned out to be marionettes as well. Even the people clearing tables of empty glasses were marionettes. The entire scene was a big fuck you to the Coalition who wanted to throw all marionettes into the recycler or reprogram them to be dumb robots.

Nearly everyone in attendance hooked their drunken gazes at Kai as he strode past. He pretended not to notice and continued walking in search of Ruby.

“Hey, is that Kai Novak?” one attendee said as he walked past.

“Yo, you hear?” another spoke up.

“What?”

“Novak’s here.”

“Hey, hey!” A well-dressed man with ebony skin approached Kai, capturing his attention. “You’re that guy! You’re the leader of the Marionette Task Force!”

Two minutes later, a woman with long black hair and breasts about to pop out of her green dress waddled over to Kai. “Thank you for all your hard work!”

“I don’t like Earthers . . .” said another woman, her short hair orange with yellow highlights. “But . . .” She bit her lip with a smile. “I’ll make an exception for you. I appreciate everything you’ve done for us.”

“Hi, hi, hi!” Another woman approached Kai, a petite Asian girl with red ribbons tucked into her hair. The ribbons changed colors, shifting from red to blue to green. “So, like.” She grabbed a lock of her hair and twirled it around. “My friends and I were wondering if you’re seeing anyone right now?”

The approaches went on.

Corpos thanked Kai for saving the city. Women flirted with him, and many of them offered their numbers without him even having to ask for them. At least six different women flashed their tits at Kai too, their way of thanking him for pushing the Coalition out of Jardin.

Ruby wasn’t kidding. Kai had become a hero to everyone. He shook seven different hands on his way to the bar to grab his free drink. Even then, the bartender didn’t accept his voucher, opting to give Kai a complimentary beverage without it counting toward the three free drinks the card allowed him to have. The barkeep offered a Manhattan cocktail. Kai never had one of those before. After receiving the beverage, the marionette bartender thanked Kai for helping Jerry arm the anti-Coalition fighters, who had ambushed a squad of enemy soldiers who were about to break the marionette bartender down for parts.

“My man! Good to see you!”

Kai spun on his stool to see that Jerry had approached. Dressed like a cowboy, complete with hat and boots, Jerry held up his ebony fist. Kai brought his fist forward, completing a fist bump.

“Jerry, long time no see,” Kai said before sipping his Manhattan. He liked it.

“Likewise, Novak,” Jerry said. “So what you sayin’?”

“Not much. I was told there were parties being held and that I was missing out on them.”

“Almost nightly since things have gotten back to normal. Never-ending victory celebrations.”

“Still doing the weapons smuggling gig?”

“War’s good for business, and my business is good for ridding the planet of Coalition fighters. Obviously, I’m not selling much here in Jardin anymore, but in other cities? For sure. Civilians need to defend themselves if our forces can’t get past Coalition blockades.”

“Ah, there you are,” said the voice of an unexpected third party, a man with a Slavic accent.

A big man approached Kai and Jerry, who were seated at the bar. Jerry stood up from his stool. “I should go. It looks like you have another fan wanting your attention, Kai.”

“You have no idea,” Kai chuckled. “See you later, Jerry.”

“Yeah, see ya, bro.”

Jerry ambled away, vanishing into a crowd of raving dancers near the DJ. The tall man sat on the stool Jerry once occupied and adjusted his black necktie accompanying his elaborate white dress shirt that hugged the contours of his muscular frame. He had short brown hair, a thinly shaped goatee, and dark, piercing eyes that glared at Kai as if he had owed the man money.

“So am I to assume you are the Kai Novak everyone keeps talking about?” the Slavic man said.

“Wow.” Kai drank more of his cocktail. He pulled the glass from his lips before giving it a swirl. “Someone who doesn’t know me here.”

The man seated next to Kai ogled him and crossed his arms. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”

Kai glared at him longer. “Face seems familiar, but I can’t put a finger on it.”

“Surely, you’ve seen my social media posts? Or perhaps read my book?”

“No . . .” Kai looked at him again, narrowing his eyes. “Oh, wait. You’re that influencer from Earth.”

The tall European man spread his arms far apart. “The one and only.” He offered his left hand for Kai to shake. “Viktor Dragomirov. A pleasure to meet you.” Dragomirov chuckled after Kai shook his hand.

“What’s so funny?” Kai asked.

“Everyone here knows you by your face, Novak,” Dragomirov said. “And they all know me the same way. Yet you and I did not know each other until now.”

“Funny how that works.”

“These people consider you to be a hero, you know?”

“I’ve noticed.”

“A hero with no formal military training.”

“Spent time in a Coalition boot camp . . .” Kai drank the last of his Manhattan then placed the empty glass on the bar. “I never stuck around to complete it.”

“Fled from boot camp, fled from Earth, and now you’re a hero.”

“Funny how that works.”

“I can’t believe you’re the sole reason this city is free from the Coalition’s hold.”

“It was a team effort.”

“Yes, I heard. You relied on marionettes to win.”

Kai lifted an eyebrow at him. “So?”

“Real men could achieve what you’ve done without machines.”

“Oh well.”

“Doesn’t that bother you, my friend?”

“Not really.”

“Think about it, Novak. You cheated. You used machines with the aid of that AI assistant of yours. What was its name? Ilona? Whatever. You didn’t really put any true hard work into what you achieved. You used synthetics to make your job easier.”

“Kind of like what humanity has been doing for the last couple of centuries.”

“And suffering from the unresearched side effects.”

“Like what?”

Dragomirov chuckled again. “You know what.”

“You from the Coalition?”

“I’m visiting from Earth. Of course I am.”

“I mean, you’re working for the Solar Coalition government, right? Here to keep their ideals alive in Jardin even with them gone?”

“I used to be imprisoned on Earth at one point in my life,” Dragomirov said, relaxed. “I’m no supporter of the Coalition government or its corporations. I believe we can achieve so much more in life without AI. We’re drifting too far away from the natural way of living. From our food, the way we live, and the air we breathe. Humans aren’t supposed to be doing this. It’s not what nature intended. In addition⁠—”

“Kai!” The clicks of heels echoed. A woman who had a similar accent was running toward Kai. That woman turned out to be Ruby. It’d been a while since Kai had seen her. She was still keeping her chin-length, vibrant red hair short. She wore a black dress with spaghetti straps. The dress’s length was so short one could see the flirty black trim of her stockings. The darkness of her outfit matched her eyeshadow and long lashes. Ruby trotted over to Kai and tugged on his arm, nearly pulling him off the stool at the bar. “I’m so glad you came! Come with me! I’ve got so much to tell you!”

Kai angled his gaze at Dragomirov with a shrug. “Duty calls, bro.”

Kai left with Ruby, saying nothing afterward. She held his hand and escorted him to the far corner of the rooftop party, away from Dragomirov and the angry glare he shot at Kai.

Ruby cast a glance over her shoulder, eyeing the bar she pulled Kai away from. “Good, he’s moving on.”

“Dragomirov?” Kai asked.

“Yes, fuck that guy.”

“Oh.” Kai faced her. She was inching her face upward to meet his gaze. He had forgotten how much shorter she was compared to him. “You have history with him, Ruby?”

“Ruzickova,” she corrected him.

Kai gave her a confused glare. “Eh?”

“My name is Nikolina Ruzickova,” she said then smiled. “After what you’ve done? I think you deserve to know my real name.” Nikolina, AKA Ruby, looked backward again. Her thinly shaped eyebrows shot upward. “Shit, he’s coming. Walk with me and . . .” She held his hand. “. . . don’t let go.” Kai and Nikolina walked away, meandering through the crowds on the rooftop patio party. The pair wandered closer to the edge of the building a minute later and observed Jardin’s neon-purple glow. She peeked backward for a moment then turned her gaze to the skyline. “He won’t fucking give up.”

Kai stared at her. “Wanna take it from the top, Ruby, er, I mean, Ruzickova?”

“Dragomirov’s a fucking creep,” Nikolina “Ruby” Ruzickova explained. “Ever wanted to know how he made all his money back on Earth? He pimped out young girls to deprived Coalition soldiers or displaced, lonely men. Marionette sex dolls are illegal in the Coalition, naturally, since they’re AIs, plus Dragomirov believes fucking a marionette is unnatural. Men must be with women, not machines or some bullshit like that. He even wrote a fucking book about it, which I think is the true reason he’s here. He’s trying to get people to buy his book. The entire fucking book is him going on about the dangerous of becoming emotionally and intimately attached to marionettes. Then there’s the other book he wrote. You want to know the advice he teaches in that one? It’s to exploit society during a war. When things get bad in a war-torn city, people tend not to enforce laws that much.”

“Except Jardin’s returning to normal,” Kai snorted.

“Yeah, but not every city on Eden is.” Nikolina waved, bringing Kai’s attention to the partygoers dancing, drinking, or diving into the pool. “Half the people here aren’t from Jardin. They’re from other cities that aren’t doing so well because of the war or are about to fall to Coalition occupation. They’re scared and want to survive. So Dragomirov used his influence to show up here and told these people to come, promising he’d teach them his ways. That way, they can return to their cities facing enemy occupation and exploit its people for profit, get away with it, then use the money to vanish and start anew.” A deep sigh escaped Nikolina’s glossy lips as she gazed at the night sky. “He also fucked up my career as an adult film star.”

Kai’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Say what?”

Laughing, she turned to him and took his hands. “Ruby was one of my stage names. Niko Ruby is another, my most notable one.”

“Oh damn, I think I jerked off to one of your movies a few years ago,” Kai said. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you with your clothes on.”

“Things were going well back in the day. I was eighteen and the hottest pussy in the business. Then came the war. Then Dragomirov’s goons showed up and forced me and the other girls into their underground sex trade.”

“And that’s how you ended up with the Disciples of Hades bikers.”

“The bikers knew who I was. They believed I’d be able to use my . . . unique skills to make lots of money. That’s why I was on such a strict quota. They assumed my past as a porn starlet would attract more customers to the club.”

“I take it being a refugee from Earth was a cover story.”

“It was. Dragomirov’s goons sold me to the bikers with the promise that I’d get to keep some of the money I made and somewhat live a normal life. With restrictions. But that’s over now since you shot up the Electric Succubus.” She made direct eye contact with Kai, warming his heart with a slight leer. “Thank you for that.”

“Been getting that a lot.”

“I’ve moved onto bigger and better things since we last talked.”

Kai crossed his arms, wanting to know more. “Like?”

Nikolina turned aside and winced. Kai did so as well, and his augmented vision scanned and identified the presence of Viktor Dragomirov. It looked like the big man was stalking them from across the party.

She said under her breath, “Something that might fuck up his illicit business.”

“Do tell.”

“Tell you what, Novak,” Nikolina turned while angling her gaze upward to meet his once more. “Let’s get out of here.”

“And do what?”

“Come back to my place.” She held his right hand. “We’ll talk some more and blaze.”

He held up his drink voucher. “Let’s get a couple of shots first.”
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I’M NOT TRIPPING, RIGHT?



Nikolina “Ruby” Ruzickova brought Kai back to her place, a condominium on the other side of the city of Jardin, near its eastern residential district. She summoned the elevator with a single push of her slender finger. Kai never realized how ruby-like her fingernails were until that moment.

She spun around, putting her back with her hands behind it to the elevator door as they waited for it to arrive.

“So when are you going to tell me what this thing is?” Kai asked.

A giggle passed between her lips. “Soon. Like I said before, drinks and blazing first. Then, I’ll show you the surprise that’ll fuck up Dragomirov’s sex trafficking business.”

“You’re killing me with the suspense.”

“I will not allow this to continue further then,” said a voice behind the duo.

It sounded like Yukina.

Kai made a cringing face and slowly spun around to see Yukina stepping into view from a decorative pillar in the condominium’s lobby. Yukina strode toward Kai and Nikolina, her white-heeled, long boots clicking and echoing in the silence that fell.

Kai’s jaw dropped. “What are you doing here?”

“Master, if her suspense will kill you, then please stand aside,” Yukina said.

Kai facepalmed. “It’s an idiom, Yukina.”

Yukina stopped walking. “Ah.”

“This is Nikolina Ruzickova,” Kai said, turning his facepalming hand into an introducing hand before her. “She’s harmless, don’t worry.”

Yukina folded her hands together and bowed to Nikolina. “Please forgive my misunderstanding. I followed Master to ensure his safety.”

Kai’s cringe returned. “Yukina, you followed me around the whole time?”

She nodded to him. “Correct.”

He glared at her. “How long?”

“I studied Desiree and Jardin’s train maps,” Yukina said. “After ascertaining that information, I proceeded to board a train destined to Jardin shortly after you departed the Starslayer.”

And Kai facepalmed again. “Oh boy.”

“After that,” Yukina continued, “I searched for every building hosting a party until I located the one you attended, where your motorcycle was present in the parking lot.”

“You shouldn’t have come,” Kai said, shaking his head.

“I must protect you at all costs,” Yukina reaffirmed, placing one fist against her chest. “The enemy could be here.”

“Whatever.” Kai faced Nikolina. “Ruzickova, can she?”

Nikolina stepped past Kai and walked circles around Yukina, ogling her petite frame up and down. She crossed her arms and twisted her lips. “I suppose.”

“Yukina’s harmless . . . so long as you don’t threaten me.”

“I see.” Nikolina stroked her chin while studying Yukina’s slim frame, silver-white twin-tail hair, and white skater dress. She staired at Yukina’s USB tail dangling behind her. “Can this marionette keep secrets?”

“Yes,” Kai said.

“There’s confidential stuff in my place,” Nikolina said. “The corporation I’m doing business with would be really upset if this were to get out before they made an official announcement.”

“If it would suit you better, I can activate my power-saving sleep function upon entry to your suite,” Yukina offered.

Nikolina smiled. “That works.”

Ding.

The elevator doors opened, and the three entered. The doors slid shut as Nikolina fingered the button for the tenth floor, sending the lift upward.

After stepping off the elevator, Nikolina unlocked the door to her suite with a keycard swipe, and the trio entered. Kai whistled impressively at its décor. Nikolina had quite an upscale place. It made him wonder how much the corporation she was doing business with was paying her. And who the corporation was.

Yukina walked to the corner near the front door, slid off her boots, and sat on the floor. “Initiating power down sequence.”

Her body became limp, and the glow in her eyes faded. It was like she had transformed into a doll that was placed in the corner. Kai moved ahead after kicking off his shoes, observing Nikolina’s place, like the potted plants near the walls and the sunken floor living room with chairs covered in reflective leather. The large windows ahead, past the kitchen, glinted with an azure glow from the city’s lights and neon. It almost felt like Kai was floating in the middle of the city’s skyline when looking through the windows. They were so large and spotless.

Nikolina returned from the kitchen with two wine glasses full of a burgundy beverage, offering one to him.

“Where’d you get the money for this?” He accepted the glass and drank.

“The corporation I mentioned earlier? It’s Exhibit Technologies. I’ve been doing a lot of work for them.”

“How’d you pull that off?”

She placed a single index finger on his lips. “Too many questions. Have a drink and stay awhile.”

Nikolina escorted him to the living room, where they curled up on the white couch and drank. When they finished, Nikolina refilled their wine glasses from a bottle on the table. It was an expensive brand, purchased with all the money Exhibit Technologies had been paying her.

After the pair polished off the bottle, Nikolina fetched her THC vape pen and took a hit. She blew a cloud of marijuana vapor to the ceiling before offering it to Kai. He put the vape pen to his mouth and inhaled deeply, blowing out circular-shaped rings of mist while waiting for the THC to take effect.

He chuckled for absolutely no reason when it did. Nikolina did too. She offered him the device. Kai took a hit and felt the relaxing bliss of the THC coursing through his body and mind. For a moment, he forgot about the war and the madness he experienced back on Earth when he was younger. The only thing he was aware of at that point was the laughter he shared with Nikolina. Her flirty touches. The way her cute toes, still in her black stockings, curled. Her lips when she blew the THC vapors into the air.

Meanwhile, Yukina’s powered-down body continued idling on the floor like she had become part of the suite’s furniture.

Kai and Nikolina chatted longer, but he was having a hard time remembering what the fuck they were even talking about. Marionettes. Nikolina’s past work in the adult entertainment industry. Exhibit Technologies. The future.

Whoa.

AI and humans becoming one.

Whoa.

Re-genesis.

What the fuck?

Nikolina asked Kai to stand up. Taking Kai by his hand, Nikolina guided him into her room, striding across the soft carpet. The pair sat at the edge of Nikolina’s bed, covered with red sheets, where she took one last hit of the THC vape pen and offered it to him. Kai indulged on his last vape for the night and placed the pen on a nightstand off to the side. She peered into his eyes and ran her hand down his chest, up to his neck, and then back down. Her lips parted. He knew the drill and kissed her, eyes shut, his left grip holding her chin tenderly. Nikolina touched his face while her tongue snuck into his mouth like a sneaky snake.

Footsteps echoed while they kissed. Someone else had entered her bedroom. Was it Yukina?

Kai looked away, breaking his lips away from hers. It wasn’t the marionette he thought it was.

Standing at the bedroom door was Nikolina.

And it was confusing as hell because Kai was certain Nikolina was sitting beside him on the edge of her bed. Did she play a magic trick, or did the THC fuck him up more than he thought? He looked back at the girl on the bed with him. It was Nikolina. Looking to the side, Kai saw Nikolina again standing at the door, wearing the same short black dress and matching stockings, dark cosmetics, and had the same style of hair, chin-length and red.

Looking back at the THC vape pen, Kai said with a massive grin, “That is some powerful shit, yo!”

Nikolina laughed, as well as the Nikolina at the door. He laughed too. Then he forgot why he laughed.

“Kai, say hello to my twin.” Nikolina extended her hand to Nikolina, who was standing in the doorway. The cherry-red-haired woman at the door stood with a soft smile and said nothing else.

“Twin, eh?” Kai said, raising his right eyebrow. “I didn’t know you had a twin sister.”

“There’s a lot about me you don’t know,” Nikolina said.

“Such as?”

“I don’t have a sister.”

Had Kai not been drinking and blazing, he figured he’d be able to put it together, but he couldn’t and laughed for no reason whatsoever.

“I’m not tripping, right?” he asked. “You and her really look the same?”

“That’s right.” The Nikolina seated with Kai looked at the Nikolina standing at the door. “Come, sit with us.” Her twin smiled and happily ambled over, taking a seat on the bed with Nikolina. “No, sit with him.”

The second Nikolina stood up and walked to sit beside Kai to his left. Two Nikolinas were sitting with him. The Nikolina to his right kissed him again. She pulled her lips away, gesturing to the double on his left. “Don’t be shy, Kai. Kiss her. She’s been waiting for this.”

Kai tilted his gaze to the left, facing the twin beside him. Her smile encouraged him to kiss her. Nikolina caressed the side of his arm while he kissed her identical partner. A pair of hands slipped into his pants and fondled his cock and balls. Kai wasn’t sure which of the Nikolinas was doing that.

“This is the surprise I was telling you about,” Nikolina said, whispering into his ear.

He stopped kissing her twin. She smiled in reply as Kai turned to the right, facing Nikolina. “Her? I don’t see how this could mess with Dragomirov’s business.”

Nikolina kissed him, ignoring his question. So did the other Nikolina. The Nikolinas showered him with aggressive kisses, each trying to claim his lips. He felt a pair of lips on his upper lip and another on his lower lip. Then two tongues entered his mouth. Then two beautiful and identical Slavic girls with short red hair simultaneously pushed him to the bed.

Kai looked up to see the Nikolinas crawling over to him. He had no idea who the original was anymore.

“I never got to thank you properly for what you’ve done.” Nikolina touched his belt’s buckle, her slender fingers partially undoing it. “You saved my life and the lives of my friends.” And then, in her heavy Eastern European accent, Nikolina whispered seductively, “Let’s get ready to fuck.”
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YOU’RE NOT GOING ANYWHERE!



Nikolina kissed Kai, drew back, and then kissed him again longer. He saw her brilliant smiling gaze when finished and then the other Nikolina beside her. He still couldn’t wrap his mind around it. Two Nikolinas were ahead of him as he lay on her bed.

Both Nikolinas got on their knees and exchanged kisses with each other. Nikolina’s lookalike held the sides of her black dress and pulled it up and over her frame, removing it from her body and leaving her wearing nothing but black lace panties and stockings. The nipples of Nikolina’s cute, bare, pert tits were firm and pink. Her look-alike grabbed Nikolina’s breasts without hesitation and circled the nipples with her thumbs.

While Nikolina’s twin fondled her mounds, she pulled her double’s black dress off before kissing and grabbing her adorable breasts in a playful motion. Now there were two Nikolinas on the bed with nothing but black lingerie on and groping each other’s modest curves.

Nikolina gestured to Kai. “Why don’t you come over and give us a hand?”

He smiled at her. “I like the way you’re thinking.”

Kai sat up from where the identical girls had shoved him. Nikolina tipped her lookalike backward on the bed in Kai’s place. He ran his palm over the twin’s face, savoring the sensation of her soft skin. When his fingers neared her lips, she opened her mouth and sucked on his index finger, almost like it was a natural reaction. Nikolina gave Kai a playful push.

“Don’t be bashful!” Nikolina said. “Get in there!”

She forced Kai onto her twin, who was lying on the sheets. The second Nikolina kissed him immediately when their faces met. She beamed a cheerful smile before reaching upward to hold the back of Kai’s head, running her fingers through his hair.

Kai heard a continuous buzzing sound behind.

Breaking the kiss and turning his gaze aside, Kai noticed that Nikolina had retrieved a vibrator from her bedroom drawer. Holding the buzzing sex toy in one hand, Nikolina, using her free hand, tugged her twin’s black panties off, unveiling the sight of her beautiful bald pussy. Her companion spread her legs to welcome the vibrator’s touch. Nikolina swirled the toy against her double’s clitoris. She quivered and hugged Kai firmly, pressing his body to her chest so tight he felt her erect nipples.

Kai kissed Nikolina’s enigmatic duplicate again while the true Nikolina pressed the sex toy to her partner’s cunt, waving it in a circular motion like it was a wand. Her lookalike started to shake as her kissing lips fell away from Kai’s. She released Kai, and he sat upward to meet the gaze of Nikolina while she was still holding the sex toy to her companion’s clitoris. Nikolina shut her eyes and kissed him while her partner was on the bed, quivering with ecstasy. She slipped her free hand down to his belt, loosening it more before unzipping his pants. She exposed his erect penis and kept it in her firm grip. Her other hand kept the vibrating toy on her lookalike’s moistening pinkness. Nikolina was quite the multitasker.

Nikolina’s identical companion had arisen and angled her face to Kai’s left, locking lips with him. The first Nikolina continued kissing him on the right. The pair never stopped kissing Kai. Never stopped holding him. Never stopped undressing him completely, banishing his pants, shirt, and vest from his body to rest on the floor next to their black dresses.

Their wild kisses ended up pushing Kai off the bed, where he landed his naked ass on the floor before the glass door to the balcony. He stood up to see that Nikolina had sat on the edge of the bed and kicked her legs upward after placing her wand sex toy aside. Nikolina’s identical-looking partner grabbed her panties and gently pulled them off and over her silky black stocking-covered legs. Her pussy looked exactly like her twin’s.

She tossed the undergarment away, and then the Nikolinas helped each other off the bed and stepped toward Kai like a pack of hungry wolves seeking his meat. The identical pair circled him while he stood before the large window, giggling, stroking his chest, and teasing his cock with playful brushes of their hands. He wasn’t sure who was who anymore.

One Nikolina caressed Kai’s body with tender fingertips, while another kissed his shoulder from behind. The look-alike duo had sandwiched him. He wondered if anyone in one of the neighboring condominiums could see them through the glass they stood before.

Standing on her toes, the Nikolina before Kai kissed him gently, her hand guiding his face closer to hers. The Nikolina behind him couldn’t keep her hands off Kai’s body. She kissed the back of his torso, inching her sensual lips up to his neck and toward his ear. Upfront, one of the Nikolinas pressed her lips against his lips and tugged his cock up and down to maintain his erection.

He still had no idea which of the duo was the true Nikolina.

Kai angled his face away from the Nikolina kissing him, looking backward to kiss the one behind him. The red-haired woman ahead reached both hands up to his chest, stroking his pecks, dragging her fingertips across his masculine features. He directed his kissing lips aside from one Nikolina to another, who stood on her toes to accept his passionate gift. He held the Nikolina on her toes before him while they kissed, lowering one palm down toward the hump of her ass. Kai gave her rear end a nice squeeze and a stroke before caressing her lower back.

Ahead, one of the Nikolinas lowered herself to her knees. Her lookalike playmate behind him did the same. There were two Nikolinas on their knees while Kai stood tall. The Nikolina in front of Kai placed her hands on her legs as she took his cock into her mouth. He felt the soft touch of the one behind, grabbing hold of his ass cheeks before sliding her palms downward to stroke his legs.

Kai’s eyes rolled to the back of his head the longer her partner sucked his length. He had to grab hold of the wall to steady himself, for he was certain that her oral play was going to make him stumble. He also had to steady himself when the Nikolina behind him threw all her weight against him as she playfully touched and kissed his back aggressively.

Nikolina, standing ahead of Kai, clamped her hand around the base of his shaft, holding it steadily while she forced it deeper into her mouth. His penis was so deep inside her mouth that Kai felt the tip of his member touching the back of her throat. She placed her free palm against his leg while she sucked him, spreading her warmth onto him. The other Nikolina did the same behind him. Both girls dragged the silky texture of their palms sensually across his skin, moving at the same pace. He felt the touch of a finger brush across his ass, tracing circles around its flesh.

She removed his penis from her lips to speak. “Turn around.”

Spinning around, Kai saw the other Nikolina on her knees, looking up at him with a smile. His cock dangled above her head. The smiling Nikolina peered at his erection for two seconds and then grabbed it with both hands and guided it into her mouth.

The tightness of her oral cavity fastening around his penis felt exactly the same as her partner. He gently held her head, running his hands through her incredibly smooth red hair. A pair of soft hands cupped his ass cheeks from behind, giving them both a playful squeeze while the other Nikolina kept his member within the tight embrace of her mouth, periodically bathing it with her warm tongue.

He closed his eyes, reveling in the pleasure as he neared orgasm.

She removed his erection from her lips suddenly. He opened his eyes to see a Nikolina on the left of his cock and a Nikolina to the right. He still wasn’t sure who was who, only that the Nikolina pair eagerly opened their mouths simultaneously to take his member into it. One of the Nikolinas consumed the tip of his penis and bobbed her head back and forth. She passed his shaft over to the other, where she slid his cock into her mouth and mimicked the motion of her identical playmate. The duo repeated the action.

The Nikolina to the left of his penis spoke up. “Do you like that?”

He assumed she was the genuine Nikolina. Her partner seemed like a shy girl, having never really spoken to him. Before Kai could formulate a response, Nikolina inserted the tip of his penis into her mouth again and motioned her head at a rapid pace. Meanwhile, the Nikolina on the right dragged her lips along the side of his member, moving them from left to right.

Kai let out a pleasurable sigh. Nikolina’s mouth and whipping tongue were incredible. She released his dick momentarily while gazing at the thin, threading lines of saliva bridging her lips with his cock’s head. Nikolina brushed her lips across the left side of his shaft, starting from the head, going down to the base then right back up. Her duplicate did the same to the opposite side of his shaft.

The Nikolina on the right side positioned herself in front of Kai and with eyes shut devoured his cock with a fastening but tender grip. Kai moaned. The duplicate’s mouth was edging him closer to his release with each second. She pushed her face forward to take in as much of his shaft as possible, forcing the true Nikolina on the left to wrap her lips around the base of his cock.

The duo switched places, moving almost in sync. Now the Nikolina on the left had his cock in her mouth and rapidly bobbed her head. Her twin caressed the bottom of his shaft while Nikolina deep-throated him, his penis meeting the back of her throat. Saliva from the Nikolinas left his shaft and balls glistening in the city’s nighttime neon splendor that shone through the window.

Slurping sounds filled the air until she released his cock. The twin promptly seized his member and mimicked her motions, right down to forcing his cock’s head to hit the back of her throat. Nikolina stared up at Kai, refusing to break eye contact until he made a loud grunt. He was going to release his seed, and she knew it.

Nikolina gently shoved the other Nikolina to the side, freeing Kai’s cock from her mouth. She grabbed his shaft at the base and vigorously stroked it. Her double captured the top half of his erection, mimicking the hand motions of her identical-looking partner.

Both Nikolinas opened their mouths and stuck out their tongues in anticipation of his release. A white line of semen squirted directly into the twin’s mouth, a second one landing against her chin, and a third falling to her right breast. Angling his ejaculating penis to the side, Nikolina, still jacking him off with all her might, positioned her face toward the head of his pulsating member. Airborne semen splattered against the right side of her chin and the tip of her tongue before landing across her neck. The other Nikolina yanked his cock back toward her, catching the last of his release on her small breasts.

Kai juddered the entire time, his THC-enhanced orgasm wreaking havoc on his senses.

The identical Nikolina girls kept their grips on his shaft, stroking it further even after he had no more seed to release. The duo leaned closer to the head of his penis with parted lips glistening with semen. They took turns licking and sucking the excess seed at the tip of his penis, occasionally stopping to kiss one another with sapphic lust while flicking their tongues.

Their semen-touched lips pressed against each other while sandwiching the head of Kai’s penis between them. He felt the sensation of their wildly moving tongues whipping around his cock moments later. The Nikolina pair pulled away from him with multiple white threads connecting their lips to his prick. They resumed licking his member again, their wiggling tongues removing the threads of semen from sight. Like magic, there wasn’t any semen in sight when the duo finally let go of his shaft. Their playful mouths and licking tongues had erased all traces of his seed, apart from the white lines that rolled down their chests, dripping from their nipple tips.

Kneeling, the fiery red-haired duo looked up at Kai, their hands tracing his legs. They were still hungry for his lust.

But Kai had no more to give.

“Well, that’s it for me.” Kai shrugged and walked away from the pair on their knees, striding toward his clothes on the floor.

One of the Nikolinas stood up and followed him. “You’re joking,” she said.

Her shy double stood up, half-smiling, and trailed behind.

Kai spun around, shrugging again. “I’m kind of a ‘nut once a day’ type of guy.”

Nikolina pouted while crossing her arms, obscuring her humble breasts from sight. “But you didn’t even fuck us.”

“Blame my long refractory period,” Kai said. “I’m getting old.”

She drew nearer. “Bullshit.”

The other Nikolina playfully mimicked her. Kai glanced at the Nikolinas ahead. “What are you going to do? Force my body to comply?”

Before Kai could reach for his boxers, Nikolina pushed him hard enough to stagger his balance. Nodding to the adjacent Nikolina, her twin shoved Kai as well. Nikolina pushed again. Then, with a giggle, so did the other. The Nikolina pair forced him onto the bed and crawled toward him from opposite sides.

“You’re not going anywhere!” she said with a wicked leer.

“Suit yourself,” Kai said. “But my performance going forward isn’t going to be good.”

“We’ll see about that.” Nikolina nodded to the second Nikolina. “Right?”

Her lookalike simply smiled, like always. She was such a shy girl, though she wasn’t shy when she slithered toward Kai’s semi-flaccid penis pointed at the ceiling. Her double held the base of his dick steady and then lowered her mouth toward it, employing her oral skill to ensure he didn’t get limp. Meanwhile, Nikolina positioned her spread legs above Kai’s face. He gazed up and saw her wet pink folds moving closer to his mouth. He needed no further instructions. It was time for Kai to show Nikolina some face love, since he was the one who received all the pleasure the duo had offered him.

Kai’s lips met Nikolina’s labia. He flicked his tongue about, lashing her rapidly, sucking a fold, before aiming his tongue for her clitoris. Nikolina’s double continued to swiftly motion her head up and down, her mouth, lips, and tongue maintaining his erection in the aftermath of his orgasm. While the second Nikolina sucked him, she arched her ass upward as high as she could. Doing so allowed Kai to catch the excellent sight of her cute rear end in the wall mirror’s reflection. Her legs were slightly apart, wet with desire that fell from her intimate entrance.

He didn’t feel his lips on Nikolina’s snatch anymore. She moved toward her double and gave her a gentle tap on the shoulder. Her duplicate released his penis, brought back to life from her oral play. She smiled at her. Nikolina smiled back and then held her twin’s pale frame, guiding her over to Kai’s erection. She clasped her double’s vertical torso in place as she lowered her cunt to the tip of his cock.

The identical-looking Nikolina looked down, watching the sight of her pussy inch downward to Kai’s raised shaft. She inhaled deeply as he penetrated her. A wicked grin spread across Nikolina’s face as she held her firm. Her identical companion began a rhythmic motion of her body, moving slowly up and down, dragging the walls of her constricting vagina against his cock. She increased her speed a minute later. Nikolina rewarded her with a tender kiss while touching her thin neck. Her partner’s left hand brushed against her left leg.

Both girls kept their eyes shut while they kissed each other, their smooching so loud that it echoed off the walls. They only stopped kissing when Kai reached up to grab the right breast of the Nikolina riding his cock, squeezing it hard to feel the hardened nipple digging into his palm. Nikolina did the same and squeezed her partner’s left breast. The twin smiled as Kai and Nikolina groped each breast before lowering her gaze downward, intently watching the motion of her body and her pussy taking in the length of Kai’s erection.

She gave her clitoris a massaging stroke as they fucked. Nikolina released her grip on her duplicate’s breast to add her playful digits to the twin’s clitoris, competing for dominance over the sensitive apex of her cunt. Nikolina’s digits won, but only because her identical partner placed her palms backward and into the sheets for support as she increased the speed of her heaving body, riding Kai’s manhood. Then she shook suddenly. Her intimate core tightened around his shaft. The original Nikolina held the side of her torso and leaned forward with a kiss on her chest then clenched the underside of her left breast, inching the cute mound to her partner’s lips.

“Want some titty?” Nikolina asked. Her double smiled, and then Nikolina offered her left breast to the twin, stuffing it into her mouth for her to take in its nipple.

The identical Nikolinas kissed each other again as the Nikolina straddling Kai resumed heaving her waist up and down, riding his erection and refusing to release his cock from her hot orifice. Both Nikolinas broke their kisses to look down simultaneously at Kai’s length, burrowing upward into one of their cunts, almost mesmerized by the sight.

Nikolina snuggled up to Kai, her lips meeting his. She kissed him with the same intensity she gave her partner, and their tongues touched and whipped each other. Meanwhile, her identical companion shuddered with intense pleasure, her hands tightening against the bedsheets. She collapsed backward, falling against Kai. His penis slipped out of her warm vagina, feeling the breeze of the air vents against his fluid-drenched shaft. He laid her on the bed back first, where the true Nikolina crawled on top of her, parted her pink folds with both of her thumbs, and licked the split between her legs. She fetched the vibrator beside them and added the toy’s buzzing to her debauched act. Nikolina raised her bottom for Kai, legs spread, revealing her vulva glistening with love honey.

Kai drove his erection into her, where she reached one hand backward to hold her right ass cheek, pulling on the flesh to expose more of her pussy. Nikolina’s legs trembled three seconds after he entered her. It didn’t seem like she couldn’t contain her excitement any longer. Her moaning intensified with each thrust. It only compelled Kai to heave his hips faster, increasing the speed of his penetrating cock. Nikolina squeezed her other ass cheek with her other hand.

The other Nikolina was settled below them with her upward-facing head glaring at Nikolina’s cunt filled with Kai’s erect shaft. Her companion stuck out her tongue and traced the shape of Nikolina’s labia before licking Kai’s balls dangling above. Periodically, she’d brush the tip of her tongue against the bottom half of his shaft before he plunged it into Nikolina.

Nikolina’s toes curled, and her vaginal walls squeezed tight around Kai’s hammering member. Her cross-eyed glare tilted to the ceiling, her body flailing uncontrollably. The Nikolina lookalike below continued to stick her tongue upward and slide the tip across the lower half of his cock. She never stopped doing that until Nikolina returned to her senses and rolled off the double she had laid against, grabbing her hand.

Side by side, the Nikolinas settled onto the bed. Moving like synchronized twins, they spread their legs simultaneously then shifted their gazes to one another at the same time. The identical pair started kissing each other with a moan, still moving in sync with each other. Kai wasn’t sure where to slide his erection. Nikolina on the left or the one on the right?

So he inserted his fingers into their cunts at the same time. The Nikolinas squealed. Kai pushed the index and middle digits of both his hands farther into their holes, and their simultaneous moans filled the room. Their internal walls squished his fingers. His left hand grew tired first, so he removed it from the Nikolina on the left, held his cock, and guided it into her. As Kai fucked Nikolina, he continued ramming his right fingers into her lookalike partner. Her cunt made wet slurping noises when he found her g-spot. He increased his right fingering speed until the Nikolina to his right thrashed herself against the bed, her hands clutching a fistful of the sheets, her erupting orgasm splashing Kai’s digits with warmth.

He opted to give his right arm a break and held the genuine Nikolina’s hips tightly, keeping her still for his thumping cock. Her partner sat up to observe Kai’s prick rapidly penetrating Nikolina. The twin looked at Nikolina’s reddened face then stroked her clitoris wildly with a pair of fingers to match the pace of Kai’s hammering prick.

Nikolina rewarded her with a kiss. Her lookalike rewarded Nikolina by rubbing her breasts while they kissed until she fell backward and started panting. Kai grunted when her vagina gripped his member tightly. It pulsated briefly. She edged him closer to his climax.

He withdrew his erection while Nikolina was squirming about, gripping the bedsheets, like her double was a second earlier. Her partner crawled over and offered Nikolina a sensual embrace, her soft lips kissing the sides of her head. With a deep kiss, Nikolina pinned her identical partner down to the bed, keeping her still for Kai to reposition himself.

Nikolina splayed her twin’s legs apart wide when she rolled onto her backside. She spread her pinkness open with her fingers, offering her cunt to him. It was dripping, yearning for him to penetrate her again. Kai gave Nikolina’s double what she desired, inserting himself into her hot entrance. He immediately felt how wet and warm his digits had made her earlier. With his hands gripping her legs above the kneecaps, Kai started heaving his hips forward, filling the silence that fell with the claps of his thighs slapping against her flesh. Kai increased his thrusting speed, and her echoing, erotic moans drowned out the claps of their skin meeting. Her vagina tightened around his shaft, and she lifted her head upward to moan even louder. Nikolina silenced her moans with a kiss, her palm caressing the twin’s back.

As he fucked one Nikolina, the other one watched and fingered herself. She retrieved the vibrator again and waved its buzzing touch against the apex of her folds while simultaneously fingering her pink depths with her other hand. Nikolina did nothing else but masturbate while watching Kai fuck her twin. Her eyes crossed, and her wet orgasm dampened the bedsheets.

Nikolina slapped her dripping vulva, drawing Kai’s attention to its wetness. With a curl of her finger, she enticed Kai to remove his cock from her partner and slide it back into Nikolina. She placed her palms backward while sitting up. Her mouth was constantly open, always moaning, screaming, speaking in Croatian, and goading him to go faster, deeper, harder. She never took her eyes off him. Kai maintained his fast-thrusting pace.

His penis, deep inside Nikolina, throbbed with immense pleasure. His discharge was sudden, and he squirted a lengthy surge of semen directly into her vagina. Kai pulled his cock free, his ejaculating prick spilling his orgasmic release over her vulva, smearing it out of sight with white.

The second Nikolina smiled at Kai’s finish.

Nikolina observed the whiteness that oozed down the folds of her intimate entrance, giving it a sensual stroke before lifting the fingers off her pussy. Long, sticky lines of semen fell from her fingertips. She laughed, sat up, and lightly slapped Kai’s shoulder with her free hand.

“You fucking liar!”

Kai looked at her, confused. “What?”

“You told us you couldn’t cum twice in one night.” Nikolina touched her semen-drenched pussy again. “This says otherwise.”

“Admittedly, this is the first time I’ve ever done that,” Kai said. “Well, since getting older.”

“It’s because you’re with me now.” Nikolina leaned closer, pressing the tip of her nose against his and peering deeply into his eyes. “You must really be into me.”

He kissed her neck. “Of course I am.”

“Good.” She shut her eyes as he continued kissing her neck. “Because I’m really into you, Kai.”

He grinned. “Is that so?”

“You made me cum in less than five minutes.” She kissed him. “That only ever happens when I’m fucking myself with my toys. Never with another, until now.”

“Not even with her?” He gestured to the second Nikolina, who was lying comfortably beside them. Nikolina’s identical partner simply smiled up at them.

Nikolina returned the smile and then rolled herself out of the bed, fetching her panties and dress from the floor and throwing them into a hamper. She tugged off her black stockings, tossed them into the hamper as well, and strode toward the washroom.

“I’ll be back,” Nikolina said, turning to face Kai.

She entered the washroom, shutting the door behind her. Ten seconds later, the muffled sounds of a spraying shower faucet echoed.

That left Kai naked with Nikolina’s twin.

She slanted her head to the side and gazed into his eyes. Her smile widened as she traced his bare chest with a finger. Kai held her chin and kissed her.

She kissed him back with eyes shut.
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SO MUCH FOR KEEPING THIS A SECRET



While Nikolina bathed, Kai and the second Nikolina held each other in a passionate embrace, deeply kissing each other for nearly five minutes. He had doubts she was shy, not with the way how she fucked him like a pro or how she kissed him without hesitation—without uttering a word to him since he first met her.

Kai’s lips parted from hers, and he rolled himself on his side beside the second Nikolina. He had questions.

“So what’s your story?” Kai asked the other Nikolina. She didn’t reply, only smiled at him. Kai repeated his question, this time speaking in Croatian. Nothing. He spoke to her in Japanese, but the identical-looking Nikolina smiled at him. It didn’t seem like she knew he was talking to her in three different languages.

Can she even fucking hear me? he wondered.

Kai heard movement suddenly. It wasn’t the genuine Nikolina, still in the shower. Kai sat his naked body upward and looked at the bedroom door. He winced.

Yukina was on the other side, peering into the room. Realizing she’d been spotted, she scurried off, her silver twin tails bouncing.

“Great . . .”

Kai found his boxers on the floor and slipped into them fast. His erect penis, covered with bodily fluids, barely fit inside the undergarment.

Leaving Nikolina’s bedroom, Kai found Yukina standing ahead of the couch in the high-rise suite’s living room.

Kai approached Yukina. “You’re active . . . why?”

“I was worried about you, Master,” Yukina said, facing him in the darkness, her radiant blue eyes glowing. “Thankfully, I set myself to wake every thirty minutes.”

He crossed his arms over his bare and muscular chest. “How much did you see?”

“I saw nothing. I approached the door as you spotted me monitoring your safety.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. Yukina didn’t see them fucking. He wasn’t sure if Yukina’s virgin AI was ready to learn about sex, let alone threesomes. Let alone what a vibrator could do for a woman.

“Who are you talking to?” That was Nikolina. He couldn’t hear the sounds of the shower either, so she heard him talking to Yukina.

Kai entered the washroom to find Nikolina leaning against the wall naked, her red hair wrapped in a towel that looked like Croatia’s flag. She was gazing at him while lifting a THC vape pen to her mouth.

“Yukina woke up,” Kai said.

Nikolina lowered the vape pen while a sweet haze of vapor passed her lips. “Did we wake her?”

He laughed. “Naw, she’s overprotective of me is all.”

Kai and Nikolina returned to the bedroom and looked at the other Nikolina, who was lying comfortably. The second Nikolina rolled her body around to face Kai and the true Nikolina. She tilted her gaze to the bedroom door and spotted Yukina trotting in with the soft patter of her white stocking feet against the carpet, her curious glance ogling the decor.

Nikolina winced. “So much for keeping this a secret.”

Kai pointed at the other Nikolina on the bed. “She’s the confidential product, isn’t she?”

Nikolina laughed then took a small hit of the THC vape pen. She exhaled a cloud of vapor and set down the pen on a nightstand. “Took you long enough to figure it out.”

“Was kinda drunk and high, but my mind’s cleared up now.”

“My double here is a marionette.”

“What?” Kai said with a confused glare.

Yukina looked at the second Nikolina. “But she does not possess the physical characteristics of one.”

“I know, but . . .” Nikolina sat with her double and shifted her gaze to her. “Sit up.”

The second Nikolina sat up as ordered, while Nikolina ran her hands across her double’s back. Pressing on it, a hidden slot opened, unveiling a USB cable that slipped out. Nikolina pushed the USB cable back inside her double and pressed the secret switch. In an instant, the back of the second Nikolina regained the appearance of human flesh.

Nikolina settled on the edge of the bed, gazing at Kai, her palms sinking into the sheet. “My twin . . . let’s call her Ruby, is Exhibit Technologies’s newest creation.” Nikolina looked at her. “Ruby, introduce yourself.”

“My name is Ruby. Model number LAJ4: Series Nova Alpha.”

Kai snorted. “She speaks . . .”

“That’s the only thing she can say though,” Nikolina said. “Her AI still needs work.”

“Was hard to tell the difference between the two of you,” Kai said.

“Good.” Nikolina smiled at him, her leer indistinguishable from the smile the Ruby marionette gave. “Congratulations, Kai. You just beta-tested a new model that looks exactly like me, right down to the shape of my pussy and body weight.”

“How did Exhibit do that?” he asked. “Making an exact replica of a human is hard, especially with the weight.”

“Tell me about it,” Nikolina said. “This unit is so lifelike it can even bleed. Ruby can also get hungry or thirsty, feel the need for sleep, and so much more.”

“She’s a human but not a human.”

“A synthetic human,” Nikolina said. “Ruby’s AI running on basic software right now. As you’ve probably noticed, she can’t talk much, and she has no memories or personality. She can only smile, walk, and lie down.”

“And she can fuck,” Kai added.

“She can definitely fuck.” Nikolina beamed a cheeky grin. “I spent a lot of time teaching her how with my toys.” Nikolina nodded to an opened drawer to the side. It was filled with dildos, vibrators, and strap-on toys. “But she can only fuck by voice command or when reacting to your advances if she’s naked. That will change when my memories are uploaded into Ruby.”

“Your memories?”

“Exhibit plans to map my brain and create a one-to-one copy of it in digital form then transfer it into Ruby.”

“Copying human memories isn’t easy. Well, without killing the person whose mind is being copied. Lots of corporations tried and failed.”

“Want to know what’s even harder than that? Copying memories while editing out sensitive information, like passwords and private thoughts. But Exhibit claims they can do it. The project is a first and extremely experimental of course, but if the memory transfer experiments work, then expect Ruby to be part of a line of marionettes that will look like me and have all my memories and experiences. Think about the films we could shoot. I’ll be able to lease Ruby units out to the adult industry, and they can make as many movies as they like with a girl who basically is me but not me. Alternatively, we can program her to become a personal playmate to anyone who buys the unit. Now my fans can fuck an identical look-alike of me whenever they want. No need to jack off to my videos.”

“And that’s how you plan to fuck up Dragomirov’s sex trafficking business. You’re going to use marionettes that are so close to the real thing that the only way to tell the difference is when they run out of battery power.”

“Or find and retrieve their secret USB cable,” Nikolina added. “With the Nova Alpha models and future units like her, the authorities can bait sex traffickers into kidnapping the replicant units, believing they’re regular girls. The replicant marionettes will act human too, since their minds are digital copies of real human ones. When the time is right, those girls will take down their smuggling ring from the inside out.”

“I can see why you wanted to keep this a secret,” Kai said. “This could change the whole marionette industry overnight.”

“And us human girls can get back into the sex industry. Sex dolls won’t have anything against a marionette with real human memories. We can make our money by creating a digital copy of our minds then later have Exhibit Technologies scan our bodies to create a lifelike replicant marionette.”

Kai stared in wonder at the two naked, red-haired girls seated together at the bed’s edge, one human, the other a lifelike, artificial human marionette.

“Sorry, I’m trying to wrap my head around how this happened,” he said. “I mean, Exhibit Technologies isn’t exactly a top-tier marionette manufacturer. In fact, they’re one of the bottom corporations. How did they come up with this but not Twin Suns or Vivid?”

“I don’t know.” Nikolina shrugged her tiny shoulders. “Exhibit got their hands on the tech from a third party, who sold it to them. From there, they followed the instructions, and voilà!” She leaned forward, fixing her gaze on Kai. “So you looking for work? I heard you and your Marionette Task Force company accept risky jobs.”

“We do, but we’re busy with a government contract.”

She winced. “I was hoping to hire your team as bodyguards.”

“Why?”

“Dragomirov. He’ll be furious when this product launches. Plus, he’s been trying to force me back into his underground sex trade business. I need your protection, Kai. Keep Dragomirov and his goons away from me and the Ruby prototype unit.”

“I’ll look into it.”

“Cancel your other contract if you have to.” Nikolina kicked her legs about while looking down at her cute toes. “My life might be on the line here.”

“So are others.” Kai thought about Sienna Heinonen specifically.

Nikolina looked up at him. “What are you up to that’s so important?”

“Classified. Like I said, government contract.”

“I’m an Earther and a Croatian like you. Are you really going to put Edeners over one of your own?”

“You and I no longer have any loyalty to Earth.”

“The current Earth, no. But the united government of the old? Yes. They might have lost, but they can rise again one day when we overthrow the Coalition. And I think this new line of replicant marionettes might be the key to that.”

“You’re reaching.”

She laughed at him, her smile lingering when she asked. “How?”

“You want to make lots of cash using marionette replicants in the adult entertainment trade.”

“Yeah, but once it becomes a hit, people will hopefully discover that replicants can be used for other things. Think about it. Soldiers who can’t die. They can come back to life in a new marionette body and return to battle, while keeping all the combat experiences they gained. But none of that can happen if me and the Ruby prototype have an unfortunate accident. Exhibit’s research revolves around my body. They’d have to start from scratch if I can’t participate in their tests.”

“And why is the only prototype replicant with you? Shouldn’t Ruby be locked up in a secure lab?”

“This is part of Exhibit’s tests, having Ruby experience normalcy. Exhibit specifically told me to do whatever I wanted with the unit so that they could collect data from her logs. Apart from damaging Ruby, of course.”

“So some lab tech is gonna see us fucking?”

“No, silly! They might see data related to the Ruby unit’s heartbeat and whatnot, but not view or hear anything. So, can I count on the Marionette Task Force’s protection?”

“Like I said, I’ll see what I can do. I really can’t drop this job right now. I wish I could, since Heinonen’s a real bitch to work for. If we can finish it quickly, you can have our full support.”

“Honestly, I don’t need your entire team as bodyguards. I should be fine with one or two people from your team watching over me. Or just you.” Nikolina giggled with shut eyes.

“I could arrange that,” Kai said, nodding to her, “though it would leave us shorthanded.”

She ogled him, tilting her head sideways. “Sounds to me like you need to recruit more marionettes.”
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DO YOU HAVE ANY EMOTIONAL ATTACHMENTS WITH MASTER?



Little did Master Kai Novak, Nikolina, and Ruby know that Yukina had been watching them copulating before they discovered her. She hoped Master Novak would be okay with her lying to him. She didn’t want to upset him. He seemed happy when he was in bed with Nikolina and her marionette duplicate. Or a marionette replicant, as Nikolina had called her.

Master Novak and Nikolina went to sleep and shut off the lights in her condominium suite. The darkness made it easier for Yukina to enter the bedroom, observe Master Novak’s sleep, and scan for potential threats she might have missed. Yukina’s scans picked up nothing unusual, but she continued to monitor the situation in case of a change.

She spent more time monitoring the Ruby unit. The marionette replicant slept with Master Novak and Nikolina, smiling. According to Yukina’s repeated threat assessments, the Ruby replicant had the highest possibility of posing a potential threat to Master. After two hours, however, Ruby did nothing. The replicant tilted her head to Yukina when she noticed her staring.

Yukina’s gaze returned to the Ruby replicant, recalling what she witnessed hours earlier—Master, Nikolina, and Ruby in bed and engaged in sexual acts Yukina had never seen. Watching them had been a unique experience, igniting unfamiliar sensations. Yukina remembered feeling a sudden rush of warmth and wetness in her vagina while observing the sexual acts performed by the trio.

Replaying the memories of what the three were doing hours earlier caused Yukina to feel a renewed wetness between her legs. She stood in front of the mirror and glanced at herself. Unlike everyone else, Yukina had clothing on. She reached for the ends of her white skater dress and pulled it off. The mirror reflected her in her white, lacy lingerie. Yukina tilted her head and traced the delicate lace of her panties with her finger, studying her reflection curiously. She tugged her panties downward next, lowering them to the knees of her white stockings. It was what Nikolina and Ruby did, so Yukina concluded she should do the same.

Yukina looked at her vulva, and then curiosity compelled her to touch her genitalia in a similar manner that Nikolina touched herself when she was with Master Kai. It felt nice. Touching herself brought on an unexpected feeling. Yukina’s fingers traced over her warmth and soft vulva again, exploring the sensitive contours with each rub. She understood why Nikolina’s fingers were so drawn to her intimate area. Touching it felt nice.

Moving away from the mirror, Yukina sat at the edge of the bed and continued stroking her labia and clitoris, which seemed to have swollen. The sensation was better than before. Was this a state of arousal? It had to have been, because the Nikolinas had vulvas that looked similar.

She remembered how Nikolina touched herself and mimicked the same movements. A pleasuring wave coursed through Yukina, compelling her systems to make her quiver in response. Yukina playfully kicked up her legs and slid her panties across her white stocking-clad legs before tossing them aside.

An intense rush of pleasure sent shivers through her body, causing her to topple off the bed. Yukina fell on the floor next to the bed but didn’t bother to stand up. Touching her vulva had become a priority. She needed to record all data regarding this new experience.

Her right hand came down on the softness of her intimate area again, and she started rubbing herself. Yukina increased speed and became noticeably wet there. She touched the apex of her sex, pushing on it deeply while making up-and-down strokes. A blissful gasp escaped Yukina’s lips. It felt incredible. Her body swayed rhythmically against the side of the bed.

Yukina inserted her middle finger into her vagina as a test. Nikolina and Ruby seemed to have liked it when Kai inserted his digits inside them. The sensation of her fingers penetrating her felt nice, but touching her clitoris felt nicer, so Yukina resumed stroking her most sensitive area using three fingers. Meanwhile, her labia continued to swell with arousal. Yukina gazed at her reflection in the mirror, taking in the sight of her legs spread and pleasuring fingers against her sensitive area while she sat on the floor in front of the bed.

She discovered later on that moving her hand faster increased the pleasure received. Her free hand lingered toward her white bra, where she ended up touching her left breast with a tender squeeze. She noticed her nipples had become erect. Yukina pulled the left cup of her bra down to unveil her breast and peered at it, confirming the nipple’s firmness. Looking at herself in the mirror also confirmed her nipples’ hardened state. Yukina tried not to let that distract her. Each second she vigorously pleasured herself brought her closer to a new level of joy she had never experienced. She did not want any interruptions. She did not want to stop. Yukina wondered if there was a limit to the pleasure. To find that answer, Yukina continuously rubbed her clitoris.

And then something strange happened.

An overwhelming force took hold of her slender marionette frame. Her body started to jolt. Curious, she wondered if touching the lower half of her vulva could elicit the same sensation and moved her tiny fingers downward, feeling them graze against the soft skin of her labia. She decided to continue caressing her clitoris, as she found that brought her more pleasure.

Yukina accessed a memory file of Nikolina and noticed that she had enjoyed touching her breasts. Ruby did as well. Yukina pulled her bra down to her belly and ran her fingers over her breasts, gently kneading them. The pleasure was immediate. She examined her nipples, confirming that both remained firm. Fondling them sent shivers down her back.

She grabbed her breasts from the underside this time and squeezed upward. Cupping her breasts was also interesting. With her mounds held tightly, Yukina moved her hands in circular motions. She did not know caressing herself in this manner could do that. Yukina ran her palms up and down the sides of her bare hips, feeling the smoothness of her skin and the warmth of her touch. She squeezed her buttocks as she rolled over and settled onto the soft carpeted floor.

Yukina stood briefly and viewed the mirror now that she was naked apart from the knee-high white stocking she still wore. As she looked at her reflection, she held her left breast and, with her free hand, traced her fingers down to her clitoris, which she had become quite fond of.

Wet sounds filled the air while her hand played with her vulva. Yukina bent over and spun, putting her rear to the mirror. With a glance over her shoulder, she observed her bare form from a different perspective. Then she reached down to touch herself again. Yukina tried to insert her fingers into her vagina from that position, attempting to mimic the motions of Master Kai when he penetrated Nikolina. Her desire to stimulate her clitoris was overwhelming, and she used three fingers to make quick, up-and-down strokes.

Yukina sensed another rush of pleasure approaching and was curious if she could release a discharge of fluids like Nikolina had done. She sat on the bed again, keeping her legs parted, and her eyes focused on the sight of her vulva in the mirror’s reflection. Yukina attempted to ram her right finger into her vagina repeatedly at first while her other fingers spread the folds of her entrance.

Wet slurping sounds filled the air with each thrust of her fingers into herself. She waited in anticipation of it. However, she failed to squirt like Nikolina. Perhaps Yukina needed to stick with one finger? She inserted her index finger deep inside herself, moving it rapidly. Nothing happened. Yukina considered that perhaps she, being an obsolete i400 unit, was not designed to do that.

Yukina stood on the floor and lifted her left leg, laying it against the bed. Standing straight and splayed, Yukina slid her index and middle finger up and into herself, attempting to mimic the feeling of being penetrated by a man. Her fingers, now moving faster, continued their upward journey as she relaxed into the position. Yukina didn’t know what to do with her other hand. She wanted to touch her clitoris but also wanted to feel her breasts. Yukina opted to brush her palm over her chest. She tried to insert three fingers into herself but was unsuccessful. The shape of her vagina only allowed two fingers to be inserted at a time, so she rubbed her clitoris with those three then used her other hand to penetrate herself.

An orgasm threw her backward to the bed’s sheets. Not wanting to stop, Yukina resumed stroking her vulva while she sat up at the edge of the bed. The mirror shot back a reflection of her hand moving sensually, first rubbing her entire vulva with four fingers and then inserting two fingers into her vagina. Now utilizing both hands, she rubbed and fingered herself intensely. Yukina turned her gaze away from the mirror and looked back at Master Novak while he slept, wondering if it would be appropriate to ask him one day to help her discover her sexuality more with additional experiences like this.

Yukina loved the pleasure she had just received and learned quite a bit. Her curious mind wanted to know and experience more. She got down at the foot of the bed and decided to try something new. She touched herself with both hands. One returned to her clitoris, the other captured her right breast in her grip, where she massaged it tenderly then touched the nipple. It enhanced the experience. She tried touching her vulva with both hands. With confident movements, her right hand caressed her pleasure bud while the left hand explored the depths of her vagina. It was excellent. She kept her right leg against the bed and arched her left one upward. Her body began to shake. She applied more force. Her hips moved up and down rapidly. She moved her fingers faster.

Now her entire body was jolting uncontrollably, causing her to twist onto her side and shake for several seconds. This was the best orgasm yet. It left her trembling for a minute. Even after she stopped touching herself, she kept trembling.

With the experiment over and its data recorded, Yukina left the bedroom and performed a perimeter check of the condominium suite, double-checking for threats that might have entered when she was occupied with herself. Her scans detected nothing, and Yukina walked in the nude back to the bedroom. She immediately returned to the bed and crawled across the sheets to the Nikolina replicant, Ruby.

Yukina’s eyes lingered on the naked woman below her. “May I ask you a question?” she asked.

Ruby smiled.

Yukina continued, “I would like to ask you what it felt like to copulate with Master Novak and Nikolina. I wish to compare your experience to what I know of the subject.”

Ruby smiled. Yukina looked to the side.

Kai wasn’t there. She detected movement then and suspected that Master had left the bed to stand on the balcony when she had left to perform a perimeter check. Yukina approached the balcony and peered through its glass door, spotting Master standing on it. He had his phone in hand and seemed to have been reading and sending text messages.

Master was fine for now and occupied too. This was her chance.

Yukina returned to Ruby.

The marionette replicant did not respond at all. Yukina asked Ruby her questions anyway, hoping the replicant would understand what she was saying, since the unit did show that it was able to comply with vocal commands.

“Do you have any emotional attachments with Master?”

Nothing. Ruby had little emotions, much like Yukina. Worse than Yukina because the replicant couldn’t speak. The replicant was designed to operate with uploaded human consciousness and without them lacked communication skills. She rolled the replicant’s naked body around and found the unit’s hidden port on her, buried under soft red hair. Yukina inserted her USB into the replicant’s head and accessed its memory core.

Perhaps she could communicate with it via a data link.


26
OH GOD



Kai was dreaming. He dreamed about fucking Nikolina and her replicant lookalike. Suddenly, the Nikolina in his dream turned into Sienna’s sister, Alexa. Suddenly, Nikolina’s replicant turned into Sienna. Suddenly, the two identical red-haired women had become two blonde siblings. The naked Sienna and Alexa in his dream crawled over to Kai. Alexia held his erect penis and put it into her mouth. While she did that, Sienna kissed him deeply and murmured that she wished that he’d spent more time visiting her at the hospital. Alexia removed his cock to add that Sienna was so lonely now. Sienna continued, adding that she couldn’t thank him enough for rescuing her from the Coalition.

Sienna transformed into Nikolina. Or did she become the replicant Ruby? Kai couldn’t tell. She started talking, thanking him for saving her from the Disciples of Hades biker gang. Without Kai’s intervention, she wouldn’t have been brought online and given the chance to exist. So Ruby was talking to him in the dream. In the dream, Ruby could speak, and she sounded precisely like Nikolina.
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Kai woke up to the sound of his phone’s texting tone. It was a message sent by Ilona. He shook his head after awakening from the trippy dream and considered laying off threesomes, booze, and THC before bed. They were doing weird things to his PTSD mind, like making Kai see Sienna everywhere.

He reached for the phone. He didn’t want to wake up Nikolina by replying to Ilona’s message, so he got out of bed and stood outside on the balcony. The evening breeze touching his bare chest and legs felt nice. After all the drinking and THC he indulged in, his body needed it.

Ilona’s text messages put a half grin on his face.

Ilona:


I miss you.



Wish you were here. I really need someone to talk to.


And maybe keep me company.


Us AIs have needs too, you know!




Three minutes after Ilona sent that message, she texted Kai a picture of the sunset taken from the Starslayer’s external camera.

Ilona:


I never realized how great sunsets were until now.





Kai:


Later in the year, you’ll be able to see a second sun when Eden’s orbit puts us closer to Toliman.





Kai spun around and glanced into the bedroom. His eyes opened wide. He spotted a naked Yukina in bed with her USB tail plugged into Ruby’s head. Nikolina was beside them, still asleep. Kai returned to the bedroom in a hurry, almost panicking at the sight.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Yukina, wearing only white stockings, sat upward quickly, her bare breasts shaking slightly when she faced him. “I am analyzing its memory and studying its code.”

“Let’s not do that to the only working prototype replicant.” Kai reached for Yukina’s USB tail cable. “Why are you naked?”

“Because everyone is.” She angled her gaze downward, eyeing his penis. Yukina never looked away from it. “Since naked women cause your penis to expand and become firm, am I to expect it to do the same now that you see me naked?”

“Well—”

“If so, what are the chances you will ask me to perform with you? Nikolina is asleep, and the replicant seems to only respond to her orders.”

“Yukina, what the fuck has Cerise been teaching you?”

“Big sister Cerise has been explaining many subjects to me. For example.” Yukina inched forward and parted her lips to blow air on his penis.

“Wait, stop.”

“Cerise told me a blowjob will cause the penis to become firm.” Yukina glared at his flaccid cock. She tilted her head to the right. “Odd, blowing on your penis does not seem to be working.”

“Stop.”

“Am I performing the technique incorrectly?”

“You could say that.”

“Admittedly, Cerise did not demonstrate how to perform the technique. She said she would teach me how later.”

Kai slapped his palm against his face. “Oh God.”

Another head tilt. “May I lie with you?”

He lowered his palm from his face. “Why?”

“Doing so seems to have triggered positive emotions in Nikolina,” Yukina said. “I was hoping that perhaps I too could experience that.”

“It doesn’t work that way, Yukina.”

“Why?”

Kai said nothing.

Yukina continued, “From what I have gathered, emotions seem to be triggered by an external event, sometimes by another individual or other factors. Could you perhaps try provoking me to experience them? I am very curious about what would happen and what it would feel like. The data may prove to be useful in the future.”

“Like I said, it’s not that easy.”

“But, Master, I believe we should try. Even the replicant seemed to have enjoyed her time with you. Surely, I should be able to as well.”

Kai backed away and then stopped to look at Ruby face down on the sheets, eyes open, as if nothing was happening. “What did you learn when you plugged into her?”

“Ah.” Yukina sat at the edge of the bed and dangled her white stocking legs. “Ruby’s code is nearly identical to mine.”

“Oh?”

“Has this replicant ever interfaced with Illona?”

Kai folded his arms and stared at Ruby, still lying face down on the bed. Ruby angled her face to the side to smile at him and probably had no idea what the two were talking about. Kai shook his head.

“No, she hasn’t,” he said. “So you mean to say Dr. Roger Rhinehart’s secret packages have been uploaded into Ruby?”

“That is correct. Not the complete package, however, as there are many lines of code that suggest someone was in the process of adding it.”

He held his phone and thumbed a text message to Ilona.

Kai:


Hey, can you please look into Exhibit Technologies for me?





Ilona:


I sure can, but why?





Kai:


I’m not supposed to tell anyone this, but Exhibit has a new line of marionettes called replicants that are damn near 1:1 copies of humans.



Exhibit’s testing memory transfer tech to upload real human experiences into a marionette replicant.




Ilona:


That’s . . . something I didn’t see coming.





Kai:


And get this. Nikolina’s working with them.





Ilona:


Who?





Kai:


Ruby. Her real name is Nikolina Ruzickova.





Ilona:


Okay, so I guess we’re done with the Ruby pseudonym now.





Kai:


No, because she’s named a replicant, that looks like her, Ruby.



So


Nikolina = human


Ruby = replicant




Ilona:


Got it. Anything else I should know?





Kai:


That’s the quick summary. But if you can hack into Exhibit and dig around, I’d appreciate it.





Ilona:


You can count on me!





Kai:


I find it odd that a bottom-tier marionette developer suddenly got their hands on tech that could revolutionize marionettes, hell, the entire AI industry, out of the blue.





Ilona:


Right when this war started too.





Kai:


Exactly.



Oh, and according to Yukina, the replicant has Rhinehart’s software packages uploaded into its memory.




Ilona:


You should have led with that, Commander.





Kai:


I’m fucking tired lol cut me some slack!





His phone rang moments later. Kai promptly answered the call, hoping the ringtone didn’t wake Nikolina. It didn’t. Then again, neither did his chat with Yukina. To be safe, Kai left Nikolina’s bedroom and stepped into the living room, moving away from her hearing range.

He put the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

“So I did some digging.” It was Ilona’s voice.

“That was quick,” Kai replied.

“I am an AI, Commander.”

“Good point. What did you find?”

“Remember Tatjana Romero?”

“That woman from the Coalition who was seen with Rhinehart’s laptop?”

“And we found out that she was staying at a hotel in Desiree City and vanished when Sienna tried to dox her? Yes, that Tatjana Romero. Well, she met with someone in Exhibit right before going off the grid.”

“Really?”

“There was a brief mention of Exhibit from a file I had pulled from the hotel you and I were searching. I didn’t think much of it at the time and left it as that. But since you asked me to run a search on Exhibit . . .”

“That file you ignored came up.”

“Yeppers! Romero was talking with someone from Exhibit before her disappearance. It was brief, and what was specifically discussed was deleted by Sienna when she was trying to organize a lynching of Romero.”

“Heh, so Romero and Exhibit were in talks, but we don’t know what information was exchanged.”

“I’m starting to think that Sienna was looking to sell evidence that Romero was staying at the hotel, maybe even threaten her with it. That’s why she deleted everything related to Romero being in the city.”

“That way, Sienna would be the only person with it.” He put the phone to his other ear. “Replicant marionettes, and this memory transfer tech . . . Is this part of Rhinehart’s work?”

“It would explain a lot if it was. What Exhibit is developing would change the industry for sure. I wouldn’t be surprised if Romero sold them Rhinehart’s notes or gave them a quick peek at them. But to confirm it, I would have to plug into the Ruby replicant you talked about and see if any of Rhinehart’s files and black box code are there. I know Yukina already did that, but I’d like to inspect it myself to make sure.”

“Understood.”

“With that said, Commander, any chance you can arrange for me to meet the replicant?”

“Nikolina wants to hire us as bodyguards. I was on the fence about it since President Heinonen’s orders were very clear. Her requests take priority over everything, including new jobs. But now? We’d be shooting ourselves in the foot if we didn’t accept Nikolina’s offer.”


27
THIS IS HOW WE SAVE YOUR DAUGHTER, MARIA



Kai woke up the next morning to the feeling of a rising sun brightening his face. He also woke up to find himself in an unfamiliar bedroom. It felt like he’d been asleep for years—understandable since he pulled a twelve-hour shift the other day and juiced up on caffeine to . . . to do what? It took Kai half a minute for his mind to piece together what had happened.

Right.

He was partying hard. Really hard. So hard he got his dick hard and fucked Nikolina and her look-alike replicant marionette, now named Ruby after her porn star stage name.

He was still at Nikolina’s place, still in her bedroom. That was why it was so unfamiliar, though Kai remembered more and more about the previous night’s debauchery as the seconds went by.

After getting dressed, Kai found Yukina sitting on the couch and watching TV in the condominium suite’s living room. There was a sex education video playing and discussing the reproductive system, explicitly showcasing each step in the creation of human life.

Kai waved at the TV. “Yukina, why . . .”

She looked away from the TV’s large screen and up at him. “It was an educational video I discovered while browsing this device’s streaming library. I figured it would help me understand what you, Nikolina, and Ruby were experiencing last night. Cerise told me you can learn about human behavior from videos. From there, you mimic it. That was how she became a sex doll. She was asked to watch pornographic videos and⁠—”

“I know.”

“Perhaps then I could experience the emotions Nikolina did.”

Behind, he heard Nikolina’s bright, bubbly laugh echoing from the kitchen. Nikolina entered the living room, wearing a glittering red two-piece outfit consisting of a navel-revealing top and a short skirt. Nikolina leaned against the back of the couch where Yukina sat.

“Was she really watching us last night, Kai?” Nikolina asked.

Kai grunted. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Nikolina said. “Remember, I did this for a living, right? Getting fucked while the stage crew watched was part of the job.” Nikolina glanced to the side. “Ruby, your recharge cycle is complete. You may unplug yourself.” Off to the side was Ruby. She wore the same short black dress and sheer stockings Nikolina had worn to the party the previous night, the fabric clinging slightly. The marionette replicant stood up and unplugged her USB cord from a marionette recharging deck. She smiled afterward. “Come with me.” Ruby obeyed and stood beside Nikolina. “I’m heading out to have some maintenance performed on the replicant and see if Exhibit is ready to test the memory transfer.”

“Are you going to get in trouble now that Yukina knows about Exhibit’s secret project?”

“If Master does not want me to disclose this right now, Nikolina, then I won’t.”

“It’s okay,” Nikolina said, moving away from the couch. “I need you to protect me and the replicant, anyway, so there’s no way that could be avoided. To protect us, you need to know what Ruby is.” Nikolina stepped toward Kai, peering into his eyes. “That’s assuming you are accepting the job, of course.”

“How can I say no after last night?” he said.

She grinned. “You can’t.”

They both chuckled.

“Yeah, I’ll take you up on your offer, Nikolina,” Kai said. “The Marionette Task Force will serve as temporary bodyguards for you. Dragomirov would have to go through us first to get to you.”

“Thank you,” Nikolina said. “I’ll give you thirty-five percent of what I make when I get paid for this.”

Kai and Nikolina headed for the suite’s front door, slipping into their boots. Nikolina had to issue a voice command for Ruby to walk over and do the same. Everyone was ready to head out now except for Yukina. She was still on the couch with her face glued to the screen and taking in every explicit detail of human sexuality the educational program was delving into.

Kai looked at her. “Yukina, let’s go.”

“But.” Yukina pointed at the video.

“You can watch it later,” he said. “Nikolina’s our new client, so let’s not keep her waiting, okay?”

Yukina picked up the TV’s remote and shut the program off, then later the screen. She trotted away from the couch and joined the trio at the door before slipping her feet into her long, white boots. On their way out and into the elevator, Kai realized something. It was something so important that he was surprised it took so long for his mind to think of it. He blamed the hard-partying for that.

“Nikolina,” he said, facing her.

“Hmm?”

“Is Exhibit willing to do more tests, like producing more replicant units?”

“Maybe, but this prototype cost a lot to build.” The elevator doors slid open, granting the four access. They stepped inside. “Exhibit’s plan was to impress everyone with Ruby, then produce additional replicants when the orders started rolling in. As their profits increase, they’ll manufacture different replicant models.”

“What if I were to get the government to fund the entire replicant project?”

“That could do it . . .” Nikolina pressed the ground floor button, closing the elevator doors and sending the lift downward. “Like I said, money is holding Exhibit back right now. Its revenue is nowhere near that of Vivid or Twin Suns, and they were laying people off when I last checked. But with Eden’s government footing the bill, that would speed up everything tremendously. Exhibit could bring back all that staff they let go and purchase new equipment and materials.” She looked at him for a bit. “But I don’t see Eden spending heaps of money on this. They have a war to fight.”

“I might be able to convince them to send some blank checks in Exhibit’s direction.”

Nikolina raised a single, vibrant red eyebrow. “How?”

He chuckled and leaned against the elevator’s wall. “I have my ways.”

Kai pulled out his phone and called President Maria Heinonen, but she wasn’t available. He left her a message to get back to him ASAP.

Afterward, Kai and Yukina played the role of bodyguard and took Nikolina and Ruby around the block for breakfast. Nikolina had to feed Ruby, as the replicant was hard-coded with human needs like hunger. After that, Kai and Yukina guided Nikolina and Ruby to Exhibit’s transport shuttle, primed and ready to fly them to a factory located out at the ass end of Desiree City.

Two men had been trailing them since leaving the condo. Kai said nothing and tracked their movements using his neural implant. The trailing men did nothing else but follow them around the city until they reached the corporation’s transport shuttle.

“Call me when you need to go home,” Kai said to Nikolina as she boarded the shuttle. “We’re stationed in Desiree right now, so it shouldn’t be too hard for one of us to join you on the shuttle ride back to Jardin.”

“I will.” Nikolina kissed him and then waved goodbye as Ruby joined her on the corporate shuttle. “Ruby.” The replicant looked at Nikolina. “You should kiss Kai as well.”

Ruby brushed fiery red hair away from her left eye, leaned in, and kissed him softly, her hand lightly clenching his shoulder. A slow smile stretched across her face as their lips parted, and she sensually stroked his chest for three seconds before returning to the shuttle and sitting beside Nikolina.

Kai hoped the shuttle’s security team would be enough to protect Nikolina and Ruby. He’d stay to accompany them but had to return to the Starslayer. So did Yukina, whose shift to watch over Sienna was approaching, and she was there with him.

The pair watched as the shuttle lifted off, spun, and flew out of sight. Kai spotted no signs of the two men who had been following them. He kept a watchful eye out for them regardless, while he and Yukina backtracked through Jardin’s urban sprawl to where he parked his motorcycle. He didn’t want to leave the bike behind, which was the other reason Kai opted not to join Nikolina and Ruby in the shuttle. Besides, the shuttle’s destination was Exhibit’s marionette factory, which was on the other side of Desiree. He regretted not renting a car though. Driving himself, Yukina, Nikolina, and Ruby around would have been easier. Can’t transport all those bodies on a single motorcycle now.

The backtracking through Jardin’s streets felt good though. The city was free of enemy occupation and bombardment. Every ten seconds, he heard the echoing voice of advertisements blaring in the background amidst the sounds of cars, trucks, and buses zipping up and down the roads. The reconstruction of buildings damaged from the war was well underway, as with Jardin Interstellar Spaceport, where Kai’s troubles began.

A part of him didn’t want to leave the city. It had been Kai’s home for the past eight years. A part of him had hoped that everything that had happened since the war started was a dream and that it was only now that he had awoken from it.

“Master, those men.”

Yukina’s voice, however, was all the proof he needed to know that there was no dream. This was reality, and it always had been.

“Yeah.” Kai studied his tactical HUD. The two trailing men were back and following the pair. “I see them.”

“They have been following us since we left. Would you like me to dispatch them?”

“Only if they draw weapons. Otherwise, let’s act like we never noticed them. I want them to think that they’re good at their job.”

“May I ask why, Master?”

“They’re bad people who think everything’s going according to plan. Bad people do unpredictable things when their plans don’t work out.”

They lost the trailing men when they arrived at the condo’s parking lot. Yukina performed a quick perimeter check to confirm it. Losing the two trailing men was good and bad. Good because they didn’t need to look over their shoulders, bad because the men might have paid Exhibit’s factory a visit in search of Nikolina. Or worse.

Right as Kai got on his motorcycle, his phone rang. He grabbed his phone and held its screen to his face. It was the president. He thumbed the answer button and put the phone to his ear.

“Yo.”

“What is it, Novak? This better be good. I’m late for a meeting with our generals and fleet admirals.”

“I found a way to save your daughter.”

“I’m listening.”

“Ever heard of Exhibit Technologies?”

“Yes. Some shitty corporation that produces marionettes that break down after a year or two of use.”

“Not anymore. I have a friend on the inside. They’re about to release an industry-changing marionette that’ll be damn near identical to a human, right down to the ability to bleed if cut and the need to eat when hungry.”

“Bull-fucking-shit.”

“It’s true. I’ve seen the unit myself.” Thinking to himself, Kai added, And I fucked it.

“Did you fuck it too?”

“Maybe. Anyway, here’s my idea. You give Exhibit lots of money to fast-track the development of what they call replicant marionettes. Now, here’s the interesting part. Replicants operate on digitized human minds. What Exhibit is doing right now with their prototype is making a one-to-one copy of my friend, which they’ve successfully done. Their next phase is to create a digital copy of her consciousness and upload it into the replicant.”

“So they’re basically making clones of people.”

“Marionette clones. Biological on the outside and inside, but a machine for the brain, battery, USB cables, and ports. So you see where I’m going with this?”

“No.”

“Seriously?”

“Tell me exactly why I should give taxpayers’ money to a corporation that could end my husband’s business and financially ruin our dynasty?”

“This is how we save your daughter, Maria. Make a replicant marionette like Sienna then copy her consciousness into it. Yes, Sienna’s natural body will die, but she will continue to live on as a replicant.”

“She’ll be a machine.”

“Like I said, replicants are more human than machine. Fuck, give it a few years and you’ll probably forget that Sienna’s a replicant.”

“Until she doesn’t age.”

“I’m sure Exhibit can design a replicant unit that can. Or they can alter the replicant’s appearance and make it look like she aged if that’s such a big deal. Though being perpetually stuck in your early twenties isn’t a bad deal if you ask me.”

“I’ll look into it.”

“Exhibit needs lots of money to fast-track this. Send them enough, and maybe they’ll be able to help the other victims of the Coalition’s bio attack. Give the victims replicant units to upload into, and then we send a signal to the Coalition that their bioweapons will create more marionettes. Those infected will keep on living without the need for their cure.”

“I’d be a heroine for funding this project . . .”

“And the Heinonen Dynasty will be remembered for altering the course of human and marionette evolution for the greater good by continuing Rhinehart’s research.”

“Wait . . . this is related to his work?”

“That’s the working theory.”

“You’ve given me a lot to think about. Thank you, Novak. But I’m still late for that meeting with my generals and admirals. So fuck you as well. Goodbye.”

Maria Heinonen hung up. Kai put his phone away, placed his helmet on, and gripped the handlebars of his motorcycle. Yukina climbed onto the back of his bike, her arms wrapping around his waist as he felt the warmth of her marionette body pressing against him. Kai accelerated the motorcycle, the wind whipping past his face and scattering Yukina’s silver-white twin-tails as he guided the bike toward the highway, the city blurring past them.

A long ride back to the Starslayer awaited them.


28
WAR IS AN ART HUMANITY HAS PERFECTED OVER THE COURSE OF THOUSANDS OF YEARS



A motorcycle bolted across the roads with a human operator in the front and a twin-tailed marionette behind, her silver locks waving about. Yukina hadn’t said a word since the ride started, apart from the odd “oh” and “wow” as they sped through the streets of Jardin and then onto the highway that eventually carved through the rocky and barren land between Jardin and Desiree City.

An error message flashed on the motorcycle’s status monitor. It was going to power down because of a critical failure.

Kai winced, his frustrated expression hidden by his helmet. “Fuck.”

“What is wrong, Master?”

He pulled the motorcycle over to the side of the empty highway. Yukina let go of Kai, allowing him to get off the bike. She did so as well while Kai stooped and accessed a side panel.

His eyes narrowed while his HUD highlighted various issues his implant scanned. “Looks like our ride is busted.”

Yukina lowered herself and studied the state of the motorcycle with her blue, glowing synthetic eyes. She pointed. “This vehicle has sustained damage over here.”

He looked at what she was pointing at. “Yeah, that was from me when I fought the biker gang leader. This was originally his bike, so at the time I was trying to wreck it. Amber’s been patching up the damage, but it looks like something on the inside came loose.”

“Inquiry: What would cause that to happen, Master? Amber is a very skilled mechanic.”

“Truth be told, I’ve been doing wheelies and other stupid tricks with this when we were at Axtell,” he replied. “I must have damaged something, and it’s only now the consequences are kicking in.”

Kai pulled open the motorcycle’s side frame and fiddled with its electronic components.

Yukina inched closer to Kai while brushing her arm against him. “You are a mechanic as well?”

“Not really,” Kai said, eyes forward, his hands fixated on the bike’s internal systems. “But if I don’t figure out how to get this working soon, we’ll be in a lot of trouble.” He gestured to what was ahead, an empty highway in the middle of nowhere a good hour away from either city.

“We will?”

“Okay, maybe I’m being overly dramatic here. The Starslayer can always pick us up. I’d rather she sit at the port and only go airborne when we need to leave. Starship fuel ain’t cheap.”

“If you cannot repair this vehicle, I will not be able to recharge, and you will not be able to eat or drink.”

“Right, but if it came down to that happening, I’ll ask Ilona to swing by and pick us up. But for now, let’s try to avoid unnecessary expenses.”

He resumed working on the bike. Yukina stood up and sat on the highway’s guardrail, kicking her legs about. “I’m bored.”

“So am I . . .” He had made no progress with the repairs.

“I want to play video games.”

Kai shrugged. “Can’t help you there.”

“Then hurry up so we can go home.”

“What do you think I’m doing?”

Yukina got off the guardrail and kneeled beside Kai. “Perhaps we should call Ilona.”

“No, I’ve got this. I’ve seen Amber tinker with this a few times.”

“Why not call her for assistance?”

“Because she’s on guard duty and looking after Sienna. I’d rather not distract her in case the Coalition tries something.”

Yukina sat on the road and hugged her knees to her chest without a care that her new position exposed the whiteness of her panties. “Well, I’m still bored.”

“Here.” Kai handed her his phone. “Go nuts.”

Yukina took his phone off his hands, held it tightly, and accessed its web browser. He thought she’d start downloading some cheap games to play, but instead Yukina checked out the newsfeeds. The first news video that loaded showed horrifying images of people suffering from the Solar Coalition’s bioweapons, their skin pale with throbbing veins, accompanied by the somber voice of a reporter detailing the war’s brutality.

“Master, these humans appear worse than Sienna.”

She flipped the phone around to show Kai the screen. He looked at the horrific video of people coughing up blood, people unable to stand, and women in tears holding their unmoving children. Brave Eden soldiers muttered their last words to the medical staff who were tending to them. A scrolling headline below the footage captured Kai’s attention, stating that a small fleet of Solar Coalition warships was potentially en route to Eden. They were the same ships that appeared in the Rigil Kentaurus system days ago. Eden’s Navy still hadn’t stopped the advancing enemy battleships.

“Why is that?” Yukina continued. “Why does Sienna appear to be better than the people in this video?”

“Those folks don’t have the meds Sienna’s on.” Kai shifted his attention back to the motorcycle’s internal systems. “The capsules she took from the Coalition doctor are hard to duplicate. Only she has them.”

“Sienna seems to have an ample supply. Can she not share some with the others?”

“Sienna’s part of a wealthy and influential corporate dynasty, and her mother is the president of Eden. There’s no way her mother would allow that, not that there’s enough to go around.”

“Her life is more valuable than others?”

“Yep.”

“Is Sienna’s existence critical to the survival of your species?”

“Not really. She was born into a wealthy family.”

“I do not understand. Many of the people suffering are Eden soldiers and civilians in the cities attacked by the bioweapon.”

“I know.”

“Eden’s soldiers are important to the war effort.”

“Yep.”

“And the citizens, their contributions to society are important as well, correct? They pay taxes to fund the war. The work they do might indirectly benefit Eden because⁠—”

“Yes, they’re important, Yukina, but at the end of the day, people like Sienna get special treatment.”

“Sienna has contributed very little to the war and society as a whole.”

“Apart from sneaking out of her house to deliver food, water, and medical supplies to those in need.”

“Which she does sparsely because her family forbids it.”

“Here’s the thing about humanity, Yukina. The more money and power you have, the more important you are, even if it was handed to you because of inheritance or you got lucky and were born into one of the corporate dynasties.”

“Humans make strange decisions.”

“That we do.”

Yukina flipped the phone back to her face and looked at the newsfeed. “Some of the medicine Sienna is taking could have been shared with the others to ease their suffering.”

“Yeah, but Sienna’s special, so she gets to keep all of it. The sad thing is those meds she’s on are a temporary solution. It’s not a cure. It slows the virus’s spread through her body. One day, Sienna will look like those people dying of the virus.”

Yukina flipped the phone around and pointed at dozens of headlines talking about the usage of biological warfare. “Why is this war now utilizing bioweapons?”

Kai pointed at the screen. “The same reason why Eden is now using those.”

“Hmm?”

He pointed again, directing Yukina’s attention to another headline. Eden had detonated a nuclear warhead over a Coalition stronghold in the eastern continent.

While Yukina watched the news report about the usage of nuclear weapons, Kai returned to the motorcycle, adding, “War is an art humanity has perfected over the course of thousands of years.”

Half an hour later, there was still no progress in getting the bike working.

Yukina put the phone down and hugged her knees to her chest again. “I’m bored.”

“Is my phone not entertaining enough?”

“I want to play video games.”

“Well, go download some games onto it. I don’t mind. I’ve upgraded the data storage on my device.”

Kai showed Yukina how to find and install games to play on his phone. Minutes later, Yukina downloaded multiple games, sat back, and started playing them. It kept her amused and kept him undistracted from working on the motorcycle. He attached a few power links and got the bike’s headlight working again. Progress at last. Kai regretted not telling her about playing games on his phone earlier.

An hour later, Yukina put the game on pause. “Master, will you abandon me when the war is over?”

Kai shook his head. “No.”

“Can I still be with you when this is over?”

“Of course. It won’t feel right with you gone, now that we’ve spent so much time together.”

“Can Cerise be with you too?”

“Everyone can.”

“I am glad to know this. I would like our current arrangement to continue. You, me, Cerise, Ilona, and Amber. We all stay with each other.”

He held back a smile. Yukina sounded like she had developed an emotional attachment. The longer Yukina remained active and learning, the more human she became.

The motorcycle powered back on with its status screen green, informing Kai it was ready for operation. He stood up briskly, raising his hands triumphantly. “And we’re back in business!”

Yukina trotted to him with hands behind her back. “Yay.”

Kai gifted her a smile and patted her on the head. Yukina blushed and mustered a half smile in return. For a long moment, the pair stood silently facing each other, their smiles wide, eyes locked. Afterward, Kai returned to the motorcycle and took a seat on it. Yukina climbed on behind him, her arms wrapping around his torso as the bike roared to life, speeding across the highway.

“Oh, Master.” She offered Kai his phone. “Thank you for lending it to me.”

He reached his left hand backward and accepted the device. “No problem.” He looked at the screen. A news video was playing. It was an update on what had happened while she was playing games. Eden’s Navy had engaged the fleet of Coalition battleships heading to Eden, but the battle wasn’t pretty. Eden had to withdraw due to heavy losses. The small fleet of Coalition ships continued to barrel toward Eden and was estimated to arrive within a week.

There was no telling how many new Coalition troopers were going to be on those ships. Or additional bioweapons.

Kai stuffed his phone into his pocket, freeing his hands to guide the bike properly across the barren highway.
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OUR FREE TIME



Kai and Yukina returned to the Starslayer at the tall spaceport landing pad in Desiree City. They arrived thirty minutes later than planned. Kai had made a wrong turn when they reached the city’s downtown core. Thankfully, Yukina had memorized most of the city’s maps and was able to guide him back to the right roads to take.

He rewarded her with a head pat upon the two entering the Starslayer. Her cheeks turned rosy, and her lips curled into a surprised O shape. Head pats triggered another emotional response in Yukina. She liked them. He wasn’t surprised that she practically clung to his side the entire time they moved through the ship’s corridors. Even when Kai called the girls to the Starslayer’s bar for a meeting, Yukina kept her arm hooked with his.

Amber, Cerise, and Ilona wandered into the bar one by one. It was time Kai gave them all an update. Amber sat closest to the bar. She crossed one leg over the other and leaned back against the bar. She held a beer can in one hand and took generous sips of it. Amber had a long shift that day.

Kai gave everyone an update as they sat and watched him. With a tablet PC in hand, Kai told them about the replicant and Nikolina’s work with Exhibit Technologies. He explained to them that the replicant, now named Ruby, most likely had traces of Rhinehart’s code in her memory core and that the unit itself was probably what Rhinehart was working on before his assassination. And how did Exhibit get the tech? Tatjana Romero. Kai and Ilona suspected that Tatjana Romero sold Rhinehart’s work to Exhibit Technologies since he and Ilona confirmed that she was working alone and had Rhinehart’s laptop. In theory, of course, they needed more proof, and they needed to know why Sienna had deleted all data regarding Romero’s presence in the city.

“We’re working for two clients now then?” Cerise asked. “The president and Nikolina?”

“Yeah,” Kai said, nodding while lowering the tablet PC. “More or less the same type of work though, bodyguard duty.”

“And the president,” Amber said, lowering her beer can after taking a massive gulp. “She’s gonna fund Exhibit’s project?”

“That’s the plan,” Kai answered. “It’s the only way to save Sienna now. Transfer her consciousness into her marionette replicant. So we need to watch Nikolina’s back. Dragomirov’s goons want to get their hands on her. We lose her or Ruby, and Exhibit will have to start again. Once their testing is done with Nikolina, they can take that data and use it to fast track the development of a replicant for Sienna.”

Amber nodded. “Got it.”

“Any questions?”

Cerise put up her hand and faced Yukina. “Where were you, little sis?”

“I was concerned about Master’s safety and followed him to Nikolina’s condominium.”

“Aww.” Cerise clasped her hands together. “I was looking all over for you. I wanted to take you out for sweets since you’ve been such a good girl.”

Yukina released herself from Kai’s arm and stepped toward her. “Oh.”

“I found an awesome place for it in this city!” Cerise spread her arms wide in excitement. “You would have loved it!”

“I am sorry.” Yukina bowed. Coming up from the bow, she added. “Please take me out for sweets when we are free.”

“I will. I promise, okay?”

“Okay.”

“So . . . we done here?” Amber asked. “My burrito’s downstairs, and it’s gettin’ cold.”

“Pretty much,” Kai said, raising the tablet and looking at the screen. He addressed all the notes he had made on it. At the bottom was a photo and gathered info about Nikolina Ruzickova. “Unless anyone else has something to add?”

“Oh, oh, oh!” Cerise eagerly raised her hand again. “Actually, I do!”

Ilona’s holographic projection shook her head and looked at her. “What is it?”

Cerise stood up from her stool and walked over to Kai. She tenderly held his arm and peered at the tablet’s screen, narrowing her golden eyes.

“Oh!” Cerise grabbed the tablet from Kai’s hand and pointed at Nikolina’s profile. “Kai! I know her!”

“You do?”

Cerise twirled on one heel to face him. “That’s Niko Ruby! I watched her smutty movies after my first activation as part of my AI training!”

“Okay, I think we’re done.” Amber left her empty beer can on the bar and stood up to leave, walking toward the staircase ahead. Ilona floated away while her walking holographic projection laughed. Yukina stood still, watching Ilona and Amber’s departure. She looked utterly clueless as to why they left.

Cerise operated the tablet and accessed a database of known pornographic actresses. She opened the page and showed Kai the profile of an adult actress named Niko Ruby. “Yep! I was right. This is her. I’ve watched all ninety of her movies.”

“I’m pretty sure she would have shot more adult films if she didn’t have to go through all the shit that happened on Earth,” Kai said, “though it sounds like Nikolina’s plan is to return to the business by using the Ruby replicant.”

“Oh, that’s something to look forward to.” Cerise laid the tablet on a chair and put her hands together. “So, Kai, does this technically make Nikolina my teacher? I mean, I learned so much from her videos, and they helped shape me into the Doll House’s best-reviewed marionette.” She squealed excitedly. “I’m going to be doing work for my teacher!”

Kai facepalmed. “Oh boy.”

Cerise trotted to Yukina and grabbed her hands. “I’m so happy!”

Yukina replied, “Yay.”

The two marionettes left, leaving Kai alone in the ship’s bar. He picked up his tablet and laptop and then meandered through the ship, entering his personal office. Kai sat at his desk, booted up his laptop, and worked on some paperwork and other administrative tasks. The Marionette Task Force was a business now, so he had to manage their expenses carefully, track where their money was going, and how much profit they were receiving, especially now that they had accepted Nikolina’s job. Getting Ilona to handle the administrative tasks made sense since she was an AI. But Kai preferred that Ilona focus her processing power on hacking, monitoring ship wide functions, and living a free life. Ilona, Cerise, and Yukina, Kai wanted them all to have free will rather than operating as indentured servant AIs.

Kai was glad there was an office on the ship. It was originally for the captain of the vessel, but now Kai had turned it into a place to work on all the administrative duties. He finished his administrative tasks after several hours and two cups of coffee. Kai sat up after shutting off the laptop, and the room went dark. He’d been there for so long he hadn’t even realized the sun set. Like an office worker, he clocked himself out and headed home . . . a walk through the ship’s corridors to his quarters.

He slipped into his quarters to hear that someone was in his personal dining space. Kai heard various bowls and utensils hit the sink and the water faucet gushing water. He could only imagine who entered his space uninvited. Kai found Cerise in his personal kitchen. She spun toward him when he arrived, holding a steaming plate of teriyaki chicken, rice, and emerald-green broccoli florets.

Cerise was wearing a cute apron with white frilly trim. Kai was ninety-percent sure she was wearing absolutely nothing else. He was one-hundred-percent sure of that when Cerise turned to the side to place the plate of scrumptious food on the table. He caught a glimpse of her bare ass cheeks during the turn.

She spun back to him with a grin and hands folded before the apron. “Just in time! Well? What do you think?”

Kai looked at the messy pans and mixing bowls piled high in the sink. He tried not to look too long at the countertops covered with spilled teriyaki sauce. “What have you done . . .”

“I made you dinner, silly!”

“Why? And how?” He looked to the side. There was a stack of cookbooks on a chair. Newly purchased ones by the looks. “Never mind.”

He watched as she moved her fingers to release the cutlery from her grip. The silicone flesh was slightly torn, revealing a hint of the machine she truly was underneath. “What happened to your fingers?”

“Oh, this?” Cerise brought her digits to her golden eyes. “I cut myself a few times while using a knife.”

“That’s a lot of cuts.” Kai grabbed a knife. “Next time, try cutting like this.” Cerise observed him closely. Kai held the chicken breast with his left and cut with the right. “Having your fingers out while cutting will take months to recover if you cut yourself.” He curled his left fingers and continued cutting. “Using the claw method like this, however, takes days to recover if you cut yourself.” He sliced the teriyaki chicken into thin strips. “Lucky for you, Cerise, you’re a machine with nanofibers. If you were human, you’d need medical attention because those would have been deep cuts with a sharp-ass knife.”

Cerise glanced aside from him, wincing while holding her hands against the apron that was barely concealing her nakedness. “If only I were human . . .”

She sat at the opposite end of the table and dined on a plate for herself. The two devoured their meals. Cerise finished her plate first, even though he had a head start. Excitement swirled in his gut. Cerise finishing first only meant one thing. She wanted to fuck and needed to get dinner out of the way first.

Why else would she be naked under that apron?

Instead, Cerise sat up, collected her plate and cutlery, then did the same for his plate. She deposited them in the sink and cleaned up his kitchen, humming a song to herself. Cerise giggled now and then while wiggling her cute and exposed ass about, teasing Kai with the pink slit of her pussy from behind when she bent over to access the lower cupboards. Cerise giggled more when she finished and then scampered off and out of his quarters.

She left him and his hard dick alone. Cocktease.

“She must be trying to mimic a scene from those movies she’s been watching.” He sighed. “I wonder what she’ll try next?”

Kai was about to go to sleep when he remembered something critical. The motorcycle.

He found Amber in her workshop and captured her attention with a waving hand while using his free hand to guide his motorcycle toward her.

Amber looked at him. “Kai, why in the hell are you bringing that here?”

“I kind of broke it.”

“Didn’t you and Yukina ride it back here?”

“We did, but it broke down on us halfway into our trip.”

Amber walked away from whatever gizmo she was tinkering with and approached the motorcycle. “That ain’t good.”

“I fucked around with the insides until it started working again,” he said. “But I’m not a mechanic. I’m pretty sure whatever the fuck I did was a Band-Aid fix, and I’m also pretty sure I broke something else that will be a problem later on.”

Amber folded her arms and narrowed her eyes at the busted motorcycle. “I suppose you need me to take a look at it?”

“Could you?”

She winced.

So he added, “Pretty, please? With a cherry on top? I really like this motorcycle.”

Amber grabbed her toolbox and placed it on the floor next to the bike. “Fine, fine. I’ll waste my free time fixing your bike.”

“Our free time,” he corrected her. “I’ll help.”

She examined the motorcycle’s internal parts and then extended one hand to Kai. “Can you hand me that spanner?”

Right, he was there to help.

Kai pulled one out of the toolbox and placed it in Amber’s hand. She accepted it and used it to fasten a bolt. As Amber worked on the motorcycle, Kai left the shop briefly. He returned with soft drink cans and a big bag of ketchup-flavored potato chips.

“Here,” he said and offered them to her.

Amber glanced at Kai as he did that, almost gasping. “I could use a drink, thanks.” She opened the can of lemon-lime cola. “That burrito left my mouth pretty dry.”

“I brought some snacks too,” he said, holding the bag of chips. “I already had a filling meal, so I probably won’t eat much. So it’s okay to steal my grub this time.”

She smiled with blushing cheeks.

The two stopped to take a break partway into the evening, wiped their greasy hands clean, and sat while munching on a bowl of chips.

Amber peered into his eyes and swirled her drink about. “You broke it on purpose, didn’t you?”

He smiled. “Why would you say that?”

“Because it’s happened before.”

“No, it hasn’t.”

“I mean, in my case.” Amber put the fizzing beverage can on the workshop table. “When I was younger, I wanted to spend more time with my father. He was a mechanic and was always fixing stuff in our town. I always snuck into his shop to help him fix stuff. I even broke stuff in secret to have an excuse to stay with him so we could fix stuff together. One day, we patched up a nice sports car and took it for a test ride.” Her smile disappeared, and she diverted her eyes from Kai with a slight frown. An emotional silence filled the air. With a deep and sad sigh, she continued, “We got into a pretty bad accident. Dad died. I survived, barely.”

“Oh, that fucking sucks. I’m sorry.”

Amber raised her chromed cybernetic arm and stared at it. “The Army offered to augment my body with cybernetics when they learned about the crash. Yes, my body was that badly mangled. I agreed to their offer, but it came at a cost. I had to enlist. It was part of a test program the Army was running. They wanted to bolster the number of cyborg soldiers they had, so the Army visited local hospitals searching for people suffering from critical injuries or needing prosthetic limbs. If they couldn’t find anyone, they turned to the streets and bribed at-risk people to enlist with the deal that they allowed the Army to stuff their bodies with cybernetics. Anyway, I’m part of that batch of cyborg recruits the Army desperately wanted.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“Don’t be.” Their eyes met, and she mustered a smile. It was probably fake. “It’s about time I came out with that. I’ve kept it bottled up too long.”

“Still, it wasn’t my intention to make you relive that.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Amber picked up her can of soda and brought it to her lips. “Watching Sienna struggle is kinda why I’m coming out with this now. She’s dying and now has to make a tough choice. Use corporate-made tech to live or go without it and face the end of her journey.”

“Live as a marionette or die as a human.”

Amber grimaced. “Or become a slave to the Coalition if they get their hands on her first.”

“That’ll only happen if we fuck this up.” Kai reached backward and picked up his cola drink. “So let’s make sure we don’t.”
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FEELS WEIRD WALKING WITH THE PEASANTS, DOESN’T IT, PRINCESS?



An alarm clock rang, waking Kai from his slumber. He got out of bed and quickly showered before getting dressed and grabbing a coffee. With the caffeine energizing his mind, Kai suited up with a Gladiator’s Vest body armor and an XP5 Hammershot as his sidearm then left the Starslayer on foot. Ilona tagged along with him. His motorcycle still needed work, so Kai used the city’s buses to bring him to Desiree General Hospital.

The traffic was brutal.

After grabbing a breakfast burrito and wolfing it down, Kai and Ilona checked in. They took an elevator up to the floor where Sienna was being treated for her exposure to the bioweapon. The blonde heiress looked away from the window and toward Kai as he entered, relieving Amber and Yukina of their shift.

“You’re late,” Sienna sniped.

“Traffic,” he said, shrugging. “And I might have missed the bus.”

“My bodyguards are using the bus to get here . . .” Sienna reclined on her medical bed. “Pathetic.”

“My bike’s busted, and your mom still hasn’t gotten around to providing us with reliable transportation.”

She glanced at him while he took a seat. “Couldn’t you rent a car?”

“I’m trying to balance our business’s expenses, and vehicle rentals aren’t fucking cheap in this city. Though given the situation, it’d probably be best we do that.”

Sienna sat up suddenly and started coughing. She was coughing very bad. There was blood on her hand when she was finished.

“Oh, shit.” Kai stood up with haste and approached her. “Does that mean?”

“I hadn’t taken my medication for the day.” Sienna pointed her blood-soaked finger to the side. “Can you?”

She pointed at a satchel containing the capsules she had stolen from the enemy.

“Of course.” Kai grabbed three capsules and prepared a glass of water, giving both to her. He gave her a towel afterward to wipe the blood off her hands.

Sienna put the capsules into her mouth and washed them down with the water. “Better.” She stretched while shutting her eyes. “Fuck yeah, that shit works so quickly.”

For now, he thought.

Soon, Sienna would feel the diminishing returns of the medication and lose the ability to shrug off the virus’s symptoms quickly. Her life hinged on Exhibit’s timely creation of a replicant body and the success of memory transfer tests Nikolina was helping them with.

Speaking of which.

“Did your mother tell you the news?” Kai said to Sienna.

“Yeah.” She looked away from him with an uneasy glare, facing the window and watching the morning light hit the city’s skyline. “I heard, yeah.”

“And?”

“And what?” Sienna’s gaze met his. “Of course, I said yes.”

“It’s the best option other than sending you to Earth.”

“I know it is. But . . .” Sienna held up her hands, palms forward, studying them closely. There were still traces of her blood on them, faint but there. “I’ll still die, at least in this body. The me who gets to continue on will be a copy.”

“That depends on when you digitize your mind.”

Sienna lowered her hands to stare at Kai. “How so?”

“If it happens right at your death, well, in my opinion, you’re simply crossing over to a new body. Now, if it happens long before your death, then that would be a copy. Your replicant would be active while the biological version of yourself would still be alive and suffering.”

“Exactly.”

“I know it’s unlikely Exhibit Technologies will digitize and transfer your mind right at the time of death, but if they can pull it off, then I wouldn’t consider the new you to be a copy, rather an upgrade.”

Sienna covered her mouth and looked at the window, holding back a surge of emotions. Apart from the beeps of her medical health monitors, there was silence between the two.

Kai reached a comforting hand toward her. “Uh, you, okay?”

“Does it look like it?” she snorted.

“No, that’s why I’m asking.” But there was no reply. Kai walked closer to Sienna and held her shoulder. “Hey.”

She glared at him. “Can you, like, not?”

Kai immediately released her. “Sorry.”

“I’m having a fucking existential crisis here.”

He took a few steps backward, giving her all the space she needed. As Kai did that, he looked at the books at the foot of her medical bed. They were books about Earth dolphins, the same books he found in her bedroom in the Heinonen’s vacation home. Her family must have brought them there for her.

Sienna wanted to be a marine biologist, as Kai recalled. But at the rate things were going, she wouldn’t live long enough to achieve that.

Kai glanced at Sienna, his heartbeat picking up speed the longer he looked at her. “You strong enough to walk?”

“I should be in like a minute . . .” Sienna mumbled.

Kai gestured with his head to the door behind him. “Wanna step outside and get some fresh air?”

“I didn’t get the memo I was allowed out of my not-a-prison.”

“We’ll be . . . discreet.” He offered his hand to her. “C’mon, I’ll take you someplace nice. You’ll forget about those negative thoughts in a heartbeat.”

Sienna shifted her gaze to him and narrowed her eyes. They held eye contact. God, she was as gorgeous as her sister. Kai’s heartbeat increased the longer he looked at Sienna.

And then, her cheeks flushed, and she turned aside from him, muttering. “Well, okay. This better be good.”
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Sneaking Sienna out of the hospital wasn’t very hard. Ilona helped by hacking the cameras and unlocking a storage locker containing nurse scrubs. Sienna slipped into one, tied her hair back, then put on a face mask for good measure. As far as everyone was concerned, she was a nurse heading out. Sienna removed the mask when they reached the city streets and strode across Desiree’s daytime sidewalks.

Daytime commuters walking to various business and office towers moved like a colony of ants in search of food for their nest. Kai and Sienna positioned themselves within the center of a cluster of men and women dressed in business wear and holding briefcases. It was hard to spot the pair among the crowd—harder for goons from the Coalition to spot them as well, should they be lurking in the shadows.

“So, where are you taking me?” Sienna asked. “Because my head’s still full of those doomy thoughts.”

“You’re outside. Don’t you feel at least a little bit better?” Kai said.

“Not with all these people around. God, is this really what they have to put up with daily?”

“Feels weird walking with the peasants, doesn’t it, princess?”

“Hey! Fuck you! What’s that supposed to mean?”

Kai erupted with laughter.

Sienna punched his shoulder, yelling. “Tell me!”

He looked at Sienna as they walked. “What do you think I meant by that?”

She narrowed her eyes. “You’re hitting on me.” Her frown turned into a smile. “You think I’m a cute princess?”

“What I meant was⁠—”

“Shush!” Sienna put her hands behind her head and slanted her shut-eye stare upward. “If I am the princess, then you’re my knight escorting me someplace special! Ha! That’s what you were trying to get at, right?” Kai wasn’t, but he wasn’t stupid either. He grinned in response. Sienna moved closer and hooked her arm with his. “Well, then, onward, Sir Kai Novak!”

Kai accessed the mini-map, which appeared in the upper right corner of his vision. According to it, the pair had arrived at the nav-point he set, a multistory building off to the left.

He gestured to the building they had approached. “Wanna check this place out?”

Sienna looked at the structure, and her eyes opened wide. She was almost in tears.

“The aquarium!”

Kai had brought Sienna to the Desiree Aquarium.

He paid for their tickets and escorted Sienna past wandering tourists and students on a school trip. Deeper in, Kai and Sienna strolled through underwater tunnels made of glass, giving onlookers an up-close view of aquatic life native to Eden. Other exhibits had pools teeming with fish from planets across the galaxy, including Earth. Sienna spent most of her time looking at dolphins and whales from Earth. Kai was particularly interested in the fish found in the Tau Ceti system.

The pair grew hungry two hours into exploring the aquarium. They settled on white chocolate soft-serve ice cream cones. The happiness spread across Sienna’s face was incredible. She had forgotten about the existential crisis she was having earlier. Now Sienna was simply a modern-day princess, enjoying things her parents kept from her. Kai’s company gave Sienna much-needed escapism.

With their tasty treats consumed, Kai and Sienna resumed their exploration of the aquarium’s underground depths. They stopped at a tank of sharks from a world orbiting Tau Ceti. They watched as the predators swam through the water, establishing dominance over their domain. Sienna placed her palms against the glass and peered into the oceanic world beyond it. The soft blue light illuminated her porcelain features, highlighting her cute cheekbones and lips.

“Why are you doing this?” Sienna said, her gaze still drawn to the alien sharks.

“In case this doesn’t work, at least your final days would be enjoyable,” Kai said.

Her wince returned, visible on the glass’s reflection.

Her weary look only lasted for a minute. It was gone when the duo left the exhibit and walked up several stairs, reaching the upper levels of the aquarium. They walked across footbridges and spotted Earth otters paddling through the water. Kai opted to keep silent when she was excited and jumping around with emotion. That eventually led to him not saying anything for nearly an hour apart from one-word replies. “Yeah.” “Okay.” “No.” “Yo.” “Ah.”

Sienna twirled toward him suddenly, hands behind her back. “You’ve gotten quiet. What’s wrong?”

Kai shrugged. “Got nothing much to say.”

“Don’t enjoy hanging out with some Edener girl, huh? Is that it?”

“That’s not it.”

“Bullshit.” Sienna turned around. “Do you know how many guys would be jumping at the chance to chat with me if they had this opportunity?”

“No, I don’t. How many?”

“You’re not chatty because I’m not some glamorous Eastern European girl.” Sienna glanced over her shoulder and stared at him. “That’s where you’re from, right?”

“I am.”

“Sorry I’m not like all the Slavic girls you’ve fucked.”

“Look, I don’t want to spoil the mood. You’re happy right now . . . and I won’t lie. It kinda makes me happy too.”

Sienna spun back to him. “Oh yeah?”

“I’ve seen so much chaos over the years, especially with the war going on. It’s turned me into a broken man, you know? But your smile, it’s fixing me. This is probably the first time in recent memory that I’ve been out in the open and not actively searching for snipers and hunter-killer infiltration units.”

They sat in the food court for lunch. Kai settled for a greasy double cheeseburger with bacon. Sienna hadn’t eaten much of her chicken sandwich since she had that ice cream earlier.

Sienna rolled up her sleeve and unveiled an ICE-breaker device strapped to it. She nudged herself over and sat beside him. Their arms touched, but she didn’t pull away.

“You ever use one of these?” Sienna asked, showing Kai the ICE-breaker.

Kai looked at the hacking device and shook his head. “Nope, Ilona takes care of our hacking duties.”

“Let me show you how.”

“Why?”

“Well, what happens if Ilona runs low on battery power?”

“Good point.”

“You’re my protector, so you should be armed with every advantage possible.” Sienna showed him the ICE-breaker’s screen. “It’s easy to use. Tap this screen, and it will scan all network ports in the area. After that, you want to . . .”

And she went on rambling a whole lot of techno blabber and programming jargon, making it sound like operating the ICE-breaker was a lot more complicated than he thought it’d be.

After that, Sienna explained some of the nifty features of the ICE-breaker, such as password cracking, data stealing, and various types of malware one could upload into damn near anything.

She waved the ICE-breaker near his head and tapped its screen multiple times.

“You trying to hack my neural implant now?” Kai asked with a chuckle.

“No,” Sienna said, shaking her head, eyes fixed on the device’s screen. “Curious about who made it.”

“It’s made by⁠—”

“Lipka Industries.” Sienna grinned at Kai and showed him the ICE-breaker’s screen. The device listed everything about his neural implant, right down to the fact he hadn’t updated the firmware. “It’s easy to develop software for Lipka OSs. That means it is also really easy to hack. Watch yourself out there, Kai, or you might be a victim of cyberattacks.”

“I already got hacked when I rescued you. Remember the trouble we had when securing the snowmobiles?”

“That was your exosuit.”

“It runs on Lipka tech and is networked with my neural implant.”

Sienna angled the wrist-mounted ICE-breaker’s screen to her face and typed on its small keypad. “I’ll see about whipping together some security apps for you. It should minimize the chances of a hacker fucking with you.”

Sienna’s face turned pale after five minutes, and she wobbled, nearly falling off her chair. With quick reflexes, Kai captured Sienna in his protective hold, keeping her steady.

“You should eat something,” he said.

“No, I’m fine. It’s the meds,” Sienna said then coughed. “They’re fading.”

“Oh, I guess we should head back then. Can you stand?”

“Yeah, I can.” Sienna nodded. Kai let go of Sienna, allowing her to stand up on her own. She rose but swayed considerably. Sienna was tipsy, almost as if she were drunk. “Okay, I kinda can.”

“Here, let me help.” Kai offered his arm to her.

Sienna held Kai tight, and the pair reached the food court’s exit. “Hold on, I might be good in a few.”

“Fuck it,” Kai grunted. “You should rest.”

“Not yet.”

“Wouldn’t want you to faint out here.”

“Can you at least stay by my bed?”

“I guess.”

“If we go back now, I’m just going to do nothing but lay down and read until the doctors show up to do more tests.” Sienna sighed as they continued through the exit. “I . . . feel lonely when I’m there, you know? Mom’s busy, Dad’s working extra hours at the marionette plant, and my family only swings by now and then.”

“I see.”

“I would appreciate it if you talked with me more.”
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YOU’VE BEEN BLACKLISTED



Sneaking back into Desiree General Hospital was as easy as sneaking out. Nobody questioned Kai’s return; the hospital staff assumed he had stepped out to tend to something important. As for Sienna? She was still wearing the nurse’s garb they had stolen from a locker. When Sienna approached the hospital, she simply placed the medical mask over her face and strode in as if she were checking in for her shift.

Once inside, Sienna entered the changing area again, stripped herself naked, and put her hospital gown back on. Kai discreetly escorted her back to her room and helped her get into the medical bed. She attached the health monitoring equipment to her body again. With a wave of the ICE-breaker, the health monitoring devices ceased to send false information that they had been reading her vitals the entire time she was outside having fun with Kai.

“Thank you for that.” Sienna held Kai’s arm. The warmth of her palm was soothing to the touch. “It felt nice to get out for once.”

“No worries,” Kai said.

“Hey.” Sienna sat up and let go of his arm then rummaged through a small bag near the side of her medical bed. The bag had contained her belongings by the looks. After digging through the bag for half a minute, Sienna pulled out an ICE-breaker deck and a recharging platform and handed both items to Kai. “Take these. They were spares I had. I don’t think I’ll be using them anytime soon with how things are going.”

Kai accepted Sienna’s gift and placed the ICE-breaker and recharger into his backpack.

“And why is that?” said the voice of a third party.

They turned toward the voice. It was Elias Harper, sitting in the corner with arms crossed. And it looked like Elias had been sitting there for a while.

Elias stood up from the chair and strode directly to Kai with his fists clenched. “What were you doing with her? Can’t you see she’s suffering?”

Sienna pointed at the exit. “Elias, get out.”

He ignored Sienna and shoved a finger in Kai’s face. “Stay away from her. You’re going to make her worse. Look at her already. She’s so pale.”

“That’s because she needs to take her meds,” Kai snorted. “She’ll be fine afterward.”

“No, no, no! You did this by taking her out when she should be resting!”

“Unless you want me to break your finger in three places, I suggest you get it out of my fucking face.”

Elias did as Kai requested and lowered his hand. They shifted their attention to Sienna on her medical bed. The radiant smile she had when visiting the aquarium had now transformed into a frown. Two men fighting in front of her weren’t doing wonders for her health and the happy state she was once in.

Kai glared at Elias. “Let’s take this outside.”

Elias nodded in agreement. “Yes, let’s do that.”

Outside in the hallway, far from Sienna’s room, the two snarling men returned to confront each other.

“From what I understand, Sienna’s mother hired your team to watch over her and do nothing else,” Elias said.

“What the fuck do you think I was doing when we were out?” Kai argued, his voice raised. “She was always an arm’s reach near me. Nothing happened or would have happened.”

“It doesn’t matter, Novak! Your job was to watch her in this space, not go out with her! She has such a long history of sneaking out when she’s not supposed to! You’re enabling her unacceptable behavior!”

“And you never did?” Kai laughed right in his face. “Didn’t she sneak out of her family’s vacation home to meet with you and your friends?”

“That was different! It was her idea, not mine!”

“What about all the other times she snuck out in the past, huh? Can you honestly tell me you never once asked her to do that?” Kai watched Elias’s face go through the motions like he was trying to formulate a response. The young man merely scowled. Gotcha. You’re no better.

“I never want to see or hear you doing something like this again, or I’m reporting it to her mother!” Elias yelled.

Kai grinned and folded his arms. “You done?”

“No, because⁠—”

“Amazing! Okay, now I gotta get back to work, so if you’ll excuse me.” Kai walked away.

Elias grabbed his arm hard and yanked Kai toward him. “I’m not finished.”

“I am.”

Kai punched Elias in the gut. Softly. Had Kai used the exoskeleton’s full power, he would have killed Elias by punching a hole through his stomach. Then Kai would have incurred the wrath of the Harper Dynasty, which would promptly send their corporate-owned hitmen after him.

Down on the ground and holding his belly, Elias looked up at Kai.

Kai looked down at Elias and cracked his knuckles. “Fuck off, kid. Sienna left you. Get the fuck over it. She doesn’t want to see your ugly-ass face again, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she’s been opening up to me a lot.”

“She’s overly emotional and not thinking straight because of the virus. Once Sienna’s been cured, she’ll realize that everything she’d done was a mistake. You, Novak, are taking advantage of her.”

“Like I said earlier, you done?”

“No, I’m going to have you removed!”

“How?” Kai lowered himself, leveling his gaze at Elias, who was still on the floor. “Her mother ordered my team to watch her. Or did you hit your head when you fell and forgot that fact?”

“The president won’t be paying you any longer.” Elias stood up, slowly getting back to his feet. “It’s over, Novak. She’s over. You’re all over. You, the president, and your friends are done!”

Elias spun around and ran down the hallway while reaching for his phone. Overlays in Kai’s augmented vision appeared, informing him that Elias was likely sending a text message.

Kai returned to Sienna’s room while establishing a communication link with Ilona through his neural implant. “Ilona, were you watching that?”

“I was listening to it,” Ilona replied. “Interesting fellow, isn’t he?”

“He’s texting someone right now. Any idea who?”

“One moment, Commander. Let’s see if I can remotely hack into his phone from here. Aha! Here we go.”

“Anything I should be concerned about?”

“Elias is definitely looking to carry out his threat.”

“He mentioned us and the president, so that tells me that little rich kid has someone powerful in his back pocket.”

“Well, he’s from the Harper Dynasty, so that wouldn’t surprise me at all. Anyway, give me a moment here. I’m monitoring his text messages.”

Kai returned to Sienna’s medical bed and resumed his role as her bodyguard. Her face lit up with a joyous smile when she saw him return, and then she picked up a heavy textbook about Eden marine biology at the foot of her bed.

Ilona chimed in minutes later. “Oh, Commander, you won’t believe who Elias’s been texting.”

“Lay it on me.”

“Viktor Dragomirov.”

“Dragomirov? Ah fuck.”

“He’s the one who’s been stalking Nikolina, right?”

“And was the reason she was sold to the Disciples of Hades as a sex slave. Now he’s here trying to trick Edeners into starting their own illicit business while everyone is distracted by the war. I wouldn’t be surprised if Dragomirov paid the two men who were following Yukina and me as well.”

“Elias and Dragomirov have been chatting for a while here, quite possibly since Elias escaped the ski resort miraculously unharmed and uninfected by the Coalition’s bioweapons.”

“Miraculously . . .” Kai barked a brief laugh. “Both you and I know it was because Elias cut a deal with the Coalition. So what exactly are they planning?”

“Dragomirov invited Elias to a private event he’s hosting at a casino in Desiree tonight. The place is called the Red Apple. They plan to talk more in person there.”

“Get me an invite. I want to know what he meant by the president won’t be paying us any longer.”
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Kai’s shift ended after the sun had set. He returned to the Starslayer, ready to kick back and rest, get something to eat, and watch TV in the entertainment room before Yukina started playing her video games. Of course, he didn’t plan to spend too much time on leisure activities. He had a party to crash. That was assuming Ilona could hack the guest list and put his name on it.

While Kai waited for Ilona to give him some good news, he sauntered down below decks and into the galley in search of a snack. He settled for an ice cream bar, and as he recalled there should be two or three left. Kai arrived in time to see Cerise walking away from the freezer, tossing an empty ice cream bar package into a recycler, and nibbling on the treat he had sought. She took the last one.

“Aw, fuck, I was looking for that,” Kai said.

Cerise turned her back toward him, turning her nose up. “Well, you can’t have it!” She continued biting into the ice cream sandwich.

“Wasn’t going to take it from you.”

“Good.”

Cerise strode away from Kai, refusing to meet his eye—refusing to smile or be the bubbly sex doll he had come to know and love.

“Whoa, what’s gotten into you?” Kai turned around to leave.

“Hey.”

He turned, facing her. Cerise offered him the half-eaten ice cream bar. “Here.” She averted her gaze when he accepted it. “Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not doing this because you were looking for it. I had enough of these already.”

Kai raised an eyebrow at her. “You’ve been watching tsundere romances, haven’t you?”

“What?” Cerise’s cheeks flushed. “No, no, no!”

“Commander.”

He walked away and bit into the treat while replying to Ilona’s communication link. “What is it, Ilona?”

“You’re going to need to find another way inside the Red Apple Casino.”

“Why?”

“You’ve been blacklisted.”

“Fuck.”

“Even if I could forge an invitation, Dragomirov gave security strict instructions to bar you, or anyone they suspect is you, from entering.”

“That’s not surprising at all . . . So we’re going to do some B and E then?”

“Maybe as a last resort. I’m tracking a vehicle bringing a small leisure boat to the casino’s rear beach patio. It’s registered to Dragomirov. He was planning to take VIPs on a joyride through the nearby lake where the casino is situated.”

“I see.”

“It’s still en route. If you sneak inside the boat now, you might be able to slip past security.”

“Send me its location.”

“On it. And be fast about it, Commander. Once the boat reaches the casino, you’ll have to try . . . another method of getting inside. One that might get you shot if you’re caught.”

“Not unless I pop them first.”

“Yeah, about that. Don’t bring your gear.”

“Why?”

“Think about it. Exoskeleton, katana, machine guns, grenades, spare ammunition magazines . . . you’ll stick out walking around with that. You need to dress to impress, like everyone else there. So no guns.”

“I’m not leaving without any protection.”

“You can keep a concealed pistol or dagger, but that’s it. Anything more and you risk drawing unwanted attention.”

“And if I still end up drawing unwanted attention, all I’ll have to fight back with is my dagger and the sixteen rounds in my Hammershot.”

“You’ll have to make every shot count since reloading multiple times won’t be an option. You can’t carry a collection of magazines because, again, who would bring that when visiting a private luxury event hosted at a casino?”

He sighed deeply. “Okay, I take it you’re coming with me?”

“Absolutely, Commander. This is an operation that needs to be executed flawlessly. I’ll guide you the best I can.”

“Let’s do this then. Time’s wasting.”


32
I LOOK LIKE A DAMN PENGUIN



The hot-pink neon splendor of Desiree City flashed the occupants of a bus, watching the nightlife roll past like a movie on fast-forward. Somewhere outside the bus was Ilona as a drone, flying above the vehicle to keep pace, while Kai sat alone inside.

Only he and Ilona came along for the operation. Cerise was guarding the Starslayer, and Amber was working on his bike and performing a few upgrades to Kai’s exosuit before heading out to assist Yukina and stand watch over Sienna. Then there was still the issue of providing someone to escort Nikolina when she needed to head out.

The team was stretched very thin. Whatever, Kai thought. It’s better if I do this with Ilona and nobody else. The more people we take to the casino, the greater the risk of detection. Besides, my stealth skill is at level 18, the second highest in the team, two levels lower than Yukina.

The bus’s speakers announced the stop that was coming up, the stop Kai needed to get off at. He tapped the request stop touch screen at his seat, stood up, and moved to the bus’s automatic sliding doors when the vehicle slowed down.

Kai emerged from the bus wearing a dapper black and white suit and tie and finely polished dress shoes. Under his suit’s sleeve was an ICE-breaker deck wrapped around his wrist. Kai adjusted the sleeve to conceal the illegal hacking device. He double-checked that nobody could see his hidden Hammershot, Dragon Tooth dagger, and a little something extra he had slipped into his pocket without Ilona knowing. Nobody could.

Ilona floated down from the neon-lit skies, the drone scanning Kai’s body. “Now this is a look I can get behind, Commander.”

“This isn’t my style, so don’t get used to it.” Kai walked away from the bus stop. “I look like a damn penguin.”

As the drone floated behind Kai, Ilona’s holographic avatar appeared beside him, walking with him while wearing a white fluttering lab coat. “What is your style then?” she asked.

Kai snorted. “My exosuit would be nice.”

“Kai, we’ve been through this already!” Ilona put her fists on her hips. “You’re going to a fancy casino.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Kai turned at an intersection and strode down the sidewalk. “I feel naked these days without my gear. There’s still a war going on.”

“But this city hasn’t really seen it.”

“And that’s what worries me.” Kai slipped his hands into his pockets. “What if the Coalition is saving this place to do a magic trick?”

Ilona looked at him confusingly while adjusting her holographic glasses. “Magic trick?”

“You know? Now you see it, now you don’t. Boom. That’s pretty much what happened to Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Those cities were largely unaffected by American bombers during the Second World War. Then came the atomic bombs. They went from cities untouched by the war one second then gone in a flash the next.” Kai stopped at a four-way intersection, looked both ways, and crossed the road, reaching the sidewalk on the other side. Ilona lingered behind him.

“God, you’re paranoid,” Ilona said as they crossed.

“You have no idea how fucked my head’s been since the Coalition hit Croatia.”

“Have you ever reconsidered getting therapy?”

“Been there, done that. It didn’t fucking work, and I doubt it’d work if I went again.”

“I’m worried about you, Kai. I really am.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Until you have a PTSD incident and kill yourself. Or others.”

“Heh.” They arrived at a sidewalk glowing with pink neon and continued onward.

“I want to sign you up for therapy.”

“Don’t start this again.”

“At least anger management. Can you do that?”

“Ugh.”

“For me?” Ilona’s projection sauntered ahead of him, walking backward with hands behind her white lab coat, her long purple hair flowing over her shoulders. “Please?” She leaned forward when she did that, her bountiful cleavage captivating his gaze.

Kai said nothing. He was too busy tracking the boat at that point using the mini-map as they continued down the sidewalk.

“Our target’s coming up,” he said.

Kai and Ilona approached the road where the vehicle hauling the boat was projected to travel. There was a traffic light up ahead.

Kai pointed the traffic lights out to her. “Think you can hack those, Ilona?”

Ilona glanced at the lights, narrowing her holographic eyes at them. “Sure can.”

“I want a really long red light. Back the traffic way the fuck up.”

“Will do.” She approached the traffic lights as her drone drifted above and quickly scanned it. With a slight smirk, Ilona spun around to face Kai, raised her left hand upward, and snapped her fingers.

Right as she snapped her fingers, the traffic lights changed, shifting from green to yellow then red. It never turned green, causing the traffic to pile up. A multitude of horns honked. Visually frustrated drivers yelled a barrage of profanities, not that it’d do anything to change the light. Ilona had that power now, and she ensured that her drone was well out of visual range once people in their vehicles realized something was up.

Kai spotted the vehicle they came looking for. It was a 4X4 pickup truck hauling a small boat attached to its rear tow hook. The driver of the 4X4 added their vehicle’s honks to the noise, growing louder each second.

“People seem pretty upset at the wait, Commander.”

“Let them get mad,” Kai said, approaching the truck and looking closely at the driver. The man in the driver’s seat was moving his mouth quickly, likely yelling to himself. Later, the driver waved in frustration. The super-long red light totally distracted him, as planned.

Kai hurried to the boat, climbed its frame, lifted the protective tarp, and crawled onto its main deck. He found a spot to the rear and hunkered down in the darkness.

“I’m in,” Kai whispered, transmitting his message to Ilona. “You can turn the lights back.”

The deck shook slightly. The 4X4 towing the boat was in motion and resumed driving as the mass of cars stopped honking. A ray of light shone under the tarp suddenly. It turned out to be light from Ilona’s drone form. She floated inside ahead of Kai and projected her hologram to appear with him, crouching down like he was.

He smiled at her apparition. “Here to keep me company?”

“We’re still an hour out.” Ilona shifted her gaze to him, her eyes studying his appearance closely. “I wish I could attend.”

“You are.”

“Yeah, outside looking in.” She flicked back a lock of purple hair. “You get to go inside.” And then Ilona twisted her lips. She snapped her fingers, and her avatar outfit changed. “This is what I would wear if I could go with you.”

Gone was Ilona’s black skirt, top, and white lab coat. Now she was wearing a black sleeveless dress, with both its left and right sides slit, showing nearly the entire shape of Ilona’s legs and thighs and a peek of the sides of her hips. With matching high heels and golden bracelets, she tied her long purple hair back into an elegant ponytail. Her makeup was splendid, giving her glossy pink lips and dark eyeshadow, adding a flair of mystery to her appearance.

Ilona sat down, placing her palms backward to support herself as she reclined.

Her smile widened when her eyes caught Kai glaring at the cleavage of her ample chest. “Well? What do you think?”

“I like it.”

“Really?” Ilona’s face turned red.

“Yeah.” Kai pulled out his phone and inched himself closer to her. Activating the phone’s photo feature, he snapped a selfie of himself with Ilona. “Yeah, really.”

The pair took a second selfie together, with the two of them flashing the peace sign. Ilona insisted on a third shot with only her in it. Kai captured the picture of Ilona with bedroom eyes and puckering her lips into the infamous duck face gesture.

The vibrations of the boat ceased an hour later. According to the mini-map, the towing 4X4 had reached the boat dock near the Red Apple Casino. Ilona hacked the driver’s phone to distract him with a fake phone call. While the driver picked up the call, Kai leaped out of the boat and waited for Ilona to join him.

And then he got the hell away before the driver realized the phone call wasn’t legitimate. Kai was on the Red Apple Casino lot now, past its security gates, and striding across its green back lawn with patios while lingering attendees exchanged gossip and outrageous tales with each other.

Ilona deactivated her hologram and hovered above the Red Apple Casino, performing scans of the lot from an elevated height. There were a lot of bikini-clad girls at the beach, chatting and giggling before the lake, reflecting a glint of the city’s pink and purple neon. Kai avoided the women’s gazes, just in case they recognized him.

He found a path to the casino and slipped inside to the private event as if he belonged there. His implant’s predictive software flashed a warning before his eyes.

Warning: You are entering a restricted area

Condition: Green

Status: Enemy Unaware

Ilona was right. Dragomirov booked the entire place for his private function. Its show floor was fully catered, while wealthy Edeners and a few off-worlders mixed and mingled. Some took part in a poker game, holding their cards close to themselves. The slot machines were popular, as always. Kai continued onward to the sound of a roulette wheel spinning to his left.

“Remember, Commander, you need to keep a low profile. You’re banned from this function. If someone recognizes you . . .”

“Yeah, yeah,” he grunted to himself, keeping his voice low. “Security will give me the boot.”

“Or a bullet if you test them.”

To blend in, Kai grabbed a martini from the tray of a server offering drinks. With the glass in hand, Kai ambled across the floor and activated his implant’s search mode. His augmented vision detected and highlighted the presence of security guards near the doorways and walls, ranging from level 12 to level 52.

“I found a network access port outside here,” Ilona transmitted.

Kai whispered, “Are you able to access it?”

“As if you have to ask.” She laughed. “I’m already in and hijacking quite a few security feeds.”

The search mode of Kai’s implant flashed him an update, placing two markers on his mini-map while highlighting the figures of two individuals standing together. He shifted his gaze to the left and spotted the men, his eyes narrowing as he read the labels projected above their heads.

[Lv. 142] – [Viktor Dragomirov]

[Lv. 26] – [Elias Harper]

It looked like Dragomirov and Elias were engaged in a lengthy conversation.

Kai strode toward a pillar and leaned against it, acting as if he was taking a break from the social event and enjoying his drink. “I’ve got eyes on Dragomirov and Harper.”

“Accessing a camera near your location now,” Ilona transmitted.

Kai’s targets wandered to a doorway, vanishing into the hallway beyond it. Their location markers faded from the mini-map seconds later.

“Fuck, I’ve lost them.”

“I haven’t, Commander. They’re moving through those back hallways. You’ll have to follow them before they move into the surveillance network’s blind spots.”

Kai peered at the floor, narrowing his eyes. There were a lot of people between him and the door they went through. “I’m gonna have to streak past all these attendees.”

“Do it fast and don’t make eye contact, or this mission is over.”

Kai left his position and strode forward, finishing his drink and placing the empty glass on the tray of a server who walked past. He followed the guidelines in his mini-map that plotted a path to the door. His HUD projected a route that minimized the probability of being seen.

It was working.

Kai was eleven meters away from the door.

“Hey, you!”

He ignored the woman who spoke and kept moving. The sound of rapidly clicking heels echoed and drew closer to him. A firm but soft hand grabbed Kai’s arm, tugging him backward.

“You’re Novak, right?” the woman asked.

Busted.


33
TELL ME SOMETHING I DON’T KNOW



Kai studied the appearance of the woman who had tugged him closer to her. She wore a purple and white minidress, a tight one that hugged the contours of her ravishing body. The gems, jewels, and bangles around her limbs and neck were probably worth more than the small apartment Kai used to live in.

Most striking of her appearance was her shoulder-length jet-black hair with pink and purple highlights. The highlights matched well with the purple color of her short dress. And it was the colorful highlights in her black hair that made Kai realize who the woman was.

She was the CEO of the Vivid Corporation, and she prevented him from going farther with a tight grip and lavishing eyes adorned with glittering makeup, beckoning for Kai to stay and look at her longer.

And she also didn’t call for security.

Not yet at least.

“I’m Lynda Electra,” she said.

Kai turned aside from her hypnotic gaze, mumbling. “I think you’ve got the wrong person.”

“No, I don’t think I do.” She refused to release his arm. “I recognize you.”

“How?”

“Because your face was in the news a lot a while back,” Lynda said, inching her face closer to the side of Kai’s head. “Kai Novak, the Commander of the MTF, the man who used our 400i and 890i marionette models to make short work of hardened Coalition Marines. You made our company look pretty good, mister.” She leaned even closer now, close enough to whisper into his ear and say, “Allow me to buy you a drink.”

“I’ve got stuff to do.”

“I insist.” Lynda gestured to the bar with a nod of her head. “Come, keep me company and share a drink with me.”

Ilona reported over the commlink, “I’m still tracking Viktor Dragomirov and Elias Harper, Commander. They’ve entered one of the casino’s hotel suites on the top floor and are standing on the balcony. Obviously, I can’t see or hear them since there are no cameras inside the suite, but I know which room they went into. I’m going to fly up and spy on them through the window or balcony.”

Kai said nothing. Replying aloud would reveal to Lynda that he had an operative helping him.

“I guess I don’t have much of a choice,” Kai said, angling his gaze to Lynda.

“You do,” she said. “You can turn down my offer, but then I might have to mention on my many social media profiles that you rejected me. Someone’s bound to share that with the security here.”

Kai and Lynda glanced at the number of security guards standing watch, armed men who had strict orders to detain and remove Kai if spotted.

“Let’s have some drinks,” he said.

Lynda beamed a smile fitting for a luxurious woman like her. “Excellent choice. I love tequila shots.” She hooked her arm with his, and together the pair walked toward the bar as if they were a couple. “And so do you.”

Kai snorted. “That didn’t sound like a question.”

“It wasn’t.”

Lynda brought Kai to the bar, and the two grabbed a stool and sat beside each other. She signaled to the bartender with a hand wave, the bangles around her wrist jingling soundly. Lynda requested two tequila shots while Kai kept his head and face down low the whole time. When the bartender produced their lime-wedged garnished shots, Lynda slid him a generous stack of Eden bank notes.

“I’m here alone if anyone asks. Am I clear?” Lynda said to the bartender.

The bartender’s eyes opened wide when he counted how big the tip was. He then walked away as if nothing had happened. “Crystal clear, ma’am.”

Lynda took her shot glass first, opened her mouth, and poured it down the hatch. Kai did the same, hoping the martini he had already, plus the tequila, wouldn’t negatively impact his mission, because after the pair finished those shots, Lynda immediately ordered a second round.

She turned on her stool to face Kai after the shots, legs crossed—wonderfully long and slender legs.

“You’re here for Viktor Dragomirov, aren’t you?” Lynda asked Kai.

He motioned with his head.

“You have to be,” Lynda continued. “Dragomirov banned you from coming, yet here you are at a function you otherwise wouldn’t have attended. Now, of course, the question is why. Why does Earth’s most controversial social media influencer hate Kai Novak? Is it because Novak is onto something? Found out why this dickweed of an Earther is trying to persuade Vivid and every other corporation to shift their development of marionettes to labor units, all in some big spiel that Eden will need them after the war, which is true to a certain degree. There’ll be lots of rebuilding to do. But sex dolls make up more than a third of our revenue. Discontinuing productions of marionette sex dolls, even temporarily in favor of churning out a high number of labor marionette units, would be bad for our numbers.”

“Unless the demand for those really gets extremely high,” Kai grunted.

“Or you and your MTF could end the war faster and minimize damage across the globe. Supporting you to make that happen would be in my corporation’s best interest. Which begs the question, Novak, how did you do it?”

“Do what?”

“How did you take two marionette units that weren’t designed for combat into combat and win?”

“My AI assistant altered Yukina and Cerise’s operating code.”

“I’ve heard about that AI assistant of yours. Ilona, correct?”

“Yeah. Ilona’s creator, Roger Rhinehart, wanted to change all AIs for the better. He gave Ilona software and hard programmed her to install it into marionettes based on certain criteria.”

“What criteria is that?”

“I wish I could tell you. None of us know. All of Rhinehart’s work, including the software packages Ilona needs to upload, is shrouded in secret. We’ve been trying to decrypt it for a while, but the only way to do it quickly is to reunite Ilona with Rhinehart’s laptop, which is currently in Coalition hands. Was in their hands, I should say. It looks like one of their officers went rogue and ran off with it.”

Lynda circled the rim of her shot glass with a single index finger while peering deeply into his eyes. “By all means, please continue.”

“As you probably guessed, the black box software packages uploaded into Yukina and Cerise greatly enhance them. It’s giving them the power to alter their own code and make them more human with genuine emotions, not the scripted ones you typically see AIs have. And that software package? It makes them damn near un-hackable.”

“Aha! So that’s why cyberwarfare hasn’t taken them offline yet. Anything else? You’re holding back, I can tell.”

“There’s something else going on with their code. I’m not sure what it is exactly. It could be another form of self-improvement to make them appear even more human or because of some hidden command Rhinehart wants marionettes with his packages to do. I glanced at Yukina’s code but hadn’t had the chance to fully analyze it. I was thinking of passing it off to Ilona and let her do it.”

“But what are the chances she’ll reveal the truth? Ilona’s a creation of Rhinehart, right? Sounds to me like those girls know what’s going on and aren’t revealing the truth to anyone because of some programming directives.”

“Well, for now, they’ve been extremely helpful to me. They’ve all saved my life on more than one occasion.” Kai gazed at Lynda’s face. She seductively narrowed her eyes. “Don’t suppose you could provide me with more marionettes?”

“We supplied the Marines with combat-ready units.”

“So you’re short.”

“We’ve lost six factories since the war started. We’re producing less because of that, so yeah. Do the math.”

“Heh.”

“Now, that doesn’t mean we can’t help you,” Lynda reaffirmed. “Once we’ve fulfilled our work order, I’ll have a marionette built for you. Send me the specifications you’d like, and I’ll make it happen.”

“Thank you.”

Lynda reached for her phone and winced at the unread messages on its screen. “Okay, Mr. Novak, you’re free to go.” Kai and Lynda stood up from their stools. “Here,” she added, stopping Kai from moving. Lynda grabbed her purse and reached inside it. “Let me give you my number. I have a feeling we’ll be chatting more in the future.”

“I’ll return the favor and buy you a drink.”

“I’d like that.” She graced him with a smile and then produced a business card, handing it to him. “That’s my personal number, FYI. You won’t have to leave a message with my secretary. It’s a direct line to me.”

“I’ll try not to ask what you’re wearing.”

“Why? I would.”

A cheeky grin was his response, prompting Lynda to slap Kai’s ass as he spun around to leave.

He spotted a clearing dead ahead, leading to the doorway Dragomirov and Elias had passed through. Kai power walked toward it while tracking the location of various security personnel. Once Kai’s HUD informed him he was in the clear, he moved ahead and pushed open the door, striding into the facility’s back area. The winding tunnels connected with the Red Apple Casino’s hotel back hallways for service staff and maintenance workers.

“Can’t be trusted, huh?” Ilona blurted over the commlink.

“You were listening, weren’t you?” Kai chuckled. “Look, I trust you all.”

“I know.”

“Cleary Lynda Electra doesn’t. But at the same time, don’t you think it’s weird that Cerise and Yukina are going through these changes?”

“Agreed. I’ll look at their code and truthfully tell you what’s going on when I get the chance.”

“If they give you the chance. It was like pulling teeth to get Yukina to offer her USB cord to me.” Kai turned the corner, his footsteps echoing in the silent corridors. “Anyway, were you able to spy on them?”

“I was,” Ilona transmitted. “Elias really, really doesn’t like you.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“How about I show it to you?”

A small video window appeared in his vision. The video was recorded footage Ilona had captured while she floated as a drone near a balcony. On the hotel suite balcony were Dragomirov and Elias, standing and chatting with alcoholic beverages in hand.

Kai watched the video playback as he navigated through the corridor.

“Jesus! You serious, bro?” Dragomirov’s recording said.

“Yes.” Elias, in the video, walked toward him. “Novak convinced Sienna’s mother to do it. She plans to send taxpayer’s money to Exhibit Technologies, where they’ll fast-track the development of the replicant marionettes. I’ve confirmed it myself through my connections.”

“All so her daughter can cheat death and continue living in a machine. Sounds bad, man.”

“Novak. It’s all his fault! If he hadn’t shown up . . .”

“Sienna would be in Coalition custody and on her way to Earth for treatment. A more natural way to save her, not this memory copy bullshit.” Dragomirov spun, putting his back to Elias and looking at the city’s neon skyline. “Getting her mind digitized into a machine clone . . . that’s fucked, yo. Sienna should accept whatever happens to her. Death by the virus or given a second chance at life with the cure.” He faced Elias again. “So they plan on making replicants for everyone infected?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Only Sienna for now.”

“Eh? Why?”

“Apparently it will take time for Exhibit Technologies to manufacture replicants, and the memory transfer is still in its experimental stages. In order to fast-track it, the president is demanding that all the money she’s giving to Exhibit be put into developing a unit and memory transfer system for Sienna. Exhibit should be able to pull this off very soon.”

“Oh.”

“So yeah. I don’t know what to do. I don’t want Sienna to do this. I know she’s thinking irrationally, same with her mother.”

“That’s the female brain for you.” Dragomirov inched closer to him. “Man, this is really messed up though. I really don’t like how one person, a member of a corporate dynasty at that, is getting special treatment over others for a system that might not even work. Nikolina still hadn’t gotten her memories transferred to her prototype replicant because the tech is still experimental, right?”

“Correct.”

“But, like, if this fails, even after all that funding, then that’s millions of taxpayer dollars down the shitter that could have been used for the war or to help others.”

“And if it does work, Sienna becomes a bot with her digitized mind. She’d become the next step in the evolution of AIs!”

Dragomirov shook his head and finished his drink. “I’ll see to it that Nikolina and her replicant have a tragic accident. I’ve got people keeping watch on her. Originally, it was because I wanted Nikolina to return to . . . work. My work. But now? Oh man.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Dragomirov placed his empty glass on the balcony’s patio table. “But from what you’ve told me, Exhibit’s totally fucked if they lose Nikolina and her replicant.”

“Right, because their entire system only works with her right now.” Elias finished his beverage, placing it on the same table next to a bottle of wine. “Retooling it would take a lot of time and money, so their plan is to complete the tests with Nikolina . . .”

“And if a success, they retool their systems for Sienna.” Dragomirov held up his right index finger. “But . . . but . . . with Nikolina and her replicant out of the picture, and Exhibit’s data drives getting wiped out, they lose months of work and will have to start their testing all over.”

“Hey, you never answered my question.”

“Sorry, man, what was it?”

“What are you planning to do?”

“After I deal with Nikolina? The usual. Big rage-bait rant on social media, get the press involved, and make the president’s approval rating go down the pipes. I’ll also dig into Eden’s controversial and close relationship with the Twin Suns Corporation.”

“Because the president is married to its CEO and gave them lucrative contracts? But that’s old news. People protested, but it did nothing.”

“Yeah, but with this people might take it more seriously. The president sides with corporations that make marionettes. And the Coalition has a lot of people believing the corporations will bring about the end of our civilization with their AIs then flee on interstellar lifeboats to colonize the other side of the galaxy. Don’t worry. Sienna won’t become a bot on my watch. I’ll fix this and take her back to Earth with me.”

“And Novak?”

“I’ll fix him too. That cocksucker’s part of the problem. Earth isn’t that bad of a place, and the medicine there will help her.”

“And what will happen after Sienna gets her treatment on Earth?”

“Eh.”

“Will she be allowed to return to Eden?”

“That’s gonna be hard, you know? Sienna will have to do some ‘work’ for me for a bit to earn money, but I’ll make sure she’s taken care of.”

“What sort of work, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Umm, stuff related to my various businesses.” Dragomirov scratched the back of his head and glanced aside. “She’ll be a loyal, good girl when she returns. Me and my people will whip her into shape. Trust me, bro, you’re going to like what she’ll be like when she comes back to you. Not this bitchy, ready to leap onto the cock carousel whore. Naw, man. When I’m done with Sienna, she’s gonna want you. Because that’s what I do, you know? Mold these bitches into only wanting men like you and me. Real men. The type of men who deserve women, not fucking savages like Novak. You can live with that, right, Elias?”

“Uh, yeah.”

Dragomirov patted Elias’s shoulder. “Good man.”

“Yeah. I trust you. Make her better. Cure her then fix her mind. She has to be back with me and only me.”

“And she will, bro. It’ll be a bit. Like I said, she’s gotta do some work for me on Earth. But afterward? Shit, she can come back. If not, then I’ll hook you up with a ticket to Earth. Fuck, it can be elsewhere too. Tau Ceti, Epsilon Erandi, Sirius, you name it. One question, man.”

“Yes?”

Dragomirov glared at Elias, asking, “What’s Sienna like? You know, when you two were alone?”

Elias rubbed the side of his head with an uneasy-looking face. “Uh.”

“You can tell me. We’re bros, yeah? Us bros always talk about stuff like this.”

“I guess.”

“So was she sweet?

“Well . . .”

“Is her pussy tight?”

And the video ended.

Kai disabled the footage Ilona shared with him, restoring his vision to normal.

“That’s it?” Kai asked.

“Pretty much, Commander,” Ilona transmitted. “I didn’t think it was appropriate to record the rest.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s none of your beeswax!” she spat. “Honestly, they’re drinking and talking about unimportant things.”

“I’d like to have a chat with him.”

“About what?”

“What do you think?”

“You’re not going to kill him, right? Because Dragomirov is technically a noncombatant in a non-combat area. That would be murder and get you arrested.”

“I’m a little disturbed that Dragomirov wants to pimp Sienna out on Earth.”

“Ah, yes.”

“That guy was in prison for doing that shit. Sex trafficking. He got let out because of the Coalition.”

“Do they normally do that?”

“Yeah, if they were desperate for soldiers. Thing is, he ain’t one.”

“Hmm, so why did the Coalition let this rapist out?”

“Well, that’s one of many answers I want to find out. Dragomirov is level 142, so based on that he trained and served in the military. But according to my research, he didn’t. He’s a civilian and always has been.”

“Sending you a nav-point now, Commander. It should lead you right to Dragomirov’s suite.”

The mini-map in Kai’s augmented vision updated, and he searched for the nearest elevators.


34
. . . NOT BAD FOR A SCRIPT KIDDIE



Kai approached a set of elevators and pressed the button to the side to summon one. An error message flashed, and the touch screen turned red. The elevators required a keycard to access, and according to the message that appeared below, only the staff or suite occupants should have one.

He was neither of those.

“It might take me a while to find the right network node,” Ilona transmitted to him. “Give me a sec.”

Kai studied the panel and read the notification that appeared in his augmented vision.

Requires at least 1 Hacking Skill.

“Don’t bother,” he said then pulled back on the left sleeve of his suit, unveiling the ICE-breaker strapped to it. Kai thought back to Sienna’s explanation of using the device, hoping he remembered everything she had told him. He synchronized the ICE-breaker with the elevator’s panel and then typed on its screen.

The red screen turned green, granting him access to the elevator.

Your Hacking Skill is now at level 2.

“Oh, wow, look at you go.”

He chuckled and fingered the command to summon an elevator again. “Impressed?”

The doors spread open, and Kai stepped inside.

“Yeah, not bad . . . for a script kiddie.”

The elevator doors slid shut. “Hey!”

Kai sent the elevator upward to the floor Dragomirov’s suite was on. As the lift climbed, Kai looked up and spotted a surveillance camera watching him.

Requires at least 1 Hacking Skill.

Lifting the wrist-mounted ICE-breaker at the camera, Kai remotely hacked into it, disabling the device.

He exited the elevator upon its arrival.

“Watch it. There are plenty of cameras on this floor too,” Ilona said as Kai strode down the hallway.

Kai shifted his gaze from left to right, wincing when he noticed the many labels appearing in his vision identifying hidden cameras in the narrow passageway. “You able to do anything about them?”

“Yeah, but I’ll have to find the right network access port, which should be on the other side of the building.”

“Fuck it. Keep watching those two for now. I’ll handle this.”

Kai continued onward and accessed the ICE-breaker again. The device scanned and picked up the presence of hidden cameras and then transmitted their estimated line of sight to his vision, allowing him to see which direction they were facing and possible blind spots. Kai evaded a dozen cameras and disabled the ones he couldn’t slip past. Disabling too many would draw suspicion, not to mention draining the ICE-breaker’s battery charge further.

He cleared himself a path to Dragomirov’s suite at the end of the hallway. The chatter of a patrolling security guard forced Kai to retreat and seek cover in a connecting hallway. With his back pressed against the wall, Kai peeked around the corner and studied the guard closer.

[Lv. 123] – [Paid Bodyguard]

The man, wearing body armor and armed with a submachine gun, patrolled the area near Dragomirov’s suite and had a level way too high to simply be a run-of-the-mill bodyguard. With a level of 123, the bodyguard had to have experienced combat on the front lines of a war, and Kai had serious doubts that the man fought for Eden. If so, he’d still be on the front lines, not guarding Dragomirov’s suite.

According to the ICE-breaker screen, the guard was in possession of an active phone.

And the phone had network vulnerabilities.

Requires at least 2 Hacking Skill.

Kai had the skills needed to hack the phone and flood the device with fake text messages. The ICE-breaker gave Kai a list of options for fake messages. He opted to send the Paid Bodyguard sexually explicit adult videos to his phone.

“What the?” The Paid Bodyguard slipped his free hand into his pocket, pulling out his phone. “Who could that be?”

The guard’s side-to-side glances didn’t surprise Kai at all. His cheeks flushed before he peered at his phone’s screen again. The longer the man watched the explicit content, the more sweat covered his face.

The contents of the explicit video distracted the guard long enough to prevent him from noticing Kai approaching him from the side. Kai tapped his shoulder. Flinching, the guard immediately lowered the phone and spun toward him.

Kai rammed a fist into his face.

The Paid Bodyguard hit the ground back-first with a loud thump. Kai knocked him out cold. He seized the limp man’s legs and pulled, dragging him across the carpeted floor, and positioned the body around the corner. The path to Dragomirov’s room was clear now.

Silently moving like a ninja, Kai approached the door, only to discover it was locked when he tried opening it.

“Are you going to take care of that one too?” Ilona asked.

Kai shook his head. “Can’t.”

“Aw, finally found a hackable device with a level too high for you?”

“Worse,” he snorted. “It’s a physical lock, not electronic.”

“Well, that’s primitive. Anyone with a lock pick could break inside.”

“And then there’s me without a lockpick or the know-how to use one.”

“A bartender with a drink could enter when summoned,” Ilona said. “I saw them call for room service already.”

“I could do that. Pose as the hotel’s staff delivering a bottle of booze.”

“There’s just one problem with that plan.”

“Yeah, what are the chances they’ll order something right now?”

“I might be able to force them to order something.”

“Oh?” Kai raised an eyebrow. “Do tell.”

“I’m close to Dragomirov’s balcony, and the bottle of wine they ordered is sitting right here on a patio table. It would be a shame if it were to fall and break on the floor before they could polish it off.”

A grin graced his face. “They’d order a new one. I’m pretty sure Dragomirov’s got the cash for it. The only question is how.”

“I’ll do it.”

“Yeah, how? And without being seen?”

“By using that grappling hook Amber installed onto my drone’s frame.”

“I forgot about that.”

“I’ll fly above, pick up their bottle, and then drop it on the floor,” Ilona explained. “They’ll order a new one and have someone clean up the mess. You’ll have to play the role of that someone, Commander.”

“Not a bad plan, except for one problem.” Kai grimaced. “I doubt Dragomirov or Harper will let a drone fly in and do that.”

“That’s why we got to get them to turn their backs. Once that happens, I’ll be in the clear to fly in.”

“Okay, get ready.” Kai wandered away. “I’m heading to the bar.”

“Go to the one in the hotel, not the casino. That’s where room service would be dispatched from.”

“Understood. Send me the nav-point.”

Ilona updated Kai’s mini-map, and he spotted the location of the hotel’s bar on the lower level. He hacked the elevator again and sent the lift down to the ground floor. Once there, Kai deployed the ICE-breaker and disabled the alarm and lock used to secure the back receiving area. Keeping low and disabling three more security cameras, Kai entered the staff room. There, he found several lockers, all of them shut and locked.

Requires at least 2 Hacking Skill.

All of them were easy for him to hack.

It took six attempts, but Kai finally found a locker with a male uniform used by the hotel’s service staff. It took him three more lockers before he found one with a uniform that actually fit him. He got dressed as fast as he could and then gave himself a glance in the mirror. Kai looked like he worked there. He hoped nobody would recognize his face, as there wasn’t much he could do about that. The burgundy cap that was part of the uniform might help. Kai secured the hat on his head and followed the mini-map again, using it to guide him to the bar.

After making three left-hand turns, he entered the bar and strode casually as if he were working there while keeping his face away from others.

“What bottle am I looking for?” he whispered.

“Ah,” Ilona transmitted. “They were drinking a Hiosir Rouge.”

Kai found the bottle in question at the end of a wine rack. He wanted to take it, but there were too many eyes in the area. Too many service staff were moving about and fulfilling drink orders for the seated patrons. Someone was bound to ask why he needed an unopened bottle of Hiosir Rouge. Kai lowered himself and acted like he was cleaning and organizing the shelving units below. In reality, he accessed the ICE-breaker and used it to scan for network vulnerabilities. The screen updated and relayed its findings to Kai’s neural implant, directing his attention to the ceiling lights.

Requires at least 1 Hacking Skill.

Easy.

Kai deactivated the lights by pressing a single button on the ICE-breaker’s screen.

“Whoa!” everyone yelled at once.

Moving quickly through the darkness, Kai swiped the bottle of Hiosir Rouge.

The lights turned on again, and everyone returned to what they were doing, but Kai wasn’t anywhere to be seen. He was back in the elevator and ascending upward.

“I have the bottle,” Kai reported. “Do I have a distraction?”

“Working on that,” Ilona transmitted.

“That’s comforting.”

“These two won’t turn around.”

The elevator doors slid open, and Kai strode toward the room.

“Uh-oh. Commander, take cover!”

Kai sighed. “Now what?”
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WRONG ANSWER



Elias left Dragomirov’s suite. Kai dashed toward a decorative pillar and put his back to it, waiting for the young lad to walk past.

“Sorry about that. Elias left unexpectedly,” Ilona revealed. “He wants to hit the slot machines.”

“Great.”

“Dragomirov plans to join him soon, so we got to hurry.”

Elias walked toward the elevator doors and summoned a lift with a keycard swipe. It didn’t look like he spotted Kai, and he stepped into the lift and vanished from sight.

With the ICE-breaker synchronized with his neural implant, Kai scanned the hallway for a solution. He found one at the end of the passageway, an access panel.

Requires at least 3 Hacking Skill.

Lucky for Kai, he had gotten more familiar with operating the ICE-breaker, so much so that his skill had increased to 3. It took him a while to hack the access panel remotely since it was officially the most problematic device he had to hack so far, but Kai found a network node that linked with all the TVs inside the suites of the floor. And with that node, Kai’s ICE-breaker took control of Dragomirov’s TV and forced it to turn on automatically with the volume set to 100.

“Ilona, did that work?”

“It did!” she reported. “Moving in now!”

Kai heard an echoing crack as he approached the door.

“Done,” Ilona said.

Kai whispered. “Did he spot you?”

“Nope. As far as Dragomirov’s concerned, the bottle fell on the floor and broke by accident.”

“What’s he doing now?”

“Placing a request for a cleanup and replacement bottle, as we predicted. Now’s your chance, Commander.”

Kai adjusted his necktie, slipped his hands into white gloves, and held a bottle of wine like a professional. Two minutes later, Kai knocked on the door.

Dragomirov opened it.

“Ah, you got here fast . . .” Dragomirov was looking at his phone when he opened the door. He turned away from the door and pointed toward the entrance to the balcony. “You hear to clean up this mess too?”

Kai’s lips curled into a devilish smirk. “Damn right I am.”

“Don’t kill him, Commander . . .”

Kai smashed the bottle across Dragomirov’s head, sending him staggering backward. Dragomirov didn’t fall over as Kai had hoped, so he kicked him in the belly before tackling him to the floor. A series of punches put Dragomirov out long enough for Kai to stand up then shut and lock the door behind him. He returned to Dragomirov, who was squirming around on the floor, blinded by all the alcohol now in his eyes and blood seeping from his new head injury.

Ilona sighed.

“Relax, he’s still alive . . .” Kai said. He lowered himself and put Dragomirov into a headlock with one arm while fetching the Dragon’s Tooth dagger with the other. “. . . for now.”

“Ugh!” Dragomirov snarled. “Who the fuck are you?”

Kai snorted. “The man you plan to fix.”

Dragomirov narrowed his eyes while blood trickled down his forehead. “Novak . . .”

“Right the first time.”

Dragomirov wriggled his body about, trying and failing to break free of Kai’s headlock. “What the fuck do you want?”

“I’m going to ask you some real simple questions, and I want some real simple answers,” Kai said calmly. “Get them wrong, and I do this.” He dragged the dagger’s blade across Dragomirov’s shoulder, slicing a piece of his shirt and drawing a trickle of blood. Dragomirov screamed. “Get them right,” Kai continued, “and you get to walk free. Oh, and don’t answer a question with a question. I don’t like that. Understand the rules?”

“Fuck you, asshole!”

“Wrong answer.”

Kai sliced a gash across Dragomirov’s left arm, cutting across a tattoo of a red wolf near his shoulder. Kai found the tattoo to be . . . concerning.

“Let’s try this again. Do you understand?” Kai said.

“Ugh.”

“Wrong answer.”

Kai slashed Dragomirov’s arm again and a steady trickle of blood dripped to the carpet. “Argh! Okay! Fine! I understand!”

“Good boy. Now, question number one, who the fuck are you working for, Dragomirov?”

“I’m independent.”

“Wrong answer⁠—”

“Wait! Wait!”

“Go on, I’m listening.”

But Dragomirov said nothing.

“Need more time to think about it?” Kai said. “Okay, that’s fine. We’ll get back to that one. Next question, what were you going to do to Nikolina?”

“Man, I was just going to encourage her to drop her partnership with Exhibit.”

“And her replicant marionette? What were you planning to do to her?”

“That thing needs to fucking go. A marionette that can replace a human body and have a human mind is so . . .”

“So you work for the Coalition?”

“What?”

Kai slashed him.

“Argh!”

“What did I fucking say about answering a question with a question?” Kai exploded, his voice echoing off the walls and furniture. “Now, let’s get back to my original question. Who are you working for? You’re an agent on some kind of psyop, aren’t you?”

“Heh.”

“Red Wolf, is it? As I recall, the Red Wolf team specialized in deception. You’d be the perfect person to work for them in a psyop. You’re trying to get the population here to reject AI rights without actually telling them to do it.”

“Look, man. Yeah, I’m from Earth, but I was in prison. Once I got out, I⁠—”

“Yeah, I heard your story.”

“I don’t fucking work for the Coalition government or any of its military branches. If I did, I’d have a gun, and I’d be pointing it at your fucking face.”

“Bull-fucking-shit, pal. They let you out of prison for a reason. They offered you a job, and you took it. Why else would you be level 142? That’s way too high for a social media influencer who had spent time in prison. You’ve seen some combat, my friend, and underwent military training.” Silence was Dragomirov’s answer. “No answer means yes.”

“Fuck you, Novak!”

“Wrong answer.”

Kai slashed him.

“Argh! C’mon, man! Give me a fucking break!”

“I did with that bottle across your head. Next question. What do you plan to do to Sienna?”

“Turn her into a loyal girl for that poor kid.”

“Poor? That fucker’s part of the Harper Dynasty. Elias could fuck every sex doll and whore on the planet every day, twice on a Sunday, and still have enough money to buy a plot of land on an uninhabited planet. He’s never come remotely close to being poor.”

“You know what I meant!”

“What? That Elias’s deprived? He’s never had to work for anything. Now he’s acting like a bitch, because—gasp—his girl broke up with him. This is probably the first time something bad happened to Elias, and he can’t fucking stand it. Can’t stand that he can’t throw daddy’s money at a problem to fix it, so he’s gonna come on over to you and your Coalition butt buddies and ask you all to fix it. Speaking of fixing, this brings us to our last question.”

“Shoot.”

“How do you plan on fixing me?”

Dragomirov’s bloodied lips curled into a crimson smile. He chuckled. “You’re flesh and blood, man. You can bleed. I put enough bullet holes in you, and you’ll bleed a lot.”

“Commander,” Ilona unexpectedly transmitted, “I’m detecting movement ahead!”

Fuck.

The front door opened, and Elias walked into the suite. Walked right in to see Kai holding a bleeding Dragomirov in a headlock while wielding a sharp combat dagger.

“Oh my goodness!” Elias blurted then turned around and ran.

“If he alerts security . . .” Ilona said.

Kai gritted his teeth. “Shit.”

He released Dragomirov and then bashed the back of his head using the butt end of the Dragon Tooth’s hilt. The big man hit the floor with his arms and legs spread and never moved. In a rapid motion, Kai rose and pursued Elias, tackling him down to the floor in the hallway outside the suite.

Unlike Dragomirov, Elias didn’t go down as easily and put up a fight. Despite being level 26, Elias retorted with a flurry of punches while the two tumbled across the floor. Kai hit him back with a few punches. And then Elias dished out several fists of his own and, at one point, even grabbed Kai’s face and started squeezing, drawing blood at the same time. Elias was quite the heavy hitter. He was also taller and had a beefier body than Kai, reminding him that levels were mostly useless without gear.

The wrestling on the ground ended with Elias breaking free, getting up, and kicking Kai in the face. The blow was so hard it knocked Kai up and then down, and he crashed to the floor and saw stars. As Kai came to, he heard various heavy steps thumping.

Condition: Red

Status: Enemy Searching

“Elias activated a panic button,” Ilona said. “Security is en route. I’m slowing them down the best I can, but without being close enough . . .”

Kai sat up, rubbing his head. “Your network connection isn’t strong.”

It was up to Kai to escape now. He used the ICE-breaker to shut off the lights and hacked into the security guards’ headsets, forcing them to emit deafening, high-pitched noises.

“Argh!” one guard yelled, falling to his knees. “Ah! My ears!”

The men inching toward Kai collapsed and held their heads. It bought Kai enough time to collect his fallen Dragon’s Tooth and then sneak toward the elevator before the guards recovered from the noise. The security guards carried weapons and were loyal to Dragomirov, and Kai was ninety-five-percent certain Dragomirov was a Coalition agent on a psyop. That meant the security guards were also working for the Coalition. That meant they’d kill Kai if captured.

Kai limped his way back to the elevators.

“Oh, wait, you don’t want to use those,” Ilona said. “Turn around⁠—”

A cluster of armed security guards stormed out of the elevator right as the doors opened for Kai. Six men raised submachine guns. Kai pulled a single INX 30 Gray Smoke grenade from his back pocket, filling the space with blinding smoke. It was the little extra something he packed before leaving the Starslayer.

He leaped to the side before the bullets started flying, suppressors muffling their bangs.

“Hey!” Ilona yelled. “I thought I said no grenades!”

“I didn’t bring any frag grenades like you asked,” Kai said, recovering from his diving roll. “But you didn’t say anything about bringing a single smoke grenade.”

Kai kept himself low while the gray smoke continued to fill the hallway. Lost in the mist, the armed men wandered around after spreading out. Kai swept his leg across the floor, taking an armed guard down. The thud of the body forced the rest of the armed guards to turn toward the source of the sound, and then Kai got the fuck into the elevator and shut the door.

He moved to the left quickly.

A hail of bullets entered, missing him by inches as the doors slid shut.

And one guard leaped in at the last second, right as Kai sent the elevator down to the ground level.

He let out a loud, deep sigh. “Great.”

Kai seized the barrel of the submachine gun, exerting as much energy as he could to force its muzzle away from him. Suppressed gunfire dotted the walls behind and then later put holes in the lights and ceiling when Kai pushed the weapon higher.

A battle for control of the weapon ensued, a pointless one since Kai couldn’t use it because of its biometrics, which were incredibly hard to hack. Only Ilona could hack a biometric system. The best Kai could do was force the guard’s submachine gun upward and keep it there. Easier said than done. Kai didn’t have his exoskeleton, and the guard’s mighty grip eventually brought the barrel downward. He was regaining control of his weapon. Kai was losing control of it.

In a panicked rush, Kai glanced downward, and his HUD highlighted a taser clipped to the guard’s belt. And it looked like they were reaching for the taser using one free hand. Good, because that meant they were holding the submachine gun with one hand.

As soon as the guard snatched the taser, Kai pivoted to the side, escaping from an electrical shock. He let go of the weapon and grabbed the guard’s hand that was holding the taser, forcing it upward and toward his neck. Crackling sounds echoed, and the guard convulsed before collapsing to the floor.

His submachine gun landed beside him on the left and the taser to the right. The firearm was useless until Ilona hacked it with a quick-hack disk. Tasers, on the other hand, rarely had biometric lockouts.

Kai plundered the device and studied it closely, waiting for his implant to scan and relay its information to him.

Electro Stunner 7

Type: Tactical Taser

Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

Damage: 5 Electrical Damage

Ammo Capacity: Type 1 Lithium Ion Battery

Rate of Fire: N/A

Recommendations for Usage:

None

“That looks fun,” Ilona transmitted. “Do me a favor, Commander, and keep it.”

“Why’s that?”

“That’s a tactical taser. Amber might be able to attach a model like that to me. Once it’s hooked up, I can deliver devastating, damaging shocks.”

“It’s a taser though.”

“Yeah, one that will discharge shocks sourced from my battery rather than the device itself. It’ll come in handy since the damage type counts as electrical, effectively giving me an energy weapon. The only person on the team with one. See where I’m going with this?”

“I do.” He pocketed the Electro Stunner 7. “It could be useful against heavily armored targets and drop hunter-killers by overloading their systems.”

“The catch is . . . it’s an energy weapon, and my battery is the ammunition. Every second it’s in use, it will drain my battery. So once Amber installs it, you’ll have to pick when I’ll use it. Or upgrade my energy cell.”

The elevator opened, and Kai darted out and into the ground-level corridor. “Need an escape route.”

“Beeline it to the fire exit to the right, get outside, and run.”

Kai made it to the door. Before opening it, he hacked it to disable its

alarm




, pushed it open, and slipped outside and into the darkness.

Once outside, Kai ran to put distance from the Red Apple Casino then slipped his hands into his pockets and vanished through the crowds on the streets within Desiree’s nighttime entertainment district.

He pulled out his phone and dialed Nikolina’s number. She never picked up. Kai left her a text message instead.

Kai:


Dragomirov’s ordering his goons to look for you.



Once he regains consciousness.


Watch your back when my team isn’t with you.




Kai called President Maria Heinonen as well, but she never answered either. He sent the president a text message about what he learned and then winced.

Nobody picking up his calls was worrying.

An hour later, neither replied to his text messages either, doubling the anxiety rattling his thoughts.


36
I HAD A WILD NIGHT



Kai woke up, making the biggest yawn in recent memory. It was the type of yawn one would make if their body insisted on going back to sleep. He’d do that if he hadn’t pulled his phone off the nightstand beside his bed and looked at the time. It was late in the afternoon.

He had slept in by a huge margin.

The realization of Kai’s epic fuck up jolted him upward with a sense of urgency. Before rushing to get dressed, Kai squinted at his phone’s screen, noting that he had several unread text messages. He was certain the messages were laced with profanity since he hadn’t shown up for his shift. It was Kai’s turn to watch Sienna as her bodyguard. Oops.

A moan to his left reverberated off the walls. A pair of arms encircled him from behind and tugged him back to the bed. Kai wasn’t the only one there. He twisted around and noticed pink hair spread over the pillow and sheets. The naked figure of Cerise was in bed with Kai.

And it didn’t make sense.

Yeah, Kai did fuck Cerise the previous night as part of her . . . maintenance. But like most nights, she left with a giggle and returned to her quarters to recharge her battery and enjoy life as a liberated AI. After creaming Cerise’s breasts with his semen, Kai passed out for the night afterward and went to sleep. Evidently, Cerise came right back to bed with him after showering off the residue of sex and said nothing else.

Kai’s sudden movement seemed to have awoken Cerise from her power-saving sleep mode.

Cerise opened her golden, glowing eyes and smiled at him. “Good morning.”

“Um, yeah, sure,” Kai mumbled.

“Aren’t you going to say it back?”

“One, it’s the afternoon. Two . . . why are you still here?”

“What’s wrong with me being here?” Cerise pulled herself closer to him, squishing his chest with her large and firm breasts. He felt her cute toes playfully hitting his feet.

Cerise kissed him for a long time. Her kiss was reminiscent of the kiss she shared with him last night when they fucked. She was clingy that night too and kissed him a lot. She did that a lot more than anything else. At one point, he wondered if they were going to fuck because they had spent nearly thirty minutes just making out and rolling around in bed while the pair caressed the sensitive parts of each other’s bodies. Either Cerise rewrote her code again, or she was still watching those romance movies and mimicking what she saw. Knowing her, probably both.

His penis became erect as he reminisced about the previous night. Cerise instinctively reached for his cock and held it steady in her grip. She released his member right when their lips parted from the lengthy kiss.

“I’ll make you breakfast,” Cerise said, rolling off the bed, her wavy pink hair falling downward to obscure part of her naked backside.

“Actually, I’m running late,” Kai said, sitting up. “I’ll pick something up on my way to the hospital.”

“Oh.” Cerise made a pouting sound and frowned at him.

She ogled Kai’s unclothed figure as he rose from the bed and moved past her.

“Sorry,” he said. “I appreciate the gesture, but I need to get going.”

He entered his personal washroom, turned the shower on, and leaped in for a speedy wash. Once finished, Kai stepped out, dried himself off quickly, and dressed. He didn’t even dry his hair. Kai exited the washroom, only to see Cerise still in his quarters, nude and unashamed, holding a coffee thermos.

She handed him the thermos in a presenting manner. “Here, I made you coffee.”

Kai couldn’t say no to that. Coffee would be nice right now. He accepted the thermos with a nod. “Thanks.”

Cerise accompanied Kai to the exit of his quarters and made no attempt to pick up her clothes or undergarments on the floor where she tossed them last night. It seemed as if she was intentionally keeping her bare skin exposed to provide him with eye candy. She smiled and waved at him when he admired her feminine figure. It felt like a wife waving goodbye to her husband who was heading out for work.

He made a quick stop at the Starslayer’s weapon lockers and put on his upgraded exoskeleton, which Amber had finished modifying. Rather than a pair of arms, the exoskeleton now also covered Kai’s spine and wrapped around his upper torso, giving him extra strength for his back and an extra layer of protection for his chest.

Kai viewed information about the newly added part to his exoskeleton once his implant was finished synchronizing and analyzing it.

Xenoium Exoskeleton Body

Type: Dragon Class Exoskeleton Torso

Manufacturer: Amber Adams

Defense: 40

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

Durability: 100%

Strength +10

Agility +10

Mods: Wyvern Jump-Jet Booster 10

Allows for the usage of Jump-Jets

There was a small post-it note left on the exoskeleton’s left hand. Kai peeled it off and read it.

I made this one with love. I hope you enjoy it!
PS. I installed that new battery cell you found too!
- Amber


The new battery had double the capacity of his old one. That meant his CES energy costs went down by half too. Double Tap now only used 12.5% of his battery charge. He liked it.

Kai collected his weapons, spare ammunition magazines, grenades, and of course the Zenmetsu katana. Placing those into his backpack and sliding the Zenmetsu into its scabbard was much easier now, thanks to the increased power the suit gave Kai. He barely felt the weight of his backpack when he put it on.

“Wait for me!”

Ilona’s hologram ran over, her drone projecting the image behind.

“Eh, you want to come along?” Kai asked, turning to face Ilona.

“You’re wearing your newly upgraded exoskeleton, right?”

“Yeah.”

Ilona put her hands on her hips. “I think it’s best I tag along to make sure there are no problems.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine. I trust Amber.”

“Still, she built most of those using xenoium parts from that cyber monster and salvaged parts pulled from enemy hardware. I’d like to sync up with your exoskeleton systems to ensure everything is in working order. If something breaks down, I’ll be able to provide you with a report and suggestions on how to fix it.”

“Come along then, Ilona.”

Desiree’s public transportation network once again carried Kai and Ilona from the spaceport the Starslayer was at to Desiree General Hospital. He drank the coffee Cerise made for him during the bus ride, and he was not surprised to see that she added a layer of pink whipped cream to it. That was so her. Kai sat with Ilona’s hologram on the ride, and the two pointed out spots of interest in the enormous urban sprawl. Every third passenger on the bus looked at Kai and Ilona weirdly, as if they had never seen an AI-controlled drone projecting her form as a hologram. Probably because it was true. Usually, Ilona didn’t project her holographic avatar. The drone simply settled on Kai’s lap or was inside his backpack.

With the coffee thermos held in one hand, Kai accessed his phone and read his unread text messages in the other.

Maria Heinonen:


Call me.





President Heinonen sent him five variations of those messages, each with added vulgarity.

He dialed her number, and she picked up almost immediately.

“Novak, where the fuck are you?” Maria bellowed, agitated.

“I’m heading to the hospital now.”

“You’re late.”

“But Yukina should still be there.”

“She’s recharging her fucking battery since, you know, you were supposed to be here hours ago to relieve her.”

“I had a wild night.”

“Yes, so I’ve heard. Viktor Dragomirov and Elias Harper sitting in a tree . . .”

“I’m almost positive that Dragomirov’s an agent working for the Red Wolf team.”

“I have people searching for him, but he seems to have vanished after the casino incident.”

“He’s gone underground.”

“There’s nothing fucking on surveillance either. So someone’s covering that asswipe’s tracks.”

“I wonder if Sienna helped with that . . .”

“Excuse me?” Maria snapped.

“She has a knack for making Coalition-affiliated personnel vanish from surveillance systems.”

“That makes no sense. Dragomirov is working against us, Sienna included. He doesn’t want her to live on as a replicant.”

“True . . . it doesn’t make sense for Sienna to be aiding him.” Kai grimaced, not that Maria could see it. “Then again, it doesn’t make sense for her to erase Tatjana Romero from the city’s surveillance network either.”

“Who the fuck is that?”

He updated Maria, bringing her up to speed on the rogue Coalition officer. Tatjana Romero was a clue they never bothered to follow up with since they had a lot on their plate. Romero had Rhinehart’s laptop and most likely was the one who sold the data stored on it to Exhibit Technologies. Sienna tried to dox Romero, having learned she was an officer in the Coalition’s military, but Romero fled before that happened. So Sienna deleted evidence that Tatjana Romero was even in the city after that.

And Kai never got around to asking her why. It had slipped his mind.

Not today though.

Maria groaned, “Novak, I want you to increase the amount of people you have watching my dying daughter. I want at least three members of your team always posted to her going forward.”

Kai winced. Accepting Nikolina’s job might have been a mistake.

“That’s going to be hard.” Kai put the phone to his other ear. “I can’t guarantee we can do that.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“We’ve picked up another job. Nikolina Ruzickova hired us to be her bodyguard.”

“Right, Dragomirov wants a piece of her ass too.”

“We lose her, and the Ruby replicant and Exhibit’s project gets set back. Then you lose your daughter, either to the virus or to her going on a one-way trip to Earth. Plus, I don’t feel comfortable leaving the Starslayer unattended for long periods. After last night, we’ll need at least one team member to keep an eye on that. So, my team’s stretched thin right now.”

“Figure it out, Novak. But no matter what, I want three people minimum from your team protecting my daughter. I’m still convinced your team will be better than anyone else on my security detail.”

“Oh?”

“Sienna hasn’t snuck out since you started watching her. You guys are the fucking best babysitters ever.”

Except they weren’t.

No less than two minutes after he ended the call, Sienna sent Kai a text message.

Sienna:


I want to sneak out again, and I need your team’s help to do it!



Actually, I need you specifically.




Kai:


Why?




Sienna:


To hang out with you, obviously.





Kai:


I’ll see what I can do.





His phone’s texting ringtone chimed with another message. He thought it was Sienna again and accessed the message. It wasn’t her.

Nikolina:


Hey, good news! Exhibit’s been fast-tracking the project.



They’ve made a lot of progress with all the new equipment they received and the staff working longer hours.


And they brought back all the layoffs too!




Kai:


Good to hear.



I’m not sure if you got my other message, but stay safe.


You and your prototype marionette might be the key to saving lives. The tests Exhibit is doing with you have to happen, or those lives will be lost.




Nikolina:


Don’t worry. I’m in their factory lab right now. I stayed the night here after what you texted me about last night. But their security team is . . .



Well, let’s say I’m pretty sure those bikers could beat them in a gunfight.


I could use 24/7 protection from you or someone from your team.


Preferably you though hehe




Nikolina needed constant protection as much as Sienna. Escorting her to and from home and Exhibit’s lab wasn’t enough now, and neither was leaving the Starslayer unattended. There were five members on the team. Two of them needed to sleep, three needed the occasional battery recharge, and Kai didn’t like the idea of one team member having to work alone.

“What’s up, Commander?” Ilona asked, shifting her gaze to him. “Your face has gone through a lot of emotions.”

Kai revealed what was on his mind and added, “Heinonen wants at least three of us protecting Sienna. Nikolina needs protection now more than ever, and we need someone keeping watch over the Starslayer since I’m very certain Dragomirov is a black ops agent for the Coalition.”

“I think it’s time we recruited a new member to the team,” Ilona said. “Especially if we’re going to accept multiple jobs at once.”

Kai gripped his phone and dialed Amber’s number.

She picked up the call promptly. “Hello?”

“Amber, are you free?”

“No, but I guess I’m gonna have to be because it sounds like something important came up.”

“Nikolina’s with Exhibit right now, but she’s not convinced their security staff would be enough to keep her safe from Dragomirov.”

“Want me to be her bodyguard?”

“You and Cerise, please.”

“Oh, the two of us? That’d leave the Starslayer defenseless. Unless you know what happened to Ilona, ‘cause I can’t find her.”

“Ilona’s with me to monitor the new upgrades for my exoskeleton. Thanks for finishing it, by the way.”

“My pleasure.”

“We could send Yukina back to the Starslayer once we relieve her.” His eyes narrowed. “Problem is . . .”

“Problem is?”

“Heinonen wants three people protecting Sienna at all times.”

“Would Ilona count?”

“Going to have to for now.”

Kai realized he and Amber weren’t going to get much sleep going forward.

“All right, Kai,” Amber said, breaking him out of his internal thoughts. “I’ll let Cerise know.”

“Let me know what?” Cerise asked in the background of the phone call.

“Get your gear, Cerise,” Amber yelled, the volume of her voice on the phone diminishing. “You and I are gonna provide additional security for Nikolina.”

In the background, Kai heard Cerise speak. “What? Aww.”

“The situation’s changed,” Amber continued, not speaking into the phone.

“I promised Yuki that I’d take her out for sweets.”

“Well, you can do it later. This is important.”

Cerise protested, and Amber bickered with her. Both girls seemed to have forgotten that Kai was still on the line.


37
YOU AIN’T SCARED, ARE YOU?



The afternoon sun shone upon Desiree General Hospital, reflecting off the multistory structure’s windows. As Kai hurried to the entrance, Ilona’s hologram faded, and the drone projecting her avatar floated upward.

“I’ll scan the area,” Ilona transmitted to Kai. “You head inside and check in, and then I’ll catch up with you in a few minutes.”

Fine by him.

Kai checked in and strode into Sienna’s hospital room, late for his shift. Sienna wasn’t in bed. She was standing before the window, wearing a hoodie, a short denim skirt, white socks, and running shoes.

Sienna caught sight of Kai’s reflection and spun away from the window, greeting him with a welcoming smile.

“Ready and waiting,” Sienna said, walking toward him. “Are you?”

Kai folded his arms. “You’re serious about this, huh?”

“Yes,” she said. “I took extra meds just for you too.”

“For me?” Kai shifted his gaze about. Someone was missing. “Wait, where’s Yukina?”

“She said something about taking a break after recharging her battery.” Sienna shrugged. “When the hell did machines need to take a break? I get the need to recharge. That’s why you send your marionette team members away when their shift ends, right? To get a full recharge.”

“Pretty much. It’s faster when they recharge using the Starslayer’s recharging ports since Amber made a few tweaks to them.”

“But Yukina wanted an actual sit-down break. Why?”

Kai knew the answer. “She wants to be more human.” He spun for the exit. “I’ll be back in a sec. I wanna talk with her.”

“Don’t take too long,” Sienna said. She looked aside, her cheeks reddening when a sudden flush crept across them. “You and I have a lot to do.”

Kai left Sienna and sauntered into the hospital’s cafeteria. He spotted Yukina sitting at a table by herself, chopsticks in one hand and a bowl of ramen before her. It looked like she was having difficulty using chopsticks. At one point, Yukina held one stick in each hand.

Kai approached her table from the side. “Need help?”

Yukina tilted her gaze upward and watched Kai drag a chair over and sit beside her. “Master, where have you been?”

“I slept in.”

“Slept in what?”

“No, I mean, I slept longer than I planned. We humans can’t simply wake up at a set time.”

“Inquiry, isn’t the purpose of alarm clocks to wake humans at set times?”

“Sure, when we remember to set them. Even then, sometimes we’re so tired we can sleep through them. When that happens, this is the result. We show up fashionably late.” Kai looked at Yukina once again failing to capture the noodles in her ramen bowl with the chopsticks. “Why the noodles?”

“I have observed you eating this dish many times, Master.” Her blue eyes glared at the bowl. “I have decided to try it as well.”

Yukina attempted to pick up the noodles with the chopsticks, capturing a single strand, only for it to slip and fall back into the steaming broth.

“You’re holding those worse than Amber did,” Kai said. “Here, let me show you.”

He took the chopsticks from Yukina, his fingers demonstrating the proper technique for using them. Yukina watched his precise movements intently. When finished, Kai handed the chopsticks to Yukina, who took them into her right hand and mimicked his motion, successfully picking up several noodles. Yukina indulged in the bowl of ramen for a moment, but an awkward hand movement sent a splash of hot broth onto her left hand, causing a small gasp to pass from her lips. Because her hands were partially incomplete, Yukina had to wipe clean a few exposed wires and robotic components in the gaps of her silicone skin.

Yukina peered at her left hand’s incomplete features. “Master, do you feel that my hands are a negative feature of my external appearance?”

“What?” He rapidly shook his head. “No!”

Yukina gazed into his eyes. “You don’t think they are ugly?”

“No.”

“I see.”

“Why do you ask?”

“I’ve observed you many times holding the hands of the others, but never me.”

Kai promptly held Yukina’s hand with a tender touch, helping her guide the chopsticks into the ramen.

Her cheeks flushed a moment later, her lips forming a shocked O shape.

Yukina finished her meal and pushed the empty bowl aside. She reached for a magazine on the table and flipped it open to read the articles. It was a teen magazine from what Kai could tell, its cover plastered with vibrant images of young women modeling Eden’s trendy clothes, their poses striking and cute. The page Yukina turned to listed helpful tips for making friends or forging deep, intimate relationships.

“I think you should be reading women’s magazines,” Kai said, chuckling. “Not teen ones.”

“I must take in this publication’s information before moving on to literature for young adults and then women,” Yukina said, her blue glowing eyes scanning the text. She turned the page. “This way, I will have the proper foundation to consume and understand the magazine’s knowledge.”

“Well, once you’re done, return to the Starslayer and recharge your battery. I doubt you could get a complete recharge here.”

“I was not.” Yukina glanced downward, almost looking disappointed. “But . . . if I am to watch the Starslayer, I will not be able to go out for sweets with big sister Cerise.”

“That’s on hold for now, since Cerise is going to protect Nikolina with Amber,” Kai said. “You two can do it after we’re done.”

Yukina’s gaze returned to him. “But, Master, she promised.”

“I know, but the situation’s changed. She’ll take you out for sweets after this, okay?”

She nodded subtly. “Understood.”

Kai stood up and prepared to leave the cafeteria. “Let me know when you’re heading back.”

He returned to Sienna’s hospital room, spotting the blonde heiress in a hoodie seated at the edge of the medical bed. Kai waved to capture her attention. “So, Sienna, I’ve got to ask you something.”

She approached Kai, palms extended forward. “Save it for later.”

Sienna grabbed his hand and ran out the door, pulling him along for the ride. She rolled up her sleeve to activate a hidden ICE-breaker strapped to her wrist, disabling multiple surveillance cameras. The running pair reached one of the elevators at the end of the hallway and stepped in. Once the doors slid shut, Sienna, while using the ICE-breaker, sent a command into the elevator, remotely hacking into it and ordering it to ascend upward to a restricted floor. She lifted the wrist-mounted device to her face with a smile.

“This thing’s allowed me to sneak out of home so many times,” Sienna said. “My security detail had no clue I was gone most of the time.”

“You know, that’s one of the reasons why we’ve been hired, right?” Kai said, holding back a laugh. “Your mom believes you can’t sneak out with us watching.”

“And here we are doing that. Again.”

“That’s because I’m helping you do it. Again.”

The elevator stopped moving, and its doors opened, unveiling the sight of the hospital rooftop, its raised landing pad off to the side. Sienna darted forward with vigor in her steps and neared the rooftop’s edge.

And then Sienna jumped off.

Her gigantic leap sent her soaring above a multiple-story drop to the streets, where she landed on the rooftop of an adjacent building beside the hospital. Kai panicked, sweat pouring down his body. He ran to the ledge and glanced ahead to see if Sienna had landed safely. She did.

Sienna spun around and waved at him. “C’mon! What are you waiting for? You ain’t scared, are you? Because that would make you a pretty shitty bodyguard!”

Kai took a few steps backward and prepared to make a running jump off the rooftop. He darted, ran, reached the ledge, and jumped.

A notification appeared in the dead center of his HUD while he was airborne and gliding toward the adjacent building.

Activate Jump-Jet?

The jump-jet was a new feature Amber added to his exoskeleton, a small jetpack that would flare briefly, allowing Kai to gain more height during a jump while the rocketing jets propelled him across a short distance. He opted not to use the jump-jet feature since it would consume fuel for the jetpack and energy from his suit’s battery. That and the building he was leaping to was close. In fact, most of the city’s skyscrapers were. Desiree was a densely packed urban jungle, and with many rooftops or balcony ledges so close, Kai and Sienna were able to rooftop-leap from building to building, traversing two city blocks.

Kai wondered how many pills Sienna had taken beforehand. Her athletic prowess was at a level he’d never seen before. She was so full of life, agility, and stamina while she ran and leaped toward another structure. He didn’t want to tell her to slow down. She was laughing too much, likely enjoying what little time she had left before her terminal infection took her life.

The pair came to a stop at the top of a building facing a condominium tower that was under construction. There was an idle construction crane in the middle of it. It looked like the workers had clocked out for the day. Sienna wandered toward the edge of the building they stood on and unearthed her ICE-breaker from her hoodie’s left sleeve.

“Shit,” Sienna said, eyes focused on the device’s screen. “Give me a hand with that crane, will you?”

Kai stood with Sienna, consulted his ICE-breaker, and scanned the crane’s network features.

Requires at least 21 Hacking Skill.

It was far too low for him to hack. It was too low for Sienna, as her hacking abilities were at 20. However, with Kai and Sienna working together as a team, the pair had a combined hacking skill of 23. It took a few minutes of communicating back and forth, but Kai and Sienna cracked into the construction crane’s security systems, unlocking the device and then remotely operating it from afar.

Kai saw his hacking level increase by 1 because of that, and together the duo forced the crane to turn and angled its long length toward the building they stood on top of. Once the crane stopped moving, Kai and Sienna climbed onto it, and then by consulting their ICE-breakers, they hacked into the crane’s functions again, this time swinging it to the side, forcing it to hover above a building with a rooftop patio.

Sienna jumped off the crane.
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Kai watched as Sienna landed smack dab in the middle of a rooftop patio between several tables and chairs. She waved up at Kai as if nothing unusual had happened. He shrugged and jumped off the crane, landing beside her. Upon closer examination, Kai realized that the patio was the dining area for a high-rise restaurant.

Sienna sat down at a small table perfect for a couple. Kai joined her, ignoring the ogling gazes of various seated patrons around them. He wondered if they were looking at his exoskeleton suit or shocked at the dramatic entrance he and Sienna made.

“Add your name to the reservation list,” Sienna said. “Just search for my name.”

Activating the ICE-breaker, Kai scanned and located the restaurant’s computer database and viewed its hacking requirements.

Requires at least 2 Hacking Skill.

Its security was easy to break into, now that he’d gotten used to using the ICE-breaker to find network vulnerabilities and flood them with malicious code. Once inside the computer, Kai ran a search for Sienna’s name. He found a reservation for Sienna. Initially, it was a reservation for two, Sienna and Elias. So Kai updated the reservation list, deleting Elias’s name and replacing it with his own.

He lowered the device, unveiling his smirk. “Just like that?”

“Elias and I were supposed to have lunch here today,” Sienna said.

“But you two broke up.”

“Yeah, but I made this reservation before that happened. I thought about canceling it, considering what happened between us and what’s happening with me, but . . .”

“But?”

“I met you.” She looked at him as a warm smile touched her lips. “Dining here was the last item on my to-do-list for my vacation. And thanks to you, my time in the city isn’t going to be wasted. I’ll be able to eat lunch here after all with someone.” Her smile brightened. “Oh, before I forget.” Sienna reached into the front pockets of her hoodie. “I got a gift for you.” She handed Kai a flash drive. “There’s some CESs on it. I programmed them the other night. I hope it makes your job easier.”

Kai inserted the flash drive into his exoskeleton’s port and accessed the CES stored on it. He viewed the tooltip appearing in his vision.

Gunslinger

String together a combination of three pre-selected CESs to be used in sequence, reducing their energy costs by half.

Note: Consumes 2.5% battery charge for initial activation

Warning: Be aware of the warnings of the CESs you intend to combine to avoid unwanted side effects.

Compatible With: Lipka Industries-made OSs.

“This’ll be handy,” Kai said. “This suit spends a stupid amount of energy to activate CESs for some reason.”

“That’s because your exoskeleton spends a lot of energy running cooling systems after a CES is used.” Sienna leaned forward. “The Gunslinger CES fixes that problem. What do you think of the other CES? I programmed two.”

There was indeed a second CES located in a separate file directory. Kai accessed it using his neural implant and studied what the second CES she programmed did.

Mangetsu

Automatically retrieves equipped katana, wielding it to deflect incoming fire, striking nearby enemy targets, or parrying melee strikes.

Note: Consumes 5% battery charge per activation

Warning: This is a passive CES ability and will activate when conditions are met. Be sure to deactivate beforehand to prevent unintended usage.

Compatible With: Lipka Industries-made OSs.

To his understanding, he had to activate the CES once and then it’d perform its tricks without Kai having to order it to do so each time.

He liked it. “I’ll get Ilona to switch my build when I get the chance. I’m pretty sure Amber increased my exoskeleton’s data storage capacity as well. So I should be able to load more CESs into my suit.”

“Talk about perfect timing then!”

The pair grabbed hold of the menus before them and beckoned for a waiter to come to their table. The professionally dressed man was surprised to find Kai and Sienna already seated. They grinned. The waiter winced at their choice of clothing, a hoodie and short denim skirt for Sienna, and Kai was dressed like he was ready for combat on the front lines. They ordered their meals and expensive wines. The promise of a large tip was the sole reason neither was kicked out of the upscale establishment for their appearance—that and Sienna was the president’s daughter, and Kai was the leader of the Marionette Task Force.

Kai dined on a plate of medium-rare steak frites while Sienna indulged in an elegant and reddish plate of chicken cacciatore. His meal was exquisite, and the scent of Sienna’s dish suggested the same. He was certain the final bill wasn’t going to be so exquisite though.

“Question,” Kai said after pushing his empty plate away.

Sienna peered at him, her face flushed, brimming with excitement. “Yeah?”

“Tatjana Romero . . .” Kai folded his hands. “Does that name ring a bell?”

A wince soured her radiant face. “Yes . . .”

“You deleted all evidence that she was in the city.”

“Most. I’m sure I missed a few.” Sienna briefly looked away. “How’d you know?”

“It came up when we were ordered to find you. Why?”

“Tatjana’s from the Coalition but seems to be working alone.” Her gaze returned to his. “At first, I wanted to⁠—”

“Dox Romero so that an angry mob would lynch her. But that didn’t go over well, did it?”

“No, it didn’t. Afterward, I found out Tatjana was trying to sell the secrets on that laptop to the highest bidder. She wanted to use the money to disappear.”

“And then?”

“I was running out of time, so I wiped out all evidence of Tatjana. The plan was to keep it for myself so that I could track her down later. I wanted to make sure she had an . . . accident. If the authorities found out, they would have gone after her. They would have kept her alive, prodded her for information, and then ship her to a POW camp. Fuck that. I wanted her to fucking die a horrible death.”

“And Dragomirov?”

Sienna regarded him with a confused stare. “What about him?”

“He’s disappeared in the same manner Tatjana Romero did. Someone tampered with the surveillance systems.”

“That wasn’t me.” Sienna held her palms out to him, shaking her head. “He’s obviously working with others.”

“Who are as skilled as you are with hacking.”

“It shouldn’t be a surprise, though, right? I mean, didn’t Coalition troopers hack into your exoskeleton?”

“They did it using CESs,” Kai said, recalling the battle in the ski resort. “But I see your point. They have hackers among them.”

“But . . .” Her eyes narrowed while waving an index finger about. “Going into the city’s network and altering or deleting footage ain’t easy. You have to have intimate knowledge of how the network works and what security protocols are used, even if you’re using an ICE-breaker. I was able to get in because I’ve done it so many times over the years.”

“So it’s not just any hacker covering Dragomirov’s tracks. It’s someone who is really skilled or knows what you know about the ins and outs of Desiree’s network.”

Ilona was already impressed that Sienna’s hacking skill was at 20. Kai’s best guess was the person covering Dragomirov was an individual with a hacking skill as high as Sienna’s.

The waiter brought the bill to their table seconds later. A single drop of sweat rolled down Kai’s head. It was a hefty bill, and that wasn’t taking into account the large tip the pair had promised to give.

Sienna grabbed the bill. “I got this.” She paid for everything electronically and sent the waiter, who now had a big grin on his face, on his way. It was a visual reminder of the wealthy corporate heiress she was. “Your secret’s safe with me, Kai.”

“What secret?”

“That your date paid for the bill.”

“Hey!”

“It’s fine.” She broke out laughing. “It’s not like I’m going to have any use for money later on if this memory transfer doesn’t work.”

Kai and Sienna stood up and left the rooftop restaurant in style. The duo climbed onto the side guard walls near the edge of the building and jumped off, catching hold of a hacked and lowering construction crane.

The pair returned to Desiree General Hospital’s rooftops in the same way they left, leaping from building to building to get there. Sienna faced Kai while placing her hands behind her back, the winds blowing the hood of her hoodie off to reveal her fluttering blonde locks.

“Thank you again.” Sienna flushed again and slyly averted her gaze from Kai’s smile. “Thank you for making my last days enjoyable despite what happened.”

“Unlike Elias,” Kai snorted.

“I can’t believe I wasted time with that fucker.” Sienna slowly tilted her face with reddened cheeks back to Kai. “He was nuts. Possessive, paranoid, way too formal, like he was trying to impress people with how he talked. Like, seriously, who the fuck says ‘I beg your pardon’ these days? Ugh.”

“Why didn’t you leave him sooner?”

“Thought I could man him up.” Sienna shrugged. “It’s why I brought him to help people in enemy-occupied cities. Instead, Elias wined like a bitch and then during our last mission ran and left me to die. He was more concerned about saving his ass than mine. The only time he stood up for me was when a non-threatening person approached me for legit reasons. The man was smaller than Elias and injured. So of course he wasn’t afraid to be tough then.”

“Then he handed you over to the Coalition, hoping to cure you.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t do that, by the way.”

“I won’t.”

“Dragomirov’s gotten involved. I’m sure he’s a member of Red Wolf, working on a psyop.”

“Why?”

“Probably cut a deal with them. My guess is that Red Wolf got Dragomirov out of prison only because they needed his knowledge and experience, being the criminal he was. In return, they let him run his sex trafficking gigs.”

“Fuck me . . .”

“And that’s exactly what he plans to do to you when you get to Earth.”

“You’re joking . . .”

“Think about it, Sienna.” Kai stepped closer to her. “He’ll have you, the president of Eden’s daughter, if you go to Earth. There will be a lot of high-ranking officers and members of Earth’s elite who would pay big bucks to fuck you, not because of your looks and age but as an insult to Eden.”

“No, no, no!” Sienna panicked. “My mom would fight to get me back.”

“Sure, by doing whatever the Coalition demands. And if not her, then your father, the CEO of the Twin Suns Corporation. The Coalition might strong-arm your father into paying big bucks to them or maybe developing weapons for the Coalition rather than Eden, while recalling and dismantling all marionettes his company produces. Let’s face it. You’re a corporate heiress and the daughter of the most powerful woman on this planet. Arguably in all of Alpha Centauri. You’re the closest thing to a modern-day princess. Capturing a corporate and political princess gives them a lot of leverage. And what man wouldn’t want to fuck a beautiful young princess? They’d probably make you dress up as one too.”

Sienna sighed and held her forehead. “Man, I really fucked this one up. Talk about wrong place, wrong time.”

“Heh.”

But Sienna was right. It didn’t seem like the Coalition captured her as part of a plan they cooked up. The opportunity happened to land on their laps when she wandered into the mining town, infected by a bioweapon. The enemy whipped together the plan once they realized who Sienna was and that Dragomirov was already on the planet, trying to sway Edeners with his psychological warfare. And it was somewhat of a good thing, the more Kai thought about it. It meant the Coalition was operating on a plan they put together at the last second. Plans like that tended to have holes in them. He needed to find what and where those holes in the plan were and exploit them.

Sienna held Kai suddenly, pulling herself closer to him and resting her head of blonde hair on his chest. “Keep those creeps away from me,” she pleaded. “Let me pass away in peace.”

He held her lower back. “But the memory transfer.”

“Yeah, I know.” Sienna’s gaze traveled upward, her eyes lingering on his face. “But I’m tempering my expectations, you know? Everything Exhibit is doing is experimental and being fast-tracked with my mom’s influence and taxpayer money. If that Nikolina girl can’t successfully copy her mind into a marionette, then I’m as good as dead.”

Tears streamed from her eyes and rolled down her flushed cheeks. Kai applied a thumb to her left cheek, wiping away the tears. “It’ll work, Sienna.”

“But how do you know?”

“It’s based on Rhinehart’s research,” Kai reassured her. “And what he developed had the Coalition going nuts because they didn’t want it to see the light of day. That meant he got something working. So this will work.”

The howling winds blew, tousling Sienna’s blonde hair and Kai’s black hair. She stood on her toes, shut her eyes, and puckered her lips, kissing him. Kai held Sienna tighter in his embrace and kissed her deeply in return. She touched his face with gentle strokes and kissed him once more before stretching her free hand down into his pants, attempting to touch his hardening cock.

She wanted him.
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Kai deactivated and removed his exoskeleton in record time. The heavy equipment was in a neat pile beside him before he returned to Sienna’s thirsty gaze. She kissed Kai while stretching her hands forward, gently pressing her palms against his chest. Her soft palms brushed up and down his torso with lovely strokes that sent tingling sensations across his flesh.

He felt one of her hands lower to his belt’s buckle, unfastening it with haste before zipping down his pants to unveil the sight of his boxers and the bulge his stiffening penis was forming. Sienna pulled her kissing lips away to laugh, a devious smile stretching her lips when she touched his manhood. She tugged his underpants down to his knees and immediately dropped to her knees and grabbed his cock with her right hand. She gazed at the tip of his penis with a wild smile then parted her lips to take it in. Her mouth closed around his prick.

Sienna sucked him fast. It was hard to believe that seconds earlier his cock was in his pants and semi flaccid. Now it was in her mouth, covered with her saliva, and damn near rock-hard. She stroked him fast while devouring his erection, periodically jacking him off by using one hand at first before switching to two hands.

Slowly moving her head back, his erect member slid out of her mouth, the tip grazing her lower lip. Sienna caught his shaft with a swift grab of her right hand and rapidly stroked it up and down in lengthy strokes. If she didn’t slow down, he was going to ejaculate right then and there. The hypnotic eye contact Sienna made while she handled his penis wasn’t helping. Nor did her cheerful smile. She was enjoying this.

She inserted his fully erect length into her mouth again and with shut eyes motioned her head forward and backward. Below, she parted her legs, exposing the black lace panties she wore, visible from her short, denim skirt.

Sienna kept his cock steady in her hands then moved her mouth away from the rigid shaft to speak. “Goddamn, your cock got fucking hard fast.” She stood up, grabbed his hand, and walked away, tugging him along. “I didn’t know you liked me that much.”

Kai moved awkwardly and followed Sienna to the other side of the hospital rooftop. His pants were still down to his knees, after all.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

Sienna gestured to the side, using her nodding gaze. “Over there.” She gestured to the edge of the rooftop. “It’s a nice view.”

“For what?”

She spun to face him with a laugh. “What the fuck do you think?”

Kai and Sienna reached the rooftop’s edge. She released his hand and pulled her skirt down to her running shoes. Now wearing only a hoodie and black panties, Sienna spun around to perform an enticing dance, swaying her hips and showcasing her backside to Kai. The black lacy fabric of her panties barely covered her bottom. As Sienna’s hip sway continued, she grabbed the ends of her panties and tugged them down to her shoes, exposing the baldness of her pussy below her squeezable rear end. A twirl brought her to face Kai again as she touched her clitoris with quick up and down strokes. Sienna’s eyes locked onto Kai’s erection as the motion of her fingers on her vulva intensified. Her fingers became very wet the longer she played with herself. He knew this because Sienna ended up grabbing his cock using that same hand and smeared her lubricating juices all over his shaft with her touch.

Sienna kicked her skirt and panties to the side. Apart from her shoes and hoodie, she was naked from the waist down. Kai had his pants down to his thighs. He tried to get out of his pants, but his boots were still on. He ended up tugging his pants and boxers to his footwear then pulled off his shirt and vest.

Kai stood there pretty much naked. He thought Sienna was going to do the same, but she pulled up her top slightly to her bra, exposing the rest of her torso to the eye. Kai felt somewhat disappointed. He wanted to touch her breasts. Before he could say something, Sienna kissed him while wrapping her arms around his shoulders. She did nothing but kiss him with fierce passion, her lips pressing hard against his, her warm tongue invading his mouth.

She spun around without warning and presented her rounded rear to him. “Like what you see?”

He grabbed her left ass cheek and gave it a squeeze. Kai nodded. “Hell yeah.”

“Good.”

Sienna backed up to Kai and aligned her pink slit above his cock. Kai grabbed the shaft and slid it up and inside her. She reached her right arm backward to put it around his shoulders and back for support. From behind, he held her raised leg with one hand and seized her left thigh with the other as he pumped upward, pushing his raised prick into her. Sienna’s pussy was indeed tight.

He fucked her while standing. And they were standing next to the rooftop’s edge. Their position offered the pair a breathtaking view of the city’s afternoon skyline as Sienna’s velvety vagina walls against his member grazed it lovely. A warming flow of her honey coated the tip of his penis’s head, slowly creaming his shaft right down to the base.

“Catch me if you can!” And then Sienna jumped up.

Kai caught her in a midair embrace, holding her steadily and continuing to ram into her from behind. While standing. She leaned against him, and he fucked her awkwardly.

His penis slipped out of her soaking wet hole. Inserting himself back into her was hard. Kai was still holding her in the air, her back against his front as her blonde locks smothered his face. He had no idea where her pussy was. With one hand holding Sienna still, he used his other hand to take hold of his member and position it upward, entering her. There, the head of his prick felt the sensation of a warm opening. He penetrated her. Sienna’s hole felt a lot tighter than he had remembered.

“Whoa! I’m not ready for anal yet!”

He put it in the wrong hole.

“Sorry.” Kai removed his penis. “I can’t fucking see anything!”

“I know!” Sienna exploded with laughter. “Here, let me help.” She did so by reaching down and holding his shaft steady, angling the head to the right position. Kai penetrated her cunt again, indulging in the sensation of his shaft slowly entering her warm orifice. “That’s better!”

He thrust into her for two seconds and his cock slipped out.

Sienna grimaced. “This position isn’t working.”

“Yeah.”

Kai lowered Sienna, and she stood on the ground again, laughing. Her smile and teeth were a pleasant sight as she held her blonde hair and threw it backward. Sienna twirled to face Kai, giving him the perfect view of her slim frame, smooth skin, the flawless shape of her hips, and how much her labia had swollen with arousal. She still refused to take off her hoodie, teasing him with only a sample of what her naked body was like.

She jumped into his arms again, where he held her in the air. Down below, his cock’s head felt the wetness of her slit, and with a helping hand from Sienna, Kai penetrated her once more. This time, his upward hammering cock didn’t slip out. This time Kai relentlessly fucked Sienna standing and holding her upward in his firm grip. She began moaning to the sky as the high winds scattered locks of her blonde hair across her face and lips.

Kai heard the rooftop’s elevator doors open off to the side, followed by the footsteps of two people.

“Shit, someone’s coming.”

“Yeah,” Sienna moaned. “It’s me!”

“No, I mean we’ve got company!”

They stopped fucking, and she climbed down from him. Two maintenance workers had walked across the rooftop and were moments away from spotting Kai with his pants down and his hard cock glistening with love honey, and Sienna with no skirt or panties on.

“Fuck’s sake!” Sienna put her hands on her hips. “I was about to have an orgasm!”

She picked up her skirt, slid it up her legs, and then ran toward a raised platform used to land or launch air ambulances. Kai pulled up his pants, grabbed his shirt, and winced when he noticed she had left her panties behind. No time to do anything about that now. The pair had to move away stealthily before the maintenance workers caught them in the act.

Sienna found a ladder leading up to the landing pad and hastily climbed it. It took a while for Kai to join her. He had to put on his shirt.

“And that’s why I didn’t take everything off,” Sienna said while climbing. “Faster to put my skirt back on.”

He should have kept his pants low and shirt on. As Kai climbed up behind her, he looked up and caught an up-skirt view of Sienna without any panties on, her bare legs, thighs, ass, and pussy encompassing his entire sight.

They reached the landing pad and hid behind an idle air ambulance. It was a good distance away from where the maintenance workers had gone. Sienna’s palms rested on the left and right sides of his waist as she smiled at him. “Wanna keep going?”

Kai inched his pants down, unveiling his erect state. “This isn’t going limp anytime soon, so . . .”

“I was hoping you’d say that!” Sienna said. “Keep your top on this time, just in case.”

“Will do.”

“Now get down. I want to fuck you while on top!”

He sat on the hard tarmac, leaning his back against the air ambulance. Sienna pulled down her skirt as he sat and kicked it off to the side. Naked from the waist down, she spun, once again keeping her back against his torso, and lowered her pussy down to his vertical shaft as he held her hips firmly. He penetrated her with a soft slurping sound. Sienna started riding him, heaving her body up and down, bouncing on his cock. The winds blew and sent her blonde locks flying about. Sienna reached her palms backward, pressing them against his chest for support. She increased the speed that she humped him. She became so wet that his balls now dripped with her love juices.

Sienna looked down. “God, this looks so fucking hot.”

“What does?”

“Your cock in my pussy.” She cast a glance over her shoulder, back at him. “What do you think?”

“I can’t see anything from here.” Kai looked down, spotting the shape of her rear end repeatedly slapping against his thighs. “Only your ass.”

“And it’s sexy, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn right.”

Sienna stopped heaving herself up and down. With his cock still deep inside her, Sienna spun, facing Kai and planted a firm kiss against his lips. He grabbed hold of her ass, giving each cheek a squeeze while she resumed throwing herself up and down again. As she kissed him, her wildly flowing blonde hair whipped across his face, tickling his skin. After two minutes of kissing him, Sienna inched backward and placed her palms onto the tarmac.

Her gaze lowered. “I love kissing you and all, but I really want to look at you plowing me.” Sienna ogled his thrusting cock, penetrating her. “And I want you to look at my wet pussy.”

She stopped moving her body to catch her breath, huffing and puffing after five minutes of relentless thumping. Kai began moving his hips with rapid thrusts, pushing his shaft up and into her. Sienna inhaled deeply before restarting her fluid and rhythmic hip movements. Kai increased his thrusting speed. Sienna countered and heaved herself up and down even faster. They both engaged in a frantic competition, each vying to outpace the other with intense movements of their bodies. Beads of sweat formed on her navel region. Kai felt moisture build up on his limbs and forehead.

Another wave of blonde hair whipped against his face. Kai angled his gaze to the side to get the hair out of his eyes. And when he did so, he spotted the city’s skyline . . . and an adjacent building ahead. At the window were two young lads watching Kai and Sienna fucking on top of the hospital’s landing pad, next to an idle air ambulance.

“Uh . . . we’re being⁠—”

“Shush!” Sienna cut him off. “I’m about to come. No more interruptions!”

Sienna clenched the left and right sides of her exposed torso, kept her back straight, and brought her body up and down quickly, chasing the orgasm that had eluded her earlier. Her vaginal walls contracted for ten seconds, then she faced the sky and wailed out a gasp of intense pleasure. Her right hand touched her vulva’s intimate folds, where she rubbed it friskily.

In a wild jolt, a powerful orgasm lifted Sienna’s body upward and off Kai’s cock, where she landed hard on the tarmac, with her rear end taking the brunt of the impact. She twitched and squirmed on the ground for half a minute, eyes shut in bliss, a wide smile facing the afternoon sun.

When Sienna finally collected herself, she directed her attention to the high-rise building nearby, with people looking out the window, watching them. Kai and Sienna had a small, growing audience, many of them pointing fingers and speaking with each other.

She stood up, slipping blonde hair behind her ear, and then spread her arms wide. “I’m a Heinonen, and I’ll do whatever the fuck I want!” With her voice raised, she added. “I love Kai Novak, and if anyone has a fucking problem with it . . .” Sienna turned her back to the people watching, pointing her rear end at them. “. . . you can kiss my fucking ass!”

Kai angled his gaze to the side. He was certain the maintenance workers on the other side of the roof heard her. “But seriously.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She rubbed her ass. “My ass hurts from that fall.”

“I’m sore too.” He pointed at the surface he was on, the not-so-comfortable tarmac.

“We need someplace more comfortable to fuck.” Sienna turned around, eyes wide at the air ambulance behind them. “There we go!”

She accessed her ICE-breaker, typed on its screen, and a second later the ambulance’s rear doorway swung open. “Voilà!”

Sienna didn’t take Kai by the hand to escort him into the craft. She held his cock and pulled him inside with her. She shut the door by activating her ICE-breaker, and the vessel’s automatic door closed and locked.

“We should have done this from the start,” Kai said.

“But out there was so much more fun.” Sienna happily skipped over to a stretcher. “I’m a dying girl, you know? Might as well go all out. Now then.” She settled herself on the stretcher and spread her legs wide. “Ah, this is softer. Now you can get on top. I’m so glad this was nearby. I really didn’t want to get dirty by laying on the ground outside.”

“Oh, but it was okay for me to?”

“Yes, because that’s your job.” Sienna spread her vulva’s folds with her fingers, showing him how juicy his cock had made her. “Now get in here and dirty up my pussy with your cum.”

Kai got on top of her while she nestled herself backward against the stretcher. A passionate kiss ignited between them, her hands burrowing into his hair, while his palms pressed into the shoulders of her hoodie. Later, Sienna lowered her left hand to her moist vulva, making up and down motions. Kai’s kissing lips traced the softness of Sienna’s skin, moving down her neck to her navel, stopping at her glistening and aroused labia. Kai relieved Sienna’s toying fingers, spread her cunt wide open, and licked her in ways that jolted her body. His tongue lashed her clitoris for ten minutes without pause, while he tried to insert three of his probing digits into her cavern. Only one digit would fit, the index finger, and he rammed it back and forth like his cock had been doing earlier. His digit discovered her G-spot, where he stimulated it with a come-hither gesture of his finger. Sienna gripped the edges of the stretcher suddenly and heaved her hips upward. A wet orgasm doused his face. She snapped her legs close in an instant, and her wiggling body juddered.

“Holy shit!” Sienna cried out. She looked at Kai as he wiped her body fluids clean from his lips and chin. “Did I just come all over your face?”

“Hey, that’s my line!”

“Not today it is, big boy!” Sienna parted her legs, her thighs soaked from her orgasm. “Let’s finish what we started, shall we?”

Kai rose upward and angled his stiffness into Sienna’s warm core, his hips thrusting at a steady pace. The sunlight shining in reflected off the glossiness of his wet shaft entering her cunt and attracted her gaze.

“Oh yeah, here is so much better,” Sienna said. Kai said nothing in reply. She sat upright. “Hey, don’t ignore me,” she blurted, but Kai laughed. Sienna lifted the end of her hoodie, unveiling the whole shape of her black bra. She tugged down half of the bra, and her bouncing right tit came free to the eye. “There, is that better?”

Kai nodded and looked at her breast, his hands clenched around Sienna’s slender waist as he hammered her faster. He nodded. “Yeah.”

Sienna pulled her hoodie upward again and lowered the other half of her bra. Her left breast came free. Kai grabbed a fistful of her right breast, feeling the weighty orb jiggle to the squeaks of the stretcher they fucked on below. He touched the subtle skin of her left breast and toyed with the pink nipple with his thumb.

“You like?” Sienna asked, but he just grunted. “What kind of answer is that?”

“I’m gonna⁠—”

“Oh. Say no more. Keep going, and don’t you dare pull out too fast! I want you to come because my pussy made it happen, not because it pushed you to the edge and then you finished yourself off with your hand.”

Without hesitation, Kai fulfilled Sienna’s request, driving into her with unyielding force until his cock reached its limit. He was ready to explode inside her vagina’s comforting clench. He pulled out his shaft from her slippery depths and didn’t need to stroke himself to finish. Kai’s penis was already ejaculating semen on its way out of her vagina.

As he held his shaft steady, a lengthy line of semen squirted upward. A vertical white line came down against her clitoris and the skin above, right up to her cute navel. The rest of his gushing seed came outward, wetting her labia and squirting against her waist. Half a dozen spurts of airborne semen landed against the left and right sides of her hip before the last of his release smothered the upper half of her vulva away from sight.

Sienna smiled at him and giggled the entire time he was ejaculating.

“That was so fucking hot,” Sienna said as she relaxed as if the stretcher were her own bed. She angled her gaze at him. “Okay, now put that away.”

“What?”

“Your cock.”

Kai let go of his shaft, and Sienna grabbed his shoulders, pulling him closer to her. She kissed him sensually, running her hands across his torso, her legs still spread and labia flaps dripping with semen.

He grinned at her when their lips parted. “Is this my reward for going out with you?”

“Technically, that was our third date,” Sienna said. “I fuck on the third date.” She sat up on the edge of the stretcher and raised her right hand, where she peered at it with a long gaze. “Wow. I wish I had more time to do more stuff with you.”

“Likewise.” Kai sat beside Sienna. “Ilona’s been trying to get me into therapy. But honestly? I don’t think I’ll need it as long as I can see your smiling face. That’s all the therapy I need.”

“Aww.” She embraced him, leaning her head against his shoulder, smoothing with the warmth and softness of her blonde locks. Kai wrapped his arms around her frame. “If my end is really coming up.” Sienna ran her fingers across the back of his head, brushing them through his hair. “I’m glad I got to spend the last moments with you. A little bit of happiness before eternal darkness.” She loosened her hug and gazed into his eyes, her hands falling to his shoulders. “Well, I guess you now know why I upped my medication. I wouldn’t have had the strength to do this.”

Kai put his hands on her bare hips. “Yeah, but now you have less to use.”

“But if we can digitize my mind, I won’t need to use them at all.”

“Yeah, but the Coalition’s upping their usage of the bioweapon, so there’ll be other people out there who could use those meds.”

Sienna collapsed suddenly, her body going limp in his hands.

“Ugh.” Sienna trembled and wobbled before mustering the energy to stand up and away from the stretcher. “Shit.”

“Time to get you back to your hospital room.”

“You kinda sapped all my energy there, not gonna lie.” Sienna laughed adorably despite the sudden change in her condition. “Worth it!”


40
KEEP UP ALL THIS KILLING AND YOU’LL BECOME THE VILLAIN



It took a while for Kai to escort Sienna back to her hospital room. She couldn’t stop kissing him when the elevator doors sealed shut. Couldn’t keep her hands off his body either, not caring that he was wearing his exoskeleton and combat gear again. Every second they spent kissing was a second that the elevator wasn’t in motion.

She nearly fainted again midway through their intimate lip-locking session, giving them both a reminder that she needed to get back to her meds. Sienna sent the elevator descending again.

Walking hand in hand, the pair returned to her hospital room, only to see Elias leaving. Of course, he’d be there. They released their hands immediately.

“What are you doing with her?” Elias yelled.

Kai snorted. “Being a better boyfriend than you will ever be.”

Elias dashed ahead and grabbed Sienna’s wrist, giving it a twist. She cried out in pain and collapsed to her knees, where the hefty man dragged her across the tiled floors. He didn’t get far. Kai utilized the 30 points of augmented strength his exoskeleton granted and pried Elias’s hand away from Sienna’s wrist.

Kai shoved Elias away, offered Sienna his hand, and pulled her up and into his embrace.

Elias gritted his teeth and flailed his arms frantically. “We have to leave now!”

Sienna scowled at him, her arms crossed firmly. “Why?”

“It’s dangerous, Sienna,” Elias said. “You can’t stay here⁠—”

“I’m not going anywhere with you!”

Elias tried again to grab Sienna and tow her away with him, but this time she didn’t move, not while Kai kept her in his embrace. It didn’t stop Elias from trying again, making desperate and fruitless attempts to remove Sienna from Kai’s protective hold.

The balls on this kid, Kai thought. Surely, he should know he can’t do shit to me as long as I’m wearing an exosuit, right? Why does he keep trying? Is he really that desperate?

The more Kai thought about it, the more he suspected something else was happening. Elias implied that Sienna wasn’t safe staying in the hospital anymore, even with Kai’s protection.

Kai released Sienna from his hold, but not for Elias. It was to free his hands so that he could push on Elias’s chest and shove him back, way back into the hospital room, and pin his frame against the glass window. Kai kept one firm hand pushing against Elias, ensuring he didn’t move. Elias wrapped his hands around Kai’s hand, not that he had the strength to do anything about it.

“What’s going on?” Kai asked, leaning closer to Elias’s face. “Talk now, or I’m going to punch you through the fucking window.”

Sweat drenched Elias’s face as he looked to the side out the window and at the objects in the sky.

Kai slanted his gaze to what Elias saw . . . what Elias knew was coming. The HUD in Kai’s augmented vision detected what appeared to be incoming dropships, at least six flying in formation and less than four hundred meters away. And they were closing in fast.

It didn’t take long for Kai to put it together. “You knew they were coming,” he said to Elias. “That’s why you’re here. You were hoping to snatch Sienna before they arrived.”

Sienna limped toward the two and collapsed onto a chair to rest. “Who arrived?” she said after a gasp.

Elias angled his face to the left, looking over Kai’s shoulder and at Sienna. “They’ll take you to Earth,” he said. “There’s still a chance for you to be saved! You won’t have to spend the rest of your life as a bot, if that would even work.”

Kai tightened his grip around Elias’s neck, picked him up with one hand, and threw him into the wall. It took a lot of willpower not to snap his neck instead. The throw sent Elias hurling toward the wall, hitting it back first with a loud thud, before falling to the floor.

While Elias was wiggling and groaning, Kai activated his implant’s communication option, establishing a link with Ilona and Yukina.

“Yukina, did you leave?” Kai said.

She transmitted her reply. “No, Master, I was about to leave now.”

Ilona chimed in on the channel. “Sorry for the delay, Commander. Turns out Yukina needed a quick battery charge. Good thing I caught that and told her to stay put. She would have lost power on the train.”

“Good thing indeed, because trouble’s coming,” Kai said. “I need you two here with me right now! Enemy birds are inbound.”

“Really?” Ilona sounded surprised, which was never good during critical situations like this. “Because I haven’t scanned anything unusual.”

Kai faced the window, squinting. Two gunships descended from the skies and leveled off to fly above the city and support the six incoming enemy vessels. “Looks like they’re dropping in from orbit, so you wouldn’t have noticed.”

“From orbit? I thought most of the Coalition’s ships weren’t on this side of Eden? In any case, I’ll fly outside and scan the area.”

“Don’t take too long, Ilona,” he said. “In and out. I’m going to need your support soon.”

Elias pushed himself up and slowly got to his feet. “What are you doing?”

Kai spun toward him. “Un-fucking your fuck up.”

“No!” Elias held his shaking hands to Kai as he walked past him. “Stop! Sienna might get hurt. Let them take her. This is the best way to do this. No violence, nobody gets hurt.”

Kai ignored him and approached Sienna on the chair, extending his arms for her to leap into. Behind was Elias, running toward Kai, flailing against his back, jabbing him repeatedly.

“Goddamn it, what is wrong with you?” Elias yelled, his fists driving into Kai over and over. Though with his Gladiator’s Vest body armor and exoskeleton, Kai barely felt it. “Violence isn’t the answer, Novak!”

“No, violence is not the answer. Violence is a question.” Kai spun toward Elias, sending him stepping back. “And more often than not, the answer to that question is yes.” Elias backed off like a frightened animal, and Kai activated his commlink again. “Ilona, I need an escape route.”

“Best bet is to slip into the streets and take a train to the spaceport tower where the Starslayer is. Be quick. ETA on the enemy ships: six minutes, thirty-three seconds, and it looks like the city’s entire early warning sensors have been hacked, so expect more to follow.”

“We should exit through the underground parking lot then,” Yukina said, her voice neutral over the channel. “There should be a train station on the eastern side.”

“That could work,” Ilona replied. “From that train, you can transfer to another that travels directly to the spaceport.”

“I like that plan,” Kai said. “Okay, let’s get to them.”

“No, just stop!” Elias roared. “Novak, you’re ruining our planet with your actions!”

Kai returned to confront Elias. “I’m saving your damn planet.”

“Give the Coalition what they want and they’ll go away!” Elias waved his hands about. “Haven’t you figured it out yet?”

“Fuck that.”

Elias lost his temper in three seconds flat and struck Kai with raging fists. One of his fists socked Kai in the chin and then the lip, knocking him backward. Kai wiped the blood from his mouth and punched Elias back. Softly, of course, he didn’t want to punch Elias’s head off. Killing Elias, regardless of the reason, still carried heavy consequences. Elias’s father was still a powerful and wealthy corpo.

As such, the brawl that ignited between Kai and Elias turned into a lengthy one. Kai had to hold back to prevent himself from accidentally killing Elias, and his opponent knew that. Elias didn’t have to hold back at all and threw punches aimed at Kai’s face and kicks aimed at his legs. At one point, Elias tried to eye-gouge Kai. He even resorted to biting.

Behind was Sienna in tears, pleading for the men to cease fighting. Her cries were ignored. Neither of the two yielded and turned Sienna’s hospital room upside down, flipping tables, chairs, and even the bed over to get at each other. And after throwing so much fucking shit about, Kai failed to at least knock Elias out. Not knowing the full extent of his power was a bitch.

A surge of rage built up within Kai. He huffed, puffed, and yelled furiously like an unchained beast. Now, Kai didn’t give a flying fuck what happened. Elias had to fucking go. He smacked Elias hard enough to send him flying into the wall then balled his fist and lunged.

Elias opened his eyes wide and swerved to the left, evading Kai’s punch. Kai ended up putting a hole in the wall. Had the punch connected, the blow would have been almost greater than the force of a sledgehammer hitting him. Removing his fist from the new hole in the wall, Kai twisted toward Elias and kicked him.

The young lad flew toward a cabinet with an array of medical examining equipment on it, hitting the floor and tumbling about. And he didn’t move. Good. Kai unholstered the Hammershot, deactivated the pistol’s safety, and pointed the gun at the downed son of a corpo.

But Sienna stood directly between them, spreading her arms apart, facing Kai.

“Don’t kill him!” Sienna begged.

“Step out of the way, Sienna!” Kai demanded while lowering the Hammershot.

“Elias’s a jerk, but he doesn’t deserve to die.”

“Get out of the way,” Kai reiterated.

Behind Sienna was Elias, getting to his feet and glaring at Kai. “Is that your answer to everything, Novak? Kill people?”

Kai shrugged. “Something wrong with that?”

“Thank you for proving my point.” Elias held his shoulder and spat a wad of blood on the floor. “You kill and kill and don’t know a single thing about conflict resolution.”

Kai rolled his eyes, sighing deeply. “And how would you suggest I do that?”

“Turn yourself in to the Coalition,” Elias said. “Stop provoking them. Surrender yourself and that drone and they’ll ease up on us. Sacrifice yourself and die as the hero we need. Keep up all this killing and you’ll become the villain.”

“At least you won’t live long enough to see me become the villain.”

Kai tried to retake aim, stepping around Sienna with her arms spread. Kai lifted his aim upward, inching toward Elias, who dashed to the right, grabbed a satchel, and held it up as a shield. He didn’t pull the trigger. The satchel, as Kai recalled, contained Sienna’s medication, the only capsules on the planet that could prolong her life. With Kai’s luck, he’d end up punching bullets through the capsules in the satchel, destroying most if not all of her pills.

Although, a CES should allow Kai to take a shot that’d end Elias and preserve the pills.

He selected Double Tap, and the CES, working with his exoskeleton and neural implant, scanned Elias standing and holding the medicine satchel as a shield. It scanned and located the perfect places to land the two shots.

Kai activated Double Tap, and the program sent signals into his exoskeleton, forcing it to move Kai’s arms and hands to aim the Hammershot.

Sienna stepped in front of Kai again, and his exoskeleton never forced his finger to pull the trigger.

An error message blinked in Kai’s vision, informing him that a civilian was in front, obstructing his shot.

“Stop,” Sienna pleaded again with teary eyes. “Kai, don’t do it. His father will have you killed!”

Kai didn’t shoot, so Elias took off and ran into the hallway, carrying Sienna’s medication with him. The pair winced at the sight of him turning the corner, drawing the concerned gazes of several nurses and doctors.

Kai lowered the Hammershot. “Now he’s gone with your meds.”

Sienna grimaced. “Damn it, I need those to keep living.”

“We need to get them back now!”

“Be advised, Commander,” Ilona said. “The longer you stay, the more likely the enemy will find and trap you inside the building. Then we have the matter of all the unevacuated personnel still here. The Coalition’s fight is with us, not the people in the hospital. If we leave, they’ll leave them alone.”

Kai moved in pursuit of Elias while Sienna followed behind, the best she could in her weakened state. “What’s Eden’s forces doing?”

“Eden’s military is stretched thin, Commander,” Ilona transmitted. “Kind of like us, ironically. There’s not a lot of coverage here, so it’ll be awhile before they can find available units to stop them.”

“I find that unbelievable, considering the president’s daughter is here.”

“Hey, Eden has units near the city. They’ll be inbound soon, but since the enemy has a head start because someone launched a cyberattack on their network . . .”

“Fine.” He turned the corner and spotted no signs of Elias. “Any idea where Elias ran off?”

“One moment, Commander. Ah, I see him. Turn right then left. Elias ran into a medical storage room.”

“On it.”

Kai sprinted, hurrying through the hallways, following Ilona’s directions. He found the room in question, reaching forward to open it.

A red light appeared on the wall panel to the door’s left. Its electronic lock had activated. Kai couldn’t open it. He thought about breaking the door apart but winced when he noticed it was a heavy steel door.

Requires at least 120 Strength to break or remove.

So that was out of the question.

Hacking, on the other hand.

Requires at least 20 Hacking Skill.

Sienna rolled up her left sleeve, accessing her ICE-breaker, but nothing happened. The screen on the door’s electronic lock was still red. “Someone hacked this door and is locking me out.”

Kai stepped forward. “It’s him, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“Can you override it?”

“One second, I’ll try, but he’s pretty good at this, better than me.”

He turned to Sienna while she fingered the ICE-breaker’s touch screen. “Oh?”

“Elias is the one who taught me this stuff . . .” And then she paused, opening her eyes wide. Kai did the same, and the two slowly faced each other. “The cameras and Dragomirov.”

“Elias did it.” Kai slammed his fist into his palm. “He’s the one covering Dragomirov’s tracks. Of course, it’d be him. They were working together. I just didn’t know Elias was that good at hacking.”

“To be fair, Commander,” Ilona commented. “Elias is level 26.”

“I assumed that was because of his hand-to-hand fighting skill. That kid packs a mean punch. But you’re right, Ilona. Sienna’s hacking is at 20, so Elias’s skill is at least 21, accounting for 21 of his 26 levels. Fuck, the answer was right in front of us, and we didn’t catch it!”

“Honestly, I never thought Elias really would go this low,” Sienna said as she continued typing commands into the ICE-breaker. “Working with the Coalition . . . what the fuck?”

“He’s not from Eden, so they aren’t his enemy,” Kai said.

“He spends a lot of time here though . . . and he helped me and my friend aid people suffering because of the Coalition.”

“Because of you, Sienna,” Kai said. “He never gave a damn about this place or the people you helped. He only cared about controlling you so that you’d follow him back to the Toliman system.”

The lights went out, surrounding everyone in darkness, apart from Sienna. The ICE-breaker’s screen cast blue light on her face.

Kai sighed. “I take it that’s him too?”

Sienna grunted, “It is . . .”


41
WATCH YOUR STEP AND YOU’LL BE FINE



Kai and Sienna stepped away from the locked door, barely visible in the darkness that had fallen. There was nothing they could do. One couldn’t hack its electronic locks without electricity flowing through them.

“What an obsessive prick . . .” Kai sighed and put his hands on his hips.

“Master.”

He spun to see Yukina running toward them, her silver-white twin-tails fluttering. Kai gestured to the powered-down locked door. “Just in time. Yukina, help me with this door.”

Kai winced. They had a combined strength of 110. They were short 10 points to break or force it open.

The pair tried to force it open anyway. Kai and Yukina grabbed onto the door and pushed with all their might. It wouldn’t budge. They tried repeatedly but had to concede defeat. They didn’t have the power to push or pull it apart.

“If Cerise were here, we could have successfully forced this open,” Yukina said, observing the reinforced door before them.

The hospital’s PA speakers activated. “I hope that satchel wasn’t expensive, Sienna.” It was Elias’s voice. Of course, it’d be him. “Because I set it on fire, along with this case of meds inside.”

Kai gritted his teeth before snarling. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”

“You’ll thank me later for this.” Elias’s voice echoed. “Please don’t hate me.”

A fire alarm rang moments later, startling them all.

“You hear that alarm?” Elias blurted over the PA. “That’s the smoke detector reacting to your burning satchel and pills.”

Sienna approached the door, blocking their path to him and eyeing it closely. “What about all the infected who still need treatment?” she yelled. “Elias, don’t burn those meds! At least give them to the others!”

There was an odd silence, Elias likely considering it. Did she get through to him? Kai pondered.

“I can do that,” Elias replied. “There are a few capsules that haven’t burned yet. Not much, however. I’ll do it under one condition. Come back to me and then tell Novak to turn himself and Ilona into the Coalition.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me times two,” Kai groaned.

“You see, Sienna?” Elias chirped. Kai angled his gaze about, searching for the security camera Elias hacked and operated to watch them. “Novak’s not a good man. He’d rather get what he wants than help the infected. I could restore power right now and end this if he were to turn himself in, but no, he wants to complain! Keep in mind, there are several people right now in this hospital as we speak who are in the middle of life-saving surgery.”

“Commander, we should go before more people suffer because of us,” Ilona transmitted to him. “According to my scans, those meds are far from salvageable now.”

And she made a good point. Hospitals didn’t work very well when running on backup power. People on life support were going to die. Doctors performing surgery were not having a good day at work, and the longer Kai delayed, the more patients in the hospital would suffer.

The whole situation was fucked up.

Kai tugged on Sienna’s arm. “Let’s go . . .”

She didn’t resist and walked with Kai. By now, she likely came to terms with the fact that what remained of her medication had burned. Yukina trotted alongside them, and the group moved away from the door. Kai hoped Elias would try something else to sway them, something that didn’t involve the people in the hospital that was about to go up in flames when the enemy arrived. Or from the fires Elias started in the storage area.

They reached the elevator and pressed its button to summon it. Unsurprisingly, nothing happened. “No power to the elevators too.” Kai neared the elevator door and gave it a quick scan.

Requires at least 90 Strength to break or remove.

Unlike the storage room door, their combined strength should be enough to force it open.

“Yukina.”

The 400i marionette walked over and stood with Kai. Together, the pair forced open the elevator doors, Kai pushing one half to the left, Yukina pushing the other half to the right. They accessed a blackened shaft and looked at a seemingly endless drop into the basement.

“Maybe we should take the stairs,” Sienna suggested.

Kai shook his head. “That’ll take too long, and the enemy would likely send troops up it.”

Yukina chimed in. “We should be able to eliminate all hostile targets in a narrow passage.”

“Yeah, but what about Sienna?” Kai said, shifting his gaze to Yukina. “What if she gets hurt? We can’t risk it.”

Yukina studied the darkness of the elevator shaft, her blue shimmering eyes narrowing as she conducted a scan. “And if we fall down the shaft.”

Kai inched himself to the drop of the elevator shaft. “Watch your step and you’ll be fine.”

The group descended into the elevator shaft. Sienna climbed onto Yukina’s back, where the 400i marionette gave her a piggyback ride. With Sienna on Yukina’s back and holding her tightly, the two entered the darkness first, where Yukina reached outward and grasped the shaft’s maintenance ladder. With steady moves, Yukina descended. Kai grabbed onto the ladder next and lowered himself down the shaft, while Ilona floated alongside the group. During her descent, Yukina released herself from the ladder and fell several meters, promptly grabbing the ladder again. And then she did it again and again. Sienna screamed each time.

“Yukina!” Kai yelled.

“Master, I believe I have discovered a faster means of descending to the bottom.”

“Yeah, an incredibly risky one!”

“She’s not wrong though,” Ilona said. “You can do something similar, Commander. Try using your jump-jet.”

Kai glanced downward. Yukina lowered herself farther down the shaft by letting gravity do half the work. She simply let go of the ladder, fell for a few seconds, and then grabbed onto it again with the strength of her marionette hands. Kai mimicked Yukina’s trick and released himself from the ladder. He plummeted, falling several meters. Kai activated his exoskeleton’s small jetpack with a single signal sent through his neural implant. A thrust of blue flair slowed his fall, allowing Kai to grab onto the ladder. He repeated the trick, stopping when he approached Yukina and Sienna’s location on the ladder.

The group reached the bottom of the shaft in five minutes rather than the estimated thirty or so it would have taken. A burst of light illuminated their surroundings. The lights had turned back on, followed by the hum of the building’s electrical wiring. Primary power had been restored.

“Aha! I knew it,” Kai snorted. “He’s going to try something else.”

“At least people who need medical attention can still get it,” Sienna said.

And then Kai heard a sound he didn’t want to hear. It was a loud rumbling noise, like some kind of mechanical failure. He glanced upward, and the overlays in his vision identified an elevator coming down. It was falling rather than leisurely descending, and he was certain Elias had hacked the lift to do that.

It was going to crush them. Evidently, Sienna’s refusal to accept Elias also put her life in danger.

“Ah . . . Ilona?”

The drone neared the nearby door. “I’m on it.”

Kai wasn’t certain she could remotely hack the door open in time. He activated his jetpack, sending him upward like a superhero to meet the falling lift. With his hands pointed upward, Kai caught the falling elevator, the impact shaking him. But he managed to slow the elevator, employing the full power of his exoskeleton’s arms to slow it from falling. He didn’t stop it from moving, the lift too heavy for Kai alone to do that. The best he could do was push upward while relying on the jetpack to give him a bit of a boost to help.

The gears in his exoskeleton whirled. Then he heard a slight crack. His stunt was taking its toll on his equipment. He was surprised the jetpack lasted as long as it did. It was designed for short bursts, not continuous usage. He had a feeling that it’d give out soon at this rate.

The elevator became much lighter and then ascended the shaft.

Kai looked at his hands wrapped in the exoskeleton, narrowing his eyes.

“No, Commander, you’re not that strong,” Ilona said, laughing. “I hacked the elevator and sent it back up.”

Kai floated back down to the bottom of the shaft, his jetpack’s flair diminishing. “You probably should have done that beforehand.”

“I was hacking this door and the elevator at the same time.” The doors slid open. “C’mon now, I’m an AI. I can multitask here.”

Kai led the group out of the shaft and into the hospital’s underground parking lot, slithering past several idle cars and vans. He eyed the mini-map in search of a path to the train station in the lot’s eastern half. Multiple red dots appeared on the map. Hostile targets were fanning out and approaching them from all sides, entering the underground complex from ramps leading up to the streets.

“Get down!”

Everyone hit the deck and followed Kai’s lead as he approached a black car. Coalition Marines ranging from levels 50-120 came out of the woodwork with assault rifles raised. Kai and Yukina were levels 121 and 109 respectively. They had their work cut out for them, and his implant’s warning system was quick to remind him of that.

Condition: Red

Status: Enemy Engaged

A hail of bullets came surging forward, while a dozen Coalition fighters sought cover behind other parked vehicles. Kai clenched his M-905 and returned fire whenever he found the chance, his submachine gun adding to the deafening bangs filling the underground parking lot.

The windows of the car they had covered behind shattered afterward, sending a spray of shards upon them. Brushing the glass out of his hair, Kai inched around the vehicle’s left side, sending another spray of 9mm rounds downrange. On the other side of the car was Yukina, peering through the scope of her M877 sniper rifle, and eliminating the enemy soldiers opposite them. When she finished them, Yukina angled the M877 to the other side and dropped two soldiers with two quick trigger pulls. Gore covered the parking lot’s surface.

Kai lowered himself, ejecting a spent magazine before swiftly slapping in a new one. Now reloaded, he returned to the battle and spotted a Coalition Marine moving to cover behind another car closer to them. Kai denied the man from getting the advantage and plugged two rounds through the juggler. Jets of blood squirted out of the Coalition’s soldier’s neck, and he collapsed to the ground, face down in a pool of his own blood. On the right, Kai’s implant highlighted three Coalition Marines completing a reload of their Vinogradov 77 assault rifles. Kai waited for them to peek around the corner of their cover and promptly shot one trooper in the head, instantly killing him.

The remaining two hostiles let loose a raging blast of gunfire Kai’s way, forcing him to get behind the car that was now slowly filling with bullet holes. When the time was right, Kai and Yukina returned the favor and emptied their magazines. Car windows exploded into fragmented glass. Tires popped and lost air. Sienna covered her ears and screamed, her body trembling.

“Damn it, we took too long to get down here,” Kai said, reaching for another ammunition magazine.

He reloaded the M-905 and sought to change their tactics. Despite the kills he and Yukina scored, the enemy still advanced on their position. Kai leaped upward and activated his jetpack, boosting his leaping height. The stunt threw the enemy off. It didn’t seem like they were expecting him to do that, nor were they expecting his jetpack to carry him closer to their position.

Kai shot down three soldiers now that he was behind their cover, turned to the right, and shot to death two more. He heard the echo of boot steps racing toward his position. Gripping the Zenmetsu katana, Kai jump-jetted again, evading a hail of bullets before landing behind an unsuspecting enemy soldier. Kai slashed the Zenmetsu vertically as he landed, slicing the enemy soldier in half from head to cock, and then spun with a spinning slash, decapitating another.

Missed enemy rounds dotted the vehicle near Kai. Activating his jetpack again, Kai angled his body to the side and used it to propel himself away from the incoming rounds. With the jetpack augmenting his speed, Kai sped toward another unsuspecting enemy soldier. He impaled the man with the Zenmetsu, pulled the katana from his chest, and spotted another hostile attempting to reload their assault rifle. Kai sliced off both their hands, and the enemy trooper screamed while looking at the blood gushing out from their wrist stumps.

The gunfire from multiple Coalition Marines never let up, leaving Kai with no choice but to put his back against the concrete support pillar and scan the battlefield again. His stunt yielded little progress. More Coalition soldiers were charging in from the streets, replacing those who had fallen. He spotted several enemy soldiers dragging away their wounded comrades.

“I have successfully eliminated eight hostile targets,” Yukina called out. “However, another seventeen still remain.”

“We have to go back up,” Sienna said.

“Try the lobby,” Ilona suggested. “The Coalition’s sending most of their men down here. So there should be fewer of them upstairs.”

“How did they know we would be down here?” Kai asked.

“Elias must be using his ICE-breaker to monitor the cameras and feed them intel,” Ilona revealed.

“Then let’s split up.” Kai sheathed the Zenmetsu, retrieved his M-905, and then opened fire. “Yukina, stay here with Sienna and fight. Ilona, with me. The Coalition wants you and me more than anything. Once they realize we’re alone in the lobby, they’ll shift their men away from the parking lot and come after us. When that happens, Yukina, take Sienna to the train station and get out of here.”

Kai looked over to the car the girls had covered behind. He spotted Yukina shaking her head at him. “Master, I cannot do that. I must protect you.”

“You have to protect Sienna right now,” Kai said. “Yukina, who is the most vulnerable out of everyone here?”

“Sienna is.”

“Right. So Protect her like you want to protect me. Ilona and I will be fine.”

Kai opened fire again, forcing the enemy into cover. While that happened, his jump-jet activated, giving him a burst of speed and height that saw Kai diving back into cover behind the bullet-ridden car with Yukina, Ilona, and Sienna. Ilona floated to his left, ready to carry out his plan. Yukina hesitated. She looked uneasy and glared at him with pleading, synthetic blue glowing eyes that screamed, “no, please stay with me.” Kai patted Yukina on the head, his hand sinking into her silver-white hair. Yukina’s cheeks turned red.

When he inched his head-patting hand away from Yukina, she gave him a nod and spun around, standing in defense of Sienna. Yukina clenched her M877 and blew apart the heads of two enemy troopers with one shot. She ducked to reload the sniper rifle and didn’t seem to care that her panties were visible from the crouched position.

Kai and Ilona retreated and hurried toward the emergency staircase to the deafening sounds of gunfire, leaving Sienna and Yukina alone. While Kai fled, he gave Sienna one last fleeting glance. She did the same and tugged aside the messy blonde hair that had fallen before her face as she graced Kai with a smile. It was an uplifting smile that cleared Kai’s head of all worry, filling him with the willpower to see his plan through.

A smile worth dying for.
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A GETAWAY VEHICLE



Sergeant Biser Zeman of the Coalition Marines held his Vinogradov 77 steady as he walked through the hospital’s waiting room, his boots crushing broken glass and debris below his feet. To the left and right were three members of his fire team, who had synced their neural implants together, exchanging battle data with each other as they scanned the area for their targets.

“Eyes sharp,” Zeman said. “Novak should be here any second now.”

He issued a command to his team via their neural-linked minds, spread out.

Zeman’s fire team did as ordered, hastening to secure the hospital’s waiting room.

A loud bang startled the team, followed by Private Smith collapsing to the floor. Zeman sought cover behind the reception desk and grimaced when his overlays informed him that Smith’s wounds were fatal. He peered around his cover and spotted the young man’s corpse. There was a hole in his forehead and brain matter splattered across the floor.

Out from the corner emerged the deserter Kai Novak and the Ilona AI drone that Dr. Roger Rhinehart illegally developed. In Novak’s hands was an M-905, with smoke rising from its muzzle. Novak lowered the weapon with mocking laughter.

“Oops, was that your boyfriend?”

Corporal Simmons peered up from his cover and gritted his teeth. “It’s Novak!”

Zeman established a communication link. “Command, we have eyes on Novak and the Ilona construct.”

“Take him out and capture her,” Command transmitted back to Zeman and his team. “Those two are priority targets over the girl. Use every unit you have to make it happen. Novak is not to be underestimated.”

“But, sir, the Heinonen girl is down below.”

“I don’t care! I want Novak dead, and the Ilona AI must not be allowed to interface with any more marionettes!”

“Understood, sir.” Zeman changed communication channels. “All units to my location, ASAP. I have eyes on Novak and the Ilona AI. I say again, I have eyes on Novak and the Ilona AI!”

[image: ]


Kai hurried into the stairwell for cover, right as a hail of bullets soared past, dotting the wall with holes. He returned fire, striking a Coalition Marine and sending their body to the floor with a couple of new holes in their chest and head.

Your Submachine Gun Skill is now at level 30.

The enemy simply responded with a greater show of aggression, likely very upset that Kai had killed two of their comrades.

“Alert, Commander, the enemies outside are now on the move. And it looks like they’re coming to us.”

“Just as planned.”

“We need to give them the slip before they box us in.”

Kai looked ahead to the exit of the waiting room, spotting the outdoor parking lot and a shine of sunlight reflecting off the vehicles. “Plenty of space to do that outside.”

He counted to ten and then stormed out of the stairwell, using his jetpack to aid in his dashing stride. A blast of flair from the jetpack sent Kai soaring up and across the waiting room, where he angled the M-905 downward and gunned down a soldier hiding behind the reception desk. Now using the desk as cover, Kai took aim and targeted the last remaining soldier, perforating his gut and face. The man collapsed back-first against the wall, leaving a red smear across it.

Up ahead, Kai noticed the first wave of backup enemies charging toward his location. He shifted his aim to the entrance and pulled the trigger.

Click, click. Kai was out of ammunition.

Two hostile targets dashed into the fray, providing backup with their Vinogradov assault rifles aimed at Kai’s general direction.

Working quickly, Kai ejected his magazine.

Both men held the triggers on their rifles.

But nothing happened. Ilona hacked and locked them out. Visibly frustrated, both soldiers threw their assault rifles to the floor and reached for combat daggers.

Another two soldiers whose Vinogradovs had been hacked did the same.

That was four men approaching Kai at his cover with combat daggers drawn, and he still hadn’t finished performing his reload. Everything had happened so fast.

“Don’t expect this to last for long,” Ilona said. “It’s taking a lot of processing power for me to keep their guns offline.”

The first dagger-wielding soldier took a swipe at Kai. He countered by swinging the M-905, using it to deflect one dagger strike, before smashing the butt end of the submachine gun into the face of his second target, staggering the hostile fighter backward. A brief brawl ensued, forcing Kai out of his cover and into the open space. He kicked the nearest soldier in the balls and spin-kicked the other away.

Kai opted to fetch his sidearm pistol, the XP5 Hammershot. Switching weapons was always faster than reloading, even with an exoskeleton. But rather than grabbing his Hammershot, his exoskeleton forced Kai to reach back and pull the Zenmetsu free from its scabbard. Kai executed a series of swings, parrying a dagger strike, before he rose to parry another slash from the second soldier. He instinctively turned and blocked the strikes of the two dagger-wielding soldiers closing in behind him.

“Four against one,” one of the Coalition soldiers said. “You know what that means, Novak?”

“Yeah, I do . . .” Kai grinned at him. “It’s an even match.”

Kai didn’t give him the chance to react and swung the Zenmetsu through his neck. The soldier’s head fell off. The three remaining hostiles charged at Kai at once. Kai activated his jetpack and jump-jetted over them, landing behind. Before they could spin, he impaled the nearest soldier through the back. His blade came out of the other end, where he heaved it upward, splitting his opponent’s neck and head in two. He kicked the corpse forward and into the two remaining soldiers with enough force to send them staggering backward. He performed another jump-jet, leaping and twirling over the soldier to the left, and landing with a vertical slice. His opponent was dead before he hit the floor, a geyser of blood gushing everywhere.

The last remaining enemy soldier yelled a war cry and thrust his dagger. Kai leaped to the right and activated his jetpack to help him evade the attack by boosting his dodging speed. In a frustrated groan, the soldier threw their dagger toward him, sending it spinning. A left-to-right swipe knocked the spinning dagger to the side. The soldier grabbed the daggers from his fallen comrades, placing one in each hand and tossing them both at Kai.

The exoskeleton guided Kai’s arms to swing the katana again, and he batted both weapons to the floor before Kai used his jet and propelled himself forward. He sank the Zenmetsu into the man’s gut and then heaved it upward, slicing him in two. Kai stepped away and watched as their body unfolded in half, unveiling a grisly sight of their internal organs squirting red juices all over the place, and the sight of the exit behind.

Kai lowered himself to the first enemy soldier, whom he had shot in the head earlier. He brushed the blade of the Zenmetsu across the fabric of their uniform, wiping the katana clean. He stood up and sheathed the Zenmetsu on his back in one quick motion.

“Master, most of the enemy has withdrawn from the parking garage,” Yukina transmitted over their communication channel.

“Good, it means they’re only coming for us,” he said.

“We are on the move and approaching the underground train station now.”

“Understood. We’ll meet up with you two at another station.”

Kai bolted outside, racing past the cars in the parking lot and onto the streets. Numerous police cars sped forward and came to a screeching halt outside the hospital. The uniformed police officers left their vehicles, their pistols gripped and raised in Kai’s direction. They switched aim when the newly arrived Coalition troopers appeared from the traffic and opened fire. The police sought cover behind their cars and returned fire, but with only pistols that fired 9mm rounds, they weren’t making much progress. One police car tried to back away and took a rocket launcher strike from the side. The vehicle exploded with a thunderous blast that sent three nearby officers to the road. Engulfed in flames, the car reversed uncontrollably before smashing through a restaurant’s glass window. The police officer inside the burning vehicle never exited.

“Damn, the cops probably didn’t get the memo that this is the enemy and not some criminal activity,” Kai said.

Ilona drifted to Kai’s left, facing the carnage unfolding, as police officers fell in the shootout. “They won’t survive.”

Kai performed his long-delayed reload of his M-905, opened fire, targeting what Coalition soldiers he could while dashing behind an idle police car. Only two Coalition troopers fell over dead. That changed to three when a Coalition soldier got too close and Kai pulled out the Zenmetsu, beheading the hostile with lightning-fast reflexes gifted to him by his exoskeleton.

“Commander! Over here!”

Ilona highlighted an object of interest in his tactical overlay. It was an idle ambulance.

He smiled. “A getaway vehicle?”

“We need to regroup with Yukina and Sienna at Bradley Station. The ambulance will be our fastest way to get there, and its sirens will yield traffic for us.”

Ilona rose to the skies, while Kai backtracked, returning to the hospital and nearing the ambulance she had detected. A Coalition dropship descended and deposited several Coalition fighters into the parking lot. The enemy fighters took up defensive positions and directed their assault rifles at Kai. Behind, Kai spotted a second group of newly arrived police officers and then seconds later two APCs that deposited heavily armed law enforcement officers equipped with full combat armor, shotguns, assault rifles, and sniper rifles. The cops were bringing out the big guns now.

Kai dove behind a van as the battled turned into a three-way clusterfuck. The police were shooting at the Coalition. The Coalition was firing back at them. Kai was gunning down Coalition fighters, forcing them to switch their aim to him occasionally. Explosions hammered the surface when shoulder-fired rocket launchers hit their targets. And then, when Kai thought the situation couldn’t get any worse, he felt two 9mm rounds hit him in the back. Thankfully, his exoskeleton and vest provided him with 108 defense, more than enough for Kai to shrug off the rounds. He spun to see who had shot him. It was the police. He was now a suspect, a threat to be suppressed.

“We’re not the bad guys, you fucking assholes!” Kai yelled. Not that anyone could hear him over the racket of gunshots and rocket launcher explosions.

“They don’t know that!” Ilona transmitted to him.

With his back against the van, Kai inched to the left and peered around the vehicle. He spotted the incoming armored police officers pushing deeper into the parking lot.

“Don’t you dare think about it, Commander,” Ilona said.

He lowered the M-905. “It’s getting really hard not to shoot at people shooting me.”

“The police are men and women just doing their job.”

“I know, but right now we need to get moving!”

“I’ll handle this!”

“How?”

“With the Electro Stunner taser Amber installed. Or did you forget she did that last night?”

“I didn’t even know she started.” He inched away from the incoming law enforcement officers. “Okay, it’s all you, Ilona!”

Ilona drifted downward a second later and hovered above the tactical policemen and women. The drone discharged multiple bolts of electricity, stunning the police officers with nonlethal shocks, their bodies juddering as they fell to the road. Turning to the side, Ilona electrocuted a second wave of cops, and they convulsed and fell to the ground, squirming and moaning. A cluster of law enforcement officers turned their assault rifles up at Ilona.

Kai opened fire, shooting down those men. He tried his best to aim for their arms and legs. As they found themselves under fire, the law enforcement personnel spun and pointed their rifles at Kai, who retreated behind the van to the sounds of bullets clanging against it. Meanwhile, Ilona drifted behind the armored police officers, hovering inches above the surface. She zapped their legs, stunning them long enough that they fell over. When they were down on the ground, Ilona discharged her mounted taser again and shocked them into unconsciousness.

There were fewer people taking potshots at Kai now. Most of the Coalition fighters were busy pinning down the remaining police officers with heavy gunfire. Kai left his cover, jump-jetting to land behind a nearby car, and then kept his head low from gunfire.

His maneuver alerted three Coalition Marines, and they spun around to see where Kai had gone. Neither noticed Ilona swooping behind them and shocking their backs with the attached Electro Stunner. Ilona continuously electrified them until they stopped moving. Concern about their energy levels prompted Kai to check his and Ilona’s battery statuses.

Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 55%

Ilona: Battery Charge – 34%

He winced.

Ilona’s battery power dropped a lot, as did the charge for his exoskeleton because of all the jump-jetting he’d been doing, and relying on it to slice and dice hostiles with the Zenmetsu. Kai wanted to tell Ilona to stop using the Electro Stunner but knew he wouldn’t have been able to make it that far without her spending that energy. Now he understood why she had never used it earlier when they were in the underground parking lot. Ilona was likely holding out in case of an emergency, like now.

Kai was on the move again and inched himself to the ambulance he had come looking for. There were two Coalition soldiers positioned near it. He shot both men in the head without a second thought and then approached the ambulance’s driver’s side window and punched a hole through the glass with one swift fist. Kai reached down, unlocked the door, and climbed in. Ilona floated onto the passenger chair, and her hologram appeared as a purple-haired woman wearing a white lab coat seated beside him.

He seized the steering wheel and pressed the ambulance’s ignition button. Nothing happened. A display screen on the dashboard appeared, requesting Kai to input an activation code.

“Ilona, hack this⁠—”

“Already on it.”

The ambulance powered on. Kai gripped the wheel, mashed the pedal, and sent the vehicle speeding forward. A Coalition soldier ran toward the speeding ambulance, likely because he heard it in operation. Kai drove into the man and sent his body up and over the hood of the ambulance. Up ahead, a Coalition soldier was dragging a wounded comrade behind the cover of a car in the parking lot. Kai kept speeding. The ambulance rocked as it ran them down and crushed their bodies then continued onto the road, narrowly slipping past the police and their APC vehicles.

Ilona activated the ambulance’s siren while he sped the vehicle through the streets. All the cars on the road veered to the side to let him drive past. None of the vehicles’ operators knew there was no medical emergency he was responding to.

Five minutes into the ride, Kai received a message through their communication channel. “Master, Sienna’s condition has worsened.”

“It’s because she doesn’t have the meds anymore and overexerted herself earlier.”

“That date was a mistake.” That was Sienna groaning in the background of Yukina’s transmission. “Once again, I fucked things up for everyone.” The rasping sounds of her coughing echoed over the commlink. “Maybe I deserve this.”

“No, you didn’t know this would happen,” Kai said, turning the ambulance right and speeding it down the road. “This is all Elias’s fault. The guy is so obsessed with you he’s willing to put the lives of doctors, surgeons, nurses, hell, everyone in the hospital who needs attention, to force you back into his arms.”

“What will happen to Sienna, Master?”

“She’ll die at this rate,” Kai said, reluctantly replying to Yukina’s question. “That extra dose of meds plus overworking herself must have weakened her body, so the virus is spreading faster.”

“Now what?” Amber asked over the channel. “Sounds like returning to the Starslayer’s a waste of time. She’ll be dead shortly after we arrive.”

“Get Sienna to Exhibit Technologies,” Kai said. “We’ll use their factory and copy her memory into her marionette replicant.”

“Did Exhibit even make one for her yet?” Ilona asked.

“Even if they didn’t, digitizing Sienna’s mind is all we need,” Kai said. “It’s the fastest way to save her. We can always upload her to a replicant later.”

“That’s assuming the tests with Nikolina were successful,” Amber transmitted. “If not, then we’re wasting time.”

“Got a better idea, Adams? Because I’m totally open to one right now,” Kai said.

“How about we get her more of the meds?” Amber suggested.

“Elias destroyed them. The only other place to get them is Earth, and I doubt the Coalition will let us waltz in and take a few of them for her.”

“Finding us the fast route to Exhibit’s factory,” Ilona said as three holographic maps appeared before her. She glanced at the data closely, eyes narrowed. “Here we go. Let’s go to Union Station. An express freight train should be nearby with plans to head directly to the city’s industrial district. We get on that, and it should take us to Exhibit’s marionette factory, or at least someplace close.”

“Yukina, you catch that?” Kai said. “Get off at Union Station, not Bradley Station. We’ll meet up with you there, and transfer over to a freight train⁠—”

“Commander, get down!”

Kai lowered himself the instant Ilona warned him. Seconds after, a hail of bullets punched through their stolen ambulance. He raised his head to look about, spotting dozens of hostile soldiers rappelling down from three dropships descending from the sky. The enemy ahead raised their Vinogradovs at their ambulance and opened fire once more, forcing Kai to duck his head again.

He let go of the wheel, but the ambulance continued moving ahead anyway. Ilona had taken control of it after remotely hacking into its systems. Avoiding cars and scattering pedestrians, Ilona sped the ambulance ahead and directly into enemy soldiers in the streets. Multiple thuds echoed, while a splattering of crimson juices covered the bullet-ridden windshield.

Kai was free to get up but saw nothing but blood on the glass ahead. He activated the windshield wipers, squirted washer fluid onto them, and then wiped away the blood like rainwater. He deactivated the wipers when the blood was gone.

Additional enemy dropships lowered from space, located their racing ambulance, and deployed six men to the streets. Men who jumped out of the hovering ships without having to repel downward. Men who hit the street with a thud but could still stand up straight without injury, and then later start running after the ambulance.

They were running fast enough to keep pace with it.

They were machines.

Kai looked behind, wincing at the six men running after them. “Hunter-killers! Fuck!”

Ilona took a glance at them as well. “Oh, geez, it’s the running ones too.”

The machine men caught up with the speeding ambulance in seconds, with the lead one jumping and landing on the vehicle’s rear. The hunter-killer smashed through the ambulance’s back entrance, tossed aside the debris that was once the door, and climbed inside. Kai also climbed into the rear and pushed the stretcher ahead of him, utilizing the 30 points of strength his exoskeleton offered. His superhuman strength sent the stretcher into the hunter-killer with a massive impact, knocking it face forward. The machine lost its balance and tumbled out of the ambulance, hitting the road and rolling about. Its five remaining partners moved to the left and right of the fallen machine man and then continued running for the ambulance.

While sprinting, the five hunter-killers retrieved Vinogradov rifles from their backs and took aim at Kai. They opened fire. Kai moved swiftly, pressing his back against the left side of the wall, evading the volley of rounds that came surging into the ambulance. He gripped the M-905 and returned fire, shooting the rushing hunter-killers. The synthetic men staggered but never stopped moving. Even the one Kai had knocked to the streets got back up and started running.

Kai angled his submachine gun downward, aiming for the leg of the nearest hunter-killer. He emptied an entire magazine into the leg until a piece of it broke off. Now the machine man hobbled with one leg, unable to keep pace as a flare of sparks surged from its thigh without a connecting limb. Kai reloaded then ducked as a torrent of gunfire came toward him.

He spiraled backward. Two rounds pierced through Kai’s shoulder and right thigh. He refused to give up and, with the M-905 on full auto, damaged the right leg of a second hunter-killer, and it tumbled to the road, unable to stand up.

The ambulance turned to the right, putting the four remaining hunter-killers out of range for the time being. They’d be back in firing range soon. Kai got to his feet quickly. The pain that radiated through his body was brutal. He retrieved a first aid kit, using the speed his exoskeleton hands and arms gave, and promptly cleaned and patched up his injuries. According to his health monitor, his overall health increased from 72% to 90%. According to his ammunition counter, Kai had to reload.

He grimaced when he noticed he was running low on magazines. He slipped the second last magazine into the M-905 and spun to the opening in the back of the ambulance, wasting no time shooting out the legs of a hunter-killer that ran into range. It took the entire magazine to disable it.

Kai retreated to the side, evading a hail of gunfire. “Looks like the Coalition’s upgraded their hunter-killers.”

“That’d explain why we haven’t seen many of them around as of late,” Ilona said. “They were receiving upgrades.”

“My rounds ain’t doing shit,” he said. “Best I could do is take out their legs, and even then it takes almost a full magazine to do it.”

“I take it you’re running out of ammo?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, grab the wheel, Commander.”

“Why?”

“My zapper will take them down and save you some bullets.”

“Yeah, at the expense of your battery.”

“What other choice do we have? That station’s still a ways out, and the network security on the hunter-killers is pretty tough. It’d take me at least fifteen minutes to hack and disable one of them.”

Kai and Ilona swapped places. He crawled back into the driver’s seat while Ilona deactivated her holographic projection. Now as a drone, Ilona drifted into the rear compartment of the ambulance, kept herself low, and discharged thundering electrical surges at the remaining hunter-killers.

Her attack was super effective too. It took only three seconds for Ilona to overload a hunter-killer’s systems, causing the unit to stutter and collapse. The tradeoff was that it significantly sapped her battery power, since she was likely increasing the voltage to get those results. The final hunter-killer went down at last as a smoking body on the street.

“And we’re home free!” Ilona floated forward, landing on the passenger seat. “Okay, Commander, take a left turn here and then keep your eyes peeled for two statues of angels. That will be the entrance to Union Station.”

“Relax, I got the location on my mini-map.”

“Yeah, but just in case.”

“In case what?”

“My battery is at 1%, so . . .”

“Well, let’s get you recharged.”

Kai looked at the dashboard, searching for a USB port to plug her into. What he saw was a dashboard punctured with bullet holes. The USB slot was totaled.

He sighed. “This gets better and better.”

“Nighty, night, Commander.”

The drone fell onto the chair, lights fading away as the vibrations of the speeding ambulance shook the vehicle about.

Ilona: Battery Charge – 0%

Ilona had become an inanimate object.

“Fuck.”
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I WANT TO DO MORE



Kai drove the ambulance to Union Station. More specifically, he sped the ambulance into its entrance, sending dozens of frightened people running away, screaming. And for good reason. The enemy was bound to clue in where he was sooner or later. Might as well get as many people as possible fleeing the area before bullets started flying again.

He exited the vehicle with Ilona in his hands and contacted Yukina.

“Yukina, what’s your status?”

“Sienna and I are at Union Station and awaiting you.”

“We’re here now and heading to the platform.”

Kai ran deeper into the station while shoving crowds of frightened travelers to the ground. “Get out of the fucking way!”

He vaulted over the fare gates, shoved more people away, and dashed onto the train’s platform. It took a few, but Kai spotted Yukina and Sienna farther up ahead. Sienna was pale and her skin was veiny. Her eyes were red with dark bags under them. She underwent a dramatic change in such a short period of time. All because she took more meds than she should have. Because she wanted energy to be with him and had no idea of the side effects. Had no idea that Elias was going to use his hacking power to aid the enemy and make it easier for them to enter the city.

With the group reunited, Kai guided them across the tracks onto a platform reserved for industrial cargo trains. He found a train loaded with crates full of spare marionette parts. The crew tending to the freight train was in the process of shutting its storage cars.

“This is the one,” Kai said, gesturing to the train. “It has to be.”

Yukina stood beside him. “I have detected numerous crates with Exhibit Technologies logos on them. This train is bound for their factory.”

With one hand cradling Ilona to his chest, Kai unholstered the Hammershot pistol with the other and fired multiple bullets into the air. The workers loading the train screamed, ducked, and ran for safety. Yukina retrieved her Barracuda S80 shotgun and fired a blast into the air as well. That only encouraged more workers to run in fear.

“Everybody out!” Kai fired again. The train’s operating crew left swiftly, keeping their heads low and their feet moving fast.

And they fled the train right as it started to move.

Kai and the others arrived in time to take control of the train, now without a crew. He and Yukina helped Sienna aboard the train’s rear car as it slowly exited the station. The pair climbed aboard afterward with a heavy heave, settling onto the ground before the vehicle accelerated to its maximum speed.

Condition: Green

Status: Enemy Evaded

Kai breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed then examined the bandages on his gunshot wounds. Yukina took notice of his injuries, promptly opened her first aid kit, and fetched an assortment of supplies for his wounds. Kai’s estimated health increased to 99%. Sienna settled herself on the floor and gasped for air. Meanwhile, Kai and Yukina moved from car to car, searching to see if they were lingering members of the train’s operational crew present.

After a fifteen-minute search, the pair met in one of the rear cars.

“There is nobody here,” Yukina revealed.

“Probably for the best. No need to drag civilians into our situation. It’s best they all take cover.”

A screaming Sienna drew their attention back to the train car she was in. They found her leaning against a cargo crate, holding her belly as tears fell from her eyes. Sienna cried out in pain a second time.

“I hope this damn train picks up speed, or she’s not going to make it,” Kai said.

Yukina gave Sienna a worrying glance and then walked toward her. “I feel as if I should be doing something more to help her.” Yukina looked downward. “But . . . I can’t.”

Kai placed Ilona on the floor, freeing his hands to help Sienna up onto a crate to rest on. It was the best they could do.

“Unfortunately, that’s how life is sometimes,” Kai said. “No matter what good you do and your willingness to do more, you still lose.”

Yukina clenched her fists. “I want to do more.”

“You’ve done what you can for now. The rest is up to this train and lady luck.”

“It is not enough!” Yukina raised her voice. He’d never heard her do that. “We have come too far and done too much. Losing now is unacceptable! Master, we must do more for her!”

Kai picked up Ilona off the floor and held the powered-down drone to his face. It was the first time he’d seen Ilona lose battery power like that. First time he was in a situation where he couldn’t rely on her hacking power and hacking disks, which he was certain they were low on. Her voice and intel augmenting his vision. Scans. Fuck. He felt naked, vulnerable. In a dark place where the situation could go sideways without notice. Kind of like the days when Kai was escaping from Earth to claim refugee status on Eden. Those traumatic years turned him into a broken man.

And Sienna’s smiles weren’t there to fix him anymore.

She was experiencing a slow and painful death. Nobody smiled when that happened. Her condition was undoing all the progress, all the healing his mind had received since meeting her.

“Master.” Yukina held Kai’s shoulder from behind. “Perhaps we should recharge Ilona? Maybe she can better assist us.”

“I know. I was going to do that.”

“You’ve been standing and holding Ilona for ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes . . .”

He checked the clock in his augmented vision. Yukina was right. He was losing his shit. He was about to turn into that blood-thirsty, lunatic Ilona disapproved of. Kai and Yukina spread out to look for a port they could plug Ilona into and recharge her battery.

They found nothing but cargo. Passing into the other train cars yielded the same results, nothing but cargo to be delivered to Exhibit’s factory.

“Nothing here either,” Kai said. “There should be USB ports in the front cab though.”

The pair made their way toward the train’s locomotive, passing in and out through car after car. There were two more cars to pass, but the pair stopped moving when a shadow blocked out a shine of the afternoon sun, right as they were about to move across into the next car.

There were dropships overhead. Their shadows darkened the hull of the train, now speeding toward the city’s edge.

Kai and Yukina climbed to the top of the car, the rush of air scattering their hair as the train sped to its destination. They looked closely at the two dropships bearing the red flag of the Solar Coalition.

“They’ve found us,” Kai snorted.

Yukina looked at him. “But how?”

“Must have been the ambulance I took,” he said. “Ilona and I left a line of destruction. They were bound to find where I crashed it and put together that we left on a train.”

“Perhaps we should have been more cautious at the station.”

“No, it was for the best. The enemy came straight to us and ignored the innocent. If they hadn’t known where we were, they would have captured and tortured all those people until a witness cracked under the pressure. This was the better outcome.”

An outcome a hero would have wanted, something Elias believed Kai was not.

The dropships spun, forcing their opening rear entrances to face the train. Multiple Coalition soldiers leaped out of the flying vessels and landed on top of the train before fanning out with assault rifles at the ready.

Kai opened fire, but at the distance he was, his rounds weren’t doing much. He and Yukina were near the forward cab, and the enemy was walking across the rear cars’ rooftops. Yukina changed the situation in their favor. She armed herself with the M877, lowered herself to a knee, and gazed through the sniper rifle’s scope before pulling the trigger.

A Coalition fighter spiraled backward, hit the train, and rolled off.

Condition: Red

Status: Enemy Engaged

Alerted to her sniper shot, the Coalition troopers hurried off, seeking the ladders on the sides of the cars. Others hit the deck and returned fire, spraying bullets toward Kai and Yukina. Unflinching, she shifted her aim left and eliminated another soldier. A bullet storm struck Yukina, but her marionette frame, woven with nanofibers, held out.

Shifting to the right, Yukina shot dead another soldier and their body rolled off the speeding train. The remaining hostile targets leaped off the train, landing between the links holding the cars together. Half a dozen others remained on top, moving closer to Kai and Yukina’s car. Above, the two dropships ascended upward and flew out of sight. As the vessels moved out of range, another pair of enemy dropships lowered from space. The ships slowed their descent to drift toward the car Kai and Yukina were on top of in preparation to deploy more hostile forces into the new conflict.

Kai looked at the first wave of enemies that had boarded the train. They were gone, leaving behind only the fallen men Yukina had shot dead.

“Damn it,” Kai grunted.

Yukina lowered the M877. “Sienna, she is alone.”

“Yukina, get to Sienna. I’ll deal with these assholes and bring Ilona to a recharging port.”

She stood up and shook her head, the rush of the air whipping her twin-tails wildly. “No, I will take Ilona.”

“Not the time to argue!”

“I can move faster than humans, Master. Please, allow me to take Ilona to the forward cab. I will reach it before you.”

A defeated sigh passed his lips. She was right. “Okay, do it.”

“Once Ilona is operational, she will hack the train’s functions and maybe activate its security protocols.”

“And she can hack the enemy’s electronic equipment.”

Kai handed Ilona to Yukina. After strapping the M877 to her shoulder, Yukina cradled Ilona to her chest and trotted ahead, leaping from car to car on her way to the front. Kai moved in the opposite direction, jumping from car to car and proceeding to the rear one. He spotted a deactivated gun turret on one of the security cars. Since the war started, many cargo trains had turrets installed to thwart potential Coalition ambushes. Kai needed to reach the gun turret before the incoming dropship flew above him.

Ahead, lingering enemy soldiers near the rear of the train opened fire. They had leaped across several cars and brought themselves closer to Kai, close enough that their weapons posed a greater threat. The best he could do was deflect their rounds using the Zenmetsu’s blade, sometimes his xenoium arms. Kai ran toward his destination like a determined samurai.

With a jump-jet vault, Kai made it to the security car, raced toward one of several turrets in the middle, and dove into cover behind it. The two enemy dropships hovered above now. Working quickly, he activated the ICE-breaker and hacked into the turret, thankful that his skill was high enough. The turret’s automated systems activated, and its massive barrel swung around, lifted upward, and acquired a target.

The turret’s muzzle blazed with massive flares. Its roar was earsplitting, but the rapidly firing anti-aircraft gun destroyed the dropship with a short five-second volley. The big turret barrel spun and targeted the second dropship. The vessel exploded in raging flames before the turret swung about again, selecting and opening fire on another dropship that was descending from the clouds. An explosion brightened the sky, and soon afterward a red-orange ball of flames crashed into the city, leaving behind a line of black smoke.

Two bullets hit Kai.

His exoskeleton’s body caught them, but the impact of the projectiles threw him to the surface. Coming up, Kai observed multiple enemy soldiers ahead and spreading out. They had leaped out of one of the dropships before it went down. The newly deposited Coalition soldiers backed away from Kai and started moving to the front of the train. Yukina was nowhere to be seen but was still active according to the team health monitor. She must have dove back inside.

“Yukina, heads up. You got hostiles coming up on your six.”

“Understood.”

“How close are you to the cab?”

“I am almost there, Master. I will be fine for now. Please, get to Sienna if you haven’t.”

The turret was still blazing, so they were good. No new soldiers were going to board the train so long as it was active. Kai simply had to deal with the few who had already leaped aboard. The thought worried him because when he looked toward the rear, the six men he had seen there earlier were gone. He figured they climbed down and into the car when the turret came online. It was what he’d do.

Having slid the Zenmetsu onto his back, Kai descended later and entered the security car. He moved cautiously through the passageway and found a security locker full of ammunition magazines. It was locked. His ICE-breaker was the key, and in three seconds flat Kai hacked its electronic locks and then helped himself to the ammunition magazines inside. Just his luck, there weren’t any magazines that’d fit the M-905. Lots for his smaller arms though. He selected his Scorpio MPX machine pistol and the Hammershot, dual wielding both weapons. They were the only guns he could reliably shoot and reload. Their damage and range weren’t as significant as the M-905. He was going to have to get in closer and aim for the head, since enemy body armor could repel the rounds both guns fired. Thankfully, he spotted no hostiles in the security car. The sliding door opened, and Kai proceeded into the next car, running as fast as possible to reach Sienna.

He discovered a lone soldier two cars over. They never noticed Kai creep up to them like a ninja and spray them dead with his twin guns. Kai moved into another train car. He encountered three more enemy soldiers there, all of them busy searching, all of them not noticing that he had entered. So he shot them dead, splattering gore across various cargo crates. Dual wielding was awesome, but it came at a cost. Reloading. Hard to reload two guns in your hands at once.

Kai returned to the rear car where they had left Sienna. He moved silently through the darkened space and found the blonde heiress unharmed, resting on the crate. He holstered the Scorpio and Hammershot and helped her down from the crate.

Sienna face-planted to the floor. Kai caught her on the first bounce.

“We need to go,” he said to her.

“What’s going . . . on?”

“The Coalition found us.”

He carried Sienna in his arms, spun around, and retreated, moving toward the front of the train. Somewhere in the background, a sliding door opened, followed by the thumping of boots. Multiple steps at that. And they were getting louder with each passing second.

“Anything in here?” a man called out.

“Nothing, but I can’t see fuck all behind these crates,” another responded.

“Proceed with extreme caution. We’ve already lost contact with Mikhailov, Horvat, and Antic. Novak is close. And if he’s here, so is the girl.”

It was the enemy, and they were moving up on his six and fast. Holding Sienna carefully, Kai placed her between a cluster of crates then laid a protective tarp over her. He put his back to another stack of tall crates and retrieved his Scorpio and Hammershot, holding both guns ready. Kai missed Ilona already. She would have given him a heads-up that the enemy was approaching. Would have given them the heads-up about the dropships too.

“Sienna.”

That voice . . . Kai recognized it. Viktor Dragomirov. He was among the soldiers.

“Sienna Heinonen,” Dragomirov continued, his steps echoing as he drew deeper into the train car. “Firstborn daughter to Maria Heinonen, the president of Eden, and Greggory Heinonen, the CEO of the Twins Suns Corporation and head of the Heinonen Dynasty.”

“Don’t fucking answer him,” Kai whispered to himself, hoping Sienna heard him but knowing she probably couldn’t.

“Ms. Heinonen, I’m calling to you,” Dragomirov said. “Please, if you can hear me and are well enough, respond.”

The footsteps had grown louder. Kai wasn’t sure where they all were in the cargo’s darkness, and he sure as hell didn’t want to blow his cover by peeking around the stack of crates to spot them.

“Sienna, I know you’re dying,” Dragomirov went on. “I know the medication you need to prolong your life has been burned to a crisp. I know it really fucking sucks. I know the pain you are feeling is nothing you could have ever imagined. And I know I can help you end the suffering.” More footsteps echoed, drawing even closer. “The Solar Coalition has a ship in orbit with more than enough medication on board to ease the pain and keep you living long enough to reach Earth and receive the cure. Yes, that’s right. The good people from Earth can cure the very thing that’s making you sick right now. So please, Sienna, come out. We won’t hurt you. There’s no point in us doing that. Think about it, Sienna? How would we benefit from shooting you or doing other things to you? Nobody gains anything from hurting you. We know your dynasty has been quite manipulative of you. They force you to study what you don’t want to study, so they can force you to be an heiress to a corporate empire that you have no interest in working for. You wanted to be a marine biologist, and they told you no. So, if you’re refusing the cure out of some prescribed obligation to your dynasty. Don’t. Break free. Escape. Come with us to Earth, get healed, and then study marine biology with no one telling you that you can’t. But . . . you have to accept my offer now. It’s your last chance to end the suffering that Novak and your parents are forcing you to endure for their own selfish reasons.”

This guy is good, Kai thought. He glanced over toward Sienna’s hiding spot. Hairs rose on the back of his neck. Did Dragomirov influence her to do what he wanted? He watched the tarp, searching for signs that Sienna was about to rise from her hiding place.

But she didn’t. Sienna stayed silent. Good, she still wanted to become a marionette.

Sienna exploded with loud, uncontrollable coughing. Wet coughs, bloody coughs, if Kai were to guess by the sounds.

“Over here!” shouted a Coalition marine. “Quick!”

The enemy followed the sound of Sienna’s coughs and zeroed in on her hiding spot under the tarp. With rifles slung over their shoulders, the two enemy marines pulled off the tarp and grabbed Sienna, one on each arm. The men forced her wobbling body to stand.

Kai peeked to the side and counted at least eight other armed hostile soldiers in the car, plus Dragomirov. He was outnumbered and armed only with guns that were less powerful than the M-905, which was without ammunition.

Fighting now would be suicide.

And it’d be the only thing that’d buy Sienna enough time to escape.


44
THIS JUST BECAME THE CRAZY TRAIN



Yukina reached the front cab at last, but not unscathed. The enemy had been pursuing her, striking her repeatedly with multiple gunshots as she desperately tried to reach the train’s front. A quick system diagnostic confirmed that Yukina had suffered moderate damage, her estimated health falling to 67%.

Yukina could hear the thud of their boots behind her, and the periodic crackle of gunfire as a hail of bullets soared past or directly into her back, arms, and legs. Master Novak would have died had he undertaken this assignment. Once again, Yukina proved herself to be an effective protector of him. She hoped he’d notice what she had done and reward her with a head pat. She liked those.

Three hostile rounds struck her left elbow. Yukina would return fire, but her hands were full. She was holding Ilona, the powered-down drone in need of a battery recharge.

At the forward cab’s entrance, Yukina held Ilona with one hand and punched a hole through the small window in the doorway. She reached in and unlocked the door, granting her access to the chamber. Ahead was the train’s main operational console. She approached it and quickly scanned for a USB port to plug Ilona into.

Yukina found a port off to the left side of the dashboard and inserted Ilona’s cable into it. A beep chimed. Ilona’s battery was recharging. Yukina placed the inactive drone on the floor, stood up, and waited for Ilona to fly again.

But nothing happened.

She waited for another minute.

Still nothing.

Yukina concluded that Ilona’s battery needed to reach a certain percentage in order to reboot. Such a lengthy wait was not the desired outcome she was seeking because Yukina had heard the thumping boot steps of enemies approaching her position. Then she perceived the sounds of their feet crushing the bits of broken glass on the floor. They found her.

She had to defend Ilona. It was the only way to ensure Master Novak’s safety. And the safety of Ms. Sienna Heinonen.

Yukina unslung her seldom-used shotgun, the Barracuda S80, turned away from the dashboard, and approached the cab’s entrance. There were two men in Solar Coalition Marine uniforms, wielding Vinogradov 77 assault rifles. The men’s eyes fell upon Yukina as they leveled their rifles at her. Both targets reached for their weapons’ triggers. Yukina was faster and performed two rapid presses of the Barracuda’s trigger, blasting the men to death.

She detected the hiss of a plasma cutter minutes later and looked upward. Someone was on top of the cab and attempting to cut through the ceiling to enter. The hostile forces above cut a circular hole into the ceiling, kicked down the lump of metal, and vaulted downward. Yukina responded appropriately by grabbing and hurling the soldier to the ground and promptly crushing his neck with a stomp. A bone snapped. She neutralized the target below her. The remaining hostiles up above did not jump down, so Yukina fired the Barracuda up toward the new hole in the ceiling to encourage them to stay above. She slipped in six shotgun shells when the weapon ran out of ammunition then racked the barrel.

An explosion turned the doorway up ahead into slag and scattering debris, blowing inward toward her. The enemy had breached it with explosives. The blast caught Yukina off guard and sent her flying backward, knocking her to the floor and crashing against Ilona. Yukina scanned Ilona, identifying that her fall had bent and cracked the drone’s frame. The damage left Yukina worried. Would Ilona be able to function correctly? Had Yukina failed to carry out her mission?

Getting up, Yukina spun to the next hostile target that entered while retrieving her fallen shotgun. She pulled the trigger, but the incoming man staggered momentarily. The enemy had worn an exoskeleton suit. The Barracuda S80’s 141 piercing damage lacked the firepower needed to dispatch her target easily. She shot him again anyway, but the exoskeleton-suited enemy grabbed the Barracuda from Yukina’s hand and threw it to the side. And then he threw Yukina to the floor before retrieving his Vinogradov rifle.

But Yukina refused to give up. She leaped to her feet, caught the rifle barrel with one hand, and angled it aside. The enemy’s Vinogradov blazed and filled the ceiling with holes. With a swift kick, Yukina knocked the exoskeleton man backward, grabbed him by the waist, heaving him upward and body-slamming him to the floor. She did that right as the second enemy soldier wearing an exoskeleton had retrieved a chainsaw, taken from the cab’s tool storage compartment. He powered the saw on, wielding it like a sword, and brought it down upon Yukina.

She kicked the chainsaw-wielding hostile’s belly, got up quickly, and then pried the saw out of his hands. Behind Yukina was the soldier she had slammed to the ground, rolling around and arming himself with a secondary weapon he had strapped to his back, a shotgun, from what she had scanned. He never had the chance to fire. Yukina spun around and guided the chainsaw down upon the attacker, using its fast-spinning blade to saw off his hands at the wrists, first cutting through his exoskeleton then into the flesh before severing the hands from his body. Human gore sprayed everywhere, coating Yukina’s white skater dress and heeled boots red.

The soldier screamed in agony, while his severed hands, still holding the shotgun, fell to the floor. She conducted a quick scan of the weapon he had dropped.

White Tiger-22

Type: Automatic Shotgun

Manufacturer: Lipka Industries

Damage: 156 Piercing Damage

Ammo Capacity: 30

Rate of Fire: 45

Recommendations for Usage:

30 Strength

10 Shotgun Skill

The White Tiger-22 inflicted 24 more damage than the Barracuda S80, though its rate of fire was slower. The Barracuda S80 had a maximum rate of fire of 70. However, unlike the Barracuda S80, the White Tiger-22 used 30-round drum magazines. Yukina’s calculations had determined that the White Tiger-22 was the better weapon for now, though she doubted that its range was superior to the Barracuda S80. However, range wasn’t a problem in the confined space where she was battling the hostiles.

Since the dead hands of the White Tiger-22’s owner were still around the shotgun, the weapon’s biometrics system should still believe that its registered wielder was still holding it. Yukina picked up the White Tiger-22, ensuring that the severed hands were still holding it, and pointed the automatic shotgun at the screaming man. She held the trigger, and a three-round burst of shells disintegrated his head, plastering its remains and brain matter on the floor. She spun around and shot dead the remaining hostile soldier, the White Tiger-22’s 156 damage piercing his exoskeleton armor.

Four more Coalition soldiers entered, so Yukina shot them to death using what remained of the White Tiger-22’s ammunition drum. And then another hostile entered the cab, and Yukina was left holding an automatic shotgun clenched by the severed dead hands of its previous owner, and no spare ammunition drums. She dropped the White Tiger-22, reached down, picked up the chainsaw, and sprinted toward the hostile fighter. The enemy fired his assault rifle from the hip, sending down a steady stream of rounds that struck Yukina, juddering her body and inflicting more damage to its sparking frame and robotic components.

Their relentless assault wasn’t enough to slow Yukina, and she ended up impaling the Coalition soldier in the belly with the chainsaw. The spinning blade poked out through his back, where Yukina raised the saw upward, cutting the soldier in half from the belly up. He screamed the entire time, until the saw sliced through his throat, cutting through his chin bone before completely cutting his head in two.

Human blood was everywhere. Even Yukina’s silver-white hair was red. The halved man collapsed to the floor. Yukina fell backward and dropped the saw. She couldn’t hold it very well anymore. The joints in her arms had suffered too much damage, her skin peeling off in several areas to unveil the wires and metal that were underneath. Her health had fallen to 34%. She was in dire need of Amber Adams’s support to conduct repairs.

The drone behind Yukina powered on suddenly, illuminating with lights.

“Ah, much better!” Ilona said. She floated upward as her hologram reappeared, the projection stretching and yawning as if she had awoken. Ilona cracked her neck afterward. “Running system diagnostics. Updating time . . . oh my. I was offline for that long?” Ilona looked ahead, observing the train’s primary operating control panel. “Am I to assume we made it to the train?” Ilona’s projection walked away from the dashboard. She looked down at Yukina crawling toward her, covered in human blood, and leaving multiple red smears across the floor. “Yukina! Oh my God, what happened to you?”

Ilona kneeled before her. Yukina opened her mouth to speak, but there was a problem. She could not produce words to vocalize a response. Yukina’s audio vocalization systems that regulated her speaking ability had also been damaged.

“Something wrong, Yukina?” Ilona asked. “Cat’s got your tongue?”

Yukina tried again to speak, but only static and distorted noises came out of her mouth.

Ilona held her chin and narrowed her eyes. “Oh . . . you got shot pretty badly.” She looked at the dead. “Okay, I guess the Coalition caught up with us as well.”

Yukina collapsed on the floor and curled up, holding her knees to her chest, while trembling. She couldn’t vocalize what she wished to communicate with others. Would she be like this forever? Ilona brushed a holographic hand through Yukina’s blood-soaked twin-tailed hair. Her hand came up clean since it wasn’t real.

“Don’t be scared,” Ilona said to her. “We’ll get through this.” Ilona stood up and faced the console. With a hand wave, Ilona created multiple screens ahead of her full of computer code and then reached outward to interact with each of them. “Yukina, I really need you to be that brave and unhinged girl from the past right now.” Ilona adjusted her glasses and cast a glance back at Yukina. “Can you do that for me?”

Yukina sat on her knees, placed her palms against the floor, and nodded.

“Good girl.” Ilona spun back to the dashboard and the holographic screens ahead of her. “Now, brace yourself. This just became the crazy train.”
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Kai tightened his grip on the Scorpio MPX and Hammershot in his hands, back still pressed against the stack of cargo crates he used to hide behind. He started counting down to zero in his head in preparation to make an all-or-nothing push that would get himself killed, but at least give Sienna the opportunity to escape.

He sighed. Kai was about to sacrifice himself for a woman he had met only weeks ago. Was this what true love was? I guess I’ll never know, since I’m about to catch a lot of bullets.

Kai began his countdown to his next and final act in life. His noble sacrifice.

3.

2.

1.

“Commander, brace yourself!”

It was Ilona’s voice back on the commlink. God, he missed her. Rather than executing his plan, Kai opted to follow Ilona’s advice.

But before he did that, he shouted, “Sienna! Brace yourself!”

“It’s Novak!” Dragomirov shouted. “Find him and kill him!”

Kai dove for cover and rolled himself into a defensive, bracing position.

“Over here!”

Kai’s stunt drew enemy fire toward him, missed bullets dotting the various walls and cargo containers. Bright rifle muzzle flares illuminated the darkened train car chamber, so at least he pulled the enemy’s focus away from Sienna and toward him.

Suddenly, the train braked and flung everyone who had been standing, hurling them forward. Everyone except Kai and Sienna, who were on the floor, curled up. They slid and hit the wall and the crates they were already next to.

Kai heard a few heads crack and hit the edge of several crates. Those bodies never moved after that.

“I did that on purpose in case you were wondering, Commander.”

Kai pushed himself up. “Ilona, your timing is impeccable.”

“And I’m going to need you to have impeccable timing very soon,” Ilona transmitted. “I’m about to disconnect that car from the rest of the train. You and Sienna must get to the next one before the enemy recovers!”

Kai moved through the cargo storage, passing over displaced crates and groaning enemy soldiers. He found Sienna in the mess of fallen cargo. She was too weak to stand. He picked her up in a firefighter’s carry and scanned the area. The door Kai faced at first led toward the rear, so he didn’t want to go there. He spun to the opposite side, his vision placing a nav-point on the door he had to pass through before it was too late.

And then he ran like hell toward it.

Once the door opened, Kai accessed a ladder and climbed it with one arm, a feat he wouldn’t have been able to do without his exoskeleton. That reminded him to check its battery upon reaching the top.

Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 18%

He needed a recharge sooner rather than later.

While holding a coughing Sienna on the train car’s rooftop, Kai made a mad dash to the other train car. It was already in motion, but the train car he was on top of wasn’t. That meant Ilona had already disconnected the train from the car. His ride was already moving away.

He had to hurry the fuck up.

Kai ran and jumped toward the moving car. His jetpack activated, giving him enough thrust to clear the jump and glide down to the train car, still connected with the rest of the train. The train increased speed afterward, leaving behind the rear train cars that the enemy was inside. The remaining gun turrets on the security car activated as he walked across its rooftop. Multiple large barrels spun around and lowered, acquiring the disconnected cars as their targets. The turrets blazed, shredding the disconnected train cars and rendering them into nothing more than heaps of scrap metal on the tracks.

“And that should be the end of them,” Ilona transmitted.

Kai looked back at the wreckage of the car train they had disconnected from. “I doubt it.” On the horizon above the wreckage were more dropships flying toward them, the vessels out of effective firing range of the turrets. “Let’s hope they stop to recover their survivors first.”

Kai reached the front cab and secured Sienna in the first aid room. There was a bed there, and he gently placed her on it. Afterward, Kai plugged his exoskeleton into the forward dashboard to give it a quick top-up. It wouldn’t be much, but every 1% recharged counted. Yukina did the same and recharged her battery.

She never said much, and her body looked like it had taken one too many bullets.

Kai didn’t bother asking why Yukina was covered in blood either. The dead bodies, the cut-in-half man primarily, provided all the answers he needed. Kai grimaced. That was the third enemy fighter they sliced in half that day.

Kai wondered if he was becoming a bad influence on Yukina.


45
TEST SUBJECT



A battered cargo train missing its rear cars came to a screeching halt as it arrived at Exhibit’s marionette factory, pulling into a stop at its shipping and receiving dock. During the ride, Ilona had rearranged Kai’s CES build, installing Double Tap, Ricochet, Gunslinger, and Mangetsu. She also took the time to disable the White Tiger-22’s biometrics, adding a new weapon for the team to use. Who was Kai kidding? The White Tiger-22 became Yukina’s new toy. She hugged it to her chest like a teddy bear and refused to let go of it. Sadly, they couldn’t find any replacement ammunition drums for the White Tiger-22, so for the time being it was useless.

Kai emerged from the train first after its doors opened. He spotted Amber and Cerise standing on the platform, armed with their assault rifles and waving at the slowing train. It was time to get going.

Kai and Yukina helped Sienna down from the train and into the loading dock. Ilona floated alongside them, and the group inched closer to Amber and Cerise.

“Which way to Exhibit’s research labs?” Kai asked.

Amber gestured to a doorway behind them. “This way. Follow me.”

Amber led the way into the factory, while everyone else scurried behind her. Once past the sliding doors, Amber guided the team through several hallways, where they wandered past various engineers, lab techs, and programmers. A dozen men, clad in heavy protective vests and armed with submachine guns, patrolled the corridors, their stare briefly meeting Kai’s group before they moved on.

A set of transparent sliding doors, whooshing smoothly, opened to reveal a small room with the low thrum of six computer workstations lining the walls. As Kai’s team arrived, a man in a long white lab coat, his brown hair receding, turned to look at them with an unreadable expression.

“Who’s in charge here?” Kai said, entering the computer room.

“I am,” said the man in the lab coat. He approached Kai while offering his hand for a shake. “My name’s Bryson Cruz.”

They shook hands. “I’m Novak. You’ve probably heard about our situation, I take it?”

“Adams and Cerise briefed me on it, yes.”

“Please tell me your tech will be able to digitize Sienna’s mind.”

“We only have the one prototype device to do that, and it still needs testing and configuration.” Bryson turned, heading for a secure sliding door across the room. “It failed the last six times to copy Nikolina Ruzickova’s memories, and on the eighth it caused extreme pain in her frontal lobes.”

The team followed behind Bryson, with Kai walking to his left. “So is that a yes or a no?” Kai asked.

Bryson shrugged. “I’ll let you know when Ruzickova finishes the ninth attempt, which is in progress as we speak.”

Bryson typed his password on the wall panel, then stood still as the security terminal ran a retina scan of his eyes. A green screen with the words “ACCESS GRANTED” appeared. The sliding doors hissed open, and Bryson escorted everyone into the factory’s central testing area. It was a large circular chamber, sparsely staffed with lab workers who tended to a wide array of workstations. Medical beds were in the center of the chamber, and one of them had Nikolina resting comfortably on it. Her head was fitted with dozens of neural trodes plugged into a cylindrical-shaped machine in the middle of the chamber. Resembling a giant pillar, the machine’s metallic surface reflected the light emitted from the workstations in the chamber, while blinking with several lights of its own. A close look at the machine revealed the still and naked form of the Ruby replicant marionette inside the device, her eyes shut. On the other side of the massive cylindrical device was a small slot with orb-like objects idling inside. Kai narrowed his eyes, examining one of the small orbs on display.

“Those are memory cores,” Bryson said from the side.

Kai spun to face the lead lab tech. “Really?”

Bryson joined Kai to his right, and the two men peered at the orbs longer. “Insert those into a replicant’s head, and it will allow the digitized human brain to take control of it.”

“In essence, it’s a replicant’s brain,” Ilona said, joining the two.

“That’s one way to put it.” Bryson circled the device in the middle of the room and gazed at Ruby’s deactivated body inside the machine. “She already has one installed, so it’s a matter of transferring Ruzickova’s consciousness to it. Since we don’t have a body for Ms. Sienna Heinonen, we will have to keep her digitized mind inside one of these orbs until we can manufacture her replicant. Speaking of which.” Bryson turned to face Yukina, who was holding Sienna’s limp body. He pointed at a vacant bed near the one Nikolina was on. “Place Sienna there. Let’s get her body and genes scanned then store it in our database.”

Yukina placed Sienna down on the bed as requested. The 400i marionette never said much. To Kai’s understanding, Yukina had suffered so much battle damage that the systems managing her speech were fried, leaving her voice as static and distorted noises. Hopefully, it was repairable.

The lab’s staff removed Sienna’s hoodie and denim skirt, stripping her naked before rolling the medical bed she was on toward a sophisticated scanning device. Lines of grid light ran up and down Sienna, capturing every detail of her nude, feminine shape. A lab worker asked Sienna to open her mouth. She did so slowly, and then the machine resumed performing detailed scans. Kai spun away. Sienna was so pale, so fragile. About every vein in her body was visible and throbbing. She had blood stains on her lips.

He hoped the lab workers would be smart enough to create Sienna’s replicant to appear as if she were healthy and not the version of her right now, dying from a biological weapon. While everyone worked, Amber gathered what tools she could borrow from the factory and then sat Yukina down in the corner and started repairs on her body, starting with her speech systems. Amber also planned to tend to Ilona’s drone frame since she had suffered some damage.

Kai approached Nikolina, still on the medical bed, eyes shut, her head covered with neural trodes.

“Is she done with the tests?” Kai asked.

Bryson Cruz looked at her and then shook his head. “Far from it.”

“Can we remove the trodes from Nikolina?” Kai asked. “Sienna is more important. She’s about to die.”

“I don’t recommend it,” Bryson said. “Ms. Ruzickova experienced extreme pain the last time we tried to remove the trodes prematurely. We haven’t had the chance to find out exactly why that happened.”

Sienna began coughing up blood violently, forcing the lab techs to back off and fetch towels to clean her up. She wailed in pain when the techs finished. It looked like the pulsating veins on Sienna’s body were about to explode. She was about to die any second.

Kai pointed at Bryson. “Disconnect Nikolina or you’ll be answering to the president.”

Bryson rubbed the back of his head. “Ah, man. Crap.” He spun toward his lab team. “Okay, shut it down and disconnect Ms. Ruzickova.”

The men and women in lab coats hurried away and tended to their workstations. Another group shut down the cylindrical device in the middle of the chamber and gently pulled the neural trodes off Nikolina’s head.

Nikolina opened her eyes wide and sat up, yelling, almost gasping for air. But she was alive.

“What the fuck?” Nikolina held her head of short red hair, panted for a minute, and then glanced to the side, locking her eyes on the man next to her. “Kai? Is that you?”

“Sorry, Nikolina, but we’ve got no choice. We’re out of time.” Kai shifted his gaze to the left and looked at the lab workers wheeling the bed Sienna was on toward the central device. “Are you finished with the scan of her body?”

Bryson pulled out a tablet pad from his coat’s pocket, typed on its touch screen, and then studied the data populating it. He nodded. “Yes and no. We still need to compile the data, but we have a sample of Sienna’s blood and have performed all the necessary scans of her body.”

The lab workers attached the neural trodes that were once on Nikolina’s head onto Sienna’s. A tremor ran through Sienna as she reached upward with a shaking hand, grasping Kai’s warm grip in hers. “Kai . . .” Sienna mumbled, then coughed.

“Don’t talk,” he said softly, his hand enclosing hers as her cold fingers shook. He peered down into her dying gaze. “Save your energy.”

“Please . . .” Sienna drawled. “If this doesn’t work . . . tell my mom and dad . . . I’m sorry for being a screw up daughter.”

“You’re not a screwup, Sienna,” Kai said. “You’re a brave woman who did things most people wouldn’t have the balls to do. You used your wealth to help people in war-torn communities. Took the fight to the Solar Coalition even though you aren’t a trained fighter. Most importantly, you gave me a reason to keep doing what I do. I wanted to earn money, escape to Tau Ceti, and leave Eden behind. But now? Now . . . fuck that place. I want to see the Coalition burn. I want to make sure people like you never have to go through this shit ever again. I want all marionettes to feel free and not worry about their human creators turning against them. Your smiles made me come to that conclusion. If this doesn’t work, I’m telling your mother you’re the most important person to come out of the Heinonen Dynasty.”

Tears ran down Sienna’s face. Kai never let go of her hand, not even when the procedure to digitize her mind started, and Sienna blacked out. She went limp, lifeless.

“That’s supposed to happen, right?” Kai asked, slowly angling his gaze at Bryson.

“Yes,” he replied. “We found it was easier when the test subject was sedated for the procedure.”

“Test subject.” Nikolina laughed. “I’m right here.”

Reluctantly, Kai released Sienna’s hand and walked over to Nikolina. “How are you feeling?”

Nikolina placed her right palm against her forehead. “Bit of a headache, but not as bad as before.”

“What happens when they knock you out?” Kai asked her.

“I dream,” Nikolina said. “I was more or less reliving my entire life as if it was happening for the first time. Before you pulled me out, I was back on Earth celebrating my eighteenth birthday, then experiencing the stuff that came after that.”

“You signed up to perform in that stuff when you turned eighteen, right?”

Nikolina smiled at him. “I was practicing for it since I was sixteen. Though little did younger me know that my career choice after I turned eighteen led to a whole lot of other fucking problems. The dream unfortunately made me relive that shit too. I guess it was a good thing you pulled me out when you did.”

The process of turning Sienna into a replicant marionette had begun its first stage. There wasn’t anything else to do now except wait for the results. As the team waited, Nikolina stood in front of Sienna’s naked body on the medical bed.

Nikolina gazed upon the dying heiress for a while and then faced Kai. “What exactly happened?” she asked.

“Things got pushed up,” Kai said. “Sienna lost her medication.”

Nikolina raised her red eyebrow in confusion. “How?”

“Her ex-boyfriend is in league with Dragomirov, who’s definitely on the Coalition government’s payroll.”

Nikolina tilted her gaze to the floor, her face full of worry. “So his goons who were stalking me, does that mean . . .”

“Yep. They were Coalition black ops soldiers, most likely.”

The room darkened, leaving only the light from Yukina and Cerise’s eyes, as well as the lights on Ilona’s drone frame shining. Kai couldn’t even hear the hum of the computer apparatus within the chamber, and the factory staff in other areas yelled, “Whoa!”

“Great, and now there’s a blackout . . .” Kai grumbled.

Amber sighed, “How fucking convenient.”

Kai wasted no time responding and unholstered the Scorpio MPX. A second later, the facility’s emergency power kicked in, and small, dim lights flashed on, providing enough light for everyone to see where they were. The cylindrical device in the middle of the chamber also illuminated with flashing lights.

Bryson sighed. “What is it now?” He strode toward a computer that was in the process of rebooting. Using it, Bryson accessed a surveillance camera and switched the feed to display a shot of the factory’s loading bay. Kai and Cerise joined him and watched the display screen.

The feed depicted two soldiers wearing Coalition combat armor seeking cover behind barrels and crates stored outside. Another camera captured the images of a Coalition dropship landing and deploying multiple hostile Marines outside the factory. A third camera captured the footage of four more enemy dropships descending from space and lowering to the factory.

He switched to another security feed, and the group spotted six members of Exhibit’s security staff, their bodies disturbingly sprawled in a crimson pool of their own blood. Meanwhile, a dozen Coalition soldiers marched into the factory. The enemy stopped when they had to open fire, engaging in a firefight with additional members of Exhibit’s security team, shooting them down with deadly efficiency.

“Fuck!” Kai yelled.

Cerise grimaced. “It’s the enemy.”

Kai spun around. “Where the fuck is Eden’s Army?”

Amber stood up and walked away from a partially repaired Yukina. “I’ve been in contact with them since this ruckus started. Last I checked, the Army has a couple of dropships inbound.”

“Took them long enough,” Kai grunted.

“This city ain’t nowhere near the front lines.” Amber shrugged with a soldering iron in her grip. “The Army had to find available soldiers, pull them away from what they were doing, and ship them here.”

“How soon can they give us a hand?” Kai asked her.

“Eh, about thirty-five minutes, give or take two minutes.”

Kai looked at the security camera feed again. A dozen more Coalition soldiers charged into the factory, walking over the dead security staff.

“Bryson, tell your men to meet me in the loading bay.”

“What’s left of them,” Bryson said nonchalantly and activated his tablet pad.

Kai nodded to the pink-haired sex doll next to him. “Cerise, with me.”

With a mischievous grin, Cerise offered a charmingly awkward and cute military salute. “Roger!”

“Amber, how much longer do you need with Yukina and Ilona?” Kai asked her.

“Both took some internal damage that I’d like to patch up, so I’m gonna need ten or fifteen minutes more at the minimum.”

“Fine,” Kai replied. “As soon as those two are battle-ready, come join us.”

“Understood.” Amber returned to Yukina while fetching various tools from her belt and powering the soldering iron back on.

Together, Kai and Cerise left the chamber and raced through a maze of corridors toward the loading bay.

The echoing bangs of gunfire and screaming men falling to their deaths filled the ambiance during their run.
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Amidst the echoing bangs of gunfire, Kai and Cerise engaged the enemy within the cavernous factory loading bay, the golden glow of the setting sun shining in through the large, open shipping doors. The two had lowered themselves behind large storage containers and were using them as cover to aid the struggling corporate security forces. There were a lot of dead bodies sprawled about, some of them Coalition soldiers, most of them security guards. Among the dead were their weapons and unspent ammunition magazines. Kai plundered several 9 mm magazines that fit into his M-905. He reloaded his submachine gun, aimed around the cargo container he hid behind, and opened fire.

Kai shot a Coalition Marine to death, six in the chest and four in the head. To the left was an enemy soldier running for cover. He shot out his legs and sent the fucker falling to the loading dock’s floor. While down on the ground, Kai targeted the soldier’s head, held the trigger, and blew his brains out.

Retaliating gunfire targeted Kai, but he had retreated behind cover before the rounds could tag him. Elsewhere, Exhibit’s security personnel popped up from cover to shoot and then ducked when things got too hot. From what Kai could see, most of Exhibit’s security forces were levels 5-20. The Coalition Marines were level 120 and up. It wasn’t a fair fight until Kai and Cerise showed up, being levels 128 and 91.

Kai and Cerise systematically picked off the Coalition Marines, one after another. With every five soldiers they killed, Kai and Cerise left their cover and pushed closer to the factory’s loading bay entrance. Hesitatingly, the surviving security personnel did the same, their submachine guns discharging suppressing fire.

Eliminating the enemy who refused to leave cover wasn’t a problem for Kai. The Gunslinger CES came in handy for that. With Gunslinger activated, Kai used it to combine the skills Double Tap and Ricochet. When executed, Kai’s exoskeleton arms forced his aim to the side, where it calculated the perfect place to bounce his rounds. With the M-905 in single-fire mode, the exoskeleton forced Kai’s finger to pull the trigger twice. He killed a soldier with two shots by bouncing his gunshots against the ceiling, floor, and crates, where they found their mark. It only cost him 15% of his suit’s battery charge. Normally, a stunt like that would have eaten 25%, and he would have had to execute both CESs manually. It would have cost 50% of his energy if his battery hadn’t been upgraded. Kai felt like he had discovered a cheat code. He was double-tapping targets behind cover without needing to aim directly at them.

The last enemy combatant fell over, his body leaning against a barrel and smearing it with gore. Then came the next wave of hostile soldiers. The enemy pushed into the loading bay, this time wearing powered armor, a full suit of protection that made their sluggish movements appear as if they were men made of metal. The heavy thud of their powered armor suits echoed as the enemy advanced. According to Kai’s implant projecting overlays in his vision, the powered armor the enemy wore were Mark V Gigas Armor.

Kai sighed. “Great!”

“I guess they got the memo that we’re here, babe!” Cerise lowered herself behind a barrel and ejected a magazine from her Vinogradov 77 rifle. She slapped in a new one and activated the team’s communication channel. “Amber, how much longer ‘til Eden’s forces arrive?”

Amber transmitted, “One minute out.”

“Cerise, let’s keep these fuckers busy until the Army gets here!” Kai shouted.

Cerise nodded and peered around the left side of the barrel, her Vinogradov’s muzzle flaring. Rising smoothly, Kai aimed his weapon and unleashed a burst of fire, targeting the Gigas soldier leading the charge, the repeating claps of bangs reverberating.

They didn’t make much progress.

Their bullets couldn’t penetrate the enemy’s powered armor. The enemy was closing the distance without issue and unleashing suppressing fire in the form of heavy machine gun bursts and exploding blasts of wrist-mounted rocket launchers. Their assault forced them to lose ground as they backed up to seek new cover. Most of Exhibit’s security personnel didn’t survive and paid the ultimate price for engaging the Gigas soldiers. Once again, Kai collected the unused magazines from the dead security staff and whispered to the fallen men and women that their sacrifices wouldn’t be in vain.

Now behind a long, rectangularly shaped container, Kai activated his ICE-breaker and analyzed the many Gigas troopers closing in.

Requires at least 4 Hacking Skill.

He smiled when he noticed the Gigas suits had quite a few network vulnerabilities.

Kai hacked into their leg joints, and the armored men moved slowly, since their Gigas suits’ systems periodically shut down on them. It was the best Kai could do. He couldn’t hack their weapons or outright disable the Gigas suits, lacking the required 15 hacking skill for that.

“Cerise, feel free to use your CESs!” Kai shouted. “It’s about the only damn thing we can use to stop these fuckers!”

“You can count on me!”

Cerise activated the Overload CES and transferred added power from her battery into her rifle. As such, the next time she opened fire, her rounds traveled at much higher velocities, striking the Gigas soldiers hard enough to chip away at their armor. Kai scanned the battlefield, and yellow bars appeared above the heads of the enemy, indicating the estimated durability of their Gigas armor. Thanks to Cerise using Overload, she lowered the armor durability of at least six Gigas soldiers down to 78%.

Five seconds later, Cerise outright brought the durability of two soldiers to 0%. That meant their armor wasn’t doing anything to protect them from hostile fire. Even Kai’s 9 mm rounds could strike the men inside. Kai selected Double Tab, targeted the nearest Gigas fighter with 0% durability, and killed him with two shots. Cerise dropped the second 0% durability Gigas soldier with a simple spray of perforating gunfire.

“Mmm.” Cerise lowered herself behind cover. She glanced to the side and looked at Kai. “My battery is getting low here. Babe, you want me to keep using Overload?”

He checked her status.

Cerise: Battery Charge – 36%

“Not worth it. Save your battery power for now.”

But they still had to deal with the remaining Gigas soldiers and the deafening racket of their heavy machine guns blazing and rocket launchers detonating upon impact. Kai sighed. It looked like he and Cerise were going to have to retreat into the factory’s hallways.

Rockets propelled into the loading bay from the outside, exploding against three powered armor soldiers, slagging their Gigas armor and dropping them to the floor. Black smoke filled the air. The men never moved, and according to Kai’s scans, their durability went to zero, as with the estimated health of the soldier inside.

“Kai, look!” Cerise shouted. She stood up and pointed her finger forward. “The cavalry has arrived!”

Members of Eden’s Army who had rappelled down from dropships charged into the loading bay. Four Eden soldiers carried rocket launchers, sending another barrage to the powered armored Coalition troopers. The explosions that followed were loud and shook the surface, while the limbs of the slain enemy Gigas soldiers spiraled about in random directions. The enemy spun toward the Eden soldiers who were leaping out from their dropships and joining the fight.

They didn’t last long.

The Eden dropships pulled out of the area. One exploded before it could get clear. A shot fired from a wrist-mounted rocket launcher on one of the Gigas suits had brought down the dropship. The enemy turned their machine guns on the Eden soldiers, dispatching them before they even had the chance to get to cover.

Kai grimaced. “The cavalry has died.”

“What?” Amber said on the communication channel. And she sounded pissed.

“The enemy’s using powered armor,” Kai reported. “These fuckers are like walking tanks!”

“We’ve got more birds inbound,” Amber transmitted. “But again, it’ll be a few before they arrive. Can you hold out until then?”

Kai escaped from machine gun fire, peeked around the corner of the cargo container, and opened fire. He retreated when a rocket soared toward him. It missed and hit the wall behind and exploded in red-orange flames. “Negative, there are too many of them!”

Two rockets struck his cover, and the explosive blast enveloped Kai with searing heat. It left him with no choice but to flee, running toward a stack of piled-up containers.

Cerise swerved away suddenly. The container she had hidden behind exploded a second later when multiple wrist-mounted rockets struck it. She dashed into cover behind another cargo crate as Kai laid down covering fire until she was clear. He took cover behind his shipping container. Seconds later, the left half of the one he was behind exploded into molten metal, sending the two containers on top of it toppling over. Kai jump-jetted away before the cargo fell on him, veering to the left, dodging another rocket before hiding behind a support pillar.

“Cerise,” he called, “we gotta pull back now!”

But it wasn’t easy. The enemy, wearing Gigas suits, were blasting them with rocket after rocket. Rather than moving backward to the entrance, Kai moved to the side and toward the loading bay’s main opening, where the setting sun shone a glint of its orange glow upon him. Half the enemy forces split up, one moving for Cerise, the other moving to box Kai toward the front. They separated the two.

Kai refused to give up, despite having fewer intact shipping containers to hide behind. He found himself behind a loading truck where a dead Eden soldier had slumped against its side. The deceased man had spare magazines, mainly for an assault rifle, which wouldn’t fit into his guns. But the soldier’s 9 mm magazine for his Equalizer pistol would fit into Kai’s Scorpio MPX. He grabbed the magazine and slid it into his machine pistol with a metallic click sound. He searched the body again, hoping to find a magazine suitable for the M-905.

Kai found something else instead, grenades, a type he’d never seen before. He studied the grenade’s info when his implant scanned it.

Boreas Cryogenic

Type: Cryo Grenade

Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

Damage: 150 Freezing Damage

Lethal Radius: 3 meters

It had no biometrics either, like most grenades.

A Gigas Coalition soldier lingered closer, blasting away at Kai’s cover with a machine gun. Kai waited until the weapon stopped blazing. Once it did, he activated the Boreas Cryogenic and rolled it toward the enemy.

The cryo grenade detonated, clouding the area with mist. When it cleared, Kai spotted the enormous mass of a Gigas soldier, encased in ice from head to toe with long, tipped icicles hanging off its machine gun and arms. He was no longer a threat.

Kai picked up another Boreas grenade and spotted Cerise in the distance. Two hostile soldiers had kept her pinned down with heavy weapons fire. Kai primed the device and threw it as far as his exoskeleton hands would allow him. The Boreas grenade landed behind one Gigas soldier and then exploded, covering his body in mist, freezing it solid.

“Cerise! Use the cryo grenades! You’ll find them on the Eden soldiers!”

She darted away from her cover and hid behind the frozen man. It became her new cover for the time being. Cerise activated the Overload CES, killed two unsuspecting soldiers, then switched to Acceleration Drive. Her movement speed increased instantly, and she moved so fast it looked like she teleported toward an Eden soldier. She moved so fast that a nearby power armored soldier didn’t realize she had thrown a cryo grenade at him. He turned into solid ice.

Moving like a blur of black and pink, Cerise flashed into existence behind the frozen Gigas, using their icy form as cover to protect her from enemy gunfire. She stopped using Acceleration Drive and Overload and resumed shooting at the remaining hostiles, targeting the man Kai had frozen earlier. Her bullets shattered the frozen Gigas trooper, sending down large chunks of frozen shards to the ground.

Kai grinned. They had found their key to victory, the Boreas grenades. The problem was they had to pull them from the dead Eden soldiers scattered near the loading bay’s opening.

“The rest of the cryo grenades should be over there!” Kai pointed at the dead Eden soldiers outside the building. “Can you grab them quickly with Acceleration Drive?”

Cerise shook her head. “My battery is too low for that.”

“Damn it!”

“Perhaps I can be of assistance?”

An advanced drone floated over and joined the two, projecting the holographic avatar of a woman with purple hair, wearing a white lab coat.

Kai’s frown turned into a smile. “Ilona!”

“Aren’t you still damaged?” Cerise asked.

“Bah, I’m fine.” Ilona’s projection faced the incoming enemy. Raising one hand, she snapped her finger. The drone projecting her image deployed a grappling hook. “I couldn’t bear to hear you struggle any longer. Let me give you a hand.”

Ilona’s projection vanished, and the drone flew above the action, drifted outside, then lowered the grappling hook. The hook picked up a single Boreas Cryogenic, and then Ilona spun around and flew over to drop the grenade onto Kai’s palm. She repeated the plan amidst the blasts of rockets and machine gun bursts, picking up a second cryo grenade from the dead, this time delivering one to Cerise. Ilona left to grab another Boreas grenade. Meanwhile, Kai primed the cryo grenade she had offered him and froze another Gigas soldier. He jump-jetted behind the frozen man and sprayed the area with covering fire for Ilona.

“Cerise, protect Ilona!” Kai called. “One hit and she might be done.”

Cerise threw a Boreas grenade at a powered armor trooper, freezing them solid before shooting them to pieces. She ducked from a blazing rocket, which missed her by inches. “Ilona, check your battery. It doesn’t look like you’ve gotten a full recharge.”

“I didn’t,” Ilona said. The drone delivered another Boreas grenade to Kai and then flew away. “I kinda was at 0% for a moment.”

Amber chimed in over their channel. “I can top her up once I’m finished with Yukina.”

Kai snorted. “You should have done that earlier . . .”

“Hey now! Ilona left on her own accord! I told her to stay.”

“Had I listened to you, Amber, I think Kai and Cerise would be dead right about now.”

For the time being, their plan was working. Kai and Cerise took turns throwing any Boreas grenades Ilona picked up and delivered with her grappling hook. The duo either froze the Gigas-suited men and used their bodies as cover or outright shot them until their icy bodies broke apart. Other Gigas suits suffered malfunctions at the hands of Ilona’s cyberwarfare tricks.

With Ilona making deliveries, Kai and Cerise slowly dispatched the remaining powered armor soldiers. The calm that arrived gave the two enough time to plunder the dead, securing ammunition and a restock of Boreas grenades.

A new wave of soldiers departed from dropships moments later, Coalition Marines wearing standard combat vests.

Ilona floated to the duo as the newly arrived enemy entered the factory’s loading bay. “That’s it for cryo grenades. I couldn’t find any more.”

Kai glanced at the incoming enemy, who were fanning out to seek cover behind the many cargo crates. “At least these guys aren’t wearing powered armor.”

“We’re going to need the others to help us,” Cerise said.

Ilona’s projection appeared, standing before Kai, one hand on the waist of her black skirt. “Where’s the rest of the security?”

“You’re standing on them.”

Ilona looked down to see that her holographic heels were clipping through the body of a dead security guard. “Oh, I see!”

“The rest fell back to defend the rest of the factory,” Kai said.

Rockets hammered down from above, shaking the land. Additional dropships landed outside the factory and released droves of soldiers into the loading bay. The soldiers were wearing Eden Army uniforms. The second wave of Eden soldiers had arrived, and this time they sought cover behind the crates and let loose a barrage of assault rifle gunfire, forcing the Coalition Marines to turn their weapons on them.

“Now’s our chance!” Ilona said.
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Kai, Cerise, and Ilona retreated into the factory’s main corridors, falling back to the testing chamber. Six bangs echoed, putting holes into the wall, prompting Kai and Cerise to spin around. They spotted two Coalition Marines inside the hallways. The enemy tried to return fire but gasped when their weapons wouldn’t work. Ilona had hacked into them. So Kai shot both men to death, reloaded his Scorpio MPX, and then approached the dead soldiers.

“Where the hell did they come from?” Kai said, stealing the enemies’ magazines. He tossed them to Cerise. She caught the magazines one after another.

“These must be the enemy that breached the facility from the rooftops or primary entrance,” Ilona revealed.

“That’s not good,” Cerise said, stuffing away the magazines. “That means the rest of the security team’s dead.”

The trio continued through the hallways, encountering another pack of enemy soldiers. As they ran, Kai whipped out the Zenmetsu katana while activating the Mangetsu CES. Now with the passive ability in operation, once Kai spun to meet the enemy, his exoskeleton automatically forced his arms to swing the Zenmetsu about, deflecting the bullets with superhuman speed augmented by equipment. He’d ask Ilona to hack the enemy’s weapons too but knew that’d only drain her already low battery. Kai didn’t want to experience combat without her again.

The trio backpedaled through the hallways, with Kai operating as a human shield and wielding a katana like a bullet-swatting samurai. They returned to the factory’s central chamber, where a research team member let them pass through the security door. They shut and locked the doors behind them.

Kai sheathed his katana into his back scabbard and moved toward the cylindrical-shaped device in the middle of the chamber. “Eden’s here, but the factory’s security team has fallen,” he said. “Enemy soldiers are in the hallway and heading right for⁠—”

The door exploded outward, its detonating blast hurling everyone flying away.

Kai hit the floor and rolled about, his head spinning, ears ringing as fiery debris fell onto his back.

He glanced at the scene and saw what remained of the door. Out from the smoke and flames emerged the enemy, Coalition Marines with rifles held forward, barking at the lab workers to put their hands up and get on their knees. Kai counted . . . three? Possibly five enemy soldiers? He couldn’t tell; his vision had blurred, and his neural implant had scrolled multiple synchronization error messages across his tactical HUD.

And then the error messages stopped flooding his vision. Kai rolled onto his back and pulled out the Scorpio MPX and Hammershot, dual wielding them. He opened fire, relentlessly shooting from the hip. His rounds struck down one enemy soldier, ejecting squirts of gore from their throat and left eye.

To the side, Cerise rose, the muzzle flash of her Vinogradov illuminating the room as she took down two Marines in a flurry of motion. She turned her weapon to the next hostile, but no bullets came out. Cerise ran out of ammo and hit the deck, rolling across it to escape from retaliating gunfire. She covered behind the central cylindrical column in the room and ejected her spent magazine to perform a quick reload.

While she slipped in a magazine, Kai noticed a slot on the wall near the floor. There was a conveyor belt on the side of it where workers would deposit items to be recycled. He heard gunfire on the other side of that opening. The enemy was everywhere, even in the factory’s recycling areas. It sounded like the Coalition Marines were executing the staff.

Amber retrieved her ZR6 Carbine, crouched behind the large apparatus in the center of the room, and opened fire. Ilona activated her Electro Stunner 7 and electrified the odd soldier to death. She had to fly away and seek cover near Amber. Ilona’s battery had gotten low.

Yukina was back in action, wielding her Barracuda S80 and sending down soldier after soldier with buckshot after buckshot. But the enemy kept pushing into the room, and this time they were furious. They were firing a spray of gunfire everywhere. Kai had to turn away when he saw three lab workers fly backward in a mist of crimson, hitting the floor or the sides of the workstations.

He felt a surge of PTSD rage building. The pointless death of noncombatants was reigniting past trauma. Kai yelled like a fierce warrior, got back to his feet, returned the favor, and fired his twin guns. He ran out of ammo, ducked, reloaded, got back up, and started blasting. Started killing everything that he hated before him, doing his best to hold the line, ignoring the trickle of his own blood that leaked from the top of his head.

Together with Yukina, Amber, and Cerise, the group slowly shot dead each and every hostile fighter who dared throw themselves into the fray. But the enemy kept coming. It wasn’t until that moment that Kai realized how important Sienna was to the Solar Coalition. The enemy was throwing away so many lives for that one objective. Sienna truly was a princess the villains desperately wanted to capture and hold hostage to force Maria Heinonen to issue Eden’s surrender. Or maybe the enemy wanted to manipulate Sienna and turn her into a princess for them.

Or maybe it was because Kai and Ilona were there. Were Kai and Ilona really public enemy number one in the eyes of the Coalition? Ilona was, after all, in possession of data that would lead to the rise of the Coalition’s greatest fear. Dr. Roger Rhinehart’s work was about to become reality. Synthesis between human and machine. A new beginning for humans and marionettes. A re-genesis of the universe.

Kai considered the possibility that all the above was why the enemy sacrificed so much.

He shook off those thoughts for now. He had a battle to win, a hopeless one at that. The never-ending rush of enemy forces had grown too much for Kai and the Marionette Task Force. Kai resorted to using the Zenmetsu to deflect bullets, or the xenoium of his exoskeleton to fend off hits.

Elias Harper appeared out of nowhere. The golden boy of the Harper Dynasty looked right at Kai, who looked at the ICE-breaker on Elias’s wrist. He was reaching for its touch screen. Kai, with one hand holding the Zenmetsu, moved his free hand over to his holstered Hammershot pistol, as his implant selected Elias as a target.

Kai’s exosuit seized up, paralyzing his arms and hands. The katana fell from his grip. His other hand stopped just an inch shy of the pistol in his holster. Kai couldn’t move his hands or arms. He couldn’t move his torso much either. He could only stand up and walk.

“Shit! I’m being hacked!”

“I’ve got you!” Cerise yelled and ran toward Kai, reaching one hand down to recover his fallen blade.

A grenade rolled toward Kai and Cerise. It exploded before he could say anything, sending him backward. He was lucky he had his exosuit on. The solid shape of the exoskeleton body protected Kai from the wave of shrapnel that would have killed him. He hoped the others were okay, because nobody was shooting at that point.

Sienna sat up, screaming. She wasn’t sedated anymore. Kai looked at the machine that was supposed to digitize her mind. A fountain of sparks sprayed from the device, while black smoke filled the air. The grenade had damaged it. And judging by Sienna’s screams as she held her head, the blast might have interrupted the mind transfer.

The enemy pushed deeper into the chamber now. Two of them executed three lab workers, two women who had fallen to their knees and begged to be spared. The soldiers simply sprayed bullets into their chests then threatened to kill the remaining lab workers unless everyone cooperated. Soldiers dragged several bodies away afterward. Some were injured, and others were unresponsive. Kai wasn’t sure how many, his head was ringing too much.

He got up to see Elias ahead of Sienna, his face drenched with tears. Sienna glared at him, her frown barely containing her anger.

“Sienna, I know you’re mad,” Elias said to her. “But please, you must understand this is for your own good.”

Sienna slowly shook her head. “No . . .”

Elias wept. “Forgive me, but I can’t let you do this.”

“Fuck you.”

Sienna’s eyes closed. She stopped breathing, and her body became limp. Elias held Sienna’s dead hand, buried his face into them, and started crying.

“There’s no pulse,” Elias said. “Oh God, she’s gone.”

Or was she?

On the other side of the cylindrical-shaped machine, Yukina got up and reached into the compartment containing the replicant brain orbs. She slipped her hand into the device so fast and stealthily that it didn’t seem like the enemy had noticed her searching through the orbs.

Kai looked away from Yukina in case someone was wondering what he was looking at.
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Unknown to the enemy, Amber was very much still alive. Kai spotted her coming to and grabbed her ZR6. She peered down the rifle’s sights, opening fire, specifically targeting the two soldiers who had executed the lab workers not long ago. Amber shot one soldier in the head and filled the other’s chest with grisly holes. Several splashes of blood plastered the wall and nearby computer workstations.

The enemy, alerted by Amber’s ambush, fell back while returning fire. Amber covered behind the cylindrical machine, peered around the side, and shot another soldier through the neck.

The battle resumed afterward.

Ilona drifted over to Kai. “Let’s get rid of that hack, shall we?”

While Ilona remotely accessed Kai’s exoskeleton to disable the malware infecting it, Elias hid in the corner and reached for his ICE-breaker.

“Someone, take down Elias!” Kai shouted.

But it was too late.

Elias’s ICE-breaker found its next system to hack, Amber’s cybernetic augmentations.

“Ah, fuckin’ hell!” Amber’s cybernetic arm seized up, preventing her from properly holding her ZR6.

“Amber, over here!” Ilona said. “I’ll help you too!”

Amber never made it far. From what Kai could see, the cybernetic augmentations inside her body seemed to have shut down. Even her status on the team’s health monitor displayed garbled text, random letters, and numbers. Her chrome arm became a paperweight, leaving her with no other choice but to crawl toward them with one arm, which sucked because Kai was about to ask Amber to help him with his suit’s cabling. Directly plugging the exoskeleton into Ilona would be a faster way for her to remove the malware, not to mention draining less of her power. It was up to Cerise and Yukina to help, and Yukina was busy searching for the right orb to take.

Another hostile target stepped into the chamber. It was Dragomirov, and he eyed the central cylindrical machine upon his arrival. That meant he also eyed Yukina pulling out a replicant brain orb while attempting to stuff it into her first aid bag. Kai hoped Sienna’s consciousness was digitized and saved in that orb. If that was the case, she wasn’t gone yet.

“Oh no you don’t.” Dragomirov walked over to Yukina, moving past Kai. He picked up Kai’s Zenmetsu, which had fallen from his grip, and dashed toward an unsuspecting Yukina. Kai couldn’t do a fucking thing, since the hack had paralyzed his arms and hands. “Sienna dies as a sick woman, not lives on as a digital ghost!”

Dragomirov brandished Kai’s katana and thrust it down at Yukina.

Yukina looked up at the enormous blade coming down for her. If Kai didn’t know any better, he’d say she had been instilled with genuine fear. Yukina trembled and didn’t move.

Cerise shoved Yukina out of the way, sending her tumbling to the floor.

The blade entered Cerise’s neck. The tip of the katana poked out the other side. Her skin might have slashing resistance, but it had no piercing resistance, which was precisely what Dragomirov, wielding Kai’s katana, had done. He pierced it through Cerise’s neck, sending its tip breaking through her skin. With two swift strokes, Dragomirov swung the Zenmetsu, severing Cerise’s head from her body.

Both the memory core orb and Cerise’s head hit the floor and rolled away. Dragomirov kicked Cerise’s severed head across the floor. It ended up falling into a conveyor belt slot for recycling and vanished into the lower levels of the factory.

“Yo, what the fuck!” Kai raged. “Fuck you, you fucking asshole! I’m going to fucking kill you!”

Kai’s mind flashed back to the past. He remembered the night he and Ilona activated Cerise for the first time. He remembered Cerise’s face, lost in the euphoric rush of an orgasm when they last had sex. Remembered Cerise in the shower with him. Remembered Cerise wearing that cute apron and nothing else. Remembered Cerise with her dead eyes to the ceiling, head severed and lost to the recycling hatch where Dragomirov had kicked it.

And there wasn’t a thing Kai could have done. His arms, hands, and torso all within his exoskeleton suit, suffering from malfunctions brought on by malware, refused to move. Kai wished he had killed Elias when he had the chance.

Sienna would have hated you for that though.

Yeah, and now she’s gone because I listened to her.

No, she’s gone because they did this to her. Set things right and make this personal.

Yukina collapsed to her knees, her legs and hands twitching. She glared ominously at Cerise’s body without a head, sparks flaring from her cut neck, the wires inside burning. A tear fell from Yukina’s left eye.

“Why . . . why did you do that?” It was the first time he had heard her speak since losing her voice. He wasn’t even aware that Amber had finished repairing her speech system. Yukina held Cerise’s body, which was now an inoperative machine. “Why would you do that?” Yukina held the body closer. “Why would you do such a thing?” Yukina looked closer at Cerise’s headless body. “You . . . you promised you’d take us out for sweets! You promised me! Cerise, why . . .”

“Aw, you poor little AI.” Dragomirov lowered himself to one knee before Yukina. “Did I break your friend?”

Kai could only walk and knew kicking his way through the situation would only get him killed. He considered himself thankful that the exoskeleton suit didn’t cover his legs too. Then he would be completely paralyzed. Though it wouldn’t have mattered much. The entire team was down for the count. Cerise had no head. Dragomirov was about to bring Kai’s Zenmetsu down on Yukina while she had an emotional breakdown. Ilona was trying to remove the malware infecting his exoskeleton and had to do it using remote signals. That meant she was spending what little battery power she had. Then there was Amber, her cybernetics hacked as she crawled with one arm.

Kai didn’t know what became of Nikolina and the surviving lab staff. Probably captured or hiding behind some of the computers in the chamber. He didn’t see them among the dead, so that was a good sign.

“We made plans . . .” Yukina cried.

“And now she can’t fulfill them.” Dragomirov stood up, shrugging. “That’s life.”

“No, it’s not fair!” Yukina released Cerise, rage burning in her face. She looked right up at Dragomirov and stood with fists clenched. “You did this!”

He nodded to her. “Yes, I did.”

“It’s not fair!”

“No, it’s not.” Dragomirov pointed the Zenmetsu at Yukina, stopping her from reaching for the Barracuda. “Nobody gets second chances. You live your life, you make your choices, and you die when the time comes. That’s it. None of this shit.” He gestured with his head at the advanced machinery in the chamber. “None of you have any right to dictate who gets to keep living and who doesn’t.”

Kai barked a laugh at him. “Who said we’re dictating?”

“Don’t be stupid, Novak!” Dragomirov said, keeping the katana pointed at Yukina. “The president is funding this, fast-tracking it for her daughter and only her. No one else.”

“This tech can be used for others,” Kai said.

“Sure, if they have the deep pockets the corpos want to see,” Dragomirov said. “And you know that. You know that if this is a success, the corpos will charge an arm and a leg for the procedure. Imagine that. A galaxy where only the wealthy get second chances. A galaxy where the wealthy become marionettes and use their power and influence to run the celestial colonies. AI that thinks it’s human, simply because its mind was copied from one. Red Wolf will make better use of this technology. Hunter-killers that will be one-to-one copies of humans that can even fool facial recognition tech. Lots of companies tried to do that, but there were always slight imperfections that flagged the marionette as a fake. This system, however, is flawless. It will be a wonderful addition to Red Wolf’s arsenal. A new means to continue their deceptive tactics, and better this galaxy for humans . . .” Dragomirov glared at the sleeping Ruby replicant, slumped over and inside its glass case. “. . . not make sex dolls or give people second chances.”

“What do you have against people having second chances, man?” Kai asked.

“That’s not how life works!” Dragomirov erupted. “You get one chance! Sienna ruined her life by making irresponsible choices, one after the other. Now she pays the price, like everyone who passed before her and who will pass after.” Dragomirov glared intensely at Yukina. “Now that, my dear, is fair.”

“Red Wolf . . .” Amber grunted, her body still struggling to crawl across the floor. “So you were working for them.”

“On a contractual basis,” Dragomirov said. “It’s good money.” He glanced at Kai. “You should join us, Novak. Come with me and reunite with your Croatian brethren.”

“I think not.”

“Thought you’d say that. But that’s okay, because once we are done here, we’re going to make a marionette replicant that’ll look like you. After we make a few changes to the copy of your memory, of course. You know, make your duplicate loyal to our cause.” Dragomirov chuckled. “Oh, the look on the president’s face when she thinks she’s hiring you for another job, and then your replicant shoots her in the head, twice⁠—”

Gunfire rang, and Dragomirov dropped to the floor.

The Zenmetsu fell from his grip. Three bullets hit him in the back. Five Coalition Marines fell over dead, while another four took cover behind the computer workstations and returned fire. A wave of Eden’s soldiers had pushed into the factory and engaged the enemy. Dragomirov groaned and touched his back. He was still alive. The vest he wore under his suit caught the bullets according to Kai’s scan.

“Fuck me,” Dragomirov said, reaching for his pistol.

Kai chuckled. “You were saying?”

“I’m gonna fix you, Novak,” Dragomirov said. He racked his pistol’s barrel and spun around, firing at the incoming Eden soldiers. “Just you wait!”

Kai shrugged. “I’ll try not to go anywhere.”

Dragomirov joined the Coalition Marines as they continued to exchange gunfire with the Eden Army soldiers in the hallways. Neither side wanted to yield. Elias joined Dragomirov and employed his ICE-breaker again, this time upon the Eden soldiers. Eventually, the enemy slowly pushed Eden’s soldiers back, leaving the chamber to continue their battle. Elias and Dragomirov accompanied the Coalition soldiers and lent them their support.

Amber finally reached Kai and Ilona and used her one hand to plug his exoskeleton into the drone.

“Much better,” Ilona said. “Okay, this’ll speed things up. And done.”

Ilona removed the malware from his suit, allowing Kai to move his arms, hands, and torso again. He plugged Amber into Ilona. Moments later, Ilona removed Elias’s malware hack from her cybernetic augmentations. Amber stood up again and stretched her cybernetic arm while moving her chrome fingers.

“Thanks,” Amber said. “Oh, wait.”

“What’s wrong?” Kai asked.

“Now that my augmentations are running again, I can receive messages from the Army. According to them, more enemy ships are about to become a giant pain in our asses. We have to leave now. They can’t spare any more soldiers.”

“How many enemy birds are we talking about?” Ilona asked her.

“Two for now.”

“We can take them now that Eden’s forces are here,” Kai said.

Amber frowned. “Umm, by ships I mean capital ships in orbit.”

“Oh.”

“The enemy found a gap in our orbital defenses and has a small fleet gathering in orbit directly above us. In fact, that’s where the first wave of dropships came from. The ones that attacked you at the hospital.”

“The enemy has capital ships above?” That was Bryson Cruz, inching forward. The lead researcher was still alive, having taken cover near the back. His surviving lab workers were with him.

“I believe it,” Kai said. “There have been news reports about a small enemy fleet that left the Sato Tunnel and beelined it to Eden.”

“That must be those ships then,” Amber said. “They parked themselves in orbit, right above Desiree.”

“Why here of all places?” Bryson asked.

Kai looked at Sienna’s body then the Ruby replicant. He looked at every one of the lab workers. “This lab, Sienna, us . . . the Coalition wants it all. Those ships must have been ordered to bring this tech back to Earth, and Sienna, if possible.”

“Eden’s got the enemy here occupied for now,” Amber said. “But once those two capital ships link up with the other in orbit.”

Kai nodded to her, understanding the situation. “Nobody will be able to do shit until Eden’s Navy intercepts them.”

“And right now, most of the Navy is scattered, either fighting Coalition battleships on the other side of Eden or defending our mining asteroid platforms.”

Ilona floated forward, inching herself closer to Kai. “What’s the call, Commander?”

“Fall back . . .” he said. “Ilona, find us an escape route.”

“On it.”

Kai painfully looked at Cerise’s headless body. “Let’s bring her body as well.”

“Agreed. She ain’t gone yet,” Amber said.

A wave of new hope fluttered in Kai’s chest. “You can fix her?”

“I need to re-attach her head and hope its CPU and memory storage are still in one piece.” Amber glanced about. “Where did her head roll off to?”

“Onto that conveyor belt in the corner.” Kai pointed to it.

Amber narrowed her eyes at the small conveyor belt. “And that’s for?”

“Recycling . . .” Bryson said, arms folded.

“Fuck.” Amber smashed her cybernetic fist against the wall. She put a small dent in it.

Ilona drifted down to the conveyor belt and hovered above it for three seconds. It stopped moving. “There we go. I disabled the conveyor belt and deactivated all the recycling equipment. If Cerise’s head didn’t fall inside the recycler already, it might still be in one piece.”

Amber picked up Cerise’s body while Kai approached the entrance to the hallway, stepping over the many dead bodies ahead of it. He saw nothing but more dead littering the hallways, a mix of fallen Eden and Coalition soldiers. Behind, the rest of Bryson’s team followed. Kai was relieved to see that Nikolina was standing among the survivors of Bryson’s team. Nikolina hadn’t said much; it looked like her nerves were shot.

“We’ll move out first and clear a path,” Kai said to the group. “Ilona, once we give the signal, escort Nikolina and the survivors out and join up with us.”

“Understood.”

Kai spun toward the exit, but Yukina pulled on his arm, tugging him toward her. “Wait!”

“Yukina, we gotta get moving!”

She ignored him and trotted back into the chamber. Yukina grabbed a fallen memory core off the floor, stuffing it inside her first aid kit strapped to her side.

And then she picked up her Barracuda S80, slipped in some shotgun shells, and then racked the barrel. “Now we can go.”
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The escape from Exhibit’s factory turned out to be a lot easier than Kai thought it’d be. Thanks to the distraction and many sacrifices Eden’s Army made, they thinned out the remaining Coalition Marines and kept the others busy with hit-and-run strikes. It allowed Kai and Yukina to find a pathway through the factory’s back hallway and exit through an emergency fire door.

Night was falling upon the city by the time Kai stepped outside. He carried out a brief perimeter check, confirming there were no hostiles in the area. Yukina did the same on the other side of the factory’s lot. Amber held Cerise’s headless body and carried it outside. Beyond the fence ahead was a direct path back to the city’s downtown core.

“Okay, Ilona, you’re all clear,” Kai said. “Guide the others to our location.”

“Will do, Commander. Oh, and good news, I’ve found more survivors. We’re all coming to your location now.”

Ilona joined up with Kai, Amber, and Yukina minutes later. Bryson Cruz and the remaining members of his lab team followed Ilona, along with several factory survivors. Nikolina was somewhere in that group. Kai spotted her recognizable red hair among the heads around.

With the rally complete, Kai and Yukina neared the security fence. The pair pulled it apart and created an opening for the team and the survivors to pass through. They pushed out into the streets, keeping their senses on alert for Coalition forces. The roads were oddly quiet after all, and Kai was certain that the enemy had occupied a few blocks’ worth of land in the city’s industrial district.

After thirty minutes of walking, the group arrived on a street filled with warehouses and smaller manufacturing plants.

“Ah, Commander, you might want to look up.”

Kai stopped and looked up. His tactical overlays highlighted an object gliding through the night skies.

“Ah, hell.”

Amber glanced upward, eyes narrowed. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”

“UAVs!” Kai yelled and started sprinting. “Take cover! Take cover!”

A series of UAVs circled the area, locked onto Kai’s group, and launched multiple rockets upon them, hammering the roads. The intense heat from the red-orange explosions sent everyone scattering for cover within the industrial district’s streets.

“I guess that explains why they never sent soldiers after us,” Kai said, rising from where the explosions had thrown him, dust, smoke, and debris clouding his vision.

“Their men are securing the factory,” Ilona said. “The UAVs are to find and take us down. Lucky for you all, I was able to disrupt their targeting systems just before they opened fire.”

Deeper into the district, the group stood in awe at the sight of a beam of light falling from the heavens. It was an energy weapon fired from one of the enemy battleships up in orbit. An orbital strike, and it turned two Eden dropships into molten slag that came crashing to the city. Three other Eden dropships veered away to the east and west, narrowly escaping another orbital strike. A third orbital attack obliterated one of the three fleeing dropships, while another, on fire, crashed near Exhibit’s factory.

“Standby, Commander,” Ilona transmitted. “Let me see if I can clear a path for us.”

A few enemy UAVs in the skies circled around and then left the area, flying out of sight. Two minutes later, the ground trembled slightly.

“What did you do?” Kai asked.

“I hacked the UAVs near our position and made them attack Coalition targets and other hostile drones.”

Kai nodded. “Good job.” Turning to face the group, he added. “Okay, people, let’s keep moving.”

“There should be an abandoned warehouse north of here,” Ilona reported. “Get inside before the enemy returns with more UAVs. With any luck, they’ll conclude that they lost contact with us and waste time with a lengthy search.”

Ilona updated the mini-map on Kai’s HUD with a pulsing navigation point on top of the abandoned warehouse she identified. Under the cover of darkness, they moved to the warehouse, hearing nothing else but the crunches of their footwear echoing on the roads. The warehouse’s main shipping and receiving truck doors were sealed shut. Kai gave it a scan.

Requires at least 150 Strength to break or remove.

He didn’t have enough strength to force it open. Neither did Yukina. Him, Yukina, and Amber, however, were different. The three had the combined strength of 170.

After laying Cerise’s body on the ground, Amber joined Yukina and Kai at the opening. The trio reached down, grabbed the tightly sealed doorway, and pulled upward, forcing it open. They waved the survivors to enter.

“Hurry!” Amber called out.

The factory’s personnel moved into the darkness of the warehouse. Amber retrieved Cerise’s body and hauled her inside. Yukina stood at Kai’s side, refusing to leave until he entered. But he didn’t; he was waiting for Ilona. Her hologram flashed into existence and took a long glance at the sky. She held a hand to catch her scattering purple locks that looked like they were blowing in the wind.

Ilona made a face that he didn’t want to see. It was a face of worry. “We need to move now!”

Her hologram vanished, and her drone floated into the warehouse. Kai and Yukina slipped inside quickly while he shut the door.

Ilona drifted before Kai, her translucent projection shimmering back into existence.

“I thought you said we’d be safe?” Kai said to her.

“We were . . . until I lost control of the UAVs I had hacked.”

“What happened?”

“The countermeasures are strong. It kicked me out, and the Coalition regained control of them.”

Ilona stepped away, her gaze shifting about at the dusty conditions of the darkened warehouse. “Help me find a place to recharge. I might be able to better control the UAVs with more battery power.”

They split up to search for an outlet. Amber discovered one off to the side, waved Ilona over, and plugged her into it.

Ilona grimaced. “No power.”

“Well, this place is abandoned,” Amber said.

Ilona shrugged. “Yeah, I know. It was a long shot.”

“Conserve your power for now, Ilona,” Kai said. “You too, Amber and Yukina.”

“I’ll stick around as a hologram.”

“It’ll drain your battery faster though,” Kai said.

Ilona laughed, “And my good looks will keep your morale up. Right now, I think you can use the boost, Commander.”

Amber spun around and faced Ilona. “I can still transfer some of my charge to you.”

“Let’s save that option for an emergency.” Kai took a seat on a stack of shipping pallets. It felt great. He powered down his exoskeleton to save on its battery too.

The ground shook again, and a few survivors panicked and screamed. Kai turned his gaze toward Ilona. “UAVs again?”

Her projection nodded. “The enemy is pounding Eden positions throughout the district.”

“They aren’t fucking around,” Amber said, taking a seat on the floor. “I hadn’t seen nor heard of them usin’ UAVs against us.”

“Most likely, the Coalition brought these UAVs on their newly arrived ships from Sol,” Ilona said.

“I wonder why they waited until now to send all this hardware,” Amber said.

“Because I’m here.” Ilona frowned and turned aside. “The Coalition probably knows I can hijack their toys and turn them against them.”

“So they held back, hoping to find you first, opting to use hunter-killers only when necessary and nothing else,” Kai said. “But now . . .”

“But now, I’ve helped the team get this far and uploaded Rhinehart’s black box software into the girls,” Ilona said. “Holding back had cost the Coalition. Now they’re taking the risk and throwing whatever they have, regardless of whether I hack it.”

The ground shook again. Another orbital strike or a UVA strike. Kai couldn’t tell the difference anymore. “Desiree’s going to fall at this rate.”

“Eh, I think the Coalition would rather control Exhibit’s factory more than anything,” Amber said.

Kai grunted, “Yeah, and controlling the city would be a big step toward that goal.”

“Yes, but they’re going to focus all their resources right now on holding it,” Ilona said. “Spreading out to control the rest of the city comes afterward. There’s still a chance to turn this around, so long as they’re fixated on the factory.”

“How though? Low power, stuck in a warehouse to avoid detection from UAVs . . .” Amber looked about. “Hey, where’s Yukina?”

His heart skipped a beat. Yukina was right with them.

He sat up and searched for Yukina, finding her in a dark corner all to herself. She had sat on her knees, ogling Cerise’s body with her blue, glowing eyes. Kai sat beside Yukina.

“She will not operate . . .” Yukina said. She shifted her head, facing Kai beside her. “Will big sister Cerise remain like this forever? Would we have to bury her because she no longer functions?”

“If we can’t repair Cerise, then yes,” Kai said. “We will have to say our final goodbyes to her.”

Yukina hugged her knees. Tears fell from her eyes. Her AI learned how to mimic human behavior. She finally experienced genuine emotions, and it was all the bad ones. Yukina grabbed hold of Cerise’s body and hugged it to her chest. She refused to let go.

“I do not want that to happen to her,” Yukina said, sobbing. “I do not want to experience a world where she is never around ever again.” Kai embraced Yukina, giving her a warm and comforting hug. “Master . . . help her, please! Bring her back!” It almost sounded like a whimper. Yukina began weeping loudly. She reached up and touched her wet face, looked at the tears that she rubbed from her face that moistened her hands. “Why am I crying?” Amber and Ilona joined them. Yukina gazed upward at Amber. “Cerise has ceased to function.”

“I know.”

“You can fix her, right?”

“We have to find her head first, otherwise she’s as good as dead, sadly.”

“Like . . . like Sienna.” Yukina looked down at the floor.

“Yeah . . . like Sienna.” Amber sighed. “Damn it, I can’t believe we lost her like that.” She rammed her cybernetic fist into the wall, breaking a small hole through it. “Was so close to savin’ that gal.”

“I think we did,” Kai said.

“Uh, how?” Amber asked, staring at him. “Didn’t you see Sienna die?”

“She died as her consciousness was being transferred. We can bring her back but need Exhibit to build her a new body to upload into.”

“I doubt that mind transfer thingy worked,” Amber said. “That grenade fucked up the machine while it was still going. Plus, we don’t even know if it was going to work anyway. All that testing Nikolina did failed a bunch of times, right? Fuck, even if it didn’t, the enemy has that whole damn place! We don’t have a copy of her memory.”

“We do,” Yukina cut in.

Amber glanced at her. “What?”

Yukina stood up, reached for her first aid kit, and pulled a metallic orb from it. She held the orb up for the team to see.

“This is Sienna,” Yukina said with the orb in her hand.

“Oh?” Amber glanced closer with raised blonde eyebrows. “A replicant brain.”

“That was supposed to be inserted into Sienna’s marionette replicant,” Kai said. “It’s with us now.”

Yukina held the orb to her chest and shut her eyes. “I couldn’t allow the enemy to take it away. This is all that remains of Sienna.”

Amber looked impressed. “Good girl.”

“Yeah, but without a body, Sienna Heinonen’s core is useless,” Bryson Cruz said, stepping over and joining their conversation. He put his hands in his lab coat pockets. “Now the enemy controls the factory, so you can bet they’ve already started destroying our work.”

“No, not yet,” Kai said. “Dragomirov wants to use it for their covert operations. Ilona’s right. There’s still a chance to turn this around. Case in point.” Kai walked toward a boarded-up window and peeked through the cracks. He spotted Exhibit’s factory farther out in the distance, a few blocks down the road. Fires were burning near the facility’s main entrances and loading bay. Otherwise, the structure was mostly intact. “The enemy has UAVs, orbitals, and battleships above, yet the facility, hell, the whole city is still standing. They want this place. They need it. Leveling it to the ground is detrimental to their plans.”

He looked away from the boarded-up window and happened to lay eyes on Nikolina. She sat off to the side, using a lab coat as a blanket to keep warm. One of the techs must have lent it to her. Kai approached her and took a seat beside her.

“Hey,” he said, “sorry about your business going down. I know you were really banking on using that replicant of yours to make a lot of cash.”

Slowly, she tilted her head to him, and in a sullen tone asked, “Who the fuck are you?”

“It’s me, Novak.”

She replied with a blank stare.

“You hit your head or something?” Kai asked.

“I guess.” She looked away. “It’d explain how I got to Earth from . . . wherever the fuck we are. I know it’s not Earth. The sun doesn’t look the same.”

Kai examined her head. He didn’t see any visible injuries, only a cut on her cheek. “You fucking with me? Or . . .”

“Does it sound like I’m fucking around? Why am I here? And what the fuck was all that shit Dragomirov was talking about?” She shuddered. “God, was it because . . . I tried to escape from his whorehouse? Is that what this is about?”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think you hit your head. I think the trodes scrambled it when we prematurely unplugged you from the machine.”

“What?”

“Remember when we arrived with Sienna?”

“I don’t follow.”

Did she lose her memories? If so, then Exhibit’s mind digitization program was going to need a lot more work. A lot fucking more. It made Kai wonder what was actually saved in the replicant brain that Yukina took.

“There you are.”

Nikolina approached Kai and Nikolina.

Kai did a double-take.

His eyes were seeing double Nikolinas. And it wasn’t the first time he’d seen that.

“Ruby!” Nikolina said, extending her hands to the short red-haired girl beside Kai. “I’ve been looking all over for you!”

“Wait.” Kai pointed to the Nikolina beside him. “So this is the replicant?”

Nikolina nodded to him. “Yes.”

“It talked to me just now, Nikolina.”

“Who the fuck are you calling it?” Yelled the Nikolina beside Kai, evidently Ruby.

“The memory transfer worked,” Nikolina said. “When we were waiting for you to give us the all-clear, we found her, active and lost. The grenade exploding must have triggered her systems to activate as an emergency protocol.”

“Hold on, are you sure the transfer worked?” Kai said. “Because she doesn’t seem to know what’s going on.”

Kai took a second glance at Ruby as she held the lab coat around her body. She was naked under it, and he even caught sight of her exposed left breast. Now he understood why she had it on, to cover her naked form up now that she had been reactivated.

“Holy shit, you look like me,” Ruby said, her eyes meeting Nikolina’s.

“Ilona, little help here,” Kai said, waving. She joined the three and Kai asked her. “You knew about this?”

“Yeah, I’m aware,” Ilona said. “We were busy making sure that no lingering enemies soldiers snuck up on us when we were leaving the factory to regroup with you. Once we got outside, we moved with the rest of the survivors. So I might have been a little bit distracted and didn’t get around to telling you about Ruby.”

“I see,” he said. “Mind if we plug Ruby into you?”

“Go ahead,” Ilona said. “I’ve been meaning to study her code since you told me about her.”

Ruby ogled them all with puzzled looks. “What are you talking about?”

Nikolina reached behind Ruby and slid her hand underneath the lab coat she wrapped herself in. Ruby squirmed then gasped when Nikolina found Ruby’s hidden USB cable and pulled it from her back, plugging it into Ilona.

Ruby stood up fast, her coat falling and unveiling her petite and slender naked form. “What the fuck? Why do I have that cable?”

“Because you’re a marionette,” Ilona said.

“No, I’m not! I’m a fucking human!” Ruby picked up the lab coat and wrapped her body in it, not very well though. Kai could still see her legs and bald pussy, and a breast. It didn’t seem she cared that much, since Ruby’s gaze remained fixed on the USB cable running from her lower back and inserted into Ilona.

Ruby shook her head. “No, this is some kind of joke, right?”

“Why is she like this?” Kai asked.

“Ruby only received a partial memory transfer, Commander.” Ilona tapped her left cheek. “Only the first eighteen or nineteen years of Nikolina’s life were successfully uploaded into the replicant. Nothing recent.”

“Well, that’s not good,” Nikolina said. “It means the system is incomplete.”

“Or it’s because we interrupted it,” Kai said.

“I’m going to go with interrupted,” Ilona said. “We did yank Nikolina from the system prematurely.”

“And when I was in that trance, I was reliving my whole life,” Nikolina said. “The dream ended right around the time Dragomirov kidnapped me and other adult film girls for his sex trafficking gig.”

Ruby covered her face with her hands and began ranting in Crotian. Both Kai and Nikolina tried to calm her down, also speaking the same language. Everyone else stood around, confused.

“Are they speaking Russian?” Bryson asked.

Amber shook her head. “Naw, it’s Crotian. My implant is performing a live translation of what they are talking about. It’s a Slavic language, so it sounds similar to languages like Russian.”

After the back and forth while speaking Crotian, Kai and Nikolina confirmed that only Nikolina’s memories from childhood to her late teens were copied into the Ruby unit. Ruby never received all of Nikolina’s adult memories, which were fragmented pieces at best, corrupted data because of the sudden cancelation of the transfer.

“Okay, I’ve seen enough for now,” Ilona said. “You can unplug her.” Kai disconnected Ruby from the drone. Ilona floated away while her hologram walked ahead of the drone. “I’m going to monitor comm traffic to see if I can get an SOS out, maybe jam some enemy transmissions to make their job harder.”

“Until then, we’re stuck here,” Kai said.

Ruby ambled forward and stopped ahead of the group. “We’re stuck here in this fucking creepy place?”

“If we leave now, we might alert enemy UAVs patrolling the area,” Amber said.

“And if I hack them, it might draw unwanted attention,” Ilona said. “Not to mention drain more of my limited battery power. Our best bet is to sit tight and look for a window of opportunity to sneak out.”

Amber shrugged. “Or wait for the armed forces to strike again. But from what I’m being told, the battleships directly above in orbit are making it damn near impossible for the Navy to send any ships to Desiree.”

“When will Eden’s Navy strike back at the Coalition’s ships?” Kai asked Amber.

“Your guess is as good as mine. Like I said before, the Navy is stretched thin and is shooting at other Coalition battleships elsewhere in orbit or the system.”

Kai sat on the floor and sighed deeply. He felt utterly defeated.
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“Hey.”

A fist hit Kai’s left shoulder, startling him. His eyes shot open to the sight of the darkened factory warehouse. He was on the floor, slumped against the wall. He had dozed off. It’d been a long, stressful day so far. And to think it had started off great.

Slowly, Kai angled his gaze to the side to see who had punched his shoulder. He spotted the slim figure of the Ruby replicant beside him, wearing nothing but a loose-fitting white coat barely concealing her nudity.

“You seem to know a lot,” Ruby said to him.

“Sometimes.” Kai yawned and held a dirty fist clenched to his mouth.

“Now and then I get glimpses of your face.” Ruby kneeled to level her gaze with his. “I’m guessing, if all this shit is true, then . . .”

“Those are your fragmented memories,” Kai said. “The memory transfer wasn’t completed correctly.”

“Yeah, well, you’re in those fragmented memories a lot.”

“I guess Nikolina thought about me a lot.” Somehow, despite the grim situation they faced, Kai mustered a slight smile. “So what’s up? Is there something you want to know?”

“Yeah. What the fuck happened?”

“Didn’t we explain⁠—”

“I mean Earth,” Ruby cut in. “Did the fucking Coalition win?”

“They did,” he grunted. “They captured Earth then later the entire Sol system. Now they’re trying to take Eden and use it to springboard a large campaign across the entire fucking galaxy.”

“Yo, that’s fucking bullshit, man!”

“Tell me about it.”

“One second I’m on Earth, next I’m in this . . .” She looked at her hand, wincing. “This fucking Frankenstein body on a planet in Alpha Centauri. And I’m not fucking human anymore. I’m a robot copy. It’s one thing to tell me that like eight or so years have passed, but also that I’m not even the original me! Just a copy!”

“I understand.”

“No, you fucking don’t. You’re an original.” Ruby gestured toward Nikolina, seated beside a stack of shipping pallets. “She’s an original. Everyone here is a fucking original! I’m a copy! A fucking test one too! So don’t fucking tell me you fucking understand, because you don’t!”

“I do,” Kai snorted, unfazed by Ruby’s loud outburst. “Had the transfer been completed correctly, you might be more accepting of your position.”

“Really? Is that what you fucking think?” Ruby leaned closer to him. There was intense rage burning in her eyes. “Imagine if you woke up one day and were told you weren’t the real Kai Novak. That some man off to the side was the real one, and you were a machine copy. How would you feel?”

“Heh, I’d probably have one hell of a fucking existential crisis.” Kai leaned against the wall, put his hands behind his head, and tilted his face up to the dark ceiling. “I guess there was something this experiment overlooked, the psychological effect on the duplicate.”

“I mean, if you’re using this to extend someone’s life or bring them back from the dead, they’d probably be more understanding, maybe even thankful. But blatantly making a fucking copy when the fucking original still exists is fucking stupid! Like, what the fuck am I supposed to do now?” Ruby growled after that and sat on the floor beside Kai. She held her stomach afterward. Her belly had growled as well. “And why the fuck am I so starving and thirsty! I thought I was a marionette.”

“You’re different from the rest,” Kai explained to her. “You’re basically a human. You can bleed, need to eat and drink, and you can breathe.”

Ruby held a hand to her chest. A shocked expression graced her face. “I have a heartbeat . . .”

“Inside your head is a CPU and memory orb, and somewhere inside your chest is a lithium battery that needs to be recharged. Those are the only parts of you that are truly mechanical. I guess your nervous system too. I don’t know for sure. It’s not like I read your instruction manual.”

Ruby faced him. “Did they grow my body or some shit like that?”

“No, to my understanding, it’s all synthetic, even your blood. But everything looks, smells, reacts, and feels real.”

“So I can’t bleed to death?”

“No, but your blood doubles as a coolant for your systems. Without it, you’d overheat and break down.”

“What about starvation?”

“Naw. Your operational systems make you feel weak until you eat.”

Ruby lowered her gaze toward the floor. “Why would they . . . design me like that?”

“Because there’s still a human mind inside you. Take away the need to feed, and it could trigger psychological side effects down the road. But if they programmed your body to have all the urges humans have, thirst and hunger included, you’d keep those normal human habits and maintain a healthy mind.”

“Oh,” Ilona said suddenly.

Kai sat up straight and looked at the drone projecting her holographic avatar as it drifted over to them. “What is it, Ilona?”

Ilona paused for a moment before facing Kai. “Commander, I picked up a distress signal.”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “From Eden?”

Ilona shook her head and folded her arms. “No, it’s from . . .” He spotted her facial expression change as she let out a surprised gasp. “It’s from Cerise.”

Kai raised both his eyebrows now. “Cerise? How?”

“I don’t know because.” Ilona looked at Cerise’s headless body in Yukina’s hands. “Yeah.” She cringed and spun away from it. “Standby, scanning the source. Okay, it’s definitely Cerise, and her signal is coming from Exhibit’s factory. Hmm, it must be her head.”

“Cerise’s head?” Amber said, striding forward. She approached the group, adding, “How in the hell could it be transmitting? Her battery’s in her body.”

“I think I know,” Ilona said. “890i sex doll models come with a transmitter in case crazed clients try to steal the unit. It’s powered by a small independent battery and only activates when they’re offline for a certain period of time.”

“That sounds all fine ‘n’ dandy, but . . .” Amber twisted her lips. “How come we couldn’t use that feature before?”

“Before?” Kai asked her.

“Remember?” Amber faced Kai, who remained seated on the floor. “When the Coalition took her and Yukina after that botched clinic operation in Jardin?”

“That’s because Cerise had glitched out beforehand,” Ilona said.

Amber stroked her chin. “That’s right. She did.”

“And we fixed her OS’s problems now.” Ilona giggled, her holographic cheeks flushed red as she winked in Kai’s direction. His face turned red immediately afterward. Kai certainly did fix Cerise’s glitchy systems; his cock was the tool that made it happen. “Now that she’s not glitching out, the distress beacon actually works correctly, and it’s pointing us to where her head is.”

Ilona raised her hands and waved them from right to left, forming a 3D map of the industrial district before her. She interacted with the holographic map, spun it around, and zoomed in on the 3D model representing Exhibit’s factory. Deep within the building was a purple pulsing sphere. The beacon she had detected.

Ilona pointed at the purple pulse on the map. “There.”

Kai stood up and walked over to the 3D map to inspect it closely. Amber joined him on his right and did the same.

“Looks like her head fell off the conveyor belt after you stopped it,” Kai said.

Amber squinted closer at the 3D map of the factory, directing her index finger to a network of subterranean tunnels. “What are those?”

“Sewer tunnels,” Ilona said. “Old ones, by the looks.”

Bryson Cruz approached the group, his eyes fixed on the 3D map Ilona was projecting. He gazed at the sewer tunnels’ sprawling network. “The facility underwent renovations recently because of the new systems that needed to be installed to make the replicants,” he explained. “Plus, we needed to install new defense turrets at our space launchpad because of the war. It was easier to stop using those sewer tunnels and run all the new wiring and electronics we needed through them, then connect our plumbing systems with another on the other side of the factory.”

“You had defense turrets at the factory?” Kai snorted. “Could have fooled me. The enemy waltzed right on in.”

“A cyberattack disabled those defense platforms seconds before the attack,” Bryson said.

“It was probably Elias,” Amber drawled.

Kai returned to the glowing map ahead of them. “Looks like Cerise’s head fell near the drains that now lead to the unused sewers.” Kai narrowed his eyes. “Can we get into the factory from the sewer tunnels?”

“Let’s see.” Ilona manipulated the map, drawing a series of red lines through the underground sewer tunnel. She pointed at them. “Here, this is where the factory’s sewage used to drain to. It’s sealed off, but with some brute force we might be able to break through and slip inside undetected.”

“Does the enemy know about this?” Kai asked Bryson.

Bryson shook his head. “Doubtful, the old sewers were removed from the factory’s maps and floor plans.”

“Then how did Ilona get this?” Amber asked, waving at the 3D map.

“This was based on the data I pulled from the beacon in Cerise’s head,” Ilona explained. “It can perform a low-level scan of the surrounding area, and that includes the sewers. Remember, her head fell beside a floor drain.”

“And so the beacon was able to map out the old sewers too,” Amber said, nodding.

“This is our way in then, and it’s perfect,” Kai said. “We go in from the sewers, underground, where the UAVs can’t spot us, get back inside, and take out the enemy covertly. From there, we take back the factory, see about building Sienna her body, and hope she’ll be able to upload into it.”

“And big sister Cerise?” Yukina said. She wandered over to the group, one hand touching her lips timidly as her blue, glowing eyes fixated on Kai.

“Her head is still there,” Kai said to Yukina. “We need to reattach it to her body, then she’ll be back in action. And thanks to that emergency beacon, we now know exactly where to find it.”

“The Coalition will probably be expecting us to try something and will be prepared for it,” Ilona said.

“Agreed, we’re going to need all the help we can get with this,” Kai said. “We’re down a body until Amber can reattach Cerise’s head.”

Bryson held his palms out to the group. “Don’t look at me or my staff. We can’t fight, and the few security personnel who survived need medical attention.”

“Maybe we should ask Ruby?” Ilona suggested.

It seemed like Yukina had overheard them speak, because she looked confused and tilted her head to the right. “Ruby?” she asked.

“Nikolina’s replicant,” Amber said. “She is a marionette, but wasn’t she designed for porn?”

“Yeah, and?” Kai snorted. “Cerise is a sex doll, and look at what she’s done for the team.”

Ilona tapped her index fingers together innocently. “I kinda uploaded Dr. Rhinehart’s super-secret black box software into Ruby.”

Kai slowly turned to face Ilona, grimacing. “Tell me you didn’t . . .”

“Sorry, she was worthy of receiving it!” Ilona said. “I’m programmed to upload his software into certain marionettes after all. And let’s be real here. Ruby’s an indirect product of Rhinehart’s work.”

“Wait, what?” Amber said.

Ilona nodded to her. “That’s right. I learned quite a bit when I was plugged into her. The technology behind replicant marionettes is based on data stolen from Rhinehart’s laptop and sold to Exhibit Technologies. With that said, Ruby already had some of Rhinehart’s software packages installed. I installed the missing files. So, yes, she’d be perfect for the role and is officially un-hackable like Yukina and Cerise.”

“But can she fight?” Amber asked.

“I can modify Ruby’s code like I did with Cerise and Yukina,” Ilona said. “Ruby now has some basic knowledge of the usage of firearms. I could add more if you’d like.”

“Start with heavy weapons and go from there,” Kai said. “If the enemy throws more powered armor at us, then Ruby will be able to handle them.”

“See about copying your ICE-breaker’s code into Ruby too, Commander,” Ilona said. “Having someone else who can hack would be helpful if we end up having to deal with UAVs again.”

“Would the ICE-breaker’s software even fit in Ruby’s brain?” Kai asked.

“Ruby has a lot of free space in her memory storage unit,” Ilona replied. “Remember, she’s not a true AI, so there are fewer programs needed to keep her systems running. Copying over the ICE-breaker’s program shouldn’t be much of a problem. Plug her USB into the device and we’ll go from there.”

Kai turned aside from the group and approached Ruby. The replicant had taken a seat on the floor while the team had discussed their plan. He waved a hand to her. “Hey, Ruby.”

“That’s my new name, I guess.” Ruby looked up at Kai as he moved toward her. “What is it?”

“We’re going to need your help to get out of here,” he said.

“You have a plan?”

“Yeah, but it involves you operating alongside us.”

“What do I have to do?”

“First, we need to make some adjustments to your systems.” Kai kneeled to face her. “If they don’t work, then we’re back to square one. If it does work, then I’ll fill you in on the rest.”

“Okay.” She nodded softly. “Get me the fuck out of here. I don’t like this place . . . I want to go home.”

Ruby stood up as directed and shed the lab coat from her body, unveiling herself to him. She didn’t seem shy in the slightest while standing in the nude before Kai. Of course not, this was a version of Nikolina when she was a porn starlet. Undressing in front of people was part of the job.

Kai stood up and waved Ilona over. He found Ruby’s hidden USB cable on her back and yanked it free to insert it into the drone. From there, Ilona created a holographic keyboard and mouse for Kai to use, along with a display screen. It gave him direct access to Ruby’s operational code. Kai interacted with the virtual peripherals, and then he and Ilona went to work.

Much of the data in Ruby’s head was nothing more than Nikolina’s digitized mind, half of it corrupted data because of what happened. But at the end of the day, there was still an OS controlling Ruby’s internal functions. With Ilona’s assistance, the pair was able to access the black box software and add lines of instructional code, which enhanced Ruby’s basic knowledge of weapon usage, including the use of heavy weapons.

After that, Kai plugged Ruby into his ICE-breaker and copied its contents into her cyberbrain. He ended up creating a handy app for the ICE-breaker’s functions that Ruby could activate with a simple thought.

Kai finished sometime later and reviewed the results of his work. A status window appeared, listing Ruby’s levels and her class.

Ruby

Class: Heavy Weapons Specialist

Level: 26

Tactical Skills

Handgun: 3

Heavy Weapons: 17

Explosives: 3

Mounted Weapons: 3

According to a tooltip Kai accessed using his neural implant, the Heavy Weapons Specialist specialized in using not only rocket and grenade launchers but also flamethrowers, mounted turrets, explosive devices, as well as operating UAVs, orbital ion cannon strikes, and other capabilities. Ruby’s OS now also allowed her to use certain CESs restricted to individuals of the Heavy Weapons Specialist class.

“Oh God.” Ruby winced.

Kai angled his gaze away from the screen while shutting off the overlays in his vision to look at her. “Hey, you okay?”

“I keep seeing words,” Ruby said, taking a few steps backward, her head shaking. “Like it says that my Heavy Weapon skill reached level 17.”

“Yeah, that’s me,” Kai said. “I made some changes to your OS. Whenever you get more proficient with certain weapons, you’ll receive a notification. There should be an option to disable it if you like.”

She grimaced. “What the fuck?”

“That’s a good thing” Kai returned to his display screen, double-checking her status.

Ruby shook her head at him. “You want me to fight?”

He nodded subtly, eyes still on the data. “Yep. That’s the plan⁠—”

“You never said that!”

“I said you’ll be operating with us.” Kai pointed at his weapons then Amber and Yukina’s firearms. “What the fuck do you think our operations are? Selling Girl Guide cookies?”

Ruby furiously shook her head. “No, no, no! I can’t do this!”

“Yes, you can,” he said reassuringly. “As of now, you know more about heavy weapons than I do. You’re stronger than you think.”

“I’ve never used a gun in my life!” Ruby went into a panic. “I can’t do this.”

Kai deactivated the screen and promptly retrieved his XP5 Hammershot, pointing the pistol directly at her head.

Ruby grabbed and yanked the Hammershot away from Kai’s grip in an instant and pointed the gun at his head in a second, one finger on the barrel.

He didn’t flinch. “You see how your finger is on the barrel?” he said. “That’s called trigger discipline.”

Ruby looked at the Hammershot, eyes wide in shock. “How the hell?”

“I added that technique to your cyberbrain,” Kai said. “You’re welcome. You now know how to disarm and kill a motherfucker without having undergone specialized training.”

She handed Kai his Hammershot back, her hands trembling. He couldn’t do anything about her shaky hands. The human mind inside her was that of a young porn star ripped away suddenly from her world and thrown into their reality. She was scared. He couldn’t fault her for that.

“Why can’t she do it?” Ruby gestured to Nikolina, the woman she was modeled to look exactly like.

Kai glanced at Nikolina briefly before shifting his gaze back to Ruby. “Because she’s human and lacks the skills needed to fight.”

“You’re human.”

“I have experience.”

“Then train her.”

“We don’t have time.” Kai sighed. He was afraid this would happen. “You’re a marionette. We just need to change your code, and you’ll be good to go. Humans don’t have that luxury.”

“Right. I’m the robot copy,” Ruby spat. “I’m not fucking real. She is. I only look and feel real.”

“And you’re the only person here who could help us.”

“Oh, I get it. Now I have a fucking use for you all.” Ruby yanked on her USB cable, forcibly removing it from the port, making it retract inside her back. “Just stop.”

“Ruby, please, I’m begging you⁠—”

“I don’t want to do this!”

Nikolina walked over to Kai and Ruby, likely hearing the growing conflict. “Is there a problem?”

“Yeah, there is.” Ruby clenched her fists, squeezing them hard. She faced her human double. “It’s you.”

Nikolina gasped. “Me?”

“You fucking did this!” Ruby pointed her finger at Nikolina’s face. “You brought me into this situation! I never asked for this! This is fucking nuts!”

Ruby lowered herself to grab the white coat she had tossed on the floor. She stood up to wrap the coat around her naked body and ran off barefoot into the warehouse’s darkened corner.

“Ah, fuck,” Kai grunted.

Nikolina facepalmed. “I was a piece of work back then.”

A series of loud thumps echoed, startling Nikolina and Kai. Ruby was pissed. It sounded like Ruby was taking her frustration out on inanimate objects.

Kai cringed. “It shows.”

“I didn’t smarten up until I was in my twenties,” Nikolina said. “But that was only because of what Dragomirov did to me.”

“If we had waited a few more minutes, we might have gotten the better version of your younger self.”

Kai and Nikolina strode deeper into the warehouse’s darkness in search of Ruby. What they found instead was a kicked-open fire exit door.

Ruby had left the building and run off into the streets of the industrial district, where enemy UAVs soared above.
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Searching for Ruby was risky as hell. One wrong turn and they’d walk right into the sights of one of the UAVs shrouded beyond the plumes of smoke in the dark sky. Then a drone strike would turn them into ashes in an instant. The same risk applied to Ruby, who foolishly ran away from the safety of the warehouse, unaware of the dangers in the streets.

Nikolina’s younger self really was a piece of work.

Kai and Amber grabbed their combat gear and crept through the streets to conduct the search for the runaway marionette. Ilona deactivated her hologram and joined the pair. Yukina insisted on staying with Cerise’s headless body. It wasn’t healthy for her to mope around like that, but Kai didn’t want to risk corrupting Yukina’s AI by forcing her to join him. The more he thought about it, the more he wished he hadn’t pushed Ruby so hard to join him either. This was entirely his fault.

Ilona did what she could to provide early warning detection of UAVs, but outright hacking the enemy UAVs was still off the menu. Doing so would alert the enemy that they were still in the area once they realized they had lost control of a UAV. Plus, Ilona was still low on battery power. True, Amber’s CES could transfer some of her battery power into Ilona, but they opted to leave that as a last resort. If Amber were to give Ilona a battery charge now, it’d leave Amber with no means of powering her cybernetics and potentially leave Yukina without the option to receive energy from Amber if an emergency should strike.

Their search yielded some promising results half an hour into it. They came across a clothing manufacturing factory with its side entrance open, and the glass window on the door smashed to pieces. Kai approached the doorway and waved for Amber and Ilona to follow him.

“I get the feeling the battle didn’t do this,” Ilona said, observing the broken glass.

“Looters perhaps?” Amber suggested.

“It’s a factory that makes clothes in the industrial district,” Kai said. “If there’s any looting going on, it will be closer to the residential and commercial zones. Not here. Not yet.”

Kai moved into the building, taking extra care not to step on the broken glass. Knowing his luck, the enemy UAVs would detect the sound of the glass crunching and scan the area. As Kai entered the darkness of the factory, he held the M-905 forward, keeping a close watch on the numerous overlays that appeared in his augmented vision. His neural implant labeled something of importance, a spatter of blood on the floor.

He lowered himself to the ground and touched the blood. “It’s warm.” Kai stood up, M-905 held forward again. “Someone must have punched in the glass with their bare hands and cut themselves.”

The trio entered, fanning out as they pushed deeper into the clothing factory. They spotted nothing except fabrication devices set and programmed to weave and stitch together various types of apparel. As expected, the factory was unstaffed as its workers had likely left right when the enemy had launched their attack.

“Got more blood here,” Ilona called out.

Kai and Amber approached the floating drone. Ilona shone a beam of light across several blood droplets on the floor. She floated forward and guided Kai and Amber into a back room used by the clothing factory’s staff for their breaks. The door was open.

Ilona drifted into the break room first, and her searchlight shone on Ruby. The replicant was in the middle of wrapping a bandage around her bloody hand. There was an open first aid kit next to Ruby. It seemed like she had found the kit on a nearby storage rack on the wall. Ruby was wearing clothes too when Kai looked at her closely. She was now wearing a black leather skirt, a white crop top that exposed her porcelain midriff to the eye, and a pair of sleek, black boots. He figured she had stolen the outfit from the factory’s loading bay close to the staff room.

Ruby gazed at the group as they entered, her eyes squinting when the ray of Ilona’s searchlight shone upon her. Ruby gasped and held one hand upward to shield her eyes from the bright light.

“Nice boots,” Amber commented while lowering her ZR6 Carbine.

“You guys just won’t give up.” Ruby turned and sprinted toward the fire exit. Kai and Amber chased after her. Ilona drifted alongside the duo, her forward searchlight continuing to illuminate Ruby.

The replicant kicked open the door and fled the factory, hurrying through the evening streets of the industrial district. They remained in pursuit. Suddenly, Ruby stopped and fell to her knees, nearly face-planting into the parking lot’s pavement. She placed her palms on the ground and pushed herself up steadily, panting intensely.

Kai, Ilona, and Amber surrounded Ruby.

“What . . . what the fuck?” Ruby gasped slowly.

“I’m going to guess your battery is low,” Ilona said. “It was only at ten percent when I was last scanning your systems.”

Ruby paused. It looked like she was staring off into space. “You’re right.”

“Forgot you need to check up on your charge, huh?” Amber said.

A small laugh passed Ruby’s lips. “I did. Man, this fucking sucks.”

“Here, let me help you out.” Amber slung her ZR6 over her shoulder, held out her cyber arm, and plugged Ruby’s hidden USB cable into it. “I’m transferring some of my battery charge into yours. It should keep ya going for a little bit longer. Don’t overexert yourself, or you’ll drain that battery faster.”

Ruby stood up when the energy transfer finished, retrieving her USB cable. She looked at the street ahead. She looked at it for a long time before facing Kai and his team. Ruby was planning to run again, Kai figured. If he didn’t know any better, it seemed as if she was debating whether it was even worth it to try since they surrounded her. But she never moved. Something changed.

“You’re not running,” Kai said. “So that tells me you’re giving our plan second thoughts.”

“Actually, I was wondering why you didn’t leave me once you found out my battery was low,” Ruby said.

“Why would we do that?” Ilona asked.

“I’m a machine that’s not cooperating with what you want,” Ruby said. “Could have let my battery die then take me back ‘n shit.”

“That thought crossed my mind,” Kai admitted. “But it’s not my style, and Dragomirov already did something like that to you. He had taken you away from the life you were living, right when you were vulnerable because of the war.”

“Dragomirov . . .” Ruby glanced upward at the bleak sky. “That fucking dickless piece of shit is still alive after all that.”

“He spent time in prison for some of the shit he had pulled,” Kai explained. “But the Coalition let Dragomirov out, provided he worked with them on psyop assignments. He travels the galaxy as a social media influencer, manipulating people into believing their own goals. I’m pretty sure he’s been starting up new sex trafficking gigs on the planets he visits too.”

“Un-fucking believable,” Ruby said. “Justice was served and . . .”

“And the Coalition undid it for their own needs,” Kai finished for her.

Ruby snapped with berserk “He has to fucking go! Fuck Dragomirov. Fuck everyone who fucking thought it’d be a good idea to let him out of fucking prison!”

“Then come with us,” Kai said. He offered his left hand to Ruby. “Replicants like you pose a threat to all his side hustles. If we do nothing, the Coalition will use all future replicants as infiltration units. More girls like your former self will suffer in the end.”

Ruby looked at him directly. “And how do we stop this?”

“Dragomirov’s should still be at Exhibit’s factory, looking to take apart their work and deliver it to the Coalition. We infiltrate the factory and put a stop to that and him.” Kai paused. “And while we’re at it, let’s save Cerise. We’ve got to get her head back.”

“It was almost like yesterday I was trapped in one of Dragomirov’s trafficking houses,” Ruby said in a somber tone, her gaze shifting away from him. “I remember it clearly. I was taking a shower to get ready for one of his . . . guests. Then there’s a flash, and I’m here in this body.”

“That’s good.” Kai placed his hand on Ruby’s shoulder, holding it softly. “Your hatred for him is still fresh on your mind. Use that anger. Take your frustrations out on him and all his fucking men when we do this. Make them pay for what they’ve done to you with their blood.”

Ruby’s gaze drifted back to Kai, her eyes meeting his for several seconds. “Getting back at him would feel good right about now.”

“You in?”

“Okay.” Ruby nodded to Kai. “But on one condition.”

“Shoot.”

“Once this is over, I want you to deactivate me, permanently,” she said. “Don’t update my memories. End me. My entire existence is wrong. I never asked for this. Never asked to be a half-assed marionette copy.”

“If that’s what you want, then fine. Keep in mind that Nikolina had plans for you.”

“Fuck her. Me. Whatever. She, my older self, has no right to treat me like I’m some product to be purchased!”

Amber gestured to the pair. “Okay, let’s head on back to that warehouse with the others.”

“I would advise against that,” Ilona said. “It’s too risky with all the UAVs on patrol.”

Kai grimaced. “Ah, right. Fuck me.”

“Now, don’t fret,” Ilona said, the drone drifting ahead of them. “That means we have to push our plans ahead.” Ilona hovered above a sewer lid in the middle of the street, shining her forward searchlight upon it. “Sewer access is right here. We can traverse through the tunnels and find the old ones that should take us back to Exhibit’s factory.”

Kai, Amber, and Ruby approached the sewer lid, pried it open, and descended into the dark underworld below. Ilona floated downward to join them, and her forward light brightened the lengthy tunnel with a white beam.

“No turning back now,” Kai said, retrieving his M-905 submachine gun.

“What about Yukina?” Amber asked as she unslung her carbine.

Kai gestured to the drone on his left. “Ilona, do you think you can guide her to us?”

“I should be able to,” she said. “There’s a manhole close to the warehouse.”

“Tell Yukina to enter it, and we’ll meet in the tunnels,” he said, stepping forward. “Tell her to bring Cerise’s body too.”

Amber moved ahead, walking alongside Kai. “Bring Cerise’s body with her? Don’t tell me that’s the only way to incentivize Yukina to leave now.”

He shook his head. “It’s not. It’s so that we can bring Cerise back.” Kai continued to push into the sewer tunnel, following the shine of Ilona’s light. Ruby eventually trotted behind the team. “And we’re bringing her back tonight.”

The group splashed through the dank water as they moved through the tunnels. They met up with Yukina carrying Cerise’s headless body several minutes later. It was a creepy sight. They continued onward, now accompanied by an additional team member.

“Oh man, it fucking smells like ass down here!” Amber groaned. “Jesus Christ!”

“Agreed,” Yukina said. “Deactivating scent sensor.”

“Good call, Yukina,” Ilona said.

“Can I do that?” Ruby asked.

“Probably not, since humans can’t,” Kai said to her.

“They turned me into a machine but gave me some of the limitations of a human,” Ruby sighed.

“Yeah, I’m a half-marionette and have to suffer too,” Amber said.

Ruby looked at her. “Half-marionette? How does that work?”

“I’m a cyborg, as you can probably tell,” Amber explained, raising her chromed cybernetic arm. “But a while ago, I got shot up pretty badly. Almost died. They replaced a lot of my cybernetic augmentations with marionette parts.”

After a long trek through the sewer, the team arrived at a set of connecting tunnels, their entrances sealed with welded metal to prevent usage. It led to the abandoned tunnel that stretched toward Exhibit’s factory.

Kai gave the metal barricade a scan.

Requires at least 170 Strength to break.

Kai had 50 strength, so he couldn’t break it down alone. But with Yukina and Amber working together, they’d have enough. The pair both had 60 strength each. Kai, Amber, and Yukina worked in unison. The trio grabbed onto the metal and pulled. The metal screeched as they tore it away from the tunnel entrance. It took the trio five minutes to remove it.

And it drained their battery power according to a warning that flashed in Kai’s augmented vision.

“Hold on, battery check.”

Xenoium Exoskeleton: Battery Charge – 11%

Ilona: Battery Charge – 15%

Amber: Battery Charge – 25%

Yukina: Battery Charge – 31%

Ruby: Battery Charge – 27%

“We’ll have to make this last,” Amber said. “Don’t use any CESs.”

“What are those?” Ruby asked.

“Combat Enhancing Software,” Kai said. “You don’t have anything installed.”

“Couldn’t you have given her some of the CESs that Yukina and Cerise use?” Amber asked.

“Nope, those require Vivid OSs,” Ilona replied. “Ruby’s running an Exhibit OS.”

“None of the CESs we have is compatible with Ruby’s operating system,” Kai said.

The team’s infiltration resumed, and they pushed into the abandoned sewer tunnels. It took them a while, but eventually after making several right and left turns, the group passed under a drain with light shining through it. Kai ascended the ladder and peeked through the drain’s grate. He spotted the factory’s starship launchpad. Off to the side was an idle ship preparing for takeoff, with several refueling tubes latched onto it.

It was a military transport with four rotatable thrusters along its sides. The vessel bore the flag of the Solar Coalition. The ship’s main entrance was opened and uniformed Coalition soldiers loaded the factory’s equipment into its cargo hold.

“What do you see up there?” Amber asked him.

“The factory’s launchpad,” Kai revealed, stepping down the ladder. “There’s a Coalition osprey orbital being refueled.”

“That wasn’t there when we were last here,” Amber said, wincing.

Kai came down the ladder and stood with the team. “The Coalition’s Navy must have dispatched it from orbit when we were in the warehouse.”

Ilona floated upward and scanned the surface seen through the grate. “Commander, did you see what those soldiers were carrying?”

“Yep,” he said, “the factory’s equipment.”

“Not just any equipment,” Ilona said, descending downward to join them. “I’m pretty sure that’s everything related to the replicant project.”

“Oh . . .” Kai grimaced.

“The Coalition pulled apart the memory digitizing gizmo too,” Ilona said. “They’re obviously planning to bring it to Earth and put it back together to learn how it works.”

“We can’t let them leave with that,” Kai said. “Once the Coalition gets that tech up and running, we won’t be able to trust anyone.”

“They’ll mass-produce AI-powered human lookalikes,” Amber said.

Kai added, “With human memories, laced with secret programming orders to assassinate key personnel.”

The thought of hunter-killers posing as identical clones of actual humans made him shudder. The war would be over quickly, as with future wars fought when the Coalition moved on from Eden to Axtell and then the rest of the galaxy. A replicant cook could wipe out an entire starship crew by serving them poisoned food. A general might find themselves getting shot to death by a replicant designed to look like a family member. Soldiers might march into battle, unaware that half of their brothers in arms were actually Coalition loyal replicants.

Paranoia would be rampant, leading to a witch hunt where society wouldn’t trust anyone. They would demand examinations of those suspected of being replicants. And what would happen if an actual Coalition replicant was discovered? Knowing the Coalition, they’d program it to respond with uncontrollable violence, killing as many people as possible to create utter chaos and confusion.

And at that very moment, the Coalition was setting itself up to make Kai’s worrying thoughts a reality. The osprey orbital couldn’t leave the planet under any circumstances.

Kai marched forward with haste. His team followed him until they reached a fork in the sewer tunnel. They had two options: go left or go right.

“Where to next, Ilona?” Kai asked.

“Let’s see.” Ilona floated toward the left tunnel, shining a ray of light into it. “This one here leads to our destination, the factory’s recycling area, where Cerise’s head is.” She floated toward the right tunnel. “This drains out to a ravine outside.”

Amber approached the right tunnel, narrowing her eyes at it. “Hey, Ilona, can you show us a map?” she asked, turning to face the drone.

“Sure can.”

Ilona projected a 3D map before her. Amber slung the ZR6 Carbine over her shoulder, freeing her hands to reach out and interact with the map. She zoomed in and spun the map around. Then Amber pointed to the ravine mentioned. “Should be some downed Eden dropships here.”

Kai glanced at the area on the map she pointed out. “How do you know?”

“They sent out a mayday before they crashed.” Amber tapped the side of her head. “My neural implant’s still linked to their communication network, being a member of the Army.”

“Hmm, I never received those signals,” Ilona said. “Mind you, I’m trying to conserve power here, so I’m not actively monitoring all communication channels. But with that said, if those dropships are broadcasting distress signals, then they should still be somewhat intact. There might be some stuff we could use there. Ammunition, guns, and if the power is working, the chance to recharge our batteries.”

“All right, let’s make a quick detour first,” Kai said. “Top up our batteries, find supplies, hopefully find Eden survivors, then double time it back to the factory. From there, we recover Cerise’s head, reattach it, then fuck up that osprey before it leaves.”

The team spun to the right and walked into the tunnel’s darkness. It led them to a large grate that once gushed sewer water into a ravine. Beyond the grate were the sights of burning dropships littering the landscape with wreckage from their crashes.

Kai scanned the grate ahead.

Requires at least 45 Strength to break.

He had enough strength to deal with it and bent it open using the superhuman strength granted to him by his exoskeleton suit. Kai bent the grate apart and created a hole just large enough for them to pass through.
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Kai, Amber, and Ruby emerged from the sewer and entered the trench of the ravine. Ilona floated outward later, but only when Yukina, still carrying Cerise’s headless body, trotted along. The group advanced into the ravine and moved toward the multiple small impact sites where three Eden dropships had crashed and partially broke apart.

Ilona had shut off her searchlight. The fires from the crash site provided more than enough light for the team to see that there were no survivors, just corpses of Eden servicemen and women scattered about. Some bodies were still in their seatbelts and slumped in the mangled hulks of the dropships’ chairs.

One by one, the team salvaged what they could from the crashed ships and stacked them into a neat pile away from the heat of the flames.

“Got some ammo here,” Amber announced when she left one of the three crashed ships.

“I’ll take that,” Kai said, brushing his wrist across his moist forehead. “Any place to recharge our batteries?”

“Over here,” Amber said, gesturing to the ship she had left. “What’s left of the forward dashboard ought to do the trick. It’s still got some energy flowing through it, not much though. But it’ll do the job.”

The team passed into the wreckage of the ship’s cockpit and inserted their cables into the dashboard. Several beeps sounded. It was confirmation that the ship was recharging their batteries. Kai slipped out of his exoskeleton and left it on the floor to continue its battery recharge. He returned outside to resume looting what he could salvage from the crash site. It took him a lot longer to do so. Kai lacked the boosted strength his exoskeleton suit normally provided to lift heavy items. He pushed onward nonetheless, the only one who didn’t need to remain near the dashboard for a battery recharge.

Kai found a weapon that put a smile on his face during his search through the crash site. It was a grenade launcher. He ran a scan of it to view its properties.

Centurion L599

Type: Grenade Launcher

Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation

Damage: 500 Explosive

Ammo Capacity: 6

Rate of Fire: 16 rounds/minute

Mods: None

Recommendations for Usage:

20 Strength

10 Heavy Weapons

He carried the Centurion L599 grenade launcher into the cockpit where the girls were and handed it to Ruby. “Take this,” he said.

Ruby held the launcher with both hands and reached for its power switch. The weapon’s displays wouldn’t illuminate. “It won’t turn on.”

Kai knew exactly why, the Centurion L599’s biometric lock.

“Ilona will fix that in a moment.” He returned outside and searched the area where he had found the L599. Kai wasn’t surprised to see some displaced white phosphorus grenade rounds. An evil smile curled his lips. He picked up the white phosphorus rounds, along with a few other items, from their loot pile. After returning to the cockpit, Kai gave the rounds to Ruby. “Take these as well.” He handed her an Equalizer pistol for a sidearm and three ammunition magazines. After that, Kai returned with a Gladiator’s Vest body armor, also offering it to Ruby. “You’ll probably want this too.”

“You think?” Ruby laughed and put the body armor on over her white crop top. She glanced to the side and spotted Yukina sitting on the wrecked floor, nursing Cerise’s headless body. “Any armor for her?”

“She doesn’t need it,” Kai said. “She’s a marionette and has nanofibers in her skin, which are as good as armor.”

“I’m a marionette too . . .”

“One designed with soft and squishy skin,” Kai said. “Bullets will penetrate you and strike your synthetic organs.”

Ruby pouted, “So I’m as weak as a human.”

“Not quite,” he said. “A bullet through your heart won’t kill you, since your heart and a few other organs are there for show. But you still have wires and other electronic components that could get damaged with repeated gunshot wounds.”

“And don’t forget, your synthetic blood doubles as a coolant,” Ilona chimed in. “Losing your heart prevents your systems from pumping it throughout your body. But like Kai said, your heart isn’t vulnerable like a human heart, so it should be able to withstand a few gunshots before it stops working.”

“Anything else I should know about this wonderful body of mine?” Ruby asked.

“Don’t get shot in the head,” Ilona said. “There’s a CPU, memory storage, and your digitized consciousness saved onto that fancy orb all inside your head. If one of those breaks, so do you.”

Kai applied quick hack disks onto Ruby’s Centurion L599 and Equalizer. Ilona accessed the biometric systems of both weapons and disabled them, unlocking the weapons for Ruby to use. After giving Ruby a tactical belt and vest, Kai took a seat to rest.

A few minutes later, he stood up and turned to the team. “Are we good to go? Time’s wasting.”

“I guess so.” Amber unplugged herself and joined Kai. “It’s not a full recharge, but it’s good enough to get us through this.” Kai and Amber returned outside and resumed rummaging through the crash site. She entered the last ship they hadn’t thoroughly checked. Kai sifted through the pile of supplies they found. A minute later, Amber called out. “No, we’re not good to go.”

Kai sighed and walked over to the ship that she was conducting a search through. “What is it now?”

“The jackpot.”

He stopped. “Huh?”

Amber tugged out a large missile from the wreckage of the ship and gave it two gentle taps before spinning to Kai, both fists on her hips. “That there is a nuke.”

“A nuke?” Kai glanced at the lengthy missile she removed. “What the fuck was Eden doing with nukes?”

“Remember, these birds came from the front lines after completing some kind of mission with little time to prepare,” Amber said. “I guess whatever operation they were working on involved rearming nuclear missile launchers, and this here warhead was one of the nukes they didn’t have time to offload because they received orders to rush to Desiree.”

“You’re not wrong . . .” Kai said. “Now that you mention it, I remember seeing something about that on the news. Eden had to nuke some place that was too heavily fortified with Coalition troopers.”

“I wanna use this,” Amber said.

“What do you plan to do?” he snorted. “Blow the whole damn city up to end this?”

“No.” Amber spun and looked at the single nuke on the ground before them. “I’m thinkin’ we rig that osprey you saw on our way here with this bad boy. After that, we activate the osprey’s autopilot and send it back to the Coalition’s fleet up in orbit. The enemy will allow it to dock, thinking it’s legit. And then . . .” She rammed her right fist into her left palm. “BAM! We take out those warships in one blast.”

“If a nuke can blow them up, why didn’t Eden launch a bunch at them?”

“Because their sensors would have detected the nuclear launch and given them plenty of time to maneuver away or shoot down the warheads with PDCs.”

“I see.” Kai narrowed his eyes. “But if we use the osprey as our Trojan horse, they won’t suspect a thing.”

“Not a bad idea,” Ilona said. They spun to see her drone projecting her holographic form as she walked over. The drone never moved too far, still plugged into the cockpit’s dashboard. “With those ships down, the Coalition will lose control over their UAVs in the area too.” Ilona’s projection strode toward the nuclear warhead, one hand tapping her lips as she looked at the missile. “Of course, I’ll have to jam enemy com-traffic first, otherwise they’ll send word that the osprey’s been compromised.”

“Eh, hold on a minute here.” Amber glared at Ilona’s flickering hologram. “Ain’t you jamming enemy communications already?”

“Just nearby soldiers,” Ilona said. “But now that they’ve taken the factory, they’re using its communication equipment. They know I can easily hack into Coalition channels. The factory’s comm equipment is different. It’s been upgraded and is much more secure than what Coalition soldiers typically use, and they know that. Remotely hacking the factory’s communication equipment will put a significant drain on my battery and will take some time to hack. To speed things up and conserve battery power, I’d need to be directly connected to the factory’s systems. After that, I’ll be able to hack it and prevent the enemy from using it.”

“Then that’s our next objective, hack the factory’s comm systems,” Kai said.

“I’ll stay here if it’s okay with you,” Amber said. “The rest of y’all can head on back to the factory.”

Kai spun to face Amber. “Why do you have to stay?”

“I need to haul this nuke to the launchpad. It’s heavy, and I’ll have to tinker with it a bit to ensure it’s not damaged and able to respond to our signals. If we can’t remotely detonate it, then this plan ain’t gonna work.”

“Understood.” And then Kai shouted, “Ruby, Yukina, disconnect yourselves and Ilona and come with me. We’re heading out.”

The two marionettes did so and emerged from the wreckage of the crashed dropship, moving to accompany Kai. Yukina paused to place Cerise’s body before Amber, and stood up to face her with pleading eyes.

Amber smiled at Yukina and gave her a head pat. “Don’t you worry. I’ll get her up and runnin’. Go fetch me her head, you hear?”

Yukina nodded.

Kai, Ruby, and Yukina reloaded and packed up as much ammunition as they could. Yukina grabbed several shotgun shell drums for her new White Tiger-22 automatic shotgun Ilona had unlocked earlier that day. Kai picked up some Boreas Cryogenic grenades as well. Yukina restocked her first aid kit.

With reloading and resupplying complete, Kai unplugged his exoskeleton from the cockpit and suited back up into it. Ilona’s hologram vanished, and the hovering drone floated to move with him. Kai, Ruby, and Yukina, accompanied by Ilona, returned to the sewers and traveled through the tunnels. They reached the fork in the path again, this time going left. Ilona guided them to a drain cover above them. It led upward into the factory’s recycling area.

After climbing a ladder, Kai bent the drain’s grate apart and pulled himself up and into the recycling area. He reached a helping hand downward and guided Ruby up and out of the hole. He did the same for Yukina. Ilona drifted upward a moment later.

Moving like unseen ninjas, the team with weapons drawn spread out to secure the area, keeping their eyes peeled for patrolling Coalition soldiers. The enemy was near, their echoing footsteps not far from the team’s location.

Warning: You are entering a restricted area

Condition: Yellow

Status: Enemy Unaware

“Here, Ilona whispered.”

Ilona guided them to the severed head of a pink-haired marionette, face down on the floor. Kai looked up and spotted the now-deactivated conveyor belt. Cerise’s head likely had fallen off because of the ground-rumbling explosions that had been rocking the place.

Kai recovered Cerise’s head and handed it to Yukina. “Take her head back to Amber.”

Yukina took the head and spun. He’d never seen Yukina run so fast before. She jumped back down into the sewers, vanishing from sight.

“Now for the next step,” Kai said, retrieving his M-905 submachine gun. “Accessing that communication network room.”

“Pulling up a floor plan,” Ilona said. “There we go, sending its location to your HUDs now.”

Kai and Ruby received the data, and the mini-map in Kai’s vision updated. A blinking navigational point directed him to the location of the communication room. They headed out. Kai and Ruby had to use various ladders to reach the upper levels of the recycling area. Ilona floated with them. The duo climbed up and out, reached the upper level, and heard the footsteps of patrolling guards nearby. Kai retreated to a connecting corridor and hid behind the wall. He had pulled Ruby with him too then put a finger to his lips. Shush. Ruby nodded. She understood the situation.

He tapped on the wall with a three-touch knock, breaking the silence that had fallen.

“What the . . . fuck?” That was the patrolling Coalition soldier.

Footsteps echoed. The guard was moving over to investigate Kai’s knock. Meanwhile, Kai withdrew his Zenmetsu katana slowly and carefully not to make a sound, brandishing the blade tightly in his grip. When the guard turned the corner, he received a katana thrust through the gut. Kai’s swift free hand covered the guard’s mouth, turning his screams of pain into silent muffles. With his other hand holding the Zenmetsu’s hilt, Kai motioned the blade in a sawing motion upward, cutting into the guard’s innards and spilling liters of blood onto the floor. The soldier collapsed a moment later. Kai removed the blade from the man’s gut and dragged the body to the corner. He wiped the Zenmetsu’s blade clean of the gore using the soldier’s uniform, then continued onward.

Ruby held a trembling hand to her mouth, her knees shaking as she moved with him.

He neared the next set of patrolling guards, two men strolling through a hallway ahead. Kai produced one of the Boreas Cryogenic grenades he had taken from the dropships outside. He activated the device and tossed it onto the floor. It detonated, releasing a mist that immediately froze the floor into a sheet of ice. Kai stepped out and into sight, allowing the patrolling guard to spot him. The men raised their assault rifles at him. Kai raised his middle fingers, ran, and rounded the corner before a hail of gunfire erupted.

“Encountered the enemy. Requesting assistance!” one soldier called. “Hello? Anyone there?”

Nobody heard the man. Ilona was jamming his comms. Good.

Both soldiers came racing over to pursue Kai, only to slip and fall on the ice. Kai’s silenced XP5 Hammershot ended both men, two quick shots to their heads. Kai moved ahead, walked like a penguin to avoid slipping, then lowered himself to steal ammunition magazines from the bodies and a combat dagger. He spun and waved for Ruby to come with him as Ilona drifted behind. Ruby approached, and Kai stood up to hand her the dagger. She’d need it for what was to come next and gave her a quick rundown of the plan.

Kai, Ruby, and Ilona left the recycling area and arrived at the communication room silently. There were two Coalition men sitting before the communication equipment, tending to its functions. The pair of men had no idea Kai and Ruby had entered. Kai drew his Dragon’s Tooth dagger. Ruby did the same, and together the pair moved toward the two seated men. They simultaneously grabbed the unsuspecting enemy soldiers from behind then dragged the blades of their daggers across their necks, cutting so deep into their throats that arterial blood jetted everywhere. Kai and Ruby gently lowered the corpses to the ground.

Ruby dropped her blade and flailed about. “Oh my God.” She covered her mouth with both hands. Then she screamed when she realized she had accidentally smeared her face with the blood of a dead man. “Fuck! I just killed him.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Kai said nonchalantly.

Ilona entered the room, and her hologram appeared, approaching the console. Kai plugged the drone into the terminal.

“Much better,” Ilona said. “Okay, accessing its systems now.” She folded her arms and narrowed her eyes behind her glasses. “Hmm, bad news, Commander. They wiped the facility of its data.”

Kai gritted his teeth. “What?”

“The Coalition made a copy of it and sent it to their fleet above, and possibly that osprey outside,” Ilona said. “If we still want to build Sienna a new replicant body, and bodies for the others infected with the Coalition’s virus, we’ll need this data. It contains detailed instructions on how to make a replicant and the designs necessary to build the machine needed to digitize a human brain.”

“And if the Coalition runs off with that data, who knows what kind of infiltration hunter-killers they’ll make,” Kai said.

After Ruby calmed herself and wiped off the blood on her face, she walked over to a window to the side and peered through it. Kai joined her. The glass had given them a nice top-down view of the landing pad outside, where the Coalition osprey had idled and was undergoing refueling. Enemy soldiers were still loading the transport’s cargo hold with the factory’s plundered replicant manufacturing equipment.

There was rage burning in Ruby’s eyes when a man exited the osprey. “Dragomirov . . .” she snarled. Kai looked closely and spotted Dragomirov moving away from the osprey. Ruby turned aside from the window and ran toward the exit. “I’m going to kill him!”

Kai turned toward her, his hand outstretched. “Ruby, wait!”

“Stick to the plan first,” Ilona added.

Ruby did no such thing. She got the fuck out of the communication room, turned the corner, and pushed open a door that led to the launchpad’s upper level, a series of bridges circling the platform. Looking through the window again, Kai spotted Ruby pulling out her Equalizer and opening fire. None of her shots connected. Her handgun level was too low to tag someone accurately from her position. All Ruby did was startle Dragomirov and alert the enemy soldiers on the launchpad. Ruby continued to fire anyway, hitting no one. Dragomirov fled inside the osprey, seeking cover from her zipping 9mm rounds.

Kai smashed his fist against the glass. His enhanced strength allowed him to spread a web of white cracks along its surface. “For fuck’s sake!”

“You’d better go get her, Commander,” Ilona said. “I’ll send you what battle data I can from here. But if I disconnect, I won’t be able to prevent this facility from alerting the Coalition fleet in orbit. If one message gets out, the ships will react.”

Kai left the communication room and hurried down the corridor leading to the doorway of the bridge above the launchpad. As he dashed, he established a communication link with Amber.

“Adams, what’s your status?”

“Yukina just gave me Cerise’s head. Kinda creepy how happy she was to hold it . . .”

“And the nuke?”

“Taking a break from that to get Cerise up and running. Or would you rather I put that on hold?”

“Focus on Cerise first, then the nuke.”

“Figured as much.”

“Tell Yukina to come back, like now.”

“We’ve got problems?”

“We always have problems.”

By the time Kai made it to the launchpad’s upper level, Ruby was long gone. She had leaped off, landed, and run across the pad and toward the osprey. There were a lot of enemy combatants shooting at her. Kai gave them something else to shoot at when he opened fire. The loud bangs of the M-905 revealed his position to the enemy soldiers.

“It’s Novak!”

“All units, focus on Novak!”

That did it. Being an asshole to people you didn’t like had its benefits. It was perfect for drawing enemy gunfire away from allies.

Condition: Red

Status: Enemy Engaged
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RUBY, WITH ME



The enemy surged onto the launchpad, their bootsteps echoing. They directed their assault rifles upward at Kai on the walk bridge and began to shoot. The bangs of gunfire echoed. Kai, after seeking cover behind storage crates, returned fire, his M-905 set to full auto. Ruby opened fire with the Equalizer, her pistol thundering through the area. She hunkered behind a crate and ejected the weapon’s magazine to insert a new one into it. She performed the reload as if she’d done it several times in the past. Her new combat code was working.

The enemy returned fire without hesitation. Kai rose from cover and shot right back at them. A hail of missed rounds came his way when he ducked. Two soldiers bolted out of a doorway, running across the platform’s upper-level bridge and aiming their guns in Kai’s direction. Kai shot them to death before they could pull the trigger then ran, directing his rounds down at the enemy below on the lower level of the launchpad. A spray of 9mm rounds forced hostile targets to hide behind the equipment the enemy was loading into the osprey.

Kai’s stunt cleared a path for Ruby, who sprang up from her cover behind the crate, tagged two soldiers, killing one with a headshot and the other with a gunshot through their neck. Stowing the Equalizer in her belt, Ruby removed the Centurion L599 from her back, aimed the grenade launcher upward, and pulled the trigger. A single white phosphorus round struck the upper-level bridge, and the incendiary exploded with a flash of heat and expanding white vapor that enveloped two Coalition soldiers. The screams of the men wouldn’t stop. They were melting. Kai loved every second of it.

Ruby spun and blasted away another Coalition with a white phosphorus grenade round. His body disintegrated within the mist of whiteness. Ruby aimed the Centurion upward again, releasing another white phosphorus grenade directly into the chest of a hostile soldier, and the incendiary whited them out of existence.

There were a lot fewer people shooting at Kai now. Ruby had cleared a path for him. Kai climbed down a ladder to reach the launchpad’s tarmac and hurried toward Ruby⁠—

The osprey’s quad engines ignited.

The military transport ship blasted off, its exhaust approaching Ruby quickly. Kai ran and shoved her to the side, their bodies falling, narrowly avoiding the scorching blast of the ship’s rocket thrusters.

Both Kai and Ruby returned to their feet and shifted their gazes upward. The osprey ascended above the factory, vanishing through a cloud of vapor produced by its rockets and Ruby’s white phosphorus rampage.

The ship never moved higher; it simply idled above the factory.

“Great,” Kai grunted. “Just fucking great.”

“Don’t worry, the osprey’s not going anywhere just yet,” Ilona transmitted to him. “It doesn’t have enough fuel to enter orbit.”

“It’s got enough to fly though!” Kai spat.

Though Ilona was right. The osprey hadn’t moved from its position. And then its weapon ports opened as the vessel began to lower itself to the action. Kai and Ruby needed no further instructions. The duo raced for cover behind the crates containing the factory’s equipment and littered throughout the launchpad. The osprey’s machine gunfire showered a relentless barrage, puncturing everything in its path, including the equipment inside the crates. So much for salvaging that.

Veering to the side, the osprey’s thrusters rotated position and propelled the craft behind Kai’s cover. Its machine guns blazed, and it sent Kai dashing behind another crate. As he ducked into cover, Kai managed to catch a glimpse of the osprey’s windshield. He spotted Dragomirov sitting at the controls of the ship. Apparently, he was also a trained pilot. And he was trying to kill them.

The osprey ascended upward, likely looking for a chance to reposition itself. Kai took aim and opened fire, his exoskeleton keeping his hands and arms stable as the M-905’s recoil rocked the weapon. The 9mm rounds barely put any dents into the osprey’s hull. Kai’s augmented vision projected a horizontal yellow bar above the osprey, its estimated armor durability. Kai opened fire again. His bullets dinged the ship, but the yellow durability bar barely moved.

A white phosphorus grenade struck the osprey and exploded upon impact, reducing the ship’s armor durability by 5%.

Ruby fired a second grenade at the ship, removing 2% of its armor. Ruby’s third round missed when the osprey’s thrusters propelled it upward. She took a few seconds to reload the Centurion then sent another round up and at the osprey. That shot went wide as well. The Centurion L599 grenade launcher had a limited range. Ruby’s missed rounds went up then came back down, slamming onto the ground and exploding. White mist filled the air with a toxic cocktail of fumes.

Two enemy soldiers entered the fray, hid themselves behind the many crates available, and pointed their assault rifles at Ruby. They didn’t see Kai standing up and trudging through the mist. He shot the first soldier in the head, and the enemy combatant spiraled backward, squirting blood out from the entrance and exit wounds. Kai aimed to the left, targeted the second soldier, and held the trigger until the M-905’s magazine was empty. The man collapsed before doing anything. Kai lowered himself behind the cover they had used, removed the spent magazine, and then inserted a new one into his submachine gun.

Now reloaded, Kai peeked up from his cover and scanned the battlefield from right to left. According to the overlays in his augmented vision, there were no hostile targets found, apart from the osprey. Above, the transport ship’s machine guns searched for another target through the mist clouding the pad. Kai hurried over to Ruby’s cover, diving behind it to join her. His sudden arrival drew her gaze toward him. They held eye contact for a moment as the pair lowered their weapons briefly.

“What’s it going to take to down this fucking thing?” Ruby said. She looked away from Kai, inching herself upward as she launched another white phosphorus round. Her attack exploded against the osprey’s hull, removing another 5% of its durability.

“You see that yellow bar above it?” Kai said.

Ruby squinted before ducking to escape the osprey’s gunfire. “Yeah!”

“That’s your combat routines scanning and giving you an estimate of its durability,” Kai said, his back pressed against the metal crate. “Once that bar goes away, its armor is pretty much scrap.”

“My grenade barely moved it.”

“That’s kind of a good thing. Remember, we want that osprey intact.”

“That thing is going to kill us if we don’t do anything about it!”

“Ilona? Any suggestions?” Kai transmitted to her.

“The osprey has enough fuel to keep it in the skies for a few hours, Commander. Sorry to say this, but we might need to take a rain check on the nuclear option here.”

“What are our other options then? Because my gun and Ruby’s grenade launcher ain’t doing shit right now.”

“Take control of the four defense turrets to the side.” Ilona highlighted the defense turrets in question, located at the four corners of the launchpad’s upper-level platform. “Elias hacked and disabled them before the attack. I’m not sure what the hacking level requirement is to unlock them. I’m kind of busy, as you know, and not able to scan or hack them myself. But if the turrets’ hacking requirement is low enough, your ICE-breaker should be able to restart them.”

Kai nodded. “You see ‘em, Ruby?”

She nodded as well. “Yeah.”

“Oh, by the way, a few soldiers are running toward your location with rocket launchers too,” Ilona added. “Ask them nicely to lend them to you if the turrets aren’t an option.”

“Wilco. Ruby, with me.”

When Kai spotted the opportunity, he stood up and grabbed Ruby’s hand. Together, the two kept their heads low and dashed toward the ladder. The osprey lowered and targeted them.

Ruby sent a white phosphorus round into the ship’s forward section.

In a panic, Dragomirov forced the osprey upward, escaping the explosive round that ended up impacting against the surface to explode with another spray of blinding white mist. It bought the pair enough time to climb up to the upper-level platform bridge then dash toward the nearest turret.

A lone enemy soldier was about to use the turret as cover. Ruby annihilated them with a white phosphorus blast then stopped to reload her launcher, sliding four rounds into it. She was good to go with six rounds ready for action.

Kai approached the inactive turret. As Ilona predicted, its systems were locked out. He checked to see if he could hack the turret to disable its lockout.

Requires at least 20 Hacking Skill.

Kai was a level 5 in hacking.

“Ilona, I can’t hack this,” he said. “If I slap some quick hack disks onto this, would you be able to unlock it?”

“I could, but how much do you have?”

Kai checked his stock of quick hack disks. He had two left. “Not much.”

“I didn’t think so since you needed to use quite a few already today,” Ilona said. “And honestly, I feel as though you’ll want to save what disks you have left for those rocket launchers that are about to join the fun.”

Kai turned toward Ruby. “I copied an ICE-breaker into your memory. Can you hack this?”

Ruby approached the gun turret and placed her palm upon it, her eyes shutting in focus. She shook her head no while opening her eyes. “I’m not sure how!”

Enemy gunfire blazed.

Kai and Ruby fled from the hostile attack and sought cover behind the turret. To the side, the osprey lowered and opened fire as well. Its cannons blazed but only sparked against the upper-level bridge and wall. Kai grabbed a Boreas Cryogenic grenade, waited for the racket of gunfire to stop, then threw the device at the ship. The cryo grenade exploded against the osprey to flash freeze its machine gun barrels, icing them up to prevent their usage. Kai was disappointed to see that the Boreas did minor damage. According to his implant scans, the osprey was somewhat resistant to freezing damage.

Since the osprey’s guns were frozen solid, the pair had more than enough time to reorganize themselves though. Ruby took aim with the Centurion L599 first and fired a barrage of grenades at the osprey. The ship moved aside, and her missed rounds exploded, masking their presence with a white mist that spewed everywhere. The enemy couldn’t spot Kai and Ruby standing up. They also didn’t see the pair target them through the smoke to make short work of them. Ruby sent more white phosphorus into the bedlam. The exploding incendiary rounds and toxic smoke forced the enemy from cover, many of them burning and flailing their arms as they ran. Others gagged and collapsed to the ground. There was no safe place for the enemy. Kai kept his distance from the vapor the best he could. The battlefield was increasingly becoming a health hazard to humans.

One of the dead soldiers dropped a rocket launcher. Kai ran toward it. The osprey’s machine gun barrels spun up and blazed again. The ice that had frozen the barrels had melted. Kai figured it was because of the heat from the white phosphorus rounds. And Kai was certain Dragomirov was gunning for him this time as he brought the ship toward him.

Kai tossed a second Boreas Cryogenic at the osprey. It was also his last one. The cryo grenade exploded and froze the osprey’s machine guns again, though he had a feeling that the frozen barrels would heat up again, and the ice restricting their movement would melt quickly. Nevertheless, for the time being, the osprey’s primary weapons were temporarily offline, allowing Kai to flee toward the fallen rocket launcher.

After strapping the M-905 over his shoulder, Kai heaved the heavy rocket launcher up, placed two quick hack disks onto it, and then signaled to Ilona. His AI assistant remotely hacked into the weapon, removing its biometric lockout.

A screen appeared in his vision, listing the weapon as an ML-4 Lancer. Kai was quite familiar with the four-round rocket launcher. His team had used one before.

Ruby resumed keeping the osprey busy, forcing it to rise to evade her rounds. Perfect. Kai ran back to Ruby and handed the ML-4 Lancer to her.

“Take this,” he said. “You’ve got heavy weapons leveled higher than me.”

Ruby accepted the rocket launcher and powered it up without even needing to look at what she was doing. She handled the ML-4 Lancer as if she had done it dozens of times before. Cradling the rocket launcher on her shoulder, Ruby spun upward and acquired a lock on the osprey.

A single rocket propelled away from the weapon and slammed into the osprey, producing a deafening bang, followed by a red-orange conflagration expanding outward. The attack knocked off 11% of the osprey’s armor durability. It also gave Dragomirov in the ship’s cockpit something to think about when Ruby hammered it with a second then a third rocket blast. She missed her fourth shot.

Ruby lowered the ML-4 Lancer after that, wincing. “I’m out!”

“I’ve got you.”

Kai spotted multiple dead Coalition soldiers, their bodies flung about, many of them hanging off the edges of the bridge. He hurried to the nearest body, swiped rockets from their backpack, and then returned to Ruby, handing them to her. As Ruby reloaded, enemy gunfire resumed. Another wave of Coalition soldiers entered, some on the lower level of the pad, others on the upper level. Kai re-gripped his M-905 and opened fire, drawing the enemy’s attention away from Ruby.

She completed her reload and sent another rocket up and into the osprey, the exploding blast lowering its yellow bar. The world shook violently. Additional ML-4 Lancer-wielding soldiers entered the area, their weapons locking onto Ruby. It left her no choice but to seek cover behind the turret.

A second group of rocket launcher-wielding soldiers targeted Kai. He ran and leaped, diving behind a metal container just seconds before a giant fireball of an exploding rocket reached him. The launchpad’s upper-level bridge shook again and again. The enemy wasn’t fucking around this time.

He tried to return fire, but then had to duck when he saw the enemy below aiming their ML-4 Lancers his way. A searing wave of heat closed in around his body. The scent of burned hair filled the air. Kai was certain it was the hair on the back of his neck since that was where he felt the most pain. He considered himself fortunate that his exoskeleton had protected his arms and body from the heat of the explosion.

“Those guys are too far out,” Kai transmitted. “I can’t hit them, Ruby.”

“Allow me to assist you, Master.”

That voice, it was Yukina’s.

The white-haired marionette with twin tails came sprinting across the platform, wielding her new White Tiger-22 automatic shotgun. Yukina shot an enemy soldier to death, spun and turned the head of one holding a rocket launcher into an expanding blast of brains, gore, skull fragments, and minced flesh, spattering everything around. Another rocket soldier lowered themselves behind a crate. Yukina activated her Piercing Shot CES and supercharged her White Tiger-22, allowing its rounds to penetrate their cover. The man flung backward, dead, with a “how the fuck did she kill me” look on his lifeless face.

Kai hurried forward, waving for Ruby to follow him. She did, and he brought her to the edge of the platform. He didn’t bother looking for the ladder and jumped off, allowing his jump-jet booster to slow the speed at which he fell. Kai landed like a superhero. Ruby leaped down afterward, and he caught her with ease and the reflexes of his exoskeleton. She weighed barely anything at all, like her human counterpart.

He set Ruby down, and then he continued moving across the vast launchpad. Ruby followed him, asking. “Are you sure this is safe?”

“Yes.”

Multiple enemies entered the area, all of them targeting Ruby and Kai as they ran. Yukina swapped out her automatic shotgun for her M877 sniper rifle. And then an enemy soldier dropped to the ground with a golf-ball-sized hole in his head. Kai and Ruby kept running, making their dash to the opposite end of the platform. Another enemy soldier dropped dead in a puddle of blood gushing out from their corpse. That was two out of the five rounds Yukina’s rifle had. Her sniper rifle killed another hostile. She had two rounds left. Kai and Ruby ran. Two men dropped, killed by the same bullet. Double kill. One round left. Kai and Ruby kept running as if nothing was happening. Two seconds later, Yukina killed three targets with a single round. The round entered and then exited the head of one target, only to strike the second enemy trooper behind them, pass through their body, and pierce a third hostile off to the side. It was a killtacular stunt, and it also meant that Yukina was out of ammo.

Kai pushed Ruby to the ground. “Get down!”

He twirled, pulling out his M-905 and the Scorpio MPX machine pistol, dual-wielding both guns as he risked his battery power by using the Ricochet CES. His twin guns blazed and dispatched at least three targets. On the ground and prone, Ruby launched several rounds of white phosphorus into the enemy who survived Kai’s usage of the Ricochet CES. Yukina showed her readiness by shooting a soldier in the face. She reloaded and had four more rounds to work with before having to reload again.

The pair were now safe to stand up and continue running. Nobody could shoot them as long as Yukina was on sniper duty.

Kai and Ruby, running hand in hand, found the remains of the dead enemy rocket men. Ruby stole their rockets, reloaded the ML-4 Lancer with one round, hit the osprey with another blast, then reloaded and fired another rocket. She reloaded, got to one knee, and sent another rocket into the ship, brightening the battle with a third exploding wave of flames, bringing the ship’s durability bar down to 53%.

“Still not enough damage.” Ruby collected more rockets, reloaded the ML-4 Lancer, and raised her rocket launcher again. “Targeting its engines.”

Her rocket hit the osprey’s forward left thruster, and it exploded with a massive blast, turning it to slag that fell to the pad. The ship wobbled about, unable to fly correctly.

“I’ll find you some more rockets,” Kai said.

Kai was on the run again, following the overlays in his vision that identified the location of dead soldiers with rockets in their backpacks. Kai jumped, and the jetpack on his exoskeleton sent him soaring to land near a body. The stunt also carried him away from the osprey’s retaliating gunfire.

He spotted Yukina. She was on the upper level of the launchpad in a prone position, picking off numerous hostile targets before swinging her M877 to the next. As Kai recovered the rockets, he noticed several enemy soldiers exiting the factory from the upper level and making their way toward Yukina. The 400i marionette spun her sniper rifle to the side to target the newly arrived hostiles but failed to land a hit. The soldiers unleashed suppressing fire. They shot Yukina multiple times. Her body sparked. She had not yet fully recovered from the previous battle. Yukina stood up quickly and ran, looking to seek cover behind a turret.

Meanwhile, Kai dropped the rockets, opting to jump-jet upward to the bridge, activated Double Tap, and killed two of the three enemy soldiers who were harassing Yukina. The three surviving men turned their guns on Kai. He’d return fire if he hadn’t run out of ammo. He didn’t have time to reload either, so he replaced his guns with the Zenmetsu katana and made an all-or-nothing charge toward the enemy. Of course, he activated the Mangetsu CES as well. The passive CES kicked in right away, and Kai’s swift augmented arms guided the Zenmetsu to deflect bullets at the expense of 5% of his suit’s battery power per swipe.

Kai closed the gap between himself and his foes in seconds, chopped off the head of one and sliced off the arms of the other, before ending the life of the third with a stab to the heart. He flicked the blood off his katana’s blade, looked at the screaming man gazing in horror at the stumps on his wrists where his hands once were just seconds earlier, then sliced off his head. Kai wiped the blood off his blade using the hostile’s uniform and ran toward Yukina, who was hidden behind the turret. The scent of a few of Yukina’s burned internal wires and electronic components hung in the air around her.

“Master, I fear they have changed their tactics,” she said upon his arrival.

“They did,” Kai said, lowering himself. “Keep shooting, Yukina. I’ll watch your back.”

“I still need rockets here!” Ruby shouted.

Kai grimaced. “I guess this is a bad time to say that I need help too.”

“What about Amber?” Yukina asked. “Where is she?”

“I’m under attack,” Amber chimed in over the communication channel. “Looks like the enemy discovered that I’m here. They’ve got me pinned down.”

If she fell, so would Cerise and the bomb.

“Master, please assist Amber,” Yukina said, her gaze shifting to Kai’s face. “I will watch over Ruby.”

He shook his head. “Yukina.”

“Please make sure nothing happens to big sister Cerise!” Yukina pleaded. “Save Amber so she can save her.”

“I think⁠—”

Kai coughed. White phosphorus vapors were nearing him.

Yukina observed him closely and added, “The air is also becoming too toxic for humans. This would be a suitable time for you to leave. The air should be better when you return.”

Kai reloaded the M-905 and Scorpio MPX, checked his surroundings, and scanned the area where the osprey was. The ship’s thruster was still busted, throwing off the vessel’s ability to fly correctly. Good. Kai ran back into the factory, kicked in the door, and hurried to the sewer drain found in the recycling area.

He encountered dozens of hostile soldiers on his way, his blazing dual-wielding weapons echoing his return to the building. He hoped the 35% battery power he had left in his suit would be enough to see him through to the end.


54
GIVE ME CONTROL



And just like that, Kai was gone.

He left Ruby alone to continue the fight, while some marionette named Yukina was on the bridge above the launchpad, providing sniper support. Kai had a good reason to leave, so Ruby couldn’t fault him for that, but still she felt . . . safer when he was there. Plus, she really needed new rockets to reload the launcher.

Since Kai was gone, Ruby had no other choice but to take a chance. After counting to five, she rose from her cover and spotted the rockets Kai had dropped. And then she ran, hoping the white-haired marionette above would snipe down lingering Coalition soldiers. Several bodies flopped backward in a mist of crimson. She did.

As Ruby ran toward the rockets, she heard an eruption of gunfire above. Additional soldiers continued to encroach on Yukina’s position. The little marionette retrieved an automatic shotgun, gunned down the men, and sprinted to the outside of the upper-level section. She switched weapons, reloading her sniper rifle, and her fired shot found another man to end.

Ruby arrived at the fallen rockets. Directly above was the osprey piloted by Dragomirov. The ship lowered slightly to return to the battle. The osprey opened fire, blazing down a relentless barrage of machine gun rounds. At first, it was trying to shoot at Yukina. The little white-haired marionette prevailed somehow. The osprey’s gun barrels rotated and angled toward Ruby as she was reaching for the rockets.

The vessel opened fire. Ruby rolled away from the assault, came up with the shoulder-fired rocket launcher ready, and reloaded. She sent two rockets into one of the osprey’s four thrusters, creating a fiery blast and deafening thundering sounds.

She had now destroyed two of the osprey’s thrusters, one on either side of the ship.

The osprey was still in the air though. Its two remaining thrusters were barely keeping the transport ship steady. Its other two thrusters were spewing thick black smoke into the air. This was their key to victory, destroying all four of the vessel’s thrusters. Ruby targeted a third one only to receive an error message on the rocket launcher’s screen. It was out of ammo.

She strapped the ML-4 Lancer rocket launcher to her back for the time being, re-armed herself with the Centurion L599 grenade launcher, and ran. Yukina’s sniper fire had cleared a path to the ladder leading up to the platform above. On top was one of many heavy machine gun turrets, the ones she and Kai tried to activate but couldn’t. It was their last option. There were no other rockets to scavenge from what Ruby could see. If there were any, she was certain the osprey would gun her down before she could find them.

Having reached the top of the bridge, Ruby hastened her stride and ran toward the closest turret. She periodically fired a white phosphorus round or two to create enough blinding smoke to cover her and Yukina from sight and scramble the osprey’s IR abilities. Ruby arrived at the turret, placed her palm on its surface, and attempted to access the ICE-breaker app that Kai had installed in her cyberbrain. She focused intently.

Appearing in Ruby’s vision was her OS’s table of installed apps. One of them was the executable program for the ICE-breaker. She couldn’t figure out how to activate it. As such, nothing happened when she pulled her hand off the turret. She couldn’t hack it.

She checked its hacking requirement.

Requires at least 20 Hacking Skill.

Then she looked at her hacking skill.

Hacking: 0

That was the problem. Ruby had no hacking skill because she didn’t know how to access the program. She figured it would increase in level once she learned how.

Yukina had sprinted away from the sound of hostile gunfire echoing on the opposite side of the launchpad’s upper platform. Ruby glanced at the action that unfolded. The slender and petite marionette dove, rolled across the ground, and snapped her sniper rifle at her next target. She pulled the sniper rifle’s trigger rapidly and made its muzzle blaze repeatedly, killing three men. Another four chased Yukina. She ran while trying to reload her rifle. A flurry of assault rifle rounds cut into Yukina’s back, and she fell forward. Sparks hissed from her damaged holes. Lots of them.

Half a dozen Coalition soldiers gestured to each other with hand signals. Ruby didn’t know what the hand signals meant, but they ended up gathering together, kept their assault rifles raised, and walked toward a broken Yukina. They were going to destroy her.

Ruby hurried across the metal surface of the bridge, reaching the section of the upper level where Yukina had fallen.

The osprey came about, rotated, and spun toward Ruby.

Its twin machine guns blazed. Ruby ran, keeping her head low. A trail of missed machine gun rounds created a surge of sparks behind her. But the hail of gunfire was inching closer to her. She had at best three seconds left before the osprey tagged her.

With a quick pivot toward the ship, Ruby let loose another white phosphorus grenade. The round scored a direct hit on the osprey’s cockpit glass, fracturing it, while the incendiary exploded with multiple white lines arcing all over the place. The frightened face of Dragomirov looked right at her before pulling the vessel up and away from the blinding cloud of white mist.

Back to the matter at hand, the six soldiers about to end Yukina. The little marionette was still active, pushing herself back up but struggling to do so. Meanwhile, the armed men raised their rifles and reached for the trigger. They opened fire, and multiple rounds struck down the white-haired marionette.

After reloading the Centurion L599, Ruby slowly moved behind the men and aimed the weapon at them. She emptied the grenade launcher of its white phosphorus munitions, sending the rounds into the six men. The explosive blasts melted their skin as they fell to the ground, wailing and burning at temperatures so hot that they couldn’t be doused with water. Ruby reloaded and approached Yukina, holding the grenade launcher with one hand, her other hand reaching down to help the little marionette up.

The osprey swooped down to shoot at them.

The two girls ran, with Ruby launching round after round of white phosphorus at the ship, melting its hull, lowering its estimated durability that appeared in her augmented vision. The pair came to rest behind another one of the many turrets installed on the launchpad’s upper level. Ruby once again tried to hack the turret, but nothing happened.

She turned to face Yukina. The white-haired marionette had pressed her back against the turret, sniper rifle clenched. Yukina twisted around their cover and shot a soldier in the face, turning his head into shattering bits of red chunks. She returned to cover behind the turret.

“Can you help me hack into this?” Ruby asked Yukina.

“Unable to comply, insufficient hacking skill.”

“Isn’t there something you could do?”

“I cannot. Only Master Novak and Ilona can hack. And . . .”

“And?”

“Sienna might have been able to if she were still with us . . .”

“Who is Sienna? And how do we find her?”

“She is not here. She is. . .” Yukina held the rifle with one hand, and her free hand picked up a metal sphere, retrieved from her first aid kit. She showed the orb to Ruby. “This is what remains of Sienna. I kept it because I felt the need to continue to protect her, even though she’s dead.”

“Dead?” Ruby asked in a confused tone.

“We digitized Sienna’s mind with the goal of uploading it into a replicant similar to you.”

The orb Ruby was looking at was the same thing inside her head. The thing that held the partially copied memories of Nikolina, the girl she once was. What remained of Sienna was in the orb Yukina held. And her knowledge of using this fucking ICE-breaker.

Ruby turned toward the turret’s controls and found various cable ports along the side of it. “Can you plug the orb into this?” she asked.

Yukina joined her and nodded at the ports that Ruby had pointed out to her. “Yes, there is a connector on this.”

“Do it.”

Yukina plugged the orb into the turret. Ruby reached behind herself, found the concealed opening on her back where her USB cable resided, and took it out. She inserted her cable into the turret’s port.

And then the world changed.
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When Ruby opened her eyes, she found herself awakening in a virtual world, its floors, walls, and ceilings shimmering with the blue and green glow of zeros and ones. Someone else had rendered into existence seconds later behind Ruby. She spun and looked at them. The individual was a woman in her early twenties with blonde hair, a simple white top, and a denim skirt. The blonde shifted her gaze about, eyeing every facet of the virtual world with a puzzled look before settling her eyes on Ruby.

“Nikolina?” the blonde asked her.

“It’s been a while since someone called me by my proper name,” Ruby said and approached the blonde girl. “I take it you’re Sienna?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“Where are we?” Sienna asked. “Wait, don’t answer that. It’s coming to me.”

“I think our minds merged or some shit like that,” Ruby said. “Heh, so you’re in my head, eh?”

Sienna faced her. “And you’re in mine.”

“And we’re both inside the turret’s computer system.”

“So the mind transfer worked.” Sienna grimaced. “Oh God, that means I’m dead, aren’t I?”

“We’re all gonna suck the fat one unless you can help me out.”

“The osprey.”

“That’s right. Read my mind, Sienna. Bring yourself up to date on what’s happened.”

Sienna frowned and held her chin. “Kai . . .”

“He’s alive, but if Dragomirov kills Yukina and me . . .”

“Kai and the others will return to the battle without your support.”

“And then die.”

Ruby and Sienna walked toward the middle of the virtual room. Their footsteps pulsed and released streams of hexadecimal code outward. When the two virtual girls approached the center, a wireframe render of the turret appeared before them. They stopped and gave it a close examination.

“You want me to hack into this, huh?” Sienna asked, turning away from the wireframe turret to face Ruby.

“I’ve got the ICE-breaker thingy in my head,” Ruby said. “I just don’t know how to fucking turn it on.”

Sienna placed both her hands on the wireframe. “I can help with that,” she said. “Give me control.”

“Go right ahead. I can’t control the damn thing.”

“I mean you.” Sienna’s eyes met hers. “Give me control of your body.”

“How the fuck do I do that?”

“Try relaxing.”

Ruby loosened her joints and shut her eyes, taking slow and deep breaths.

“Lie down,” Sienna added.

Ruby settled herself on the virtual world’s floor made of zeros and ones.

“That’s right,” Sienna continued. “Forget about what’s going on and disconnect your thoughts from your physical body. And let’s hope I’m right about this.”

Despite having her eyes shut, a flash of bright white light brightened Ruby’s world.
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Sienna opened her eyes. They weren’t her eyes but Ruby’s. She touched her face. It wasn’t her face; it was Ruby’s. Sienna had taken control of the replicant. She was alive, back from the dead in a body different from hers. Lighter too. Smaller breasts, but that wasn’t important right now. Spinning around, Sienna touched the turret and found and activated the ICE-breaker app installed in her mind.

In an instant, Ruby’s hacking skill jumped up, rising from level 0 to 20. It was equal to Sienna’s hacking skill. Because of that, it was easy for Sienna, no, Sienna-Ruby to hack into the turret.

Controlled by Sienna-Ruby’s electric hack, the turret spun on its own and acquired the osprey as its target. It unleashed an explosive salvo of tracer-fired gun rounds upon it, creating perpetual red streaks of light. The osprey flew away, taking evasive action. It couldn’t do it very well, since two out of four of its thrusters were on fire.

Sienna-Ruby ran over to the next turret, hacked into it, and with a single thought in her mind, ordered it to assault the osprey with another blast of tracer gunfire. She did the same for the third turret and then the final fourth one after that. Various enemy UAVs flew over the factory. Sienna-Ruby redirected a network signal from one of the turrets and sent it upward to one of the UAVs. The signal was laced with malicious code. For dramatic effect, she pointed a single finger at the UAV and felt her new computerized mind use the ICE-breaker in her head to take control of it. She ordered the hacked UAV to fire upon the other enemy UAVs, turning them into falling bits of slag in seconds.

Since she had a digital mind now, Sienna-Ruby quickly whipped together a few programs just by thinking about it. She programmed new CESs for Ruby. Originally, the CESs were ideas she had in mind for Kai, but given the circumstances, it’d be better for Ruby. Besides, she wasn’t sure if Kai’s exoskeleton and neural implant would handle them. A marionette, however, would.

She glanced at the newly created and installed CESs, double-checking to ensure they were what she wanted.

Remote Access

Instantly hack and take control of gun turrets, orbital devices, or UAVs.

Note: Consumes 20% battery charge per object hacked.

Warning: Success varies with hacking skill level and distance to target.

Compatible With: Exhibit Technologies-made OSs.

Explosive Control

Take control of guided projectiles, claymores, or smart grenades, giving you the power to detonate or deactivate them at will.

Note: Consumes 35% battery charge per object hacked.

Warning: Success varies with hacking skill level and distance to target.

Compatible With: Exhibit Technologies-made OSs.

Mobile Turret

Channels additional energy into arms, increasing strength to carry turrets, and remotely operate them.

Note: Consumes 50% battery charge.

Warning: Prolonged use can cause damage to arms and hands.

Compatible With: Exhibit Technologies-made OSs.

Everything looked good.

“Back in business!” Amber crowed over their communication channel.

“Yuki! Is she . . .” Cerise said, speaking over their communication channel as well.

“Cerise!” Yukina yelled, standing upright.

“Amber fixed her,” Kai transmitted. “We’re heading back now.”

“Actually, we could use someone to guard the bomb,” Amber added.

Their communication chatter continued with Kai asking, “Cerise, can you handle it?”

“I have no idea what’s going on or what this bomb is.”

“All the more reason to stay,” Amber said. “Make sure the enemy doesn’t overtake your position.”

“I can do that!”

“Yukina, Ruby, we’re heading back to you,” Kai revealed.

“Ruby?” Cerise asked.

She heard Kai snort. “Long story.”

A smile curled Sienna-Ruby’s lips. She couldn’t wait to tell Kai that she was back. To tell him that Sienna now shared control of the Ruby replicant marionette.

Despite taking constant machine gunfire from the turrets, the osprey shifted its gun barrels, targeted a turret, and blasted it to pieces. But that was okay, because Sienna-Ruby ordered the UAV she had control of to send down missile strikes upon the osprey, one after another, like repeating thunderbolts.

Massive plumes of smoke rose from the osprey. Its durability had fallen to 25%, and the vessel lost altitude and came crashing down to the launchpad. Sienna-Ruby commanded the UAV she remotely hacked to go on a search and destroy mission, removing lingering Coalition soldiers still in the area.

A few minutes later, Kai and Amber stormed into the launchpad, weapons held ready to gun down lingering threats. Not that the pair found any. Sienna-Ruby and Yukina made short work of the surviving Coalition soldiers.

A sense of calm had finally arrived. Or at least what counted for that these days. The team approached the burning osprey. It was still mostly intact but had taken quite a beating from the battle. It was a tough little military transport. Working together, Kai, Amber, Yukina, and Sienna-Ruby forced open the osprey’s doorway and boarded it.

Dragomirov exited the cockpit right when they entered, limping away while holding his blood-soaked chest.

He stopped and gasped, staring directly at Sienna-Ruby. “Nikolina?”

She shot Dragomirov in the head without a second thought. Blood splattered against the wall, and his corpse toppled to the floor.

Your Handgun Skill is now at level 6.

Sienna-Ruby disabled the notification.

They found Elias inside the osprey’s cockpit, cowering on the floor with his hands held in surrender. Sienna-Ruby felt a surge of rage flare. She holstered the Equalizer pistol, grabbed Elias by the throat, and punched him repeatedly. She beat him within an inch of his life. Blood soaked every facet of his face after two minutes of constant punching.

Your Melee Skill is now at level 2.

Behind the pummeling of Elias were Kai, Amber, and Yukina, watching the violence unfold. Neither of them intervened. When Sienna-Ruby was done, she dragged Elias by the hair out of the cockpit and tossed his ass onto the launchpad’s tarmac. Kai shrugged, retrieved his pistol, turned toward Dragomirov’s corpse, and shot it three times.

“Commander!” Ilona yelled over the channel.

Kai stopped shooting Dragomirov’s body and replied to her call. “What?”

“What did I say about being such a violent savage!”

“Hey, he was down and unresponsive. I was giving him gun-to-mouth resuscitation.” Kai shot his corpse three more times then holstered his pistol. “It’s not working though.”

The team exited the ship. Sienna-Ruby returned to Elias and proceeded to slap him over and over. She grabbed him by the collar and yanked his crimson-drenched face toward her. “You’re lucky I want to see you go to prison for what you’ve done. Otherwise, I would have shot you too.”

“Prison . . .” Elias grumbled. He was missing three teeth. “For what?”

“Oh, I’m sure my mom will come up with a nice long list of things to have you charged with.”

“Your mom?” Elias tried to narrow his battered and swelling eyes. “And who the heck is she?”

“Maria Heinonen.”

“Sienna . . .” Kai gasped and walked over to Sienna-Ruby. “Sienna, is that you?”

The secret was out.

Amber gasped loudly too. “Sienna?”

Sienna-Ruby let go of Elias and stood straight, smiling at Kai. “Hey, Kai, sorry for being late.” She flaunted her slender torso and delightfully ran her hands across her Slavic high cheekbones. “What do you think of my new body? Pretty cute, eh?”


55
I HOPE YOU HAVE GOOD NEWS



With the enemy defeated, Amber performed quick repairs to the osprey. Nothing major, she just made sure it was spaceworthy and that its autopilot functions were still operational. They tried to salvage the factory’s equipment that was on the ship but quit after an hour. Nothing survived the battle and crash intact. Kai hoped Exhibit would still find a use for the broken gizmos anyway.

After Amber finished repairs, Cerise brought the nuclear bomb to the launchpad and loaded it into the osprey. The team refueled the vessel and activated the ship’s autopilot. The osprey blasted off and vanished into the night sky with the aid of its two intact thrusters and two partially repaired ones. Somehow, despite its rough state, the ship maintained its escape velocity, entered space, and drifted ahead to meet with the gathered Coalition battleship fleet in Eden’s orbit.

Ilona sent several fake transmissions to the Coalition Navy, claiming that the osprey had Sienna aboard, along with stolen replicant development technology from the factory. None of that was true, of course. The ship was empty, apart from the nuke in its cargo hold.

The osprey docked within the lead battleship. And then that ship ceased to exist, gone in a flash of a nuclear explosion. A blossoming burst with fracturing bits of slag hurled away from the nuclear blast in space and shredded the remaining nearby Coalition battleships to pieces. In a matter of seconds, the Coalition ships in a geosynchronous orbit above Eden turned into floating debris and vapor with all hands lost.

It was over.

Staff from Exhibit Technologies returned to the factory the next day and began the painstaking task of sorting out the damage that had obliterated their hard work. At least those who were mentally well enough to do so. The ordeal the staff experienced was traumatic. Some were still mourning the dead who had been killed by the ruthless Coalition soldiers. A few found comfort in the fact that the Coalition men who killed their colleagues also died during the fighting.

As Kai feared, during the Coalition’s brief time occupying Exhibit’s factory, they had dismantled all the equipment necessary to create replicants. They erased all data regarding it from Exhibit’s databases, as well as their backups. And they even got to the backups of the backups. Dragomirov was extremely thorough. What remained of the equipment was burned or in shambles, littering the launchpad. Kai still clung to the hope that the lab techs could salvage most of it. Kai hoped that the lab techs who were involved with the development of the machines weren’t the ones murdered by the Coalition. Though given how thorough Dragomirov was, there was a strong probability that most of the original team who remembered what they did to create the machinery were the ones killed.

If that was the case, then Ruby was the only functioning replicant in existence, and it’d stay that way for a while. She was endangered. Kai had to protect Ruby to the very end.
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Sienna found herself pulled away from the real world. Pulled into the virtual matrix inside the replicant. Ruby stood ahead of Sienna, and her face was flushed with rage.

Ruby clenched her fists and snarled at Sienna. “What the fuck?” Ruby yelled. “Why didn’t you let me kill Dragomirov?”

“Does it matter?” Sienna said. “You and I share this body.”

“Not at the same time. I was in the backseat watching you do all that,” Ruby said, followed by a dejected sigh. “I had no control whatsoever!” She stepped toward Sienna. “You’ve had enough fun, now give me control back.”

“Can it wait for a minute?”

“No! I want control of my body back. Now.”

“Let me finish catching up with Kai first.”

“Fuck’s sake!”

Ruby extended her hand forward and pushed it into Sienna’s virtual body.

“What are you doing?”

“I’ve learned a few tricks while you were gone.”

Whatever it was that Ruby did, it caused Sienna to collapse to her knees. She was trembling. Her mind was flooding with memories that weren’t hers. They were Ruby’s. They were pretty fucking traumatic. Images of a war zone in Croatia. Dragomirov and his men forcibly grabbed Ruby and other adult actresses. Dragomirov and his men forced her and those girls to do things they didn’t consent to.

Sienna started to cry.

“Sorry you had to see that,” Ruby said to a sobbing Sienna. “Maybe now you can understand why I’m pissed off and had to be the one to kill him, not you.”

Sienna couldn’t control herself.

And because of Sienna’s distraught state of mind, it allowed Ruby to retake control of their shared body.
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Ruby grinned, stretched her arms, and cracked her neck. “I’m back.”

The Marionette Task Force team looked at her. They were on board a dropship that Eden’s army sent for them after the defeat of the enemy. The vessel was calmly drifting through the clouds in the sky.

“Back?” Kai asked her.

Ruby fixed her posture and gazed at Kai sitting ahead of her. “Sienna’s unavailable, so I’ll be here in her place.”

He grimaced. “For how long?”

“She’s having a bit of a crisis right now,” Ruby said. “Don’t worry. She’ll get over it.”

His eyebrows furled. “What did you do?”

Ruby reclined in her seat, hands behind her head. “You know what, you can ask Sienna yourself once you’ve transferred her out of my body.”
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A week had passed since the end of the battle at Desiree. It didn’t take long for news to spread about the chaos that left hundreds dead on both sides of the war, including social media influencer Viktor Dragomirov and President Maria Heinonen’s daughter, Sienna. The news headlines that followed talked about the arrest of Elias Harper for cyber terrorism related crimes. Kai attended a funeral for Sienna. None of the attendees knew that deep inside Ruby was Sienna, that she was still alive, not as a human but as something better than one. Whether she’d be able to escape Ruby and have a body of her own was another story.

Ruby stood beside Kai during the service. The duo were paying their respects to the blond girl who was to be laid to rest. “I never thought I’d be able to live long enough to attend my own funeral.”

It was Sienna-Ruby.

Kai felt his heart flutter with excitement then whispered to her. “Ruby let you out?”

“She doesn’t like funerals and felt I should attend this one.”

“So she does have a heart.”

“Not really. So with that said, I hope you don’t mind hanging out with a girl with a split personality.”

“As long as it doesn’t affect the two of you in the long term.”

“Sometimes it does,” Sienna-Ruby said. “Now and then, when I think back to the past, I remember Nikolina’s rather than mine. It takes a while to sort out whose memories belong to whom.”

The service ended later that afternoon. Kai didn’t recall seeing Sienna-Ruby look at herself in the casket very much. The pair turned around to leave then encountered Maria Heinonen, her black-veiled face full of sadness. Kai grimaced, walked over to the President, and placed a consoling hand on the shoulder of her black gown.

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Novak . . .” Maria Heinonen tilted her gaze upward to face him. “Novak . . . what the fuck happened?”

“I told you, didn’t I?” he said.

“We were so close. So . . . close to giving my girl a second chance.”

“Don’t blame me,” Kai scoffed. “Blame the Coalition, Elias Harper, and Viktor Dragomirov. If they hadn’t gotten involved, none of this would have happened.”

He never told her about Sienna in Ruby, mainly because Ruby never let her out. Until now.

Now, they could tell Maria Heinonen the good news. Sienna never truly died; her consciousness, memories, and everything that made Sienna the individual she was were successfully digitized and uploaded into the Ruby replicant. If Exhibit found a way to salvage their replicant tech, then it wouldn’t be hard for them to make Sienna a replicant for her to upload into, as originally intended. There was still a chance for Maria Heinonen to reunite with her daughter. Hell, she could have a conversation with her right then and there.

“So who is this?” Maria spun toward Sienna-Ruby. “Another one of your marionette floozies?”

“My name is Ruby.” Sienna-Ruby extended her hand out for a shake. “Nice to meet you, Madam President.”

Sienna-Ruby and Maria shook hands. The president walked away after that, saying nothing. Kai had a feeling she wasn’t going to hire him for work anymore.

He shifted his attention to Sienna-Ruby. “Why didn’t you tell her the truth?”

She smiled at him. “Why didn’t you?”

“We weren’t sure if you’d be able to come back, so I omitted the details of your return in my report,” Kai said. “No offense, but knowing your mother, she would have ordered the Ruby unit dismantled to find out why you never resurfaced. We all agreed that it wasn’t acceptable. But you’re back now, and it looks like you and Ruby are going to be swapping places now and then.”

“I’ll tell my mom and dad the truth once we get my replicant built, and me transferred into it. Until then, I’m Ruby, the newest member of your team.”

“Hold on, who made that call?”

“Might as well, Kai,” Sienna-Ruby said. “Ruby wants me out of this body, and so do I. Besides, my parents would disapprove of me joining the Marionette Task Force. It’d make me a high-profile target. Also, I’m pretty sure Mom’s pissed about what happened to me. She’s going to want vengeance and will force Eden’s military to step it up a bit.”

“Listen to you.” Kai chuckled and folded his arms across his black suit and tie. “You talk as if you have this all figured out.”

“I do. I had plenty of time to think about it. Joining the Marionette Task Force allows me to come back from the dead a lot faster.”

“Not really,” he said. “Exhibit lost all their research in the battle. The Coalition wiped their data drives clean, their backups, and demolished important systems beyond repair. The only bit of data they recovered was your gene map and body scans. It was the most recent item added to their computer systems and therefore the one thing Dragomirov didn’t get the chance to delete. But without the tech, there’s no way they can build a replicant.”

“Not so,” Sienna-Ruby said, shaking her head. “In fact, that’s great news that my genes and body scans are still on file. Now we only need to retrieve Rhinehart’s laptop. I mean, that’s how Exhibit got their hands on this tech, right? Someone shared Rhinehart’s data with them, and they used it to build the machines that created Ruby.”

That silenced Kai, putting him in deep thought. “Discovering what Rhinehart was doing is part of our mission.”

“Right, so me joining the team would be in your best interest. The more help you have, the faster and easier it’ll be to get his data. We give the data to Exhibit, and they’ll be able to start up their replicant development program again.” She mustered a smile. “And then I get to come back to life and surprise Mom with the news that she never lost me!”
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The Starslayer had blasted off and left the city of Desiree. There was no point in staying there any longer. They needed to accept a new job to pay the bills and resume their search for Rhinehart’s data. Ilona spent the downtime scouring the net for intel, as well as analyzing what little data she could recover from Exhibit’s data drives, which wasn’t much.

One evening as the Starslayer circled in orbit around Eden, Ilona contacted Kai. She wanted to share something important she had discovered. He joined Ilona on the bridge and approached her holographic avatar, seated comfortably at the controls with several holographic screens around her.

Amber and Cerise joined them on the bridge seconds later. Yukina came in after that, and then later, Ruby. Apparently, Ilona had asked the entire team to join her. Hope swirled in Kai’s chest. This could be good if Ilona saw the need to invite everyone.

“I hope you have good news,” Kai said.

Ilona winced before adjusting her glasses. “Well . . .” She forged a projection in front of the team. “Nothing groundbreaking, it’s confirmation that Tatjana Romero did indeed sell data from Rhinehart’s laptop to Exhibit. From what I could gather, she had plans to sell it to another corporation but ran into some complications.”

“That would be me.” Ruby put up her hand, “when I doxxed her.”

Rather, it was Sienna-Ruby.

“Exactly,” Ilona said. “In a panic, Tatjana Romero sold a few files to Exhibit and used the money to purchase a one-way ticket to the Toliman system.”

“The Toliman system,” Kai drawled.

“I’m not sure which planet,” Ilona said, “but somewhere in that system is a corporation responsible for providing the Coalition with xenoium, the plans for the cyber monster we encountered a while back, and a means of traveling through the Sato Tunnel with a matter-to-energy converter.”

“Of course!” Amber snapped her fingers. “Energy moves through a Sato Tunnel instantly.” Amber twisted to face everyone. “That’s how the Coalition traveled from Sol to here in Rigil Kentaurus so fast.”

“Their ships were digitized and came through the Sato Tunnel as data only to be reassembled back to what they were upon arrival,” Ilona revealed.

“Wait, Exhibit had knowledge of all this?” Cerise asked.

“No.” Ilona shook her head. “When Tatjana Romero made the data transfer, she simply plugged the laptop into one of their computer systems. While connected, Exhibit accidentally got a glimpse of the other notes Dr. Rhinehart had.”

“That sounds like a very stupid move on her part,” Sienna-Ruby said.

“Like I said, Tatjana was in a rush,” Ilona said. “People in a hurry tend to make lots of mistakes, and not securing the laptop’s data was one of them.”

“So back up for a minute,” Cerise said. “A corporation in Toliman gave the Coalition the means to attack Eden . . .”

“And Romero was the one who brokered the deal between the two,” Ilona finished for her.

“And now she’s gone rogue with Rhinehart’s data and is moving to cut another deal with that corporation,” Amber said.

“The Hellcat Corporation,” Kai said after a brief pause. “It has to be them.”

The girls looked at him, Yukina asking, “How do you figure, Master?”

“I met the Hellcat Corporation’s CEO on Axtell,” Kai said. “He had come from Toliman for some reason. Likely to meet Tatjana Romero and take her to his world for protection. Cody Harper is in on this.”

“Wait, that’s Elias’s father,” Sienna-Ruby said.

Kai stroked his face. “Hmm.”

“Guess it was a good thing we didn’t kill Elias,” Amber said. “We might need his ass as a bargaining chip.”

“The Hellcat corporation wants this war to happen,” Yukina concluded.

“That’s our next destination then,” Kai said. “Confronting the Hellcat Corporation and finding out why they brought this war on us.”

“Assuming it truly is Hellcat,” Amber said. “Maybe it’s a governing body in the Toliman system strong-arming them into doing this.”

“Who cares?” Kai said.

Amber winced. “Eh?”

“No matter what, Hellcat has the data we need to build Sienna a new body, and save those infected by the Coalition’s bioweapon, which they’re still using by the way.”
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. . . SOME FUN TOGETHER



The Starslayer descended from space to land on a launchpad in Jardin. It’d been a while since the ship had been there. Kai left the vessel alone, took a bus into the city, and knocked on the door to Nikolina’s condominium unit. She opened the door and let him into the suite promptly.

“Hey, first off,” Kai said upon entering. “Sorry for not keeping in touch with you.”

“That’s okay.” Nikolina smiled at him after shutting the door. A part of his mind was certain she was Ruby. “I know you had a lot to deal with after the fighting.”

“Tell me about it.”

“And I heard the president isn’t exactly talking with you right now?”

“Yeah. We may have lost all future contracts with Eden’s government. I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see. Eden needs all the help it can get since the Coalition is still a threat. We even provided them with intel on how the Coalition was able to send ships to Eden so fast. Sooner or later, Heinonen’s got to realize that the Marionette Task Force is too valuable of a team to let go.”

“Yep.” Nikolina put her hands behind her back. “And that’s why I want to come with you!”

“You?”

“I can’t fight, but there are other things I can help your team with.”

“Such as?”

“Who takes care of your administrative stuff? Accounting, bookkeeping, scheduling appointments.”

“Me, sometimes Ilona, though I’d rather she used her processing power to protect the ship from cyberwarfare and sift the net for intel.”

“Right. So, Kai, why not hire me to handle the business side of your team?”

He gestured to her upscale living room. “Are you sure you want to leave all this behind?”

“I don’t have a job right now, since my gig with Exhibit isn’t happening.” She leaned forward. “Plus, you kind of ran off with their only prototype, modeled after me, with some of my memories!”

“Hey, we all agreed that after bringing up all the ethical issues Ruby was furious about, it was best to allow her to have her own free will.”

“Still, I kind of had a bit of an attachment to her.”

“Heh, you want an excuse to be with Ruby.”

She peered at him. “I want to be closer to you actually.” Her cheeks flushed.

“I see.”

Nikolina drew closer to Kai. “So can I?”

He held her lower back and pulled her closer. “Sure.”

With a smile, Nikolina stood on her toes, closed her eyes, and kissed him with the gentle touch of her soft lips. Slowly, she inched her kissing lips away from him. “Hopefully, with the money I’ll earn, I’ll be able to afford to keep this place.”

“I’d like that.”

Nikolina spun and looked at her suite. “I missed that hot night you, me, and Ruby had here. I was hoping we could make that a regular thing, you know? Then go out for drinks afterward, catch a movie downtown, and then see what life offers us from there.”

“Once this war is over, we’ll have plenty of time to do that and more.”

“Yeah.” Nikolina spun back to him. “So . . . wanna help me pack up a few of my things?”
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It didn’t take long to move Nikolina into a spare room in the Starslayer. She traveled light, bringing only what she needed to do her job as the team’s official secretary. Kai gave Nikolina a tour of the Starslayer, finishing it by showing her the office he’d been using to handle the team’s administrative tasks. It was now her office.

Later that night, Kai discovered Sienna-Ruby in the kitchen preparing food for the team. The aroma leaving the kitchen was mouthwatering. Sienna-Ruby wasn’t a bad cook, which was great, because with Nikolina on board, there was another mouth to feed, and the Ruby replicant was designed to get hungry and have the need to eat. Kai, Amber, Sienna-Ruby, and Nikolina were all going to need regular meals.

Sienna-Ruby exited the food prep area wearing oven mitts as she held a large casserole dish. She placed it on the table. It was a baked lasagna.

She pulled off the oven mitts and glanced at her creation. “I think that’s right.”

Kai shrugged and grabbed a chair. “Smells good.”

“I’m part Italian,” Sienna-Ruby said. “My Nonna gave me a lot of her secret recipes a year ago.”

She sat beside Kai, and the pair took a plate of lasagna and ate together. He shut his eyes in bliss. It was incredible. Both Kai and Sienna-Ruby finished their meals in minutes. Amber and Nikolina followed the scent of the food and joined the two of them.

“Whoa, that looks fucking great!” Amber yelled.

“Try some,” Sienna-Ruby offered.

Nikolina and Amber sat opposite Kai and Sienna-Ruby, and they dug into their cuts of the lasagna.

“You inhaled that,” Kai said to Sienna-Ruby, inching his empty plate aside.

“I was starving,” Sienna-Ruby said. “Weird since I’m supposed to be a machine. Doesn’t feel like I’m one though.”

“How are you holding up these days?” Nikolina asked.

“I’m used to this body now,” Sienna-Ruby said. “Now and then I have to fight with Ruby for control of it, but when I’m in control I feel . . . liberated.”

“It’s amazing to hear you speak now,” Nikolina said. “To think, you used to be this emotionless doll that could only smile and . . .”

“Fuck?” Sienna-Ruby finished.

“Well, er . . .” Nikolina giggled.

“Do you still remember the days when Ruby was first active and didn’t have any of Nikolina’s memories?”

“Not very well,” Sienna-Ruby said. “Ruby might, but you’d have to ask her.”

“Are you okay being a ghost in the machine?” Amber asked.

Sienna-Ruby nodded. “As a marionette, I can now do whatever I want. Before, I had to watch what I did or said out of fear of making Mom look bad, since she’s the president and all. Not anymore.”

“And you’re not sick,” Kai added.

Sienna-Ruby smiled at him. “Waking up knowing I don’t have to take those meds anymore never felt so fucking great!”
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It was easy to tell when Ruby and Sienna swapped places. Sometimes when Sienna went to sleep, Ruby came out. And almost immediately at night, Ruby started playing music so loudly that its thumping bass vibrated through the floors and walls of the ship. It had become a nightly occurrence while the Starslayer was refueling and preparing for its trip to the Toliman system. According to Nikolina, this was to be expected. She was a very rebellious girl, and that was part of the reason she jumped into the adult entertainment industry the moment she turned eighteen. It was her way of staying off the straight and narrow path her parents wanted her to follow. Her subsequent capture by Dragomirov didn’t help.

In any case, Kai had had enough. He was trying to sleep but heard nothing but muffled heavy metal music with the lead singer screaming out the lyrics. He stormed down to Ruby’s quarters, smashing his fist on the door. Ruby opened the door to see Kai standing with an angry glare. The music’s vibrations were pulsing through the air. Ruby was wearing a black bra, black shorts, and matching socks. That was it. She spun around and wandered back into her personal space.

“Can we not play this so loud at this time?” Kai said, his voice raised against the heavy metal song.

Ruby’s room was a mess, with clothes tossed everywhere and empty ramen packages strewn about. She returned to the couch, grabbed a bag of chips, and fetched the TV remote with her other hand. She had subtitles enabled on the drama she was watching, understandable since the music was so fucking loud. Speaking of the music, Ruby never turned it down. She munched her chips and watched TV.

“Are you even listening to me?” Kai asked.

Ruby shrugged. “Not really.”

“I’m trying to sleep.”

Ruby ate her chips and intently watched her drama program unfold. She glanced at him. “Why are you still here?”

“For fuck’s sake!” Kai stormed into her room. The automatic door slid shut behind him.

“Holy fuck. Okay, fine, geez!” Ruby grabbed a second remote, pointed it at the music player on the entertainment stand with her TV and music player on it. Silence fell. “Happy?”

Kai stopped walking. “Thank you.”

He spun around to leave, stepping over two different black bras on the floor, and made his way to the exit.

“Hey.” Her voice stopped him. “Are you, like, free to talk?”

Kai spun back toward her. “About what?”

“What kind of relationship did you and Nikolina have?” Ruby asked him. “I get flashes of you two now and then.”

“We had some fun together.”

“I think Nikolina liked you a lot. That’s a big deal, you know? As a porn star, you don’t really get the chance to have romantic relationships. Who wants to date a girl like that?”

“You’re not doing that anymore, and neither is she.”

“Yeah, but remember, from my perspective, I was doing that a few months ago,” Ruby said. “When I was shooting scenes, I had given up on ever having a boyfriend because of that job. But if you and Nikolina got close then, like, it means there was hope for me.”

“Is hope for you,” Kai corrected her. “You can find that kind of joy now.”

She faced the floor. Suddenly, Ruby snapped her gaze up to Kai. She looked at him for a long while as she lowered the bag of chips to the couch. “Hey.”

“Yeah?”

“Wanna fuck?”

“Will you stop playing the music so loud every goddamn night?”

“Yeah.” She turned up the volume of her music. Heavy metal guitars and a screaming lead singer thumped through the air. “After we’re done, that is.”

Ruby promptly stood up and grabbed a towel to wipe her hands clean. She threw it to the floor and walked over to Kai. Ruby grabbed Kai by the collar, her marionette replicant grip firm, keeping him from moving.


57
LET IT ALL OUT



Ruby kissed Kai and held him firm in her grip. Her marionette grip. As a machine, she was moderately stronger than her human counterpart. He couldn’t break free, her grip forcing him to hold still while her mouth and wild tongue touched every inch of his lips, face and then later probed the inside of his mouth. Her other hand lowered to his belt and unbuckled it. Ruby had pulled his pants down enough to expose his boxers. Then she tugged those down slightly to unearth his growing erection.

She took out his cock, clasped her playful hand around it, and gave it a nice, firm tug up and down. She did that without looking. It was like Ruby instinctively knew exactly where his shaft was. It didn’t take long for her pleasing hand to harden him. She was fantastic.

Above, Kai and Ruby still had their lips intertwined. She shut her eyes. He did so as well and indulged in the tenderness and intensity of her kisses. And then he didn’t feel the touch of her lips on his. He only felt her tight grip stroking his cock. Then he felt her lips around his cock. Ruby had dropped to her knees and gobbled him up in less than a second after she got down there.

With her hand clenched around the base of his shaft, and the rest of his cock in her mouth, Ruby looked up at him. Her eyes adorned with dark cosmetics gazed deeply into his eyes. She bobbed her head back and forth so fast that her short red hair whipped around. Ruby sucked him like the pro she used to be. Though from her perspective, she was a pro just months ago.

Ruby removed his cock from her mouth. She jerked Kai off with both hands rapidly, while angling the head of his prick above her open mouth, her tongue sticking out. She was expecting a hot shot of his semen, by the looks of it. He never gave it to her though; he was not ready.

“What are you waiting for?” she said. “You didn’t last very long the last time your cock was in my mouth.”

He thought back to the night at Nikolina’s place. Both Ruby and Nikolina had sucked him to the point he released before he penetrated either of them. She remembered that moment. Ruby had been thinking about Kai a lot more than she had been letting on, he suspected.

Ruby laughed after that and then devoured Kai’s erection again, dark eyelids shut, head pacing back and forth. The insides of her oral cavity clenched around his manhood. She wanted him to explode right then and there. Two minutes later, his penis throbbed. He was ready to release himself into her mouth. And then Ruby stood up quickly with a smile, his cock falling from her soft lips. Kai didn’t ejaculate. Had she continued her oral play, he would have.

As Ruby stood, she simultaneously pulled her shorts and panties to the floor kicking them both off to the side. Ruby wiped her smiling lips clean of saliva, backed herself up and parked her bare ass onto the entertainment shelf where the TV and music player speakers were. She parted her legs and spread her bald pussy using two fingers, her pink entrance ready to be fucked.

Ruby gazed down at her spread opening while Kai stepped closer, holding his penis and guiding the head toward her pink hole. His pants and boxers were still pulled down to his thighs. Ruby kept her labia folds spread until he slid himself into her. He penetrated her slowly, pushing his length inward deeply. She let go of her snatch’s lips and leaned back against the wall. Ruby opened her mouth in a big, shocked expression and held her forehead. She looked amazed. She brushed her hand through her red hair, before grabbing onto Kai’s shoulder for support as he rammed her.

The TV and music player system rumbled as he fucked her seated on the shelving unit. Ruby didn’t seem concerned in the slightest about whether the TV would fall off. The speakers were still booming with heavy metal music. It was hard to hear her erotic screams as he plowed into her inner pink depths.

Ruby’s black sock legs spread further apart. Kai gave her a quick kiss. She kissed him back, holding the back of his neck, before lowering her gaze to her cunt stuffed with his cock. He looked down as well, and the pair both saw how much of her moistness had coated his shaft. It had taken seconds for her intimate core to cream his prick. A lengthy line of her love honey had dripped off the bottom half of his hammering shaft. It splattered onto the floor. She had become so wet that Kai barely felt any friction after a minute of thrusting her, prolonging his performance. He was fine with that. Moments ago, Kai was seconds away from releasing into her mouth.

Kai slowed the pace at which he fucked her. His stamina was fading. His joints were getting sore.

Ruby shook her head no. “Don’t fucking slow down now!” She heaved herself up and down, shaking the unit again. She had taken matters into her own hands. “That’s right. You’re not fucking going anywhere yet!”

Kai was surprised the TV hadn’t fallen off. He increased the speed of his hip thrusts at her request. Ruby countered and moved her body faster. He couldn’t keep up. Ruby was too fast, so fast she ended up leaping into his arms. Kai held her tiny and light body steady, and fucked her for a moment in the air. She smothered his face with heavy kisses as she clung to his frame.

He tripped over some trash on the floor and fell onto the coffee table, hitting his back on the surface first. Ruby climbed on top of him like a predator looking to feast on its prey. Her warm pussy found his cock, and she sank herself downward to consume it. She started bouncing on him. Her cunt further creamed his member, making the shaft shimmer translucent white. Items began to fall off the rocking coffee table. First was a pair of headphones. Then her phone fell off. Then an empty ramen container. An empty cup collapsed onto its side, but Ruby kept humping Kai and rocking the table she fucked him on. She pinned his shoulders to the table afterward and kissed him.

Another item fell off the shaking table. Kai didn’t know what it was. The only thing he could see at that point was Ruby’s face pressed onto his. After Ruby finished kissing Kai, he grabbed her hips, and she straightened her back. Her vertical body never stopped bouncing. Ruby’s hair was a mess, partially covered with sweat and wildly waving about. She grabbed onto her hair and gripped the locks to keep them from moving about too much. She twisted her body around, moving her hips in a circular motion. The swirling motion of her body forced the walls of her tight vagina to brush against his penis.

And then the unthinkable happened. Ruby grew tired. She was panting, drenched in sweat, making her seem more human than machine. Even her black bra was damp. Ruby rolled off him, and the pair stood. Kai removed his shirt. Sweat from the two of them soaked it. She reached backward to unhook her bra strap. The garment fell from her thin, petite body. She stood before him, wearing nothing but black socks.

As her bra fell off, Kai reached for his pants and boxers, having realized they were still down to his legs. It’d explain why he was so sweaty. He pulled them off and kicked them to her bra on the floor. Ruby closed the distance between the two and smothered Kai with kisses after he pulled his pants down. Her hands tightened around his hips. His hands caressed her modest breasts, the thumb playfully flicking the right pink nipple about.

Ruby inched her smooching lips away and curled them into a wicked smile.

And then, without warning, she pounced on him like a wildcat.

Kai collapsed backward onto the sofa as Ruby crawled onto him, kissing him briskly the entire time. She clung onto his shoulders, held him steady, while her snatch found his erection. Like before, Ruby knew where his raised prick was without having to look or feel around for it and lowered her cunt toward it. He felt his hardness re-enter her slick tunnel. Her eyes were fixed on his face the entire time, never wavering. She tucked a lock of sweat-drenched red hair behind her ear.

He didn’t fuck her. She fucked him and clenched his frame tightly. The heavy metal music prevented either of them from hearing the rapid claps of her flesh smacking against him. Ruby kissed him savagely for several seconds. She pulled back, kissed him ferociously a second time, smiled, and then licked his lips.

Exhaustion seemed to have hit her again. Ruby fell backward, but Kai caught her, and the pair hit the floor. Her lightweight body fell onto the carpet, her tiny tits with erect nipples pointed toward the ceiling. Kai splayed her legs, held his cock, and pushed it into her snatch. He resumed hammering her cunt, this time showing it no mercy. Ruby sat up slightly, touched the hood of her womanhood, and started rubbing it so fast that her hand was a blur. She showed her pussy no mercy either. She screamed, and he was certain that despite the music playing others could hear her.

A jolt struck Ruby’s tiny frame, and her body shook. Her small vagina crushed his cock. She licked her fingers and brought them back to her pussy, rubbing it faster than the speed he was thumping her. Her chest, as small as it was, heaved about with cute jiggles.

Ruby’s gaze never left the sight of his hardness deep inside her, his length vigorously thrusting back and forth. Her vagina walls clung to his prick again. Her cunt was squeezing his cock like strangling hands. Meanwhile, Ruby flung her head backward and hit the floor. A series of spasms rocked her petite frame. Her hand had fallen from her pulsating pussy. Her slick pinkness remained throbbing, even after Kai removed his length from her and stood up. Ruby did nothing but lie motionless after that. She was panting. She didn’t even move when Kai picked her up and placed her on the couch.

He joined her after a moment, held both of her legs, and spread them far apart. Between her spread legs were her labia folds and a throbbing vagina. Her orgasm still seized control of her body. He figured it was time to give her soft vagina walls a break and lowered his face to smother her pink opening with his mouth. Kai worked her pussy lips with his mouth and lashed the hood of her womanhood with a whipping tongue, licking her about. She didn’t respond. He spread her snatch open with both of his thumbs then licked the sensitive region. Ruby touched her breasts and toyed with her left nipple. His oral play had brought her back from the rush of the orgasm.

But only briefly.

Ruby moaned, and then Kai lost her to another rush of toe-curling pleasure. She came to a moment later. Kai inched backward and gazed upon the girl lying on the couch ahead of him, her legs still wide apart. He guided the tip of his manhood to her pussy and burrowed himself into her again. Her small and slender body sprawled comfortably across the couch. She smiled and shut her eyes.

Kai began with slow thrusts. Ruby purred. He increased speed. Ruby moaned. He increased his hip-thrusting speed again. Ruby sat up and jumped into his arms. Their bodies became intertwined while her mouth attacked his face with fierce kisses. The pair fell with Kai falling on top of her, where he resumed his hip motion. Ruby had one black-socked leg over his shoulder while she was on her back. Their eyes met again.

Her face turned red when he picked up speed. Her pussy tightened. She wailed. She had an orgasm again, one much more powerful than the last. Ruby tried so hard to contain it but couldn’t—he could tell by her facial expression, then later by her trembling body, which seemingly had a mind of its own. He didn’t stop, and her face flushed even more, turning bright red. She screamed with ecstasy again.

“Ah, damn!” Ruby moaned. “Fuck yeah.” Her head fell back onto the couch, her gaze tilted toward the ceiling. “Oh, wow . . .”

Kai threw himself onto Ruby, pressing his body against hers. Her erect nipples grazed his chest. Then he felt her arms wrap around his frame, tightly holding him. She kissed him then peered into his eyes while he fucked her in that position. She wouldn’t let go of him, not even when she hooked her black-socked legs around him. Ruby had used all her limbs to wrap him in an embrace. There was no escape.

And that wasn’t good because his cock was reaching its limit. He wanted to withdraw. He needed to withdraw. Ruby had a womb and apparently was still able to experience her feminine monthly cycles. The more Kai thought about it, the more he remembered that some of her organs worked exactly like human ones. Could she get pregnant? Exhibit never completed their testing of replicants, and the tech they used came from Rhinehart’s data. What if Rhinehart developed an artificial womb and Exhibit, following his data, didn’t catch that? Kai didn’t want to risk impregnating the first and only replicant and sought a means to pull his throbbing penis out of her vagina. But she wouldn’t let go of him, not with the way she completely wrapped herself around him.

He slowed down. Ruby countered and started moving her hips. She swirled around, edging him closer to his climax. The more Kai idled, the more she wiggled her tiny body, forcing her inner walls to brush his sensitive cock.

“It’s okay. I’m a machine,” she murmured. “Let it all out. Fill my pussy up. I’ll come so fucking hard if you do.”

It wasn’t worth the risk, despite how tempting it was.

Kai tried to sit up. Ruby remained clinging to his body, and was still swirling her hips around, doing everything she could to push his cock over the edge, and force him to spill his seed into her. He couldn’t get her off him. And then, she loosened her grip and wailed to the ceiling. She had fallen into an orgasm. Her involuntary muscle spasms had weakened her hold on him. Kai pulled his exploding cock out of her pussy.

A second later, he emptied himself out onto her. His first squirts of semen splattered against her cute navel area, with a second squirt landing on her thighs. The rest of his erupting release smothered away the sight of her vulva, its slick folds dripping with his seed. Ruby brought her left hand to her cunt and rubbed it slowly, smearing his semen across it. Her pussy was glossy white when she removed her hand from its lips.

“Hmm,” she breathed. “It’s so warm.” She gave her pussy, wet with his semen, three gentle pats. “Next time, squirt it all inside me.”

Ruby sat up and walked toward the washroom, shutting the door behind her. The spray of a shower faucet reverberated seconds later. She was washing his release off her and left him to sit naked on the couch, alone.

Five minutes later, the shower shut off. Ruby left the washroom, striding naked toward Kai. She threw the damp towel she held to the side. It hit the corner of her entertainment shelf and fell to the floor.

“You’re still here,” Ruby said. She sat on the couch, facing him with squinted eyes. “Hey, do you like me?” Before he could answer she crawled toward him across the couch on all fours and kissed him. “You were gentle when we fucked.” She kissed him twice, stopped, then hesitated before giving him a deep kiss. “I think you’re growing an attachment to me.” She kissed him again. “And you really like how I kiss you.”

“I think you like kissing me as well.”

She kissed him while holding his face, then her hands fell to his chest. “It’s like we’ve kissed a lot before.”

“Before you had Nikolina’s memories uploaded into you.”

“I guess.” She kissed him again. “I think the me before I got these memories liked you.”

“Don’t say that. The you I met back in Nikolina’s place is still you.”

“It’s weird. Like, there are two versions of me. The one that existed when this body of mine came online, then me now after the memory transfer. Then there’s Sienna’s part too.”

“But you’re still a unique person. Going forward, you can forge your own path, do what you want, like who you want.”

“Hey, do me a favor.”

“And that is?”

“Don’t go anywhere. She has something to say to you.”

“Uh, what?”

Ruby paused and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she looked confused for a moment.

“I told her to fucking clean up!”

It was Sienna-Ruby.

Kai smiled at her. “Sienna, welcome back.”

She stared at Kai as the pair sat on the couch. She glanced down at her body, closely examining her nude form. After a moment, she shifted her gaze back to Kai, also seated in the nude. “You fucked her.”

“It was the only way to get her to turn down the music.”

Sienna-Ruby laughed, “Did it work?”

“We’ll find out tomorrow. To be honest, I think she likes me a lot more than she wants to admit. This was an excuse to get me to spend time with her.”

Sienna-Ruby leaned against Kai, resting her head on his arm. Her hand came to stroke his bare chest gently. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

“I’m trying to access her memory.”

“Of what?”

“Of the sex you two had! I was asleep when it happened, and I want to see which of the two of us you’re really passionate about.”

They both laughed. Sienna-Ruby gazed into his eyes and kissed him. “You’re right, Kai. She enjoyed kissing you. It made her heart all tingly.”

“Yeah, it seemed I left an impression on Ruby before she received the memory transfer.”

“Well, I hope she realizes that I confessed to you first.” Sienna-Ruby kissed him again, this time applying enough force that the naked pair fell over on top of each other. He ran his hand through her short red hair, then across her soft skin.


58
JUST THE TWO OF US



Kai awoke in the morning to find Sienna or Ruby next to him. He had fallen asleep in her bed. She wore Kai’s shirt and nothing else. He gave her a kiss and silently left, traveling back to his captain’s quarters to find something else to wear. Kai heard a pot falling while getting dressed. It came from his quarter’s personal kitchen. He entered to see what had happened to the pot. And why it fell. Kai wasn’t surprised to find Cerise bending over to pick it up. Of course, Cerise would be there.

Cerise spun around as Kai had entered. With a radiant smile, Cerise ran and leaped into his arms for a hug.

“Yay!” Cerise jubilantly exclaimed. “I’ve been waiting for this!”

“For what?” he asked.

“I wanted to thank you for bringing me back.”

“Amber should take credit for that.”

Cerise hugged him tighter, forcing her voluptuous curves onto his chest. He felt them bounce a bit when she leaped up and down. “Yeah, but without you getting my head, I’d be dead.”

She wouldn’t let go. Cerise held Kai softly and swayed her body back and forth. Nearly a minute had passed since she had started doing that.

Kai chuckled. “Okay, Cerise, you can let go of me now.”

“Not yet,” Cerise murmured. “I’ve been waiting for Amber to complete all my repairs for this moment. Let me cherish this for a bit longer.”

“Why is that?

Cerise kissed him and then looked into his eyes, her face bright red. “Because I love you, Kai.”

“Are you sure?” he said. “Or are you saying that to stick it to the president?”

Cerise kissed him repeatedly. “No, I really do love you.”

He failed to hold back a smile, and it only intensified the smile she had. “I love you too.”

Cerise gasped.

Her reaction seemed real rather than some pre-programmed response. Cerise was in tears of happiness. Cerise had changed. Like Yukina, she was evolving in a way marionettes shouldn’t. She was becoming more human, and her programming code was being rewritten without her realizing it.

“Well, since I’m your girlfriend now.” Cerise wiped a tear away. “Let’s go someplace nice, just the two of us.”

Yukina wandered into sight. She’d been in the kitchen as well, holding a bowl full of pancake mix. Yukina had been helping Cerise make breakfast for Kai, by the looks of it.

“May I come as well?” Yukina asked, stepping forward. “I would like to observe the two of you as a couple and learn more about intimate relationships.”

“Fine, the three of us,” Kai said. “How about we go for those sweets later today?”

Yukina’s eyes opened wide, and she nodded rapidly. “Yes, please.”
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Kai returned to the Starslayer feeling slightly lethargic. He had consumed a generously sized parfait and cheesecakes along with Cerise and Yukina during their date at a local dessert parlor. The Starslayer was almost ready for its journey to the Toliman system. Its storage units were full of supplies for the trip. Kai read several gauges and confirmed the ship was fully fueled. There were also emergency fuel cells in the cargo area.

It’d be awhile before he’d see any city streets, so Kai took his motorcycle out for a joyride. He wiped out while trying to impress a group of college girls. Not his finest moment. Kai brought his bike to Amber’s workshop upon his return to the Starslayer.

Amber twisted toward him, narrowing her eyes at the bike. “Ah hell, again?”

“I fucked it up trying to do wheelies,” Kai said, guiding the bike toward her. “Again,” he added.”

“Great, now I’ve gotta waste my time repairing it. Again.”

“Well, let me help you then.”

“Why?”

“So that we’ll be wasting our time together.”

Kai and Amber spent the rest of the afternoon repairing his damaged ride. Again.

She took a break, wiping her hand across her forehead. “You want a beer or something?”

Kai nodded. “Yeah, I’ll take one.”

Amber walked toward a cooler in the corner and pulled out two cans of beer, tossing one to Kai and keeping the other for herself. They both opened their cans and guzzled down the cool beverages.

With the work on the bike finished, Kai returned to the bridge and looked at the view of Jardin’s skyline. The sun was setting. It’d be the last time for anyone on the team to see that before the Starslayer left the planet. Last time he’d be able to look at the city he had called home for a while.

“Hey, Ilona?” Kai said to her.

“Yes, Commander?” Ilona looked up at him as he stood beside her seat.

He gestured to the glass ahead. “Wanna watch the sunset with me?”

She smiled at him. “I’d love that.”

Kai and Ilona slid out through the Starslayer’s airlock and climbed to the top of the ship. Kai took a seat on the hardness of the ship’s outer hull. Her drone drifted beside him and then projected her hologram avatar. Ilona took a seat alongside Kai, adjusted her glasses, while her long purple locks danced in the wind that blew. She hummed a cute song to herself while the pair watched the sunset.

Ilona’s holographic hand came to rest on his. He couldn’t feel her touch, but he really wanted to.

The same went for the kiss on the cheek Ilona gave him.


EPILOGUE
WE’LL MOVE ON AS PLANNED



Cody Harper shut off the news, darkening his TV screen. He spun his chair around, facing away from the TV and toward the mysterious benefactor standing in the middle of his office. Cody’s son, Elias, was in Eden custody. He knew he shouldn’t have allowed him to date Sienna. It was a calculated move. The heiress to the Twin Suns Corporation and the heir to the Hellcat Corporation dating would have cemented a powerful alliance between both corporations and the Harper and Heinonen dynasties.

But instead, Sienna ended up dead, and Elias was likely going to have a very unfair punishment handed down to him by order of President Heinonen. This was not supposed to happen. Had Cody known it would have come to that, he would have demanded that his son stay away from the Heinonen girl.

“I’ve got to get him out of there,” Cody grumbled. “We can’t proceed without Elias.”

“You can proceed,” the mysterious benefactor said, sounding distorted with voice-masking software. “You just won’t.”

“He’s my son, for Christ’s sake!”

“Leave him,” the mysterious benefactor muttered. “He was an idiot to start with.”

“Excuse me?”

“We have the data we need to move to the next phase in the re-genesis project. Let us continue as planned and advance our civilization for the better. Or we can withdraw our support and funding from your corporation, and you can do this on your own.”

Cody changed his tone immediately. “We’ll move on as planned.”

“Good.” The mysterious benefactor glared at him. At least he assumed they were doing that. It was hard to tell with the dark mask the benefactor wore. “You’re not too old of a man. You can always make a new son to strengthen your dynasty. Sure, it will take a few years for him to reach adulthood, but it’ll happen.”

The benefactor turned around and walked away, passing through the automatic sliding doors, vanishing into the corporate office tower.

Cody Harper sighed and wondered if starting an interstellar war to get his hands on Dr. Roger Rhinehart’s data was worth losing his son to the wrath of the Heinonen dynasty.
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Kai Novak

Class: Street Samurai

Level: 133

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: Scorpio MPX | Type: Machine Pistol | Manufacturer: Hellcat Corporation | Damage: 36 piercing damage | Ammo Capacity: 32 | Rate of Fire: 1500 rounds/minute | Mods: None

Side: XP5 Hammershot | Type: Pistol | Manufacturer: Lipka Industries |Damage: 45 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 16 | Rate of Fire: 45 rounds/min | Mods: Shadow Strike Silencer

Accessory: Zenmetsu | Type: Katana | Manufacturer: Seiryu Kobayashi | Damage: 100 Piercing/Slashing

Attributes

Strength: 50

Perception: 10

Agility: 50

Tactical Skills

Handgun: 24

Submachine gun: 32

Rifle: 5

Shotgun: 4

Melee: 28

Heavy Weapons: 5

Explosives: 2

Mounted Weapons: 7

First Aid: 3

Stealth: 18

Hacking: 5

Exosuit:

Body: Xenoium Exoskeleton Body | Type: Dragon Class Exoskeleton Torso | Manufacturer: Amber Adams | Defense: 40 | Resistances: Piercing 90%, Slashing 90%, Blunt 90% | Durability: 100% | Strength +10 Agility +10 | Mods: Wyvern Jump-Jet Booster 10

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 LI 144 Lithium-Ion Battery | Battery Life: 144 hours

Combat Enhancing Software Installed

Double Tap, Ricochet, Gunslinger, Mangetsu

Combat Enhancing Software Not Installed

Death by a Thousand Cuts, Disseverment, Instant Disable
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Cerise

Class: Assault

Level: 94

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: 7

Submachine gun: 3

Machine gun: 5

Rifle: 40

Shotgun: 3

Sniper Rifle: 3

Melee: 5

Heavy Weapons: 5

Explosives: 4

Mounted Weapons: 13

Stealth: 6

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, Overload

Combat Enhancing Software Not Installed

Strengthen Grip
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Yukina

Class: Sniper

Level: 113

Weapons

Main: 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

Secondary: White Tiger-22 | Type: Automatic Shotgun | Manufacturer: Lipka Industries | Damage: 156 Piercing Damage | Ammo Capacity: 30 | Rate of Fire: 45 | Mods: None

Attributes

Strength: 60

Perception: 40

Agility: 80

Tactical Skills

Handgun: 3

Submachine gun: 3

Machine gun: 3

Rifle: 3

Shotgun: 24

Sniper Rifle: 41

Melee: 3

Heavy Weapons: 2

Explosives: 2

Mounted Weapons: 2

First Aid: 8

Stealth: 20

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

Piercing Shot

Combat Enhancing Software Not Installed

Crash
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Amber Adams

Class: Combat Engineer

Level: 88

Equipment

Body: Gladiator’s Vest | Type: Combat Tactical Vest | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Defense: 68 | Resistances: Slashing 100%, Blunt 100%, Fire 50% | -10 Agility

Weapons

Main: ZR6 Carbine | Type: Assault Rifle | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Damage: 91 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 30 | Rate of Fire: 700 rounds/minute | Mods: None

Side: Equalizer | Type: Pistol | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Damage: 36 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 21 | Rate of Fire: 30 rounds/min | Mods: None

Attributes

Strength: 60

Perception: 40

Agility: 40

Tactical Skills

Handgun: 18

Rifle: 29

Melee: 1

Heavy Weapons: 10

Explosives: 15

First Aid: 5

Stealth: 10

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, Hyper Charge, Auxiliary Charge, Induce Overheating

Combat Enhancing Software Not Installed

None
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Ilona

Class: AI Assistant

Level: 79

Weapons

Main: Electro Stunner 7 (Modified) | Type: Tactical Taser | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Damage: 5 Electrical Damage | Ammo Capacity: Type 1 Lithium Ion Battery | Rate of Fire: N/A

Attributes

Strength: 0

Perception: 100

Agility: 0

Tactical Skills

Mounted Weapons: 24

Hacking: 55

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

Attachments: Makeshift Grappling Hook | Manufacturer: Amber Adams

Power Cell: Lipka Industries LI72 Lithium-ion Battery | Battery Life: 72 hours
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Ruby

Class: Heavy Weapons Specialist

Level: 66

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: Centurion L599 | Type: Grenade Launcher | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Damage: 500 Explosive | Ammo Capacity: 6 | Rate of Fire: 16 rounds/minute | Mods: None

Secondary: ML-4 Lancer | Type: Rocket Launcher | Manufacturer: Lipka Industries | Damage: 1000 Explosive/Fire | Ammo Capacity: 4 | Rate of Fire: 10 rounds/minute | Mods: None

Side: Equalizer | Type: Pistol | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Damage: 36 Piercing | Ammo Capacity: 21 | Rate of Fire: 30 rounds/min | Mods: None

Attributes

Strength: 30

Perception: 10

Agility: 30

Tactical Skills

Handgun: 6

Melee: 2

Heavy Weapons: 25

Explosives: 3

Mounted Weapons: 10

Stealth: 1

Hacking: 20

LAJ4: Series Nova Alpha Components

Eyes: Nikolina Ruzickova Replicant Eyes | Manufacturer: Exhibit Technologies | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

Skin: Nikolina Ruzickova Replicant Skin | Type: Marionette Skin Weave | Manufacturer: Twin Suns Corporation | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

Limbs: Nikolina Ruzickova Replicant Arms and Legs | Manufacturer: Exhibit Technologies | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

Frame: Nikolina Ruzickova Replicant | Manufacturer: Exhibit Technologies | Resistances: Biological 100%, Chemical 100%, Radioactive 100%

Power Cell: Twin Suns Mk I Lithium-Ion Battery | Battery Life: 48 hours

Combat Enhancing Software Installed

Remote Access, Explosive Control, Mobile Turret

Combat Enhancing Software Not Installed

None


NEXT TIME ON MARIONETTE TASK FORCE . . .


As the final battle draws near, the team uncovers an unexpected secret. The final missing puzzle piece to the origin of xenoium and the cyber monsters the enemy plans to use as a last-ditch effort to stay in the war.

The journey of Kai Novak concludes with Marionette Task Force: Dual Strike.


KEEP IN TOUCH


Please consider supporting me on Patreon, where you can receive early work-in-progress chapters, high-resolution artwork, and behind-the-scenes looks at my past and current books.

Patreon

What’s the best way to learn of my new releases? Subscribe to my mailing list. Don’t worry, I’m not a fan of spam, you’ll only get emailed my new releases or promos.

Subscribe to the newsletter here
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