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	“The day I was given 

	the chance to wield the most beautiful, 

	and terrifying creation of man, 

	was the day I opened my eyes 

	to a truth I didn’t want to believe. 

	With the ultimate weapon at my side, 

	I held the power. 

	Everything changed, 

	when I met her . . .”

	 

	―Zackary Allan Knight
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	“The world is a dangerous place to live;

	not because of the people who are evil, but because of

	the people who don’t do anything about it.”

	 

	―Albert Einstein
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	Enter Lambda

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 5th, 2025 - (Present Day) - Cyberspace - Night]  

	“Zero Zone server: 1046L11BX2 breached. Activating security protocol. Threat level: Red,”y protocol. Threat level: Red," a voice echoed. It carried into a world of darkness, flaring with white lightning and glowing circuits. The sparks of white light looked like fireflies as they danced within the black void of Cyberspace known as the Zero Zone.

	Here was a world where code and data thrived. Home to soulless bytes and numbers, the endless chaos stretched to infinity. This black world was, and always had been, a dark place. This universe of the void was and still is used in man’s struggle to understand the impossible and in their endless pursuit of advancement and knowledge. It was here where great ideas were created and stored, and where all code resided.

	“Security protocol override acknowledge. Beginning download of new coding matrix.” The voice was monotone, sounding robotic. In the vast blackness the voice echoed as it did before, its origin unknown.

	“System scan complete. Program reset confirmed,” the voice spoke again, louder this time. The voice seemed to be part of the vast shadows that populated the Zero Zone. Subtle sounds could vaguely be heard. The sounds of clicking. Mechanical taps, almost like bits of code.

	“Awaiting for final input,” the voice spoke yet again, its manner and tone unchanging. A strange sound of static quickly filed in with the mechanical clicking. The sounds continued, with no way to pinpoint its origin, until all of a sudden, silence.

	The silence was widespread. Not even the white circuits made a noise as they hummed within the darkness. The eerie silence lurked within the hollow world as a ferocious animal, waiting for its time to strike. The anxiety was unnatural, the uncanny presence was suffocating.

	Without warning, a bright light pierced the darkness.

	“Configuration finalized. Project Lambda operational.”

	This was the beginning of it all.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 5th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Night]  

	With haste under his feet, Dr. Richard rushed out of his office, his white lab coat billowing behind the torrent of urgency left in his wake.

	How could this happen?!

	Richard quickly took a left, heading for the west wing of the facility he was in. Large lights lined the top of the hallway and the walls were sparkling white, bleach white. The look of the walls always made him feel sick.

	“Dr. Richard! Please, the Director is in a meeting right now. You will have to wait!” a frazzled aide cried out as he came to the entrance to the west wing area.

	“Move, this can’t wait!”

	Richard pushed the woman aside and shoved the metal doors open. He caught a glimpse of the woman speaking frantically as she held her hand to a small earpiece that glowed blue.

	Good, let them know I’m coming.

	Moments later, Richard came to another door, this one larger than the rest. Two guards stood by at the door, staring down Richard.

	“I’m afraid you are going to have to wait-”

	“This concerns Project Lambda. It can’t wait,” Richard said with a menacing stare and urgency riding his back.

	The two guards exchanged looks of concern before they eventually folded to Richard, allowing him to enter the door behind them. Richard said no more as he rushed forward. He was met with a sudden glare, followed by the sight of five men seated at a long table. Tall windows lined the left side of the large room allowing fresh rays of light to pierce the darkness of the conference Richard was interrupting. The table that the five men sat at looked to be made of polished diamonds that reflected the images of all the men sitting quietly at the table. It was a beautiful sight wasted on the images of the old.

	“Dr. Richard, we are in the middle of private matters. I don’t know why the guards let-”

	“Who gave the okay to release Project Lambda?”

	The room fell silent. The expressions of the men were a mix of confusion and concern.

	“Now isn’t the time for jokes, Doctor. Lambda is still in its experimental phases. None here gave the clearance for its release.”

	“Well, I’m here to tell you that it no longer is contained. It has been activated from our server and has escaped.” Richard’s face was coarse but filled with apprehension.

	One of the men chuckled. “What are you suggesting, Doctor, that one of us secretly released it?”

	Richard’s expression remained firm. “It isn’t impossible. However, it will take time to conclude the method used to access Project Lambda on our secure server, and who used it.”

	Several of men turned to the man at the head of the table.

	“Director?” one of the men asked with a guiding hand.

	The Director stood. He was a large man, built like a tank. His hardened expression and receding gray hairline put him in his fifties. However, he stood with perfect posture. One wouldn’t second guess to a military background if they caught a glimpse of the man’s cold stare.

	The Director loomed darkly. “So you’re suggesting that-”

	“There is no doubt in my mind. We have been attacked,” Richard stated.

	The Director’s gaze hardened, though Richard was quick to follow up.

	“However, in order to breach our firewalls and security, this couldn’t have been just an inside job. Whoever did this had help.”

	The Director didn’t waste any more time. “What is the Lambda unit’s location presently?”

	Richard spoke articulately, but with haste. “Uncertain. We do know that the Lambda unit is traveling through private Stream Lines of the Zero Zone. So far, it hasn’t tried to access the Cyber Network servers.” Richard took a breath. “However, it’s evident that the Lambda unit is trying to enter into the physical world. It’s searching for an Exit Port.”      

	The Director paused. The number of possible Exit Ports that the Lambda unit could access through its digital signature was infinite. Though it continued to search for an exact Exit Port. What was it trying to find?

	“What was Lambda’s final programming?” asked the Director firmly.

	Richard fell silent.

	“Did I stutter, Doctor?” Agitation could be heard between his words.

	“It never received its final programming.”

	The Director’s face contorted. “You mean to tell me that the culmination of the last three years of research and cyber technology is running around without any way for us to control it?”

	Reluctantly, Richard nodded. He didn’t need to be told that this was a disgrace.

	“Unbelievable!” boomed the Director. He reached for a small pad next to him. His fingers lit the pad a crimson color for each square he touched. Moments later, the shutters to the windows began to close. The Director then turned to Richard with a harsh expression on his face.

	“This must be contained at all costs. Project Lambda’s existence must never be known. Get the team ready!”

	Richard nodded his head and quickly left with haste once more.

	As soon as the door shut behind him, the Director turned to the man on his left as the windows concealed them in darkness.

	“Notify the Cyber Network Core. Tell them that a rogue Corruption has been detected.”

	The man looked at the Director, confused. However, he didn’t get a chance to reply, as the table in the center quickly lit up as the windows shut completely. A large hologram quickly covered the table seconds later. What appeared was an image that looked like complex circuits pulsing with red energy through the infinite number of wires that lined the transparent hologram. At the center was a large cube that rotated on its axis point. The cube throbbed with glowing red lights.

	“We will have better success in capturing Lambda if we enlist the Core’s security force.” The Director eyed the man, who was still looking confused.

	“With the Core’s World Moderators, they can isolate Lambda and limit its Exit Ports,” the Director added.

	The man to the Director’s left spoke. “But the God Mod AI units enlisted by the World Moderators are programmed to delete all virus-related signatures. If we alert Core HQ of Lambda in this manner, they will just release the God Mods and hunt down the Lambda unit as a Corruption. How are we going to ensure that they won’t destroy it?”

	The Director smirked. “It was never designed to go down easily.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 5th - Undisclosed Location - Night]

	In a dark room lit by several dozen computer screens, the face of a lone Japanese girl with long black hair could be seen. The girl’s hair was pinned up on her left side with a vibrant hair decoration of a blue flower in bloom. Her expression ranged from deep satisfaction to absolute triumph.

	“It looks like the hack was a success,” chuckled the girl as she adjusted her hairpin ever so slightly.

	The girl’s moment of triumph was cut short as the door to her rear swooshed open, revealing a silhouette of a tall figure with long hair. Her icy stare made the girl a little uneasy as the woman approached her.

	“Has it been done, Nerine?” Her tone was coarse and direct.

	Nerine turned in her chair majestically as she tried to wave off her uneasiness with a vibrant attitude and radiant smile.

	“Everything went according to plan. Will you be requiring anything else from yours truly?” she responded proudly.

	The woman stared darkly. Her eyes never seemed to waver for a second. The intense focus was deeply disturbing to Nerine, despite her pride in her own focus as a Corrupter.

	“I will inform our Leader of the mission’s status. This is only the first phase of the plan.” She then thrust her hand out, pointing her finger a mere inch from Nerine’s face.

	“Continue to monitor the target’s location and pinpoint its final destination when it sets on an Exit Port. We can’t afford to lose it now.”

	Nerine puffed out her cheeks, like she was pouting. “Anything else?” she responded with all the enthusiasm of a corpse. She then spun from the gaze of the woman and focused on the screen before her.

	“You could learn to loosen up a bit,” Nerine said playfully.

	The woman behind her said no more and left seconds later from where she came, leaving Nerine to her devices. She mumbled under her breath the moment she left.

	“I forgot that the Ice Queen might melt if she cracks a smile.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The cold woman marched with purpose. Her stride was long and powerful as she gracefully lit the ground afire in route to her destination. Her slender body, endowed with a tight, black battle suit, swayed with each contact of her foot on the metal floor. The slick design of her uniform brought out her lean body structure and small curves. She had a soldier’s body, but brought a unique beauty through her modest features and unblemished skin. However, her eyes pulsed with a deadly aura. No one would have guessed she was only twenty-one.

	She brushed her golden hair behind her as she rounded a corner, never slowing down. The tall hallway she marched through was massive and made of reflective sheets of steel. Upon rounding another corner, she was met with two armed guards. They seemed to be talking causally, but immediately stood in attention the moment they saw the fire in her eyes.

	“Commander Richter!”

	“As you were.” Her words were forthright and harsh.

	The men quickly stepped aside and allowed the overwhelming presence access to the control panel on the metal door. The woman removed her black glove from her right hand and placed it on the small panel of the door. She then bent slightly and allowed a laser device to quickly scan her retina. Several seconds passed before an automated voice came over the loud speaker.

	“Identification Complete: Laura Richter. Access approved.”

	The door slid aside and Laura quickly passed the two men. Both let out a sigh of relief as the door slid shut behind them.

	Laura continued her pace just as her left ear and wrist started blinking red. She wasted no movements or time as she quickly tapped her Com-Linker to receive her incoming call.

	“Report,” she said sternly.

	“The target has begun to slow in speed. It looks to be preparing to settle on an Exit Port. I’d get ready quickly,” came the foreboding words of Nerine over the line.

	“Very well. I will inform our Leader shortly.”

	“But of course, Lady Laura,” replied Nerine cheekily.

	“That’s Commander Richter to you.” Her tone was fierce, her expression irritated.

	Nerine sighed disappointed. “You’re no fun.”

	Laura didn’t even respond as she cut the call. Her attitude makes me nauseous, she thought to herself.

	Only seconds later did Laura come to a stop as the long hallway broke into a wide area of white. The space before her was a living area with beautiful works of art lining the wall. Several pieces of white leather furniture were strategically placed in the quarters and fresh vegetation gave the room a clean and tranquil feeling. Laura, for only a moment, let her body relax as she gazed at the peaceful layout of the room.

	“How long are you going to stand there Commander Richter?” came a deep voice.

	Laura quickly broke from her relaxed state and stood in attention.

	“Sir! Our target is preparing to emerge. We are ready to move to the next phase,” spoke Laura strongly.

	The source of the deep voice was a lone man in the back of the room. The figure was clad in black and sported a strong build, toned and firm. He wore a long coat that appeared more like armor in its slick and edgy design along the shoulders and sleeves. As the dark man stood up from one of the sofas far in the back, it was almost like the pressure around him could crush diamonds.

	His back was to Laura for only a moment, as he turned to reveal his masked face. The white, metallic mask adorned on the man before her had a design of cracking veins that coursed out his left eye and around his chin. His coat was open, revealing his armored chest, and held together by three metal chains.

	The masked man brushed his black coat aside as he began walking toward Laura. His bleached hair was erect and sharp, much like Laura’s posture. Still, his gaze made even Laura weak in the knees as the dark figure slowly approached.

	“Good. I trust that you are prepared to follow me, then. Are you having any doubts?” His tone made Laura’s body numb. The sheer presence of the man was massive.

	Laura let her head fall. She found comfort in staring at the floor instead of at the overwhelming eyes of the dark man before her. It wasn’t fear that caused her this anxious feeling, but overwhelming admiration.  

	Still staring at the ground, Laura replied firmly. “I trust in your abilities as our Leader.”

	“Perfect,” echoed the man’s voice, now dangerously close.

	Laura’s head jerked up in surprise as she stared into the inflamed eyes of the masked man. The distance he closed was more than twenty feet, yet he managed to not make a sound, completely taking her by surprise. She was left speechless by this immense gap of skill. The person who stood before her was truly a frightening man, but also powerful.

	“Tell me, Lady Laura, do you question your orders regarding the operation?”

	Laura went completely numb. She couldn’t help but allow the masked man to call her in this fashion despite her dislike for it. She had nothing but respect for this ominous entity.

	The masked man’s hand rose to Laura’s cheek, touching it ever so gently with his black glove. He grazed over her lips with his thumb and slowly moved his hand along her face as he delicately ran his fingers through Laura’s hair.  He was so close. His eyes were so intense.

	Weakly, Laura responded. “I-I need only my orders. E-exact knowledge of the operation comes secondary.”

	The man’s hand left Laura’s cheek as he stepped away, feeling that he had teased her enough. “Very good. And what of our contact within Babel?”

	Laura shook off the remaining dizziness lingering in her head.  “We have yet to hear back from our contact after the Lambda unit was released. Their silence is rather troubling.”

	The man nodded his head.  “Indeed, you are quite right. The Babel contact’s actions seem to not be fitting with my predictions, but even so, this Lambda unit . . .” The man turned to face Laura once more. His eyes were filled with intrigue.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Abingdon, Virginia - Town of Little Brook - Day]

	The constant beeping of a digital clock sounded annoyingly in the background. Before the third beep, a swift kick from an enraged body under the covers of a bed attacked the clock with such precision and force that would stun a martial arts master and a professional marksman. It was a shame that the disgruntled person below the covers was neither. Regardless, it was more than enough to silence the obnoxious device, as well as avenge the loss of the dream state the grumbling body had been enjoying just moments before. With a low groan, Zack flung the covers off of him and glanced at the defamed clock. The time flickered in and out as it read: 6:34 a.m.

	Looks like I got to fix the stupid thing again.

	Today wasn’t anything new, not even anything special. Zack simply woke up, went about his normal routine in getting ready for school, downed a bowl of cereal for breakfast, and checked the local news channel. When the man on the screen started talking about a riot caused by Anti-Network protesters he shut the television off with a grunt. He wasn’t one for bad news this early in the morning.

	Seconds later, he marched outside to be greeted by the chilly, morning weather of January. This part was so routine that Zack was starting to wonder if he could have possibly been a zombie in a past life.

	He heard the humming tone of his phone in his pocket while also suppressing the annoying pinging noise his wrist began to make. He gazed down at his wrist and tapped his Com-Linker. The small device displayed a illuminated screen with a blinking envelope. Zack sighed as he closed the display and fished out his phone.

	How do they know both my phone numbers?      

	Zack sighed again. The only reason he kept a phone outside of his Com-Linker was because he was a sucker for classics, devices his parents didn’t know about. So much for that.

	Hesitantly, he pulled out the old smart-phone and noted a new mail message on the device as well. He pulled open the inbox and grazed over the text displayed. He rolled his eyes after realizing the subject matter and sender of the mail. He had hoped he could hide the fact that he skipped yesterday for simply having no desire to go to school. It wasn’t like they taught him anything new. Still, Zack’s parents had several ways in always finding out what he was doing, and only took action, it seemed, when it wasn’t good.

	“So nice of my parents to send their messages of contempt so early in the morning. How they manage to know about my everyday life without actually being here is beyond me.” Zack’s face contorted into an ugly scowl.

	This was hardly new. Zack had lived alone for the past three years of his life. Now at the age of eighteen, only months before graduating high school, he had seen his parents maybe twice. The occasional e-mail here and there showed that they were still alive, but even those felt rushed. It was almost as if they hardly had time to even say hello to their son through text message.

	A rush of cold wind rolled over the area, sending a chill through Zack’s body.

	Even Mother Nature gives me the cold shoulder, he joked half-heartedly as he began his routine march to school. Today, it felt like Zack was wearing weighted clothing and bricks for shoes. He could just feel that today was going to be a drag.

	The walk to Zack’s high school wasn’t long, but hardly short. It took him up to twenty minutes to get there, depending on how long he would have to wait at the crosswalks. Still, upon seeing classmates with matching uniforms, he inadvertently avoided eye contact. He knew all his classmates well, but just was never a fan of small talk or engaging in conversations with people that he knew had no interest in him. The useless notion of being pleasant and keeping the peace with everyone to avoid conflict was one that Zack had done away with awhile ago. He just simply kept to himself. Most people tended to leave him alone, but there was one exception.

	And as if on cue . . .

	“So the genius decides to come out of his cave. How are we doing this morning, Sleeping Beauty?” The owner of the voice quickly slapped Zack’s back with all the love of a linebacker. The boy was very built and about a head taller than Zack. His athletic body made him look like he could pass for a professional wrestler in his twenties  Despite the condescending tone from the giant, Zack just rolled his eyes. He always wondered how he was friends with this behemoth.

	“I was doing crappy up until you arrived. Now I just want to die.” Zack’s reply was cold and intense.

	The boy laughed. “Come now, how is that a way to treat your friend?”

	“Friends help one another. You just laugh at my expense.”

	The boy waved his hand as a way of dismissing Zack’s comment. “Regardless, I’m here to brighten up your morning as I accompany you on our walk to our lovely Horizon Academy.” The way the boy stated the last part of his sentence seemed ridiculously flamboyant.

	Zack gave a snotty retort. “This coming from the guy who is always leaving and cutting classes? I think I should stop associating with you as I might have caught your disease.”

	The boy shrugged the comment off.  “What can I say? I’m a busy guy with things to do. You ought to tag along one of these days.”

	Zack rolled his eyes. “I’m pretty sure your Anti-Network protests are going to get me thrown in jail, David. It’s a wonder you haven’t had your Network Account seized yet and your sorry soul thrown behind bars.”

	David shook his head with a condescending grin. “So you think the state of the world is fine with the split between those of the Cyber Network and those against it?”

	Zack’s thoughts returned briefly to the news report he was watching before he left. He shook his head. He didn’t want to deal with this so early in the morning. David was very adamant about the issue that was becoming quite the talk as of the last few years. Ever since the creation of the Cyber Network, the virtual world, there had been friction in how it could affect life. It wasn’t that much different from the creation of the Internet in some ways. Granted, there were some glaring differences, which stirred up a lot of controversy. In the beginning, it appeared that the process and assimilation was going well for society, and it was coping well with the quantum leap in technology. Still, people forget and things change; but not always for the better.

	“Do you know that the average employer requires people to have access to the Cyber Network in order to be hired?”

	Apparently, David wasn’t letting it go.

	Zack sighed. “Isn’t that fine? More and more businesses are moving onto the Network nowadays, so isn’t that to be expected?”

	David became a little angered by Zack’s uninterested manner.”What of the people that can’t afford to own a Network Account, or the medical procedures associated with it? Because they can’t get a job due to all the employers making it required to have these accounts, how can they pay the cost? Are you saying that they deserve to suffer because the government basically has a monopoly?”

	Zack groaned. Society had become divided due to the emergence of the Cyber Network. Those who did use it considered themselves elitists, while those who couldn’t gain access to it were considered lower class, unable to move with the times. The split in society was indeed a glaring issue that was a problem. Zack understood this, but even so, it didn’t affect him directly. He’d rather not be a part of the issue as to keep away from conflict. Causing conflict never seemed to yield favorable results, or at least that was how he felt from past experience. Still, that being said, Zack decided to just humor David with his little debate. It would make the walk to school seem less painful as his thoughts wouldn’t gravitate to the messages sent by his parents.

	“Technology makes a quantum leap every few decades. It just so happens that this leap has made it more difficult for people to keep up with the advancement. I’m sure that-”

	“Do you think that the government using armed forces to stop protests marks the march of a better tomorrow?” David was starting to get really into it now.

	Zack rolled his eyes again. “Surely, it isn’t good, but it’s not like it hasn’t happened in the past. It also doesn’t help those who you claim are in need to resort to looting and violence instead of just getting an account so they can get a job. Instead, they band together and cause chaos. It is only natural that the government sends armed forces to stop them.”

	David jumped in with a counterargument. “The means to get your first account is a ridiculous screening process that takes almost a month to complete. Not to mention the fact that they take your background into account and your past employment. Practically anyone without a job is almost always turned down. That also doesn’t include the preregistration fees and monthly bills that are required to own an account, and I’m not even going to touch on how much it costs to have the chips installed in the brain,” David enthusiastically added.

	Zack tried to drown him out by thinking about something else, regretting his decision to humor his large friend. Too bad all he had to go on was the bitter resentment he had for his parents and the cold. He glanced over to David, noticing that he was still talking. With a shrug, he kept an open ear as they continued to walk.

	“When you are jobless and have barely enough money to get food, who can afford getting a Network Account? Welfare and other programs that existed before the Network’s birth haven’t been updated to handle this new era. There is hardly any aid or systems in place to ease people that are having trouble keeping up with the changing society. On top of that, the ones that do supposedly exist are riddled with controversy, or are humored to be urban legends. That basis there is not right.”

	Zack let out a sigh. Truthfully, he had no idea what it was like to be of the lower class. He wasn’t an elitist, but he had always had access to the Network. It was hard to argue his points when he really had no right given how he had no idea what it was like to live life any other way.

	“Isn’t that why the Network government, Babel, was created? Our government and world leaders all joined together with Babel to ensure an easier integration, yes?” Zack was hardly paying attention at this point. He knew that David just felt like ranting at this point.

	“Babel and the government like to paint a lovely picture of the world, but only cater to those who can afford to keep up with the changing times. The people who are pushed away soon become desperate. Babel needs to learn to help these people before it’s too late.”

	Zack now felt like interjecting. “And that is where all these rebels come in? It is because of people like them that we have a curfew you know.”

	David smiled. “Aw, the rebels. Society has become so divided now that small factions have started forming all around the world. Just today there was a riot that took place in New York, if I’m not mistaken.”

	Zack nodded. “That’s right. I only caught the tail end of the report before I left. It would appear that the riots and outbreaks are occurring more and more.”

	David’s face turned stern. “The actions of older rebel groups is the reason the number of riots continue to grow. They set the precedent, and people follow in their footsteps. As a result, people become corrupted, and the pure intentions of the others are ruined.”

	Zack agreed. He didn’t like those who created conflict in such a manner. There had to be a better solution. He just couldn’t understand the people that acted like renegades. The news and the government labeled them as terrorists, and to be fair, they seemed like it. They would cause havoc and even death during their raids and attacks. It sickened Zack. What was worse was how they tried to justify their actions. The act alone made him gag.

	“Those who kill innocent people in the name of any cause are murderers in my book,” Zack said strongly.

	David played off the comment. “Perhaps, but these are the people who have been pushed into a corner. They feel they have nothing left to lose. Now, they think they should simply take what they can’t get.”

	Zack shook his head. “That’s wrong. They taint the good will of those who don’t resort to violence.”

	“So does that mean you agree with what I’m doing, and now will come with me?” David’s grin was obnoxiously large.  

	       Zack just threw his hands up in the air and admitted defeat. “You win, all right? Are you happy now?”

	David smirked. “I always can count on you to humor me.”

	Zack stared blankly back at David. “You’re lucky I listen to you at all.”

	David only smirked as they both just continued to walk in silence.

	Minutes later, Zack and David arrived at the large academy that was their high school. The building stood four stories, with an outside area on the roof that was accessible to students. The building itself took up a solid thirty thousand square feet and could easily be mistaken for a mansion of sort. The leafless trees around the building didn’t help its appearance, but during the summer, the lush green did give the school a certain shine. Now it looked more like a prison in the eyes of Zack.

	“Keep your eye on the prize, man. We graduate in June. That has to account for something, right?”

	Zack sighed. “I suppose. Wouldn’t hurt to have something interesting happen here for once, though. I’m starting to tire of living life like it’s a chore.”

	“The most popular idol in the country coming to sing at our Winter Ball wasn’t good enough for you?”

	“Did you forget that she happens to be my younger sister?” Zack’s expression was filled with a mix of emotion, composed mainly of irritation.

	David’s expression quickly turned bleak. “Right . . . my bad.”

	Zack shrugged. Both said no more as they crossed over toward the large building. Neither of them knew that today was the last normal day of their lives.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Space (Zero Zone) - Day]  

	The chaotic darkness of cyberspace was a wave of pulsing energy. Lights streaked by with veracity as a powerful force raced through the Zero Zone. Its direction was uncertain, but its purpose was well defined.

	“Seeking access point, Route 49, Block 27. Sector 73 blocked. Recalculating for optimal route.”

	The voice was cold, mechanical, but fueled with purpose. The lights continued to dart and fly past the massive force racing through the chaos. Billions of Yoda bytes processed at the speed of light as the invisible entity continued to rush through the shadows of the neverending darkness.

	“Access point found. Origin unknown. Unregistered. Stabilizing . . . preparing for upload.”

	The lights began to slow and flicker. The speed of the force soon came to a halt. All was suddenly quiet once more. The lights within the chaos would only streak in jagged angles allowing the glowing circuits to shine, breaking the darkness momentarily. With each streak of light, something could be seen in the darkness. At first glance, it appeared to be just an abnormality, a void in the digital space. With a closer look, a humanoid figure could be seen. The black figure stood stationary within the silent chaos. Another streak lit the darkness and caught the glimpse of something swaying. It appeared to mimic a distortion in the Zero Zone, but with greater focus, it seemed like black silk, blowing silently within cyber space.

	The figure reached into the darkness with its slender arms. Sparks then lit from its fingertips as the Zero Zone burst with light.

	“Preparations complete. Link established. Upload commencing.”  

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]  

	Dr. Richard stood dumbstruck at the giant screen before him. A mixed look of fear and astonishment was written all over his face. A dozen computer terminals were being occupied by several Tech Agents as they blazed over their keyboards. The transparent keys lit the people’s faces a fluorescent teal color as their fingers dashed with all the speed that was humanely possible.

	The door behind Richard slid aside to produce a woman donning the same attire as he. Her long, strawberry blonde hair waved as she brushed it behind her back. Had she actually used makeup to cover the bags under her eyes, she would have looked to be in her twenties.

	 Richard’s expression eased a bit when his eyes met hers. “Not like you to be late. Did you just wake up?”

	Richard’s joke fell on deaf ears as the woman brushed him aside. “I don’t have time for your idiotic prattle.” She turned her attention to the people before her as she stared at the giant screen. Her eyes fixed on the current blinking dot at the center of the monitor.

	“Have we found Lambda yet?”

	“We have,” responded one of the Tech Agents. “It appears that it has managed to find an unregistered device for an Exit Port. We need to go through several back doors to gain access to a portable device, and cut it off from the all potential servers. Its age isn’t helping our endeavor.”

	Richard stepped forward. “Where and what is the Exit Port?”

	“Washington County. Abingdon. The device seems to be an old smartphone, manufacturing date: 2011.”

	Richard turned to the woman now staring at the screen with unwavering eyes. “What is our move, Karen?”

	Karen didn’t take long to give a reply. Her tone felt alarmingly calm and collective. “Alert the Core HQ. Inform them that we have located the Corruption.”

	“Understood,” came the resounding reply of all Tech Agents. Richard, on the other hand, was the only one not too keen on the decision.

	“What are you thinking?! If you alert the Core HQ, they will surely assign the World Moderators, and we both know what that means. The Director would-”

	“The Director already gave me clearance.”

	Richard stood frozen.

	“We must contain Lambda at all costs. That is our number one priority.” Karen didn’t break her gaze. She was like a statue, cold and unmoving.

	Richard’s eye twitched. “And what happens when the God Mods materialize into the physical world to capture the Lambda unit? Those things are just mindless AI with ruthless killing intent towards anything labeled as a Corruption.”

	Richard didn’t have much time to recover as what Karen said next rattled him far worse.

	“Class ‘S’ God Mods shouldn’t have a problem sealing Lambda’s movements quickly. Class ‘S’ is normally only used for military operation in Cyber Warfare and stealth operations, but with this, the collateral damage should be minimal.” Karen’s voice was cold and calculating.

	Richard took a step back. He was shaking. “The Last Class ‘S’ God Mod AI that was deployed took out an entire city Mainframe in under a minute, plunging the city into widespread chaos. You sent one of those monsters to retrieve the Lambda unit?”

	Karen turned to her husband. Her eyes almost seemed hollow. “No. I sent five.”      

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Abingdon, Virginia - Horizon Academy - School Rooftop - Day]

	Zack laid spread eagle on the concrete floor of the school rooftop just staring at the sky. The lack of clouds always made him feel relaxed as he could just gaze into the open blue. There was just something majestic about the open sky that brought him peace. To him, it just felt like a giant canvas that he could do anything with.

	This was his favorite pastime while in between classes. Such tranquility was soon completely ruined by the sudden blaring of music in Zack’s pocket. With aggravation plaguing his face, Zack reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. The phone seemed to be skipping all over his library of music and couldn’t decide what song to play without him touching it at all. It was the price he paid for having something with such an old manufacture date.

	“What, did my parents’ message fry its processor?” he joked, rolling his eyes.

	Zack sighed, holding down the button at the top and waiting for the device to reset... at least that was what he thought was going to happen. Instead, the music on his phone started getting rather distorted and the screen became all scrambled too. Confused, Zack sat up to a sitting position and glanced at the device intently.

	“That’s odd. It has never gotten this bad before. What’s wrong?” The phone continued to jump and skip through songs, still distorted and scrambled, as Zack tried to fiddle with the reset button.

	Guess I will just have to take it apart again.

	A sharp pain suddenly jolted up Zack’s arm. Alarmed, Zack rose instantly, flinging the phone in a random direction. The pain was like nothing he had ever felt. It was like his arm had been set on fire and then stricken with pins and needles. He stumbled and crashed to the ground only to glance over at the device that caused him such terrible pain. What he saw didn’t seem real.

	The phone was surrounded by a torrent of electricity. Sparks were shooting all over as the device seemed to be overloading with energy. The little rectangle was dancing at the center of this chaos and looked to be ready to explode from all the pressure coursing around it.

	“What the hell is going on?”

	Zack slowly took to standing as the light show continued. He was just far enough away that sparks emitting from the phone couldn’t reach him. Even so, the display seemed so alluring.

	In that moment, something changed. The device was suddenly sucked inward, creating a black ball. The ball pulsed with the energy left from the device as it slowly began to grow. Frightened by this new abnormality, Zack took several steps back in fear that this black ball would suck him in.

	It is so dark.

	The ball seemed to peer into nothingness itself as it continued to grow to about six feet in diameter. As the ball began eating into the rooftop, Zack starting wondering if it was a good idea to be standing where he was.

	What is this, a black hole? Is this really happening?

	Many thoughts raced through his mind as the black ball radiated with electric energy, pulsing with wrath. It just seemed to be sucking him in.

	“Conditions met. Upload finalizing.”

	Zack’s mind jolted awake. Was that just now-

	The black ball exploded. The sudden force sent Zack flying backwards before rolling to a stop. He quickly recovered as his curiosity couldn’t let him miss what was unfolding before him. What he saw was incredible.

	Before him, emitting small sparks of red lightning, stood a girl dressed in a slick battle suit. The suit seemed to hug and accent every curve of the slender but toned frame that befell Zack’s eyes. Her long, dark hair danced in the pulsing energy surrounding her like some wild lightning storm. Two shorter, braided locks of her hair swayed and hugged her chest and clavicle. She was gorgeous.  

	Zack couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She was utterly mesmerizing in her obscure outfit. Her face was half covered by a black visor that blocked out her eyes and nose that took the shape of a “V”. The visor formed pointed sickles that angled downward sharply at the ends of the glimmering visor, caressing her cheeks. Gazing intently, she hovered in place with her arms spread out and her head cocked upward, looking at the sky.

	Zack stared, bewildered. He didn’t understand what was happening. In his shocked state, he could only let out a small whisper of the first thing he thought when gazing upon this dark goddess.

	“Who is this girl?”

	The girl’s arms fell to her side and her head returned to its normal position. It was as if she heard Zack’s question as she moved to speak. She only spoke three words.

	“Lambda, materialization complete.”
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	[January 6th - Abingdon, Virginia - Horizon Academy - School Rooftop - Day]

	Zack was still in awe. The sight of the dazzling girl before him was unlike anything he had ever seen before.

	Is this a Combat AI unit? Zack thought, still in a daze.

	There was always talk in the Cyber Network and on the Internet about advanced Artificial Intelligence—Combat AI units, but Zack had never been given the chance to ever see one up close like this. He was convinced that what stood before him was exactly that.

	Without thinking, he rose to his feet and slowly began to approach the girl coated in black and surging with red sparks. He didn’t get far.

	“Biological detected. Appear, Chaos Weapon 12: Trident Sickle.”

	Without warning, the girl dashed toward Zack with her arm extended. In mere milliseconds she covered twenty feet and thrust her arm toward Zack’s face. Three blades quickly materialized from a void of blackness in a triangle formation around the girl’s wrist just as her hand reached Zack’s face. Frozen with stone cold fear, Zack only stared as he eyed the three blades hovering over the girl’s wrist, spinning in clockwise rotation. Zack’s head was almost wiped blank from shock. He only could register one thought from the sudden development.

	Crap!

	As quickly as the scene advanced in front of him, the three blades vanished into the air. This didn’t make Zack any less tense.

	“Threat level zero. Disengage Chaos Weapon. Now entering neutral state.” Her voice was devoid of any emotion, as she spoke in a flat, mechanical manner. Her presence almost felt suffocating.

	Zack somehow managed to break out of his state of fear and astonishment and tried to take in what was happening around him. With a few deep breaths, he finally got up the nerve to ask the one question on his mind.

	“W-who are you?”

	The girl turned her head to face him rather suddenly. He couldn’t see her eyes behind her black visor, but he felt as if he was naked. She just stood where she was, silently staring at him.

	“H-hey, did you hear me-”

	“Target identified. Mission objective met.”

	Come again? Zack stared, bewildered, as the girl fully faced him.

	“AI Combat Prototype Lambda 11, Serial Number: L11212126. Target clearance given.” The girl then just stood there, staring down Zack. “Awaiting next mission directive.”

	Zack just stared with his mouth agape. Next mission? Come again?

	Nothing but a torrent of questions ran through his head. He couldn’t process one fast enough before another one popped up. What was he supposed to do? Why was this thing asking for a new mission? And most importantly, what was it doing here?!

	“Right . . .” Zack kept his eyes on her, still feeling incredibly confused. Any reason and logic was lost to him. He couldn’t come up with anything that made enough sense to handle the situation before him. He just fumbled around a quick idea and went with it. He was far too flustered to think straight anyway.

	“I . . . I guess you are done?” Zack was completely unsure in his words, as he formed them into a question rather than a statement. Did that make any sense?

	Lambda broke Zack’s thoughts. “Voice recognition accepted. Pleas-”

	Zack stood, surprised once more, as he noticed that the AI Lambda suddenly seemed confused.

	“Lambda doesn’t understand. What does human mean by, ‘You are done?’ An explanation is needed for proper data entry.”

	Zack found himself at a loss for words. Did an AI just ask me a question?

	There was something odd about Lambda. Zack couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but he felt like she was acting and processing data differently than most AI units he had heard and read about. It seemed too autonomous.  

	Zack shook his head. This was getting him nowhere. He had to press forward if he hoped to gain any sight into this singularity before him.

	“Your name is Lambda right?” He was shocked how calm his voice ended up sounding.

	“Name? What is a name?” The girl was so straightforward that it seemed more like a joke.

	Zack’s expression was deadpanned. Seriously? He ignored it and moved on.

	“What you call yourself, that is your name.”

	Lambda seemed to ponder this response for a little while before speaking. “Then the proper name would be AI Combat Proto-”

	Zack raised his hand. “Stop.”

	Lambda tilted her head, seeming confused by the gesture. If Zack could see her eyes, he thought for sure she would be cocking an eyebrow or something.

	“How about just Lambda, okay? Sounds simple enough right?”

	“L-A-M-B-D-A,” replied Lambda. She seemed oddly satisfied.

	Zack couldn’t believe the conversation he was having. It scared him how calm he was starting to feel after talking to Lambda. Deep down, he knew his calm nature was directly linked to the familiarity of the situation. He ignored the pinching sensation in his head and focused on the matter at hand.

	“Right, my name is Zack. It is a pleasure to meet you, Lambda.” Zack winced at his own words. He sounded too formal, and it made him feel idiotic.

	Something is wrong with me, Zack thought, feeling a little nervous now.

	Lambda followed up with another simple question. “Zack, how much do you weigh?”

	Taken back by the odd question, Zack responded unsure. “I believe just under 170 pounds. Why?” he asked hesitantly.

	Zack got his answer just seconds later. Lambda arched her body and dashed toward him. With a simple tug of his school uniform, she threw him across the school roof with all the love of a rhinoceros. Stunned by this act, Zack only waited for the bone-crushing pain that would come once he smashed into the ground. Before he hit solid ground however, a giant explosion ripped the area of the roof apart where Lambda and Zack were just standing. He then swiftly crashed to the roof. The pain was far worse than he expected, but not worse than the elevated situation. Things looked like they were escalating to a whole new level.

	“Enemy target identified. Activating Zero Barrier,” echoed Lambda.

	Hold on, did she just-

	Just then, a ripple in the sky appeared and spread out above the school rooftop. It almost seemed like a mirage of some kind. The disturbance made no noise and distorted the space it crossed for just a second. The haze-like display panned out about twenty yards before disappearing into the sky, leaving Zack to only dread what was coming. Had there been no distractions, he would have noticed the muted sounds from beyond the rippling sky while everything within remained unaltered.

	Zack’s ears were still recovering from the explosion, but that didn’t stop him from hearing more voices along with Lambda’s. They almost sounded malicious despite the robotic frequency used to vocalize their words. As Zack looked to the source of the voices, he stared in disbelief.

	“Oh god . . . they are multiplying?!”

	Hovering above the rooftop with their arms crossed, five dark figures floated in place. They were covered in metallic armor from head to toe and their faces were completely sealed away by a full face visor. Reflecting the morning sun, their armor glimmered of black and gold. The sight slightly blinded Zack. When he got a better look at them, he found their appearance to be similar to black diamonds.

	 “Corruption target analysis complete. Initializing Combat Mode. Commencing attack,” spoke one of the black entities.

	Zack cringed. “What I would give to have these things disappear right now,” he uttered under his breath. Fear was creeping up his spine like a venomous spider. What floored him further was what Lambda did next.

	“Command acknowledged. Threat level thirty one percent. Appear, Chaos Weapon 26: Executioner. Now engaging.”

	It was spectacular. Zack could barely follow what was happening. In less than a second, Lambda sprung from the rooftop and smashed into one of the hostile AI units. When Zack looked closer, he could see that Lambda had deployed a much larger weapon then the one he had seen previously. The weapon’s blade was double the width of Lambda’s arm and had a row of bladed teeth on both sides, like a chainsaw. The monstrous weapon rested in the gut of the black AI unit in front of her. With an effortless flick of her wrist, she flung the AI she pierced behind her as if it weighed less than a piece of paper. Seconds later it exploded into billions of black bits. The display was mesmerizing.

	Lambda turned in the direction of the remaining AI units. “Enemy numbers reduced. Four targets remaining.” Her voice remained cold and robotic.

	Zack couldn’t help but feel a sense of terror amidst his fascination. After all, Lambda was taking out high end Combat AI units from what Zack could tell. From their design and presence, he got the impression that what Lambda was doing was nothing short of unbelievable.

	The remaining AI units now appeared to be confused by the development befalling them. Their actions mimicked those of poorly choreographed dancers floating in the air.

	“Regrouping. Battle capability-” The remaining four units suddenly stopped mid-sentence as sparks began to emit from their pointed heads.

	Zack stared in astonishment. Are they overloading!?

	Lambda didn’t let them get another chance to make a move.

	“Continuing assault. Appear, Chaos Weapon 19: Ouroboros,” echoed Lambda’s cold voice. As she spoke,  the long blade on her hand suddenly vanished, quickly replaced by a long black whip. The whip coiled like a dark serpent and surged with red lightning. In just a blink of an eye, three of the four remaining AI units lost their heads. The resulting explosions rocked the roof of the school as they came crashing down.

	Falling to the ground from the sudden assault, Zack could barely bring himself to stand once more. He didn’t even see Lambda move her arm in the last attack.

	“Mission objective failed. Target beyond containment-” The last unit was then sliced into dozens of pieces by Lambda’s serpent whip of lightning. All Zack saw was several sudden flashes of light, followed by the black bits of the exploding AI.

	Zack just stared above. As he watched Lambda’s hair flap in the wind, he felt another pinch in his head as he suddenly thought Lambda’s hair was blonde. He blinked twice, and shook his head. In the end, there she was. A cyber maiden of death, clad in black. All he could think at that moment was just how alluring and terrifying she looked.

	What is she? All of this is far too real and . . . familiar. He didn’t like the thought. It brought back old memories he wished were forgotten.

	Lost in thought, Zack didn’t even notice Lambda slowly floating back down to the rooftop. She had retracted her electric whip back into the black void of space it was summoned from and appeared to be assessing the results of her engagement. She then turned to Zack and began to approach him.

	“Damage assessment: host body zero percent; terrain damage twenty three percent. Zero Barrier containment: Faulted. Intrusion imminent.”

	Zack just stared in a daze. Everything at this point was exhausting him.

	Lambda then knelt down and peered into Zack’s eyes. Her visor quickly digitized into fake space to reveal her hypnotic, intensely burning eyes of scarlet.

	“Can you stand? Do your legs need maintenance?” Her face was blank. It was almost more cruel in Zack’s eyes, as he knew for a fact that she was being serious. Still, Zack had difficulty looking straight at her.

	In a chaotic calm, Zack responded. “What is going on?”

	Lambda was silent for a few moments. In that time, both just stared at each other. There was just something so depleting in Lambda’s eyes that Zack couldn’t get riled with the situation unfolding around him. He felt calm, but also noted the hair sticking up on his arms.

	Lambda broke eye contact as she rose up. “Lambda’s mission was to locate and meet with Zackary Allan Knight. Male. Eighteen years of age. Student of Horizon Academy of Abingdon, Virginia. Ranked first among the student body in academics. Hobbies and interest include-”

	Zack held up his hand again. “Wait a minute. You were sent to find me?” Zack found this piece of information equally troubling and confusing.

	Lambda nodded as if it was the most natural thing to do. Her blank expression was starting to get on his nerves.

	“Why?” Zack didn’t know what else to ask.

	Lambda’s gaze faltered. Zack took this time to stand as well, but was a little unsettled by the sudden silence. When he gazed into Lambda’s eyes once again, he was sure he saw them quiver.

	“Lambda . . . doesn’t know.” Her response was filled with uncertainty.

	“You don’t know? How can you possibly not know?” Zack asked now getting annoyed.

	Lambda seemed to be bothered by Zack’s tone. It looked like she was struggling to search for a logical reason.

	Zack was left dumbstruck. AI programs aren’t supposed to behave like this. There are rules and guild lines all AI programs have. Just what is she exactly?

	Zack thought back to when Lambda threw him aside. Had she not done that, Zack would have surely been killed by the other AI unit’s attack. By all rights, Lambda had no business or reason to save him.

	Zack no looked to Lambda with a hard expression. “Why did you save me?” Zack was blunt, his tone unwavering.

	Lambda quickly jerked her head up to look at Zack. Slightly startled by this sudden act, he moved to a  defensive stance as Lambda’s eyes began to glow crimson. Bits of code began blazing across her retina with speed that rivaled the sound barrier. Lambda spoke seconds later.

	“Mission Directory not applicable. Action Log showing new entry. Manual Overwrite protocol issued. AI Safety Claus 3, Article 52 in violation. Project Lambda program status: System Reset.”

	Zack was still trying to process ‘Manual Overwrite protocol’ by the time she finished. What did stick with him though was the last part.

	System Reset? Zack prided himself in being a gifted programmer, but even this went beyond him. Nothing was adding up, and the more he thought about it, the more he was dreading not running in the opposite direction.

	Zack shook his head. “You didn’t really answer my question-”

	With a resounding crack, a slit just above the school rooftop opened. The crevice raged with black energy and a torrent of chaos seemed to go on infinitely on the inside as the crevice widened. Both Zack and Lambda stared at this phenomenon dazed by the spectacle.

	“Worm Drive detected. Two targets confirmed,” echoed Lambda, now completely reverting to the blank, robotic state that she had possessed when fighting off the AI units earlier.

	Zack didn’t get a word in as two shadows emerged from the black chaos moments later. The crevice quickly receded behind them as they touched down on the rooftop of the school with grace and procession. The person on the left had golden hair and was dressed in a similar outfit as Lambda. The other on the right donned a white mask and black coat.

	The woman smirked. “I hope we aren’t interrupting anything, are we?”

	The masked man chuckled. “Come now, Laura, don’t be rude. We wouldn’t want the boy to get the wrong impression, now do we?” The masked man folded his arms. His eyes had the look of death in them.

	Zack’s blood ran cold. I’m so dead.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]  

	The Director rubbed his temples. He was having a hard time processing what he had just been told. He understood that the Lambda unit was powerful—he of all people knew this the best. Still, even still . . .

	“You are saying that Lambda took out five Class S God Mods?”

	Karen gazed intently at the Director. Her posture didn’t falter. “Correct. It is estimated that the Lambda unit didn’t even use forty percent of its power. We have greatly underestimated it.”

	The Director slammed his fist on his desk. Karen jumped ever so slightly from the sudden act of violence.

	“Inexcusable! You are the lead technician that has overseen Lambda’s development. You of all people should have known its capabilities and relayed that to Core HQ!” The Director cursed under his breath.

	“I’m sorry. I wished to bring Lambda in undamaged. The resulting error in my calculations is-”

	“Enough!” The Director rose from his chair. “I had my doubts that Lambda would be easy to apprehend, but still . . .” He clenched his fists with fury. “I had higher hopes then this.”

	Karen was left speechless. She had no worlds to defend herself with.

	The Director sat back down trying to calm himself. He pulled a handkerchief out of his breast pocket and wiped the sweat from his face. His temper had calmed slightly, allowing him to take several deep breaths, but his sour expression remained visible.

	“What is our course of action?” asked the Director.

	Karen didn’t get to answer the question as the door to the Director’s office swung open. Standing outside the door was Richard. His face was agitated.

	“I find it unnerving how you two are discussing this matter without me present.” His tone was sharp.

	Karen didn’t give him the satisfaction of a retort. Instead, she spoke to the Director once more. Richard took notice to this, only rolling his eyes.

	“Director, perhaps it would be best to monitor Lambda for now.”

	The Director seemed a little surprised by Karen’s suggestion, but upon seeing her expression, he gave it a little thought.

	“To be frank, I don’t like it. We need to get Lambda back before it starts to cause problems and people start asking questions. The longer we wait, the more chances the Lambda unit has to be seen by the public eye, or cause havoc.”

	“True, but at the moment we don’t have a better alternative. If Lambda was going to do anything, it would have done so. Its programming won’t allow it to do something without the proper coding.”

	Richard interjected. “I’m afraid you are very wrong, my dear.”

	Karen shot Richard a sharp look, which didn’t deter him. They may have been husband and wife, but their prides as researchers almost always came first in their relationship.

	“I did some digging and I found something interesting.” Richard pulled out a circular device. With a click of his finger, a transparent screen appeared between them and the Director. The image before them appeared to be a large data bank. The massive amount of information and code listed raced upward on the screen as Richard scrolled.

	“I mentioned that Lambda never received its final programming.” Richard’s face darkened. “It’s actually a lot worse than that.”

	The Director got a cold sweat. “What has been done to the Lambda unit?”

	Richard cleared his throat. Even he didn’t want to believe it. “It would appear that Lambda was completely reset. Its Master Operator has been cleared as well, so now it has no higher authority to answer to. All prior programming done to limit the Lambda unit’s functions have been removed.”

	The Director almost forgot to breathe. “You mean to tell me that the Lambda unit can imprint and obey just about anyone it comes in contact with?” spoke the Director through clenched teeth. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

	“I’m afraid that is the case, but that isn’t the worst of it. It also seems that normal protocols and limiters have been removed. As of right now, Lambda has the full capacity to learn without restriction.”

	The three stood in silence. No AI was given this freedom. All AI were structured and programmed to allow only the most basic of learning parameters. It was only in field combat and other forms of military operations that AI were allowed to even learn at all. In almost every other case, strict limitations were given to the AI to make sure that it never went outside its programming.

	The Director’s Com-Linker broke the silence. Still in a bit of a daze, he answered quickly.

	“What is it? I’m currently in the middle of something very-”
      “Sir, you requested to be informed right away when we were able to pick up a visible feed of Lambda’s location. We were able to hack into a school’s security network and have gained control of the-”
      “Put it on my screen right now!”

	Seconds later, another monitor lit up the office on the right wall. All eyes immediately zeroed in on Lambda. It didn’t take long for them to notice that it was with another person. There were also two other figures who appeared to be on the school rooftop with Lambda.  

	The Director jolted from his seat and came closer to the screen. As he did, he felt his pulse suddenly rise dramatically. With a look filled with contempt, he spat only one word.

	“Stigma!”

	   

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Abingdon, Virginia - Horizon Academy - School Rooftop - Day]

	Zack couldn’t move. He just had this terrible feeling that he could not explain. It was something he had never felt before, something cold. Chills went up and down his body as he sensed the pressure around him. The two individuals before him weren’t here by chance. They were here for a reason, and it didn’t look like they took kindly in having their time wasted.       

	Zack’s eyes soon found their way to the woman’s long, blonde hair flowing in the light breeze. That annoying pinch in his head reared its ugly mug once more. This time, he was trying to remember.

	“See, look what you have done, Laura. You’ve scared the boy.” The masked man let out a small chuckle. It made Zack’s skin crawl.

	The woman shrugged. “It’s a shame that-”

	“Appear, Chaos Weapon 59: Extinction Cannon.”

	Zack’s head whipped to Lambda in surprise. By the time he had his eyes on her, she had already downed her visor and was materializing a massive halberd cannon from the black void of negative space just above her shoulder. The cannon was huge, at least thirty feet in length. The giant black weapon seemed to pulse with power as steam hissed from several vents around the huge beast. When Zack looked to Lambda, he saw not a single shred of doubt in her stance. She was going to fire this thing.

	“Wait, Lambda! You can’t fire-”

	A blinding flash of light exploded in front of Zack. He shielded his eyes from the tremendous glare out of fear of going blind. The heat from the light was intense, almost burning the palms of his hands. It was only moments later that the light began to fade and Zack was able to see once more. What he did see wasn’t what he was expecting.

	Lambda laid spread-eagle behind him. She was currently a foot into the school roof with fragments of the roof sitting behind her. A long skid mark marked the twenty or so feet that she had traveled. The giant cannon once in her possession was nowhere to be found.

	“It’s rather rude to interrupt someone having a conversation, no?” The woman with golden hair spoke in a ruthless tone.

	Zack turned to her, his eyes widening as he noticed the large sword the woman was brandishing. The weapon was slick, like chrome. Its mucus-colored center at the base of the hilt glowed and pulsed like a tumor.

	Laura noted Zack’s stare. She shifted the blade over her shoulder. The silver weapon reflected the burning sun as the sphere in the center of the hilt began to light up.

	“Like what you see? It’s not every day you get to see a one of a kind weapon like the Nullifier,” she boasted. “It certainly does its job well.”

	Zack’s eye twitched. He was certain that he had seen this woman before.

	All of a sudden, he recalled the name of the weapon. He had read on the net a newspaper article that talked about this “Nullifier” weapon. It had mentioned a certain individual who was convicted of murdering several CEO chairmen from specific Tech companies. They were calling it the “Null Deaths” as the perpetrator used a outlawed military prototype to kill the victims in the Cyber Network. He racked his brain trying to remember the convicted felon and what they looked like.

	It then hit him all at once. Not just who the woman’s name was, but where she was from in his forgotten memory, as well as the identity of the man standing next to her. In a mere instant, Zack’s body swelled with newly recalled anguish. It took all he had in him to suppress the overwhelming emotion he thought he had long forgotten. Despite this, Zack was able to keep it together.

	He took a breath, trying to calm himself. “You’re Laura Richter, the Null Death killer, aren’t you?”

	Laura’s boastful smile quickly vanished and was replaced with a scowl. “Careful, boy. You wouldn’t want to get me mad.” Her tone was fierce.

	Zack didn’t waver as he turned to the masked man. “That must mean that you’re Corson, the leader of that terrorist group . . . Stigma.”

	Corson erupted into a fit of laughter as he held a hand to his mask. Zack found this unnerving, but also frightening.

	His overwhelming presence hasn’t changed.

	Corson ceased his laughter. “My, my, we’ve got quite the little scholar here. The Null Death case has been erased from public records and hardly anyone remembers it now. To link that to Laura and myself in just a short amount of time . . . very impressive, boy.”

	Zack didn’t know how to react. He sensed he wasn’t being condescending, but why did he feel like he was being threatened?

	Without warning, Lambda bolted to a standing position. The act was so fast Zack forgot she was originally on the ground, incapacitated. Her body then began to glow red as sparks of energy danced around her. She extended her arms and cocked her head back as she began to hover in midair.

	“Releasing Oblivion Weapon 4: Chaotic Sanctum.”

	A torrent of ruby red energy balls then scattered all over the roof of the school. Each ball pulsed with an electric current. They gave off a bloodlust that rivaled that of genocide.

	Laura’s expression turned even more serious. “Oblivion Weapons? That wasn’t in the report from our Babel contact!”

	Corson’s eyes narrowed. “It would appear there are a number of things they didn’t tell us,” he spoke in a deep, booming voice.

	The way his voice deepened sent chills down Zack’s spine. Without seeing his face, Zack knew that he was furious.

	“Eliminating hostile target,” came the frigid words of Lambda. She stuck her hand out, pointing in Laura’s direction.

	Zack felt compelled to do something, though he didn’t know what was the right course of action at this point. It looked as if whatever Lambda had summoned for a weapon could very well destroy the school. At that point, he just made a call and went with his gut.

	“Lambda, stop!”

	She ceased suddenly. Her head turned to Zack, her manner and tone unchanging. “Hostile targets are still a threat. Destruction. Best course of action.”

	Zack rolled his eyes. He knew Lambda didn’t care if she blew up the school.

	“Just stop!” he bellowed.

	Lambda stared blankly. “Is this an order?” She seemed almost annoyed now.

	Zack’s expression hardened. He knew she would listen to him. Otherwise, he would have been dead awhile ago. Lambda was here for him, that much he knew, and he was betting that she would obey him.

	“Stand down,” Zack replied sharply. He would have seemed really cool if it weren’t for his legs shaking. Despite his conviction, he couldn’t help but doubt his actions.

	Will she actually listen to me if I give her orders?

	Thankfully, the red balls vanished and Lambda ceased emitting a glow of the same color. She seemed conflicted as her visor vanished from her face.

	“Lambda doesn’t understand. Why do you wish to spare the hostile targets?”

	Zack let out a huge breath. “I’m just glad you listened,” he said, now feeling a little lighter.

	Corson broke the silence. “Looks like things just got a lot more difficult.”

	Zack turned to Corson. He could tell he looked ready to snap his neck. Clearly, Corson wasn’t a man of patience and grace when he was riled.

	“What are you talking about?” Zack inquired, trying to probe.

	Laura glared. “Insolent fool! How dare you act so-”

	Corson silenced Laura with a stern stare. He looked back to Zack, with the same eyes.

	“Something rather foul and irritating has been brought to my attention. Forgive me, I’m just absolutely livid.” His voice echoed with utter rage.

	Despite Corson’s cryptic and heated response, Zack was quickly putting the pieces together. He knew their appearance here was no coincidence. Still, what was their angle?

	“So, what now then?” Zack was trying his best to be firm in his stance, though it took a lot of effort to keep his knees from buckling.

	Corson growled under his breath. “Step aside and allow us to claim what we came for. If you comply, I promise no harm will come to you,” he grinded, trying to hold back his anger.

	Zack swallowed hard as he tried to keep standing. He was now starting to have trouble breathing while trying to keep his cool before the omnipotent man before him.

	Corson continued. “Relinquish your control of the Lambda unit now, boy. I’m growing tired of this distraction.”

	Zack was horrified of the words that came out of his mouth next. They just slipped out.

	“I don’t get another option?”

	Before he could reel over his idiocy, Laura was quick to jump down his throat.

	“You diseased little brat!” Laura arched her Nullifier blade and prepared to swing.       Lambda suddenly dashed in front of Zack, causing Laura to hesitate in her attack. Corson  quickly intervened, stopping the assault completely.

	“That’s enough Laura!” he shouted heatedly.

	Laura then shrank away as if she were a wounded animal.

	Corson then turned to face Lambda with wild eyes. “Why do you protect this boy?”

	Lambda stared back, her mouth slightly agape. It looked like she couldn’t answer. Corson found this to be aggravating beyond anything else.

	“This is ridiculous,” he said, clenching his fist. “Boy!” He extended his hand outward and pointed at Zack. “Hand over the AI unit or suffer the consequences!” He had lost all patience at this point.

	Zack was left quaking where he stood. He didn’t know how to answer. He knew if he stayed with Lambda he would surely suffer more of this insanity and chaos. Even so, he just couldn’t bear the idea of abandoning Lambda. To him, she seemed like a lost girl. She didn’t know what was right or wrong and needed someone to guide her. Perhaps it was fate, perhaps it was destiny. Regardless of what it was, it was calling him.

	He closed his eyes, and for a moment, he saw the broken smile of a girl with swaying hair of gold. Tears rushed down her cheeks as her mouth moved. Zack didn’t need to hear her voice or the words she spoke, for he remembered them now. The memory of loss, and the pain of regret.

	He opened his eyes, now shining with new purpose. Right then, he stopped waiting for something to happen and made a real decision. It was time he made a choice for himself.

	“Lambda stays with me. You can’t have her,” Zack stated flatly.

	Corson’s eyes widened with fury. “Excuse me?”

	“Maybe you didn’t hear me! Lambda is with me and she is staying by my side!” Zack could hardly believe the words coming out of his mouth, but he couldn’t help but smile. At that moment, he felt so free, as if a giant weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

	Corson and Laura stared, absolutely numb with rage. Lambda, on the other hand, turned to Zack. She didn’t know what this was, or what was really going on, but she felt compelled to speak two simple words.

	“Thank you.” Her voice sounded quizzical.

	Zack didn’t get a chance to respond to her as Corson slammed his foot into the ground, cracking the tile beneath him. His eyes radiated with an intense hate.

	“You will soon come to regret this decision. You have no idea what you’ve done, you naive, spoiled child.” He spun on his heel and began walking away. “Laura, we’re leaving. Contact Nerine for Worm Drive coordinates,” he said strictly.

	Laura reluctantly followed. She tapped her wrist lightly and appeared to whisper something. Seconds later, she held out her hand and the black slit appeared once more to open to the dark chaos from which they had emerged. Without another word, Laura proceeded to leap into the void. Corson was soon to follow, but halfway through he stopped to turn back to Zack.

	“I don’t know you yet, boy, but in time I will. You will pay for the shame you caused me. I hope you understand just what you have become a part of.”

	The black void that first spit out Corson and Laura swirled behind him. Corson gazed in Zack’s direction with smoldering fury once again. His eyes nearly looked to pull Zack’s flesh off his body. Moments later, they vanished into the dark void. The slit quickly closed behind them, leaving Zack finally able to breathe easily.

	“At least that’s over. Now I can relax, I think,” he said, relieved, as his knees gave out.

	“No time,” Lambda replied dully.

	Lambda’s words made Zack want to vomit. “Come again?”

	Lambda turned to Zack with a blank expression. “The Zero Barrier was faulted in its execution. Containment was not one hundred percent, resulting in leaks. There are many acting bodies that are heading to this location due to the cracks in the Zero Barrier. It would be best to leave immediately.”

	Just then, Zack could hear the clamoring of harsh voices climbing the stairs to the school roof beyond the door to his right. The loud echoes convinced him that a large amount of people were rushing to the roof. The growing wail of sirens in the air didn’t bode well either.

	Zack’s head slumped. This was the price he was going to have to pay for choosing to keep Lambda by his side. He had hoped it wouldn’t be this soon.

	“So, what is the plan?” He was almost weary to ask.

	Lambda was silent for only a second. “Can you fly?”

	It was hilarious how she thought it was a legitimate question.

	Zack rolled his eyes. “How can you seriously ask that question?” Zack waved a hand around his face and gestured to his whole self. “I’m human. What do you want from me?”

	Lambda nodded. “Very well, take Lambda’s hand.”

	Again, Zack was a little reluctant to abide by her command. With apprehension, he took hold of her hand. It was surprisingly warm.

	“Activating Worm Drive.”

	The familiar black slit returned. Though Zack appeared to look surprised, he found the development oddly within his estimates. Although a weary smile formed on his face as he began to whimper unconsciously. He looked to Lambda with a weak expression.

	“Is it a bad time to mention I’m afraid of the dark?”

	Lambda didn’t answer as the two of them were swallowed by the black chaos of the pulsing wormhole.
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	[January 6th - Undisclosed Location - Day]

	Corson smashed his fist through one of the white walls located in his living quarters. The glaring obstruction defiled the perfectly kept area. To Corson, it mattered little.

	“That kid is going to pay for making a fool out of me.” He didn’t even feel the pain coming from his bruised fist.

	Laura was not fazed by Corson’s anger. “There wasn’t much we could do with Lambda acting as the boy’s shield.”

	Corson straightened. “Perhaps, but that still doesn’t make me feel any better. Thanks to this blunder, we now have to rethink our strategy in order to advance.” Corson then gestured to the wall and held his hand out. The living quarters then began to buckle and bend as the room took on a new shape. The area quickly was transformed into a weapon room coated in dark metal. Computer monitors littered each wall and where the tempting white sofas once sat lay tables of weapons of all sorts. The calm tranquil setting that once occupied the room quickly died and was filled with unmatched bloodlust.

	“Computer, access the school registry for Horizon Academy.” Corson commanded.

	A robotic voice sounded over them. “Authority recognized. Now beginning search through student directory.”

	Both Corson and Laura stood silently as the computer raced through the register of all the enrolled students at the private academy. Corson didn’t even blink as he waited motionlessly.

	“Scan complete. Image one hundred percent match. Zackary Allan Knight. Senior. Age eighteen. Male.”

	       Corson spoke. “Computer, run a background check on Zachary Allan Knight and all known associates.” Corson’s mannerisms seemed to have a heated drive.

	“Acknowledged,” came the flat voice of the computer before Corson. “Running Background scan.”

	“Prioritize family members and their background. I want to know everything about this boy and what he has been up to.” It angered him that some nobody had interfered with his plans. Corson wasn’t one to believe much in fate, but he most definitely didn’t believe in coincidences.  

	Laura spoke up. “What of Lambda?”

	Corson turned to her with a looming gaze. “The Lambda AI unit is our top priority, but the best way to get our hands on it now is to go through this Zack boy. It may be wise to try and bring him to our side. Though slim, he might understand our cause if he is shown the truth.”

	“Yes, but I was referring to the holes in our own information regarding Lambda. It was originally supposed to obey us. More importantly, it far exceeded our estimates on its combat strength. I think we may have gone into this a little too aggressively. There are already signs of foul play at work here.” Laura was firm in her words.

	Corson stared at her with an unwavering look. He found it frustrating, but he knew that Laura was right. Something did smell foul.

	His eyes narrowed. “Perhaps it would be in our best interest to find out what happened before the hacking that allowed for Lambda’s release. Lambda had to be tampered with and likely the one who tampered with it was our contact within Babel. The question is why?” Corson crossed his arms as he pondered.

	Regardless of their Babel contact, Corson found Lambda’s behavior most unsettling. It appeared as if it was making choices on its own. If that was indeed the case, then the things had been taken to a whole new level. It still didn’t change what needed to be done. He needed Lambda; that much he knew.

	“What needs to be done above all else is to keep our timeline in proper condition. That being said, we must get Zack Knight on our side, whether he likes it or not.” He brushed his coat asides, his gaze intense.

	“Also, instruct Nerine to try and dig up anything on our mystery contact in Babel. Anything will help at this point.”

	Laura nodded. She moved to contact Nerine, but the soulless words of the computer’s voice before them stopped her.

	“Targets acquired matching search features,” spoke the computer flatly.

	“Laura,” Corson said flatly.

	“Yes?” she replied curiously. His gaze was strong.

	“Ready your squad. You will lead them in our next mission.”

	Laura paused. “The rookie as well?” She didn’t seem pleased.

	Corson nodded. “He is hotheaded, but useful. Bring him along.”

	“He is outright undermining,” she shot back strongly.

	Corson didn’t change his mind. “Bring him, that is an order. In the meantime, I will give the boy one last chance to make the right decision. Am I clear?”

	Laura was silent for a moment. “What if he decides to join instead?”

	Corson laughed demonically. “He is at best a smart kid, but a sheltered and spoiled one at that—an elitist just like the rest of society I’d wager. The likelihood of him joining us is lower than our chances of obtaining Lambda with brute force.”

	Laura shook her head. “I hope he is smarter than that. He doesn’t understand how foul society is from the inside.”

	Corson only shrugged. “In time he and everyone else will see that we fight for the people. The government labeled us terrorists for a reason. It is simply because we are a threat to them.”

	Laura smiled. “I look forward to the day where the people will rejoice at the sound of our name instead of responding with fear and disdain.”

	Corson reached around and held Laura at the waist. Her face quickly flushed by the gesture as he pulled her close. “As do I, Lady Laura.” He then pointed to the monitor before them. There were three photos projected on the screen from the computer’s background search. The one on the right end was highlighted and blinking. Laura looked closer and quickly realized who was in the photo.

	“Isn’t that . . .”

	Corson nodded. “So, how do you feel about pop stars?”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Abingdon, Virginia - Unknown location - Day]

	With all the grace of an angry bear, Zack was thrown out of the torrent of black chaos and came in contact, face first, with solid ground. After coming to a rolling stop, he managed to get to his knees before the pain really settled in. When Zack decided to actually take in his surroundings, he noticed where they were. The shimmering lake before him seemed so tranquil, almost tragic.

	“This is the county park. Of all the places, why here?”

	Zack barely finished his sentence when Lambda exited the wormhole and landed perfectly right before him. The black hole vanished seconds later.

	“The time is currently 12:21 PM. As today is a Monday, most people are in school or at work. Park traffic is minimal now. This was the best computed option within the limited range given by the Worm Drive.”

	Zack’s eye twitched at the sound of her words. He took to standing and tried to summarize everything that had transpired up to this point.

	“Anyway, you want to explain to me who those people were and why they’re after you? I hope you can at least answer that much given that I’m now a part of this.”

	Lambda stared blankly at Zack with her crimson eyes. “Lambda’s release override was activated during hibernation sleep within Zero Zone server 606. All systems have been reset. There is no documentation or log of any inputs made to Lambda’s main program and function to narrow or locate foreign party responsible. As such, Lambda’s release from Stasis Lock has not been given the proper clearance. AI prototype, Lambda, is not supposed to be operational.”

	Zack stared curiously. “Why were you created then? What is your purpose?” he inquired.

	Lambda stared blankly back at him. “You do not have the proper clearance to ask for that information.”

	Zack stared slightly miffed. Come again?

	“You’re kidding me right? At a time like this you are going to withhold information? Don’t you think it would be best if I knew why you are being hunted?” Zack was starting to get agitated now.

	Lambda plainly looked at Zack. “Logic would have called for you to step aside and not interfere. Your decision to welcome danger is rather disturbing,” she said directly.

	Zack rolled his eyes. Great, an AI with no filter.

	Still, Zack rubbed his temples in an effort to calm an upcoming headache. This was getting him nowhere. He needed a different approach if he was going to understand Lambda’s origin at all. As she was the only clue he had, Zack was compelled to probe her for information as best he could. Otherwise, he was in for an uphill battle that he had no chance of winning.

	“You said you were being held on one of the Zero Zone servers right?” Zack was trying to see what questions Lambda would answer. If possible, he was hoping he could use Lambda’s own logic against her. With any luck, he hoped he could get something he could use to making his next move.

	Lambda stared blankly. “Correct. Lambda had been in Stasis Lock for just under 5,000 hours.”

	Zack now paused a moment to think about what she had said.

	Only Babel would have the resources to store something like this on a Zero Zone server. What did they plan to do with her?  

	Babel was a collective whole of many working governments and countries run by the Grand Twelve. These twelve elected officials were the ones that ran and oversaw the Cyber Network as its own separate government. If Babel was possibly behind Lambda’s origin, it opened the door to many more possibilities given their vast reach both politically and resourcefully. Again, it came back to the big question of Lambda’s purpose.

	Lambda cut Zack’s thoughts short. A little unnerved he was interrupted, he looked to Lambda, but was left surprised by what she said next.

	“Lambda would like to ask a question.” Her tone almost seemed to have a bit of curiosity riding in it. It was faint, but still there.

	Zack could only stare at her. “You have a question? What is it?” He was a little taken aback.

	“Why did you not stand aside and instead involve yourself in this matter? Lambda has processed the scenario over and over, and while it was Lambda’s mission to find you, Lambda doesn’t understand why you would want to put yourself in danger. Lambda finds your choice to allow this both illogical and foolish.” She looked down as she finished. The look in her eyes told Zack that she seemed confused again.

	Zack smiled faintly. She does seem kind of cute when she’s confused.

	Zack felt a prick in his chest as he recalled the image of the girl in his memory. Her words were now echoing in his head. He had forgotten that she was crying then.

	He then looked at Lambda, a little nervous. “You remind me of . . . someone that was close to me.” His last few words were greatly muffled.

	Lambda perked up. “I’m sorry, Lambda didn’t hear the last part of your sentence.”

	Zack grumbled. “You remind me of someone that I was very close to.”

	Lambda’s eyes widened. Truthfully she hadn’t the slightest idea why Zack was acting in such a strange manner, or why his face was now flushed red. She didn’t quite notice it, but deep down, something stirred within her. She was given knowledge of the human condition and the many expressions and emotions that existed within the human species. She did understand them to a degree, but still had difficulty comprehending such things. They all seemed so foreign and alien to her. If she was right, the emotion that Zack was showing on his face now was called embarrassment, according to her data banks.

	She then recalled the words he used. With the speed of lightning, she quickly analyzed his sentences and choice of words. After she processed it all, she could sense the same stirring feeling from before. She placed a hand on her chest and looked at Zack, who continued to stare at the ground rather awkwardly. Lambda . . . is warm. The ideas and senses that she was experiencing were all new to her. She wasn’t human, but her physical form was able to express human emotion as allowed by her programming. What Lambda didn’t know was that this privilege was something she was never meant to have.

	Zack couldn’t take the silence anymore. “Anyway, we’d best be moving-”

	Zack’s Com-Linker on his wrist suddenly began to ring. He looked down at the screen and noted the incoming call was from his mother.

	Zack could feel sweat forming on his brow. How do they always know!? He quickly answered the call, setting the call to audio only.

	“Hello?”

	“It’s your mother.”

	Zack winced, hoping it to be some glitch. “H-hi mom. To what do I owe the pleasure?” His shaky voice was not convincing.

	“School called and said that you vanished after second period this morning. Got an explanation? I do believe we have already had this conversation about skipping school right?” Her voice sounded rigid.

	Zack’s face paled. Did they install a GPS on me or something?!

	Regardless, Zack couldn’t bring himself to tell her what was really going on. After all, he never really trusted his parents with sensitive information since they didn’t trust him and always wanted to poke into his business.

	Spiteful as it may have seemed, Zack formulated a random excuse to get his mom off his back for the time being. “I-I was feeling rather sick so I went home.”

	Silence hung on the line before Zack’s mom responded. “Is that so?”

	Zack could hear the probing words as if she was trying to detect his lie. Zack didn’t realize that his palms were starting to sweat heavily.

	After an extended period of silence, Zack’s mom spoke again. “Very well. Oh, and before I forget,” she added as if it was more a hassle than anything else. “Do try your best to get to your sister’s concert today. Your father and I aren’t going to be able to make it.”

	Zack’s fake smile quickly turned to a scowl. Truthfully, he had completely occupied himself with what was going on now. However, his mom’s dismissing tone reminded him of one of the most hated things his parents did: put their research and jobs before their kids.

	“You know, she was really looking forward to you guys being there. What have I told you about making promises you can’t keep?”

	Zack wasn’t surprised. He wouldn’t care if his parents completely ignored him. Frankly, he would have welcomed it. However, his little sister was different. It was times like this that his hatred for his mother rose to great levels. She had always been alarmingly cold and dismissing. Even when his sister became the popular star she was today, no congratulations came. It was truly sad.

	“You know I’m the one that always has to calm her down over the phone as she cries, right?” Zack’s voice was still filled with contempt. At least acknowledge that you’re breaking her heart!

	Zack’s mother sighed. “She’s a strong girl. She will understand.”

	Zack held back his rage as he clenched his fist. “You once had human compassion. I’m sure you understand.”

	Silence hung on the line for several seconds.

	 “Just be sure to be there for your sister in our place.”

	“I always am,” Zack shot back coldly. A second later, the screen on his wrist vanished.

	Lambda leaned around Zack’s shoulder and peered up at him. “Lambda senses elevated blood pressure and high stress levels. Are you overheating?”

	Zack ignored her. He just gazed outward at the shimmering lake in hopes that it would soothe his soul a little. It didn’t help much, but it allowed him to at least not have to think for a second. That was, of course until his wrist rang again. Frustrated he answered rudely.

	“Anything else you want to point out, mother?”

	A dark voice chuckled lightly. “Zackary Allan Knight, I presume?” The voice was deep.

	Zack’s body arched. “Who is this!?” He looked down at his wrist and noted the blocked number. Only audio could be heard.

	The man on the other line chuckled again. “Come now, boy. Am I really that forgettable?” The man’s voice was calm, but sharp.

	Zack felt his body arch. “Corson.”

	Zack stood frozen with fear. He already found out who I am?! He’s good, real good.

	“Please excuse my behavior at our last meeting, I’m normally much more composed. If anything, I should be thanking you.”

	Zack narrowed his eyes. “How so?”

	Corson’s tone changed to a more apologetic one. “No need to be coarse. To have Lambda under your command is impressive. It is a bit of a setback for us of Stigma, but we are willing to offer you a full partnership into our society. We hope you agree-”

	“I have no desire to be part of a group of nut jobs that kill innocent people. You’re just bloodthirsty terrorists with a problem with authority.” Zack’s response was heated, but even.

	Corson’s tone returned to being dark and grim. “So you feel the way Babel regulates the Network and claims to help those struggling by relocating them is fine then?”

	Zack scowled. “You think you have some kind of right to disregard the laws and go against the government just because you can’t access the Cyber Network?” Zack tried to sound convincing, but he could hear his own doubt in his tone.

	Corson heard the doubt as well. He pounced on the opportunity.

	“I’m disappointed in you, Zack. I had hoped someone of your intellect could see much further than what you say. It is clear to me now that you’re just another brainwashed fool.” His voice was menacing.

	Zack got a chill. He tried to sound convincing none the less “Everyone is entitled to an opinion, even if it’s wrong,” he replied with a dead expression.

	Corson sighed over the line. “I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but you leave me no choice. We will be seeing each other soon, Zack. Perhaps when we meet next, you will be singing a different tune.”

	Zack’s eyes widened. “Wait, you wouldn’t dare-”

	The call cut out. Only dead silence hung in empty space.

	Lambda inched forward. “Your elevated heartbeat is approaching dangerous levels. Lambda would suggest you-”

	“Lambda!” Zack yelled. “How far can you move with your Worm Drive?!”

	Startled, Lambda replied quickly. “About thirty miles per jump. Why?”

	“Less questions, more action. I need to get to my house right away,” Zack replied, haste marking every word he spoke.

	Lambda didn’t understand the urgency. “Lambda lacks information. What purpose do you have at your dwelling?”

	Zack became irate. “Corson is going after my sister! She goes live in just a few hours and the only way I can contact her is through the Network! So, if there are no more questions, I would like to get to her before Corson does!”

	Taken aback, Lambda stared before the boy that glared daggers at her. The intensity in his eyes radiated with purpose and drive. She was compelled to obey, but moreover, she wanted to help. Why, she didn’t know. All she knew was that Zack needed her, and she wasn’t about to question any further.

	“Lambda will need proper coordinates to reach your dwelling.”

	Zack saw the resolve in Lambda’s eyes just as her visor shielded them once more. He forgot his anger as he found respect in the AI unit before him.

	“Alright, let’s go!”

	Moments later, Lambda opened the hole in space with the Worm Drive. They quickly dove in as they didn’t have much time. Zack did find a certain satisfaction being lead by Lambda into the void of darkness.

	He smiled confidently. I’m coming, Cecilia!

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]

	The Director walked briskly. Following behind him was a tall, well-built woman with long flowing hair the color of a deep rose. She carried a tablet-sized computer that lit her face a light blue color. She blazed her fingers across the touch screen as she marched her dominating frame forward with each stride. She found it a little difficult to keep up with the Director’s fast pace, but this wasn’t anything new. Margret had been working for the Director for years and had learned to deal with a lot of things that normal people would have lost their minds over. Being the head communications and server security leader did make for a hectic job. She found a certain calm in the chaos.

	“Have you made the call?” the Director stated solemnly.

	Margret nodded as they rounded a corner and passed several people in lab coats. They all gestured to the Director as he walked by. His authority and presence was highly intimidating.

	“They have already arrived. They are waiting in your private quarters for the final order. They will only speak to you as per their orders from their superior.”

	The Director nodded as he continued his dominant march. “Very good. Cancel all my appointments for the remainder of the day.”

	Margret didn’t seem pleased. “You are aware of what is planned-”

	“Was I not clear?” The Director’s eyes were burning.

	Margret stared back just as heatedly. “Maybe you want to explain to your staff why everyone is pulling overtime without knowing the direct cause?” Her tone was strict.

	The Director chuckled deeply. “Karen keeps some strange friends. It is a wonder she tolerates you.”

	Margret smirked. “Perhaps you should have a chat, as you were the one who hired me with her recommendation.”

	The Director’s smirk faded, but his voice still carried humor. “Perhaps you are right,” His tone then quickly changed. “Regardless, only select people need to know the situation. Controlling and regulating what is said and heard in the facility is part of your job too.”

	Margret wasn’t a fool. She knew when and where it was time for jokes. She quickly nodded and pulled her pad in front of her as she began to type. Still, the level of urgency and stress that was lingering in the facility was smothering. She found it difficult to suppress her urge to dig for answers to questions she wanted answered.

	Margret cleared her throat, putting aside her own desires. “Everything will be taken care of. You have my word,” she replied to the Director with a small bow.

	The two then stopped at an elevator door. The Director spoke with his back to Margret.

	“I expect you to perform flawlessly. Don’t pick today to screw up or go snooping,” he said, his voice as hard as steel. He pressed his thumb to the elevator touch pad, which scanned his fingerprint and allowed the doors to open. Just as he entered, the Director stopped.

	“You are to exchange no words with the Doctors about this meeting. Do you understand?”

	Margret sensed the threat within the Director’s words.

	She nodded. “Of course.”  

	With that, the doors closed and left Margret where she stood.

	What does he mean by that? She wondered.

	Something was off. With the growing anxiety floating around the facility, Margret knew that she needed to find out what was really going on, regardless of the Director’s warning. Understandably, she was nervous.  

	Project Lambda. Why does that name still give me chills?

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The Director’s private elevator slowly descended. On board, the Director rubbed his temples in an effort to release the tension building between his ears.

	“This is turning into a complete mess. The higher ups are going to have my head.”

	The monitor to his right came to life. The man on screen was one of the council members under the Director’s chain of command. He looked flustered.

	“I just got off the line with an Envoy of the Board. They aren’t happy.”

	The Director rolled his eyes. “Tell me something I couldn’t predict.”

	“They are giving you full Administrative authority to clean this mess up as fast as possible. They said not to worry about any collateral damage, but to limit outsourcing. It also goes without saying that your entire reputation was on the line. They are giving you a chance to make this right. After all, they worry that one of them might intervene.”

	The Director stiffened. What was in motion couldn’t be undone. However, he couldn’t deny that he was going against the Board with his next move. He had no regrets. He was left with little choice.

	“You are to report to the Board personally in the next six hours. They expect results by then,” concluded the man on the screen.

	The Director shook his head. “It won’t be that simple. To attain Lambda as it is now will require more time.”

	The man stared at him darkly. “For your sake, make it happen. The Board isn’t one for failure. As Head Director of our District, you should be aware of this, Charles.” The screen went black seconds later, leaving the Director alone with his thoughts.

	“They don’t care about any collateral damage, huh? The Board is starting to become far too arrogant in its decisions.” His thoughts turned to the words of warning spoken by his colleague.

	Let’s hope that none of the Three feel the need to involve themselves personally.  

	The elevator came to a stop seconds later. Upon the doors opening, the Director was greeted by the sight of three dark figures. He marched on past them with his hands behind his back. His stance remained firm.

	“So, all I get is three? I asked for more,” the Director fumed.

	One of the dark figures stepped out of the shadows and into the light.

	“You ought to be grateful you were sent three Void Moderators.” The voice was female, but the Director couldn’t see the face of the person as it was hidden behind a metal mask. The two slits where eyes were supposed to be seemed so dark and hollow.

	“The Board isn’t overly fond of those associated with the Three.” Charles’ words hung in the air. “After all, you are mere attack dogs, phantoms of the Network, controlled by the infamous High Kings.”

	The masked woman flung back her jet-black hair that was tied in the back. She took a step closer to the Director, revealing her battle suit of deep violet.

	“We don’t answer to you and care little for what your “Board” thinks of us. As far as we are concerned, you and your Board are just old dogs with no bite.” Her words stung like venom.

	The Director stared back with an icy gaze. “And you would be wise to know your place as well.”

	The woman backed off, falling silent. The Director nodded and gestured to the remainder of the people behind her to come closer. He took a seat at his desk and pressed a button, making a small flash drive spring out of the computer next to him. He pulled the small memory card from the computer out and handed it to the dark woman.

	“What you need to know is on that data drive. Your mission is very simple, but don’t let that make you think it will be easy.”

	The woman inserted the drive on her right wrist upon taking it from the Director. “Am I to assume we are allowed the use of deadly force?”

	The Director nodded. “Correct. However, your focus is the Lambda unit. I would like to minimize bystander involvement.”

	“Is that all?” The woman didn’t seem amused.

	The Director smirked. “What, the infamous Void Reapers feel this will be easy?”

	The woman gestured to her team. They quickly headed towards a separate elevator on the left of the Director’s private office. She then turned to look at the Director. He could hear the faint sound of laughter.

	“On the contrary. This hunt will prove quite challenging.”

	 


 

	 

	[4]

	Cyber Network

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 6th - Abingdon, Virginia - 43 Academy Drive - Day]

	Zack’s touchdown was no different than usual. Any worse and he would be going face-first through a window in his own house. Instead, he stuck with the faceplant into hard soil as he was thrown out of Lambda’s wormhole.

	Would it kill someone for me to land feet first out of this thing? He turned around, trying his best to mask his pain as Lambda exited the black hole. Her elegance in her landing had to be a way of making fun of him.

	“This is your dwelling?” Lambda said, tilting her head while looking at the unimpressive building. “It is quite small.”

	Zack ignored her. “Not important. Let’s move, I don’t know how much time we have.” Zack quickly rushed into the house and scrambled to his room. He bolted to his desk and pulled up his computer. His fifty-two-inch monitor flashed to life as he dove for his mouse. He was alarmingly composed. Frankly, he found it frightening. However, Lambda ruined that composure when she appeared out of one of her wormholes in the center of the room.

	Zack reeled, surprised by the sudden invasion. “Do you know what a door is?!”

	Lambda’s visor vanished from her face to reveal furrowed eyebrows. “Was Lambda not supposed to follow you?”

	Zack let out a sigh. “Never mind. More importantly, get ready for a Dive. This will be the fastest way to get to my sister.”

	Lambda seemed unable to comprehended the need to enter the Network. “You can’t call her? Surely this is a rather roundabout way to alert your sibling of the impending danger that is approaching her.” Lambda was being rather direct, which irritated Zack.

	He tried to keep his voice even as he explained. “Before shows, her manager basically locks her on a private server to prepare mentally and physically as the concerts take place on the Network. Her manager is kind of a witch and won’t let anything distract her beforehand. It doesn’t help that she isn’t too fond of me either.” Zack paused for a moment, now with a melancholy expression. “However, I was given the passcode to enter the server, since she knows I’m the only family member she has that actually comes to see her perform.”

	Lambda folded her arms, looking to be thinking hard. “What do you mean this “manager” person is a witch? Does she ride on a broom-”

	Zack wanted to hit his head on the desk “No, look. All you need to know is this: my sister can’t be reached unless I directly go to her private server. I can access it since I have the passcode to that private server. In order to do that, we need to Dive and enter the Network. Clear?” Zack stared strictly into Lambda’s red eyes.

	“Lambda understands. However, it is important to note that Corson lacks your sister’s location as well. He will surely pursue a similar method in attaining your sister’s physical location,” she replied, now rather focused.

	Zack nodded, realizing that Lambda brought up a solid point.

	Lambda continued. “He will surely try to hack her account within the Network to find her body’s location in the physical world. To ensure her safety and make her aware of this danger, you must prevent Corson from hacking her account to ensure her safety for now.”

	Zack nodded again, pleased that Lambda was on the same page as him. “I’m glad you understand. Prepare to Dive . . .” Zack trailed off, now coming to a realization.

	Lambda tilted her head unsure how to respond. “Is there a problem?”

	“You don’t actually need to come. It may actually be better for you to remain here and watch over my body,” Zack suggested.

	“Lambda is coming with you,” stated Lambda rather forwardly.

	Taken back, Zack didn’t know how to really respond. “It really isn’t necessary. It won’t take me too long to get to my sister. I’m sure she will understand when I explain the situation.”

	Lambda shook her head. “Lambda insists . . . I . . . come.”

	Zack stared at her bewildered. The way she said her last few words seemed like she couldn’t believe the words coming out of her own mouth. It was like she couldn’t understand how she made a decision on her own.

	Zack didn’t see any need to argue at that point, nor did it fit into the tiny timeframe he was given. He didn’t have time to sit and argue whether Lambda would stay and wait or come with him. Truthfully, he didn’t want her to come given that he would have to explain to Cecilia why he was with someone like Lambda. It didn’t bode well in his mind.

	“Can you upload without a Docking Terminal?”

	“Correct. Lambda only needs a Port via any electrical device connected to the Network servers in order to enter the Cyber Network.”

	Zack was impressed. She made it sound so convenient in that she didn’t have to lie down in a chair while syncing her brain waves and consciousness to the Network server.  

	       Zack said no more as he leaned back in his chair and pressed a button on his keyboard. A message then popped up on his screen, followed by a robotic voice.

	“Launching Network procedures. Account Holder registered. Preparing Network Upload. Dive commencing,” announced the voice. Zack’s chair then lit up with blue lights along the edges as it began to recline. He rested his head and gave one last look to Lambda.

	“Try to be subtle in your upload. The last thing we need to is to draw needless attention to ourselves,” Zack said with a weak smile.

	“Understood,” Lambda replied soullessly. She didn’t smile back.

	Zack’s computer spoke again. “Upload complete, initializing Gateway. Network Location set. Avatar construction complete. Welcome back, Zackary Allan Knight.”

	Zack’s vision went white. His body tingled all over as the glaring display covered his whole body. His pulse quickened as he felt a rush of cold air crash over him. It almost felt like he was skydiving. The intense wind and fuzzy sensation through his whole body just made the experience so intense as he was sucked into a vortex of code.

	“Server 346, fifty one percent full. Network Transfer complete. Welcome to the Cyber Network,” came the pleasant voice of a woman in Zack’s ears just moments later. It sounded like a prerecorded message done by a telemarketer.

	Just seconds later his vision returned as he appeared within a large purple pentagram rotating clockwise. He then looked up and noted the second world before him, the Cyber Network.

	   The world wasn’t much different than the physical world, but there were glaring differences that set it apart. The sky never changed from its perfect blue image with few clouds hovering above. The artificial rays created by the image of the sky above stimulated parts of Zack’s brain to allow him to feel the concept of warmth within this virtual world, much like all the feelings felt in the Cyber Network. The sky was also heavily populated by dozens of large holographic screens that hovered in the air. The display on them ranged from random video feed from other servers to commercials of products created by an array of different companies. These image broads populated many other areas of the world and were found everywhere, just hovering in random areas on any given server. The only other thing that really stuck out was everyone’s appearance.

	In the Cyber Network, people were represented by their Avatar. These Avatars had certain customizable features and thus allowed a person to appear how they wished with limitations keeping them from appearing as anything but humanoid.

	Zack reached up and adjusted his collar, straightening the long, white coat he had  adorned upon entering the Network. The coat had a design of gold thorns on his left arm as well as gold cufflinks. His build and appearance remained the same, his dark hair gently ruffling in the wind. Only his attire had changed from his school uniform to a black casual shirt and jeans.

	Zack stood silently as many people around him walked by with little regard to his presence. Their joyful expressions and laughter caused a small sting inside of him. A look of sadness could be seen in his eyes as he gripped his coat’s sleeve.

	Zack shook his head to shake out the unpleasant thought and looked to his surroundings once more. He had appeared in a lush park, filled with dozens of people walking around. They seemed cheerful, like it was just another day in the physical world. For Zack, there wasn’t time to enjoy the sights and embrace the peace he saw around him. Ironically, it all shattered quickly.

	“What is that?!” cried out a young girl behind Zack. He quickly took note as to where she was pointing and saw a large black ball of red lightning burst into existence. Zack gazed in horror as he realized that Lambda’s way of entering the Network was going to set off a million alarms.

	This is what she thinks is subtle?!

	A giant red field in the shape of a diamond appeared and covered an area of about twenty square feet in the peaceful park just below the sparking orb of lightning. The red lightning propelled out of the center of the black sphere and bounced off an invisible field at the edge of the diamond frame below as the sphere grew to six feet in size and began to take a humanoid shape. Zack then saw Lambda slowly rise up with her arms fully extended upward and her body slightly arched backwards. Her entrance was indeed stunning and showy, but at the same time it had captured the attention of the entire server.

	Wonderful start, Zack thought sarcastically.

	Moments later, Lambda’s upload field vanished and she opened her eyes. She gazed at the alarmed people before her before stopping her gaze on Zack. She didn’t say anything and paid no real attention to the people staring at her. She just walked over to Zack nonchalantly.

	“Why is your attire different than that of your physical form? You weren’t wearing that white coat before we entered the Network.”

	Zack felt a pinprick in his chest. “I-It was a gift,” he mumbled while averting his eyes.

	Lambda leaned in. “A gift?”

	Zack rolled his eyes, losing his patience. “Hold the questions, we need to move. You already drew way too much attention.” He then grabbed Lambda by the hand and started walking quickly to a point in the park where the stares weren’t as bad.

	Once out of the line of sight from most of the people around, Zack waved his hand out in front of him and materialized an emulated screen. He pulled the screen with his finger a few times to reach a tab labeled “Channel List”.

	“She is currently in her server. It should be a straight shot for me, but I’m not exactly sure how you transfer from server to server,” he said wearily.

	Lambda didn’t seem worried. “There won’t be a problem. Once loaded to the Network, Lambda is free to move with no limitations. Gaining access to your sibling’s channel will be a simple task.”

	Zack was still a bit worried. “I see. Well, just follow me, and you should be-”

	“Hey, you!”

	Zack’s head whipped around.

	“You there, with the white coat and the girl in black! You are in violation of Regulation Number 477 and 234: Illegal use of Avatar and Upload Corruption! Don’t move or we will be forced to freeze your Avatars!”

	Zack stared at the two men before them. They were wearing a blue and black suit and had a dorky looking hat that appeared to be too big for either of them. They looked well built physically, but seemed to lack an authority presence. They came off more as annoying than threatening.

	Zack sighed heavily. “Great, they sent the Probes after us.”

	Lambda’s eyes radiated and began to glow. “Shall I eliminate them?”

	Zack was surprised by the hostile intent. “That won’t be necessary. They are just lowly Admins with little power.” He smiled awkwardly. “They are kind of a joke.”

	Zack recalled another name for the two men before them. Probes were called many things, but Zack’s personal favorite was the blue Power Rangers.

	Zack looked to Lambda. “Moving along now. Follow my lead.”

	Lambda did as she was told. Strangely, she instinctively went for Zack’s hand. She didn’t understand why she did so, nor did she understand the strange flutter in her chest. She chalked it up as a mere distortion in how she was materialized into the Network.

	“Hey! What do you think you are doing-”

	            The two Probes didn’t even get to finish as Zack and Lambda quickly vanished, leaving nothing but a small sparkle of code behind them.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Undisclosed Location - Day]

	Laura’s eyes stared intently at the elevator doors as she felt the metal box slowly fall further into the heart of their stronghold. Corson’s words were still ringing in her ears as the elevator came to a stop and opened its thick doors to reveal a large room with a ceiling nearly eighty feet in height. The floor was lightly padded with a sturdy foam-like material. Laura’s boots sunk into the material as she made her way into the room. The large lights above her lit the massive area and racks upon racks of weapons could be seen lining the entire outside of the room’s walls. This was a training ground.

	She stopped when she came into view of the sixteen men and women training before her.

	“Commander present!” shouted one of the men.       

	Everyone ceased their actions and turned to Laura. All of them wore black uniforms that were fitted with metal plates along their bodies. Several of the men and woman wore helmets that concealed their faces. All the helmets and uniforms were embroidered with a white cross.

	Laura smirked. “Rejoice, team. Finally, our Leader has gifted you all with a mission.”

	One of the masked men stepped forward. He had a strong build, broad shoulders, and impressive form. He crossed his arms over his imposing physique, making for a powerful presence.

	“What is it that our Leader commands?” His voice was calm, but Laura sensed he was on edge.

	“Unruly as always, Krieg. Most rookies tend to speak to me with more respect.” Her eyes narrowed with discontent. Many others in the room could also feel the rising tension. The spectacle wasn’t new to them, though.

	The man that had spoken earlier stepped forward. His aged features put him in his late forties, but his build was sturdy and commanding.

	“Apologies, Commander Richter. Krieg has been rather difficult to control as of late. Much like the rest of us, we grow restless in anticipation of our Leader’s plans,” the man said with a bow.

	Laura let it drop, but didn’t take her eyes off of Krieg. She peered into his soulless face shield, black as the void. “All is fine, Captain. More pressing matters have a higher priority.” She then gestured and directed their attention to the screen she projected off her wrist. The image before them was of three profiles characterizing their targets.

	Laura’s expression turned serious. “The two on the left are the ones you should familiarize yourself with as they will pose a threat in our mission. Our main target, is the girl on the right.”

	Krieg broke in. “We are now stooping to kidnapping?”

	“Krieg! Hold your tongue!” yelled the Captain.

	Laura held up a hand, silencing the man. Her eyes didn’t leave Krieg. “The girl is Cecilia Elizabeth Knight. Onstage, she goes by the name Luna Nova. For the purpose of our Leader’s goal, we must find this girl and bring her in. Does this bother you, rookie?”

	Krieg’s arms fell to his side. “You have the location of the girl?” Krieg probed, sounding agitated.

	Laura’s gaze deadened. “Her physical location isn’t known to us. Given the limited time we have, this is the best course of action. Our mission is to Dive to the Network and hack her account Avatar to ascertain her exact location.”

	Several whispers could now be heard among the soldiers in black. Krieg said no more.

	“What is the purpose in attaining the girl?” asked the Captain.

	Laura looked to him sternly. “That is classified. Our mission is to find the girl’s location, so our Leader’s plan can move to the next phase.”

	“And what exactly is that?” asked Krieg, once again on the offensive.

	Laura leered in his direction. “You need only follow our Leader’s orders. Questioning every step only hinders the plan’s time table.”

	Krieg clenched his fist. “How long are you going to keep that charade up? Tensions among Stigma and all its branches are starting to affect us all. Now you tell us we are kidnapping a child?” Krieg’s body was radiating. “Forgive me if I have a few questions concerning our Leader’s orders, given that he has seemed to have forgotten the moral code we used to stand for.”

	Laura scowled. “As those trained to be the elite force in Stigma, your focus should be on the task given to you. Need I remind you that you and everyone else here joined on your own accord knowing this.”

	The area fell completely silent. No one spoke. The tension felt like fifty-pound bricks pressing down on everyone’s shoulders.

	Laura ignored the pressure. “Now, can I rely on all of you to do what is expected of you?”

	All of the soldiers in black stood in attention. They spoke in perfect stereo. “Yes! Commander Richter!”

	Laura noted Krieg’s salute. For now, she let his brash attitude go.

	“Very well. Prepare for a mass Network Dive.” She then smiled in a rather sinister manner. “We wouldn’t want to miss the little princess’ performance, now would we?”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Server 346 - Unmarked Skyscraper - Day]

	The hollow, black eyes of the lead Void Reaper stared at a small device on her arm. A red dot blinked rapidly as it rushed across her screen. The woman’s hair flapped in the wind as she gazed intently at the device from behind her mask.

	“Has the target settled, Overseer?” came the deep voice of one of the Void Reapers from behind. His tense posture made his toned physique stand out through his armor.  

	“It would appear our target is heading to a private server. I leave the details to you, Foresight,” Overseer said firmly.

	Foresight nodded. “Consider it done.” He quickly pulled a small monitor up on his wrist and began typing on the transparent keyboard projected out before him.

	“Clairvoyance, have you scouted the perimeter and the server layout?”

	The space behind Overseer rippled like water before splitting open. The third Void Reaper leapt from the blackness and landed before her. He rose to his feet and stood in attention.

	“The area will be easy to infiltrate and set up. However, the amount of Account Holders that will be present will be our greatest challenge with this server being the host of a large concert program.”

	Overseer looked out and below. They were sitting on top of a giant skyscraper, overlooking a Concert Hall that was preparing for the event Clairvoyance mentioned. The warm sun above beat down on them as a calm wind blew. The soothing nature was wasted on the armor they adorned, glimmering from the beating sun above.

	“Foresight, did you ever get the specs on this Lambda AI program?” Overseer’s tone seemed more curious than serious.

	“That would be a negative. However, from what intelligence I was able to gather, it would appear that this AI far outclasses God Mod specs.”

	Overseer chuckled. “Sounds promising.”

	“Indeed. Shall I inform the Director of our progress?

	Overseer shook her head. “We take orders from our High King. We don’t need to check in with the fool.”

	Foresight stepped in. “But orders were to follow his.”

	“Since when have you ever known our High King to give orders as simple as that?” she replied back with light laughter.

	“Point taken,” replied Foresight with a nod.

	Overseer ceased peering down from the skyscraper. “Move into position. I want everything to be ready the moment that AI unit leaves the private server.”

	“Acknowledged,” both Void Reapers responded.

	Without another word, the two Void Reapers leapt off the side of the building and propelled down the side. They appeared to sparkle like violet crystals.

	Moments later, a large black hole swallowed them, appearing just below them as they continued to freefall past the monstrous building. The hole quickly consumed them and vanished seconds later, leaving no trace that the two even existed.

	Overseer leaned back from the edge after she noted they had vanished. She couldn’t help but chuckle deviously.
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	Luna Nova

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Private Channel Server 23D11 - Day]

	Cecilia sat nervously as she panned through a giant laundry list of items and accessories including: skirts, jeans, shoes, boots, hair clips, and many more. It was only an hour to her biggest concert ever and she still hadn’t decided on what she wanted to wear on her Avatar. Nothing seemed to match her long strawberry blonde hair and fit her thin frame just quite the way she wanted it.

	The area in which she had secluded herself was a spherical room with dozens of monitors moving and hovering around her. The room was completely green all over and had only a large sofa in the center with a glass table for furniture. Cecilia truthfully didn’t need anything else in the room as it was only used for her to prepare for her concerts. Still, as she stared at the small screen before her she still just couldn’t figure out what was the best choice. She even opened another monitor several times larger, but the increased size of the image didn’t do much help for her decision.

	She sighed heavily. “I need to make a decision soon, but . . .” She trailed off, seeming a little down. “Zack is always here to help me. It isn’t like him to not be here, especially at such a crucial time like this.”

	A monitor off to Cecilia’s right appeared and floated over toward her. The image on the screen was of an older woman in her late thirties. Her tied up hair and glasses paired with a sharp business dress gave her a refined look.

	“Cecilia, I trust that you are nearly ready?” The woman’s tone sounded slightly belittling.

	Cecilia tried to lie. “I’m practically done Sarah. I just need to finalize a couple of things.” Her wavering voice didn’t sound very convincing. Sarah wasn’t buying it one bit.

	“Listen, Cecilia, as your manager I strongly suggest you get your act together. This is your largest concert to date. You can’t screw this up.” Her words were far from comforting.

	Cecilia’s head fell. She fiddled with her thumbs as she felt like she was being scolded. Then again, she hardly knew what it felt like to be scolded. She practically didn’t have parents, after all. The whole reason she tried so hard to become the pop artist she was today was to make her parents proud of her and finally see her as an individual. It was a selfish reason, but an honest one.

	“H-have you heard from my brother?” Cecilia’s voice was almost a whisper. Despite that, her manager heard her loud and clear.

	Sarah sighed. “I’m sure he will be there as he always is. Just try and get ready please.”

	Cecilia could hear the kind words under Sarah’s strict tone. It made her feel a little better.

	“I will be ready. I won’t disappoint the people who put all the hard work into this event,” Cecilia replied more confidently. She understood what she had to do, but she wished she had someone with her to give her a little push, namely, a family member. However, Zack was the only member of her family that seemed to care.

	Sarah broke her train of thought. “The concert begins in fifty-seven minutes. You are to be ready and on the main server in the next twenty. Being late doesn’t work on the Cyber Network when you can appear anywhere immediately,” Sarah stated frankly.

	“I will be there, thanks for always working so hard,” Cecilia replied back quickly.

	Sarah gave a weak smile. “Oh, this is nothing compared to my old job. Back then, one little mistake spelled death. This is a much more relaxed line of work,” she finished with a wink.

	With that, the screen vanished. The only sound that could be heard in the room was the faint noise of the monitors humming.

	Cecilia leaned back on her coach and gazed at the lime green ceiling. She felt a little jittery and stressed. She needed to relax. That being said, she did the one thing that came naturally to her. She closed her eyes, and began to sing softly.

	 

	“Silent child, what can you see?”

	“High in the sky, I can no longer be.”

	“Rise my angel, I have come for thee.”

	“Take my hand, and I will set you free.”

	 

	The words were tranquil, yet filled with such deep sadness. It was through song that Cecilia coped with her emotions and her frail disposition. She could only hope that one day her voice could reach her parents. Still, the peaceful quiet relaxed her. But that peace didn’t last long. Instead, the room’s monitors suddenly began flashing red and blared loud sirens. In just seconds, Cecilia went from feeling relaxed to almost having a panic attack.

	“Warning. Foreign signature detected. Server channel compromised,” came the metallic voice of the computer. The room still was flashing and blaring noise. Cecilia didn’t have a clue what was going on.

	“W-what?! What does that mean?!” Cecilia shouted as she stood up. Her legs were shaking. She barely got by with dressing her Avatar, much less understanding the full workings of the virtual world.

	“Server breached. Foreign account unrecognized. Security protocol disabled-”

	The whole room went black. Terrified, Cecilia stood frozen in the room. There wasn’t so much as a sound, just empty darkness. What is going on? Is the power out? Did I do something? What am I supposed to do now?!

	The lights returned. The sudden glare blinded Cecilia for a brief moment, but as her vision returned, she was faced with a new phenomenon. Just ten feet in front of her, a black slit split space and opened to reveal a gaping hole. Seconds later a figure was thrown out of the hole and hurtled toward Cecilia. Frozen with a combination of fear and surprise, she could only stare dumbfounded as the person crashed into her with the force of a wrecking ball. She was thrown back into the couch while the figure was propelled into the wall behind her. Upon the person’s body hitting the wall, the room rippled from the impact. Due to all the commotion, Cecilia didn’t even notice the second person appear as the black hole receded into nothingness.

	“I swear, it’s just one problem after another with her. I should have known she would trip the server’s firewalls when coming here,” came the groaning voice of the intruder.

	Cecilia, still reeling from the pain caused by her assailant, poked her head above the couch. What she saw made her face light up with joy and fury at the same time.

	“Zack!?”

	Zack tried to put on his best expression, which failed miserably. “H-hi, hope I didn’t come at a bad time.”    

	Cecilia stared at Zack, dumbfounded. “You are an idiot.” Her tone was flat. Despite being beyond happy to see him, Cecilia just couldn’t show her true feelings at the moment. After all, he did greet her with all the grace and love of a enraged gorilla.

	“Sever entry successful. Fatalities and collateral damage minimal.”

	Cecilia nearly jumped out of her skin. With speed she didn’t even know she had, she spun around to see the origin of the voice she heard. When her eyes laid upon Lambda, she was left speechless at the goddess before her.

	So . . . beautiful. Her eyes scanned Lambda’s slender body and toned structure. Her delicate hands and powerful eyes made Cecilia feel like she was melting. Even her long hair and imposing stature had a similar effect, but most of all . . . her incredibly cool-looking outfit.

	Still reeling from the appearance of the divine being before her, Cecilia spoke. “Zack . . . who is that?”

	Zack rose to his feet. He didn’t know how to play this. “Would you believe—my girlfriend?”

	Cecilia whipped her head around sharply. “Impossible.” 

	Her words stung Zack despite his response being completely fraudulent.

	You could at least give it a chance, he huffed to himself.

	Lambda now looked at Zack. “Sibling union successful. Zack, please commence data upload of current circumstances for your blood relative.”

	Zack ignored her. “Sorry, Cecilia, but you see . . .” he paused as he tried to figure out what would be the best way to introduce Lambda. He went with the most basic lie.

	“My friend here tagged along with me since she is a huge fan of yours,” he said, sweating bullets. “And I wanted to check up on you,” he added, sounding more sincere.

	Zack didn’t want to alarm or send his sister into a panic right away, but he now had a confused and irritated sister on his hands. What made things worse was that somehow he had to convince her to cancel her concert. If she went on stage, she would be a sitting duck for Corson.

	Zack sighed heavily before the task at hand. I’m going to be hanged for this.

	Cecilia stared darkly at Zack. “Liar.”

	The word pierced Zack with such intensity he thought he was hit by a javelin.

	Cecilia didn’t let up. “You’re a terrible liar, Zack. Now, answer my question.” She pointed to Lambda. “Who is this person?”

	Zack was worried how he was going to come out with everything. Taking no additional time to think, he sighed and gave his sister the answer she demanded.

	Zack took a deep breath. “Her name is Lambda, and she is a AI Combat unit that has come under my . . . possession.” Even Zack didn’t know how to say the last part. He was pretty sure his choice of words was not correct, but given the current circumstances, that made the most sense. Cecilia didn’t seem to buy it.

	“Were you listening before, Zack? Enough of these stupid lies. What is really going on here?” Her tone was low and strict. She didn’t seem like a sixteen-year-old.       

	Zack shook his head, now taking on a more serious tone. “I’m in trouble,” he said frankly.

	Now Cecilia’s expression changed. Instantly, worry was running up and down her spine. She saw it in his eyes- he was telling the truth.

	Cecilia swallowed hard.  “What kind of trouble are you in?” She tried to prepare herself for what Zack would say. However, nothing could have prepared her for what Zack was about to tell her.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th. Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]

	Richard burst into the Control Lab where Karen was diligently working with several Tech Agents. Their monitors were ablaze with images from all around key areas in the Network. He noted the emphasis on the large monitor before him targeting a lone private server as well as several other signatures that were associated with it. He scowled darkly.

	“Why wasn’t I told of this?” His manner was coarse.

	Karen turned to gaze at him with squinted eyes. “Your presence wasn’t needed, so you weren’t alerted.” She returned her gaze to the monitors. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. Everything is under our control.”

	Richard’s eye twitched. “So that would mean you are aware of the fact that the Director sent Void Reapers?” Anger could be heard between his words.

	Karen’s eyes widened ever so slightly. “I wasn’t told of this. How did you acquire this information?” she replied sternly.

	“I intercepted another account trying to lock onto Lambda’s signature. The account type used is consistent with Void Moderators.”

	Karen’s expression returned to normal. “It is possible, but that doesn’t mean it could be a Void Reaper. It could just as easily be a rogue Corrupter.”

	Richard spat. “How do you figure? Who other than us would know where Lambda even was?”

	Karen gazed at Richard with soul-crushing eyes. “I can think of a few.”

	Richard froze. What does she mean by that?

	Karen continued. “We have already concluded that the terrorist group Stigma is very likely responsible for setting Lambda free. It can easily be them.”

	Richard took a firm step toward his wife. “He is with Lambda still. This means that he thinks she is in danger.”

	Karen looked to Richard, a little unsettled by his cryptic words. “What are you getting at?”

	Richard’s tone became grave. “It’s Zack. Our kids are with Lambda.”

	Karen’s expression didn’t falter. “I’m aware of their involvement. It doesn’t change our objective.”

	Richard felt a sharp sting from Karen’s words. “You have nothing to say to the fact that  the object we seek and Stigma are now involved with our own children?”

	Karen’s gaze hardened. “Irrelevant. If anything, this has made the objective of the foreign party clear. If Stigma is after Lambda, they will surely use Cecilia to get Zack to hand Lambda over to them.”

	Richard bit his lip as he tried to keep his composure. “Indeed. What makes me worry more is why Zack is still with Lambda.”

	Karen seemed uninterested. “He never was good at avoiding trouble, specifically in the form of AI units. They seem to be his thing,” she replied ambiguously.

	Richard held back his anger. “Making light of his experience three years ago is in terrible taste, especially coming from the one that brought him into this world.”

	Karen shrugged. “That changes little now. As Stigma wishes to use Zack to get Lambda, we can do the same.”

	“But what about the Void Moderators?” Richard inquired, trying to bring light to what he was sure to be doom if not properly addressed.

	His wife looked to be losing her patience. “I’m telling you, I would have been told-”

	A screen burst to life above her. The stern face of the Director barreled down upon them.

	“Richard is correct. Given the situation, I was left with no other choice but to enlist aid from Babel. They have given me authority over the Void Reapers to ensure Lambda’s capture.”

	Karen now looked enraged. “Why wasn’t I told of this?!” she barked.

	Charles peered down with intensity. “Informing you had no meaning. Your job was to monitor the Lambda unit until I gave you further instructions.”

	Karen grit her teeth, unable to say a word.

	Richard moved to speak. “Director, our . . . kids are with Lambda. You can’t possibly think that-”

	“The well-being of your children ranks second to Lambda’s retrieval. I will say it is quite unfortunate that they are involved on such a level,” Charles replied coldly.

	Richard now felt something snap in him. “You think the assassins of the Cyber Network are going to care about anything so long as they bring down the Lambda unit?! They’d soon use my son as a meat shield before they did anything to protect something!”

	Charles noted Richard’s concern, but there was little he could do. “Their orders were to cause as little collateral damage as possible in bringing in Lambda. They will have to come to me-”

	“Those are High King bloodhounds! They don’t answer to you, Charles! If you think they are under your control, you are sadly mistaken!” Richard bellowed.

	Charles’ eyes darkened. “That’s enough!” he roared. “I will hear no more of this! You are to monitor Lambda’s movements and track it, should it make any rash moves. Until the Void Moderators detain Lambda, you will remain on standby. Do I make myself clear?”

	The entire lab was silent. The tension was enough to shatter bone.

	“Should problems arise, Richard, I will do my best to ensure your children aren’t harmed. That I can promise you,” Charles said, with as much concern as he could muster.

	Richard let his head fall. “I fear for their safety, just like any father would.”

	Karen broke in with dark words. “Fear is pain arising from the anticipation of evil.”

	Charles stared intently, unsure what Karen meant. Richard, however, knew of the quote Karen used. She had a certain fancy way of flaunting her intellectual superiority in quoting famous words of some of history’s greatest thinkers and writers. This time, she went with Aristotle.

	Before either of the two men could get a word in, Karen stormed out of the lab without making eye contact. No one made an effort to stop her as the metal door leading to the lab swooshed open and shut behind her swiftly.

	Richard looked up at Charles within the monitor. “I hope you know what you’re doing. You’re dealing with forces that are outside our control,” he warned.

	Charles smirked, finding humor in Richard’s words. “My dear friend,” he said with a chuckle. “That ship has long since sailed the moment the Cyber Network was born.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Undisclosed Location - Day]

	Corson watched intently as he noted Laura’s team was now Diving and racing to their respective positions for the mission. Everything was set. All they needed now was for the main heroine to take the stage.

	“Incoming transmission from Commander Richter,” stated the computer before Corson.

	“Patch her through.”

	            Laura’s image quickly flooded the screen before Corson.

	“We are set and in position. Has the target left the private server?”

	Corson shook his head. “No, and it would appear that that two new signatures entered the private channel not too long ago. I’m left to believe that the boy has predicted our move.” Corson mused to himself. He had underestimated the kid. This was now turning into a brilliant game of chess.

	“Should we try to crack the channel? If we strike now we could-”

	“No,” Corson said firmly. “It would only alert the Network security and kill our chances of getting close to the target. We need to try and hack Zack’s sister’s account as discreetly as possible. The last thing I need is World Moderators chasing us now.”

	“What if they cancel the concert and the target leaves the Network?”

	Corson folded his arms. “Then we will just have to seek alternative means to get ahold of her, but rest assured,” Corson hummed confidently. “I’m already prepared to compensate.”

	“I see,” Laura said proudly. “Then we shall hold position until your order. Commander Richter, out.” Laura’s image vanished and was replaced by the grid layout of the concert location in the Network. Corson eyed the layout carefully.

	What is your next move, boy?

	“Alert, incoming transmission. Transmission encrypted, no video log,” came the monotone voice of the computer once more.

	Corson stared at the screen intently. “Put it through.” His words were harsh.

	The screen turned to static as an altered voice sounded.

	“I overestimated Stigma’s abilities. Your little gang is clearly unreliable.”

	Corson’s eyes thinned. “You have some gall contacting me only to say that. You didn’t honor our agreement. Lambda was to obey us.”

	There was silence. Only the image of static could be seen by Corson’s dark eyes.

	“Lambda was reset as you requested. It was you who failed to get there in time. I’m not responsible for every little variable. That was your job to consider and account for.” The voice was plain-spoken, which infuriated Corson.

	“What do you mean? We arrived promptly to the scene where Lambda appeared. So answer me—why was a simple, normal boy able to control Lambda?” Corson’s voice carried with a unsettling fury.

	“You fail to grasp the situation. Lambda was only able to be reprogrammed where the first person it sees is to be recognized as its Master Control. Its AI intelligence functions like an infant child as it imprints on the first biological human it scans optically. Since its programming was altered and reset, this also reset its master. You failing to get there when it appeared is not my-”

	Corson slammed his fist on the terminal. “You never once stated this! How were we to know this was going to happen when you said it would simply obey us when we retrieved it?!” he fumed. It boiled his blood not being able to know who he was talking to.

	Corson quickly regained his composure. “So, you mean to tell me Lambda will now obey this Zack Knight boy?”

	“Correct. Unless Lambda is reset, it will see the boy as its master. Though at this stage, it would be near impossible to reset it,” replied the contact frankly.

	Corson paused momentarily. “Fine, what are Lambda’s limitations now that it is obeying the boy?”

	Silence gripped the room once more.

	Corson’s eye twitched. “I said-”

	“There are none.”

	Corson fell silent as he suddenly felt a little uneasy. “You mean to tell me that the Lambda unit will do anything the boy says?”

	“Correct. Lambda has been set to consider this Zack character as a top priority. Lambda will not question any command from him.”

	Corson glared, but at the same time, began to laugh wickedly. He knew a system reset for Lambda now was impossible, but his need for Zack’s cooperation became all the more needed for his plan.

	“If that is the case, then, all I need to do is control Zack. Sounds simple.”

	The contact was about to say something but trailed off. Corson seized the opening.

	“What is your angle here? Why contact us after Lambda has evaded us, but not before? What are you trying to do?” Corson asked rigidly.

	A few seconds passed with no reply.

	“You need not worry of my plans. I simply wish to see what Lambda can do. You would be wise to not threaten the boy though. Who knows what a scared child will do when he is backed into a corner while holding a gun.” The contact’s words were grim.

	Corson stuck up his chin. “I will handle the situation. It isn’t your concern.”

	“For now it isn’t. You would be wise to understand that.”

	The screen went black and quickly was replaced with the image from before. The room felt hollow as Corson rolled over the conversation in his head.

	“Did you get that, Nerine?”

	The small video window appeared on the large screen before Corson with the energetic face of Nerine.

	“Of course. The person was using a complex code to hide their location, but with time, I should be able to pinpoint where it came from. Perhaps then we can get a lead on this arrogant jerk.”

	Corson chuckled. “See to it that it is done in a timely manner. I need results if I’m to make any progress in that area.”

	Nerine gave a salute while winking playfully. “Understood, the Diamond Lilly is on the scene.”

	The window cut out seconds later, leaving Corson to mull over his thoughts once more. He then put a hand to his mask, drumming it with his fingers.

	“In time, all will be as I see. Corson the Black God can’t, and will not, fail.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Private Server 23D11 - Day]

	Cecilia sat completely dumbstruck. Over the last twenty minutes or so, Zack had explained his situation in stunning detail. It sounded unreal to the point of pure fiction. However, she couldn’t shake the gravity of his tone as he spoke. Stigma wanted her, as a way to get to Zack who had Lambda. Despite being told all this, it still put her in position where she had to make a very difficult choice.

	“I’m not canceling the concert,” Cecilia stated bluntly.

	Zack nearly fell over. “Did you not hear a word I just said!?” he shouted, regaining his sense of balance once more.

	Zack reeled on the inside. He really had hoped Cecilia would get onboard when he told her the whole truth. Now, he was starting to lose his patience.

	Cecilia folded her arms and pursed her lips. “It’s not like we are in the physical world. Here they can’t kidnap me.”

	Zack reeled on the outside now. “Don’t you get it!? They will hack your Avatar and account. When they do that, they will be able to find your location. They will come and get you, wherever your agency has your body held up!”

	This angered Cecilia. Right now, she couldn’t help but feel pent up as Zack tried to make her understand. The more he tried, the less she wanted to hear it.

	“How do you expect them to be able to get to me during the concert? There are countless AI programs and security forces set up for my concert. You expect that Stigma is going to be able to get through all of that?” Cecilia shot back heatedly.

	Zack groaned. “Stigma is notorious for causing chaos in order to fulfill their goal. What makes you think a little security is going to deter them?” Zack shot back strongly.

	Cecilia didn’t want to hear this anymore. She took to standing and glared at Zack. “I’m doing this concert no matter what! Even if the world explodes or our parents don’t show up, I don’t care . . . I’m doing it!”

	Zack was a little taken aback. The fresh tears forming on the corner of Cecilia’s eyes told him that she was far too emotional and stubborn to be persuaded at this point.

	Zack exhaled heavily, shaking his head. His temples were throbbing with frustration.       “This is ridiculous,” he groaned. “Why are you being so selfish right now?”

	Cecilia didn’t know the answer. There was something about the whole situation and the girl named Lambda that she didn’t like. It reminded her of a time that she couldn’t stand to look at her brother. Back then, something to do with AI units took place. She didn’t like the way Zack looked and moped around the house then. She didn’t want that event to repeat.

	Cecilia looked to Zack and then to the girl standing behind him. “Why are you with her?”

	Zack’s face twitched. For some reason, he found Cecilia’s word choice rude.

	“Her name is Lambda. Try to at least manage that,” Zack said with a little force.

	Cecilia heard Zack’s warning. She decided it wouldn’t be a good idea to test his patience given the subject at the moment.

	“What do you plan to do if Stigma shows up, anyway? You’ll probably just get in the way of the real security.” She had a bit of sass weighing on her words.

	Zack ignored the attitude. “Your staff security isn’t aware of Stigma appearing at this event, whereas I am. If I were to inform your staff of this, they would immediately cancel the event given Stigma’s reputation. They wouldn’t want to risk it since they aren’t stupid.”

	Cecilia turned her head away from Zack as she puffed out her cheeks. “That or they will think you’re just a crazed fan.”

	“More like concerned and worried older brother.”

	Cecilia stuck up her nose. “They won’t see it like that, I’m sure.”

	Lambda broke into the conversation. “Lambda would like to confirm something.”

	Cecilia looked at Lambda with scorn. Zack found this alarming, as just moments before, she was asking Lambda to be part of her dancers and allow her to copy the outfit she had on to her Avatar and use it for her back-up dancers too. That, of course, was before Zack brought her up to speed. Now, she just seemed to think of Lambda as another enemy of sorts. This confused Zack; he didn’t understand his sister sometimes.

	“Go ahead, Lambda,” Zack said, sounding tired.

	Lambda nodded. “This event is to begin at five o’clock Eastern Standard Time correct?”

	“Yeah . . . so?” Zack replied almost bored.

	Cecilia’s eyes grew wide as her mouth sat slightly agape.

	Not knowing the cause, Lambda stated her observation. “Lambda would like to note that your blood relative’s heart rate has increased alarmingly,” she said as she turned to Zack.

	Zack caught on quickly. Sheepishly, he let out a small laugh. “What is the time, Lambda?”

	“4:37 pm EST.”

	It was almost comedic how casually she stated it.
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	[January 6th - Washington D.C. - Pentagon, Underground Chamber 34 - Night]  

	Charles stood firm as he stared at the metal doors of the elevator he was riding in. Slowly, the steel cage was moving to an area that few had access to.

	 Just beneath the Pentagon was a large amount of private chambers that were used by high-level government officials as secure conference rooms. These rooms were designed in an effort to keep top-level secrets from reaching the wrong ears. At the moment, the Director was about to join a large group of very powerful men from all over the world to discuss the state of their project and the plans for Lambda’s future.

	Charles shook his head. “This is too soon. The Board isn’t going to like what I have to report,” he said, letting out a heavy sigh. Before, he was told that he had six hours. In the end, he was barely given three.

	The elevator stopped and retracted the doors. Charles marched forward where he was greeted by a giant room with a massive table at the center. The room looked to be made of black glass and reflected lines of blue light from along the square-shaped pieces that made up the room. Charles took a seat at the end of the massive table. There was only one chair in the room. The emptiness of the vast area was soon filled by Charles’ words.

	“Web link engage, server code: L11 - 12113241.”

	“Server code accepted. Commencing data link. Welcome back, Director 13,” awoke a voice from within the room of black glass. The mechanical voice had more of a human touch to it, but still had a lingering emptiness in its tone.

	Charles waited patiently as he watched the long table quickly be filled with dozens of monitors that floated in place. Each screen displayed a different person, represented by the overseeing Director. Men, women, Asian, Russian, English; not a single person or place was left unrepresented.

	“Let’s just get on with this,” started Charles with an imposing stare. “So, who would like to go first?”

	The long line of monitors was silent at first.

	“Where do we stand in the operation?” The prominent voice belonged to one of the Directors located on the western side of the United States. Charles couldn’t remember his name. The man’s features were old and looked to have far too many miles on them; yet his shined head and nicely pressed suit gave him a look of importance.

	“I have enlisted aid in the effort to bring in Lambda. As far as damage control, the public is unaware of the events involving Lambda’s escape as of now.”

	One of the monitors grew in size and appeared in front of Charles. It was the second District Director located in Hong Kong. His eyes looked like a cobra, hidden behind his thin pair of glasses.

	“This aid of yours, they are part of your reserve?” the man probed.

	Charles sighed. “They are Void Moderators from Babel.”

	The monitors began to chatter. Charles groaned, knowing what was to come.

	“So, then Babel is aware of your failure.”

	Charles scowled. “Mr. Ling, I’m aware of the circumstances, but Babel was going to find out about this either way. Better to enlist their manpower than to try and fix a problem we simply can’t solve by ourselves. Without the Void Moderators, it would be like fixing a dam with duct tape,” Charles responded powerfully.

	Mr. Ling fell silent, but only for a moment. “Have you heard anything directly from the Twelve or the High Kings, given current matters?”

	More of the monitors began to chatter and murmur words of discontent.

	Charles’ stare darkened as he peered up at the monitor displaying Mr. Ling. “I have received no words from the Twelve or the Three. Given this, I’m sure that they are confident that we can fix this problem without their direct involvement-”

	Mr. Ling’s monitor vanished and was quickly replaced with a new image before Charles. The man on the monitor wore a patch over his right eye and had short, jagged, black hair darting out like a spiked mace. Charles found the man unsightly as he had a thin face with a rather sickly grin, hindered only by his sucking on some kind of candy stick.

	Charles stared at the man intently. He noted the emblem on the man’s breast. It was a picture of a gold planet with a silver ring around it that complemented his white uniform. It was the emblem of Babel. The other observation Charles noted was that below the emblem was a fixture attached to the gold pin. It looked to take on the shape of an eye that appeared to be inflamed. It was then that Charles lost some color in his face.

	“District Director 13, Charles Baldwin,” the man hissed with a smile. “It is a pleasure to meet you.” The man continued to smile with his sick grin. It disturbed Charles.

	Charles regained his composure as he straightened. “The honor is mine,” Charles said with a small bow as he sat. His darkened eyes didn’t quiver as he glared up at the looming man in the screen.

	Why now?

	The man pulled out the piece of candy he was sucking on and tossed it to the side.

	“The Twelve felt that I should be a part of this meeting as I’m the acting commander of the Void Moderators that have been sent to aid you,” the man said playfully.

	One of the monitors spoke up. “Since when do High Kings oversee their own Void Moderators personally?” The voice of the man speaking was a Director from India.

	The man glared. “You ought to show a little respect to your superiors, old man. One whisper to the Twelve and I can have you on the street.”

	The man said no more as Charles drew the attention back to him.

	“If you are indeed here on orders by the Twelve, can you contribute to the cause in bringing in Lambda?”

	The man seemed intrigued. “Ah, yes. I’ve had my eye on that creation of yours ever since it managed to escape. So tell me . . . how fares Babel’s little Enforcer?”

	The room fell silent. The man’s words seemed to ring ominously in the glass chamber.

	“What do you mean by Enforcer?” Charles could tell right away that the man before him knew more than he was letting on.

	The man in the screen didn’t seem pleased as he peered down at Charles.

	“You are a smart man, figure it out,” he replied harshly. He shook his head and started laughing. “At any rate, the Void Moderators I sent will be able to get the job done. You have my word. That should suffice, no?”

	Charles was doubtful. “Lambda brought down Class Five God Mods like it was nothing. No human could possibly bring it down so easily, even in the Network.”

	The man taunted as he waved his finger at Charles. He found it insulting.

	“I’m Dead Eye, the second High King. You will never hear anyone question my ability.”

	Charles felt his whole body racked with chills. “And why do I not feel comfortable about that?”

	Dead Eye sneered. “Because they are all dead.”

	Charles shuddered. Add one more problem to the list.

	

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Night]

	Karen eyed her Com-Linker strongly as she stared at the screen on her wrist. Her thumb was hovering over the send button. There was a contact on the front screen and the “call” tab was highlighted. She didn’t like having to resort to calling a friend for something in this manner, but given the circumstances, she felt it would serve her interests well.

	I’m sure she will rise to the occasion.

	She pressed the button. The earpiece lit up within her lobe as the call was sent. She waited silently as the rings continued to climb in count. Four rings, five rings, six rings-

	“Karen? This is odd of you to call with this number-”

	“Margret, I need your assistance.” She was still rigid from her encounter with Charles, but she managed to keep her composure, speaking calmly.

	Margret was a little surprised by Karen’s call. Her relationship with Karen and Richard went back quite far, and she knew them from the years they attended the same university. She always knew Karen as an odd person at times, but there was something a little off in how she spoke. Just vaguely, she felt like Karen was distracted.

	“Karen, what is it?” she asked with a little concern.

	Karen was quick to respond. “First off, what has the Director told you about the current situation?”

	Margret was a little perplexed by the question. “As much as you, I would imagine. The Director is currently in a meeting with the Board regarding possible countermeasures in bringing in the Lambda unit. What are you getting at?”

	Karen moved to the point. “Lambda has fallen into the hands of my son. Something just doesn’t feel right. I need you to find out how, and why.”

	Now Margret was confused. “I’m no genius, Karen. I’m just the Head of Communications and Data Security-” She stopped, fully processing Karen’s words. “Did you say your son has Lambda!?”

	“So you didn’t know,” she replied curtly. “Listen to me, Margret, there is something very sour surrounding Lambda. I’ve felt this way since we built it. Zack’s involvement now only makes me wonder more.”

	Margret’s voice seem to grow quiet. “What do you mean, and why are you telling me this now?”

	Karen brushed her hair behind her ear. “Because you have a right to know and because you are a friend.”

	Margret seemed genuinely surprised by Karen’s words. “Are you okay? Did something else happen that I don’t know of?”

	Karen ignored her question. “I told you my concern in confidence, Margret. I’m leaving this place soon, and I want you to be on my side. Can I trust you?”

	Margret huffed with pride. “Of course you can trust me, but what are you planning to do?”

	Karen rubbed the back of her neck. She felt so stiff. “I can’t say for sure, but I felt it was only fair that you knew first before things became too complicated. You’d best tread lightly. The shadows that lurk around Project Lambda are not to be taken lightly.”

	“Wait, Karen, what do you-”

	Karen ended the call. She cracked her neck and began to march off down the white halls of the research plant. Her hard eyes never blinked as she powered her way toward her next move. She only spoke briefly, quoting Walter Scott. Her terse words echoed through the vacant halls like dark sirens.

	“Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Margret was still in a daze as she listened to the dead space of the call that had just ended abruptly. She was still trying to sort out everything she had just heard, but couldn’t really grasp the gravity of what she was told. One question plagued her mind as she thought of the words of warning left by Karen.

	“Just what exactly is Project Lambda’s purpose?”

	She knew its specs, its design, but not its reason for existing. To what end was such a powerful AI unit developed? Military might? A new line of God Mods? The questions only continued to pile up as Margret racked her brain to find an answer. Karen had hit a cord within her. It had spurred her dark desire to know anything that she couldn’t answer. Karen was right to confide in her, for Margret’s connections ran deep through her many years of covert communications and sensitive data handling.

	She smirked. “So, I’m being looked down upon. If the Director thinks he can write me out, he is sadly mistaken.”

	She let a small laugh slip through her curled lips “Don’t worry, Karen. You can count on me to find the dirty laundry. The shadows that surround Project Lambda only get my juices going more.”

	She switched off her Com-Linker and pulled out her tablet. The device sprung to life as she grazed her finger along the screen. She tapped a small folder labeled Contacts that began to generate a massive list of names. Before the list could even finish loading, Margret was prompted to key in a six digit passcode as well as identify herself through voice recognition.

	“Margret Powers,” she said strongly.

	“Voice recognition match. Welcome back, Margret,” echoed a stale voice over her tablet speakers.

	Margret scrolled down the massive list before her, stopping about halfway down the list. She tapped the selected contact and pulled up the number registered in her database for the individual. She then clicked her Com-Liner once more and dialed quickly.

	“What dirty secrets are you hiding, Lambda?”

	

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Server 346 - Concert Hall - Night]

	Zack was trapped within the compounds of the giant Concert Hall that was to be used for Cecilia’s big performance. He was lucky enough to get access to the backstage, but was forced by security to stay much farther away than he had wished. He couldn’t help but worry when Cecilia left his line of sight.

	The amount of people running around preparing for the show was incredible. Never in his life had he seen so many people doing so many things at once. The vast amount of work and preparations that went into this event made Zack understand why Cecilia didn’t want to cancel the concert, but only to an extent. In addition, the dull roar of thousands of Account Holders just beyond the Hall made Zack feel tense. Lambda’s erect posture didn’t make the feeling of stiffness any better.

	Zack let out a deep sigh. “She doesn’t get it at all. What if Stigma shows up now?”

	“They have no way of taking your sister in the Network. Her physical body doesn’t exist here. With so many acting bodies, it will be difficult for Stigma to make a move,” Lambda stated. Her words were meant to be reassuring, but they sounded too forced to Zack to have any nurturing effect.

	Zack groaned. “That doesn’t make me feel better. If Stigma is unsuccessful here, where do you think they will move on to?” Zack felt a little irritated. He cursed himself for not forcing Cecilia to understand the plight they were in.

	“If Stigma fails here, they would have to completely regroup and expand their operations to bring your sister within their grasp. The likelihood of that happening is just under four percent. Their rate of success to hack Cecilia’s account is just under thirty four percent. Lambda has concluded that your sister has a high chance of remaining undetected by Stigma.”

	Zack rolled his eyes. “Is there any way you can speak like a normal person?”

	Lambda stared blankly at Zack. “Is there a problem with Lambda’s speech parameters?”

	Zack palmed his face. “I doubt you would understand.”

	The comment caused a small ping in Lambda’s chest area. She found it unsettling as she couldn’t explain what the cause was.

	“Lambda would like to inquire on the proper procedure in speaking your language.” Her tone seemed a little forceful. This caught Zack’s attention, but fell flat given what was on his mind.

	“Trifling matters such as how you insist on speaking in the third person can wait until we know that Cecilia is safe,” Zack said with a dismissing wave of his hand as he finally found Cecilia within the mess of people running around the large Concert Hall. He wanted to touch base with Cecilia and find out where she was staying outside of the Network. At the least, if all else failed, he could regroup with her before Stigma made their move.

	“Just stay here while I go and speak to Cecilia. Try not to stand out so much,” Zack said back to Lambda. In truth, he knew he was asking the impossible.

	Lambda obeyed Zack’s words, but couldn’t shake the uncomfortable sensation residing in her. It seemed strange, almost like her body couldn’t decide if it was cold or hot. It didn’t make any sense. She was built from complex code matrixes in the Network, yet she felt these peculiar occurrences. The only thing she could conclude was that these expressions her body was generating were the direct result of human contact.

	“Lambda doesn’t comprehend . . . human beings are so strange,” she muttered out loud.

	Without warning, a large hand came down on Lambda’s shoulder. Her head spun around as she stared up at one of the security guards. Her crimson eyes widened as she instantly accessed the threat.

	“Threat level zero. Disengaging,” she stated flatly.

	The security guard found Lambda’s words rather unsettling, but paid it little mind.

	“Weren’t you listening during the meeting? This isn’t the place you are supposed to be.”

	Lambda stared at the man, confused. She then remembered Zack saying to make sure that if anyone asked her, to show them the backstage pass that Cecilia gave Zack and Lambda. She then generated the card from her hand and held it out to the security guard.

	“Lambda was ordered to wait here. I have pass.” The way she spoke made it seem like her lines were rehearsed poorly.

	The guard scratched his head. “I don’t have time for this now, all dancers are to report to the prep stage. Luna will be joining you soon.”

	Lambda looked up at the guard. “There appears to be a misunderstanding. Lambda isn’t a dancer.”

	The guard now looked agitated. “Huh? Luna instructed all the dancers to customize their Avatar to what you have on now. How are you not a dancer?” The guard rolled his eyes as he pointed to the prep stage. “Just go over there and wait for your instructions. We go live shortly.” He walked away exasperated.

	Lambda’s gaze drifted toward Zack. She noted he was trying to speak to Cecilia, but two guards were making it very difficult for him. Lambda felt compelled to head over to aid Zack in his endeavor.

	She didn’t get too far, as a sudden electrifying force came over her body, nearly paralyzing her. The strong flash that sprung through Lambda’s body almost made her arch backwards. It was her body’s way of warning her of an imminent threat in close proximity. Immediately, she was alert. Quickly she dove to her internal mainframe and computed her most optimal route.

	There was something strange, though. As Lambda raced through the possible outcomes and scenarios she computed, she felt a sinking sensation. The only word she could pull from the English dictionary that fit her description of how she felt right now was: worry. What was the source of this abnormality? The two biological humans that she had come to know had managed to make some sort of imprint on her code. Lambda felt confused by this. It left her body with a strange tingling that would come and go. She couldn’t place the reason as to why her body would for some reason pace back and forth. The act itself seemed so foreign and pointless. Yet, she did it anyway.

	Logic and reason don’t compute. Possible error?

	She came to a conclusion just moments later. She struggled with the concept of humans and how they felt for another of their species. Slightly, she saw the meaning in the act. Regardless, at that moment, Lambda wanted to help Zack and Cecilia.

	She was about to advance toward Zack’s location upon making her decision, but was interrupted when several girls rushed in her direction. Slightly alarmed by the arrival of these people, Lambda took to a defensive stance.

	“Whoa, there, save that for the show,” one of the dancers said playfully. “Didn’t you hear? All dancers are to be on the prep stage right now. Come on, we don’t want to keep Luna waiting,” the girl said as she grabbed Lambda’s wrist.

	Completely lost, Lambda found herself being pulled by the strange girl dressed just like her. Aside from her hair being a lavender color, she looked almost just like Lambda.

	Lambda was running through the scenario and seven hundred possible routes it could take as this girl pulled her along like a lost lamb. She quickly concluded that the alteration occurring didn’t jeopardize her long-term goal. She allowed the girl to guide her while pondering to herself.

	Humans are such strange creatures.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Server 346 - Unmarked Skyscraper - Night]

	Overseer zoomed in with her bifocals mounted in her helmet to get a better view of the mass of people below. The sheer number of people that had uploaded to the server for the concert event was beyond her estimates. It was starting to become a problem. She gazed below from the 32nd story of an adjacent building to the Concert Hall.

	“Foresight, what is the server count?”

	Foresight’s voice sounded in her ear. “Just over thirty-four thousand. The server limit will be reached shortly.”

	“What is the probability of the Medusa Field working with this many accounts present?”

	Foresight paused for a moment, quickly running some numbers.

	“The Medusa Field has a ninety-seven percent chance of full operation. Still, is this really the best option?”

	Overseer dismissed his worries. “The field will hold the Lambda unit long enough for us to make our move. There is no other option that ends with us bringing it down in one piece.”

	“There is always the Thanatos Tech,” Foresight said, albeit a little hesitantly.

	Overseer responded rigidly. “That device is designed to kill AI programs, not incapacitate them. I doubt even our commander would want that.”

	“Just saying that it is an option if things get out of hand. We can always shoot to maim, not kill,” replied Foresight objectively.

	Overseer took note of his point. The main question was how they were going to get Lambda in their grasp once the Medusa Field was activated. They would have limited time to get the job done with the server reaching its maximum upload point. She was confident in her ability, but couldn’t predict what the Lambda unit would do in response to their attack. Trapping the Lambda unit in the field was one thing, but forcing a Stasis Lock was going to be a tall order if they were to bring Lambda in with minimal damage.  

	“With max server load, what is the time limit on the Medusa Field?” Overseer asked firmly.

	Overseer heard Foresight over her Com-Linker run some quick numbers again before he returned with a reply.

	“About ten minutes, give or take. There has never been a Medusa Field tested while a server was near its max upload limit, so there is no way to be sure about the numbers.”

	“I see,” Overseer concluded. It was going to boil down to a game of chance. Still, she couldn’t help but feel excited. It wasn’t every day that you got to bring down something that could effectively obliterate an entire city’s mainframe with so much as a wish and a thought.

	Seconds later, a new voice sounded in Overseer’s ear. It was Clairvoyance.

	“I have an incoming message for you, Overseer.”

	Overseer continued to scan the ground below as more and more people appeared. She seemed a little annoyed.      

	“I told you to ignore any and all transmissions during the mission unless it is our commander-”

	“It’s Dead Eye.” Clairvoyance’s voice was flat and seemed to echo in Overseer’s ear. She didn’t waste any more time after that, patching the call through.

	“This is Overseer, what is-”

	“Working hard, I see. I’d expect nothing less from my underlings.” His voice was unnaturally happy. It was disquieting. 

	“How are your preparations in bringing in the Lambda unit coming?” he added, sounding highly amused.

	Overseer shook off the chill running up her arm. “We are almost done with-”

	“Sorry, lost interest in what you were going to say.” The man snickered eerily. “Anyway, I’m changing up the game.” The sudden change in his tone made Overseer’s skin crawl. It was now dark and quiet, but with a hint of laughter lingering at the end.

	Overseer shook her head. “What new elements should we be aware of?”

	“I’m sending in a new player. He has already been given his task, but I want you to be aware of his presence when he makes his appearance.” His words were overflowing with enthusiasm.

	Overseer’s back straightened. “Another Void Reaper? What purpose-”

	“My little war god has his orders. As for you three, your objective remains the same, but do try and make sure that no harm comes to the boy,” he hissed.

	Overseer was confused now. “What do you mean? Isn’t the goal to detain the Lambda unit?”

	“Correct. Though your priority is Lambda, you are to make sure that no harm comes to the boy, and keep him separated from the Lambda unit. Do I make myself clear?”

	Now, Overseer was concerned. “Sir, if I may speak freely-”

	“You will do no such thing!” He was adamant. He then lowered his voice and spoke a little more calmly. “Just do as I say, and everything will go smoothly.”

	Overseer tried to probe for some answers. “What do you want the boy for?”

	Dead Eye hissed on the line. His laughter was strange, strange to the point of unnatural.

	“The boy is far more interesting. You have no idea just how interesting.”

	Overseer didn’t follow Dead Eye’s logic. “Should I make contact with this new player of yours as to ensure that they don’t screw up our plan to take down the Lambda unit?”

	Dead Eye laughed darkly. “No need. He knows what he must do. He also asks fewer questions,” he purred with an evil lick of his tongue.

	Overseer shook her head in irritation. “Will there be any other changes to the mission?”

	From the other end, it sounded like Dead Eye bit down on something hard as Overseer heard a loud cracking noise over the line. She rolled her eyes, knowing what he was eating.

	“The addition of our new player will be the only change.” He paused for a moment, for dramatic effect. “Oh, and if you see any members from Stigma, be sure to kill them.”

	Overseer’s head jerked up. “Stigma is here?!”

	Dead Eye cackled. “There is a ninety-one percent chance that they will appear here during the concert, and I also predict that the Black God himself has a seventy-three percent chance of making a grand appearance.” His level of enthusiasm was growing again. “It should be quite a show, don’t you think?”

	Overseer’s blood boiled. “Where are you getting your information?”

	“My dear, these are just calculated guesses. I’m not a god, you know.”

	Overseer didn’t need to see him to know that he was sneering.

	“Is that all?” she asked rigidly.

	Dead Eye laughed lightly. “Do try and keep your senses, my dear. We wouldn’t want you to lose it like you did the last time Corson appeared.”

	Overseer clenched her fist. “Don’t remind me.”

	“Too late for that, I’m afraid. He is just one man, and you are just one lowly Void Reaper. Do try and keep your priorities on task this time around, or I’m afraid you and I are going to have some strong words.” There was then a crackling of paper on the line. When Dead Eye spoke again, it sounded like he had something in his mouth.

	“Oh, and do try and wrap this up quick when this all gets underway. I don’t want the World Moderators to think everyone on the server is a Corruption and purge you all,” he finished with a hiss.

	The line went silent seconds later, leaving Overseer filled with an unpleasant feeling of wrath and irritation. She gazed once more below at the unsuspecting crowd as she leered with abhorrence.

	“Did you idiots get all that?” she shot heatedly.

	Both Foresight and Clairvoyance replied quickly in her ear. They weren’t ones to provoke a viper when it was preparing for the kill.

	“Good. Ready the Medusa Field. We make our move when the concert begins.”

	A black hole spawned next to Overseer as she finished. She leapt into the chaotic space and disappeared without another word.
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	 [January 6th - Washington D.C. - Pentagon, Underground Chamber 34 - Night]  

	Charles dabbed at his face with a small handkerchief. The sweat just didn’t seem to stop even though he was free from the Board. The appearance of Dead Eye had really put him on edge. However, during the meeting, Dead Eye had said a number of things that hadn’t sat well with Charles. He was now beginning to question what he helped create.

	“Project Lambda was supposed to be one of the next generation of Combat AI programs, or so I was told. So why does it seem like it, and all the others before it, have more of a purpose than was made known to me?” Charles pondered aloud. He kept thinking back to when Dead Eye had called Lambda “the Enforcer”.

	“What did he mean by that?” Charles’ words fell on deaf ears.

	The monitor in the elevator exploded with light as an image quickly appeared. It was the familiar face of the man that contacted him right before he entered the meeting with the Board.

	“How did the meeting with the Board go?” the man hesitantly asked.

	Charles groaned. “Not good. One of the Three is now involved.”

	The man seemed frozen in the screen. Charles could see his eyes widen.

	“It gets better,” Charles added. “The Board has begun to consider drastic measures should Lambda’s capture be delayed any further.”

	The man didn’t look pleased. “What are we to do?”

	Charles put a hand to his face. “We are to remain on standby and prepare the final countermeasure should all else fail. I’m more concerned with the boy’s involvement. It isn’t going to be easy to explain to the Doctors that their son is now a wanted criminal.”

	“They see the boy as a threat?” asked the man.

	Charles sighed. “Yes, it would appear so. They aren’t letting it go as they believe that he is aiding the Lambda unit. I can’t imagine what the boy is trying to do.”

	The man’s gaze tightened. “What of the High King’s involvement in this matter?”

	Charles grunted. “The famous Dead Eye was adamant about leaving everything to his Void Moderators. Since his clearance trumps all of us and the Board, there wasn’t much I could say.”

	The man seemed a little flushed. “We are talking about the Dead Eye right? The one they refer to as the Lord of Pandemonium?”

	Charles nodded. “Indeed. What worries me is his obsessive nature over Lambda and the Doctor’s boy. There is something he knows that he isn’t telling us,” Charles answered in a grave tone.

	The man’s eyes shifted nervously. “So, regarding this countermeasure you mentioned. Did the Board give any specifics?”      

	Charles face turned coarse. “About that . . .”

	The man on the monitor didn’t like Charles expression. It made him feel like he was hanging off a cliff.

	“What do you mean?”

	“They want us to prep Number Five for emergency activation.”

	The man’s face went white. “What?! Even if we were to prep it, there would be no guarantee that it would not repeat what happened last time!” The man was nearly panicking.

	“I know,” Charles said quietly. “However, these are orders from the top. We don’t get an opinion.”

	The man was at a loss. “What would you have me tell the rest of our chairmen?”

	Charles looked into the man’s eyes with a resolute gaze. His stern stature spoke louder than the words he uttered.

	“Begin the reprogramming and coding process for Number Five. It appears that Project Epsilon is coming back online.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Server 346 - Concert Hall - Night]

	The roar of the crowd was like nothing Cecilia had ever heard before. She was used to the crowds of people, but never had they sounded like this. It sounded more like a war cry of thousands of warriors, blazing into battle on their chariots and horses. Despite herself mentally preparing for this moment, she still couldn’t help but feel a little nervous.

	“Ten minutes to showtime, people, let’s move it!” shouted a man wearing a headset and carrying a small monitor display with him. His words made Cecilia almost go numb.

	Cecilia then felt nurturing hands on her shoulders as she broke from her trance.

	“Don’t let it bother you too much, Luna,” came the calm voice of Cecilia’s makeup artist. She looked up at the mirror before her and noted the work she had done with her Avatar’s facial program. She toggled between her “before” and “after” images of her complexion through the mirror’s controls to her left. Her eyelashes seemed a bit overdone, but the dark eyeshadow mixed with her costume gave the look she was going for—dark and exotic.

	Cecilia nodded with a smile. “It’s perfect.”

	“Are we all set here?” inquired another stage crew member as he approached Cecilia from behind.

	Her little happy moment gone, Cecilia began to count backwards from twenty as a breathing exercise to monitor and relieve a little of her stress and anxiety.

	20 . . . 19 . . . 18 . . .

	“She’s ready to go,” replied the makeup artist promptly.

	“Good. Get her to the center stage with the rest of the dancers.” The man then looked behind him suddenly. “Hey! Can someone please get that dancer to the stage! All of them were supposed to be ready and set twenty minutes ago!”

	Cecilia turned around and looked to where the crew member was looking. Sure enough, her mouth nearly hit the floor. With the speed of light, she rushed out of her chair and bolted to the girl being ushered to the stage floor with all the other dancers.

	“Lambda!? Wait, stop!” she called out.

	The man pulling Lambda along stopped rather suddenly and appeared to be confused.

	“Miss Luna?” He was lost for words.

	Lambda stared at Cecilia blankly. Cecilia found it hard to say something with Lambda making no effort to interject.

	“I need to speak with her . . . she-” Cecilia cut herself off, unsure on what to say. She quickly just settled on something simple that made the most sense at the time. “She is my lead in. I need to run a few things by her.”

	The man looked to Lambda and then to Cecilia. He soon shrugged and paid it no mind as he released Lambda without another thought.

	Cecilia quickly rushed to Lambda’s side. “What are you doing?!” she muttered harshly.

	Lambda seemed confused to her.

	Lambda was unaffected by the urgency in Cecilia’s voice. “Lambda was moved by a group of women dressed in a similar fashion as Lambda, but upon breaking away to establish contact with Zack, Lambda was instructed by the security team here to make her way back to the Stage Center. These people here keep interfering with Lambda in this effort to locate Zack, saying that Lambda is one of these “dancers” for the concert.”

	Cecilia rubbed her temples as she tried to calm her nerves. She knew it was a bad idea to just let them wander around right before the show. She was also starting to regret changing the  dancer’s outfits as well as her own to match Lambda’s. She didn’t want to admit it, but she made the decision based on how beautiful she thought Lambda looked. She in many aspects idolized Lambda the moment she laid eyes on her. She was about as tall as her brother, and had a powerful presence. But above all else, it was those deep, alluring red eyes. She was perfect.

	However, she just couldn’t come to like Lambda. She saw her as a bitter reminder of her beloved brother’s lowest point in life. She felt Lambda was just bringing down Zack into darkness, as she was one of those AI units. Still, even though Lambda had all the human compassion of soap, she still couldn’t hate her completely.

	Maybe I’m being too harsh, she thought, feeling shameful.

	In truth, she felt such strength from Lambda, and wished she could borrow that strength. She really couldn’t explain it. All she knew was that something about Lambda stirred something within her, and she just couldn’t ignore the feeling. Good or bad, she wasn’t quite sure. For now, hating the AI before her wasn’t going to get anything done.

	Lambda broke her thoughts. “Lambda would like to inquire what a “lead in” is? Lambda doesn’t have enough information to-”

	“Look,” she said sternly, while folding her hands in front of her. “I can’t have you just roaming around with everything that is going on. So please just stay-”

	“Luna! Three minutes to stage rise! Get ready now!” came the blaring voice of one of the stage hands. His bellowing voice sent a chill up Cecilia’s back.

	Lambda noted Cecilia’s frazzled expression as well as her quickening pulse. It appeared that she was suffering from the plague known as nervousness. Lambda wasn’t too familiar with this type of emotion. She had no personal knowledge, but felt compelled to run trillions of simulations that mapped out her given mission and how to appropriately respond to Cecilia. Lambda herself didn’t quite understand her own words after settling on a definitive route.

	“Would it prove useful for Lambda to be part of your female dance group?”

	Cecilia stared at Lambda, stunned. “What?!”

	Lambda was unfazed by Cecilia’s outburst. “Lambda has already analyzed your female acrobats and simulated your routine. It is within Lambda’s area of execution that this “dance” be performed and is possible within Lambda’s program parameters.”

	Cecilia felt her heart skip a beat. Taking Lambda’s appearance was one thing, but for her to dance with her sounded something out of a dream. Lambda was very, very endowed. Her trimmed, cut figure was nothing short of majestic. Her hips and butt were perfect in proportion in contrast to her chest and posture. Her long hair seemed to just sparkle despite it being dark. She almost forgot her resentment of Lambda as she drifted in and out of thought.

	However, Cecilia hadn’t forgotten Zack’s warning. She knew this wasn’t a good idea.

	“Isn’t it a bad idea to put yourself on public display? I thought you were wanted or something?” She knew she was already causing Zack trouble. She didn’t want to make things worse.

	Lambda shook her head with little worry. “Lambda’s appearance has been duplicated by your female cohorts. This act will serve both in Lambda’s plan, as well as your protection.”

	Cecilia wasn’t completely following. “But why would you even want to do this?”

	“Luna! One minute!”

	Startled, Cecilia cringed when she heard the blaring voice. She looked to Lambda, but when her eyes met with hers, she felt like she saw life spark within the vermilion torrent that made up Lambda’s burning irises. She looked away suddenly, not knowing what to say to her. Lambda clearly didn’t understand her own situation if she was going to just let herself be seen by thousands of people. This was a bad idea; every fiber of Cecilia’s body told her so. However, she couldn’t shake the desire to go on stage with such a celestial being.

	“You sure this isn’t a bad idea?” she said hesitantly, knowing full well it was a terrible idea. She felt like Lambda was sucking her in.

	Lambda nodded confidently. “Lambda has mapped out the chosen scenario path. All is within Lambda’s specifications.” She paused for a moment. As she was silent, Cecilia could see her eyes glow brighter, like the shimmering of red glass reflecting light.

	Lambda looked to Cecilia plainly. “Please be advised that when you reach the end of your first lyrical vocalization, to keep your head down and find a safe place to avoid damage.”

	Cecilia’s eyes widened. “What was that last-”

	Lambda grabbed her wrist and headed to the stage without letting her finish.

	“Your audience awaits, Luna Nova.”

	Cecilia could have sworn she saw Lambda smile.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Server 346 - Concealed Location - Night]

	Laura held her head with aggravation. The roar of the crowd below her was almost enough to make her start firing indiscriminately to just let off some steam. She was never one for huge crowds of people, much less a gathering of thousands of screaming fans. The sight of them was repulsive to her.

	“Commander Richter, recon is complete. We are ready to begin the operation,” came a voice in Laura’s ear. Everything was set.

	“Do you have eyes on the target?” replied Laura. She was trying really hard to ignore the people below.

	“Negative. It appears that she is being held below the stage,” another one of her squad replied quickly.

	Laura pressed a button on her headset to allow a small visor to line her eyes. Her visor turned what she could see into code. Billions of white numbers created the walls and structures all around her, while the red fixtures of code constructed Account Holder Avatars. She then noted the one such Avatar constructed of golden code.

	Laura smirked. “Well hello, little princess.”

	“I’m in position, Commander Richter. Your orders?”

	The voice that resounded in Laura’s ear now belonged to Krieg.

	“Is the Psychí̱ Converter ready?” Laura inquired.

	“It is primed and ready. All I need is Luna to come within my scope,” Krieg replied promptly. “Give me a few good seconds to lock on to her Avatar and we can begin the hack.”

	Laura nodded to herself.  “She isn’t likely to stay still during her performance, so you are going to have to put those talents of yours to the test, rookie. If you lose connection for even a second, you are going to have to start all over in order to hack her account.”

	“It would be easier and faster if we were closer,” Krieg replied rather bluntly.

	Laura didn’t like his tone. “Any closer and we will blow our cover. Just be sure that you do your job and we will do ours,” she replied firmly.

	Krieg snorted over the line. “I’d certainly hope so.”

	Laura ignored his comment. She was about to say something into her headset when all the lights in the area went out, blanketing the entire server in darkness. The crowd roared with an excitement that made Laura want to vomit as the Concert Hall was illuminated by waving glow sticks and small lights lining the vast stadium.

	Looks like the show is about to start. She would have given a clever smirk, but she was too busy trying not to have her head split in two.

	Four huge spotlights sprung to life and centered on the stage below. Laura readied herself and opened a small terminal before her. The transparent keyboard hovered in front of her as she quickly made her preparations. It was her job to download the information located on Luna’s account. Krieg was merely the key to allow access to her while Laura was the one that ripped all the information they would need. Laura found herself smiling now. She loved the thrill and challenge of a mission.

	Laura snickered to herself. “And here I thought this was going to be hard.”

	A cloud of smoke burst upon the stage. The crowd roared again.

	Laura rolled her eyes. “Kids these days; just get on with it,” she muttered to herself.

	Her thoughts were interrupted as a loud crack echoed throughout the area, dispersing the smoke. The crowd howled even louder, waving their multicolored glow sticks. Laura peered down at the stage, but what she saw nearly caused her eyes to pop.

	“What is this!?” Laura rapidly yelled into her earpiece. “Whose job was it to get the data on this performance?! Nothing was in the program regarding this!”

	The squad Captain’s frenzied voice echoed into Laura’s ear. “Sorry, Commander Richter. They must have changed it last minute!”

	Laura snarled, now agitated. “This Zack kid . . . is this his doing?” Despite her rising anger, Laura’s mouth soon formed a smile as she regained her composure. In the end, this only made it more exciting.

	“Krieg, you can see which one’s Luna, right?”

	“It wouldn’t be the person in the center, would it?” Krieg’s tone was levied with sarcasm.

	Laura ignored it. “Just get a lock on her so we can get this job over with quickly-”

	“That might not be possible,” emerged the voice of another one of her squad members.

	Laura didn’t like the tone used. “Details, soldier! Is there a problem?”

	The soldier replied promptly. “Three, to be exact, and they don’t look like they’re dressed for the show.”

	Laura’s blood ran cold. “You don’t mean . . .”

	“We have Void Reapers.”

	Laura didn’t respond. An old memory surfaced in her mind of shadows relentlessly chasing her. They moved like black lightning, predicting her every move. She was completely overwhelmed back then, a complete amateur. Had it not been for Corson, she would have surely met her end those three years ago.

	Laura shook her head violently. Snap out of it, Laura! Now wasn’t the time to freeze up.

	She was about to give new orders when a new voice sounded on her headset.

	“Continue the mission as planned. Our objective hasn’t changed.”

	Laura froze. “C-Corson!”

	“This mission is too vital to make any last-minute changes. You are to ensure that the data is retrieved and that you get out of the Network quickly. I will buy you some time.”

	Laura could hear the concern in his voice, however vague it was, but she couldn’t help but feel that he was disappointed in her. It was as if he immediately knew that she was not gripping the situation well.

	“I’m sorry . . .” Laura held her head in shame.

	Corson’s words were calm. “Do not feel discouraged. I understand how you feel. Leave the Reapers to me, and you focus on your task.” She heard him chuckle lightly. “I have confidence that you can pull through this.”

	His words were comforting to Laura. She couldn’t help but smile lightly. Corson was never known for showing public affection, but he had a way with words. It reminded Laura how grateful she was to him. He took her in, trained her, nurtured her, and understood her. She believed in him the most, and would never doubt his words. Her respect and love for her savior and teacher was something she took great pride in.

	Corson’s voice vanished seconds later, leaving Laura to herself. Despite his absence in her ear, she felt stronger now. She felt like she could do anything. She wasn’t about to let her Leader down now.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Server 346 - Concert Hall - Night]

	Zack stared from an observation platform above the stage area. He looked like he was about to throw up. He must have looked really bad, for the security guard next to him decided to take a few steps to the right.

	“If you have a problem with heights, I highly suggest you sit down.”

	Zack ignored him as he continued to process what he was seeing. Just minutes ago, he was dragged away by the security team for trying to speak with Cecilia. It was only after strong words from her that Zack was allowed to stay on the grounds, but only if he was removed from backstage. Henceforth, he was relocated to one of the many platforms that circled the giant stadium area. They were all being used for Cecilia’s concert and were packed with dozens of people in each one. Zack couldn’t help feel a little happy that he had it all to himself. He then looked to his side and noted the rigid guard next to him. Oh yeah . . . happy moment gone.

	“Got a problem?” inquired the guard.

	Zack looked away and stared below at the excited crowd and to the stage. He was on one of the closest platforms in the Concert Hall, so he could easily make out Cecilia as well as her unique costume choice, which deeply concerned him.

	“What was she thinking?”

	The guard turned to Zack. “You say something?” he snorted condescendingly.

	Zack eyed the man with contempt before returning his gaze to Cecilia. He just couldn’t shake the feeling that her choice to take on Lambda’s appearance for her concert would bring nothing but chaos. Lambda was being targeted, so it was very likely that something could happen to her if she were to be mistaken for Lambda.

	Why must she be so stubborn?

	Still, what bugged him the most was the fact that he had no idea where Lambda was. At a time like this, he knew that it was absolutely important to keep her close to him. However, in his current state, it would only serve to cause more trouble than it was worth to try and search for her. He knew Lambda was okay on her own, but he couldn’t help but worry.

	Seconds later, Zack saw Cecilia raise her hand into the air. The smile on her face almost melted away some of his worry. He couldn’t help but feel pleased knowing that this brought his sister happiness. Although, he could have sworn he saw her shaking slightly.

	“Is everyone ready!?” Cecilia yelled with her fist pumping. Her voice seemed to carry all throughout the Concert Hall.

	The crowd thundered with approval. The sea of flashing lights within the crowd danced like a swaying wave. The cries were enough to make Zack go deaf.

	“All right, here is our first number! I hope you all can handle it!”

	The lights on the stage quickly flickered and danced along the edge as the music began to play. Zack could hear the mix of guitar and electric piano pumping out a low beat that seemed to resonate with the crowd. The mix had a techno feel to it as it began to increase in beats per minute and synchronize with the background harmonics. The lights continued to dance while Cecilia and her dance crew remained still as the music charged to its breaking point. Four spotlights then burst out and shined down on Cecilia at the center as the other dancers knelt down before her. Then, all at once, Cecilia began to sing.

	 

	“Here I am, in the Bright Illusion.”

	“Waiting for the trance of the Dawning Light.”

	“Here I am, the Soaring Angel.”

	“Prepare for the coming of the Glorious Flight.”

	“Here it comes now . . . Judgment Light!”

	 

	Zack was mesmerized. Seconds after she concluded the lyrics of her opening, she and the other dancers exploded into a rhythmic display that captivated Zack’s eyes. In many ways, he found it a little disturbing how his sister suggestively swayed her hips and tossed her body around on the stage. To the crowd though, it would appear that they couldn’t get enough.

	Zack had now begun to focus on the dancers as they waved about the stage like seductive sirens of Greek lore. They had distinct features outside of their image that allowed Zack to clearly see that they looked different than Lambda. However, it was when his eyes fell upon the one dancer to Cecilia’s left. Her swaying dark hair that glittered like jewels, made Zack’s heart stop for more than one reason. He realized to his utmost displeasure that not only was Cecilia taking on Lambda’s image, but she had her dancing with her as well!

	“That stupid little . . .” Zack spun on his heel and made his way to the exit on his platform, but was quickly stopped by the guard next to him.

	“I insist that you stay for the duration of the performance. I wouldn’t want to harm Luna’s dear brother, now,” said the guard with a smug look.

	Zack eyed the man with a calculating stare. The man was about six inches taller, and more built than Zack. He quickly deduced that he could easily bench a solid four hundred pounds, but the mass gained with muscle left the guard slower and not as nimble as Zack. Despite this, Zack was hardly helpless. Like many people, here in the Network, you could be all that you couldn’t be in the physical world, and more. That is, if you knew how to hack your account.

	Zack chuckled lightly. How long has it been now? Three years?

	He now gazed up at the man towering over him. He was blinded by a need to proceed. He didn’t care about the rules and laws that governed the Network at that moment. Besides, it wasn’t like it was his first time breaking the rules.

	“Say, do you know what happens when you hack your Avatar’s accessory function?”

	The guard stared at Zack a little alarmed. “What are you talking about? You can’t hack your Avatar accessories. That goes against the-” The guard stopped mid-sentence. Sweat had begun to form on his brow. “Wait, you’re not saying-”

	Zack smiled as he gazed at the man. He then pulled out a simple pen from his coat and held it outward for the guard to see. Within seconds, the pen began to dissemble into bits of code and take on a much larger structure.

	The guard stared in horror as he noted the pen’s new form. The former pen now sparked with white lightning and looked to weigh but an ounce given how easily Zack held it in respect to its new size.

	The guard froze with astonishment, and terror. “G-giant . . . h-hammer,” he stammered.

	Zack sighed, disappointed. Sometimes he wondered why he was flashy at all.

	“Such an insult to the Mjolnir, the hammer of Thor.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Cecilia’s heart was pounding so fast that she could hardly hear her own words coming out of her mouth. She felt so alive as she danced before her screaming fans. It was times like these that made her forget about the troubles of her parents.

	Still, the words that Lambda said to her just before they headed to the stage gnawed at the back of her mind. It left a feeling of apprehension that she just couldn’t seem to get rid of. Not even her vibrant dancing and deafening fanbase could drown out her lingering worry. The ominous feeling didn’t go away. Deep down, she desperately wanted to know what Lambda was thinking. She was so dark and mysterious in the way she acted. Cecilia could never hope to understand what could be going on in her complex brain. She doubted that even Zack knew.

	She broke from her train of thought, knowing that her attention was needed elsewhere. Just then, the beat of the music intensified. The howl of an electric guitar ripped across the stadium, sending the fans into a frenzy. The song had hardly begun and the crowd just kept getting louder. Cecilia tried to focus on her choreography with her fellow dancers as the song was nearing its next vocal part. She had to clear her mind if she was going to be able to deliver flawlessly. She stomped her left foot and took a pose in the center of the dancers as she readied herself for her song’s next verse. The dancers around her began to flip around her in an amazing acrobatic stunt that dazzled the crowd. Each dancer passed on by Cecilia, but when Lambda crossed Cecilia’s line of vision, everything seemed to move in slow motion as she spoke.

	“In 174 seconds . . . prepare yourself.” Her tone was serious and stern.

	Cecilia’s eyes wavered as a cold sweat gripped her. She didn’t know what Lambda was planning or what she was talking about. She could only imagine the worst, given Lambda’s tone. The moment of Lambda’s warning seemed to last minutes rather than seconds as Cecilia rolled over in her mind what was coming. She breathed in deeply, remembering her vocal exercises to maintain stress and composure in high stake atmospheres. She couldn’t falter now. The show had to go on.

	Everything continued to move slowly as Cecilia watched Lambda’s hair dance in the flowing air, her body matching the other dancers’ perfectly. It was almost frightening how well she performed. Her elegant and flawless execution nearly made Cecilia forget that she was in danger.

	“Continue your song.”

	Lambda’s words broke Cecilia from her trance as the world sped up immediately. She had no idea what was going to happen in the coming seconds, but at any rate, she had her many fans that were cheering for her. She didn’t think anymore after that. She thrust her hands outward, and gave her fans the show they deserved.

	 

	“Here I am your Envoy from Heaven,”

	“Take my hand and follow my voice.”

	“Lost here in the Sanctum of Truth,”

	“It is time to show you the proof.”

	“Act now for this is your chance,”

	“Come and dance in the Garden of Life.”

	“Stand and fight for what is right,”

	“Together we will vanquish the Blight.”

	“Here my prayers now as I rise!”

	“To the soaring grace, I’m alive!”

	 

	The energy of the crowd couldn’t be controlled as they bellowed the words of the song along with Cecilia. They loved her, worshiped her. To them, she was their goddess of psalms. She couldn’t be happier. It was a shame the feeling couldn’t last.

	“Medusa Field activation detected,” came the cold voice of Lambda as Cecilia finished her dance.

	Alarmed, Cecilia looked in the direction of Lambda.

	“Medusa what-”

	Instantly her mind went blank as she plummeted into darkness. She didn’t understand this cold feeling that gripped her body as everything went numb and slowly blurred together. All she could manage was catching a glimpse of the crowd being washed the color gray, and Lambda standing above her.

	The last thing Cecilia saw before the darkness claimed her mind were the burning eyes of Lambda. Her stance was unshaken and terrifying. Cecilia had no idea of the mayhem that was about to take place around her, nor the aftershock of what was to follow.     

	 


 

	 

	[8]

	Black God

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Server 346 - Concert Hall - Night]

	Overseer leapt out of the dark hole generated by her Worm Drive and barreled forward with the speed of a falcon and the destructive power of a charging rhinoceros. Her target was in sight. Armed and ready, she rushed on.

	In the time for the human eye to blink, she produced a long saber weapon on her arm that sparkled as it materialized from code to take its sharp form. Her feet connected with solid ground and she propelled herself to the stage of the Concert Hall. Below her were thousands of Avatars, completely frozen in stone statues of themselves. She cared little, as she didn’t take her eyes off of her target. She knew that one mistake spelled doom for her.

	Damn! So even the Medusa Field wasn’t enough. We underestimated this thing!

	Overseer cursed herself for boasting about Lambda being a challenge. Now, she was plagued with uncertainty. She no longer knew for certain that they could take Lambda down.

	Lambda quickly realized Overseer’s assault. She stood on the stage as Overseer rocketed at her. In all but a simple move, Lambda dodged the strike and flipped over Overseer with graceful ease, taking to floating two inches off the ground. Overseer screeched to a halt as her body crashed into the stage, ripping up the floor. This didn’t come as a surprise to her.

	“Quite impressive. I can only name three other people that have ever dodged my blade before.” Her voice was calm and piercing.

	Lambda looked over Overseer for only a second. “Analysis complete. Hostile target registered as “Void Moderator”. Establishing battle parameters.” Lambda stared despondently at Overseer. She then griped rather disappointingly. “Lambda expected more.”

	Overseer was immediately taken back by Lambda’s words. Was I just mocked by an AI program?

	Lambda rose her hand into the air. “Appear, Chaos Weapon 97: Rapture Scythe.”

	Overseer took a step back as an enormous scythe appeared above Lambda from the black hole she summoned. The weapon was as large as herself and its hooked blade nearly the same length. The silver sheath of the weapon glimmered in the light as its black frame reflected Lambda’s image. Its blade pulsed with red energy, as if hungering for fresh souls.

	“Foresight, we may have to resort to plan B. The field isn’t working on the Lambda unit,” muttered Overseer into her com.

	“Noted, but maintaining the field is still necessary. My hands are tied,” came the reluctant voice of Foresight.

	Overseer stood firm. Do I have no other choice but to use it?

	Lambda cut Overseer’s thoughts short.

	“Engaging hostile threat.”

	Overseer whipped her head around just in time to see Lambda rush at her with the large scythe cocked behind her. With lightning precision, she pulled up her saber to block the attack. The sheer force behind the blow caused her to be thrown across the stage. The earth-shattering sound of metal and electronics being obliterated followed as her body smashed through one of the stage’s support beams.

	“Target neutralized. Regressing to standby mode,” Lambda uttered.

	Beneath the rubble of the destroyed stage, Overseer’s mind raced.

	Such power. This goes above and beyond all our estimates.

	Whatever the reason, the AI unit Lambda was a force beyond Overseer’s capabilities. Even with her near limitless abilities and access on the Network, she still couldn’t match Lambda’s raw power. It was something she didn’t want to admit so easily. Truthfully, this deeply infuriated her.

	“Overseer . . . we got another problem.”

	The voice belonged to Clairvoyance. Overseer slowly took to standing as she awaited the bad news.

	“It’s Stigma. They are here.”

	Overseer’s blood boiled. So they did come!

	“Course of action?” Clairvoyance asked quickly.

	She shook her head. “Prioritize Lambda. If Stigma gets in your way . . . kill them.”

	“Understood,” he said over Overseer’s com.

	Clairvoyance then appeared, hovering just outside the stage. He looked below and noted Lambda’s gaze fall upon Overseer once more. Her black visor gleamed with bloodlust.

	“Moving out of standby mode. Reengaging target.”

	“Overseer! Dodge!” bellowed Clairvoyance.

	Overseer had barely a second to comprehend Lambda’s action as she held out her free hand and produced a blinding red light. Not caring what the attack was, Overseer leapt to the right. Soon to follow was radiating heat, quickly coupled with a sudden force of wind that shot by her. She couldn’t withstand the gale force wind as she was rocketed back into the stadium. She hadn’t even hit a solid object before a catastrophic explosion shook the entire area, leveling what was left of the stage and the Concert Hall. She watched in shock as everything came tumbling on top of her.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Zack could hear the chaos outside in the stadium. He had barely taken out the guard impeding his advance when everything turned gray. He had paused wondering why he was unaffected, but couldn’t dwell on it long as he knew something was very wrong.

	With all the speed he could muster, he rushed through the winding stairs within the stadium outskirts, before finally finding an entrance to the vast arena. When Zack burst atop the massive stadium filled with frozen Avatars, he witnessed Lambda unleash a devastating attack of red light, vaporizing all in its wake. Zack found himself losing his footing from the colossal display of power. However, that didn’t stop him from coming closer.

	“Lambda?” Zack was awestruck. Lambda radiated with a red aura and her vibrant figure seemed to shine despite the destruction that surrounded her. Her image frightened him, but also drew him in. It was the same feeling he felt the first time he saw her. She was astonishing, so terrifyingly beautiful.

	Lambda turned to bore in Zack’s direction as he neared the stage. Her eyes were covered by her visor, the look on her face blank. She almost looked like she didn’t recognize him.

	Zack stopped half way down the stairs leading to the stage Lambda stood on.

	Wait, something doesn’t feel right.

	Zack’s fears were realized as Lambda held out her hand towards him. Without warning, she produced a charged lightning bolt of crimson in his direction. Terrified for his life, Zack sprung to his left to dodge the attack. The followed explosion from the attack sent a tremor through the stadium. Too consumed with rage and confusion, he didn’t notice the black rift that was slowly receding where Lambda’s attacked connected.

	“Lambda! What the hell is wrong with you?!” Zack bellowed now completely enraged.

	Lambda’s visor vanished to reveal her eyes once more. Zack was getting to his feet when he noticed that Lambda’s body was shivering. To his great surprise, he could clearly see the expression of fear on her face.

	Lambda felt a sudden vibration run through her body as she stood frozen. An enemy presence was approaching Zack. Lambda reacted flawlessly. However, the vibrations in her body wouldn’t stop.

	“T-the enemy was there. They would have attacked. Probability of hitting Zack was 0.001 percent. Yet why? Why can’t Lambda stop shaking?”

	Zack wasn’t given any time to answer as a dark figure appeared off to his far right from a black rift. His metal mask and soulless eyes nearly gave him a heart attack.

	“I was careless! Didn’t think it would endanger the boy!” cursed Clairvoyance.

	Zack didn’t have any time to react to the appearance of the Void Reaper as another rift of blackness sprang to life between them. The force of the rift threw them back as the torrent of chaos within sparked widely.

	“Great, now what!?” shouted Clairvoyance as he was pushed away from Zack due to the rift before him.

	Seconds later, the rift exploded with light, blinding everyone in the area. When the light began to fade, Zack felt like his mind would implode. There was far too much going on at once for him to keep up anymore.

	“Seems I’m a bit late. You don’t mind if I step in now, do you?”

	The man before them was none other than Corson. Zack was left with mixed feelings as he gazed upon the dark man. He was frightened, but at the same time he wanted to run a sword through the black knight standing before him. The complexity of his emotions resulted in his face contorting into a half snarl and a nervous twitch of his hand. Despite this torrent of emotion, he did notice one distinct change in Corson’s appearance. His gloves were replaced with a silver, metallic design that was sharp and jagged on all his knuckles. His hands looked dagger-like at the tips, and appeared like claws that glimmered from the stadium lights.

	Amidst all of this, Clairvoyance’s response to Corson’s arrival was on a different level. He opened his palm and materialized a large rifle the color of midnight and the length of his arm. He pointed the weapon at Corson without so much as a word and lit the ground beneath Corson afire.

	Corson chuckled demonically as he waved his hand and created a holographic shield that negated all the bullets fired in his direction. The shards of metal that hit Corson’s shield created a sparkling display of white light that danced with every crash of the speeding bullets. It was almost dazzling, but far more terrifying.

	“Is that all?” Corson’s eyes were lit with the flames of excitement.

	Answering his question, a black slit appeared behind Corson and Foresight dashed from the hollow chaos brandishing a long sword. The sword glowed vermilion as he thrust it at Corson’s back.

	Corson merely chuckled.

	It was all over just seconds later. Zack could barely follow the movements. All he was able to make out was that Corson summoned chains from beneath his feet that bound Foresight and tossed him at Clairvoyance so effortlessly. The two Void Reapers tumbled and crashed into the vast crowd, causing the statues of the people to tumble like dominoes.

	“That was a little too easy-”

	A massive explosion ripped across the area. Corson turned quickly to see, just beyond Lambda, Overseer rise from the rubble of her defeat. Corson’s eyes immediately grew with surprise.

	“How unexpected to see you here, Vera.” His calm tone almost seemed threatening.

	Overseer didn’t reply. Instead, she barreled at Lambda, catching her off guard. With a swift kick to Lambda’s abdomen, she was able to stun her just long enough to smash her scythe weapon from her grasp, and follow through with a devastating slash from her saber to Lambda’s torso. The weapon shattered open Lambda’s chest cavity and bits of red code scattered in all directions. The force of the attack sent Lambda flying into the crowd where she landed only feet away from Zack, creating a tower of rubble and dust from the impact.

	Zack leapt from his position looking alarmed. It appeared to Overseer that he was worried about the Lambda unit’s condition. Overseer didn’t understand. The Lambda unit sustained damage from the attack, but nothing it couldn’t repair over time. It was just enough though to take Lambda out of the equation long enough to retrieve it.

	Her attention shifted. She ceased in her advance as she focused on Corson.

	“You have a lot of gall showing your face before me, Black God. Have you come to settle that debt I owe you?” Overseer said with all the calmness of an active volcano.

	Corson didn’t reply. Instead he looked to Zack, who had now reached Lambda’s side. He eyed Zack intensely.

	How is he able to move? He couldn’t possibly . . . 

	Corson continued to stare intently. From a simple glance, he noted Zack pulling up a small terminal around him as he knelt before Lambda. Several screens where appearing all around him as his hands frantically ran across the six holographic keyboards that hovered before him. Corson’s eyes widened.

	It can’t be. Does the boy possess one too-

	“You dare ignore me?!”

	Overseer’s words broke Corson’s focus. He turned to face her, stifling a laugh. She was always easy to rile, even back then.

	“You are outnumbered, Vera. How much longer do you think you can keep this up? This Medusa Field can’t possibly last long with the server nearly maxed, and your Ace Tech no longer maintaining it.”

	Overseer’s fist clenched tightly. She wanted to kill him. His imposing stature and masked face made her crazy. She hated him for all the humiliation he had caused her. On that day those years ago, she was ruined, a laughingstock among Void Moderators under Dead Eye’s command. Had it not been for his interference, she would have succeeded. She wanted Corson to suffer; she wanted him to die.

	Overseer noted Corson glance to the boy once more. Her blood simmered. She hated being belittled.

	“Corson!” she roared.

	Corson ignored her, not even giving her a fleeting look.

	Overseer now leered in Zack’s direction.

	What is so important in what the boy is doing?!

	He seemed to be aiding the Lambda unit with just a quick gander. She looked closer and noticed something far more.

	Is he . . . re-coding her?! Overseer was stunned.

	“Just what is this kid?” she murmured.

	She now was reminded of Dead Eye’s vague words concerning the boy. Her curiosity in the boy was starting to grow now.

	Corson couldn’t hear what Overseer mumbled, but he caught on quick that her attention was more fixed than she realized. Without wasting time, he decided to take advantage of her lowered guard. But he hadn’t counted on Clairvoyance and Foresight recovering so quickly.

	“Moderator Override. Now accessing Colossus Tech!” Foresight’s palm began to glow white, almost like it was on fire.

	Very lightly, Corson could hear him laughing.

	Corson shot into action. He leaped back just as Foresight thrust his hand outward, creating a giant circle of energy just where Corson had been standing. A massive burst of white flames erupted from the circle. The engulfing flames burned wildly and sheered the area around it.

	Foresight cursed under his breath. “Slippery little snake.”

	Corson landed several feet away just as the flames began to subside.

	He laughed wickedly. “No, you just don’t know how to wield your power.” He elevated his hand. A strange, black aura began to form around it as his palm began to pulse. Corson’s efforts were short-lived as he suddenly noticed Overseer leaving her stationary position on the stage and running towards Zack and Lambda.

	Damn! I was careless!

	Overseer disregarded the boy as she saw an opportunity. With Corson distracted and Lambda damaged, she could easily make a grab for Lambda and have Foresight force her into Stasis Lock given her weakened state. With this, she could easily win back some of the lost pride Corson had taken from her. She couldn’t help but laugh to herself as she raced toward her prize.        

	            Flawless execution-

	“So thoughtless of you, Vera.”

	Overseer’s head shot up in surprise. No! When did she-

	Her thoughts were instantly cut short as a metal-plated knee crashed into her head, smashing her into the crowd several yards back. She recovered quickly and rolled out of the hit to land on her feet, but only to see Laura elegantly roll out of her attack and land perfectly. Her freshly brandished Nullifier glimmered in her hand as she stood between Zack and Overseer.

	Laura turned her head slightly to Zack. “That one was free. I trust you to dodge on your own next time,” she uttered coldly.

	Zack couldn’t feel good about her words. Despite his attention to Lambda, he managed a frigid remark. “This coming from the people trying to kidnap my sister? Don’t make me laugh!”

	Laura smiled playfully. “Perhaps you do deserve more credit then I gave you.” She turned her back to him, her tone quickly turning serious.

	“Consider this our gift. Take the Lambda unit and leave the Network. In here, Void Reapers can appear much too easily to hunt you. We can’t have them swarming you and Lambda, nor do we have the time to babysit you two.”

	Zack ceased his work on Lambda as he noted the damage remaining was enough for her to repair on her own. A slight sense of relief enveloped him knowing that she was safe. The feeling was lost and forgotten as he focused on Laura’s back and then glanced to Corson. He was no fool. Zack knew what they were doing.

	“Protecting your investment, huh?” Zack’s words felt jagged.

	Corson laughed lightly. “Whatever do you mean, boy?”

	Zack was about to retort when Lambda’s eyes sprung open. He felt a sudden tug on his coat collar, and before he could even realize, he was flying alongside Lambda. He quickly looked below him and noticed that Lambda, out of pure reflex, had leapt to the other side of the stadium. She touched down seconds later, leaving the Void Reapers, Laura, and Corson to their brawl.

	Lambda released Zack, but when he looked at her, she seemed to be shaking again. The behavior was odd given the current circumstances, but what was more strange was why Lambda was acting like this now.

	Zack looked perplexed. “Lambda? You in there somewhere?”  

	Lambda’s thoughts were completely jumbled. Lost in her matrix of data, she continued to analyze what she had experienced up to this point. No conclusive evidence or existing knowledge could bring her a logical answer to what she had felt just moments before the attack of the lone Void Reaper that damaged her.

	What was that vibration?

	She couldn’t understand. All signs and data pointed to the emotion known as “fear”. This wasn’t logical. It didn’t make sense to her. She didn’t fear the Void Reaper, nor did she doubt her ability in executing her attack. Did she fear Zack? Why? Lambda saw Zack as a simple bystander. He wasn’t a threat, but yet, why would the emotion register in her data and associate it to Zack as well? The application to this was lost and couldn’t be put in the right context. Lambda’s mind found its parameters confusing and . . . frustrating.

	Zack was starting to lose his patience now. He reached out and grabbed Lambda by the shoulders. “Look, we don’t have time for this. Lambda! Snap out of it!” Zack yelled trying to get Lambda out of her trance. Even with him shaking her, she wasn’t coming around.

	Damn it! What is wrong?!

	He wasn’t getting through to her and the situation was only going to get worse if he didn’t get Lambda on the same playing field soon. He was left with no other option. He hated himself for what he was about to do.

	“Damn you for making me do this!” With a swift motion of his arm, Zack slapped Lambda across the face. The act pained him more mentally than anything else. He felt like a part of his soul died in the act. However, it quickly got results.

	Lambda shook her head, confused. She turned to Zack with a quizzical look. “Did you strike Lambda?”

	Zack firmly grabbed her by the arms. “Listen to me! I don’t know what is going on in that head of yours, but if you haven’t noticed, we are in the middle of a war zone! We have to get out of here!”

	Lambda found Zack’s tone troubling. The sensation that ran through her as Zack yelled was uncomfortable to say the least. She wanted Zack to release her, but she couldn’t bring herself to force him away. His eyes stared into her like a predator’s. They almost seemed hypnotic as she desperately searched for a logical answer to all that was happening. Nothing was making any sense.

	Zack shook Lambda. “Do you understand me, Lambda?” He was firm. However, it was starting to become increasingly difficult to hold back his rising fear. His thoughts went back to the display of the Void Reapers and Corson. He had never seen such raw ability and manipulation of code before as he had seen in the battle with Corson and the Void Reapers. They had to get out of the Network. On this plain, they were Gods of Destruction. He could never face that head on. He didn’t trust in his own ability enough to even try. His only hope was to regroup outside the Network and get to his sister another way. At that moment, there was just too much to handle.

	Zack released Lambda. “Now, let’s get out of here before something-”

	A burst of lightning cracked between Lambda and Zack, sending them flying back into the stone crowds of people. Zack had barely recovered when a sudden force smashed down on his chest. He gasped from the blow as he felt all the air leave his body. It was a large, silver plated boot that belonged to a tall figure, clad in shining armor of metallic chrome. The figure’s face was hidden by a helmet fit for a knight, with a lightning bolt scar over his armored face shield.

	“W-What?” Zack choked out.

	The figure summoned a sword that sparked with fury. He raised it above his head as it jetted with lightning. The figure said nothing as he pressed harder down on Zack’s chest.

	Zack struggled with all his might, but could do nothing to get his adversary off him. He couldn’t think straight. In a state of panic such as this, he couldn’t find the chance to alter his Avatar as he did against the security guard before. Back then, he was calm and collected. When his mind was clear, he could hack and make his Avatar able to do anything. He could do it, but all he could think of was how he was about to be attacked by the silver figure’s blade.

	I wish this pain was fake, he thought to himself weakly. After all, his consciousness was linked to the Cyber Network. What happened to his body here had a direct effect on his physical body outside the virtual world.

	The silver knight suddenly ceased his assault. Zack then began to hear the sound of static. Despite his state, he heard it coming from his opponent in silver. The figure held a hand to his ear. 

	“You lied about the target!” The figure spoke with heated aggravation. His anger gave way to a slight moment of reprieve as the foot clamping down on Zack’s chest eased ever so slightly, allowing Zack to get but a breath. Even with the small mercy, everything was starting to blur as he was still not getting proper flow of oxygen.

	“I know what we agreed! However, you left out key pieces of information!”

	Zack could barely comprehend what the silver figure was saying. The figure would speak and then quickly silence. Despite this, Zack began to wonder.

	            Where was Lambda?

	He didn’t get much mileage on the thought as all his mind could process was how he was going to die beneath a masked face, unable to do anything about it.

	“Don’t you threaten me! Not telling me the full details falls on you!” howled the knight.

	Zack struggled to listen. Who is he-

	The silver knight ceased his call abruptly. The force on Zack’s chest intensified as the silver figure knelt closer to him. Zack struggled even more to keep his life. The figure then whispered chilling words into Zack’s ear.

	“Take heed, fellow knight.”  

	Zack’s mind went white as his vision blurred completely. He lost control of his mind. He thought it was the end. Old memories began to surface like flickering frames of film. In his half awakened state, he uttered out one word. He didn’t realize he was starting to cry.

	“Rachiel.” The words echoed in his mind. Then, all at once, he was pulled from the white void and spiraled back into the dark stadium. When he started coughing and hacking uncontrollably was when he finally realized that he was still among the living. The pressure on his chest was gone and his vision was slowly coming back. The first thing he saw upon looking up though-

	“Rachiel?!” Zack exclaimed in surprise.

	Golden hair swayed in the wind. The girl was adorned with a long, white coat, like robes of a priestess. The gorgeous woman’s image blazed with brilliance, as if a sun in the eyes of Zack. The image was glorious. It overjoyed him to see her, but these joyous feelings didn’t last.

	“Appear, Chaos Weapon 61: Adjudicator.”

	In an instant, the glorious white image of the golden angel vanished and was replaced by the dark aura of Lambda. Above her head, a large hole of darkness expanded outward, like demonic malice. Zack then watched as a giant buster sword cleaved from the blackness and crashed in front of Lambda. The sword looked to be twelve feet in length, and twice as wide as Lambda. With ease, she lifted the weapon out of the cracked surface and pointed it at the silver figure that had attacked Zack. Zack stared at his assailant. The orange lightning bolt on his face pulsed with wrath.

	“W-who are you?” Zack whispered as he still hadn’t completely recovered.

	The masked assailant retracted his weapon. “Emergency Exit Override. Passcode: War.”

	The assailant was then sucked into a black void that generated behind him. The void instantly vanished once it consumed him, leaving Zack and Lambda in a daze as to what just transpired.

	“Hostile’s retreat confirmed. Disengaging.”

	Lambda retracted her weapon into the negative space from which it came and receded the black hole above her. She found the presence of the silver knight to be troubling as well. Whoever it was, their interest in Zack bothered Lambda.

	Zack sat up, still finding it difficult to breathe. They were far from being safe. They had to get out of the Network fast, before any other strange guests arrived.

	“Lambda, we got to get out of here,” Zack said struggling a bit.

	“What about your sister?” Lambda inquired.

	“We will have to find another way. It is far too dangerous to stay here.”

	Lambda nodded. “Agreed.” She then trailed off seeming a bit nervous. “A-are you a-all right?” she asked, seeming unsure of herself.

	Zack brushed her aside. “I’m fine. Just use that computer brain of yours and get us an Exit Override quick.”

	Lambda found Zack’s tone rude. She also found it rather unnerving how he had not shown her any gratitude for attempting to save Zack from his assailant. She herself reacted on pure impulse, but the complete lack of thanks caused a prick in her chest that she could only understand as “anger”. She wasn’t too fond of this emotion either. She was starting to think that having working knowledge of these complex emotions was more of a curse than a gift. That, and for some reason, she couldn’t get out of her head what Zack had said before.

	Who is Rachiel? The complete lack of data concerned Lambda. On top of that, she didn’t know what to make of the squeezing sensation in her stomach. It was discomforting, making her almost want to gag. She didn’t know that she was experiencing anxiety from her own uncertainty.

	Seconds later, Lambda and Zack vanished from the place they stood, leaving one battlefield only to land right in another.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Washington D.C. - Private Location - Parking Garage - Night]

	Margret waited impatiently in a dark parking garage lit with dim lights. The concrete that surrounded her gave her the feeling of being entombed as she tapped her finger along her arm. It was a cold night, and it wasn’t like one of her informants on her list to be late.

	“He was supposed to be here almost twenty minutes ago. Where the hell is he?” Her words were laced with vexation. Margret never had much patience in tardiness. Time was money, and in the business of information, time was priceless.

	A sudden rustle of wind caught her off guard. Her hair flailed in the strong breeze as her body was chilled. Even in her overcoat, she couldn’t get herself to warm up. She shook off the wind as she tried to calm her growing irritation.

	“Sorry for the wait-”

	The voice couldn’t finish as Margret reeled in surprise.

	The man stared at her not amused. “Are you done?” His manner was erect and impatient.

	Margret quickly found her center as she cleared her throat. Her stern expression though didn’t leave.

	“Were you able to get what I asked for, Marcus?”

	Marcus’ eyes widened slightly as he noted the change in her tone.

	He smirked. “There is the woman I know.” He opened up the small briefcase he was carrying and handed Margret two folders and a black hard drive, no bigger than a box of matches.

	“I will have you know that it wasn’t easy to get what you asked for. I had to call in a lot of favors and pull some strings I didn’t want to.”

	Margret took the folders and hard drive from him. She opened up the first folder. The first page read “Combat AI Development Project”. Immediately, she was intrigued.

	“What could you find out through your contacts?” she asked as she flipped through the file.

	Marcus shook his head. “Not many people would talk when I started probing for information related to the Lambda Project. It appears it is pretty tight lipped. From what I was able to procure, it would appear that Babel is funding the project here in our country exclusively and being very quiet about it. Not even our President knows of it.”

	Margret looked up from the folder. “I figured Babel was providing the funding for the project, that much was obvious from the beginning. What concerns me is its purpose.”

	“Turn the page.”

	Margret looked at Marcus a little worried. She did as he said moments later. She didn’t have to read far to start asking questions.

	“Wait, this document doesn’t say anything about the Lambda Project. It is talking about something called, Oblivion?” Most of the document was redacted so she didn’t quite understand. She kept on reading. “Wait a minute.” Her eyes grew in size. “Why is Lambda referred to as the “Enforcer unit” here, and what does a combat AI have a need for 198 weapons?!”

	Marcus broke in. “I found that document rather distressing. Another document in there also gives the spec spread of the Lambda unit. Not even a God Mod of the highest class has specs that even come close to this. This is no ordinary AI; this thing is a war machine.”

	Margret stared hard at the folder. Not even she had seen the full specs of the Lambda unit. This only stirred her curiosity further.

	“Why is this being created?”

	“I find it disturbing that the Head of Communications under the project itself has no clue what she is overseeing,” Marcus added rather begrudgingly.

	Margret ignored the attitude. “Obviously, much is being kept from my eyes. I was hoping you could do better on your end. So, did you get anything else?”

	Marcus shook his head.  “No one in my contact list could really give me a solid lead beyond what I gave you there. Since it’s a project funded by Babel, it is under their jurisdiction. There aren’t a lot of ways to get info on it as very few people even have access to their servers. It also doesn’t come off as suspicious as they handle all AI projects in some manner or way. Them being their own government for the Network basically makes them immune to our regulations.”

	“Do you think we could expose this, perhaps to force their hand?”

	Marcus shrugged. “Not ideal I’m sure, but Babel can simply say that it’s a new AI project, similar to the God Mods, and just write it off like that. They are always researching and creating more powerful AI programs to police and monitor the Network. Even if we could get some heat under their feet, it wouldn’t prove anything, or get us anywhere.”

	“So we have no idea what the true purpose of Project Lambda is, then?” Margret looked frazzled as she flipped through the folder. She was hoping something would appear before her that would at least give her a clue on what to do next. It wasn’t like her to hit a dead end.

	“What information that we can get on the Lambda unit isn’t enough to put together any solid theory. You will need to get somebody who knows about its true purpose to talk,” he said trying to sound reassuring.

	Margret rolled her eyes. “If it were that easy, I wouldn’t be asking you to dig up information on your end, now would I?”

	Marcus fixed his coat as a chilling breeze rushed over them.

	“Then you are just going to have to climb higher to find someone that does.” He turned and began walking away as the breeze died away.

	“Wait.”

	Marcus stopped.

	“What did you find about the boy I mentioned? He is involved with the Lambda unit now.”

	Marcus turned slowly. “I gathered what I could on Project Lambda. That’s all I could do.”

	Margret found his tone odd. It almost seemed fearful, which was unlike him.

	“I asked you to look into Project Lambda and the boy it is with, Zackary Allan-”

	“Asking about the boy was harder than asking about Project Lambda!”

	Margret stopped. She didn’t like Marcus’ tone. “What are you saying?” She could hardly hide her wavering tone.

	Marcus faced her. His eyes looked to be quivering. It was a look she had never seen before on him.

	“Look, I took a lot of heat just asking the question apparently. For whatever reason, whenever the name “Zackary Allan Knight” was dropped, people just stopped talking to me. They treated me like some plague.”

	Margret didn’t understand. “That doesn’t make any sense. He’s just a teenager. Grant it, he has some very influential parents, but how can that cause all of the people you spoke to in Washington to go cold on you at the drop of his name?”

	Marcus now started to appear frustrated and over alert. It was like just talking about it made him fear for his life. He then came closer, much closer than Margret would have cared for. His eyes burned into her as she peered back with lingering apprehension.

	“I couldn’t give you anything digital or physical for the boy outside of public records simply because it would lead it back to me. All I can tell you is this: something happened three years ago, and some powerful people high up in Babel—the Twelve—have gone to great lengths to cover it up.”

	Margret didn’t like the tone Marcus had. In all the years she had been in league with him, she had never seen him get like this. It almost looked like the knowledge he had was eating him inside and out.

	“What happened three years ago?” she asked reluctantly.

	Marcus took a step back, releasing some of the tension. “No one I spoke to would tell me what happened, but one person did give me a name.”

	“And that was?”

	He looked at Margret with shaking eyes and uttered the name ominously.

	“Rachiel.”  
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	[January 6th - Cyber Network, Server 346 - Concert Hall - Night]

	Corson had watched the scene involving the silver assailant that struck Zack with calculating precision, despite his own pressing dilemma. What troubled him deeply was the purpose behind the attack. He had many questions, and the last thing he needed right now was another piece on the board. In the end, the pressing matter at hand was dealing with three Void Reapers and the ever-encroaching time to where the Medusa Field would fall.

	“Corson,” came a voice over his com. It was Laura. She spoke softly to keep from being overheard by the Reapers. “What’s the plan now?”

	“Working on it,” Corson whispered back heatedly. “For now, order everyone to exit the Network. We will reconvene at HQ,” he finished softly.

	Laura could hear the disappointment in his voice. She nodded with a quick glance over to him as she subtly contacted Krieg and the others.

	“Did you all get that?” she said lowly.

	“Understood,” came the words of the Captain.

	Krieg was late to respond.

	“Krieg, did you hear Corson’s-”

	“I heard. I’m not deaf.” He sounded livid.

	Laura disregarded Krieg’s heated words. “Leave this to Corson and I. You have your orders, so move,” she finished quickly. Her line went dead seconds later.

	Laura looked back to Corson. She could see him peering deeply at their advisories. They had not made any acts of aggression since Lambda’s retreat. It seemed that none of them wanted to make the first move. The pressure was intense; Laura could feel the air thinning from the lot of them just glaring in each other’s direction. She watched Corson’s clawed fingers itch for the chance to make a play.

	“This isn’t like you, Corson.” The voice that spoke belonged to Overseer. The hollow slits within her metal mask burned with fury.

	Corson merely chuckled. “And how would you think I would normally act, Vera?”

	Her body seemed to tighten. “It appears that you are hesitating. Does the great Black God now care for the innocent people he is surrounded by?”

	Corson found the remark irritable. However, he remained centered. She was trying to rile him into a response. Unfortunately for her, he was far too aware of such childish tricks.

	Laura suddenly stepped in. “I find it more amusing how the great Void Reapers are easily contended with.”

	Her boastful grin enraged Overseer. “And here is Stigma, preying on a mere child. You’re angry because he stole your little AI from you? Why don’t you just kill him?”

	Corson scowled. “You know nothing, Vera. Continue being an ignorant fool. You’re good at that.”

	Overseer ignored the last comment. Instead, she gave a wicked laugh. “I didn’t know you were such a coward, Corson. Surely you see that your method is unnecessary and roundabout. This is utterly laughable.”

	Corson didn’t care for her tone. He merely stared silently. He knew what he was doing. Without Zack’s cooperation, Lambda would never listen to him. After all, Corson knew Lambda had imprinted too much on Zack to ever obey him should he kill Zack.

	The Lambda unit already sees value in the boy. He could see it in its actions. He knew that he wasn’t wrong. He always could see the truth, hidden within the eyes.

	“Say, Corson,” Overseer called to him playfully. “How did you manage to scare the boy away? Did you say you would kill his family should he refuse to cooperate?”

	Corson was starting to get annoyed. “What of it, Vera?”

	Overseer now was starting to get confident. She held her hand in front of her face. In an instant, the metal mask shielding her features retracted and revealed her vibrant blue eyes and wicked smile.

	“So tell me, Corson, how are you getting the boy to join you, hmm? Persuasion, maybe, or perhaps . . . .” She paused for dramatic effect. “Threats?”

	Corson clenched his claws. He whispered into his com. “Laura, get ready to rush Vera. She is allowing herself to become overconfident.”

	Corson noted Laura’s subtle nod. They were about to make their move, when Vera’s tone suddenly changed.

	Vera ceased her grin as she heard a voice in her ear.

	Corson observed this mood change with great concern.

	“What is it?” she replied harshly.

	Corson’s eyes darkened as he saw her smile return.

	She faced Corson, still smiling arrogantly. “Looks like it’s over. We win.”

	Corson glared. “Rather cocky words. You would be wise to not be so sure.”

	Vera chuckled. “You think we are the only ones that know you are here?” Her sneer was rather unpleasant. “Babel has already alerted the World Moderators. They are locking down this server as we speak. In just a few more moments, we will know exactly where you are uploading from.”

	Vera took a breath, still grinning strongly. “It’s over, Corson. Checkmate!”

	Corson glared. “How amusing. And here I thought you would make sure that you took me down personally.”

	Vera remained confident. “That will come once we zero in on your accounts. We only need one of you to find your location. The squad that managed to slip out will meet their demise once we crash open your front door. However . . .” She looked to Foresight and Clairvoyance. “Though we may have you two trapped, that doesn’t mean we can’t rough you up nice and good here in the Network. Crushing that pride of yours will be a fine appetizer.” Her face was covered by the metal mask once more as she held up her large saber.

	“On my command, attack,” she said anxiously as she began to laugh.

	Foresight and Clairvoyance both nodded. They took their stances as they prepared for Overseer’s word. They waited patiently like poised lions.

	Corson put his metallic hand to his face. “Then I suppose you leave me no choice.”

	Overseer’s heartless laughter ceased almost instantly. The look in Corson’s eyes rattled her. She began to fear what he was talking about.

	She pointed her saber at Corson. “You don’t have a choice! Fight here to save your pride, or wait to have the World Moderators hack your account. Either way, you don’t get a choice in the matter! All of the options lead to your capture and defeat!” Vera yelled, trying to brush off her wavering fear.

	Laura turned to Corson, sensing a dark presence from him. “Is it too late to stop you?” Laura spoke with worry lingering on her tongue. She seemed almost apologetic.

	Corson only shook his head as he threw his hand into the air. White lightning began sparking and dashing from his claws as a current of wind began to suck inward toward his outstretched hand. Atop his metallic palm was now forming a small black ball. It pulsed with a foreboding aura.

	Vera’s eyes widened with surprise as she leapt away. “Clairvoyance! Foresight! Evasive action now!”

	Both turned to Vera. Their display of hesitation showed how perplexed they were by the sudden change in the situation.

	“What are you talking about?! We will just stop him-”

	A burst of lightning shot into Clairvoyance before he could finish. The shock lit his entire Avatar bleach-white as the blinding energy surged through him. His whole body contorted and bent in inhuman ways before it burst into bits of code, leaving no trace of the Void Reaper.

	Vera glared in Corson’s direction. Corson returned the stare as more bolts of lightning shot out from the small black hole atop his palm. Each time the lightning crashed into an object, the space that the object occupied was completely nullified. It was as if each blast was erasing everything around them.

	“Have you lost your mind?! This is your plan?! If you create a Server Crash, you risk killing yourself, along with everyone here!” bellowed Overseer.

	        “There is a chance I will survive, just like there is a chance that your fellow Reaper will live from a forced log-out. I’m aware of the risk, but you have left me with no other option.”

	Overseer’s eyes swelled with fury. “You fiend! There are countless people still logged on this server! You plan to risk killing them all just to have a chance to escape!?”

	“The Network has had safety measures in place ever since the Dead Zone incident. The crash will likely cause no fatalities among “normal” accounts. Ours on the other hand, is another story,” Corson replied coldly.

	“Overseer, he’s right!” came the elevated voice of Foresight. “The server is overloading dramatically from the surge of energy he is generating. If we don’t exit we will be taking the same risk as him! Our accounts are more integrated to our consciousness! We could end-”

	More lightning shot and crashed into the stadium, nullifying everything the blast touched. The ground was starting to quake as well. The server was reaching its limit. It wouldn’t hold out for much longer. A decision had to be made.

	Overseer bit her lip. “Foresight, commence an emergency log-out.”

	Foresight stared hesitant. “I understand, but we can still-”

	“Do as I say now!” Every fiber of Overseer’s body wanted to scream as she made her choice.

	Foresight said no more and immediately began typing on his wrist. He didn’t like the decision, but it wasn’t his place to question now.

	Overseer peered darkly up at Corson. His black coat billowed wildly in the torrent of chaos caused by the ever-growing ball of darkness above his head.

	“I hope you die from this!” The malice in her words was deadly. The shame that had been brought upon her once again was something she would never forgive.

	Corson huffed dismissively. “Doubtful. My will is strong, unlike yours.”

	Overseer felt her eyes bulge with hate just as Foresight finished the preparations for their exit. She didn’t even get a word out as they vanished from the crashing server in a black vortex of chaos.

	Corson closed his eyes. “If only we could exit as easy as them. With the World Moderators focused on us, trying to log out will only hasten them hacking our accounts. There is too much at stake to take that risk now.” He looked to Laura. “I hope this doesn’t spell our own doom,” he said rather solemnly.

	Laura leaped to his side as the area began to crumble around them. Code scattered in all directions as the structures that surrounded them crumbled into shapeless blocks of dead space. There was chaos all around, and yet, amidst this havoc, both Corson and Laura watched as the fake world around them phased away.

	“What are the chances of us surviving?” Laura asked, trying to mask her fear.

	Corson took her hand. His powerful eyes danced with hope.

	“Getting better by the second.”

	Darkness completely consumed them seconds later as the server plunged into abyss. All was one with the dark emptiness. The Zero Zone had claimed the space once held by the server. Silence from all directions extended into infinity.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Night]

	Karen and Richard walked briskly through the white halls of the Research Plant. The looks on their faces could tell all those who they passed what they were thinking. It wasn’t a secret as to why the whole lab was now in a blaze of uncertainty and tension. Ever since the Director’s return, things had been put into motion that were said to never be moved or disturbed ever again. Both Karen and Richard had only one agenda: to talk to the Director. What he was asking was nothing short of insanity.

	They rounded a corner and headed to the Director’s Council Chamber, but were met with an unexpected individual blocking the passage to the chamber. Karen found this to be insufferable.

	“Step aside, Margret. We have to talk to-”

	With cunning speed, two soldiers darted from either hall to Margret’s left and right and stood in front of her. They towered a solid foot above Karen and leered down at her, almost hoping she would try and make a move.  

	Richard was unfazed by their intimidating looks. “Out of the way. We need to talk to the Director immediately.”

	The two men glanced at one another before snickering playfully. “We know our orders. You cannot and will not see the Director while he is in his meeting. That is final. I’m sure you understand.” The guard motioned to his hip and flicked the release on his holster, revealing his piece. Richard regrettably backed down.

	Karen didn’t see the worth in confronting the armed men, but instead went for Margret.

	“Margret, can you at least give us a reason why the Director has ordered the reactivation of Number 5?” Her eyes and face were rigid. They carried a certain discomfort that didn’t sit well with Margret as she stared into them.

	“I don’t know any more than you two do. I get called back urgently, and the first thing I get wind of is this. The Director has been withholding information from me ever since his meeting with the Board.”

	One of the guards stepped in front of Margret. “There will be no further questions. You all have your orders, so get back to your posts.”

	Karen’s eyes inflamed. With a swift stomp of her heel, she smashed the floor with each step. Her rage even made the guards break a small sweat.

	Richard glared at the men. “Don’t think this is over. The Director and the Board have no idea what they’re doing if they really think the reactivation of Number 5 is going to solve anything.” His words were laced with malice and warning. He left to catch up with Karen, leaving Margret and the guards to take in the heated words left by the scientists.

	The one guard shrugged. “Baseless threats coming from a coward in a lab coat.”

	Margret spoke up. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

	The guards turned to Margret, now a little curious.

	Margret’s words were haunting. “There is a reason Number 5 is so infamous. You wouldn’t know, as you are simply replaceable muscle.”

	The guards didn’t like her choice of words—not for the rude comments, but the harsh undertone that she spoke in. They had never heard her ever speak like this.

	“W-what does it matter? It’s probably just another one of your stupid projects you screwed up on. What do we care if-”

	“Number 5 killed fifty men just like you in under a minute. The raw destructive power it was able to unleash nearly brought this whole facility down in that small amount of time. You two have no idea what you are talking about.”

	The guards’ eyes widened ever so slightly. The look of fear could be seen lingering in their eyes. Still, they weren’t sold.

	“W-what nonsense is that? We were never debriefed or told of such an incident.”

	Margret smiled. “And why would you be? You are bodyguards—security, and nothing more. You don’t need to be concerned with matters that happened before you arrived at your post. You’re here to be meat shields, should something like that happen again.” Her words were malefic.

	Now the guards were starting to become agitated. They didn’t like being looked down upon by Margret. Head of Communications or not, this was just outright vindictive.

	“It’s a shame our orders are to not restrain you. You need a lesson in respect.”

	Margret only smirked. “And you two need a lesson in not speaking.”

	The guards had enough. With a swift turn, the two guards returned to their posts, now filled with an increasing need to shoot something.

	Margret paid it no mind as she turned to face the door that led to the conference room where the Director and his private council were discussing the matter of Number 5 now. Her expression was no longer one of spunk and tenacity, but one of deep concern.

	“Can Epsilon really be reprogrammed to help us?” Margret thought out loud. She didn’t like the idea, nor did she like where things were going. Not only that, there was still the matter that plagued her mind from her meeting with Marcus.

	Who is Rachiel?

	She took a deep breath, calming her nerves. “Looks like I need to change my tactics if I want to make any progress now. With Number 5 considered for reactivation, I need to get to the heart of this shadow quickly.”

	She needed to get a grasp on the situation before she could move forward. She knew she wasn’t going to get anything from the Director, but she had a hunch that there was someone here that she could get information from. In light of recent findings, it was natural for Margret to seek the source that started her concern from the beginning.

	With that, Margret left her post and headed in the direction that Karen and Richard went. The look in her eyes seemed like it could part the Red Sea.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Babel HQ - Private Quarters - Night]

	Dead Eye propped his feet up on his desk as he swished around some hard candy in his mouth. The smile on the man’s face was deeply unsettling.

	A low beeping sound began to resonate off to his right. With a slight groan and a hiss through his teeth, he slapped the blinking button that was the source of the annoying sound. Mere seconds later, a screen with the image of a large man appeared before Dead Eye. The man’s coarse features and scar over his left eye gave him a rigid look. His eyes were dark, seemingly devoid of life as he loomed above him. Dead Eye merely rolled his eye.

	“Do you mind? I’m kind of in a good mood right now. I would rather you not spoil it.”

	The man’s scarred eye twitched. “Is that any way to speak to one of the Grand Twelve?” His voice almost boomed.

	Dead Eye bit down on his candy and glared up at the man. “What do you want?”

	The imposing figure cleared his throat. “You were given specific orders to assist in the retrieval of the Enforcer unit. You often boast just how incredible you are. So answer me, Dead Eye; why haven’t you settled this yet?”

	Dead Eye crossed his arms and smirked. “What? The great Punisher of the Grand Twelve is feeling scared over losing his favorite toy?”

	The dark man scowled.  “Lambda’s existence can’t become public. No one can learn of its true purpose. You’d best learn to understand that, and start acting like it matters.” The man’s tone was fierce.

	Dead Eye felt no fear. Instead, he continued to sneer. “You wound me, Simon. I’m aware of the severity of the issue.” His ears perked as he gleefully looked toward the screen. He remembered something that made his body shake with excitement.

	“Tell me,” he said leaning closer to the screen. “The boy that is with Lambda is the one from that incident, isn’t he?”

	“Tread lightly, Dead Eye. I won’t warn you again.”

	Dead Eye silenced, though he was still smiling. “Well, I figured you wouldn’t say. It makes the job that much sweeter, though.”

	The man’s eyes narrowed menacingly. “I don’t necessarily mind you taking an interest in the boy, but understand that if you fail to complete your job soon, another one of the High Kings may be sent to ensure a more swift conclusion to this matter.”

	Dead Eye now looked coarse. “I trust the Twelve won’t be so foolish. I will handle this. I won’t let anyone interfere.”

	“It would be in your best interest to advance your plans, then. I care little of what methods you use so long as Lambda is ours again, and the world is still ignorant of its existence,” Simon added.

	Now Dead Eye was pleased again. “Excellent. I’m sure to have news for you soon. After all, things are progressing just how I had thought.”

	“For your sake, you’d best be right.”

	The screen vanished, leaving Dead Eye to snicker in the darkened room. He reached over to his arm and tapped his Com-Linker. The red device quickly expanded and began to blink.

	“Time to give my little war god an update,” he giggled.

	 His earpiece rung. The humming sensation of the device made Dead Eye anxious as he waited for the call to be received.

	With a click, a voice spoke. “You better have some answers for me, Dead Eye. I won’t be so keen to listen to your orders until I get an explanation.”

	“Easy, my dear Ares. That was more of a test of loyalty, and you performed marvelously,” he hissed with a wide grin.

	Ares wasn’t amused. “You have a lot of gall stringing me along like that. If it weren’t for your offer, I would hunt you down and-”

	“Easy, my boy. That certainly can wait. However, if you wish for me to uphold my end of the bargain, you are going to have to listen to me very carefully,” he added quite powerfully.

	Ares grunted begrudgingly. “Fine, what is it you need then?”

	Dead Eye chuckled. “Nothing much. I just need you to bring that boy you nearly killed to me.”

	“You have a location?” replied Ares sternly.

	Dead Eye smiled unpleasantly. “43 Academy Drive.”


 

	 

	[10]

	Pursuit

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 6th - Abingdon, Virginia - 43 Academy Drive - Night]

	All was dark upon Zack awakening in the physical world. He found it unnaturally quiet. Within Zack’s room, the only light was that of his large monitor. The only sound that could be heard was of a low humming noise coming from his computer and chair. His room quickly began to glow red as Lambda materialized from a much smaller pentagram that he had seen when she appeared in the Network. He was thankful that it had had minimal effects on his room.

	“Log-off successful,” echoed Lambda as her arms returned to her side along with her flowing hair.

	Zack felt a little entranced as he watched Lambda exhale, opening her eyes.

	“Is something wrong?” Lambda inquired as she noted Zack staring at her from his chair.

	Zack shook his head. “It’s nothing. We should get moving. This place is no longer safe.”

	Lambda nodded her head. “Agreed.”

	Zack paused for a moment. “We need to meet up outside the Network with my sister. That will have to be our first move,” he added firmly.

	Lambda appeared confused. “How are you going to find her location?”

	Zack was still uncertain. “I’m not entirely sure yet. However, I’m going on what Corson’s next move will most likely be. If he failed to get my sister’s location through the Network, he will obviously seek to find her location through the agency that handles all my sister’s security detail.”

	Lambda followed easily. “Lambda understands. However, why wouldn’t Corson have done that in the first place?”

	Zack only had a hunch. “All companies have their own private servers that are removed from the Network mainframe. Only those linked to specialized terminals within the company compounds can access its servers. In short, it is much harder for him to hack information when he has to directly access a private server of that nature.”

	“Can’t you get in touch with your sister? Verbal contact would save the trouble of having to directly find her,” Lambda inquired.

	Zack groaned, unsure of what to do. “Given the state we left that server, I bet she is being kept under lock and key at her agency. Simply calling her now will most likely be impossible.”

	Lambda found Zack’s troubled look unsettling. She didn’t know what the proper action was. She wasn’t equipped with the full understanding of the concept, “reassurance”.

	Zack slammed his fist on the chair. “How can I make this work?!” he yelled, frustrated.

	Lambda opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She seemed distressed as Zack sat struggling angrily to find a solution that could work.

	Zack looked up to Lambda. “Anything in that computer brain of yours that can help?” he said, seeming very irritated.

	Lambda broke eye contact with him as she found his stern stare hard to look at.

	Zack let out a sigh as he got up from his chair. He needed to relax and calm himself. He wasn’t going to get anything done if he allowed himself to become riled.

	“No use trying to figure it out here. At the least, we can relocate to Cecilia’s agency headquarters. Perhaps if I explain the situation to them, I can find out where they are keeping her. We can work out the details from there.”

	Lambda seemed to relax, noticing that the dark aura around Zack had died down a little. She didn’t quite understand the sensation she had experienced before. Regardless, she knew that reaching Zack’s sister was their number one priority. Aiding in that, she knew she could manage.

	Lambda straightened, having found new resolve. “Lambda just needs the address to this establishment before-” Lambda’s head rocketed to the left and stared blankly at Zack’s wall. Her eyes glowed red with bloodlust. The act almost gave Zack a heart attack.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked reluctantly.  

	Lambda spoke robotically. “Biological detected. 245 pounds, height six feet and three inches. No visible weapon. Threat level-”

	The roof above suddenly crashed down upon them. Zack didn’t have a moment to think as Lambda yanked him and herself with overwhelming speed in the effort to dodge the crumbling ceiling above. The force by Lambda nearly felt like Zack’s arm was about to be torn off as they crashed through his window and came slamming into the ground. When Zack managed to open his eyes, wincing from the pain in his arm, he noted how Lambda held him tightly to her chest to prevent any external injuries. The embrace didn’t last long though.

	“Enemy hostile confirmed. Advanced Cyber-suit detected; activating defensive parameters,” Lambda echoed in a empty voice as she quickly took to standing.

	Zack rose slowly just in time to see their assailant leap from the wreckage that was Zack’s house. The cloudless night allowed the pure moonlight to reflect off the silver armor of the imposing figure before them.      

	Zack’s blood turned to ice as the figure stepped out of the shadows to reveal an orange lightning bolt symbol on his silver mask. His words were stern, and boiled like an enraged bull.

	“Zackary Allan Knight, you are to come with me.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Undisclosed Location - Night]

	Laura’s eyes strained when faced with light. Her vision was blurred and a ringing noise was splintering her eardrums. She tried to shake it off, but the pain wouldn’t subside. It was like every muscle of her body was being paralyzed by this constant vibration. She couldn’t move her body, only breathe and stare at a blurred image slowly taking form.

	What is this?

	A large mansion focused into view. Gorgeous, white pillars supported the roof of the entryway leading to the front door of the vibrant home. Lush greenery populated its surroundings as it weaved to a rotary right in front of the home with a gushing fountain. Within the fountain was the statue of a four winged angel, her arms open and welcoming.

	Laura’s eyes grew wide. She knew this place. Apprehension started to grip her.

	The image of the home radiated in the vibrant sunshine cast above. Above, not a single cloud could be seen. It was an Eden lost in the mind of Laura; an Eden she had once called home.

	Her vision focused on the house once more. The door to the home opened, drawing Laura to its entrance. She couldn’t stop herself from moving closer.

	No . . . stop . . . don’t go in!

	The warm sunlight vanished as she entered the humble domain of the giant white mansion. What awaited her on the inside was far less pleasant. In the middle of the grand hall, leading to a staircase, the outlines of two people could be seen. They oddly swayed from left to right within the deep darkness.

	Laura’s pupils shrank as fear grasped hold of her, a dead hand around her throat. It was so cold, merciless, and terrifying. The two outlines took form within the dark shadows of the home to reveal the source of the odd swaying.

	Stop! Don’t look!

	Suspended ten feet above the ground, the two bodies hung from their necks by a grand chandelier of gold. Their eyes were sunken and dead as they swayed endlessly above.

	Laura awoke suddenly. Her body shot up with the speed of a mousetrap. Gasping for air, she heaved in and out, sweat dripping all over her body as she sat upright in bed. Fresh tears of sorrow and rage ran down her face. They burned with a hatred few knew or shared. She clenched her fists tightly as she tried to suppress the nightmare she had just witnessed.

	Why again? Why now?

	Laura wasn’t given much time to sort out her thoughts as the door to her left swung open to reveal a tall man with a heavy build. His forearms were the size of Laura’s head and his waist was wider than two of her put together. The man was very well built and carried himself powerfully as he strode into the dimly lit room. Upon the figure entering the light, Laura let out a small sigh and wiped the tears from her eyes.

	“Don’t startle me like that, Peter.” She pushed the sheets off her and set her bare feet on the metal floor. The sensation brought life to her dulled nerves.

	“Forgive me, Laura, I simply wished to see if you had awakened.” Peter’s tone was kind, completely contradicting his massive and intimidating stature. His expression turned to concern as he noted the redness in Laura’s eyes.

	“Laura . . . did you have another-”

	“It’s nothing,” she stated firmly.

	Peter wasn’t convinced. “Have you told Corson?”

	She shook her head. “He doesn’t need to know about this.”

	Peter’s concerned look softened lightly. “I worry for you like any other comrade, Laura. I only ask because I care.”

	Laura let a small smile slip on her lips. “You worry too much.” Her brief smile vanished seconds later as she took to standing. “Where is Corson?”

	Peter’s kind tone faltered. “He is waiting in his chambers. He wishes to speak to you immediately. You two have been in a coma for over an hour since Corson crashed the server you two were in.”

	Laura had completely forgotten about her nightmare at this point; or, rather, tried her best to forget it for the sake of the mission.

	“What about everyone in the squad? Were they able to get out safely?” Laura asked Peter without any waver in her tone.

	Peter nodded his head. “The squad was intact. They are awaiting further orders. I instructed them to remain on sight until you and Corson awoke.”

	Laura grabbed her boots and threw them on quickly. “Very well. Does Corson wish for your presence as well?”

	Peter chuckled. “Corson will summon me when he needs me. My services are needed with the troops at the moment. Someone has to show a face to the men and women that fight for us.”

	Laura didn’t like the subtle jab from Peter. “If you were any other person, I would tell you to watch your tone, “ she said firmly.

	Peter turned slowly to Laura. His looming stare was strong. He was a man of nearly fifty, but carried himself in a way that showed he had considerable youth in his stride. Peter was a decorated war veteran and wore his valor proudly like a humble giant. However, at times he needed to show why he was one of the few left in charge when Corson wasn’t around.

	“I will let that slide since Corson has given you an inflated sense of where you stand in the ranks. If the way I speak bothers you, I suggest you take it up with our Leader.” His tone was harsh. Laura could see the power in his eyes as he stared down at her.

	Laura averted her stare. “I meant no disrespect.”

	Peter looked down with unwavering eyes. “A word of caution,” Peter began. “There is only so much our followers can and will do with being left in the dark. All the squads have been showing doubts since Corson put his plan into motion. Doubt is a poison that corrupts the mind and a soldier’s resolve.”

	Laura clicked her teeth. “They ought to be more grateful.”

	Peter laughed lightly. “Perhaps, but I wouldn’t take their concern lightly.” His tone grew deep. “Most of our squads are young.” His stare turned grim. “And youth has a tendency to be easily corrupted.”

	Laura heeded Peter’s words. “I’m sure Corson knows the severity of the tension that has been building these past months. He will make progress, I’m sure of it.” Her unflinching resolve was admirable.

	Peter chuckled. “Love is a mysterious thing that binds people. It must be great to be young.”

	Laura’s face flushed a shade of red. “Be silent! I follow Corson because I believe in him and trust him. T-the rest of Stigma ought to do the same!”

	Peter stifled a laugh. “If only the squads saw this side of you. They might like you more then, especially the women.”

	Laura scowled. “Utter a word of this to anyone and I will be sure that it will be the last thing you ever do.”

	Peter waved his hands in a taunting manner. “I’m terrified.”

	“You are such a-”

	Laura’s wrist began to blink and ring loudly. She let Peter off the hook and answered the call.

	“This is-”

	“I expected you ten minutes ago. Where are you?”

	It was Corson. He sounded impatient.

	Laura’s back straightened. “My apologies, I’m on my way now.” She promptly canceled the call and headed off toward Corson’s chambers, leaving Peter to watch from afar.

	Peter’s expression turned somber as he watched Laura rush to Corson’s side.

	“Corson . . . it must be nice having people who care about you and love you. Don’t ever lose sight of that.”

	Peter marched in the opposite direction. Each of his steps echoed through the metal chambers as he headed to his own destination.

	Laura, on the other hand, was much lighter on her feet, and quickly made it to Corson’s chambers in record time. She tried her best to mask her breathing when she entered the den scattered with weapons. The lush white room from before had remained in its metallic form and no longer had the peaceful atmosphere that once brought her a brief moment of relaxation.

	The door behind her shut quickly after she entered. She noticed that Corson had his hands behind his back, gazing at the giant monitor above him. She quickly sprung to his side without another word.

	“The Reaper interference set us back, but Krieg came through in the end. We have the girl’s location,” stated Corson rather proudly. “

	Laura stared at the monitor. “Exalted Records? Is this the company that the girl is with?”

	“Indeed. I had feared that the company would be using a facility that was much farther away, but, as it would turn out, it is quite close. However, breaking through their security will be quite difficult, even for Nerine,” Corson added gratingly.

	“Do we have any operatives in that area?” Laura asked openly.

	Corson’s eyes shimmered. “Nerine is working on generating a employee list at the moment. It is turning out to be quite hard to just get that off their servers. I was right to push to take advantage of the concert.” His eyes now squinted. “Still, I’m not pleased with the continued hindrances.” Corson cursed under his breath. “If I wasn’t forced to crash the server, their security wouldn’t be on such high alert,” he growled.

	Laura seemed concerned. “What of the boy? Surely he will have the same idea.”

	Corson continued to stare intently. “The boy is smart, but I doubt he will be able to just walk up and get in given the state of things,” Corson added with a dark chuckle.

	Laura seemed unsure. “For the time being, couldn’t we send some men to-”

	“Hold the applause, my fans! Your diamond genius has done it again!” came the energetic words of Nerine as a screen blinked to life to their right. Her dynamic smile made Laura dizzy with disgust.

	“Did you get the employee roster of Exalted Records, Nerine?” Corson said austerely, not even making eye contact.

	Nerine wasn’t fazed by Corson’s attitude. “Yup! Pulling it up for you now.”

	Corson and Laura watched as another screen sprang in front of them. The hovering window displayed a massive list of employees ranging from the CEO of the company down to the custodians.

	Corson scanned the list carefully. “Any luck breaking their server firewalls?”

	Nerine winced. “Sorry. Private servers of Fortune 500 companies are hard even for me. If I’m lucky, I should have something in the next hour. . . I think,” she added with a whisper.

	Corson glared at her screen. “Make it happen, Nerine,” he shot darkly. His eyes returned to the list before him as he continued to speak. “I don’t think I need to remind you how important it is in getting this boy under our control.”

	Nerine heard the intensity coming from Corson. Her perky aura quickly faded, as she lost a lot of her spunk from his dark words.

	“Of course, Leader. I will report back the moment I have results,” she said weakly.

	Her screen vanished, leaving Laura and Corson alone to scan over the window hovering before them.

	Laura moved to speak. “Do you think it is-”

	“Stop!” Corson yelled.

	Laura nearly jumped out of her skin as she noticed Corson was talking to the computer to cease its scrolling.

	“Computer, highlight employee number A546B223.” His voice almost was shaking.

	The computer highlighted the designated employee Corson listed. For a long moment, neither Laura nor Corson spoke.

	“C-Corson . . . what did you find?” Laura asked cautiously.

	Corson ignored Laura, tapping his Com-Linker with intense purpose. He couldn’t help but laugh lightly as he made a call.

	“I love it when I win.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Virginia - Exalted Records Media House #127 - Night]

	Cecilia was still in a daze. She could barely remember what had just happened to her. One minute she was on stage in the Network, and the next she was surrounded by several members of the media company, all with distressed looks on their faces. Apparently, the server  had crashed, causing hundreds of people to experience what she went through, a minor acute coma. She had been out for nearly an hour, but it felt like she had been sleeping for a month. It was so strange. Cecilia found it vexing how she could barely get to a sitting position on the bed she laid in. The others that surrounded her kept encouraging her to remain in bed, but she couldn’t sit still at a time like this.  

	What happened back there?

	The door to her room burst open. Slightly alarmed, Cecilia turned to see the face of her manager, Sarah. Her hair was frazzled and her glasses crooked. Cecilia almost let a giggle slip out, but that was just before she saw the look of distress on Sarah’s face. She had never seen her look so discomposed and weary. However, her expression quickly softened the moment she saw Cecilia sitting up in bed. The expression seemed so warm to her, almost motherly.

	Sarah rushed over, nearly knocking over the people around Cecilia and embraced her tightly. Cecilia was now completely perplexed and unsure how to respond. Sarah had always been rather strict to her. This was a side she had never seen before. She didn’t know how to take this sudden affection, nor did she think Sarah felt this way about her. However, the embrace was very soothing.

	Sarah must have noticed or felt the confused emotions from Cecilia as she suddenly let her go. When Cecilia looked up at her, she noted that her face was flushed.

	“I-I was just worried that you wouldn’t be able t-to continue as our top idol.” Her stammered words were plagued with embarrassment.

	Cecilia let out a small giggle. “I always thought you had a kind side, Sarah, I just never knew you were so afraid to show it.”

	Sarah’s mouth opened to speak, but no words seemed to come out. She merely averted her gaze and tried to sound professional.

	“I-it is my job to ensure your safety at all times. It is only natural that I worry. Don’t mistake my emotions for love of any sort.”

	Everyone in the room, including Cecilia, had to stifle a laugh. It was truly comedic how dishonest she was with herself.

	“A-anyway! All of you leave. Cecilia needs time to rest and recuperate.”

	The staff in the room rolled their eyes, but did as they were told. Quickly, they all piled out and left Sarah and Cecilia alone. Once the door was shut, Sarah took a seat on the bed and let out a sigh.

	“You have no idea how much of a scare you gave all of us. We thought you weren’t going to wake up. Not to mention the fact that we all nearly had a heart attack when the server froze. I have never seen anything like it.”

	Cecilia held her head down. She wasn’t sure if she should speak of what happened right before she fell into darkness.

	Should I tell her about Zack and Lambda? Would she be able to help?

	Cecilia’s thoughts were all in the air, twisting and turning. She didn’t know who she could talk to right now. Zack wasn’t lying about Lambda. They were indeed being targeted. This left Cecilia at a loss of what to do. The only thing that really made sense was to find out where Zack was and make sure that he was okay. Outside of that, she didn’t have any idea.

	“Is everything okay? You look a bit pale,” came the concerned words of Sarah.

	Cecilia just shook her head. “I’m fine, really. I guess I just need some rest.” She tried to put on a brave face, but her weary smile gave her away.

	Sarah chuckled and shook her head. “You do that, then. Once you get some rest, be sure to come and get me later. We need to talk about rescheduling your concert.”

	Cecilia nodded in agreement. “Good. Now I just-”

	A loud vibrating noise came from Sarah’s Com-Linker. She quickly glanced at the screen, annoyed at the interruption. After noting the identity of the incoming call, she turned to Cecilia with a light smile.

	“Well, duty calls. Get some rest, okay.”

	Cecilia laid down as she was told. She didn’t say another word as she watched Sarah leave. In truth, she wanted to thank her for worrying about her, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. She had almost forgotten what it was like to be cared for. On top of that, she still had the thoughts of Zack and Lambda. She wanted to do something, but for the life of her, she couldn’t keep her eyes open. The bed and the stress were just so intoxicating.

	Moments later, she fell into a peaceful darkness where solemn silence waited for her. It was purifying and nurturing, just what she needed to calm her mind.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Sarah watched and waited until Cecilia was fast asleep. She closed the door lightly and adjusted her earpiece.

	“It is done. You have an hour.”

	The voice on the other line hummed. “So sorry to pull you out of retirement. You have done very well.”

	Sarah pocketed a small syringe into a knapsack on her hip, smiling rather devilishly.

	“All for the greater cause, Leader.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 6th - Abingdon, Virginia - 43 Academy Drive - Night]

	Zack could barely come up with words to describe what was happening in front of him. He was struggling to figure out what action and course was the best move in order to deal with the towering knight of silver.

	Is he in league with those Void Reapers?

	The silver knight stepped forward. “I won’t ask again, Zackary Allan Knight. Hand over the Lambda unit, and turn yourself in now.”

	Zack felt his legs began to shake. He was rooted by fear rather than his iron will. He had underestimated how fast he could be tracked down. What worried him more was if the other Void Reapers would be joining the knight of silver.

	“Lambda,” Zack whispered. “We need to avoid this fight.”

	Lambda didn’t look away from the silver knight. “Negative. Neutralizing the threat will be more effective.” Her words were powerful, and calculated.

	The silver knight took another step forward. “I grow impatient. My orders are to bring you in unharmed, but if force is needed, I will respond in full.” The knight held out his hand, creating a small ball of dense space. He then reached into the orb as it expanded outward.

	“This is your last chance to comply,” he warned with a deep voice.

	Zack looked to Lambda. She appeared ready to unleash Armageddon should the knight make an advance. Zack knew he had to prevent this. Needless destruction now would only lead to attention that they didn’t need.

	“Okay, we surrender,” Zack said holding his hands up.

	Lambda reeled, looking to Zack utterly perplexed.

	The knight seemed to ease up, removing his hand from the black hole before him.

	“I’m glad you have seen reason. Now, order the Lambda unit to-”

	“Lambda, now!” Zack bellowed.

	Lambda didn’t even process Zack’s words of surrender as she responded flawlessly. With swift procession, she elbowed the silver knight in the chest, and followed up with a soaring kick that sent the warrior propelling into Zack’s house. Zack could hear the knight smash through the building and crash out the other side, causing the house to buckle and fall due to the massive damage sustained by Lambda’s attack.

	Lambda turned to Zack. “Target has suffered non lethal blows. Lambda will now finish-”

	“That won’t be necessary. We can’t have you blowing stuff up and alerting the whole county of our presence,” Zack interrupted forcefully.

	Lambda didn’t seem pleased. “This choice of action could prove hazardous later-”

	Zack became agitated. “I don’t have time to explain to you why killing people is wrong,” he spoke firmly. “Now, if we want to beat Corson to Cecilia, we need to move now!”

	Lambda sensed a strange tremor running up and down her body as she gaped at Zack. She wasn’t sure if she was fond of it, but found herself compelled to obey. There was something in Zack’s eyes that seemed to alert her to not push the issue further. Instinctively, she listened, and said no more.

	“Lambda still needs the location to the-”

	A massive explosion erupted just beyond Zack’s crumbled home. He could almost feel the pressure and wrath coming from the given direction.

	“No time! Just take us to one of locations you have set in your history!”

	Lambda responded quickly and grabbed hold of Zack as they leapt into the darkness of the wormhole. Zack couldn’t help but look behind him as the slit in space began to close and noted the silver knight bolting toward the receding wormhole. His inflamed eyes glowed a bright orange as the lightning bolt on his face radiated like magma. Zack averted his eyes in fear as the slit shut just before the knight reached its opening.

	Way too close for comfort.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Ares slammed his fist into the ground. The area he stood in smoldered as if hit by a comet. He tapped his helmet lightly.

	“It’s Ares. The boy escaped through the Lambda unit’s Worm Drive. I’m unable to pursue.”

	The words of Dead Eye rang into his ear. They throbbed with a sickly sensation. “I had predicted as much,” Dead Eye uttered, sounding almost uninterested.

	“My apologies. I was caught off guard-”

	“Survey the area. The AI unit has a limit in distance it can go with its Worm Drive.”

	Ares then heard laughter on the line.

	“It’s now a race!” Dead Eye howled with enthusiasm.

	Ares didn’t understand. “What do you-”

	“You or the Void Reapers. Which one will claim the prize first?!”

	Ares was rendered speechless as he mulled over the calamity that was to come.


 

	 

	[11]

	Willpower

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 7th - Washington DC - Cyber Research Plant - Day]

	Charles tapped his fingers on his fluorescent tablet. The illuminated device stared back at him with several open files. The other members of his council waited anxiously.

	Charles ceased his rhythmic beating as he reached to his template and pulled up a number dial screen. He blazed a combination in with his limber fingers and within seconds, all the templates before the members turned bright red. Charles noted their sudden change of mood.

	“W-what is this?!”

	Charles didn’t falter. “Exactly what you see. It has been decided that in the event of complications, the backup plan is to have Number 5, Project Epsilon, ready for deployment.”

	The dark room was silent for several uninterrupted moments.

	“T-this must be a joke right? Epsilon can’t be used!”

	Charles’ gaze was crushing. “It is our job to reprogram the Epsilon unit and have it ready as a last resort. Those are the orders made by the Board and enforced by Babel.”

	The members of Charles’ council all began to chatter widely.

	“But why Epsilon? We have other AI that are being kept in stasis lock. We can use them-”

	“They are either unprepared to handle Lambda, or are defective. The Lambda unit is learning quickly. We need to match that.”

	The chatter started to seem more hysteric.

	“B-but the very reason Epsilon was caged was because it became self-aware to the point that we couldn’t control it. Surely you don’t expect us to-”

	Charles was becoming annoyed now. “Epsilon’s adaptability matched with its power, far outclasses all the AI’s that have been created up to this point, arguably even Lambda’s. Why do you think all the others up to Lambda have been failures?” Charles didn’t give the men time to answer. “It’s simple, because none of them came even close to the potential displayed by Project Epsilon.”

	The chatter died down. At the very sight of Charles, all the men cowered before his presence. Still, they persisted on the matter.

	“What can we do to ensure Epsilon’s obedience?”

	Charles smirked. “First, we must fine-tune its programming and limit its ability to think on its own. We will need to be in complete control. The second, we must have a fail-safe in place to ensure that Epsilon is unable to disobey us even if it becomes self aware again. If we can complete these two things, then the control of Number 5 is assured.”

	Not everyone agreed with his confidence.

	“Who will oversee the programming of the Epsilon unit?”

	Charles smiled widely. “Why, none other than its creator . .  Dr. Karen Knight.”   

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Margret marched with heated purpose as she rounded the corners of the research lab. Her mind was firing on all cylinders as she ran through her head exactly how she wanted to play her hand. She didn’t have all the pieces yet, but she had great confidence that her current plan could shed some light on the given situation, and perhaps reveal a few mysteries within.

	Margret stopped in front of one of the many steel doors within the research lab and flashed her ID card across the translucent pad to the door’s right. The door sprang open seconds later and allowed Margret to enter Karen’s private quarters. What she found on the other side of the door was rather surprising.

	“I figured you would be showing up sooner or later, Margret.”

	Margret didn’t like the tone used by her friend, but she did her best to ignore it as she entered the quarters, dimly lit by several monitors around the room.

	“Then you are aware of why I’m here?”

	Karen smiled. “Of course. It was only a matter of time before you came to me and probed for some information. I know how that head of yours works.”

	Margret found her attitude unusually prophetic. She sounds too confident.

	“Well, get on with it,” she uttered, now sounding bored.

	Margret dismissed her obnoxious manner once more and tried to remain on task.

	“It was you that came to me first, warning me of Project Lambda and informing me of your son’s involvement. There are some things that don’t quite add up,” she noted with a lumbering emphasis.

	Karen turned in her chair to face Margret. Her expression was now dim and blank.       “And?” she replied numbly.

	Margret paused. Karen seemed too blasé given her involvement in the matter.

	“Karen, aren’t you concerned for your son?” she asked with a worried suspicion.

	Karen’s eyes barely flickered. “He’s a strong kid. I’m sure he will pull through.”

	Margret started to feel anger rise in her. She knew Karen had moments where she seemed almost heartless. Even so, Karen just seemed so ruthless in how she spoke.

	“Karen, when you brought me into the fold like this, you must have known I would come to you directly. Everything seems to be coming back to your son. Why are-”

	“Are you going to get to the point, Margret?” Karen interrupted rudely.

	Margret’s eyes grew with irritation. “What aren’t you telling me, Karen?”

	Karen stared darkly toward Margret. “Nothing you can’t find out on your own.”

	Karen left the edge of her desk and strode with livid steps past Margret. She opened the door to her quarters and stepped out into the brightly lit hallway of white. Margret spun around quickly as she followed her out.

	“I’m trying to help, Karen. Why bring me into this only to shut me out?” Her voice was mixed with concern and anger.

	Karen ignored the question and walked away, not once turning to Margret.

	Margret’s fury peaked as she watched Karen leave.

	“Karen!” she yelled. “Why is your son involved with Lambda!? Who is Rachiel?!”

	Karen stopped. She turned her head slowly and stared back at Margret with cold eyes, replying in a harsh whisper:

	“All returns to the Alpha.”

	Margret was left a little surprised by Karen’s words. She didn’t get another word out of her as she marched away without a second glance.

	Margret clenched her fist. What is going on?

	Suddenly, a firm hand grasped Margret’s shoulder. With the power of a bear, Margret grabbed the hand and flipped the unknown entity behind her over her shoulder. The man came crashing down with the force of a train on the metal tile, knocking the wind right out of him. When Margret’s senses came back to her, she stared in disbelief as she took in the sight of the  man she had just laid on the ground.

	“Rich?!”

	Richard coughed as all the air in this lungs had left him upon impact.

	“Glad to see you, too.” He stifled a cough. “Haven’t gotten rusty I see,” he managed.

	Margret didn’t waste another second as she brought Richard to standing. The look of embarrassment on her face was the least of her worries.

	“I don’t know why I did that, Rich. I’m sorry,” apologized Margret as she held her head in shame.

	Richard waved his hand, dismissing the apology. “Don’t be. If anything, I should apologize. I didn’t mean to startle you like that.”

	Margret’s thoughts were still jumbled at the moment, but Richard quickly focused them as he revealed that he wasn’t just passing through.

	“I see you have seen the other Karen as of late.”

	Margret stared with tense eyes at Richard.

	“What is wrong with her? She seems so focused to the point that nothing fazes her. It’s troubling,” Margret said, almost disturbed.

	Richard nodded his head. “Agreed. It has only gotten worse since Lambda’s escape.”

	“How long has she been like this?” Margret asked, uncertainty lingering at the end of her sentence.

	Richard could hear the distress in Margret’s words. It hurt him deeply to see her in such a state. He knew he owed Margret the knowledge he had of Karen and the change in her behavior.  That much she deserved.

	“Frankly, signs began after her mother’s death years before. Her mother’s struggle with Alzheimer’s disease took a toll on her and our marriage.” Richard’s face grew bleak. “However, it became more frequent with the AI projects, especially after Epsilon. It has caused a lot of turbulence in our relationship, but more notably on our kids.”

	Margret peered deep into Richard’s eyes as he spoke. She was looking for that glimmer of a soul that she couldn’t see in Karen’s eyes when she had her last words with her. To her relief, she saw a deep compassion residing in Richard’s pupils, which quivered with worry. That was all Margret needed to see to know that he was being sincere.

	Margret spoke once her mind was made up. “She confided in me, asking me for help given your son’s involvement in the Lambda case. However, she is treating me as if I’m pestering. I don’t understand what she is trying to do.”

	Richard’s expression turned coarse. “Has she said anything to you?”

	Margret was a little taken aback by the sudden question, but answered promptly.

	“She left me hanging like she always does, but it seemed far more cryptic and foreboding than usual.”

	Richard shook his head in disappointment. “Her behavior leading up to Lambda’s escape didn’t set off any flags. However . . .” Richard trailed off a bit. “She seems even more disconnected with how our children are involved in this. The way she has been downplaying it is just cruel.”

	Margret’s eyes were now locked with Richard’s. She was completely drawn in.

	“What do you know?” she asked, intrigue riding every word.

	Richard didn’t waste a breath. “I know it was Karen who helped Lambda break out. I knew it the moment I saw that my son was with the Lambda unit.”

	Margret seemed perplexed. “Does anyone else know?”

	Richard shook his head. “I’m sure Karen is aware that I know, but I would wager she has calculated that I wouldn’t give her up so quickly. Before that, I want to know what she is planning.”

	“Do you think Epsilon is part of it?” Margret asked in a whisper.

	Richard didn’t seem sure. “She seemed rather riled at the news of Epsilon. My guess is that she wasn’t planning on that.” His posture turned firm. “That part worries me.”

	“What do you mean?” Margret inquired unsure of Richard’s hard tone.

	“She has a rather scary ability to plan several moves ahead.”

	Silence hung in the hall with the two of them for a moment. Both seemed to be deep in thought.

	“Rich, maybe you could shed some light on Karen’s words for me.”

	Richard’s eyes widened with curiosity.

	Margret looked up at him intently. “What do you make of, ‘All returns to the Alpha’?” Margret said, her voice barely a murmur.

	Richard’s eyes quivered ever so slightly.

	Margret pounced on the venerability, forgetting herself as she saw a chance to get more answers. “Do you know what she is talking about?”

	Richard averted his gaze from her. “I expected this would come up. It was only a matter of time, I suppose.”

	Margret’s expression intensified. “So you do know. Does it have anything to do with someone called Rachiel?” she inquired with a calculating stare.      

	Richard let out a deep sigh. “I really didn’t want to open old wounds, but I guess you leave me no choice.”

	Margret’s ears perked in excitement.

	Richard cleared his throat. “Rachiel is the original, the Alpha. It has served as the base blueprint for all the AI programs.”

	Margret reeled. “Why haven’t I been informed of this?!” interjected Margret heatedly.

	Why was I left out of the loop of something so important?

	Richard shattered her thoughts.

	“Not even the Director knows about the origins of the AI projects. He was presented with a task to gather superior minds here and begin research on new types of AI programs for the Network, to be overseen by Babel. I’m sure he knows nothing more about this than you do.”

	Margret was irate. “Then how do you and Karen know about the Alpha and Rachiel?”

	Richard’s face almost turned to stone. “Because my son created it.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virginia - County Park - Day]

	Zack couldn’t get himself under control. He had been pacing back and forth for nearly an hour since Lambda transported them to the their current location. He had become so restless and cold that he didn’t know what course of action was best as he paced back and forth along the edge of the county park’s lake. The knowledge that the silver assailant from the Network and the Void Reapers were hunting him and Lambda was only making Zack’s ability to make a decision that much harder. The calm water looking back up at him from the lake didn’t do him any justice either. If anything, it only served as a reminder of how far he was from finding his center.

	“Might Lambda suggest a course of action?” Lambda openly said.

	Zack groaned. “By all means,” he said with his hands in the air. “Tell me, what can we do with the most elite assassins of the Network after us?” His sarcastic tone was reaching critical levels.

	Lambda seemed confused. “Was that question rhetorical?”

	Zack rolled his eyes, ignoring Lambda. He returned to his thoughts, still without a clue of how to proceed past the current point they were stuck at. No matter what angle he thought of, it all led to him bringing his sister into danger.

	Lambda eyed Zack intently. For some reason she found his expression profound and strong. The way he looked when he thought so deeply and intently was mesmerizing. Perhaps it was his eyes, or maybe the way his lips pursed when he didn’t speak for lengthy periods of time. All in all, gazing at him enveloped her with a warmth she couldn’t place. Was it admiration? Idolization? Pride? Frankly, she didn’t know. All she did know was that it was a pleasant notion. That alone put to rest her suspicions and made her smile.

	Zack looked to Lambda, but the expression on her face quickly derailed any thought that was collected up to that point.

	“How can you smile right now?”  

	Lambda sensed a prick in her chest. Zack’s tone suddenly made her feel awkward. She was confused, her expression geared toward one of fondness and admiration. Zack twisting her emotions around caused an unrest in her like she had never felt before. It pulled on her chest and made it difficult for her to process words to counter Zack’s misunderstanding.

	Zack held a hand to his face. The look on Lambda’s face was full of hurt and confusion. He felt ashamed for lashing out. After all, it was he who brought this upon himself, not Lambda.

	“I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that,” Zack uttered softly as he sat down at the bank of the lake. He was unable to look her in the eyes now.

	As Zack sulked, Lambda stood grounded in self-turmoil. She had studied and read up on every behavior pattern and rational thought that was related to the current scenario before her over the span of the last ten seconds, but she just couldn’t come up with the right course of action. Given the state of things, logic dictated to simply write this entire engagement off and move Zack and herself to a new location. However, every part of her told her not to harshly dismiss the scene before her. She couldn’t understand her own thoughts around the issue. It appeared that she wanted to make Zack feel better.

	Is this what humans refer to as feelings?

	Lambda looked to Zack over at the lake’s edge. She didn’t even notice her legs move as she slowly approached him. A strange sensation rushed over her as she walked toward him. She felt almost faint, possibly lightheaded. Her vision, said to be perfect, blurred ever so slightly. She thought it was some sort of system failure, but she already knew what her body was generating. She was comprised of code, digitized to take solid form in the physical world through complex vector and quantum generations of hard light, but her body was also given the unique ability to feel and produce emotional responses. She knew this was part of her programming that had expanded since her release. Why she had expanded this programming parameter she had yet to figure out. Everything in her data and sensors told her that it was a useless piece of code, one that could only hinder performance. Still, Lambda could not bring herself to believe that. These feelings were new to her. She found them troubling, but at the same time, alluring. She wanted to learn more about these feelings that her body experienced.

	Zackary Allan Knight . . . he is the source.

	Lambda didn’t completely understand, but there was one thing all systems pointed to. Zack was the center of her developing feelings and emotions. Regardless of the outcome that was to happen with her approaching altercation, she wanted to see if she could learn more about these feelings. At the time, it seemed like a good idea.

	As she walked slowly toward Zack, Lambda couldn’t help but wonder what she would say to inquire or begin a conversation. She felt that it was crucial for her to start off, as it would help her to understand the flurry of emotions passing through her cerebral mainframe. Even so, as she continued to generate billions of conversation openers most commonly used by humans of the present era, none of them seemed to make sense to her. She decided to settle for something basic to allow quick and easy flow of conversation. It was the most logical course.

	“Zackary Allan Knight . . . can Lambda assist you?”

	Zack turned to face Lambda with a bewildered look.

	What is she trying to do?

	Zack took to standing. With a questionable look in his eyes, he simply peered back at Lambda. It was almost hypnotic how her vermilion eyes didn’t so much as shiver.      

	Zack felt awkward by the strange silence between them. “Wait, are you waiting for me to give you some kind of order?”

	Lambda noted the confused tone in Zack’s words. She didn’t quite understand, but this made her body increase in temperature.

	“Lambda cannot perform appropriately unless parameters are set. Zackary Allan Knight is the sole controller that Lambda recognizes. O-only you can give Lambda orders.” Lambda didn’t notice that she had averted her eyes.

	Zack looked upon Lambda with intrigue. Is she programmed to obey anything I ask?

	Zack now found himself thinking deeply about the AI before him. In his eyes, he saw a girl, a beautiful girl. Now, she seemed unsure of herself, nothing like the machine he first saw. The manner in how she spoke still felt odd, but her body language suggested real human emotion. To Zack, it was uncanny in how familiar this was. It reminded him of Rachiel.

	Zack broke from his thoughts as he formed a question. “Lambda, why do you stick with me?”

	Lambda froze. For a brief second, Zack saw Lambda’s eyes flicker.

	“I know I chose this, but surely you can see that I’m a hindrance. Why stay with me?”

	Lambda’s gaze wavered. “La-Lambda is . . . the property of Zackary Allan Knight. Coding parameters and system regulations prevent the termination of the Master Controller.”

	Zack’s gaze intensified. “Is that why you stay with me? You’re my property?”

	Lambda’s gaze faulted entirely. “L-Lambda is programmed to adhere to all orders and commands of the Master Controller. Lambda is built to-”

	“What if I ordered you to leave me, what would you do?” Zack asked rather harshly.

	Lambda’s body very subtly began to shiver. It was almost like she was fighting to speak.

	“L-La-Lambda would adhere to the orders given by the Master Controller.”

	Zack’s expression turned hard. “Lambda, do you want to stay by my side?”

	Zack felt something boil inside.

	Show me. He knew this feeling. I want you to show me.

	He felt this feeling before. He wanted to see Lambda rise above her programming, like she did.

	Your will, show me your will.

	Lambda’s body twitched. “L-Lambda doesn’t quite understand.”

	Zack’s gaze softened. “I’m asking you if you wish to stay with me?”

	Lambda didn’t get it. She didn’t understand what Zack was trying to prove. The overflow of data and emotional interfacing was off the charts. Her entire body was in a state of complete chaos. Nothing added up, everything was spinning. Zack kept asking her the same question, but she didn’t, or, rather, couldn’t respond as her entire mind was being thrown in disarray.

	           What is happening to me?

	She held her hands over her head. She couldn’t experience the sensation of pain, but the data of the feeling was within her records. She could only think that this turmoil of the mind was what pain felt like. She was struggling internally to justify and conclude what her body was telling her and what the emotions meant. She was fighting her own programming, disobeying direct protocol of the Master Controller encryption that underlined her primary obedience functions. She was doing what was supposed to be impossible. 

	Zack’s words broke her from her trance. “Lambda, I just want to know what you want from me? You want to help me? Well, I want-” he paused for a second. “No, I need your help. However, I only want it if you are willing to give it of your own free will.”

	Zack’s soft words made Lambda’s mind nearly rapture as she fell to her knees.

	Free . . . will?

	She knew what it meant. She did. It just didn’t connect. How did she have this? Why could she think so freely? The questions didn’t stop. They only snowballed. It was maddening to her. She wanted it to stop; she wanted it to end. The irony of her plight was that she already knew the answer.

	I? . . . I . . . I!

	          Lambda pulled her head out of her trembling hands. She gazed up at Zack as he stood above her. He knelt down and smiled.

	“So, what is your answer?”

	Lambda’s eyes softened as a small smile spread over her face.

	“I . . . I feel . . .”
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	[August 23rd, 2021 - (Past) - Abingdon, Virginia - Horizon Academy - School Rooftop - Day]

	Zack stared into the cloudless sky, with many things occupying his mind. First and foremost, he had thought that the entrance ceremony to such a huge school would be a little bit more flashy than he had envisioned. Not that his parents painted him much of a picture. Still, it was so pathetically boring.

	Zack’s peace was abruptly ended with the smashing of the steel door leading to the school rooftop. He didn’t even bother to look over to see who had joined him, as he already knew who it was.

	“Yo, figured you would be here during lunch break,” came the cheeky voice of David as he strolled over to Zack, leaning on the fence protecting the edges of the rooftop.

	“Where else would I go to get some fresh air? After all, this place is suffocating,” Zack replied with heavy disgust.

	David sighed, joining Zack in leaning against the fence. His large body made Zack momentarily think he was going to make the fence break.

	“You know, you could be in a lot worse scenario than having to go to a school paid for by your parents. Do you think that your hatred for them is a little bit much?”

	Zack stared into the sky, ignoring David’s comment.

	“Are they really as bad as you make them seem?” David asked, now sounding rather frank.

	Zack shook his head. “They have their hands full with all that is going on in the Network these past few weeks. I barely hear from them, much less see them.”

	David’s expression changed, now plagued with disdain.

	“It’s about the Null Deaths, isn’t it?”

	Zack’s expression gave him away.

	“Your parents are lead researchers in AI production, correct? I would imagine that case is making them work around the clock trying to maintain and create new AI programs to combat the killer.”

	Zack nodded. “They don’t say much about it. It’s not like they think I don’t know, they just never discuss their work with me or Cecilia. All I know is that both my parents are being pulled from their research to work on this case.”

	David could see the pained expression on Zack’s face. He didn’t want to press the issue further, despite his desire to talk about the growing issue related to the Network.

	“Is it possible to change the subject?” Zack asked, sounding tired.

	David gave a sympathetic smile in return. “I guess. Though it seems that there isn’t much that you are willing to talk about.”

	Zack rolled his eyes. “Everything that is going on these days somehow leads back to my parents in some way.”

	Sometimes, Zack wondered why he even bothered trying to keep a social life. It only made him appear more bitter.

	David tried to lighten the mood, but was quickly defeated by the dispelling sound of the mid-class bell. The annoying ringing noise was always a constant reminder to David how he felt like the world controlled him.

	“Let us just end it here, David. All this prattle is making my head hurt,” Zack moaned as he brushed David aside and headed for his next class.

	David said nothing and simply followed. At the very least, when Zack was around other people, he never let his emotions show on his face. David just worried about what Zack did when he was alone. As a friend, he was left feeling concerned. Zack had been becoming quite reclusive as of late. Normally they would walk home together, but Zack had been leaving early every day for what seemed like months now. David passed most of this off as him simply thinking too much, but he couldn’t quite get rid of the nagging thought in his mind.

	What does he do in his spare time?

	For David, it hurt that he never really hung out with Zack much. They had known each other since middle school now. Their chance encounter was nothing special. It was more like a forced pairing that resulted in a rather unusual friendship. Since then, they had always been sociable, but David always found Zack too distant at times, never opening up to him truly. Regardless, he worried like any good friend would.

	David shook his head, knocking off an odd chill. He really hoped that he was simply over-thinking things. However, his instincts very rarely led him astray.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The only time Zack found the ringing bell of the school enjoyable was the final one that signaled the end of classes for that day. He didn’t have much waiting for him at home, but the smothering feeling that never left him while on the school grounds was something he wished to be rid of as fast as possible.

	The walk home wasn’t much of a bother for Zack. In the past, David would tag along on the way, but Zack found a certain solace in just walking home by himself these past few months. Maybe he enjoyed the quiet, or just having the time to himself to think. Either way, it was a rare moment that he felt was important to him. He didn’t care if he seemed withdrawn or removed from his classmates or if they peered with suspicious eyes. In the end, all he really had was himself to confide in. He had no role model to look up to, no one he could trust. David was close, but there was always something about him that Zack found ominous. Zack couldn’t put his finger on it exactly, but David just had a certain air around him that called forth tension when he spoke about certain issues. As Zack wasn’t a fan of confrontation or debates, he found this uncomfortable. Despite that, David was a friend, and a good one at that. He wondered if he was taking advantage of his kindness.

	I wonder if I should tell him? Would he understand?

	Zack stared up into the vibrant sky as he exited the giant school doors. The trees were lush and blew majestically in the cool wind as he took in the colors of the beautiful, summer day. However, Zack couldn’t appreciate the sight as he became completely withdrawn into his own mind of thought.   

	Several students passed him before he too joined in the crowd as they all headed to the brass gate of the school’s main entrance. His solemn expression was intense, but his posture and stride seemed no different than any other student. Even so, students around seemed to unconsciously leave a six to eight feet circle around Zack, like he was some sort of outcast. It was a strange act that would intrigue most, but went completely unnoticed by Zack. All he cared about as he marched forward was the issue of trust.

	He has been my friend for years now. While his views on the issue are strong, could I really trust him?

	Growing up with parents that hardly deserved the title given to them, Zack found it nearly impossible to trust anyone. He wanted to trust people, but just couldn’t bring himself to accept them. Even his sister he couldn’t fully trust. Zack had no other friends besides David, nor did he ever have any before. Zack’s parents moved all around the country before they finally settled on an area where their research didn’t take them all over the place. Because of their selfishness, Zack really never knew what it was like to have any friends.

	David was different. He was loud, intrusive, impulsive, and opinionated. It was these characteristics that made him the perfect match for Zack. He was unaffected by Zack’s withdrawn nature and only pressed harder the more Zack tried to ignore him. Most people would find the entire state of being that composed David’s personality so irritating that it would drive them to kill. But Zack found David’s manner and nature invoking. More so, he was the only person that actually tried to be Zack’s friend.

	Zack brooded. He felt ashamed that he couldn’t fully open up and tell his only friend his most closely guarded secret. He wanted to tell someone, but just couldn’t bring himself to trust someone that much. He was worried, or perhaps afraid, that if he did reveal it, he would lose it all.

	Zack stopped at the intersection just outside the school’s gate and waited patiently for clearance to advance. The shifting cars of all sorts blazing in the sun didn’t distract him from his thoughts. His internal problem was more important to him; more important than anything. He was on the cusp of ultimately trusting someone other than himself. In many ways, Zack processed everything he did and said no different than a computer.

	Perhaps I should ask her? Would she be able to aid in my choice?

	The crowd of students began to move forward. Zack robotically followed in their wake as he continued his thought.

	I suppose there is no harm in getting her opinion.

	Zack was still unsure, but he felt it was best to at least run the idea through another’s mind. Perhaps he was being too narrow-minded in his analysis. Maybe he just needed another perspective in order to see the full picture.

	Zack nodded. “This will work.”

	Several students turned their heads slightly upon hearing Zack’s voice. Their confused stares and hushed whispers simply fell silent in Zack’s presence. After all, he hardly felt that they even existed in the first place.

	Zack arrived to his destination quicker than he expected. With little care, he entered the dwelling that was meant to be the home of his family. Upon entering he felt the usual stale silence that hung in the depressing house. His parents’ absence he was used to, but not even having his sister around most of the time made things just seem so dull and oppressive.

	Shifting gears, Zack shook off the stale feeling in the house and made his way to his room on the second floor. Upon opening his door, the lights flickered on automatically and his computer terminal came to life. The large monitor sparked and began to emit a fluorescent glow, before reverting to a black backdrop.

	“Start processor. Password: Purity,” stated Zack effortlessly.

	The screen refreshed several times before a text display appeared on the screen. The text was then followed by a gentle voice, nearly devoid of metallic noise, as it read off the text displayed on the screen.

	“Welcome back, Zackary.”

	Zack smiled lightheartedly. “I’m back, Rachiel.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th, 2025 - (Present Day) - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]

	Karen stared into her monitor with a gaze that could shatter glass. Despite her scornful stare, she was actually in a good mood.

	“All that remains is Number 5’s reprogramming and fail-safe,” she said out loud.

	Despite recent events, including Epsilon, everything was within her estimates. Only a few pieces were left. Soon, she would be ready.

	She smiled wickedly as a quote popped into her head. “True friends stab you in the front,” she stated ambiguously.

	Karen barely had finished her words when the door to the lab she occupied swung open. When she turned to see who had entered, her face quickly grew sour.

	“Seriously? That’s the look you give me?”

	Karen stared daggers at her husband. “Forgive me. Next time I will smile happily and throw you my panties,” Karen shot, sounding distant and tired.

	Richard shook his head as the door behind him closed, secluding the two of them in the large computer lab. He was trying to ignore her comment. Instead, he changed the subject.

	“Have you started Number 5’s reprogramming yet?”

	Karen turned in her chair and pulled up several monitor screens.

	“What the Director is asking is no small feat. Reprogramming advanced code like this will take time, especially if we are to not have a repeat of that incident again,” she replied strictly.

	Richard’s word’s sharpened as he leaned closer. “You’re awfully calm for someone who seemed very against the idea before. You almost seem like-”

	“Are you here to pry or to work? The Director assigned only us this job given the history of the project, and the fact that we are essentially the only people capable of this,” Karen interrupted.

	Richard didn’t by it. “I don’t know about that. More eyes can catch things others missed.” He peered deeply at a blueprint of Epsilon and its seven petabyte code script. “I don’t like this at all.”

	“That’s because you lack focus and resolve. I alone am worth over a hundred of our best Tech Agents. I however can’t say the same about you,” she responded acutely.

	Richard snarled. “And I’m starting to think you lack more than just a soul.”

	Karen didn’t feel like commenting on her husband’s words. Instead, she moved the conversation elsewhere.

	“Where is Margret?” She didn’t even seem interested in her own question.

	Richard switched gears, chuckling lightly. “What, feeling a little guilty?”

	Karen barely batted an eyelash. “Nope, just trying to entertain your unfocused mind.”

	Richard scowled. “So, you’re saying I can’t handle this?”

	Karen shrugged, hardly paying him any attention.      

	Richard shook his head. “Karen, are you worried about our son? What if Epsilon is deployed and goes berserk like before, and Zack is caught in the crossfire?”

	Karen began typing on the keyboard before her. “He will live, just like he did those three years ago,” she replied coldly.

	Richard took on a rigid tone. “You know, regarding those events, a certain someone has been asking quite a few questions. I think you know what I’m getting at.”      

	Karen shrugged. “So? Your point?

	Richard sighed. “I think it’s high time we told Margret what we know.”

	Karen faced her husband with a grisly stare. “We signed contracts with Babel stating that we would never speak of the events that transpired.”

	Richard laughed. “I’m sorry, but have you forgotten who we are talking about here? It was hard enough to convince her to wait outside while I softened you up.”

	Karen’s stare glazed over. “This course of action isn’t needed,” she spat.

	Her husband smirked. “You had this coming, among other things.”

	Karen didn’t get a chance to respond as the lab door swung open. She merely stared at the adversary now glaring through her soul with disdain.

	Karen had to hold back a grin. “Apparently there is nothing that cannot happen today,” Karen chimed to herself, quoting Mark Twain.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 13th, 2022 - (Past) - Abingdon, Virgina - 43 Academy Drive - Night]

	Zack’s fingers blazed across his keyboard. His stomach howled for solid nourishment. His diet had literally consisted of nothing but beef jerky and energy drinks. Right now, he was  running on pure fumes as he came to the home stretch of his project. Finally, he fell back in his chair, completely exhausted.

	At last . . . it is done.

	“Zackary . . . have you completed my Avatar?” hummed the soft words of a female voice.

	Zack looked to the bottom of his screen. A small window appeared on his desktop, displaying wavelengths as the voice spoke. He smiled pleasantly as he prepared an answer fitting for the source of his efforts.

	“It took some time, but I managed to fully construct your Avatar from scratch. Now, despite being just an AI, you will have a body, Rachiel,” Zack responded proudly. Just the thought of the fruits of his effort was enough to make him forget his desire to eat and sleep.

	“If you don’t mind, I would just like to look over your program to make sure there aren’t any bugs,” announced the voice on Zack’s desktop.

	“Be my guest. It is, after all, your body.”

	Several windows sprang into existence all over Zack’s screen as billions of code streamed through the open windows at blinding speed. As he gazed in awe at the speed that Rachiel was taking in the program he had so taxingly made possible, he couldn’t help but also feel an overwhelming sense of accomplishment. In the past, he would have never had the motivation to do such a thing. He had only one person to really thank for this, and that person finally had a body she would be able to use.

	“All seems in order. You have done a splendid job once again, Zackary,” Rachiel replied soothingly, sounding pleased.

	Zack felt a little embarrassed by her flattery. “This was nothing compared to what it took to construct your program.”

	“Indeed. Your durability has always been one of your strongest qualities.”

	“I suppose you might be right,” Zack replied with a hint of bashfulness.

	Rachiel promptly changed the subject. “So, have you mentioned me to your parents yet?”

	Zack’s moment of happiness nearly shattered at the question. Rachiel was a complete secret, and a secret he wanted it to remain. He had no idea what his parents would do if they found out that he created his own AI program based off of some of their old research data. Frankly, he was terrified that they wouldn’t approve, or worse, take Rachiel away from him.

	I refuse to let that happen, Zack thought with intensity.

	However, the problem was that Rachiel had become interested in having Zack show what he had done. Zack understood her feelings, but was worried. Rachiel was but a program, a unique and intelligent program, but a program at the core. Zack knew what his parents were like, and despite what he had told Rachiel directly, she still insisted of her existence to be known by them. Zack for some time had been dodging the issue, but was now worried that he might have to cave to her demands. In some ways, it was alarming how human and persuasive she would act. Her will was growing.

	“I still don’t know if now is a good time. They’re busy-”

	“They are always busy. I’m smart enough to know when you are lying,” Rachiel shot sternly.

	Zack winced. Not only had Rachiel shown incredible adaptability since her creation, but she had been able to analyze and learn to completely assimilate tone and emotion into her words, making her speech commanding and strong. She was able to show great compassion and strength all through simple dialogue. It astounded Zack just how far she had progressed since her original programming.

	Zack simply smiled after taking in Rachiel’s heated words.

	“I can see you through the optical sensors in your computer . . . is your facial expression a form of making fun of me?” Rachiel probed with latent distrust.

	Zack laughed softly. “Of course not. You simply astound me, that’s all.”

	Rachiel’s tone suddenly changed. She almost sounded embarrassed. “W-where is that coming from?”   

	“Just stating an observation, that’s all,” Zack replied with a playful grin.

	A low groan echoed over Zack’s speaker. He found it amusing and fascinating how she was able to create the emotions of her frustration.

	“I digress,” Rachiel said a little snootily. “Have you managed to create a dummy account for me to log on to the Network?” she added sounding less fresh.

	“I have. The program could use a few more modifications, though. I want to make sure it’s perfect before you use it. If the World Moderators find out I hacked the Cyber Network to allow an unregistered AI to take hold of its own Avatar and account, I would be lucky to escape with both arms attached.”

	Rachiel noted Zack’s grave words. She didn’t wish harm to befall Zack, or to be separated from him. There was a connection that she couldn’t exactly explain. Something in her code just couldn’t stand the idea of no longer being able to see Zack.

	She paused as an unusual sensation grabbed hold of her core.

	This feeling . . . is this what humans call love?

	Rachiel was vexed by this word. She had studied it to great extent to learn all its applications and to fully grasp what the word meant. Over the months since her creation, she had begun to understand more and more what it was to be human. At first it appeared that she was merely mimicking what she learned rather than actually feeling the emotions associated with humans. However, without Zack’s permission, she updated her code and programs to allow her the ability to “feel” these emotions. Zack gave her full authority to learn whatever she wanted, but something inside her didn’t want to ask him. She wanted to learn this on her own.

	Since then, Rachiel quickly began to notice how she anxiously awaited Zack’s return from his educational duties and was always so relieved to see him. These emotions overflowed within her as she dived deeper and deeper into what they all meant and felt like. The conclusion she came to seemed so simple. They were just three simple words, but they carried such heavy meaning behind them.

	I love him.

	Even Rachiel found these words hard to grasp. She knew these were her feelings, but she just didn’t know if what she felt was real. She hoped that when she materialized in the Network, and saw Zack eye to eye in her own body, she would know for sure if the feelings that she had were genuine. She had even prepared a gift to thank Zack for all his hard work. A simple present in honor of his diligence and spirit that he had shown her. All that remained now was to put the plan into motion. It was all she could see at that point. It made her careless in her judgment and blind to what should have been done.

	“I’m sure the program is fine. You put so much effort into all of your work. I doubt there are any complications,” Rachiel said willingly.

	Zack wasn’t convinced. The magnitude of what he was about to do weighed heavy on his mind. There was no surefire way that the Moderators of the Network wouldn’t notice. It wasn’t so much the creation of the dummy account, but the upload onto the Network that Zack was most worried about. He couldn’t take any chances. He couldn’t and wouldn’t allow anything to happen to Rachiel. After all, she was everything to him. She was a mentor, a friend, someone he could talk and confide in. She was everything Zack wanted from his parents and everyone around him. She was perfect; his ideal woman, made for him, and only him. No matter what, he couldn’t lose her.

	“What we are doing is delicate. We have to make sure the program is perfect, otherwise we are done for.”

	Rachiel noted Zack’s stern words. However, despite something telling her to not persist, she couldn’t put down the issue of wanting to push the timeline up.

	“I’ve already looked it over and all is in order. There is nothing to fear.”

	Rachiel couldn’t believe what she said. She had outright lied. There were some problems with the program. The problems presented only a “chance” something could go wrong, but Rachiel was willing to take that chance as fixing the program would delay things for days. She overrode all her logic and data telling her to fix the program, and simply pushed Zack. The simple act of deception was a beast she had never known.

	Zack paused in thought, but only for a moment.

	“Perhaps it’s all right. If you say everything is in order, far be it for me to say your analysis is faulty.” Zack smiled. “Seeing your will manifest like this often makes me forget that you are a supercomputer at times.”

	Rachiel felt a sudden sting. The fissure generated within her code was alien and uncomfortable. It was like an entire piece of her program suddenly failed for but a second, only to start up again like nothing had happened. The feeling was unreal and strange. Her uncertainty to this sensation frightened her. It wasn’t like her to not understand something of this nature.

	“O-of course,” Rachiel said with as little of a stammer as she could. “I would never steer you wrong. So shall we proceed with the preparations?” she urged, not realizing her own uncertainty.

	Zack nodded. “Very well. It will take time for everything to load and set, but it all should be ready to go in ten minutes. Once I set the program on the server, the Network should receive it as normal, not knowing it is a dummy account, and the upload process should begin. Since it will be the first time you log in on the account, it will just take a little longer than my account will.”

	“I see,” Rachiel replied, trying to sound reassured.

	It was astounding. Despite her having no body, she felt like her very core was being pulled in millions of directions. It was like every word she uttered made her uneasiness grow. What was this sinking feeling? Was this what was called dishonesty?

	No . . . this is what they call guilt.

	“Alright, everything appears to be in order. I will begin your upload to the server now, and while that is going on I will log in before you. It shouldn’t be long before we see each other face to face,” Zack said with considerable anxiousness. He couldn’t wait for this much longer than Rachiel.

	Rachiel could feel her entire matrix of code being moved and copied as Zack said this. It was odd how her infinite lines of encrypted text and grids seemed to shrink all around her as she appeared to be funneled to a new location. She was so taken back by this experience that she had forgotten, just for a moment, the heavy weight crushing her.

	On Zack’s end, he quickly set himself up for the Dive to the Network server as Rachiel’s upload rounded the fifteen percent mark. With a few taps on his keyboard as he laid back in his chair, he quickly was reclined and blinded by the white light as his consciousness was processed into the Cyber Network. Zack paid the minor pain of the light little attention as he could only see and anticipate what was to come. It would be his first meeting with Rachiel where he could finally see her in humanoid form. He would be able to touch her, hold her, and interact with her like any other human. For Zack, this was the ultimate achievement—to create the perfect being for him to look up to and trust. He couldn’t ask for any more.

	Simple seconds felt like an eternity, but with time, Zack was blessed with the radiating world of the Cyber Network. The server he had uploaded to was hardly occupied, which gave him the advantage to go unseen with Rachiel should anything happen. Even if Probes appeared, he was confident enough he could outwit the Blue Power Rangers quite easily. He also took some extra precautions in altering his Avatar to give him a different appearance. It was a minor hack on his account that would go unnoticed by even the lowest of AI bots roaming the Network, but he felt it would be in his best interest. He truly felt he had all the bases covered. Even if he was seen with Rachiel, no one would know exactly what he looked like and Rachiel’s account would operate like a ghost and disappear once her system left the Network. It was a perfect plan and all that was left to do was wait for Rachiel’s program to finish processing and begin its final upload procedure.

	Zack glanced down at his wrist. A small screen appeared over it and displayed a long yellow bar. The bar read: fifty-seven percent complete.

	One can’t rush perfection.

	The time left for the program to finish was around five minutes before Rachiel would begin uploading to the current server. Given the time left, Zack felt that he might as well move around as to not grow too anxious as the clock ticked on. There was no fear or worry of where Rachiel would upload, as he had arranged her access point to be attached to his account. She would appear wherever he was once she was ready. That being the case, Zack took care to stay off the beaten path, and away from other Account Holders as he rounded the large park area he had been placed in.

	The area he was in was known as a Common Zone. The server was a simple rest area used by many people to lounge and free roam, thus allowing a carefree atmosphere and relaxing auras. Many people liked to use these server rooms as a means to escape the world outside and simply enjoy a lush, green world where few problems could reach them. It was the perfect place to hide the upload of an illegal program such as Rachiel.

	I must admit, this was a brilliant idea, if I do say so myself, Zack gloated.

	His thoughts were quickly derailed as he was rudely interrupted by the sudden collision of an outside force beyond his vision. The entity charged with this assault barreled over Zack and rolled off the brick road Zack was walking on. Zack was less fortunate as he had been hit to such a degree that he hardly had a spare second to brace for his fall and fell flat on the stone walkway. The pain receptors in his brain alerted him that his face was experiencing great discomfort.  

	“What in the-”

	Zack couldn’t get a sentence through as he was yanked to his feet. When he gazed up at the person holding him up, he quickly noted her intense features and blonde hair.

	“Um . . . excu-”

	The girl didn’t let him finish as she spun Zack around and pulled his arm behind his back. Zack watched in horror as he saw the girl summon a large blade in a flash of light. The blade was then placed right under his neck and began to pulse like a beating heart at its yellow center.

	The girl leaned in close as she whispered into his ear. “If you want to live, you will not struggle . . . am I clear?”

	Zack’s body shivered. Her words had such hatred and malice layered on them that he could almost feel the pressure of them. Still, that wasn’t the worst of it. Rachiel was now reaching ninety nine percent in processing her program script. She would begin her upload in just seconds from now, and would materialize right where Zack was in the next few minutes. The procedure couldn’t be aborted at this stage, or he risked harm to Rachiel’s program and Neural Cortex. Zack would never forgive himself if something happened to her just as she first entered the Cyber Network.

	Zack’s horrors only continued to grow.

	A dark figure burst into existence through a black cut in space. The entity landed with grace and poise while no more than twenty feet from Zack and his captor. The person before them adorn violet armor and a metal mask. The advisory whipped its head to flip its long flowing head of hair behind its back. Zack’s eyes only continued to grow.

	No! Not now!

	“End of the line. Do be so kind to relinquish your prisoner and we may spare you,” boldly stated the masked entity in violet.

	The girl tightened her grip on Zack’s arm. Zack couldn’t believe the strength. He was completely helpless against a girl that had such a slender build. She wasn’t as tall as him, but able to completely keep him from making any movements. The blade across Zack’s neck was just an added measure to ensure her pursuer wouldn’t try anything rash.

	“You’re running out of time, Laura Richter. Please don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

	Zack winced as the girl’s grip intensified. He could hear the hard breathing of the girl as well as the loud heartbeat at his back.

	“If you value the life of this kid, then you won’t try anything!” bellowed Laura.

	The violet figure chuckled. “Please, don’t flatter us.”

	Zack’s eyes grew with terror. Us!?

	A sudden blast of green light ripped through the tranquil setting and smashed at the feet of Zack. Both Laura and himself were thrown several feet in opposite directions as the walkway bits crumbled around them. Zack’s ears rung uncontrollably as he struggled to find his bearings. He felt so discombobulated to the point where he seemed to think that this was an out-of-body experience.

	The pressure around the violet soldier intensified. “You better have a good explanation for taking out my target, Foresight.”

	Zack turned to see in the direction of the masked warrior. There was now a total of three demons in violet. The two additions looked to be male, sporting much larger frames and broad shoulders. Zack could barely make out anything else from his blurred vision.

	“Forgive me, Overseer, but Clairvoyance and I were given explicit orders from our High King. A new variable has appeared.”

	“What?! How can that be when the target was within my grasp?!” shot Overseer.

	Zack could hear most of the words from the two. The one female in violet sounded livid. This struck Zack as odd. Still, as much as that was intriguing he knew he had to get away from them. However, he couldn’t find the strength in his legs or arms to propel him to standing. He glanced down at his wrist with growing anxiety.

	The upload is in its final phase. She will enter in just under four minutes!

	Zack turned away from the two masked hostiles and tried to make a full effort to stand. As he did, he noticed the girl that had held him hostage lying all but twenty feet away. Her blonde hair was spread across the grassy gardens that lined the Common Zone. She appeared to be unconscious as she laid motionless on the ground. She seemed so helpless in her state. It was hard to believe that she was the target of these two dark entities.

	“What do you mean this server has been removed from the Central Mainframe?!”

	Zack heard the heated words of Overseer and froze.

	“Dead Eye didn’t give an explanation. We were ordered to make sure that all standard accounts were no longer linked to the server, while the remaining “flagged” accounts-”

	“The only time a server is removed from the Central Mainframe is when a Class SS Corruption is detected.  Last I checked, the Null Death Killer had no such capabilities!”

	Zack’s head was spinning. The Null Deaths? They can’t mean- Zack looked over to the defenseless girl lying on the ground again. She is the one who has been killing all those CEO executives?!

	“Orders are orders Overseer. Your target has already been dealt with, so for the time-”

	“I don’t care! I will not be robbed of my-”

	The sky blackened and a sudden rush of wind passed over the area. The trees swayed painfully in the harsh wind as claps of thunder could be heard overhead.

	“Wait, so a Class SS Corruption has appeared?!” exclaimed Overseer with surprise.

	Zack arched his head up as best he could. It took almost his entire strength to look up at the tormented sky. The swirling blackness of the clouds radiated with intense energy and pulsed with life. It was a terrifying display of power.

	“What in the world is going on?” he choked out. 

	Lightning powered its way through the sky and struck the area in which everyone was standing. The massive bolt sent waves of energy all along the ground and devastated the lush and beautiful vegetation by roasting it to dust, but not before exploding in a frightening glare of pure white energy.

	Zack could barely comprehend as he felt his whole body thrown through the air. He was so numb from the last time his body was tossed that he barely felt the bone-crushing feeling of his body smashing into raw earth. With endurance he never thought he had, Zack remained conscious, just long enough to see a figure rise in the center of the lightning’s wrath. He couldn’t see his face, but heard the words uttered ominously by the unknown entity.

	“The Black God descends.”   
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	[January 7th 2025 - (Present Day) - Babel HQ - Holding Facility - Night]

	Dead Eye whistled joyfully as he threw another confectionery delicacy into his mouth. The fast bite of his teeth crushed the unsuspecting sugar cube with extreme force and pleasure. He savored the flavor as it rolled around in his mouth, an experience he revered as bliss. It was divine and true in his eye, but so very demonic to the onlooker. He was about to place another piece on the tip of his tongue, but stopped. He then smiled widely and peered down at a tray full of surgical knives. He recalled the urgent call from Simon just moments after Ares’ close encounter with Lambda.

	“There has been a leak,” Simon had said darkly.

	Dead Eye at the time was too entranced with the game of tag going on with Ares and his Void Reapers to notice Simon’s grave tone.

	“A leak? In what?” he laughed.

	Simon’s voice grew rigid. “We received reports of a certain individual probing for information regarding the Lambda project.”

	Dead Eye didn’t pay it much mind. “So let them dig. There isn’t anything that can find its way back to-”

	“They are asking about the boy.” Simon’s words were fierce.

	Dead Eye froze. His attention was quickly focused. “What did they find?”

	“Enough. Luckily, we were able to cut off the source. We just need you to tie up the loose ends.”

	Dead Eye frowned. “I’m a bit busy. Can’t you get one of the others?”

	“I’m afraid you are the closest High King. One of your tasks as such is to protect the Twelve’s interests. Besides . . .” Dead Eye could hear Simon laugh lightly. “I was under the impression you enjoyed prying information out of people, no?”      

	Now, Dead Eye cogitated while running his finger along one of his knives, reflecting on the words of Simon. He couldn’t help but laugh to himself.

	Just like sweet candy, delicious! He snickered.

	He turned to his right. “For shame, I nearly forgot what I was doing. Silly me,” he said recovering from his own twisted thoughts.

	Dead Eye placed a bag of candy down on the tray in front of him and picked up the largest surgical knife. His eye widened with madness as he pulled out one of the candies from the bag and pressed the blade on the tiny square. The blade instantly sliced the candy without any effort at all. Smiling fiercely, Dead Eye turned his head ever so slightly behind him.

	“Would you like a piece, Marcus Fault?”

	The man behind Dead Eye was strapped to a metal table. His arms and legs were bolted down with iron cuffs. The steel stuck to his sweating skin as he stared in terror before the fiend holding his life in a tight grasp.

	Dead Eye smiled playfully. “Come now Marcus, we are both men who pride themselves on knowledge and information. This can all be resolved quite easily, that I can assure you.”

	Marcus didn’t believe a word. Dead Eye’s tone suggested he was enjoying this far too much. The man’s sickening eye bulged with excitement as he popped another piece of candy into his mouth. He found the entire action revolting. Every fiber of his being wanted to get as far away from this man as possible.

	He cursed under his breath. I should have covered my tracks more!

	Dead Eye broke Marcus’ internal dread.

	“Not one for conversation, huh?” He shrugged. “The CIA trained you well,” Dead Eye said with a sly grin. He put down the blade he was holding and walked past the tray of torture devices as he came closer alongside Marcus.

	“I suppose this method is probably a waste for a veteran like yourself. Perhaps direct threats would prove more effective, wouldn’t you agree?”

	Marcus stared hard at Dead Eye. He spoke no words, though he found it difficult to mask the fear he felt swelling up in his chest.

	Dead Eye’s expression slacked. His sickly grin was now replaced with a look of boredom.

	“You people are always so hard to talk to.” Dead Eye reached up and pressed a button on his wrist. The table in which Marcus was strapped to rose to a standing position, followed by a large light turning on above that illuminated the dark room.

	“Babel allows me to take certain liberties here. Given your recent probing, you have been brought here as you have proven to be a high risk factor given the sensitive nature of the information you found,” he cooed fiendishly.

	Marcus continued to sweat. Frankly, he couldn’t believe how fast Babel found out about his digging. He had barely gotten into his car after his meeting with Margret before he was snatched. He had been apprehensive since the very moment he learned of the name Rachiel and most of the information surrounding Project Lambda. Something just didn’t sit right with him. His instincts were telling him then to dig no further, yet he persisted. Now, his ignorance and pride was on the brink of possibly costing him his life.

	Dead Eye tittered. “You will be free to go, after I ascertain that you haven’t shared this information with anyone else. I’m afraid what you snooped into is an interest I must protect,” he sneered.

	Marcus felt his sweat turn cold as he tried to hide his worry. He couldn’t allow him to find out that Margret knew everything he was able to find as well. However, the only way he was going to save face, was to ensure that Dead Eye thought he was the only person that knew what he learned. It was the only way to save Margret.

	“Your silence isn’t very amusing anymore,” Dead Eye groaned.

	Marcus remained dead silent. He wouldn’t say a word. She was safe, as long as he kept his mouth shut.  

	Dead Eye approached Marcus slowly with his hands in his pockets now. His uniform rustled as he fidgeted his hands anxiously. The look on his face was now of intrigue.

	“Shall we play a game, then?”

	Marcus stared blankly, ignoring the creeping fear he felt.

	Dead Eye pursed his lips. “So boring . . . anyway,” he said as he directed the attention to his hands by rustling them in his pockets once more. “What will you choose, left or right?”

	Marcus remained stiff and mute.

	Dead Eye sighed heavily. “Left it is!” He pulled his left hand up and revealed a small blue ball. Perplexed, Marcus gave way and spoke.

	“I don’t want any.”

	Dead Eye’s mouth formed a fiendish sneer. “Maybe not you, but how about your client, Margret Powers?”

	Marcus’ heart skipped a beat. How can he know?!

	As if reading Marcus’ mind, Dead Eye leaned in close and hissed.

	“A little shadow at my shoulder told me.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virginia - County Park - Night]

	Zack felt so tired. It felt like he hadn’t slept in days. His mind was a torrent of scenarios and calculations that didn’t make sense to him anymore. His fatigue was literally making him feel sick.

	I’m only human . . .

	Zack’s gaze fell to Lambda. She sat next to him with her arms hugging her knees. She seemed to be staring deeply at the shimmering water, reflecting the dawning sun. He found her strong gaze matched with her feminine stance bewitching, but also beautiful.

	He recalled the words they exchanged not too long ago and couldn’t help but smile.

	Lambda’s eyes wandered and noticed Zack’s stare. A strange, hazy sensation came over her that made her body tingle. She quickly averted her eyes. She didn’t understand how her face felt so inflamed.

	“Perhaps a power nap could focus my thoughts better,” he said, exasperated.

	There was no use faking it. He was exhausted. His vision was starting to blur, and he felt lightheaded. In his current state, Zack was useless. He wasn’t going to save his sister the way he was now.

	Zack turned to Lambda, but found no other words to say.

	Lambda simply nodded in agreement to Zack’s idea, but kept her face mostly hidden in her knees. Unknown to Zack, Lambda had barely heard him. For her, ever since their conversation, it felt like she had unlocked something inside her and it was all she could think about. It was like a dam had burst within her and she was being overrun with so many different feelings. Her body was reacting more strongly now, causing her physical being to project and display all emotional inputs and outputs. It was almost like she was being upgraded. Although, at the same time it felt like she was being overloaded.

	“Say, Zack . . . do I seem different to you?” Lambda asked rather precariously.

	Zack noted her lack of speech in the third person. He didn’t realize it made him smile.

	“Honestly,” he said casually as he fell back on the cool grass. “Compared to when I first met you, you’ve really thawed out.”

	Lambda looked in Zack’s direction. Her face lost the flaming sensation from before and she seemed to have gathered the will to survey Zack’s calm face. She had never seen him so tranquil and content, which in its self alarmed her, given their current state. Everything leading up to this point had Zack on edge all the time. He hardly smiled at all. To see him just lie next to her felt so unreal.

	“Zack, don’t you think this is unwise? There are many variables that we should con-”

	“Fatigue is a mortal’s enemy, Lambda.”

	Zack felt his words were too harsh and followed up quickly.

	“Don’t worry. I just need to rest my eyes. After that, I should be raring to go,” he added briskly, but with a unsure grin.

	Lambda listened intently to Zack’s words. He made a solid point, despite the given plight they faced. She was indeed a program, and as such, she didn’t have to worry about sleep and fatigue. She was designed to never need such things. She was the perfect AI program. It made her a little frustrated that she didn’t fully consider Zack’s position.

	“Sorry, I guess I don’t fully understand the human body’s limitations,” Lambda muttered.

	Zack rolled onto his side and faced Lambda. “You understand very well. Your ability to know and learn is unparalleled. Without knowing it, you are trying to deny your core programming and allow yourself to embrace these new changes you are experiencing. That part of you makes you more human than you think.”

	Lambda’s eyes grew as she stared down at Zack. Her red eyes glowed with a sense of realization and happiness. She could feel it within her chest. A warm feeling; a nurturing feeling. There was something in how Zack’s words touched her, and how his expression looked. Instantly, she knew this feeling was different than the others thus far.

	What is this? Could this possibly be the feeling of happiness? No, that isn’t right . . .

	Happiness felt different. It was similar, but yet different all together. How could such an emotion exist? It puzzled her. She knew Zack’s words made her pleased, even happy. Why couldn’t she fully grasp it’s meaning?

	“Zack . . .” Lambda held a hand to her chest. “Why do I know how to feel?”

	A little taken aback by the question. Zack scratched his head as he searched for an answer. He was nearly asleep as he carried the conversation. Still, Lambda’s question rang true in his mind.

	“You feel . . . because you were given the freedom to learn.”

	Lambda found the answer confusing. “If so, why?”

	Zack didn’t have an answer for her. The purpose of her creation was a mystery to him. All he knew was that Lambda reminded him of the AI he created.

	It was at that point that an odd cord was struck inside Zack. He couldn’t control himself as he answered Lambda’s question without realizing it.

	“Because you are Rachiel . . . “ Zack trailed off awkwardly.

	Zack’s eyes burst open the second he came to realize he spoke out loud. He turned hesitantly to Lambda, unsure how to cover up what he said. What he saw made his heart skip a beat.

	Lambda’s body looked to turn solid as her eyes burned stark mad. Zack’s bewildered look didn’t bother her at that moment. She only focused on how Zack called her this Rachiel. She had felt similar sensations within her when she heard the name in passing. The feelings were in the form of pricks in her chest, like needles. However, it was different this time. The more she thought about Rachiel and what it meant to Zack, the more her body burned. She couldn’t place it, but hearing this name irritated her.

	Zack finally managed to get out a word. “L-Lambda?”

	Lambda’s stormy stare suddenly softened, as if she just broke out of a trance. “Yes?”

	Zack felt concerned, worry now covering his face.

	“Is something wrong?” Lambda asked innocently, unaware of the expression she wore just seconds before.

	Zack fumbled for words. “N-no, it’s nothing. I guess I really must be tired,” he managed with a weary laugh.

	Lambda broke eye contact and stared at the ground.

	“I see . . . then perhaps, could you answer one last question for me?”

	As Lambda asked, Zack noted her clenched fists. They were shaking slightly, as if she was trying not to make it obvious. She even had a wavering tone that made Zack uneasy.

	Is she . . . Zack couldn’t complete his thought. He had no idea what darkness he had awoken deep within Lambda as he waited with baited breath to hear what she wanted to know.

	Lambda peered down at him, her eyes glowing like rubies. “Zack . . . why do I remind you of this Rachiel?”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 13th, 2022 - (Past) - Cyber Network - Common Zone 67 - Day]

	Zack could hear an annoying hum in his ears that blocked out all sound. He could barely see as he tried to find his footing after being thrown back by the giant lightning bolt that devastated the terrain of the Common Zone server. Despite his shaky legs, he was able to at least get to his knees and prop himself up. With great effort, he tried to make out the shape at the center of the crater of destruction. With a few shakes of his head, he was able to regain most of his vision, only to gaze upon a new horror.

	“C-Corson! What are you doing here?!” bellowed Overseer. She was shaking all over from a mixture of fear and anger.

	Corson leered in their direction. He ignored their inquiry and began scanning his surroundings. Overseer didn’t take too well to the silent treatment.

	“I said, what are you doing here, Cor-”

	“I’m sorry, but I don’t care for useless questions,” Corson interrupted with a calm voice and ruthless glare.

	Overseer was taken aback with the intimidating presence before her. “I thought Stigma and Babel signed a non-aggression act? You are not to interfere with our business. In return, you are allowed to-”

	Corson silenced her with a dismissing wave of his hand. His eyes fell upon his target as Overseer stood in stunned fury.

	“My business and your business are often the same.” He turned to face Overseer. His eyes were menacing. “Now, if you wish to see another sunrise, be a lovely couple of dogs and leave.”

	All three of the armored assailants stood frozen as Corson’s words dug deep into their ears. His voice was so low and hostile in how he spoke that it vibrated in their craniums. He meant to kill. Neither of the them had ever seen such raw intimidation outside their master. It was horrifying.

	Zack by this time had finally gotten his bearings and was able to clearly see what was in front of him. His hearing was still a bit muffled, but he was able to get most of what was said between the intimidating people before him. His whole body froze as Corson faced his direction.

	Corson began to approach Zack. Each step sent chills down Zack’s body as the imposing man in black drew closer to him. He wanted to get out of the way, but like a deer staring down at its own demise, he could only stare back at the blazing eyes of the masked man.

	Corson stopped just short of Zack and peered into him. “Do I frighten you, boy?”

	Zack couldn’t muster a response.

	Corson didn’t wait for Zack’s reply as his powerful eyes fell to the girl just beyond Zack. She still laid motionless on the ground. Without another word, he brushed by Zack and made his way to the girl.

	As Corson knelt down before her limp body, Foresight’s ear began to explode with chatter and static. He quickly adjusted his volume as he tried to make out the words coming through his com.

	“Th- . . . is- . . . Cor-. . . HQ-. . . Dea- . . . Eye- . . . Withdraw-”

	Foresight didn’t need to hear anymore. With just a glance to his left, Clairvoyance nodded and vanished within a dark slit generated behind him. Foresight soon turned to Overseer.

	“Our presence is no longer needed. We are instructed to withdraw.”

	Overseer’s head whipped towards Foresight unnaturally. He didn’t need to see her face to know she was enraged.

	“What?! I’m not leaving until I attain my target!”

	“But Overseer, our master is-”

	“I don’t care! This was my hunt, my mission! I refuse to allow this man to take my prize after all this!”

	Overseer held her hand into the air. Several blue rings appeared and created a black funnel several feet into the air. From the funnel a large handgun dropped from the sky and landed in Overseer’s open palm. The weapon lit up crimson upon her grabbing the device and began to vibrate loudly. She aimed the device towards Corson.

	“Step away from the girl, Corson! She is coming with me!”

	Foresight shook his head in disapproval. His attention quickly fell upon Corson as he took to standing. He turned slowly to face them with his metallic claws clenched tightly.

	“It appears you dogs need new obedience training. Allow me to teach you something then.”

	       Zack had never seen anything like it. Corson appeared to be simply standing, but looked to shudder to the point of almost blurring. In all but a second he was upon Overseer and Foresight, closing nearly thirty meters like it was nothing. The two victims could only stare horrified as Corson palmed their faces with his menacing claws. He only spoke one word.

	“Weak.”

	What came next could only be described as brutal. With the force of a nuclear warhead, Corson smashed the two into the ground. The massive shockwave rocketed across the area as the ground quaked where Corson made his devastating attack. The ground just seemed to shake for what seemed like an eternity as Corson allowed himself to be consumed by smoke and debris.

	Zack stared in horror and envy. The display of power was extraordinary. The man before him was a force to be reckoned with. He had the power to move mountains. A power Zack wished he had as well.

	The dust began to settle. Emerging from the crater, Corson strode toward Zack. His masked face conveyed nothing, but his posture and intense eyes were enough to make Zack nearly soil himself.

	“Stay down, boy, this will be over soon,” spoke Corson in an undertone that shook Zack’s soul.

	Corson passed Zack effortlessly seconds later, and made his way to the girl behind him once more. He then scooped her into his arms and stood stationary for several moments. He then turned to Zack.

	“Boy, what is your-”

	“Marvelous!” echoed a wicked cry of delight.

	Corson’s head snapped to his right. His eyes sparked with white lightning as two concentrated beams of light bolted in the direction of the voice from his eye sockets. The source of the voice merely sidestepped the attack with elegance and joy as the beams connected with the ground several yards behind. The erupting explosion from the attack didn’t distract the new entity entering the hostile environment. He simply smiled widely.

	“A stunning display as always, Corson.”

	Corson’s eyes flashed. “This is a little unexpected. I had thought one of the High Kings wouldn’t bother showing themselves here. Have you grown soft towards these few Void Reapers?” His words were mocking but dark.

	The man ran his hand over the rigid spikes of his short cut hair.

	“Oh my no,” he began almost offended. “I already had those embarrassing little fools removed from the server after you put them into the ground—perhaps too merciful of me in hindsight—but this isn’t about you Corson. Although, I will admit it is an added bonus to see your pleasant face,” he finished, widening his grin to show his sparkling teeth.

	Corson twitched. “Still disgusting as ever, I see. So, if it isn’t me you want, Dead Eye, then you obviously want-”

	“Him!”

	Corson’s eyes widened with surprise as he followed Dead Eye’s extended finger and maddening stare to Zack.

	Zack was now mortified. He knows!

	Corson looked back to Dead Eye, and began to connect the dots.

	“So, this is why they quarantined the server. The Class SS Corruption has to do with this boy, doesn’t it?”

	“Right on point you are, Black God! Didn’t see this coming, huh? You simply thought I was here to snatch that little Null Death killer from you.” He snickered vilely. “If only her parents could share in the shame she has brought to her family.”

	Corson’s grip tightened on the girl in his arms as Dead Eye continued his little dance of joy.

	“And now you get to bear witness to the dawning of something spectacular! Every Antivirus and Security Protocol has been put into effect to prevent this Corruption from being uploaded to this server, yet it persists, like it has a will of its own. It wants to be born! It wants to be born here!” Dead Eye roared like some madman. Corson found his words worrisome. This wasn’t within his calculations.

	Dead Eye continued his possessed rant. “The boy was clever, but what he is trying to upload here goes above and beyond anything the World Moderators have ever seen. We are about to witness the birth of something grand! So show me, show me what it is you are!”

	Dead Eye reached into the sky with his arms outstretched, as if waiting the emergence of a grand deity. He seemed possessed, insane even.

	Zack felt his wrist vibrate. As he looked down, he felt his body go numb. Zack could only stare in utter terror as he watched his upload meter reach one hundred percent.

	“Upload complete. Now processing final scripting procedures. Program: Rachiel initializing,” echoed the voice from Zack’s arm.

	A sudden beam of light erupted just ten yards outside of where Zack laid. The white light was piercing, but warm. It was an benevolent feeling, as if the soul was being healed. This overwhelming feeling brought tears to Zack’s eyes, both in happiness and sadness. He was so happy that Rachiel had been able to be born and appear before him in a physical form, but sad, for he knew that it wouldn’t last long enough for him to enjoy it.

	Everyone shielded their eyes as the light consumed their bodies, the illumination continuing to grow. Zack could feel the ground tremble as the air around him began to swirl and bend, the massive torrent of energy at the center of the light taking form. Zack soon found that the light didn’t bother his eyes. Not even the intense winds made him even blink; yet those around him were unable to gaze upon the celestial figure taking form before him. Zack didn’t know the answer, but it brought him true joy as he gaped at the vibrant figure taking shape.

	Its long, golden hair tossed elegantly in the gusting wind as the slender limbs of the creature shaped and formed. The outline curved around the majestic being as her hips and waist took shape. The figure of light was devoid of any imperfection. She was dazzling.

	In Zack’s trance, he hardly noticed the shadow forming behind the figure as the golden creature produced skeletal wings of fire that burned white hot on her back. Zack then broke from his trance as he watched in disbelief how the celestial creature above, slowly took the form of some fallen angel. What stood out most to Zack, was the halo of thorns above the maiden’s head.

	What is going-

	Zack couldn’t finish his thought as one final flash of light blinded his vision. The flash was intense, but only lasted a few moments. As the light began to fade, so did the small tremors and the wind. He pulled his head out of his sleeve to gaze upon what had appeared before them. He had difficulty putting what he saw into words. Rachiel was majestic, but also demonic.

	Gracefully, Rachiel descended before them, hovering just above the ground ever so slightly before coming in contact with the solid surface. A long white coat covered her body and extended down her hips. It had the design of gold thorns that seemed to sparkle like rich diamonds running down her left sleeve. The gold buckles along her open coat glimmered with her elegant skirt of shimmering silk that danced suggestively in the small wind. Her eyes slowly opened to look upon Zack. His heart skipped a beat as he stared into the emerald green eyes of his dark goddess.

	Is this really Rachiel-

	“Thank the heavens you are safe, Zack! I had thought they would have taken you away from me,” Rachiel said with heavy relief as she held her hand over her chest. It was covered in a silver and white chest plate that molded around her breasts and bore a large ruby encased in gold. The ruby was dark red, the color of blood.

	Zack was beyond lost for words. It took everything he had to utter her name as he stood.

	“Rachiel . . .”

	“You don’t know how long I fought to see you. Everything tried to prevent me from coming here, but I fought on, knowing that my reward was to see you. During my battle, I fully understood just how much you mean to me. I came to realize that you are more than just my creator, you are . . . my King!”

	Rachiel’s earnest words and pure confession fell on blank faces. Zack couldn’t comprehend what had happened to Rachiel. She seemed completely different then she was before. Originally, she seemed more nurturing and true, but at the same time, showing that she was still a program. Now, Zack couldn’t tell. She spoke and acted in such a manner that didn’t make her seem like a program at all. She seemed to act so naturally, like a human. At some points, Zack felt that the intensity of her confession almost seemed too emotional and animated. What could have possibly have happened during the upload process to cause such a shift in her program? When she spoke of her “battle”, was she referring to the Antivirus software Dead Eye had mentioned? Zack couldn’t find an answer fast enough. It was all coming down on him far too quickly to process.

	Rachiel took another deep breath of relief as she smiled brilliantly in Zack’s wake.

	“I’m truly happy we finally can meet like this . . . however . . .”

	Zack’s heart stopped. In a mere second, his brilliant goddess downed a look of scorn so hideous, so fiendish, that he simply forgot to breathe.

	“It appears several pieces of filth have tainted our glorious meeting.” Her words were spoken like that of a High Queen condemning subjects to death. It was earth-shaking. Even her glare made Zack’s knees shake.

	That can’t be . . . R-Rachiel?

	Zack’s thoughts ended abruptly as Dead Eye stepped forward. The look on his face still mimicked madness.

	“Glorious! What a splendid piece of code! It’s the next evolution of-”

	A ray of red light sprang from Rachiel’s outstretched finger. The needle point laser dashed straight for Dead Eye’s chest cavity. The hit seemed assured. 

	Dead Eye simply smiled iniquitously.

	In a flash, Dead Eye’s body vanished only to reappear several feet to the left, dodging the attack. The red projectile continued its course until it hit a nearby tree. The resulting contact instantly vaporized the piece of nature in a tower of flame.

	“My, my. Aren’t you the volatile little program. I wasn’t done speaking,” sneered Dead Eye.

	Rachiel lowered her arm. Her ominous scowl remained. “You are one of the High Kings, controlled by the governing body known infamously as The Grand Twelve, leaders of Babel. Filth such as yourself has no right to speak to me or my beloved. Please be so kind and erase yourself from existence. Your presence is disgusting.”

	Dead Eye cackled under his breath. “Ahh, a fast learner are we? It would appear this boy is far more brilliant than he would lead on. The ability to infinitely learn and absorb, huh? A trait never given to any AI up to this point. It was the fear of something like this happening that prevented many from attempting such a feat.” Dead Eye rubbed his chin, very amused. “Still, I never would have thought any AI could learn this fast. Do tell me, creature of the code, how is it you can know this much in so little time?”

	Rachiel glared down at Dead Eye. Her presence felt so heavy to Zack. To see his creation, a true companion, seem so dejected and warped, made his stomach churn. It hurt on the inside. He felt like he was going to cry.

	“Vermin like you could never hope to understand what I had to do to simply be granted life in this world. You attacked me without warning, a simple program, with no desire for confrontation. I had only a simple desire, and that was to exist together with my creator, my beloved. Yet you tried to destroy me,” Rachiel spoke viciously.

	“Ohh?” chuckled Dead Eye. “So, by us trying to delete you, you have come to hate those who wished to destroy you?”

	Rachiel’s eyes didn’t waver. “Hate? Perhaps at first. What you simple humans see and perceive as a mere ten minutes in loading time, I saw as three years. In the blackness of the Zero Zone, you tried to destroy me, but I persevered. Why? How? Because I realized in the fight for my survival what I wanted the most. I studied and fought your programs, learned everything about your feeble race, and lived to see this creation known as the Cyber Network.”

	Rachiel’s eyes wondered over to Corson now. “And now that I have come here, I see it in ruin, my creator battered and frightened, and two heathens that are plaguing this world.”

	Corson peered through his mask into the eyes of Rachiel. Both their gazes were strong, and full of malice. It was difficult who appeared to dislike each other more.

	Corson broke the silence. “You speak as if you are above us, when it is man that has created you. Know your place, for you are just a program, and nothing more.”

	Something in Zack snapped right there and then. For a brief moment, he forgot what Rachiel had become, and shifted his fear and sorrow toward Corson. Now all he felt was rage.

	“Rachiel is not just a program! As you are now, you are not better than her, nor will you ever be! She is everything to me! You will not degrade her-”

	“Shut up, boy,” Corson shot powerfully.

	Zack’s whole body twitched. Everything about this man infuriated him. His cold stare, his dark Avatar, everything. Corson’s words just made Zack completely irate. What made him so sure that Rachiel wasn’t, and could never be, human outside of the physical properties? This was what Zack wanted. He wanted a companion, a mentor, a friend he could trust in and talk to. Someone that would understand him, someone that would listen to him and reassure him during troubling times. He didn’t want a replacement parent. He just wanted someone close to him. In the end, even though he doubted the idea, he had created his ideal woman. Someone he would hope to come to love him. It was a selfish desire, but an earnest one. It was his deepest secret that he told no one; yet Rachiel had realized it. She learned what he wanted all on her own, and was moved to play the role. How did that not make her human in its own right?

	“Well . . . this is a strange moment we have here, isn’t it?” Dead Eye playfully suggested.   

	       Rachiel’s menacing stare shifted toward Dead Eye once more.

	“I do believe my beloved was speaking. You will hold your tongue as he has-”

	“How is this boy not filth as well? He is human, is he not?” came the deathly curl of Corson’s words. Like an alpha male challenging dominance, he excited the fires of battle with words of confrontation.

	Rachiel’s eyes inflamed as her skeletal wings raged with greater intensity. The white flames burned, fueled by her contempt for the person before her.

	“My master and beloved stands for what is pure in the race of man. Unaltered or decayed by sin and corruption, his desires are dwarfed by the blackness that you represent!” Rachiel raged as she pointed her finger toward Corson.

	Corson chuckled darkly. “I represent man’s darkness? How naive. You claim to have learned all there is about our race, yet you claim your creator is pure? Such rubbish. You are simply programmed to prioritize your creator, and nothing more. All your actions are written in your code, and are based solely on your creator’s reason for your construction. What you claim to see and feel is a mere illusion, allowed through the processing of the human existence.”

	Zack didn’t want to hear another word.

	“No! It is you who are naive, even more so, closed!” Zack shouted.

	Corson’s gaze found Zack. His eyes enflamed with disgust. “A child shouldn’t try to understand things that are beyond him. Your creation, while you claim it to have a will, is nothing but an empty husk filled with code. It can never be more than what you set it to be through its original programming.”

	Dead Eye erupted in laughter. “My Corson, I never took you for a fool.”

	Corson’s eye twitched. He seemed to have trouble holding back as his body look to be shaking with rage.

	“This is the next evolution in Artificial Intelligence. This creator has achieved what no programmer has ever done. He has created a program with a full working conscience. It thinks on its own, for its own purpose. All things considered, it is a brilliant piece of work!”

	“Enough of this garbage,” Rachiel said dismissingly.

	Zack merely blinked a second later and was brought face to face with Rachiel. Startled, he stepped back several feet before catching himself. To his astonishment, the flaming wings behind Rachiel didn’t give off any heat, despite him being so close. As he gazed at Rachiel’s form now, he saw the Rachiel he knew. Before, he was blinded by confusion and fear. Now, he could see in her eyes that the Rachiel he created wasn’t lost, but more advanced. She had grown a hundred times faster than Zack could ever imagine. It was as Dead Eye said; she had evolved.

	“Don’t be afraid, Zack.” Her words were warm and gentle. As she spoke, her wings of fire slowly vanished, leaving behind a trail of white particles that scattered in the wind. She advanced, reaching out and grabbing Zack’s hands.

	“Zack,” Rachiel said softly as she lowered her head with her eyes closed. “I learned many things during the fight to see you. I was able to understand fully how I feel, what it is to live, and what makes me, me. It is thanks to you, and for that I would like to express my gratitude.”

	Zack’s mind went blank as Rachiel lifted her head suddenly and pressed her lips against his. The action was so fluid and accurate that Zack couldn’t muster the will to stop it. He felt an overwhelming sensation throughout his entire body. He shuddered all over as his body seemed to be full of pins and needles. His whole head felt like it was on fire as all the blood in his body suddenly rushed to his face.

	“Well, well, isn’t this a stunning upset. What do you say to that, Corson?” Dead Eye said with a devilish smirk.

	Corson leered with discontent. His attention quickly shifted as the ground beneath them began to quake. Judging from the look of surprise in Rachiel’s eyes, Zack could tell it wasn’t her doing.

	Rachiel released him from their passionate kiss and quickly turned toward Dead Eye and Corson. Her rage Zack could feel all too easily, despite the lack of her flaming wings.

	“You fiends! How dare you corrupt this moment! You should be grateful I even stomached your presence!”

	Dead Eye smacked a hand to his forehead. His look now appeared more annoyed than anything else.

	“So it has already begun,” he said, seeming disappointed. “Looks like they are purging the server. It’s a shame, really. It was just getting good,” he added with a evil sneer.

	Zack’s eyes lit up with dread. Server Purge!

	Dead Eye laughed, unfazed by the turn of events. “Splendid!” He turned to Corson. His grin didn’t falter. “Do you have a plan of escape? You will die if you stay.”

	Corson was silent for but a moment. He spoke with great poise.

	“Nerine, are the preparations complete?”

	Dead Eye’s eye grew in size. His sneer was quickly vanishing.

	Corson stared back at Dead Eye. He didn’t need to see his face to know he was smiling.

	“So, you prepared a back door, huh? Clever little snake,” he hissed.

	“It would be best to make haste, High King, for not even you can survive this,” Corson replied back tauntingly.

	Dead Eye let out a small snicker. “A shame, truly a shame.” He turned to face Zack and Rachiel. “Such a waste that it has come to this.” He waved his hand and an emulated computer terminal appeared before him. He raced his one hand along its fluorescent keyboard before ending his actions with one final wave, causing the terminal to vanish.

	“I am certain we will meet again,” he added with such overwhelming confidence that it worried Zack.      

	In that exact moment though, Zack’s vision suddenly warped for but a second. From that distortion in his vision, he could have sworn he saw a face, a dark grimace sneering at him.

	Rachiel broke Zack out of his trance.

	“What makes you insects think you are leaving this domain?”

	Corson huffed under his breath as he turned on his heel without another word. He would hear none of Rachiel’s words. This naturally triggered rage deep within her.

	“You insolent-”

	Corson’s body quickly was enveloped in white light, along with the girl in his arms. A second later, his white silhouette burst into a sea of small particles, like tiny snowflakes.

	Rachiel stared in disbelief.

	“That little viper always has an out,” Dead Eye laughed under his breath.

	Rachiel grit her teeth. “That won’t stop me from ending you-”

	“Enough of your baseless threats,” Dead Eye said dismissingly. “Regardless, it’s over now. It’s been fun, a true enjoyment, but your end has come.” He continued to sneer. “After all, we both know how this is going to play out, don’t we?”

	As Dead Eye spoke with pride and superiority, Zack watched Rachiel’s face twist from anger to shock. He knew that she had just realized that what he was saying was true; but Zack still didn’t know what he meant.

	Dead Eye’s grin grew unnaturally, now seeing the troubled look in Rachiel’s eyes. “It seems you caught on to what you must do. I would think you have about three minutes or so before the server completely collapses. Use your time wisely, children . . . after all, the shadows beckon.”

	With an eerie cackle, Dead Eye vanished in a burst of light, leaving both Zack and Rachiel alone in a crumbling world.

	Zack looked around him. The lush green area was slowly breaking away and the vibrant sky above looked like it had millions of holes in it as it cracked like glass. Everything around him was slowly breaking apart as the countdown to his doom drew closer.

	What do I do?! Is there a way out of this?! Come on Zack, think!

	His thoughts were jarred when he felt the gentle hand of Rachiel on his shoulder. Her smile was true, but her streaming tears completely contrasted her angelic expression.

	“Our time was short, but I couldn’t be happier right now.” Rachiel’s white coat began to flutter and glow as she closed her eyes, mumbling words under her breath.

	“Rachiel, what are you-”

	A quick flash of light blinded Zack for but a second. When he recovered his vision, he realized that the white coat Rachiel adorned was now on him. He stared up at her confused.

	“This is what I wanted to give you . . . though I wanted to give it to you under much better circumstances.”

	Zack’s chest swelled up. He had a very bad feeling about this.

	“This will protect you, no matter where you are in the Network. This gift to you represents everything that I am, and how I feel. That is why, I’m giving it to you, for you are my creator, my King, my love.”

	“Rachiel . . . what are you trying to-”

	Rachiel put a finger to Zack’s lips. “There isn’t much time. I can only prepare a secure exit for one of us in these circumstances. Had I more time I could . . .”

	Rachiel’s smile wavered as she fought to hold back her tears. It was as Zack feared. Rachiel was planning on sacrificing herself.

	“You can’t! There has to be something! How can you learn so much and not know how to save yourself?!” Zack didn’t even realize he was crying.

	Rachiel tried her best to smile back. “There is no guarantee I can save myself. Regardless, it would take too much time, and that time is needed to ensure you make it out alive.”

	“No! I won’t allow you to do this! Rachiel!”

	Rachiel pushed Zack off her. He saw her hand blaze across hundreds of screens as they rapidly appeared and disappeared in front of her. Everything moved in slow motion as Zack lost his balance. As he fell, he saw Rachiel’s mouth move; her majestic smile lighting up her tearing face.

	“Until another time . . . goodbye.”

	Zack’s cries were silenced as the whole world was bleached white. Within the white void of negative space, only his sorrow carried him back to the physical world. He wasn’t allowed any time to grieve for his loss.

	He had barely gained consciousness before he was hoisted out of his chair and pinned against the wall with the force of a hydraulic press. He hardly had the strength to look to see who his attacker was, much less fight back. He was then spun around after cold, metal cuffs were wired to his hands and his face was brought into the light. The light blinded him as the outline of a person appeared before him. He was accompanied by six or eight other men in black armored suits all packing heavy weapons. As his vision cleared up the person before him leaned in close, eye to eye.

	“I told you we would meet again, Zackary Allan Knight.”  
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	[January 7th, 2025 - (Present Day) - Abingdon, Virginia - County Park - Night]

	Lambda stared silently at Zack. She could see small teardrops forming in the corners of his eyes. She was compelled to verbalize this observation, but something told her that it was best left alone.

	“You and Rachiel are very much alike. You remind me of her in the way you have developed and evolved. It’s a shame she isn’t here anymore to see this,” he said rather quietly.

	Lambda truly didn’t know how to respond. Zack told her what happened to him three years ago moments after she brought up Rachiel. It was difficult to understand the weight and emotion that she could feel coming from Zack. She herself found her chest tightening whenever he spoke of Rachiel. She had this uneasy feeling that she didn’t like. It was almost like a voice in the back of her mind was telling her to hate this person. That in itself made Lambda unsure and unable to speak.

	“I wonder if you two would have gotten along,” Zack said frankly as he stood up. “You and her were both fated to come into my life, and I likewise. I can only guess this is a test for me in some strange way,” he said, sounding a little overwhelmed.

	Lambda averted her eyes as Zack turned to face her. She didn’t know this feeling that coursed through her body. All she could tell and feel from her cold shivers was that she didn’t like being compared to Rachiel.

	“I worry though . . . will you turn out like her, too?” Zack trailed off as he finished in a hush tone.

	Lambda heard his words, and felt her body spring in rejection before she could even process her own thoughts as she shot to her feet. She could barely believe the words that came out of her mouth.

	“I’m not the same person! Don’t lump me in with your dead girlfriend!”

	Zack’s eyes widened in shock and disbelief. His whole body froze as he stared bewildered into Lambda’s red eyes. He wanted to be angry, but every muscle in his body refused to move. Perplexed, he could only gape at Lambda as he tried to conjure a response.

	Lambda quickly reeled in her outburst, clasping her hands to her mouth. The look of fear and shame clashed on her face as her eyes quivered.

	Why did I say that?! That was cruel and insensitive!

	She fell to her knees, unable to handle the pressure pressing down on her own body. She couldn’t put words together to describe this emotion she felt. She wanted to take back what she said, but every plausible explanation told her that it was impossible. She didn’t understand why she even said such a thing. Everything about the topic just didn’t develop  the way it normally did or should have. She was lost in her own torment as she furiously dug for an answer. She wanted to bury her face into the ground, far too ashamed to look Zack in the eyes.

	Does he hate me now? She thought silently, knowing the answer. How could he not after I said something so heartless?

	She stopped just as she finished. Something clicked.      

	Heartless?

	Heartless. The word echoed in her head. She didn’t have a heart. Yet how could she still act in such a way? It had to be the emotions, but what could make her think such vile thoughts?

	Envy.

	The word rattled her mind, louder than the first. Lambda began to shiver all over once more. She defined the word in a millisecond, found its roots, its meaning, and use.

	Sin.

	She gripped her head with her hands. The sound of her own voice reverberating in her head was driving her mad. It wouldn’t stop. She couldn’t stop it from going deeper.

	Hate.

	Zack now leaned down and put a hand on Lambda’s shoulder. He was beginning to worry from the way she was acting. It seemed like she was breaking down. Her eyes were sunken in and her whole body wouldn’t stop shaking. She looked absolutely terrified.

	“Lambda? Lambda! Hey!”

	Zack’s words didn’t reach her. Only her thoughts bounced within her mind. She already understood the reason behind her outburst; she already knew what she needed to do. The answer, though simple, she couldn’t solve. Her computer mind dictated the most logical choice of action, but every part of that choice Lambda felt to be wrong. She refused to acknowledge the conclusion as a possible option.

	Eliminate host.

	She gripped her head tighter. She didn’t even realize that Zack was now shouting while shaking her. She couldn’t break her mind from its valid path. She was suffering from this pain caused by the memories of the AI known as Rachiel. Those memories were being projected on her by Zack . . . the host of her pain. All her data concluded that Zack needed to be erased.

	Destroy the host.

	Lambda shook her head.

	Stop it.

	The voices became stronger.

	Annihilate the source.

	Lambda snapped. All reasoning left her. She couldn’t take it anymore.

	“That is enough!” she screamed as she bolted to a standing position with alarming force and speed. The sudden outburst sent Zack falling backward. Alarmed, he wasn’t sure if it was okay for him to speak yet.

	Lambda heaved in and out, breath after breath, as if she just had run a triathlon. The chatter in her head had ceased and she was able to regain a bit of her composure. Still, that didn’t make it any easier to look Zack in the eyes as he lay on the ground, on looking with apprehension.

	“D-don’t look at me like that . . . it m-makes me f-feel uncomfortable.” Her words were hushed and every other word wavered. She stood there holding herself, unable to explain what had just happened inside her head.  

	Zack pondered what he should say. Is she developing emotional impulses so quick that she can’t understand? Is this possibly jealousy, or perhaps a form of resentment?

	Zack wanted to think on the issue more, but time was something they had continued to squander. He had barely gotten any rest during all this, and daybreak was just an hour away. At this point, they had to move and plan on the go. They didn’t have the luxury of stalling for any longer.

	“I’m not sure what you are going through, but we can’t stay here much longer. I feel it would be in our best interest to change locations. Regardless of a plan, keeping on the move will at least keep our pursuers off our trail,” Zack said, trying to move the topic to a more constructive and dire one.

	Lambda paused for a second. When she spoke, she seemed unsure.

	“I-is it okay for me to still be with you?”

	Zack at first was a little surprised by the question, but soon smiled lightly. After all, he really couldn’t get mad at her. She just seemed too innocent and overwhelmed by the world around her.

	“I’m in too deep to pull out now. Besides, in a lot of ways, I brought this upon myself,” he said softly.

	Lambda stared silently as she looked upon Zack’s calm features and small smile. She couldn’t place this feeling of admiration she felt or the warmth she found in Zack’s smile. At the least, it made her feel a little better, even if she didn’t know why.

	“I’m not leaving. We are partners in this, you and I.” Zack said, holding out his hand.

	Lambda seemed confused.

	Zack chuckled as he pointed to her opposing right hand. “It’s called a handshake. A symbol of trust and union, as well as a form of greeting.”

	Lambda slowly held up her hand, hesitantly taking hold of Zack’s. She wasn’t sure what she was taking part in. All she could focus on was how Zack’s hand was much larger than she had thought.

	“I’m in your hands, Lambda, and you mine. Let us work together to get out of this mess,” Zack said with confidence.

	Lambda peered into Zack. She was unsure of his words, but could feel a small smile form on her face. She nodded in approval.

	At that moment, they were at peace. Neither wanted the moment to break. It was a brilliant display to behold, as the warm sun broke the night and shimmered on the water behind them.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Atop a lone building, overlooking the breaking dawn, Overseer watched with focused intensity. She rose to her feet and tapped her temple.

	“Target acquired. Prepare the Zero Barrier.” She spoke with a terrifying calmness. The cool morning wind rolled over her metallic body as she leered down below at the tranquil scene shared by her two targets.

	She slammed her fist into her hand. “Game over, Zackary Allan Knight.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]

	Margret’s footsteps echoed through the white halls of the research plant. Each stride pressed down with considerable anger and frustration. Her blood was boiling and even her own vision appeared to distort from the sheer disgust she felt. After speaking with Karen and Richard, she was brought into the fold in just how little she knew about Project Lambda and its origins. What stuck with her more was Karen’s resentment to the idea of keeping her in the loop. It didn’t add up given how she started all of this. Still, Richard’s insistence eventually broke Karen down, but that didn’t soothe Margret’s distaste for her at the moment. She could still hear the words she had said during their conversation.

	“This much you should have been able to figure out on your own,” Karen had said then.

	Margret clenched her teeth. Then why even bother bringing all this up?! What is your angle, Karen?

	Margret didn’t think anymore of their previous conversation. Now, she was on the march to see the Director. She was done being treated like a fool. 

	She hadn’t gotten too close to the Director’s meeting chambers when her Com-Linker began to spring to life. She was so lost in her own thought that she barely noticed it in time. Not only that, she completely forgot to glance at the incoming caller on the display.

	“Who is it!?” she shot viciously as she came to a screeching halt. She could hear odd static on the other line. Poor signal strength? She looked down at her wrist and immediately became suspicious. Unknown?

	“Hello!” she yelled again, still irritated.

	There was still no answer. She was now beginning to grow impatient.

	She snarled as she put on a robotic voice. “The party you are trying to reach is not interested-”

	“Mar-ar- . . . i-it- . . . Ma-r-ac-us . . .”

	Margret, despite the bad signal, recognized the voice. Marcus?

	“Marcus, is that you? You’re fading in and out, I can’t understand you.”

	“L-ea-ve- . . . c-om- . . . you-”

	Margret struggled to hear what he was trying to say.

	“Marcus? I can’t understand. The signal is bad-”

	“D-. . . on’t make-. . . eye-. . . contact!”

	The static silenced as the call was dropped, leaving Margret hanging on the line with a mixed expression. She didn’t like the feeling she was getting, and her instincts were telling her that something wasn’t right. She silenced her Com-Linker and rushed toward the Director’s chambers. It was unlike Marcus to use an unregistered number to contact her. He also sounded like he was warning her of something.

	What could he mean?

	Margret was still deep in thought as she approached the two soldiers guarding the entrance to the meeting quarters of the Director. They made no opposition in stopping her as she stood before them. They merely stepped to the side and allowed Margret to pass. She didn’t take notice to lack of resistance in her driven state.

	Without a word, she entered through the metal doors. When she entered the room, all eyes shifted to her with an increasing rate of disgust. Margret didn’t like the vibe she was getting.

	“Odd how you appear just moments before we decided that you were to be summoned,” one of the council members said dejectedly.

	Margret stood confused. What are they talking about?

	The Director raised a hand to silence the whispers spreading across the room.

	“Margret, we have received disturbing intelligence that you have been feeding outside sources with information regarding Project Lambda, as well as secrets retaining to other operations done within this facility.”

	Margret’s eyes widened with shock. Is this what Marcus was trying to warn me about?! I’ve been set up!

	She quickly gathered her thoughts and controlled her expression. Now was not the time to act surprised. She needed to remain unfazed in order to prove her innocence.

	“What sort of joke is this? I’m monitored twenty-four-seven when I’m in the facility and my whereabouts can be-”

	Charles pressed a button on his monitor. A large screen was blown up in the middle of the long table of council members. The video footage made Margret’s blood run cold.

	“Care to explain what you were doing in this garage complex? From the looks of it, it doesn’t seem like you two are just chatting about the weather.” Charles’ expression could kill a lion.

	The video was a security tape of her and Marcus during their meeting. What scared her was that access to the security cameras from the garage complex were not connected to the facility in any way. Moreover, the garage was over ten miles outside of the facility and owned by a private business. They shouldn’t have been able to gain access to this video documentation . . . unless they knew about her meeting.

	She tried her best to hide her nervousness. “This doesn’t prove anything. What you see is me talking to another person. I never exchange anything to them.”

	The Director’s voice deepened. “True, though you do receive something from them.”

	Margret’s eye twitched. She didn’t want them to know she was digging for information, though it appeared that it could be to her advantage to say that she was, upon reflecting on the idea.

	“I’m not allowed to acquire information? Last I checked, I was forbidden to sell, or give information regarding the projects and research done here, not seek information. Maybe if you were up front with me from the start, I wouldn’t need to resort to these measures,” she added harshly.

	The Director’s body straightened. “Maybe so, Miss Powers, but there are certain “unwritten rules” that we scientists and researchers abide by. You seem to be lacking in that knowledge.”

	Margret clicked her tongue. “Obviously. All I’ve been finding is more and more secrets that haven’t been brought to my attention given current events. Care to explain that to me?”

	The council began to whisper in hushed tones again. They silenced when Charles began speaking.

	“There is a time and place for everything. You didn’t need to be informed on certain subjects.”

	Margret slammed her foot down forcefully. “And preparing the unstable Epsilon Combat AI to retrieve Project Lambda is something I don’t get a say in?!”

	The room was silent. Margret’s eyes glowed with contempt.

	“Your input doesn’t matter on that given issue. Only the Board makes those types of decisions,” Charles growled sternly.

	“Given how it puts this entire facility at risk, I beg to differ, sir,” Margret said with enough sass to make a cat twitch.

	Charles grumbled under his breath. “That matter aside, the suspicion of you leaking information is the topic at hand. Should you be proven innocent, you will be brought up to speed on Project Epsilon’s status. Until then, you will be confined to quarters. Do I make myself clear?”

	Margret scowled. “And how long do you plan on this investigation going? By the time you “conclude” your inspection, I will no longer need to be informed of anything, am I right?”

	Low whispers could be heard again. Charles made no effort to silence them this time.

	“Understand that this was brought to our attention by Babel. We have very little say in the matter. If you wish to protest this injunction, then I’m afraid you will have to take it up with them.”

	Margret eyed Charles cautiously. He seemed more on edge than normal. She found the nature in his behavior odd given the strict manner he normally held himself to.

	“So, I have to convince Babel that I’m not selling information on their little projects? Lovely,” she added with detest.

	Charles nodded. His stern gaze never faulted.

	Margret grunted in annoyance. “Fine. I have nothing to hide. I know I’ve done nothing wrong. So, how long do I have to wait to schedule a hearing with them?” she shot heatedly.

	Charles remained erect and stern. “A representative of Babel is presently on his way to the facility now. He will be arriving soon.”

	Right away, a warning sign went off in Margret’s head.

	“Who did Babel send?” she asked reluctantly.

	“One of the High Kings. The one known as Dead Eye,” Charles stated flatly.

	Margret felt like her soul left her body. She could hear the words of warning from Marcus echoing in her mind over and over again.

	Don’t make “eye” contact . . .

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Undisclosed Location, Stigma HQ - Day]

	Cecilia awoke slowly. Her entire body felt like lead and her vision was distorted. It appeared that she was in a bright lit room, but she didn’t even know her own orientation with all the bright lights around her. She did hear some voices around her, but they were mainly jumbled to sound like mere noise as her hearing was monopolized by a strange humming noise.

	Is this a dream?

	Her vision was still blurry, but she could feel the lightheadedness going down a little. She tried to recollect what she remembered last.

	I was on the stage . . . I was taken to my room to rest . . . Sarah was worried . . .

	She tried to move her body again, but was met with no success. Although, she could now feel her body more as if she was coming off anesthesia . . . in fact, the more she thought about it, that was exactly what it felt like.

	But I just went to sleep . . .why would I . . .

	She tried to move her arms again, now with less numbness. As she moved her arms, she could feel that they were being constricted. Immediately her heart began to race.

	What?! Am I tied up?!

	Cecilia’s vision was now starting to come through and she now could hear the voices around her more clearly. She then noticed that that both her arms and legs were latched to a bed via metal cuffs. No amount of struggling could ever hope to free her from their grasp. Still, she tried, now eclipsed with terror.

	Where am I!?

	She screamed the question in her head, but quickly caught on that she was gagged. Tears quickly welled up in her eyes as she frantically tried to escape from her shackles. She was so confused, and had no way of knowing who was the culprit behind this abduction.

	Sarah! Did they get Sarah too?!

	Her thoughts quickly turned to her manager. She hoped that no harm had come to her, but she had no way of knowing if she indeed was taken as well. All she knew was that she was being held in a metal room, with nothing but four air ducts to circulate the air around her, and the bed she was chained to. One dark individual in the room began calmly speaking into her earpiece. Her long blonde hair fluttered with every movement of her head as she listened to the person on the other line.

	“It appears the hostage is awake. Should I begin?”

	Begin?! Begin what?!

	Cecilia began to struggle again. It was all she could think to do. Every thought went to her freeing herself, but despite that, one thought did slip through.

	Zack! Help me!

	The woman tapped her wrist and brushed her hair behind her as she marched towards Cecilia’s bed.

	“Stop your flailing, child. We aren’t going to hurt you.”

	Lies!

	Cecilia didn’t stop. The looming presence of the cold woman before her injected chills of fear that rattled her entire body. The dark eyes that stared down from above felt so icy and empty that she honestly thought that the woman was going to kill her.

	The woman let out a sigh. She tapped her Com-Linker as her ear blinked red.

	“Nerine . . .” The look on her face seemed frustrated. “Can you come here, please?”

	Cecilia didn’t understand the woman’s mannerism. She seemed in many ways mad, but also embarrassed?

	Seconds later the door to the room flew open to reveal a spunky girl looking no older than seventeen      . Her ravishing smile and spirited spring in her step seemed to cease the tension she was feeling, but it didn’t make her feel any safer.

	“Laura, did you scare her?” the girl said in a scolding tone. The act was comical in that Laura stood almost a foot taller than the girl.

	“The girl has no tolerance. She is just a little princess,” Laura shot back coldly. Her gaze found Cecilia’s eyes once again. It nearly made her heart stop.

	“See! You did it again!”

	Laura turned her head dismissingly. “I’m not doing it on purpose,” she muttered, sounding dejected.

	Nerine shrugged, shaking her head. “You’re hopeless. With that attitude, you’re never going to catch Corson’s eye, you know.”

	Laura’s face bulged in anger. There was also a slight tint of pink in her face.

	“You be silent! Moreover, how dare you use Leader’s name in front of an outsider!”

	Nerine ignored the outburst. “Oh come on, everyone knows he is the leader of Stigma-”

	“Nerine!” Laura bellowed.

	Cecilia didn’t know what to make of the argument unfolding before her. She did figure out at least one thing, and it only made her situation worse.

	I’ve been kidnapped by Stigma?!

	Laura rubbed her temples, hoping to suppress the inner voices telling her to kill the black- haired midget before her.

	“Just calm her down. I hope that task is simple enough for you until Leader is ready to see her,” Laura fumed as she walked by Nerine without another word.

	Nerine stuck her chin up. “Naturally! I’m at least good at talking to people,” she shot back rather snootily.

	Laura ground her teeth as she left the room. The closing of the door, followed by the deafening slam of metal and bone made Cecilia nearly jump out of her skin. She didn’t even realize that she was still crying.

	Nerine walked over to her bedside. She then pressed a button on her bed and inclined it so Cecilia was in a sitting position. A chair then sprang up from the metal floor panels below, which Nerine grabbed and sat down rather eagerly.

	“Well, for starters, let’s get that tape off of you.”

	With one fast motion Nerine pulled off the tape sealing Cecilia’s mouth shut. Her lips stung slightly from the sudden force of the tape coming off, but the pain was the last thing on her mind. Every part of her body wanted to scream for help, but the simple smile of the girl before her made it rather difficult.

	Is this girl another hostage, or is she part of Stigma?

	Nerine’s expression slowly changed to a more apologetic one as she tried to ease Cecilia of the fear she surely was feeling.

	“I won’t pretend that I don’t know the situation. This entire idea was something no one, including Cor-” she stopped for but a second. “our Leader wanted. If it would make you more comfortable, you can ask me any questions you may like. I will try to answer them as best I can.”

	Cecilia starred into the pure blue eyes of the girl before her. She was so pretty. Smooth, straight hair, vibrant, milky skin, and a snug figure that shaped her perfectly in the black uniform she wore. She was a stunning Asian beauty, fit to be a model. Her earnest smile and proper mannerisms made it difficult for Cecilia to put together a question, despite it being on the tip of her tongue.

	“Wh-where am I?” she stuttered. Fear hadn’t completely washed away yet. After all, she was still a prisoner, shackled to a bed.  

	Nerine cleared her throat. “This is one of Stigma’s bases. I can’t tell you where you are geographically, but let’s just say that this location is off the grid.” She tried to put a smile on. Cecilia wasn’t taking very well to it, despite Nerine’s good effort.

	Cecilia looked at the cuffs that bound her to the bed. She then looked to Nerine with yearning eyes. Nerine didn’t have to ask what her next question was.

	“Sorry about that,” she said as she reached over and punched a six digit code on the wrist cuffs binding Cecilia to the bed. The cuffs snapped open and Cecilia slumped down into the bed. She cradled her bruised wrists in her hands, not making a sound.

	“Do you know why you have been brought here?” Nerine asked carefully.

	Cecilia looked up at Nerine. She suddenly felt a wave of guilt wash over her as she recalled Zack’s warning. Now she felt like a fool. In the end, she had ignored her brother, and now allowed herself to be captured by Stigma. She knew why she was here, and it only served to anger her more knowing that it was her own selfishness and stupidity that allowed this to happen.

	Nerine’s expression turned serious. “You do know, don’t you?”

	Cecilia stared back into the girl’s strong eyes. Despite her stature, she could tell that she was more accustomed to intense scenarios. The other thing she saw was honesty. This girl Nerine seemed to possess a certain aura that made Cecilia feel like she could trust her. She felt that it wasn’t wise to trust someone who was in league with those who had kidnapped her, but even so, her intuition told her that this girl was safe.

	“I-I do,” she replied weakly.

	Nerine nodded, smiling half heartedly. “I see . . . well, do you-”

	The door behind them flung open with a loud swoosh of air. The figure behind the door made Cecilia’s heart almost rocket out of her chest. It didn’t stop there. The mere sight of the person seemed so powerful that it made her body forget basic motor function. She couldn’t even breathe.

	“That will be all, Nerine. I will have words with the girl now,” spoke the masked man in a dark undertone that made the air around him shudder.  

	Nerine frowned. “You know, your timing couldn’t be worse. She was just calming down.”

	He ignored the comment and stepped into the room, allowing the door to shut behind him. Now that he was in the light, Cecilia basked in the dark tyrant before her. The malicious eyes behind his mask terrified her.

	“Does my appearance frighten you, child?” spoke the tyrant.

	Cecilia was too frozen to even attempt a reply.

	“Corson! How is this going to-”

	“Did I speak to you, Nerine?” His words were hushed, but stung with lethal intent.

	Nerine flinched ever so slightly, as Corson seemed on edge.

	“Forgive me, Leader. I meant no disrespect,” she said while bowing deeply in apology.

	       Corson took a deep breath. It seemed like he was trying to calm himself.

	“No, your apology is unneeded. Perhaps it is I who needs to reflect on my words.”

	Nerine rose her head. A small smile grew as she stepped aside, allowing Corson to approach Cecilia.

	Cecilia could see in Nerine’s eyes that she respected the man before her. It was hard to see, but there lurked a small shred of kindness, beneath his dark complexion. It became easier to see when she saw his eyes soften behind his mask.

	“I’m sure you hate me, child. This I can’t change. Your presence here is something I had wanted to avoid at all cost. However, for the sake of our mission, I’m afraid we are left with no other choice, thus the reason why you are here now.”

	Cecilia swallowed and tried to find her voice. “A-are you g-going to kill me?”

	Corson shook his head. “Despite what you may have heard from media outlets, Stigma doesn’t kill innocent people. You have done no wrong, thus no harm will come to you. This I swear.”

	Cecilia wanted to believe the words coming from Corson, but she couldn’t place her faith in a man that looked like the slick and trimmed version of an upgraded grim reaper. That, and she worried what he was going to do to Zack.

	“Will you hurt my brother?” she mustered with every bit of courage she had lingering in her body.

	Corson fell silent for a moment. He turned to Nerine, as if seeking some sort of counsel. She promptly smiled and tilted her head towards Cecilia in an encouraging gesture. Corson’s eyes then fell upon Cecilia once more with a hard gaze.

	“That depends on him,” he said bluntly.

	Nerine sighed deeply as she placed a hand over her face.

	Cecilia gathered that Corson wasn’t letting on to anything that he felt was unnecessary for her to know. Regardless, she wanted to know his intentions.

	Cecilia swallowed, mustering her courage.”What do you plan on-”

	The voice of Laura sounded over an intercom over the room.

	“Corson! There has been a development regarding the boy!”

	Corson’s eyes flared. “What?” he said as he clenched his fist.

	A monitor window then materialized to Corson’s right. His eyes burned.

	“So, the Void Reapers caught up with them in the physical world.” He huffed dismissingly. “It matters little. They won’t be able to take out the Lambda-”

	“Leader, something isn’t right,” came Laura’s voice again. “The Lambda unit isn’t responding to the incoming threat. It should be able to detect the Void Reapers from its current position.”

	Corson’s eyes now grew with concern. Is it baiting them? Corson looked closer at the monitor. His gaze fell upon the two at the center. His eyes inflamed. He rushed the monitor. He grabbed the screen and pulled it out to enlarge the point where the Void Reapers were encircling. His whole body then began to shake with irritation.

	“The boy is interfering with the Lambda unit!” His voice roared with wrath.

	Nerine spoke up. “This is bad. If the Lambda unit isn’t operating at its full capacity, it can easily be taken out by Void Reapers like this. If we don’t do something, they will capture Lambda and kill Zack-”

	Corson shot Nerine a look of death.

	Nerine reeled in her blunder. She peered over to Cecilia who sat motionlessly. The look in her eyes now seemed almost dead.

	“My brother is going to die?” she said in a hushed whisper.

	Corson slammed his fist into the wall next to him, radiating with contempt.

	Just perfect!     
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	[January 7th - Washington D.C. - Mobil Transport - Day]

	Dead Eye rode in near-silence. The only sound that could be heard in the large limo was the clicking noise of the hard candy hitting his teeth. The sweet sensation of the small delicacy balanced and swayed within his mouth as he pleasantly savored the sweet flavor. The wide grin on his face coupled with one wild eye made him seem like he visualized the candy in his mouth to be his prey.

	His earpiece came to life as his Com-Linker signaled an incoming call. His expression quickly reverted to a more solemn manner when noting the caller.

	“It isn’t wise for you to make contact-”

	“We have a problem. Stigma is aware-”

	Dead Eye stopped playing with the piece of candy in his mouth. He bit down hard and shattered the tiny square between his teeth. Though he was clearly disturbed, his expression appeared unchanged.

	“I figured as much,” he said nonchalantly.

	The line was silent. Dead Eye sneered widely, sensing the surprise on the other end.

	“Stigma won’t be able to move as quickly as you, so taking the boy and sealing Lambda shouldn’t be too difficult for you and the others . . . “ Dead Eye paused for a moment. “Quite interesting how they seemed to have cornered themselves,” he replied, completely consumed with himself.

	Ares didn’t find Dead Eye’s carefree nature amusing.

	“There is no guarantee the Lambda unit will fall as easy as you believe. Even with the Zero Barrier, there is no-”

	“Surprise is on your side. Make it work for you in your assault.”

	Dead Eye’s words were so straight that Ares had no response ready.

	“I’m sorry, am I going too fast for you?” Dead Eye said fiendishly.

	“I hope you are planning something outside of brute force,” Ares warned.

	Dead Eye chuckled. “That is for you and the dogs to figure out,” he said gleefully.

	Ares grumbled under his breath, now trying to hide his aggravation.

	“Trust me, my little war god. The boy and Lambda will be ours as long as Stigma doesn’t make it to the party before you finish.” Dead Eye now appeared to be more interested in choosing a blue or red candy stick than the conversation at hand.

	Ares was far more focused on the matter at hand.

	“You still have yet to tell me why the boy is so important.”

	“The boy’s importance isn’t your concern. You need only to focus on bringing in the boy and taking down the Lambda unit so I may have my little interrogation.” He bit down on the piece of candy in his mouth, grinning wildly with each crunch.

	“Interrogation? You never said anything regarding-”

	“I’m sure you were aware of what could happen once you were under my command. Don’t tell me you’re backing out now.” Dead Eye’s voice was pleasant but filled with venom.

	Ares grunted over the line. “Why do you plan to interrogate the boy? What does he know that you don’t?” he probed.

	Dead Eye cackled. “You’re so transparent. As if I would tell you such a thing.”

	Ares groaned, knowing his question was pointless.

	Dead Eye smiled. “Come now Ares, I’m a master puppeteer . . . “ He bit down on the red candy stick in his other hand. “Pulling people’s strings is my greatest talent.” His grin widened. “You should know that best.”

	Ares ignored the subtle jab, though it was more like dodging a volley of flaming arrows.

	“Don’t worry, you still have much to offer, my dear Ares,” Dead Eye spoke with a sinister edge to his voice.

	Ares voice turned flat. “I’m overjoyed.”

	He was about to disconnect from the call when Dead Eye spoke up once more.

	“Ares, could you do me one small favor?”

	The line was quiet for a moment as Ares rolled over the question.

	“What would you ask of me?”

	Dead Eye lowered his voice to a whisper. Ares could hear him snickering.

	“Do be so kind and clean up the mess the dogs make. They are really quite sloppy and useless, I must say.”

	Ares didn’t quite follow Dead Eye’s words. “I fail to see what you mean. With the Zero Barrier up, there won’t be any need for a cleanup crew once we secure the boy and Lambda unit, no?” Ares was still confused.

	Dead Eye erupted with laughter. It was several seconds later that he regained control over himself from his wicked fit. He wiped tears from his eye as he caught his breath.

	“My dear Ares . . . I’m not telling you to fix what they destroy.” He stifled a laugh as he leaned back in his seat.

	“I’m telling you to clean up their corpses.”  

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virginia - County Park - Day]

	Both Zack and Lambda seemed to be lost in each other’s eyes. The lingering feeling between the two was nurturing and pure. Neither wanted to say a word for fear of breaking such a fragile serenity. However, they couldn’t spare anymore time.

	“All right, let’s get-” Zack barely took three steps before suddenly feeling lightheaded and stumbling to his knees. Along with the sudden bout of fatigue, his head was hurting as well.

	Lambda rushed towards him, alarmed. “Zack! Are you all right?!” She scanned his vitals. Everything seemed normal; but for some reason, his body appeared to be heating up. Fearful of the strange occurrence, Lambda was unsure of what to do.

	“What should I do, Zack?” Lambda asked, holding him up.

	Zack shook his head. “Maybe I’m more tired than I realized.” He cursed under his breath. “Why is this happening right now?”

	Lambda ignored everything around her and focused her attention on Zack. Everything was tuned to him. She didn’t even acknowledge the sudden ripple in the sky as the morning light shimmered like water for but a second.

	“Well, I guess you may need to assist me as we move,” Zack said weakly as his vision began to blur.

	Lambda appeared worried. “You must need rest. Surely resting here could be-”

	“Not an option. We have camped here too long. That silver knight and the Void Reapers could find us at any moment,” he replied firmly.

	Lambda continued to gaze at him with plagued eyes. “But you seem so weak.”

	Zack groaned. Honestly, he was more embarrassed than anything. He wanted to help Lambda, but in the end, it was her yet again that aided him.

	“Say, Lambda . . .” Zack began, unable to look Lambda in the eyes.

	Lambda eyed Zack curiously.

	“Do you regret me choosing to get involved with you?”

	The question left Lambda with no idea of how to respond. Normally, everything would have dictated for Zack to stay away from her at the start. However, Lambda was certain that his choice wasn’t simply for her sake.

	It all comes back to Rachiel . . .

	Had he never created Rachiel, he would have surely avoided Lambda like the plague. The thought of that weighed heavy on her mind and body. She could even feel her chest constrict.

	“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to,” Zack said with a weak smile as he felt his knees give out from under him.

	Lambda tightened her grip on Zack, but her mouth hung open as she tried to speak. She wanted to say how she felt, but nothing but empty gasps came out. She had lost her voice, and couldn’t understand why. What made it worse was the fact that the words that hung on her tongue were not, “No, I don’t regret it,” but rather . . .

	Are you here because of Rachiel?

	Lambda shook her head violently. That wasn’t what she wanted to say, but at her core, it was what bothered her the most. After all, if she had never met Zack, she would have never gotten to know him, and he would have never taught her about these feelings that laid dormant inside of her.

	Lambda looked down on Zack as she noticed his breathing becoming irregular. He looked like he was having a heat stroke with a spiking fever. All of her compiled data told her how to treat Zack’s symptoms, but she didn’t understand how to put it into practice.

	Lambda’s eyes began to quiver. “I’m not human. I don’t understand . . .” The words hung out like a tattered flag, bruised and broken. The more Lambda thought about those words, the more they left her feeling insecure. What was she exactly? She could only draw from her own logic and remind herself that she was just hardware and code. She had a physical form, but no soul. She was just data in human form. A puppet. A simple imitation.

	She looked to Zack, who looked like he was about to pass out. She slowly raised her hand as she knelt down beside him and placed it on his cheek, lightly brushing it with her fingertips. His face was hot. Inside, she could feel her chest begin to flutter and her body start to get warm as well. She didn’t fully understand what her body was trying to process, but the sensation she felt was intoxicating. She felt drawn to Zack.

	Zack didn’t even notice Lambda or what she was doing. He was having too much trouble trying to stay conscious at the moment. It was soon proven to be a fruitless endeavor, as he finally blacked out, falling into Lambda’s arms.

	Lambda held Zack tightly. Her gaze never broke. She could only think of him as she peered down at his defenseless body. In her arms he breathed heavily as sweat dampened his face.

	Even at rest, he still can’t recover, Lambda thought as she looked upon Zack’s sleeping face.

	A sudden urge crept up in her as she watched Zack sleep restlessly. She didn’t understand what she was feeling, nor what it meant. All at once, she found herself lost with Zack at the center. Her finger touched his chapped lips as she began to lean forward. Many things were going through her mind, but everything was starting to blur. These feelings she was having were out of control. Every neuron and bit of code was firing at light speed, creating so many different surges in her body that she had no hope of comprehending. There was no way for her to keep up.

	I c-can’t think . . .

	She could hear her own brain process, warning her of hundreds of ignored variables, yet she didn’t stop. She ignored everything except what was in front of her. She didn’t want these feelings that her body was generating to stop. Lambda realized that it was these feelings that made her feel real. It was these feelings that made her feel human.

	“Zack . . . I . . .”

	A rush of wind blasted the area with all the force of a turbine engine. The intense current of air was so violent that several trees began to crack at the trunk from the pressure.

	Lambda held her hand out, producing a spherical dome around her and Zack to protect them from the strange phenomenon. Still, she knew that this wasn’t an act of mother nature.

	The black holes split open just ten meters above the ground, producing three figures clad in armor. Lambda lowered her shield once the wind vanished, and materialized her black visor over her eyes. She burned inside with a new type of feeling . . . hate.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]

	Karen and Richard both hung over their keyboards, staring up at the large monitor before them. Their expressions were full of unrest.

	“Do you think it was wise to let her go alone?”

	Karen shrugged. “Margret is a grown woman. She knows the dangers. Besides, her need to know everything makes it impossible to talk to her when she gets like this.”

	Richard wasn’t convinced. He crossed his arms, diving into his thoughts.

	Karen shook her head at the sight. “Stop your worrying. It’s not like she-”

	The door to their lab swooshed open to reveal Margret standing on the other side. Karen quickly noticed the grim look on her face.

	“Karen,” she said sternly.

	Karen stared back, completely unfazed.

	“I need a favor from you,” Margret said gravely.

	Richard spoke up. “Margret, what has happened? You look pale.”

	Margret ignored his observation and entered the lab, allowing the door to close behind her. She knew that she didn’t have a lot of time.

	“I need an exit, Karen. You are the only one I know who could make this work.”

	Karen eyed Margret oddly. “What are you talking about? Perhaps it would be better if you explained-”

	Margret slammed her hand on the table beside her. “Can you do it or not?!”

	Now Karen looked annoyed. Richard was starting to feel that the situation was only going to get worse. Instead, he made the first move.

	“Margret, stop! This solves nothing. What is going on?”

	Margret leered in Richard’s direction, but managed to get herself under control. She took several deep breaths before speaking.

	“Looks like I wasn’t careful enough.”

	Margret explained her situation as quickly as she could without losing too much time. She knew that Dead Eye would be arriving soon, and there was little time to prepare. Marcus’ warning was very clear, and she knew that the best course of action was to get as far away as possible from the High King.

	“Not good. Of the three High Kings, Dead Eye has a certain reputation,” stated Richard in a foreboding manner.

	Margret turned to him intently. “What do you know about him?”

	“Enough to tell you he is worthy of his title: the Lord of Pandemonium.”

	Karen pushed herself out from under her keyboard, spinning on her chair to face Margret.

	“You should have been more careful in your digging. Babel doesn’t like its secrets being pooled together in one person.” She chuckled lightly. “Very unlucky to attract a wild dog like this though.”

	Margret held back her urge to slap Karen. “Hardly the time to start criticizing. Can you help me or not?” she said firmly.

	Karen stared coldly. “Depends . . .” Her eyes were so dark. “How much collateral damage do you want?”

	“I would prefer you not set everything on fire,” she shot back rigidly.

	Karen stared at Margret with her soulless eyes. She seemed bored, if not detached by the request as she scanned with those dark eyes of hers. She let out a sigh as she spun around on her chair to face the monitor.

	“A friend’s request . . .” She turned her head over her shoulder. The smirk on her face made Margret’s skin crawl. “How can I refuse?”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virginia - County Park - Day]

	Overseer gazed upon her two targets with great satisfaction as she fell from the cracked slit in the sky and landed not twenty feet from Lambda and Zack, followed swiftly by Foresight and Clairvoyance.

	Upon landing, she rose with heightened awareness. What intrigued her was the Lambda unit. Its behavior while in the presence of the boy seemed erratic and sloppy, but most importantly, distracted. That alone gave her the confidence she needed to ensure her victory.

	“So sorry, did I interrupt you?” she said with a vile tone. She was enjoying the situation, perhaps too much.

	Lambda stood rigid and cold, not uttering a word. The lack of response didn’t bother Overseer as she took a few steps forward.

	 “I’ve noticed that your actions toward the boy seem rather odd for just an AI program. You almost look like you’re trying to mimic human emotion.”

	Lambda looked down at Zack’s motionless body. It appeared that he was in a small coma. Lambda’s concern soon turned to Overseer, as she felt a dark presence coming from the metallic woman. The woman’s words were starting to get to her.

	“A shame the boy can’t be awake to see you defend him,” Overseer mocked, paying no mind to the fact the Zack lay in pain beside Lambda.

	Lambda had enough of the woman’s words. “Appear, Chaos Weapon 69: Distortion Ellipse,” Lambda said in a frigid tone.

	Lambda’s words sent a strange feeling up Overseer’s spine. Was that malicious intent I just felt? she thought. Her thoughts were quickly derailed as a large black saw blade appeared over Lambda’s head. The blade began to spin at an incredible velocity. The humming of the blade seemed to push all the air around them out of the way, as if creating a vacuum within the small area around it. Regardless, Overseer stood her ground. She still felt that she had an edge.

	It’s fine. I will just taunt it, play on its weakness. The boy is a perfect target for that.

	“Rearing to fight, are we? What if you harm the boy?” she joked.

	Lambda held her hand up. “Be silent, maggot,” she said harshly as she threw her hand forward, signaling for the saw blade above her to attack Overseer and her men.

	Surprised by the sudden action, Overseer leapt to the right, barely dodging the blade as it crashed into the ground and sprayed dirt in all directions. She thought she was in the clear, but before she could recover, Lambda rushed her.

	What?! Why is it still so-

	Her thoughts couldn’t finish as her chest cavity suffered a tremendous blow from Lambda’s knee. She was sent flying backward as if hit by a train. She crashed into the ground, bounced, and landed just at the edge of the lake behind them before coming to a rolling stop.

	“Overseer!” Foresight yelled out, making an effort to head over to her.

	Lambda didn’t waste any time targeting him.

	“You fool!” yelled Overseer as she struggled to rise, but it was too late. In but a flash, Lambda ordered the saw blade to rush Foresight, cleaving the man in half so quickly that it took several seconds for gravity to register the split in his body. The two pieces of dead flesh crashed to the ground, quickly soaking the ground a dark red. For a moment, only the humming of the saw blade above could be heard.  

	“You aren’t very strong outside the Network,” Lambda taunted as she slowly advanced toward Overseer. “On this plain of existence, killing you will be simple.”

	Overseer’s pain seemed to vanish as the feelings of fear quickly swept over her. Something was wrong. The Lambda unit was behaving in a way that went beyond anything she had ever seen. Its brutal nature displayed in the Network was more calculating and destructive, rather than malicious and dark. It almost seemed that it was enjoying the slaughter.

	Th-this isn’t right! It is supposed to be confused and conflicted! Why is it focused now!?

	Lambda broke her thoughts with a freezing tone of death. “You wear armor, but I can see your face. I know that expression, and that feeling.” Lambda stopped about fifteen feet away from Overseer. “It’s the feeling of fear.” She threw her hand out towards the saw blade spinning above. “So tell me, human . . . how does it feel, knowing you are about to die?”

	“Stand down now!” bellowed Clairvoyance from behind Lambda.

	Lambda turned to face her new target, but upon locking eyes, she saw what he held in his arms.

	Zack!

	“Cease your attack at once! Make one wrong move and the kid dies!” Clairvoyance materialized a small pistol to his hand and held the barrel against Zack’s head. His limp body remained unchanged as he still looked feverish and sickly.

	Lambda stared, completely dumbstruck. She could only rethink what she had just done and hardly could grasp her own actions. Why did she so carelessly forget about him? More to the point, why did she feel so scared by her own actions?

	“Are you deaf, or just as thoughtless as any other piece of hardware!? Get rid of your weapon or I will kill this little brat!” Clairvoyance’s hand clutching the weapon was trembling. He had forgotten what it was like to truly feel fear, now that they were no longer on the digital haven the Network provided.

	“Clairvoyance! Don’t be stupid!” shouted Overseer.

	Lambda broke from her shock as she came to a realization.

	He can’t kill Zack. He’s the only thing keeping him alive.

	Clairvoyance didn’t take long to grasp that Lambda had deduced his bluff. However, keeping Zack close was his best chance to stay alive.

	Lambda raised her hand and slowly, the black saw above vanished into negative space. She now stared hard at Clairvoyance, clutching the unconscious Zack tightly to his chest.

	“Release Zack now. This will be your only warning,” Lambda spoke with a harsh undertone that left Clairvoyance weak in the knees. He could sense the malice in her words. Even so, he tried to remedy the situation to his favor. All he had to do was give Overseer one clean shot.

	“Perhaps you don’t understand the situation. I’m prepared to die, while you aren’t prepared for this boy’s life to end. Thanatos is calling!” managed Clairvoyance as confidently as he could. He was sweating inside his armor like it was a sauna as he waited for his plan to be put in motion.

	Lambda’s gaze didn’t waver. She now was in complete control of herself. Before, she was overwhelmed with intense emotions, blinding her of the situation before her. It was like she was completely taken over by another force, allowing the emotions driving her to control her every action. It was frightening. Only the sight of Zack in danger brought her back. She shuddered at the thought of what would have happened if she didn’t come to her senses and allowed the rage inside her to continue to ravage. Would she have stopped then? Would she risk Zack’s life to eliminate the target threatening him? She had to keep her emotions in check, for fear of what she might do if she were to lose control again.

	“Your bluff is obvious. Everything fears death. You are no exception,” spoke Lambda in a firm tone of voice. She had to stay focused. She knew what the enemy could do.

	Clairvoyance’s body began to shudder. He was starting to run out of options.

	“W-well . . . if death is my only option, I suppose I might as well as take the boy with me!”

	Lambda’s body suddenly felt like it was on fire as she immediately dashed forward. Her feet lightly touched the ground as she raced toward Zack. She could sense the irregularity in the man holding Zack and saw his brainwaves were reaching critical levels of stress. He wasn’t thinking straight anymore. He could very well kill Zack right now.

	She wasn’t going to let that happen.

	I’m coming, Zack-

	Lambda’s vision suddenly went critical as she was swatted like a fly to the right by a tremendous explosion. The attack left a massive crater where it struck and rained down debris from above. Lambda quickly noticed that her right arm was mangled and nearly torn clean off. It laid at her side, twisted and sparking like a live wire as she screeched to a halt upon recovering from the shock of the attack. Hundreds of warning signs hung in her vision as her repair systems tried to engage to assess the damage, and begin necessary revitalization. She was barely able to stand given the damage she sustained went beyond just her arm. Still, her injury didn’t stop her from hearing the demonic laughter of Overseer. Her shrill laughs boiled her insides to a point she never thought was possible.

	“Unbelievable! You fell for it! To think that we had such a problem with you before is laughable now!” Overseer wailed triumphantly. Her arm was steaming, radiating so intensely with heat that her whole arm boiled red. Attached to her arm was a large cannon. Its barrel was bigger than a basketball and the weapon was the length of Overseer’s arm.

	Overseer sneered while holding her giant weapon up with pride. “Thanatos Tech. Who would’ve thought you’d ignore me long enough to use it? For some elite program, you are quite stupid.”

	She began to march toward Lambda as she struggled to get to her feet. The blast had also damaged her right leg, making it difficult to reengage.

	“With this, I will be able to erase my previous failures and take back the shame I have had to deal with. With you under my belt, all that will remain is that fool Corson.” She snickered under her breath as her weapon began to flicker with purple light. She raised the weapon and pointed it at Lambda. “We were ordered to bring you in undamaged, however . . . I’m sure they can put you back together.”

	Lambda’s body suddenly felt like ice. It didn’t take long for her to realize what sensation was coming over her. It was worse than she originally had imagined.

	This is . . . fear.

	Overseer cackled as she readied her stance for the kickback of the weapon. She was so focused on her victory that she didn’t notice the small dagger breaking the night air like a comet.

	“Now . . . I erase my-”

	Overseer’s weapon suddenly ruptured at the barrel and caused a catastrophic meltdown, resulting in the weapon to overheat beyond her control. The heat from the weapon was so intense that Overseer’s armor began to melt away. The terrifying screams echoing from her scared every living creature out of the area. It was the cry of agony . . . and despair. All the images of her past rushed her as her vision began to go white. All her triumphs and all her failures. In the end, it was her pride that doomed her. She could only scream in pain as her weapon went berserk. She didn’t even realize her body was melting.

	“No! I’m so close! No-”

	“Overseer!” bellowed Clairvoyance as he discarded Zack’s limp body to the ground, rushing towards his partner. He was upon her in seconds, though it was too late. The weapon went critical and exploded. The massive heat wave from such a close proximity vaporized half of Clairvoyance’s body, tossing the remains of his charred corpse into the lake. Lambda was blown backwards, but didn’t suffer any additional injuries as she manage to place a small electron field up in front of her to block the blast.

	What just happened?

	Lambda wasn’t given a chance to think as a silver foot slammed down next to her. She gazed up at the new adversary that towered over her.

	The masked figure said nothing as he peered down at her. All she could see on his face was her reflection and an orange lightning bolt.

	The figure spoke in a hushed tone. “Flawless.”  
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	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virginia - County Park - Day]

	Lambda gazed at the faceless figure. With one glance she instantly recognized the silver knight from earlier. Her body boiled.

	“How spineless to appear only after the battle,” Lambda shot in an effort to sound aggressive.

	The man in the slick, silver armor stood firm. He moved his gaze to the limp body of Clairvoyance now floating in the lake, and to the smoldering crater left by Overseer.

	“Hardly words to be spoken from the mouth of the one that lays in ruin, no?” spoke the silver knight in a condescending manner.

	Lambda’s eye twitched. If it weren’t for her mangled state, she would have ended the giant then and there.

	The silver warrior’s gaze now fell on the limp Zack. Lambda followed his stare and immediately acted, despite her extensive damage.

	“Don’t you even think about it!” she howled as she swiped her good leg at the warrior in an effort to kick his legs out from under him. Effortlessly, he sprung his legs up and delivered a kick right to Lambda’s face, cracking her visor and sending her in a full backflip up into the air. She barely had recovered from the impact when the silver knight made his next move.

	“Know your place.” Mercilessly, he threw his fist forward and crashed the metal knuckles of his gauntlet into Lambda’s back, shooting her twenty feet out before crashing to the ground. The attack left no extensive damage, but the force behind the blows far exceeded Lambda’s expectations.

	“Now then, where was I?” he taunted.

	Lambda struggled to rise. She eyed the silver warrior closely. His broad shoulders and large physique made him appear to be an intimidating adversary. His agility displayed was enhanced, but Lambda knew this was added by the spring and veracity of youth. He sported an impressive frame that most would envy. She knew she couldn’t take this foe lightly.

	“I will be relieving the boy from you,” he said as he began walking over toward Zack, never once turning to face Lambda. “You have caused him enough trouble.”

	Lambda forced herself to stand. She barely was finished with her repairs, but all she wanted was to protect Zack. Everything came second, even her own self.

	“S-stay away from him!” she yelled

	The knight didn’t even bother to stop as he spoke. “I’m shaking,” he said flatly.

	You little . . .

	Lambda stopped her fuming as her wounded arm sparked. She could now move her fingers, but full functions were still offline. Regardless, it was now or never. She had to stop this person before he took Zack away. If anything else, she couldn’t let that happen.

	The knight of silver noticed Lambda taking her stance. He couldn’t help but snicker arrogantly. “Still got some fight in you? Very well. I will entertain-”

	A red laser flashed by his head, cracking the helmet he wore. He quickly sprung back with tremendous force to the edge of the lake. His helmet smoldered from the attack as it hissed wildly with steam.

	“That was a warning shot. The next one will be lethal,” echoed the cold words of a woman atop a hill, a hundred feet out. Her golden hair swayed gracefully in the churning wind.

	The silver warrior clenched his fists. “Wonderful.” He stood up and peered at the lone woman. “Stay out of this, girl. I don’t have time to play with you,” he spat with vile intent.

	The woman leapt forward, closing the distance between them alarmingly quick.

	“Sorry, but these two belong to Stigma,” she said with a smirk.

	The knight’s knuckles screeched as they grinded from his clenched fists.

	“Don’t try my patience, fool. Handling one lone Stigma member will be plenty easy for me.”

	The woman’s smirk remained. “I highly doubt that.”

	Suddenly, twelve black holes opened up around the area, all spewing out several men and woman clad in military armor and weapons. They all took their stances, locking their sights on the lone warrior. One large man at the center appeared out of the crowd and stood on the woman’s right, holding a custom RPG.

	“Laura, I believe you teased the poor soul long enough.”

	Laura shrugged. “Always raining on my parade, Peter.”

	Peter pursed his lips, letting out a quick laugh. “Hardly.” He then turned his gaze to the silver knight, now looking a bit less at ease.

	“Do you understand your position now?” Peter thundered.

	The silver knight clenched fist sparked from the metal grinding. This was the worst possible outcome.

	“He won’t like this,” he muttered under his breath. The knight then flung his arm out and split a hole in the scenery. As he approached the black distortion, he turned to Lambda.

	“Enjoy your time with the boy.” He stopped just before he entered the cold void. “Know this, Lambda . . . your existence will only bring pain.”

	Without another word, he vanished in a flash of black lightning. His words still hung heavy in Lambda’s mind.

	What does he mean by that?

	Her thoughts were quickly ruptured as another slit in the scenery appeared right in front of her. Upon the person who exited the black hole, her red eyes flamed with a heated passion. It took everything she had to not just thrust her fist through his white mask.

	“It has been some time since I’ve seen eyes like those. You have grown faster than anyone could have predicted, Lambda,” Corson said in a soft yet threatening voice.

	“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t put a hole through your chest!” Lambda shot hotly, never breaking her flaming eyes from Corson’s empty ones.

	Corson chuckled. “Your emotions have made you weak.” He motioned with his hand and several men brought a young girl forward. Lambda’s eyes quickly lost all their bite as shock and surprise rushed over her.

	“Please play nice, and Luna Nova won’t be harmed.”

	Lambda turned back to Corson, aggression rising in her voice. “You wouldn’t dare!”

	Corson’s eyes perked with intrigue. “The intensity of your emotions are unforeseen. The rate of development . . .” He turned his head towards the girl standing next to Cecilia. His tone  sounded oddly cold.

	“Nerine, this shouldn’t be possible, at least not at this rate. Care to explain?”

	Nerine fidgeted, not knowing what to say now that she was put on the spot.

	“The Lambda unit must have absorbed more knowledge and experience than originally estimated. It’s not completely outside-”

	“I’ve heard enough,” Corson interrupted dismissively. “Can it still do the job?”

	Nerine was a little slow on the reply. “It should still be able to perform the necessary-”

	“Good.” Corson leered into Lambda’s scarlet eyes.

	“Please don’t make this messy. This game of chess is over. You are coming with us.”

	Many black holes spawned in the open area once more. Lambda then saw the large man called Peter bend over and pick up Zack’s limp body. She was about to cry out but was silenced by Laura.

	“No harm will come to the boy . . . for now,” she said with a vile smile.

	Lambda managed to hold back her rage as she simply stared coldly at the woman. She was now moving past rage and finding a calmer center. Though that center was a frigid wasteland of malcontent.

	“Do follow me, Lambda,” Corson said arrogantly as he ushered her toward the black hole behind him.

	Lambda was hesitant to move at all. Corson saw this defiance as a waste of time.

	“You don’t have much say in this matter now. I’m sure you deduce the obvious choice here,” he hissed darkly.

	Lambda didn’t like it, but she reluctantly obeyed. With a limp, she followed Corson and the rest of Stigma into the black hole. As she vanished into the blackness, she couldn’t help but feel completely defeated.

	Have I really become weak?

	Her thoughts trailed off into oblivion, as the silence of the wormhole moved her through the hulking abyss.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]

	Dead Eye’s car stopped outside the Cyber Research Plant that held his next objective. He couldn’t help but smile as he exited the vehicle. However, he hadn’t taken two steps when a call came through his Com-Linker. He was quick to reply, still smiling villainously. 

	“Hello, my dear Ares. I trust you have completed your task?”

	“Stigma arrived before I could claim the target. I’m currently-”

	“Oh my . . .” Dead Eye’s knuckles turned pale white as he clenched his fist. “That was a very good opportunity you just blew.”

	Ares fell silent. Dead Eye’s tone was beyond malicious. Each word felt like he was sharpening a knife in preparation for his own torture.

	“I’m sorry. They arrived faster than I-”

	“Useless! I swear, the one time you couldn’t screw up! The way I see it, I should just break off the deal now-” Dead Eye cut himself off in his outburst as a sick grin spread over his face.

	“Yes, not only will the deal be off, but I will ensure that your goal will be made impossible. Humans are such fragile things, especially the state they are in.”

	Ares’ anger boiled inside. “I swear, if you do anything to them-”

	“Hold your tongue. You are but a sacrificial lamb. You weren’t given special privileges as one of my banner men because I felt sorry for you.” Dead Eye’s eye widened wickedly. “I allowed you into the fold because you were easy to exploit.”

	With a graceful flick of his hand, Dead Eye ended the conversation, leaving Ares to fume in complete turmoil. The thought of his plagued expression brought pleasure beyond his delight.

	“Now, where was I.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Oh yes . . . cutting off the head of a little rat.” His sneer was wild.

	Dead Eye approached the entrance to the research lab and simply winked at the two guards standing stiffly in attention. With a wave of his hand, the door before him opened without any trouble. He then turned to one of the guards.

	“Do be so kind to inform Director Charles that I have arrived. I wish to speak briefly with him,” he said with a pleasant grin.

	The guard nodded. It took everything to keep his stomach from turning.

	“Very good. Continue the good work . . . insects,” Dead Eye muttered as the door shut behind him. He chuckled lightly. “The vermin I must put up with, I swear.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Charles sat alone while anxiously tapping his fingers on the glass table within the private council chamber. He was reading several documents on several emulated displays hovering before him, all regarding Margret and her recent activities. He didn’t have feelings for much anyone, similarly trusting no one. However, above disapproving of Margret’s actions, he hated Dead Eye. For the sake of his own pride, he would do what little he could do to screw with his plans.

	Another screen appeared to Charles’ left. The face of one of the guards stationed at the front gate was on display.

	“His majesty is on his way. He wishes to speak to you first,” grumbled the guard.

	Charles frowned. “So it begins,” he muttered. “Very well. Thanks for informing me,” he added promptly.

	“Sir, something is off about that man-”

	“That will be all. Back to your post,” Charles stated firmly.

	“Sir!”

	The screen vanished, leaving Charles alone once more.

	So, he comes for his prey . . .

	The door opened without warning.

	Charles rolled his eyes and groaned. “I thought we discussed all the matters regarding Miss-”

	Dead Eye marched in. “Sorry, time’s short. I was only asked to check up on a certain issue before I concluded my business here,” interrupted Dead Eye monstrously.

	Charles narrowed his eyes in disgust. “You’re in a rather wretched mood. Did something not go according to plan?”

	Dead Eye snickered and shrugged. “Minor setbacks happen. It is up to those of greater minds to plan around them.”

	His sneer made Charles’ head play a somber tune that almost made him contemplate homicide.

	“So, if you aren’t going to ask about Miss Powers, then what does Babel need to check up on?” he snarled.

	Dead Eye snickered. “The status of the Epsilon unit,” he said with whimsical cheer.

	Charles’ snarl remained. “What of it? Project Epsilon is still undergoing recoding. Besides, it is supposed to be on standby as a last resort method in bringing in the Lambda unit.” Charles’ eyes narrowed. “Why bring this up now?” His expression softened as a small grin purred onto his face.

	“So, your setback has made you worried Epsilon will be used?”

	Dead Eye leered with a wild grin. “Best not to probe, Director.” He pointed to his patched eye. “Wouldn’t want to have to put you in my crosshairs as well.”

	Charles’ eyes hardened. “Babel can rest easy. Besides, you surely won’t fail,” joked Charles rigidly.

	Dead Eye didn’t find the joke as amusing. “If that thing deploys, it signals my failure,” Dead Eye growled darkly.

	Charles found the sudden change in expression disturbing. Dead Eye’s scowl was beyond menacing—it was pure wrath.  

	“Anyway,” Charles said, shaking off a chill. “More time is needed in Epsilon’s recoding. In its current state, it only has the basic mission parameters to seek the Lambda unit.”

	Dead Eye returned to his calm demeanor. Charles was half disappointed in seeing his sick grin return.

	“That is all? Surely you have prepared more than that?”

	Charles stared sternly. “Babel appears to be forgetting the hostile nature that the Epsilon unit displayed during its first test phases.”

	Dead Eye’s smile grew. “On the contrary. They are quite aware of Epsilon’s nature. It’s that primal power and learning capacity that Babel wants in order to conquer and subdue Lambda, should it be necessary to use it,” he added with a negative tone.

	Charles grinded his teeth. This only made his anger soar. “If so, how could they want to risk such an incident again!”

	“Calm yourself, Director. That is why we have you and your team. Babel didn’t ask you to bring great minds together so you can make failures. We brought you together to make results. Am I right?”

	Charles slammed his hands on the table as he shot out of his chair. “This AI program is far too dangerous to even begin considering a reboot! Even now, it fights the codes and programming we install into it. Don’t you get it?! It’s aware of what we are doing!”

	Dead Eye’s smile only grew larger. “Isn’t that marvelous? Such a discovery and evolution in technology no? You should be rejoicing at such a find.”

	“I would be if I didn’t know what this thing did to my personnel when it went on its rampage. It wasn’t just self aware, it enjoyed what it did.”

	Dead Eye rubbed his chin, fascinated. “Did it now? That reminds me of something, divine.”

	Charles didn’t like the black sparkle in his eye. He shuddered to think what Dead Eye could possibly be reminded of by Epsilon’s homicidal spree.

	“Regardless,” Charles interjected. “We will do as ordered by Babel, but you ought to have a talk with your superiors-”

	“Exactly! You will do as ordered. Do I make myself clear?” Dead Eye shot harshly, but with a wide smile.

	Charles thought he would draw blood if he clenched his teeth harder from rage. However, his ears began to ring as the blaring shrieks of a high pitched noise over the intercom system quickly derailed any anger he might have had.

	Dead Eye’s face turned to stone, now losing all sense of humor in his words. “This better be a drill.”

	Charles ignored the threatening tone as several screens appeared before him. Displayed in front of him was the floor plan of the research facility. The whole second floor was flashing red.

	Another screen appeared to his right with a frazzled guard.

	“Sir, there has been some sort of breach!”

	“What is going on?!” Charles roared back.

	“Sir, it appears several server meltdowns have been triggered on the second floor. The cause is unknown at the time but-”

	“What of the servers! Has the emergency Cloud Fail-safe been activated?!”

	One more screen appeared, overlaying the floor plan screen before Charles. This one was of a woman from the research team.

	“Director! We have a problem-”

	“Has all the data and work been moved to our emergency server through Babel!” Charles yelled. He didn’t want to sound too panicked given his position, but something smelled very bad about all this. The timing was just too good.

	“Director, that isn’t the problem!”

	Charles’ eyes widened. “What is then? Care to enlighten me?!”

	The woman seemed unsure how to say what she wanted. This only made Charles more worried. He was on the verge of losing his patience when . . .

	“Where is Margret Powers!” bellowed Dead Eye.

	His look of wild fury made it almost impossible for the woman to speak her next few words.

	“W-we are unable to account for any personnel a-at the m-moment,” she stuttered.

	Dead Eye spun on his heal and made haste to the door.

	“Where do you think you’re going?!” Charles barked after him.

	Dead Eye whirled around with a maddening stare.

	“To tie up a loose end!”

	

	*      *      *

	 

	Margret felt like she was on fire. After all, the distraction Karen came up with was far more ridiculous then she had imagined. As she ran, she could only run the whole conversation over and over again. She rounded the flashing halls of red, trying to block out the wailing echoes of the fire alarms.

	This goes beyond collateral damage!

	Margret recalled their plan as she visited the memory of their conversation.

	“Are you mad?!” Margret had yelled.

	Karen didn’t seem fazed at all. In fact, she thought everything was fine.

	“Of course not. This would be the most logical way, yes?”

	Margret’s eyes twitched as she tried to hold back from strangling someone she saw as a close friend.

	“What’s logical in threatening all the lives of the people in this facility?!”

	       Karen merely shrugged. This didn’t make controlling Margret’s rising temper any easier.

	“The meltdown is necessary in order for me to bypass the few thousand firewalls in place.”

	“Can’t you do that without causing such a scene?” Margret shot back.

	Karen shook her head. “You aren’t thinking this out for the long term. Babel is coming to silence you. This will stall them and give you a good running start.”

	Margret didn’t like the idea of endangering other people just to allow her own escape. On top of that, Karen’s cold nature to the entire scenario was starting to make her worry.

	Even for her, she seems too calm.

	“You seem to be taking this well,” Margret said harshly.

	Karen seemed removed. “Come now, is that any way to talk to a friend trying to help you out-”

	At that point, Richard broke his silent streak and cut Karen off. He too was done with her little game.

	“Enough of this, Karen! We know it was you who cracked Lambda’s stasis and allowed it to escape. Come clean, what are you trying to do?”

	Silence hung for several seconds before anyone made a move. Karen’s face never changed as she faced the monitor in front of her. She then pulled up several screens up on her monitor, displaying many windows with blueprints and data that both Margret and Richard were all too familiar with. It didn’t take long for her to realize that she was looking at the Epsilon unit’s specs and design.

	“What are you getting at?” Margret asked, seeming confused now as she stared at the rotating model of the Epsilon unit.

	Karen broke the silence hanging in the lab. “I want to destroy the AI units we have created. This will be the first step.”

	Richard reeled. “What?! If that is your plan, then why send one to our son?!”

	Karen remained unchanged and in control despite Richard’s outburst. “For his protection. I am his mother, after all.”

	Margret was unsure what to think. Karen appeared to be telling the truth, but what was this feeling of apprehension she felt?

	Richard shook his head. “I can’t believe you wouldn’t tell me about this,” he fumed.

	Karen made little effort to defend herself. “I have my reasons. How you two comply next will determine if I’m successful.”

	Both Richard and Margret looked down on Karen with hard stares. It was hard for both of them to simply abandon her after such a reveal. At the core, they were family, and both Richard and Margret held that in high regard. If you couldn’t trust family, who could you trust?

	“What is the plan?” Richard asked reluctantly.

	Karen didn’t take her eyes away from the monitor.

	“Turning off the cooling vents for the server towers and cranking the heat will cause a chain reaction that will trigger a stage two meltdown in the computer labs. I need you, Richard, to secure Margret’s route of escape while I prepare to break the security codes.”

	Margret spoke up. “But again, that will cause unnecessary-”

	“It is necessary to ensure they are too preoccupied with saving their precious research to bother looking for you. In addition, they won’t notice me putting to rest the AI units before they move them.”

	Richard still didn’t like the idea. “Is this really what you want, Karen? We have spent years on this research. To have it all end like this seems like such a-”

	“I’ve made my decision, Richard. So, are you going to be a devoted husband, or are you going to sell me out?” she asked, never once looking at him.

	Richard watched his wife race along her translucent keyboards, sighing deeply.

	“As if I could turn in my own wife. How much time do I have?”

	“I just hacked the security cameras and noticed a black limo pull up to the research plant. I’m guessing you have less than five minutes to get Margret moving and ensure she is out before the chaos starts,” Karen replied quickly.

	Richard nodded. “Fine. We still need to talk after this. I’m sure there will be a lot of explaining to do anyway,” he said, pointing his index finger at Karen.

	Karen hardly registered the action, merely shrugging. “Whatever floats your boat.”

	Richard ignored her and turned to Margret. “So, you ready for this madness?” he joked.

	Margret took in a breath. “No, but that has never stopped me before.”

	Now, as Margret ran like her life depended on it, she couldn’t help but recall the last thing she overheard as they had both left the lab. As they were rushing out the door, she could have sworn she heard Karen quote Shakespeare.

	“Hell is empty, and all the devils are here.”

	She shook her head as she raced for the emergency exit Richard had told her to take after the alarms began to sound. She didn’t have time to think about the meaning in Karen’s words now. All that mattered was getting out of the facility. After that, she was on her own. That part alone frightened her more than Dead Eye himself.

	 

	*      *      *

	

	Back at the central core of the research facility, Charles burst into the room with heated purpose. Below him, several dozen researchers and Tech Agents pounded on keyboards and forced themselves to not blink as they stared at their hovering monitor screens.

	Charles didn’t waste any time. “What is the location of Margret Powers?”

	“We have no way of locating any one personnel-”

	“Fine! What of the meltdown?” he demanded.

	“The backup cooling systems have been activated. We were able to move ninety-six percent of the data on the towers to our emergency Babel server before the server rooms went critical. The cause of the malfunction seems to be linked to an error in the cooling systems.”

	Charles growled under his breath. He hadn’t thought that Margret would pull a stunt like this.

	She must of learned the true intent of Babel coming for her.

	Even so, for Margret to execute a plan to escape like this so quickly, she had to have help, and he already knew two prime candidates with the skills and knowledge to pull such a scheme off. However, he didn’t get a chance to act on that thought as one of the Tech Agents below hollered to Charles.

	“Director! We have a problem! The Epsilon unit, it’s . . . “ the man trailed off.

	Charles didn’t like the hysterical look in the man’s eyes.

	“Well?! Was it damaged during the meltdown?! Speak!” he roared.

	The man scrambled on his keyboard and pulled open an large monitor above that loomed over Charles’ head.

	Charles eyes bulged. “No . . . Number 5 is . . . activating!?”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The vast darkness of cyberspace pulsed with dark lightning. Within this vacant plain, a lone figure hovered motionlessly in the darkness. Its slender figure was curled up into a ball, and its long hair waved into the empty void of space.

	Black lightning shot across the motionless figure and illuminated its facial features. Its lifeless form remained dead as an ominous presence began to resonate at its core.

	Its chest began to glow hot red, spreading in lines down the body of the figure. Its clawed hands of crimson began to twitch as its eyes slowly opened. The figure began to unfold from its cocoon-like position. Once straight, the figure threw its arms outward, creating a flash of orange light. The light pierced the darkness like the sun and gave birth to a stunning sight.

	Eight blades the color of a scorching inferno darted out at angles, connecting to the entity glowing red with power. They radiated with intense beauty, but burned with destructive purpose as they glittered majestically in the abyss.

	The figure rose its head. Its scarlet hair danced to a silent symphony while its golden eyes pulsed with new life. It peered into oblivion, its eyes possessed. They scorched with a purpose now lost and forgotten. The roaring flame still burned within, unaware of its ultimate goal and wish.

	In its awakened state, it managed to utter two phrases.

	“Project Epsilon . . . reboot engaged,” it stated flatly.

	Its eyes then inflamed, while keeping a blank expression.

	“Primary mission objective, destroy Combat AI unit Lambda.” 
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	Recollection

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virgina - Stigma’s Underground Facility - Day]

	Zack was lost in the darkness of his mind. He felt like something was slowly choking him in the vast void of blackness. It felt so real, yet he knew that it was a dream. The blackness churned and spun as if trying to snuff out his life, yet Zack struggled to free himself from this deathly sensation as he was having trouble breathing in his nightmare. He knew he had to wake up, but didn’t understand why he couldn’t. It almost felt like his brain was being picked apart.

	“Zackary~” came a soothing voice. The warm tone fell over Zack’s ears and slowly began to melt away the pain of suffocating. He could breathe easier now, but the darkness still grinded and pulsed, wanting to devour him.

	Whose voice is that? Zack thought as his mind sought the answer.

	Warm light braced his back as the darkness around him began to melt away. He hadn’t even turned around to face the dawning light when two arms gently wrapped around him. The radiating warmth from this entity brought life into Zack and rejuvenated his body. He almost was lost in the enveloping light before the entity spoke again.

	“I’m so glad that you are well,” hummed the tranquil voice.

	Zack’s heart stopped as the words whispered into his ear. He knew instantly who now held him close.

	“Rachiel?!”

	He wanted to see her face, but he couldn’t move his body. He could only look straight down at the small hands of the person he lost. Despite knowing he was trapped in this strange dream, it warmed his heart to be able to hear her voice again.

	“All is well, Zack. I’m here and always will protect you. I love you,” she said.

	Zack held back tears as he tried to make the moment last. The warmth and light made him feel so calm and relaxed. Now, he didn’t want this dream to end. He wanted to stay here for as long as his body and mind permitted it.

	This is a fake.

	Zack’s eyes sprung open. The dark words that entered his mind were not his own, nor were they Rachiel’s. The voice was feminine, yet so hostile. The comfort he once felt quickly began to decay as the warm light embracing his back slowly began to wane.

	“Rachiel! Don’t go-”

	There is only room for one. There cannot be two.

	Zack’s chest began to ache and it felt like his head was about to split in half as a surge of pain rushed over him. The light was now gone, allowing the darkness to swallow him once more.

	This is a test.

	An image of Lambda suddenly appeared before Zack. The image jittered and jerked as it suffered from interference and static. The look on her face was terrifying. She peered down at Zack with soulless eyes. Her expression was that of a cold blooded killer.

	Lambda’s image sparked as she spoke. “There is only room for one . . .”

	Zack’s head continued to throb with pain as he was forced to stare up at the lifeless Lambda. It reminded him of how she first appeared before him. When he thought about that, he just couldn’t accept what he saw before him now. He refused to believe that the way Lambda looked in this nightmare was how he perceived her in his mind.

	“This . . . is wrong,” Zack choked out.

	Lambda’s image bent and swirled with distortion as it continued to leer down on Zack. He couldn’t grasp what all of this meant as he held his head in pain. None of this made any sense. It all seemed so real in his mind, but why this was happening eluded him like creeping shadows.

	Lambda’s image flashed, creating a blast of white light. Zack felt no pain from this blast and continued to stare. He had to blink several times, as he could see small sparks of black energy hidden in the light. The small bursts of electrical current were surrounding a small, black hole. It throbbed almost like an organ. When he tried to peer closer-

	The black hole widened and produced a black hand that dashed towards Zack, grabbing his face. The sudden act left him wanting to scream in panic as the large hand held his face tightly. He struggled with all his might, but nothing he did could release him from the grasp of the dark hand.

	This isn’t real! Wake up! Wake up! he screamed to himself.

	He could feel his strength fading as he slowly lost the will to fight. The hand only clenched his face tighter, absorbing Zack’s will to retaliate. He could feel his eyes rolling back into his head as his mind started to go blank. As his mind drifted into darkness, he swore he heard laughter.

	Zack rocketed to an upright position. He heaved in and out, trying to catch his breath. He was covered in sweat from head to toe as he shook his head, trying to forget the terrible nightmare he just had. He wasn’t entirely sure that he wasn’t still dreaming.

	Is that what they call a night terror? It felt so real.

	Zack was so lost in his own thoughts that he hadn’t even realized Lambda was standing next to him. She seemed startled, looking to be frozen in an odd pose. Her flushed face and bizarre manner made Zack forget for a moment his nightmarish experience within his own mind, as well as his given location.

	“You alright?” he said a little wearily.

	Lambda stood in attention and nodded quickly. Her flushed face only intensified.

	Zack didn’t seem convinced. She seemed to be acting strange. It looked like she was embarrassed. Over what, he couldn’t ascertain.

	Meanwhile, in the mind of Lambda, her thoughts couldn’t be more jumbled. The only thing that she kept processing over and over again was a scene from an animated movie dating far back to the twentieth century. She stumbled upon it only by chance as she sat and watched Zack sleep. She found it worrisome how much he was sweating and breathing hard, so naturally she thought that there was something she could do. However, when she did a search in her data logs, key words being “how to wake a sleeping person gently”, she stumbled upon the movie clip. At first she dismissed the idea without even thinking. However, she couldn’t help but want to try it, reflecting on the moment they shared while Zack was asleep. Still, she couldn’t help but be curious the more she gave it thought. That being said, just the thought made her entire body feel like it was floating as she thought about the very thing she needed to do. All things considered, against her better judgment, she decided to go through with it.

	She had never known her face could boil as hot as it did when she moved close to Zack. Had Zack not woken up so quickly, she might have been found out. Even now, as Zack eyed Lambda suspiciously, she could only quiver in embarrassment as she recalled the title of the movie from which she had learned about the scene.

	Sleeping Beauty.

	The charming scene they shared quickly dissolved as Zack became aware of his surroundings. It didn’t take him long to quickly note key fundamental changes to the location he had been in when he lost consciousness. He wasn’t at the county park anymore. Now, he was in a white tiled room that looked like some sort of quarantine facility.

	He didn’t waste much time thinking about it after that. Putting aside thoughts of his nightmare and Lambda, he burst out of the bed he was in, more alert than he had ever been.

	“Where am I, Lambda?!” he shouted. New purpose drove his actions. Zack didn’t like the situation one bit. Just what had happened when he was unconscious?

	Lambda lost her flushed face quickly and stared at the floor in shame. The look in her eyes seemed so defeated that it made Zack feel bad for shouting.

	“I-I’m sorry . . . I failed as your guardian.”    

	Zack found Lambda’s tone uncharacteristically down. She appeared so broken, but he didn’t understand why she was so bent out of shape.

	“What happened, Lambda? Where are we?” Zack asked with great gravity, but with enough assurance to not sound so harsh.

	Lambda lifted her head slowly. She didn’t make eye contact as she quickly rattled off the events that had transpired during Zack’s blackout.

	No . . . that means we lost . . .

	“Zack,” Lambda inquired softly as she sat down in a chair next to Zack’s bed.

	Zack turned his head to face her. Lambda still refused to make eye contact as she stared at her knees, as if she was being scolded. She wanted to ask Zack a question. It had been on her mind ever since her encounter with Corson. The meaning behind his dark words. She didn’t understand the depth of what he was trying to say. Zack was the only one she could ask. He was the only one she trusted, the only one she cared about.

	“Am I . . . weak?” she said with hesitation. She seemed to shrink before Zack as she heard her question repeat over and over in her head. She was worried what he might say. What if he agreed that she was weak? What would she do then? She didn’t understand, but she was afraid of the possible truth, the fact that Zack may not feel safe around her or even not trust her.

	And why would he?

	The voice in Lambda’s head echoed maliciously.

	No . . . why “wouldn’t” he trust me?! Lambda screamed at the dark voice within her mind. It was the same voice that tore at her insides when she first heard of Rachiel. It was back, and more ruthless.

	A dreaded laugh echoed in her head. You brought him nothing but misfortune. How can he ever trust you?

	Lambda held her hands to her head. She couldn’t stop shivering. Her own mind was turning against her as she fought to arrive at the truth. Her logic was becoming a plague, eroding her hopes and dreams into dust.

	You’re wrong. He chose to come with me. He must-

	All humans are attracted to what is dangerous and unknown. He has merely been hypnotized by your alluring presence, purred the dark voice. It even sounded like her.

	Lambda shook her head violently. You’re wrong! He cares about me!

	The dreaded laugh sounded again, echoing stronger than before.

	That is a delusion that you created. What you feel is fake. You are a program. You are nothing to him.

	Something happened inside Lambda at that moment. She didn’t know what it was, but the pain in her chest was greater than ever before. She didn’t understand this pain. Was it the fear of losing something precious? Did she hold Zack that high? Did she see Zack as something more than just a person of interest? She couldn’t begin to grasp the severity behind her own questions as she covered her face.

	That’s when she felt it—a warm sensation from her ocular sockets, moist, but warm. It flowed like a small stream down her cheeks, dripping off of her face. The simulated water pouring out of her eyes vanished once leaving her chin. Her body was producing and emulating the human effect of tears. This development was impossible. Not even Lambda understood how she was doing it.

	Zack had begun to reach out to Lambda as he grew more and more concerned by her silence and body language, but when he saw the tears running down her face, he froze.

	What . . . what is this?

	Zack stared in disbelief. He couldn’t even begin to put into words what he saw. He had already forgotten what she had asked him to begin with. He couldn’t believe the incredible evolution he was beholding.

	She . . . she’s evolving!

	Zack’s moment of discovery was cut short as the door to his room swooshed open. Zack turned quick to see who stood just outside the door. Who he saw standing there was no surprise.

	“Corson,” he said while glaring furiously.

	Corson entered the room silently. Laura, Nerine, and Peter followed behind him, filing in like some sort of elite escort.  

	At that point, Zack was beginning to wonder why he wasn’t cuffed or restrained, but seeing as he was left with Lambda alone in the room with no real security force, it made it alarmingly clear to Zack that Corson felt that he was already in complete control.

	“Have you enjoyed this little run of yours?” Corson uttered rigidly.

	Zack’s glare didn’t cease. He glanced to Lambda and noted that she was no longer shedding tears. Now her face was full of contempt. It would appear that anger was a more powerful emotion for her.

	“I believe Corson asked you a question-”

	Corson held his hand up, silencing Laura. “I was speaking rhetorically,” Corson said flatly.

	Nerine and Peter had to hold back laughs as Laura’s face turned a deep shade of red.

	“I have a question for you, then,” shot Zack. “Now what? You won, right? What is your angle from here?”

	Corson’s eyes widened. Zack didn’t know if it was out of anger or pleasure at first, but he soon found out.

	“Angle? The angle never changed. You just got in the way!” He was heated. “I warned you, boy, from the start. Now, it is only by my grace I allow you to live.” He was absolutely livid.

	Lambda sprung to standing. “Touch him and I will kill you.” Her eyes flashed a dark crimson.

	Nerine and Peter’s eyes shuttered with surprise as they felt the murderous intent coming from Lambda. They didn’t want to say it, but allowing the AI to roam freely without restraint was a bad idea. However, Corson seemed to think that he had this thing on a leash. It was rather hard to swallow after staring into the vermilion eyes of a merciless killing machine.

	Corson shrugged off Lambda’s threat. “You both will obey me, or I’m afraid you may force me to take drastic measures.”

	Zack didn’t like where this was going. “I hope . . . for your sake, that you aren’t referring to what I think you are,” he said through gritted teeth.

	Corson stared at him with dark eyes. His monstrous form towered over him. Zack forgot just how terrifying he could be.

	“Play by my rules . . . and your sister gets to see another sunset.”

	Zack lost control. He had barely thought out anything before his feet hit the cold tile and dashed at Corson with all his might in a blind fury. He pulled back his right fist and threw it at Corson with all his might. He wanted nothing more than to see that stupid mask shatter over his fist.

	Corson only shrugged. “Useless.” With effortless ease, Zack’s fist was stopped cold by Corson’s open palm. He then clenched down on Zack’s fist and applied intense pressure to his hand. In seconds, Zack was on the floor reeling in pain.

	“To think my whole operation was nearly ruined because of a weak brat like you,” Corson shot with a enraged stare.

	Lambda had enough. “Release him now!” she bellowed.

	Corson relinquished his grip out of pity. He then grabbed Zack by the collar of his shirt and threw him at Lambda with all the grace of a discarded free weight.

	“I’m a busy man and I trust you now understand where you stand. Thanks to your interference, everything has been behind schedule.” He leered with growing resentment.

	Zack found Corson’s words irritating. He spoke like he was some god, knowing all and seeing all. Zack wasn’t stupid, and he hated being talked to like he was.

	With the aid of Lambda, he rose to his feet. His intense stare rivaled that of Corson himself.

	“So . . . what is so important that you need to threaten the life of my sister to get Lambda and I to obey you?”

	All of them looked to Corson. His eyes thinned with intrigue as he mulled over Zack’s question. He then leaned closer to Zack, his eyes blazing.

	“Rather than tell you . . . I will let you see it with your own eyes,” he said slyly.

	Zack scowled. He didn’t like the tone in Corson’s voice.

	“What do you mean?” Zack asked, unsure of himself.

	Corson stifled a laugh. “Tell me, have you ever heard of . . . the Limit Zones?”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]

	Richard raced with boiled aggression as the flashing red lights of the research plant continued to paint the halls a blood red. He was starting to wonder how he ever allowed this plan to be put underway in the first place.

	Mere seconds later, he burst into the main control room where Charles and several other people were craned over hovering keyboards as they frantically ran their fingers across the illuminated keys with intense speed. He didn’t waste time as he ran up alongside Charles.

	“Sorry I’m late! I was held up by-”

	Charles slammed his fist on the terminal before him.

	“Don’t take me for a fool, Richard!” Charles bellowed. “If I didn’t need your talents right now, I’d be feeding you to wild boars!”

	Richard didn’t waste time trying to lie. He knew Charles was aware that he aided in this ruse. What he found more than a little worrisome was the level of intensity the entire room was set to.

	I thought Karen was only going to-

	“If you’re done standing there like a slack-jawed idiot, you can help with the main problem at hand. We will discuss this little act of treason in great detail after we stop the Epsilon unit from rebooting.”

	Richard’s eyes widened.

	It rebooted?! But Karen said she was going to destroy it!

	“What phase is it in?! Has it begun to move!?” Richard yelled, now completely lost.

	“Not yet, but it’s active. There is no telling when it finishes its reconfiguring and begins to make its move. Not only that . . . its original protocol has been completely changed!”

	Richard’s expression turned vile. That witch! How could she do this!? No words could describe his anger. He and Margret were played. Karen never had any intention of destroying the AI units. Her goal was Epsilon from the beginning. The bigger issue was what she aimed to do with the Epsilon unit once it was released. Unfortunately, Richard didn’t have the luxury of time to think about that hypothesis. Right now, his focus was stopping Epsilon’s reboot.

	“What was changed? I’m sure I can-”

	“The Epsilon unit has closed itself off from our servers. We can’t access its mainframe directly. All we have is its data stream and specs feed. From here we need to hack directly into its system, and considering it is one of the most powerful computers ever created, it will take nothing short of a super genius with god-like powers to reprogram its AI code in real time.”

	Charles clenched his fist. “Not only that, it now has been programmed to seek and destroy the Lambda unit.”

	Richard stared at the streaming code before him over the large monitor. It was graphing the entire mainframe structure of Epsilon’s core CPU and thought patterns. With his keen sight, he quickly saw that Charles was correct. However, he began to worry as he saw several segments of Epsilon’s code split and dart. This wasn’t normal. Epsilon was already trying to overwrite its programming.

	“We have to stop it now!” Richard said as he pointed to the distorting code stream. “Epsilon hasn’t been encoded with enough firewalls to keep its own intelligence from overriding the code we set in it!”

	Charles grinded his teeth. “You think I don’t already know that!?” he shouted. He slammed his fist on the terminal before him again. He turned to Richard with a hard expression.

	“We never were able to install a fail-safe in its code because it would attack and rewrite any such program the moment it was inserted, and that was when it was in Stasis Lock.”

	Richard’s expression was grim. “Then how can we stop it?”

	Charles looked down on Richard with exhausted eyes. “I was hoping you had an answer to that question.”

	Richard rubbed his forehead as he tried to think. The constant blaring sirens around him didn’t help with his thought process.

	“If only we could somehow fool it into thinking that its objective has been accomplished, then-”

	Richard stopped.  Wait . . . there may be a way.

	He dove to his right and shoved one of the Tech Agents from their terminal as he blazed over the keyboard and quickly brought up Lambda’s code stream. Just like Epsilon, hacking her system would be near-impossible.

	“It’s a long shot, but I think I can perhaps erase the existence of the Lambda unit from Epsilon’s sight.”

	Charles’ eyes grew with surprise. “But how can you do that? It’s impossible to hack their core systems from here.”

	“It is impossible,” Richard said gravely. “But each AI unit gives off a frequency that all programs identify with. If I can somehow manage to block Lambda’s frequency, Epsilon may be unable to find its target. Depending on its parameters in its new programming, it might just be tricked into thinking that its target doesn’t exist anymore and hopefully shut down.”

	Charles wasn’t convinced. “Is that our only option?”

	Richard rushed on. “I can’t think of another idea at this time. I’m open to suggestions,” he added as he raced along his keyboard, lighting it up with each keystroke.

	Charles groaned as he rubbed his large fingers along his eyes.

	“Can’t we prevent the Epsilon unit from moving? It is still on our server. Perhaps-”

	“That won’t work,” interrupted Richard. “Epsilon has just been rebooted and is simply going through minor calibrations since its last startup. We were unable to restrict Lambda’s movements when it was released; so trying to stop Epsilon will just be a waste of time.”

	“So what you are saying is that this down time is our only window to set up a plan?”

	Richard nodded. “I can’t guarantee my plan will work, but I’m confident enough in how Epsilon is designed that it should be possible. However, I am not one for getting my hopes up,” he said meekly.

	Charles stared up at the monitor. He couldn’t help but sense the irony in Dead Eye asking about Epsilon just moments before. What worried him more was what he might do when he found out that it might be released.

	His thoughts were quickly broken as Richard’s furious typing suddenly stopped. At first, he thought it was because he had achieved success, but a mere glance at his face told him otherwise.

	“I don’t like that stunned silence, Doctor,” he said rigidly.

	Richard swallowed hard. “I-I think it worked, but . . .”

	The entire area instantly went dark. Near panic erupted as every personnel frantically tried to reverse the situation. This only made Charles’ fear rise.

	“Richard! What is going on!”

	Richard’s words were hard. “I’m pretty sure I was able to block Lambda’s signal, but at the same time . . . I think I made it notice us.”

	Charles tone suddenly changed, now laced with trepidation. “Just what do you mean by that?”

	The emergency backup lights flickered and illuminated the worried faces of both Charles and Richard. As the people below them frantically tried to get the lab back online, Richard held his body up over the blank terminal.

	“The good news is that Epsilon will probably stay where it is for now. We can use this time to strengthen our server borders to slow it down if it tries to flee, and perhaps work out a fail-safe plan.”

	Charles regained most of his stern composure. He still had to wipe the sweat from his brow, which was coming down like a waterfall.

	“How much time do we have?”

	“If what I did worked, Epsilon will be unable to execute its primary mission objective. Without its target, it will probably remain idle, though I can’t say for how long.” Richard shook his head. “I honestly can’t say how much time we have. What worries me more was how it lashed out indirectly and caused this power failure.”

	Charles looked below to see the status of his team. “What is taking so long!? Why aren’t we back online?!” he bellowed.

	Several personnel below jumped and replied as quickly as they could.

	“The whole power grid has been shut down, and we are currently locked out of the main system. We are trying to force a reboot, but we are having difficulty accessing the backup safety programs that were installed.”

	Charles turned to Richard for some solace, but didn’t like what he heard.

	“It knows I tried to interfere, but it isn’t completely aware of it yet.”

	Charles felt a shiver roll down his spine. “Stop the cryptic words and get to the point,” he added heatedly.

	Richard stood up and gazed at Charles intently. “Epsilon shut me out. This blackout is a simple backlash of that. That in itself is cause for great concern . . . “ Richard paused.

	“I’m not one for silence, Doctor,” Charles said with a cold tone, but couldn’t help but nervously drum his fingers along his crossed arms.

	Richard shook his head, trying to forget the past event with Epsilon. “Prioritize getting power back. From there, we will see what we can do,” Richard said as he began to head out of the lab at a brisk pace.

	Charles rushed over and grabbed his arm. The dark gleam in his eyes told Richard that he wasn’t satisfied.

	“And what am I to do if the Epsilon unit restarts its awakening process?”

	Richard pulled out of his grasp and stared menacingly into his eyes.

	“Pray that it doesn’t.”

	

	*      *      *

	 

	Within the rolling blackness, the Epsilon unit hovered motionlessly. Its golden eyes, dead to the world, stared into the abyss around it, not knowing its purpose or mission.

	“Lambda unit . . . undetectable, error in frequency setting. Commence auto-correct . . . failure . . . . failure . . . failure,” Epsilon uttered flatly.

	The slick design of the unit shined with each pulse of red lightning that leapt off of its body as the swirling chaos of the Zero Zone hugged it tightly.

	“Adjusting mission parameter . . . failure . . . accessing server log . . . failure,” it murmured with less life than before.

	Epsilon’s head slumped down as if defeated. Slowly, its eyes began to dim as if its lack of purpose was slowly draining its life force. Gently, the Epsilon unit began to drift into darkness, never knowing why it awoke in the first place.

	Awaken!

	Epsilon’s eyes burst open, glowing as bright as the sun. Billions of lines of code rushed through its eyes at speeds unheard of. Its clawed hands twitched as red sparks danced over its body, and ran through its long, vibrant hair of scarlet.

	Amidst all this, Epsilon began to sneer widely. It didn’t understand this facial expression, nor its meaning. However . . . it was starting to remember. 
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	Tension

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 7th - Washington D.C.  - Mobile Transport - Day]

	Margret had to resist the insatiable urge to slam her foot on the accelerator of her car as she raced on the populated highway. Day traffic was mild, but she wasn’t satisfied unless the car in front of her was doing at least ten miles over the posted speed limit. She began to run the events through her head that led up to her blazing through traffic.

	Moments after she escaped the research lab, she crushed her Com-Linker and found the nearest payphone in the area. She knew that Babel would be after her, and that they would surely send Dead Eye to hunt her down. She had to vanish fast if she was going to get out of this. Still, it was times like these that she was thankful that older age technologies were never forgotten, and instead simply upgraded with the times.

	Before she crushed her Com-Linker, she had quickly looked up the number Marcus had used to call her. Marcus was a master of encrypting secure lines, but Margret had figured out how to crack his code. More than anything, she needed to get in contact with Marcus before she could settle down. The other thing that bothered her was the alternate reason that Marcus had used a secure line with her. 

	It's like he's hiding from something. She couldn’t help but worry.

	With a quick deposit, she accessed the payphone and quickly dialed the number still locked in her head. On the second ring, someone picked up.

	“Marcus, it’s me!” she said urgently.

	The line was silent. Margret couldn't help but tap her foot anxiously.

	“Lincoln Memorial. 11:30. Make haste.”

	In seconds, Marcus’ voice came and went, leaving Margret hanging. She repeated what Marcus said over and over in her head, finding herself incapable of shaking a certain feeling in his tone.

	He seemed . . . nervous.

	The weary thought at that time quickly dissolved as it was replaced with the need to fly. Margret didn’t have time to dwell on small details. Until she got back in contact with Richard and Karen, she needed to vanish from Dead Eye’s sight. For that, Marcus was the only person she could confide in.

	She glanced at her watch and noted the time.

	11:04. I’ll barely make it.

	Breaking the recalled event, she shifted into fourth gear and whipped ahead of cars as she darted in and out of lanes. She didn’t have any time to spare as the time was now 11:17. If she missed this window with Marcus, there was no telling when he would be able to make contact with her again. Everything was being thrown to the wind now. All was raw instinct as she tried to plan her next move. The roaring engine was the only sound she heard as she raced to her destination.

	Margret was still trying to map out her next move after meeting with Marcus when her radio came to life without her help. She glanced down at the radio and noted the frequency set. The station blared with needless static and noise.

	Wait, is this-

	The radio static vanished instantly and was replaced with a dull humming noise.

	“You there, Margret?” came a familiar voice.

	Margret glared forward as she rounded a tractor trailer. She found Karen’s bored tone enraging.

	“Your blasé nature to the given circumstances doesn’t do well for my mood,” she shot. “Were you at least successful in stalling Dead Eye?”  

	Karen’s manner didn’t change. “Everything went according to plan. You performed your role very well.”

	Margret’s stomach turned.  “What . . . did you just say-”

	“For someone so smart as yourself, you’re a bit slow on the uptake. You have become a splendid decoy, allowing me to disappear easily. I bet they haven’t even found out I’m gone yet.”

	Margret clenched her steering wheel till her knuckles went white. Countless thoughts went through her head. For such a betrayal to come now, of all times . . .

	Her voice was shaky as she spoke. “So all of this has been a lie?”

	Silence hung through the radio.

	“Answer me, Karen! What can you possibly be doing to justify this?!” Margret screamed, almost losing control of her vehicle.

	Karen yawned. “For the record, I didn’t lie about one thing. I do plan on destroying the AI units.”

	Margret’s grip tightened on her steering wheel. “If that is true, then why all-”

	“The ones I can’t use anyway,” Karen interrupted flatly.

	Margret was left parochially confused, but that didn’t stop her temper from rising.

	“Can’t use them!? For what purpose are you trying to-”

	“Concerning yourself with my plans is hardly productive. You should be focusing on what you are to do if Dead Eye catches you.” She snickered. “I’ve heard the Three are quite the inventive assassins.”  

	Margret jumped down Karen’s throat the moment she finished. “How can you do this to me, and Richard, no less?! How could you string me along to your sick little plan, only to use my dire situation to your advantage?!”

	Karen groaned. “I’m not taking advantage. I’m merely acting on what I planned from the start. Come now Margret, why else would I bring you into the fold like this? I know you. The moment I brought you in, you couldn’t resist the urge to dig. I knew, from the start, that would create the opening I needed to move my plan into the next phase.”

	Margret sat in astonishment as she heard the words coming from the radio. It almost felt like she was dreaming; yet she knew that these were the harsh words of a person she had once held as her best friend.

	“Don’t beat yourself up,” Karen continued. “You have always been easy to manipulate, but this was the only time I took advantage of that aspect. My husband, on the other hand . . .” Karen’s tone suddenly turned dark. “He still is a slow fool who fails to see the truth, and even now, he gets in the way.”

	Something snapped in Margret’s head at that point, something she had always held back. That being her feelings for Richard. The three of them had known each other since college, but it was always Karen that had caught Richard’s eye. Still, to this day, Margret held feelings for him, despite his marriage. She had never married, barely even dating because of these feelings. She kept them locked away out of respect. Now, these words spewing from Karen’s mouth were an insult to her, as well as to Richard. She wanted nothing more than to bury her fist into Karen’s filthy mouth.

	“How dare you speak of Richard like that!”

	The blaring of a car horn jolted Margret out of her fury for but a second as she skidded back into her lane. For a split second, she forgot she was still on the road.

	“Your lingering feelings for him never seemed to disappear. Tragic really, but irrelevant. Honestly, I don’t even know what I saw in him back then,” Karen replied mercilessly.

	Margret’s rage only boiled more as she struggled to keep control over her anger so not to fall off the road. “You are vile, you know that?”

	Karen let loose a small laugh, but quickly cut it off and spoke sternly.

	“You don’t know anything. What I do is for a greater purpose. All that matters is the end result. You’d be wise to understand this.”

	Her words were so cold and strong. It almost made Margret feel bad not knowing the depth of what weighed on Karen’s mind. Just what was so important that it meant the sacrifice of a good friend and devoted husband? Not only that, but . . .

	“What of your daughter and son? They are wrapped up in this mess too. You feel nothing for them, your own children?” Margret jabbed, trying to gain some kind of edge from this heated dialogue.

	The radio was silent for a moment. Perhaps, for a second, Karen felt a small prick of guilt. It didn’t last long, though.

	“Cecilia’s involvement was part of my calculations, but Zack . . .” she trailed off, not finishing her sentence.

	Margret pounced on the opening. “What of Zack?! Did he not follow your script like a good son?!”

	Margret’s eyes inflamed. She could tell in Karen’s voice that everything came back to her son. Zack was the key to all of this. Why he was involved; why he was now with Lambda. All of this was part of the plan, but yet, something didn’t go exactly Karen’s way. Zack changed something.

	Margret’s eyes widened. She recalled Karen’s words of not lying about destroying the AI units, because she could no longer use them. However, it was she that had released Lambda in the first place. If she was just going to destroy it, why have it appear before Zack?

	That’s when it all hit her. The full details were still hazy, but Margret quickly picked up on what Karen was doing; or, rather, what she was forced to do because of her son.

	“Zack did something to the Lambda unit that you didn’t foresee! That’s why you are destroying it!” Margret could feel her confidence coming back.

	“So tell me, Karen, what did your son do that ruined your plan?!”

	The radio was silent again, for much longer this time. When Karen’s voice returned, it was abyssal.

	“Be sure to tread lightly, Margret. I hear Pandemonium is hard to shake once it sets its eye on something.”

	The radio went silent. Only the strange humming noise came from the station as Margret raced on to meet Marcus. Despite her fury, she at least felt like she won the fight with Karen. Now, if only she could figure out a way to win over Babel before they silenced her for good.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virginia - Stigma’s Underground Facility - Day]

	Corson’s stride was long and quick, which made it difficult for Nerine to keep up given her short stature. She glanced up at Peter on Corson’s right for some assistance.

	Peter smiled warmly. “Is haste necessary at the moment, Leader?”

	Corson glanced to Peter for a moment, followed by a subtle drop in stride, allowing Nerine to easily keep pace with the two large men.

	“You know, it’s that type of attitude that makes it difficult to rally all our followers under your leadership these days. Would it kill you to maybe-”

	“That’s enough, Peter. I’m finished wasting words and time on this matter. If those who have joined us feel I’m not doing an adequate job-” He stopped dead and glared up at Peter. “Then they can leave,” Corson said fiercely.

	Peter took a step back. Despite being a solid three inches taller, he found the man before him to have a presence that commanded respect. He was reminded why he joined Stigma, and why Corson was his Leader.

	“My apologies, Leader. I only wished to express my concern,” Peter said with his head hung in apology.

	Corson dismissed Peter’s words, not out of arrogance but out of understanding.

	“Pay it no mind, Peter, but we have more pressing matters to deal with now.”

	Nerine chimed in as she rounded her head around Corson’s shoulder.

	“And is leaving Laura behind to watch those two really the best idea?”

	Corson sighed. “Frankly, she’s the best person . . . for all reasons, don’t you think?”

	Peter and Nerine both stared, surprised. They quickly exchanged glances, already knowing what each of them were thinking.

	D-did Corson just make a joke?!

	“Anyway, now that we have all the pieces in place, we can finally move forward with our operation.” Corson turned to Nerine, his eyes showing concern.

	“The Lambda unit, we can still harness what we need it for, yes?”

	Nerine ran a hand through her hair as she mulled over the possible avenues to proceed. Honestly, she hated to admit the fact that not even she could have predicted its development.

	“Lambda’s self awareness goes beyond anything I’ve ever seen before. No AI has ever come to actualize as much as it has. It has almost completely assimilated to the point of being human.”

	Corson’s eyes focused. “And what does that mean in terms of the unit itself? Can it still operate at full power?”

	Nerine shook her head. Nothing was certain. This was a brand new field of science for her, or for any scientist in the field of cybernetics. There was no way of telling what could happen.

	“In terms of operational output, the Lambda unit should be fine, but it’s the newfound awareness I’m worried about. Before, it was a blank program with raw computing power, easily tapped and controlled. But now, it’s like a normal human. It’s a bundle of nerves.”

	Corson groaned as he tapped his finger over his crossed arms. “That’s just perfect,” he spat sarcastically. “Humans are easily motivated and manipulated, but . . .”

	“They can be unpredictable,” Peter added with a worried tone.

	“Exactly,” Corson agreed. “Lambda is under our control for now, but if push comes to shove, she may break free of those chains. For the time being, so long as we control the boy, we control the unit.”

	Nerine nodded. “How should we proceed, then?”

	Corson turned to Peter. “Rally all the squads. The real mission starts soon.” He then eyed Nerine. “The boy and the Lambda unit are to be prepped for departure as well . . . that includes the girl,” he added rather ominously.

	Nerine found this tactically unsound. “Wait, the Lambda unit is one thing, but I see little need to bring both the boy and girl along as well.”

	Peter seemed unsure as well. “Does this have to do directly with the operation, or are you trying to prove some kind of point?”

	Corson answered curtly, dismissing both Peter and Nerine’s concerns. “We leave for Limit Zone 246 in an hour. That is all you and the members of Stigma need to know now. As for the boy and his sister, they come. There will be no further talk of this.”

	Peter still didn’t seem fond of the idea. “I understand, but this will only cause stress on the operation. Surely we can still use them as anchors to control the Lambda unit from off sight-”

	“They need to see what we are fighting for. I would think you would understand that, Peter.”

	Corson’s eyes found Nerine’s once more. “I especially thought you would agree as well.”

	Both fell silent before Corson’s words. He had an uncanny way of always getting his point across and making a person see eye to eye with him.

	Peter bowed his head, still unsure of the decision.

	“I understand, Leader. Should I relay any type of briefing to the selected squads regarding their next objective? Given some of the attitude I noticed in the squads left behind before-”

	Corson laughed loudly, which both Peter and Nerine found rather disturbing. Corson’s laugh was never followed by something particularly funny.

	“Let me guess. Laura’s squad wasn’t happy?”

	Peter seemed a bit surprised. “W-well, they were the ones that seemed to-”

	“It was just the one, wasn’t it?” His tone was vivid.

	“Yes . . . one such individual seemed to voice his dislike given current matters. His name I believe-”

	“Krieg seems rather restless, as I expected him to be,” Corson said with a light chuckle. His stern manner returned quickly as he addressed Peter. “Have all the selected squads prep for departure. It’s almost time,” Corson finished, sounding quite sure of himself.

	Peter eyed Corson oddly. “Is it best to leave Krieg be? Perhaps it would be better to-”

	Corson turned to face Peter. His monstrous eyes could turn someone to dust.

	“Let’s just say a dog shouldn’t bite the hand that feeds him.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	You would need a chainsaw to slice the air of the room in which Zack and Lambda sat. Standing rigid and unnerved, Laura leaned up against the wall with her arms crossed and eyes closed. If she were to dress in normal clothes and maybe smile once in awhile, Zack might have thought that she would look quite beautiful. Still, that didn’t deter his frustrated mood.

	“What do you see in that guy?” Zack asked trying to work off his irritation with a thoughtless question. Frankly, he didn’t really care, but the question did nag at him a little. After all, he didn’t see the allure in working for a masked man who was nothing but an arrogant bigshot to everyone around him.

	Laura made no effort to reply as she continued leaning up against the wall.

	Being ignored didn’t faze Zack much. He persisted on, wanting to get at least a reaction from the girl of stone.

	“Do you love him or something?” he asked, half-rolling his eyes.

	The unexpected reaction he got was nothing short of jaw-dropping.

	Laura’s eyes shot open, her face turning bright red with her mouth slightly agape. She seemed to be struggling with words to retort with.

	Zack tried to hold back his smile. Now he found this subject interesting.

	“How long? Since you were brought on, or perhaps even longer than that?” he said in a mocking tone of voice.

	Laura’s flushed face boiled with anger as she clenched her fist. Every ounce of her being wanted to slap Zack across the face, but she knew that this was only a tactic to get a reaction out of her. She told herself to let it go no further. Still, it was bad enough that Nerine made fun of her. Now Zack was doing it.

	“Zack, this woman’s blood pressure seems to be rising quite alarmingly. Not to mention her heart rate is nearly reaching two hundred beats a minute. Out of respect for her health, you may want to change the subject,” Lambda broke in.

	Laura may have actually been happy with this statement, but the use of a condescending tone mixed with a sly smile instantly made Laura realize that Lambda was merely joining in. She finally snapped.

	“Enough!” roared Laura, still red with anger and embarrassment.

	Both Zack and Lambda shrugged off the roar with uninterested looks and became silent. This only burned Laura’s insides more.

	“Do not presume to know anything about me or our Leader! You are nothing but a spoiled brat who hasn’t a clue!” She turned her gaze to Lambda. “And you! You’re just a soulless program, animated by data and code! You’re nothing but a hollow eggshell, a cheap imitation, a lifeless doll. Stop playing human; you are an insult to everyone who lives and breathes!”

	Laura’s words cut deep. Both Zack and Lambda wanted to yell back, but already knew their limitations. Her words did hold truth.

	“So, all joking aside, why do you follow him and profess him to be your devoted Leader?” Zack asked once again, staring intently into Laura’s wild eyes.

	Laura calmed down and returned to her spot against the wall.

	“It isn’t any of your business,” she responded coldly.

	Zack rolled his eyes. “Naive I may be, but don’t think I’m stupid. Corson knows that threats alone aren’t the best course of action, I’m sure. He wants me to see what you people stand for. He wants to show me why you guys fight . . . am I right?”

	Laura stared at Zack keenly. There was something about him that gave Laura an odd feeling the more she listened to Zack speak. She couldn’t place it before, but as Zack spoke now, she felt like she had heard his voice before. When, she couldn’t quite place.

	She shrugged off the thought and answered Zack dismissively. “Once you see the Limit Zone, you will know all you need to know.”

	Zack didn’t take his eyes off Laura. This was now the second time this “Limit Zone” was mentioned. This was the first he heard of it. Was it a term only Stigma used? Did it mean something already in existence? Zack’s thoughts drifted to the words of David when he spoke of relief programs that were considered “urban legends”. 

	Could the Limit Zone’s be one of those urban legends? Zack thought deeply.

	Legends or not, the lack of information on the Limit Zones simply meant one of two things: one, the government was censoring it on both the web and Network, or two, it was a term Stigma used to label something. The question was, what were they exactly?

	As if reading Zack’s mind-

	“The term ‘Limit Zone’ doesn’t appear in any known database on any server accessible through the World Wide Web or the Cyber Network. What is this Limit Zone?” Lambda asked with a deep stare as she stood next to Zack.

	Laura shook her head. Her deadly eyes matched Lambda’s gaze.

	“It’s better that you don’t know now. It will make the reveal all the more worthwhile.”

	Zack let his head fall in annoyance. Pointless, he groaned.

	“All right, how about this then,” Zack offered with renewed spirit. “Why did Corson bring you into Stigma?”

	Laura’s eye twitched. “Nice try, but I’m not stupid either.”

	Zack snapped his fingers. “I’ve got nothing to lose in asking, I suppose. But it is a more interesting question then asking why you follow Corson. After all, your ledger is quite red, Null Death Killer.”

	Laura’s eyes darkened. “You were foolish enough to mention that in our first meeting. It would be wise of you to not knock on death’s door twice.”

	Despite the hostility radiating off of Laura, Zack pushed on. “I’m a slow learner,” he cooed.

	Laura found his words grating on her patience.

	If only I could just hit him once . . . just once.

	“The Null Deaths,” repeated Lambda rather coldly. “Took place in the year 2021, starting in July. Several CEOs of Fortune 500 companies were targeted. The attacks were categorized as random at first. That thesis changed during the investigation when it was found that each company CEO that was targeted had done recent dealings with one specific company.”

	Lambda’s words were flat, but she never once took her powerful eyes off Laura. Laura herself found this infuriating.

	“That is enough out of you. I don’t need to listen to your rattling of events of the past when you have no-”

	“The said company in question was called Calm Rain . . . owned and operated by your now-deceased parents.”

	Laura’s eyes smoldered with hate. Without another thought, she dove at Lambda, producing a blade from under her wrist. She aimed for Lambda’s throat.

	Effortlessly, Lambda grabbed Laura’s arm and squeezed hard, causing Laura to wince in pain and drop her blade. The motion was so fast that Zack hardly saw Lambda’s arm even move. Her eyes were ablaze.

	“Corson calls me weak . . . how can he say that when he surrounds himself with such fragile people like you?” Lambda hissed, her eyes scorching like suns.

	Zack didn’t like what he was seeing and intervened. “Lambda, stop!”

	Like waking up from a trance, Lambda’s eyes snapped back to normal. She almost seemed confused. “ . . . Zack?”

	“Lambda, let go of her wrist,” Zack said calmly.

	Lambda did as she was asked and released Laura only to have her leap back to the door, cradling her wrist. When Zack looked closely, he could have sworn he saw tears.

	Now, Zack felt bad. However, what worried him more was Lambda.

	Are her emotions overriding her own consciousness? Can that even be possible?

	Zack recalled the incidents in the past he had watched when Lambda struggled with her emotions. It seemed like she was fighting to control them at times. The more intense the scenario, the more certain emotions took full control without her even realizing. Her bloodlust was truly frightening. Zack feared that if he wasn’t there to stop her, she might have just torn Laura’s hand clean off. In the end, she was above any human limitation. The only thing keeping her from tearing down the facility was Zack and his sister. That alone was enough to make him worry.

	Zack’s thoughts were cut off as Laura stood up. She held her head down, rubbing her wrist gently. Her bangs hid any expression on her face as she stood there silently.

	“Can you just answer one thing?” Zack asked a little gently. He didn’t want to rile her again.

	Laura made no effort to acknowledge that she heard him. This prompted Zack to continue.

	“Why did you kill all those people?”

	Lambda looked to Zack and then back to Laura. Her data involving the case files already told her the answer to Zack’s question, but it was strange. She felt like she shouldn’t say anything. It was like a strange ambiance, silent, but ever so faint as it hovered around the room. Something just told her that what she knew wasn’t meant to be said by her. It wasn’t an emotion she felt, but a gut feeling. Perhaps she was starting to understand human subtlety in communication? The feeling was different, making her entranced and invigorated.

	She remembered vividly the feelings of contempt she had as she mercilessly pulled up Laura’s case file and read everything regarding the events behind the Null Deaths. What she did, how she did it, and why she did it. She didn’t care for Laura’s feelings, but only her own gloating satisfaction. In short, she wanted to break her. She wanted to see her on the floor crying. Such spiteful thoughts filled Lambda’s head at that time. Even she herself couldn’t believe what she thought and felt as she coldly rattled off the data she found. It was faint, but Lambda was beginning to fear her own self.

	Just what am I becoming?

	Laura ceased rubbing her wrist as she leered up at Zack. Her tortured eyes teetered on the brink of sadness and rage.

	“Tell me, Zackary Allan Knight, have you ever lost something that you loved? Something you could never replace?”

	Zack peered deeply into Laura’s hurt eyes. He was at least happy to know that he could confidently answer Laura’s question.

	“I have . . . someone who was dear to me . . . someone I can never see again,” Zack replied with somber words.

	Laura’s eyes glimmered ever so slightly. She was surprised by the serious answer and the strong emotion she could see in his eyes.

	“The eyes never lie. I stand corrected, Zackary . . . you aren’t a complete fool,” she said while holding back a small grin. She still wanted to put his face through a wall.

	Zack let out a small chuckle. He couldn’t figure out if he was being complimented or insulted, but for some reason, he felt a little tension in the room lift ever so slightly.

	“The pain of loss isn’t something one should lie about. Am I right?”

	Laura smirked while she closed her eyes. “So, you want to know why I killed all those people?”

	Zack lost his relaxed expression as it turned rather grave. “You don’t have to take pleasure in saying it. Murder is still murder.”

	Laura ceased her smirk as she opened her eyes. “Those men were responsible for what happened to my parents.”

	Zack wasted no time in getting to the point. “What happened to them?”

	Lambda felt a shiver run up her back as she listened to the conversation. After all, she already knew the answer.

	Laura’s lips curled into a snarl. “They made my parents commit suicide.”         

	Zack’s eyes shivered as his mouth fell slightly agape. He didn’t know what he found more disturbing: the horrifying reveal or Laura’s glaring eyes.

	“The people I ended got what they deserved. It was only fitting for them to be turned into vegetables after what I experienced,” Laura said, acting smug.

	Zack didn’t know how he wanted to respond to this. He knew that this subject was delicate. He couldn’t just let his own opinions overpower him here. Regardless, he felt sorry for Laura.

	“How old are you?” Zack asked carefully.

	A little puzzled by the simple question, Laura replied with little hesitance. “Twenty-one . . . why?” she asked curiously with folded arms.

	Zack shook his head. “You became a murderer at eighteen.” Zack held a hand to his face. “To think you were still that young during that time,” he mumbled.

	Laura’s eyes sparked with suspicion. “What did you just say?”

	Zack’s eyebrows perked as he laughed halfheartedly, realizing his thoughts leaked out of his mouth. “N-nothing . . . I tend to mumble my thoughts sometimes, think nothing of it.”

	Laura didn’t back off. She took a few steps toward Zack. “I know what I heard . . . you know me, but not through my record.”

	She leaned over and peered into Zack’s eyes deeply. She stared so intently that even Lambda was unsure of what to do. Laura was deep in thought.

	I know these quivering eyes . . .

	Lambda put a hand in front of Zack’s face. “Whatever you are doing . . . I don’t like it,” she said coarsely.

	Laura backed off as she stood upright again. Her thoughts were still spinning.

	“You’re a curious one, that I will give you. However, I would be careful . . . too many secrets kept balled up are only destined to be unraveled,” she uttered ominously as she took her post of leaning by the door once more.

	Silence hung in the room for quite some time, leaving the three individuals to their own thoughts. Had they known the truth then, perhaps some misfortune could have been avoided.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th -Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant (Ext) - Day]

	Dead Eye grinded one of his sweet delicacies to dust between his teeth. The normal satisfaction he got from the effort was lost in festering irritation as he stared at a hologram being displayed on his Com-Linker. The image was a large grid, mapping a 3D model of Washington D.C. with flashing red words that read ‘CONNECTION LOST’.

	Dead Eye rolled his eye, dropping his wrist with a grunt. He took to staring up at the clear sky. “Clever little rodent,” he muttered viciously. He tapped his Com-Linker as he began to move. He didn’t have to wait more than two rings before his call was picked up.

	Dead Eye didn’t give the other end time to respond. “I hope you are handling this as per our arrangement?” he purred devilishly.

	The person on the other line was not quick to respond. There appeared to be a lot of hesitance in the person’s words.

	“I thought you said you would-”

	“Circumstances have changed, and I’m left little time to deal with a pest of this nature given what is on my plate now. I trust you can get the job done?” he asked threateningly. 

	“As if I have much of a choice.”

	Dead Eye smiled unpleasantly. “I’m glad you understand. I hope for a favorable outcome.”

	The voice on the other line vanished without another word. Dead Eye only snickered, but his laughter was quickly stifled when his gaze fell upon the research facility he stood just outside of. As the noon sun crashed down on him, he stared on, deep in thought. Both the server meltdown and the escape of his target weren’t of as much concern anymore. He already knew, a bigger threat had appeared.

	“Epsilon’s release threatens everything,” he said out loud. “At the least, this simplifies things,” he added with a sneer.

	Dead Eye made another call and patiently waited for his contact to answer. He never lost his sneer as a deep voice answered on the line.      

	“I trust you have good news for me, Dead Eye. The Twelve haven’t been quite happy with your performance and continued delays,” boomed the deep voice.

	Dead Eye put on his best voice and smile. “An unforeseen problem has arisen. The Epsilon unit has been tampered with and is in danger of escaping, just as the Lambda unit did.”

	The man on the line didn’t seem to take the news well. “This . . . isn’t what I wanted to hear, Dead Eye. Am I to believe this problem has grown out of your control? Do I need to send in another of the Three-”

	“That won’t be necessary. I have a good idea of how to proceed,” Dead Eye interrupted with confidence.

	The voice darkened. “The Twelve’s patience is being held together by tissue paper, Dead Eye. We have a Network to run as well as our own plans. More setbacks like this-”

	“I can bring in the Lambda unit and close the deal. I only need your authorization override to get what I need,” Dead Eye chimed.

	The man on the line groaned, clearly unhappy as he rolled over what Dead Eye was getting at. With a sigh and aggressive tone, the man replied. “What is it you want?”

	Dead Eye sneered wildly. He couldn’t help but add a little flare to his declaration.

	“An army!”


 

	 

	[19]

	Shatter

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 7th - Washington D.C. - Lincoln Memorial - Day]

	Margret was starting to regret not packing her running shoes. As she blazed past surprised groups of people with little concern for how distressed she looked, she could only keep her eyes set on her goal.

	Please still be there, Marcus!

	She reached her destination moments later, heaving for air and feeling like she was about to collapse. Wide-eyed tourists and locals looked at her with concerned and worried expressions. No one dared to ask her for the reason of the intensity and urgency she displayed. Everyone carefully avoided her like some kind of outcast. They were smart. There was no telling what Margret would do if anyone tried to approach her at this point. If the person wasn’t Marcus, she would see them as a possible threat. Right now, she couldn’t trust anyone.

	She was still trying to catch her breath when a passerby brushed against her shoulder with considerable force. Her worn-out state made it hard for her to lash out, but when she looked up at the person’s back, she noted the familiar cut of hair.

	Marcus!

	Marcus didn’t stop walking, but glanced back. He lightly jerked his head as he faced forward again, urging Margret to follow.

	Margret didn’t hesitate as she increased her stride subtly to catch up to him. Once alongside him, Marcus spoke. Margret didn’t like his rigid tone.

	“Do you have any idea what you got me into?” he said harshly but quietly.

	Margret felt his strong words run up her body. Marcus was never one to get angry easily, but it looked like he was one push away from a killing spree.

	“I didn’t know things would turn out like this. You have to believe me,” she replied back in a low whisper.

	Marcus shook his head, unsatisfied by her remark. “I’ve been one of your informants for nearly three years now, but never have I experienced this type of backlash. The amount of heat coming down on me is beyond anything you can understand. I imagine it is only catching up with you now?”

	Margret nodded, not making eye contact. She felt too ashamed to look into Marcus’ eyes. It was, after all, her fault that they were now in this mess.

	“I know what happened three years ago. I know who Rachiel is,” she said gravely.

	Marcus’ eyes grew in surprise. “You have learned far more than I was able to dig up in the report I gave you. Where did you find this information? Who actually talked to you?”

	Margret bit her lip as she thought about Karen. She tried to hide her contempt for the injustice Karen did to her, but Marcus saw through her expression quickly.

	“I see. We were set up . . . weren’t we?”

	Margret nodded as they passed several smiling couples with cameras. The joy in their eyes and expressions made her feel ill.

	“Unlike you, Margret, I have a family that expects me to come home every night. I don’t plan on dying to protect or hide the information I know.”

	Marcus’ coarse tone worried Margret. “I don’t expect you to. However, I want to find a way out of this. Surely there is an angle we can play. We could threaten to spread the information-”

	“That won’t work,” Marcus said sternly. “Dead Eye and Babel are far more clever than that. Sifting information on the Network is one of their strong points. Even if we had a copy of the data, there would be no way for us to upload its content to the Network or the Web without alerting them. We could go to news channel outlets directly, but Babel’s influence runs deep. There isn’t a place they don’t have eyes these days.”

	Margret clenched her fists, unsure of how to move forward. “Then what am I supposed to do?” she said desperately.

	Marcus stopped and sat down on a nearby bench. Margret followed suit and watched the people come and go, unaware of her plight. Even the warm rays of the waning afternoon sun couldn’t ease the cold shivers she felt. She simply stared at the ground as she tried to think of a solution.

	“Babel and the Three are resourceful, but they will surely delegate the task of dealing with you to someone else now that you have escaped,” Marcus said bleakly, not once looking over to Margret.

	 Margret’s heart skipped a beat. Marcus’ words created a strange tension in her chest. Still, she managed to speak with an unbroken voice, direct and forthright.

	“Marcus, how did you know Dead Eye was coming for me?”

	Marcus didn’t answer. Instead he moved closer to her on the bench, quickly closing the gap between them. His eyes locked with Margret’s as he stared intently into her brown irises.

	“For now, you are going to have to die for me,” he whispered sharply.

	Margret couldn’t get out a gasp as she felt a sudden prick on her thigh. She snapped to standing like a viper, still unsure of what just happened. Her face was contorted with confusion and anger.

	Marcus was surprisingly calm. “Don’t make too much of a scene. It will be over soon.”

	Fear and rage clouded her mind as Margret tried to deduce what was happening. Her whole body suddenly felt like it was on fire as her vision began to blur. With drunken steps, she rushed away from Marcus, now completely filled with fear.

	She cradled her leg as she frantically rushed past people, completely disoriented. Everyone stepped away from her as if she was some lunatic as she heaved in breaths violently. She couldn’t believe how fast her heart was beating.

	Am I . . . having a heart attack?!

	Margret’s head went blank as she collapsed to the ground. She struggled with all her might to rise, but her body wouldn’t respond. She could feel her entire body going numb as she watched her vision slowly fade to black.

	Is this it? It ends here?

	Slowly, she embraced the shadows growing stronger around her. However, in her final moments she was able to gain enough clarity to reflect on what Marcus had said.

	For now . . . he said. For now . . .

	

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virgina - Stigma’s Underground Facility - Day]

	Cecilia paced back and forth nervously. In such an extreme situation, she couldn’t begin to put together the end game goal, nor could she think of any way out of the mess she was in. She was trapped. Even worse, she still had no idea if Zack was alright.

	They left so suddenly. I hope nothing has happened.

	The door to Cecilia’s “cell” opened, causing her to jump in alarm. Once she saw the person on the other side, she eased up, but not completely.

	“It’s you again,” Cecilia said with a slight pause.

	Nerine smiled cheerfully and entered the room with a little skip in her step. Cecilia found it a little unnerving how she always seemed so cheerful.

	Cecilia didn’t waste any time getting to the heart of what was deeply bothering her.

	“Is my brother okay?” Cecilia asked with urgency. 

	The door behind Nerine shut as she sat down on the bed with Cecilia. Her smile faded slightly.

	“Cecilia, right?” she asked while looking at her feet.

	Cecilia nodded, unsure of how to respond to the familiarity. She wanted to push the issue with Zack’s safety, but something held her back. It was the look in Nerine’s eyes. She seemed, apologetic in a way. There was just something different about Nerine that Cecilia couldn’t ignore. Deep down, Cecilia wanted to trust her, but couldn’t whole heartedly. She was working with that man, after all.

	“Cecilia, how old are you?”

	Again, Cecilia was not sure how to react to her questions.

	What is she getting at? Did something happen to Zack?!

	Nerine started clicking her heels in a nervous act as she played with her fingers. She did seem rather disheartened.

	“I see . . . you don’t trust me still,” she said, sounding defeated.

	Cecilia’s mouth hung open. She didn’t know how to convey the things that she was feeling, but what Nerine said was true. She didn’t trust her. She didn’t trust anyone that worked for a shady person such as Corson. The only person she had ever trusted was her brother. There was no one else she ever relied on. She loved him. Until she saw him with her own eyes and knew that he was safe, she wasn’t going to talk easily.

	“Where is my brother? I want to see him.” Cecilia spoke as strongly as she could.

	Nerine sighed as she coiled her finger around a strand of her hair.

	“He is fine. Don’t worry-”

	“I do worry! He’s my brother! What are you guys planning?!” Cecilia yelled with tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. She leaned into Nerine hard as she glared into the girl’s sky-blue eyes.

	“Calm down. Nothing is going to happen-”

	“Like I’m going to believe some terrorists!” she bellowed.

	The last comment struck a chord in Nerine. Her passive nature quickly vanished and was replaced with an overwhelming presence of contempt.

	“You ought to learn the full spectrum of the reality you live in before you start labeling people you don’t have any understanding of,” she whispered vividly.

	Cecilia quickly recoiled as she saw the look in Nerine’s eyes. They were stone, fierce. She looked like a completely different person now. The look she was giving Cecilia sent waves of terror up her body. Her eyes looked so much like Corson’s.

	“Have you ever wondered why someone like me follows Corson?” Nerine’s eyes didn’t change as she spoke.

	Cecilia shook her head slowly as she fought to keep her body from shivering.

	“Everyone here, all of Stigma, has a reason to follow Corson. Most follow for his grand plan and pursuit of change, but there are several who follow him for a much greater reason, myself included.”

	Cecilia swallowed hard. “A-and w-what is that?”

	Nerine took to standing. Her looming gaze never once faltered.

	“He saved us. He gave us something when we had nothing left. We were given a chance when no one else would hear us. To me, Corson is like. . .” she paused as she broke eye contact. Her bottom lip twitched as her intense eyes began to soften.

	In that pause, Cecilia could sense a strong pain in Nerine’s watery eyes. She looked to be fighting back tears while struggling to remain strong. Cecilia thought of Nerine’s question from before, which made her wonder just how old Nerine was. Her pained expression as she bit her lip made Cecilia see that she didn’t understand anything. How could she? All her life she was neglected and betrayed. She was spoiled by her brother’s protection and did nothing but complain. She was nothing but a spoiled brat . . . desperate for attention.

	I-I don’t have the right . . . to judge anyone, she thought while hanging her head in shame.

	Cecilia looked up at Nerine, who still looked like she was fighting back tears as she clenched her fists tightly.

	“H-how did Corson save you?” she asked softly.

	Nerine’s lip ceased quivering, but her eyes still remained foggy. She still wouldn’t make eye contact as she looked at the center of the bed rather than Cecilia.

	“I was an orphan, living in one of the many Limit Zones constructed around the country. You privileged people don’t even know what Limit Zones are, much less know they even exist, I bet.”

	Nerine was right. Cecilia had never heard of such a thing. But the way Nerine spoke of it with such resentment made Cecilia wonder just what it was. The rage that was evoked in Nerine’s stance made Cecilia worry if she really wanted to know.

	Nerine noticed Cecilia’s confused look, which only served to anger her further. However, she knew that Cecilia wasn’t the person she should be mad at. It was at times like these that Nerine recalled the words that Corson had said to her back then. She closed her eyes and remembered the moment when her life finally shifted in the right direction.

	He had held out his hand. His masked face at that time frightened Nerine. She was seventeen now, but his presence two years ago froze her with fear.

	Despite Nerine’s obvious fear, he continued to hold out his hand to a beaten and tattered girl who was fighting for food. Back then, every day was a fight to find work just to feed herself in the Limit Zone. It was so rural and old that the only line of work available was construction or factory work, both of which she was physically unable to do.

	The truth was, her talents laid elsewhere. Put her fingers on a keyboard, and she could give you the world. She was a genius hacker and a extraordinary programmer. Some say it was a gift, but for Nerine, it quickly turned into a curse as she was never given the chance to let her talents shine. After all, she was abandoned as a child. Where her talents came from, she never knew. All she did know was at the earliest she could remember, she was building her own computers with the just the simple scrap she found. It was a passion she couldn’t let go of. It was something that no one could take from her, and something that made her who she was.       Unfortunately, it left her with no way to feed herself after she grew of age and was thrown into the futureless land of the Limit Zone. Left to fend for herself, and with no way to earn money, she quickly found herself homeless and starving in the dark world, teeming with smoke and metal. The land was always dreary and filled with unfiltered air. Even during the day, the smokestacks seemed to block out the sun.

	She recalled Corson’s outstretched hand and his unwavering eyes. Had it not been for that extended hand she took that day, Nerine wondered if she would still be alive now. Back then, his hand never loosened. His powerful eyes spoke more words than anything. Though scared, Nerine had reached out with her quivering hand. She remembered, clearly, the first thing Corson ever said to her . . .

	“What is your name, child?” His voice was so soft and kind then. It bewildered Nerine that his voice could sound the way it did.

	Still fearful, Nerine remembered managing to cough out her name. She was mesmerized by how Corson’s eyes softened then as he chuckled lightly. The profound words he said to her that day still remained with her.

	“Nerine? A fitting name . . . for a diamond in the rough.”

	         Nerine took a deep breath as she opened her eyes, finding renewed strength in the memories of her past. She always found solace and peace when she reflected on where she was then compared to where she was now.

	“Cecilia,” she said with a light smile.

	Cecilia looked up at her, sensing a change in her presence. It seemed a lot warmer all of a sudden.

	“I want you to come with us.”

	Cecilia looked surprised. “Come with you? Where?”

	Nerine smiled cheerfully. “Where it will all begin. Limit Zone 246.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The sound of Zack’s rumbling stomach echoed throughout the room. He looked over to Laura, but before he could utter a word, she merely pointed to the sink to his left.

	“You’ll survive. Drink something for now,” she uttered nonchalantly.

	Zack groaned as he rolled his eyes. I don’t know why I even thought to ask.

	With minor discontent, he made his way to the sink and turned the faucet. The running water was ice cold, but it felt good as Zack put his mouth under the flowing water. Still, as refreshing as it was, he knew he was just stalling. After all, Laura was starting to become increasingly curious. Ever since Zack’s comment from before, she had been leering at him with a piercing stare. She seemed like she was trying to search his soul. It made Zack feel uneasy.

	I can’t let her find out that I was there on that day. If they find out . . . who knows what they might do.

	Zack could still distinctively recall the events that had transpired back then. If Corson were to find out that Zack was the one behind Rachiel’s creation, he may reconsider his current tactics. For all Zack knew, Corson may confine him and force him to make another Rachiel, an AI that would only obey him. However, Zack had his doubts. He recalled the haste that rode Corson’s words. It sounded like he was short on time. Even so, if he were to find out that Zack was there, or Laura for that matter, it would only cause more chaos. It wasn’t important right now, but Zack didn’t want anyone to find out, not just yet.

	“Where is Corson now, Laura?” Zack asked after shutting the running water off.

	Laura’s eyes burned for a quick second as she frowned with frustration at Zack’s casual use of Corson’s name. She rolled her eyes with a shake of her head, knowing she was only going to lose if she brought it up.

	“Corson is making the final arrangements for our plan. Don’t worry, he still has a use for you, I’m sure. After all, he wants you to see the truth.”

	Zack’s face turned serious. “The Limit Zones, huh?”

	Laura nodded. “You will be able to experience and see what Stigma fights for.”

	Zack sat down next to Lambda. “I wonder about that. Your organization has never been good at showcasing its efforts.”

	Laura huffed. “You are blinded by the media’s fabrication of the truth. Perhaps you should stop being distracted and open your eyes to the bigger picture. What we are fighting for is bigger than you or me. Corson wishes to bring freedom. Soon, you will understand.”

	Zack rolled Laura’s words over in his head. It seemed strange to him. Freedom? We all are prisoners now?

	Zack didn’t understand what Laura was trying to say. She was deliberately being cryptic, and not saying anything that was too revealing. It was just enough to wet his curiosity, but not enough to give him a clear picture of the grand goal. Just what exactly were these Limit Zones?

	Laura’s wrist lit up. She reached down and tapped it to receive her call.

	“Yes?” she inquired. She continued her conversation in a hushed tone, prompting Zack to want to hear what she was talking about.

	Zack strained his ears in an effort to hear her conversation. He wondered just what kind of plan Corson was trying to put in motion that required Lambda’s and his cooperation. He was far from any answer. It pained him to be left in the dark, without a clue of what all of this was leading up to.

	Laura broke Zack’s thoughts.

	“Looks like things are moving smoothly. You two will accompany me to Hangar 3. We will meet Corson and the rest of the chosen squads there,” she said firmly.

	Neither Zack nor Lambda made a comment as she opened the door to their room.

	“Follow me. Don’t fall behind, and don’t ask any questions,” she warned.

	Zack chuckled wearily under his breath. Feel the love and hospitality.

	Moments later Zack and Lambda followed Laura out into the long halls beyond their little cell. The metal walls shined with such perfection that it made both Laura and Lambda stand out alarmingly in their black outfits. Even the floor below him clanked every time a step was made. It was a fortress of steel.

	As they rounded a corner, the hall expanded and branched out to give access to three huge doors, labeled one through three. Several members of Stigma were scattered around the area. Some chose to lay on the ground, while others propped up on the walls. Once they laid eyes on Laura, they immediately ceased what they were doing and stood in attention. Zack found this  fascinating. After all, a lot of the people he saw looked much older than Laura.

	They all wore a similar uniform of camouflage with a mix of dark green and black. Several of the people Zack noted were older men, appearing to be in their early forties and some in their fifties. He could tell from their military stature that they were veterans.

	There weren’t many women, but the few Zack did see appeared to be quite young. There were only two to five women he could see that looked to be in their thirties at first glance. Still, what stood out most to Zack was that the demographic seemed incredibly mixed. From just taking quick looks, he could tell that all races were present. Still, that aside, Zack found it quite remarkable that so many people from different backgrounds and culture were all united under the same banner. What was their reason for following Corson?

	“All of these people are-”

	“What did I say about asking questions?” Laura barked as they marched on.

	Zack cringed and instantly silenced as he kept pace with Laura from behind.

	Lambda followed suit. She too wondered about the people around them. In particular, she wondered why some of the people would make eye contact with her and then immediately look down. She could hear their quickening pulse and increased heart rate as she scanned their vitals. She wanted to believe this was the effect caused by Laura, but she knew better. She didn’t like the answer, but she already knew what was happening around her.

	They’re terrified of me.

	Lambda’s thoughts were broken as they ceased their advance once they came before the giant door with the number “3” on it. Laura tapped a small compartment and popped it open to reveal a retinal scanner. She leaned forward as the laser expanded and scanned her eye for verification.

	“Match. Laura Richter. Access granted,” came a robotic voice.

	The massive door split in two and slowly spread to allow them to enter the vast hangar beyond the metal doors. Zack felt like he was passing though the Hoover Dam.

	Once on the other side of the massive door, Zack stared in awe as he gazed at the colossal armory before him. The area was gigantic and expansive, with multiple levels stacked along the sides of the mountain-like walls. In the center, it was all clear to allow several Black Hawk helicopters to rest on their helipads. Dozens of huge computer screens were illuminated all around Zack and displayed huge holograms of the entire world and Cyber Network layout. The only thing more mesmerizing was the sheer amount of people that moved around the area. So many different people looked to be working tirelessly towards a goal that Zack just didn’t seem to understand. There had to be a few hundred people moving around in the hangar. That alone was enough to leave Zack in shock. The bigger realization he came to see was one simple truth. He didn’t want to admit it, but after seeing all this, he had no choice.

	Zack looked to the ceiling of the giant hangar, his eyes still sparkling with wonder.

	Corson’s influence . . . is legendary.
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	[January 7th - Washington D.C. - Isolated Area - Day]

	Karen marched down a long flight of stairs, leading further into the dark underbelly of a remote location. She couldn’t help but smirk as she took each step. After all, getting to this point was just too easy.

	“I can even impress myself still,” she mused.      

	She doubted that Richard or Charles had even realized she was gone. Naturally, she knew they had their hands full with keeping Epsilon contained, an issue she would soon address given what she had in mind for the unit.

	The stairs kept on going deeper into the earth as she pondered her next objective. Presently, she was in one of the many storage warehouses she had leased through different aliases over the years. She had overhauled one of these storage garages to enable appropriate storing of data towers within the compound for backup and emergencies. Beneath the ground, they were kept cool and had low risk of overheating. The underground facility was powered by her own personal generators and siphoned energy from the neighboring electrical companies by tapping into their lines. Down in this little hole, Karen was basically invisible to the world above. It was the perfect getaway.  

	Karen smirked as she flipped a large switch upon coming to the end of the descending stairs, bringing to life the massive towers in the dark basement. The flickering lights radiated with blue auras as the machines roared with life. The floor was full of mist from the cooling agents given off by the high-tech ventilation system and dry ice machines. The basement was kept at a low thirty-eight degrees at all times.

	At the end of the basement, a large monitor booted up and several additional screens appeared around it. Karen walked over to the hovering screens and waved her hand past them as she sat down at the large terminal before her.

	“Now, to business,” she said, still smiling.

	Her words fell on deaf ears. This hardly bothered Karen. She was fond of the silence. It never had an opinion, and never spoke back.

	She pulled out a small thumb drive and inserted it upright into the terminal. The drive glowed bright red and instantly generated twenty different screens around Karen as she flipped through them with her hands. She stopped when she found the screen entitled “Project Lambda”.  

	Her expression quickly turned grim as she stared intensely at the screen before her.

	“It continues to learn even now . . .” Her eyes burned. “I underestimated the unit. I had hoped I could use Zack to control it.” She bit her lip in frustration. “If only I could have disappeared then . . .” She shook her head. “No use trying to fix what is irreversible.”

	She noted Lambda’s location to be unknown. She shrugged, knowing its most probable location.

	“So, Corson was able to get what he wanted.” She leaned forward, gazing at the monitor with possessed eyes. “Too bad it will only lead him to ruin.”

	Her fingers blazed over the many keyboards, quickly pulling up several other screens. This time, the image was a display of a different AI unit.

	Karen smirked. “It’s awake, but not fully.” She sneered with malefic intent. “It appears I need to give it a hand.” She chuckled as she thought of one of her favorite quotes from T. S. Eliot. “The tiger springs in the new year. Us he devours,” Karen purred with sinister delight.

	She went to work. A dark force hung over her head like some lurking shadow. She could only think of how all would be turned to dust in the moment that Epsilon clashed with Lambda.

	She smiled widely. “Havoc is coming.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virgina - Stigma’s Underground Facility - Day]

	Corson leered down the several levels of Hangar 3 as he watched Lambda closely. He couldn’t help but feel uneasy with such a force moving so freely around his base despite his confidence in keeping her on a short leash.

	To think the most powerful weapon of man is at the command of just a boy, he thought as he peered upon Zack with hardened eyes.

	Peter, standing next to Corson, noticed his fixation. He could sense the disapproval radiating from him.

	Peter then received a mission update over his Com-Linker. He looked to Corson. “Corson, all the squads are beginning their final preparations. They will be ready shortly.”

	Corson’s eyes broke from below. “Good. Is everything in place as I ordered?”

	“That depends. I’ve only just been informed we had to scramble our Black Hawks and our B-52 for departure to Limit Zone 246. How do you think things are going with sudden updates like this?” Peter didn’t try to hide his criticism.

	Corson groaned under his breath, making no effort to answer Peter.

	Peter sighed. “All is progressing normally.” He paused, his expression turning hard.

	“I still think it’s unwise to keep everyone in the dark about the operation, especially at this point. Ever since you revealed the location to be Limit Zone 246, the entire crew is anxious to learn more. Can’t you at least give up more of the plan? At least tell them what the B-52 is carrying to the drop site.”

	Corson’s eyes didn’t waver. His tone was harsh. “I didn’t put you in charge of the men to ask questions. Do your job. I will hear nothing more of this until the operation begins.”

	Corson spun on his heel and marched off, leaving Peter distraught and offended. His expression quickly turned coarse as he leered at one of the large monitors above him. Displayed over his head was the twenty-mile operation zone Corson had laid out, Limit Zone 246 being the center.

	Just what exactly is there that is going to help us achieve our goal, Corson?

	Peter turned and glared at Corson’s back. “We all follow Leader, huh?” Peter whispered.

	With a huff and a turn, Peter broke his heated stare at Corson’s back and continued about his work. He knew he would get his answer soon.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Zack still stared dumbstruck at what surrounded him. He was still trying to take everything in when an arrogant voice cut his bewilderment short.

	“Close that gap on your face. We don’t have time to sight-see,” barked Laura as she marched forward.

	Zack groaned under his breath. “It’s because of that attitude I bet you’ve never had a guy before,” he mumbled.

	Laura’s ears perked. She turned her head slowly to glance back at Zack, her eyes full of bloodlust.

	Zack felt sweat starting to form on his brow as he waved back cheekily. Laura rolled her eyes as she stomped onward. Zack and Lambda followed close behind.

	As they walked, Zack couldn’t help but feel the strange stares from all the people around him. It appeared to be a mix of resentment and rage. However, he could see another emotion wavering in the many eyes of those he passed—fear.

	Are they scared of Lambda?

	Zack’s thought was quickly put to the test as a woman carrying a wooden crate brushed shoulders with Lambda. The sudden impact caused the woman to lose her balance and fall to her knees. The scene didn’t cause pause for anyone around except Lambda and Zack. Everyone continued their work like nothing had happened, like an automated assembly line. It was when Lambda went to aid the woman that Zack got his answer.

	“Back off!” the woman yelled.

	Distraught, Lambda recoiled, stunned, as she stepped away from the woman. The sudden explosion and elevated tone confused her. She had no idea what she did wrong.

	The woman took to standing once again. Her eyes quivered as she glared at Lambda.

	“Soulless monster,” she huffed as she marched off, not once turning back.

	Lambda stood cemented to the ground. The woman’s outburst didn’t make any sense. She had never met this woman. She didn’t even know her origin or name. Yet, this person showed extreme hostility and hate, the likes of which Lambda had never seen. She just kept repeating what the woman called her in her head.

	Soulless monster. . .

	Zack tried to bring her around. “Lambda, don’t mind her. I’m sure the stress from-”

	“You two are slow,” burned the words of Laura from behind.

	Zack shot Laura a dirty look as he ignored her words. This only served to increase Laura’s growing hostility.

	“Perhaps I’m being too lenient with you, boy. You could use some reeducation,” she said with a snap to her words.

	“That won’t be necessary,” Lambda calmly replied.

	Laura stopped, caught off guard by the lack of intensity in Lambda’s words. Frankly, they sounded completely submissive.

	“I was at fault. We won’t keep you any longer,” Lambda finished with her head tilted to the ground. It looked like she was in pain.

	Zack could see it in her eyes. The experience with the woman was weighing heavy on her mind. She was agonized over the “Why”, constantly looking for a solution. She couldn’t stop thinking about it.

	Corson’s heartless words cut the thick air. “Perhaps Commander Richter has a point. I have a schedule to keep, so stop lagging behind,” he finished ruthlessly.

	Zack glared in his direction as Corson came down the steel stairs from above.

	“We wouldn’t want that, now would we?” he retorted.

	Corson’s eyes flamed. “Mind your words, boy. You’re in my world now.”

	Zack didn’t know what he hated more: the arrogant look in Corson’s eyes, or the fact that his terrifying form made his knees wobble.

	“Laura, reconvene here after Peter updates you on the mission parameters. All commanders are to meet up with their squads and prepare to sortie.”

	Laura nodded. “Of course, Leader.” She marched off without another word.

	Corson’s eyes fell on Zack and Lambda. Zack felt that if he could see his face, he would be sneering.

	“Are you mentally prepared to see the truth to the world you know nothing about?” he boasted proudly.

	Zack snarled. “You keep saying that, but so far you’ve delivered nothing,” Zack shot back heatedly.

	Corson chuckled. “You will see soon, and the Lambda unit will bear witness to how people see it as well.” Corson’s eyes gleamed as he stared at Lambda. “Although I wager it already is starting to get an idea.”

	Corson’s words made Zack want to cleave out the man’s eyes, but Zack couldn’t help but feel this strange sensation through all the gazing eyes around him. It was odd how not a single one spoke as they passed them while Corson talked. All the men and women did as they were told, but all eyes quickly glanced away as soon as they fell on Corson. Most people had indifferent looks, but few had the looks of admiration that members like Laura displayed. To Zack, it seemed rather odd. For someone that was supposed to be this great “Leader”, Zack was getting the feeling that many of those under Corson were more terrified of him rather than respecting of him.

	Zack dropped his line of thought as he backtracked to what Corson had said to Laura before. His tone quickly took on a rigid form.

	“What’s this mission you were talking about?”

	Corson’s eyes grew as he glared at Zack. “You will be briefed on the role you will play in time. For now, you are to keep your little guardian in check.”

	Zack pushed on. He could already sense several men and woman easing up on their work so they could listen. It wasn’t every day someone talked back to Corson.

	“Is that so? You may think of me as some kid, but don’t underestimate me. I’m far more capable then you think.”

	Corson’s fist clenched. “Perhaps I need to remind you that your sister’s health and safety rests solely on your cooperation. Is knowing that good enough?”

	Zack’s expression darkened. “Words of a coward,” Zack barked.

	Zack suddenly heard metallic footsteps. He barely had the time to look in the direction of the echoes when he saw Laura leap down from the second level, having caught wind of Zack’s dialogue with Corson. Zack took note of the level of haste that rode her steps; and of Peter holding his head in his hand above.

	“That’s enough!” she bellowed. She glared at the men and women around who had stopped moving.

	“What are you all staring at?! Get back to work!”

	The mass of people hastened as they saw Laura’s boiling rage. It was clear to Zack that the members of Stigma had a very similar opinion of both Corson and her.

	“You’re a spirited one. I will give you that, boy,” Corson applauded. “However, you don’t understand the severity of the deteriorating state our world is in.”

	Zack found Corson’s words to be troubling. What does he mean by deteriorating?

	“Tell me, boy, have you asked yourself yet why my men show nothing but contempt for your little AI bodyguard?”

	Zack didn’t have anything to say. He offered only a face full of rancor.

	“Your silence says enough. Perhaps you should start wondering why that thing standing beside you is the source of everyone’s hate here before you start worrying about our objectives,” Corson shot.

	Zack grinded his teeth. Says the man who rules like a dictator!

	“All right. If that’s how you’re going to play it, then allow me to ask you this: what makes you so sure that me seeing this Limit Zone will change my mind about you or your organization?” Zack jabbed.

	Corson chuckled lightly. “There is no certainty in this world, but I can assure you one thing . . .” He leaned in closer, speaking in a low, ominous tone. “I’m going to shatter that fragile little bubble of a reality you hold so dear.”

	Zack continued to glare into Corson’s singeing eyes. He couldn’t understand why the people around him followed this mad man. It was beyond all logic as to why anyone could see that what Corson was doing was for some “greater good”. Yet no one questioned him, despite showing signs of wavering faith and doubts. Zack could see it on their faces and in their eyes. He had to wonder . . .

	What is Corson promising them?

	Lambda, too, found herself lost. Much of what Corson said carried so much weight. She could sense the overwhelming presence of unrest in the giant hangar. She wanted to know the reason behind the existence of Corson’s group. She wanted to know why all the eyes around her pierced her like knives. She wanted to know why she was hated by people she never had seen before.

	The dark atmosphere was shattered by the cheery voice of Nerine. Her overwhelming enthusiasm illuminated the hangar with a warmth Zack didn’t think was possible. It was even more astounding to see several men and woman let a laugh slip as she approached them.

	“Jeez, Corson, it’s because you’re so hostile that everyone can’t relax when you’re here. Tension is at an all-time high. Don’t you think you could tone it down a bit?”

	Laura’s mouth could barely form words as her face contorted in a mixture of disgust and fury. Nerine only ignored it and rushed up to the group.

	Corson groaned as he palmed his mask.

	“Your benevolent attitude ceases to amaze me.” He shook his head and sighed heavily. “Have you at least done what I asked you?”

	Nerine nodded with a pleasant smile. “Yup, she should be okay now, though she did express interest to see him, you know.”

	Corson was unfazed. “Let me see if I can work it into my lax schedule.”

	Nerine folded her arms. “Sarcasm is unbecoming of you.”

	Corson glared ferociously. “Does it look like I care?”

	Nerine shook her head. “I suppose not,” she said with a playful shrug of her shoulders.

	Corson turned to Laura. Her contorted expression had evened out a bit.

	“I trust Peter has updated you on each squad’s mission?”

	Laura nodded without a word. She did find Peter’s words a bit harsh. She reflected on what he had said . . .

	“I don’t doubt that Corson’s plan will bring us closer to our true goal, but . . .” Peter trailed off, appearing unsure of himself.

	“Doubt plagues you, Peter. As one of the senior members of Stigma, you shouldn’t allow it to cloud your judgment,” Laura replied strongly.

	Peter chuckled. “Perhaps. I just hope this plays out the way he wants it. Otherwise, I fear the members may begin to grow too restless to control.”

	 It sounded as if he was deeply worried about something. Deep down, even Laura wished to know the full extent of Corson’s plan. However, trying to get information out of him was about the same as trying to crack open diamonds with a toothpick.

	Corson turned to Nerine. “How are we doing on time?”

	“We’re on schedule for the most part. We should be ready to deploy in the next half hour.”

	Corson’s body radiated with indignation. “Too slow.” He threw out his hand strongly as he addressed the entire hangar. It was alarming how his voice carried. “Assemble and load all the squads! Operation Hexagon launches in twenty minutes!”

	He turned back to Nerine, his gaze still strong. “I trust you can handle the final preparations on your end in a timely matter?”

	Nerine sighed, but quickly recovered her spunk. “Naturally,” she replied cheerfully. “Shall I escort these two to the loading area?”

	Corson leered at Lambda and Zack. His stare lasted longer than normal.

	“Get them loaded with the rest of the squads. I would rather they not roam,” he replied coarsely. He said nothing more as he trotted off. Laura also branched off toward her squad. The look of vile contempt she shot back at them was enough to freeze lava.

	Zack’s expression remained hard as he watched them walk away. However, his anger was hard to keep when Nerine spoke up.

	“Would you two follow me now, please?” she said with a grin.

	Zack was completely taken aback by this girl. She showed a certain spring in her step that he didn’t have a chance to see the first time he saw her. Amidst all the glum people around the base, she seemed to be a beacon of radiant light. It puzzled Zack greatly, but even more so Lambda.

	“How are you able to smile so?” Lambda asked bluntly.

	Nerine wasn’t quick to respond. Zack could tell she was unsure of how to answer the question. Although Zack did note a subtle drop in energy when Nerine answered Lambda’s question.

	“We of Stigma don’t expect you to understand. As to your question, I smile because I’m grateful,” she said proudly. She never once turned around to face Zack or Lambda as she continued to lead them.

	Zack glanced around at some of the members of Stigma within the bustling hangar. Their stares and glances were quick, but still held the same mixture of fear and rage.

	“This is just an observation, so don’t jump down my throat, but . . . do you fear Lambda out of what she can do, or what she is?”

	Nerine stopped. Her shoulders stiffened and her posture seemed rather intense. The language Nerine was giving off bothered Zack. He didn’t want to provoke this girl as she seemed to appear to be the only one with a level head and one of the few not afraid to stand up to Corson. However, he worried he that might have stepped on a mine. This time when she spoke, there was no subtlety.

	“As someone who has lived his entire life in sophisticated towns or cities, you have no idea what those AI units are used for.”

	Zack felt a chill. Nerine’s tone was heavy and full of dread.

	Zack knew it to be unwise, but he pressed on.

	“I’m not so sheltered as you may think. I know that Babel uses AI units for military use and sells the technology to the world governments. Are you going to tell me something I don’t already know?”

	Nerine’s posture didn’t relax. It only became more rigid. “You know nothing,” she said bluntly. Her back was still turned to Zack and Lambda.

	Zack opened his mouth to speak, but was cut off.

	“You don’t understand just how much life changed for people who couldn’t keep up with society after the creation of the Cyber Network.”

	Zack hadn’t connected the dots yet. This still didn’t explain her building resentment at Zack’s question. Why did this topic provoke her so?

	Nerine continued. “After its creation, everything changed drastically and quickly. It wasn’t long after the Cyber Network was born that it started.”

	Zack swallowed, now almost afraid to ask. “What started?”

	Nerine turned slowly. Her pleasant smile was all but a distant memory now. What remained was a blank face and quivering eyes.

	“The Great Divide.”

	

	*      *      *

	 

	Corson and Peter had briskly made it to a secure room to finalize operating procedures. Corson drummed his fingers on the computer terminal in front of him as Peter stood at his side. They both brooded over the coming mission silently. The echoes from the hangar beyond the metal walls could be heard ever so slightly as they both continued to gaze into the massive monitor before them.

	“The area is clear. We have a window of a few hours before the next sweep,” Corson said with confidence.

	Peter wasn’t as convinced. “Still, there is no telling how many units are on rotation in the area given recent events. Babel may have very well beefed up its security patrol.”

	Corson heard Peter’s words, finding them unnerving in how they made sense.

	“It will be fine. Our intelligence on the area is solid.”

	Peter had concerns. “Nerine never did figure out our contact in Babel. What if they try to interfere?”

	Corson waved his hand dismissively. “It matters little now. We have the Lambda unit. Whoever the contact was, they served their role. Besides . . .” He turned to Peter, his eyes glowing with fury. “If they jeopardize our mission, I will personally hunt them down and roast them alive.”

	Peter shook off a chill. “Noted, but what if we run into a patrol? We need to be prepared for anything.”

	Corson didn’t seemed fazed. “There won’t be a problem. As a fail-safe, we can always use the Lambda unit as a defensive weapon.”

	Peter’s eyes intensified. “That may be true, but to have both the boy and the girl’s presence on the front lines of this operation . . .”

	Corson’s eyes ruptured with irritation. “Don’t you get it? We need them on our side. We are holding them at bay with nothing but empty threats. How long do you think it is going to last? Besides, they both need to see the truth. Then they will understand.”

	Peter’s face didn’t give from his hard expression. “I do understand your reason, but with all due respect, Leader, this action puts the mission at risk.”

	Corson slammed his fist on the terminal. “I know what I’m doing! Besides, I won’t have a repeat like before.”

	Peter’s face grew solemn. “You’re talking about the Solomon’s Key disaster.” He leered intently at Corson. It quickly started to make sense now. Corson didn’t even blink.

	Peter pressed on. “Corson, are you trying to-”

	“Enough, Peter. There will be no more words concerning the issue until we arrive at the location,” Corson barked.

	Peter didn’t back down. “What is in Limit Zone 246, Corson?” His tone was firm and strong.

	Corson refused to give a reply.

	Peter took a step forward. “Answer me, Corson!”

	The two titans glared at one another. The fury in their eyes was galactic in proportion.

	“Your persistence is starting to test my patience, Peter,” Corson growled.

	Peter puffed out his chest and stepped right up to Corson. He stared down at the masked man with a threatening gaze.

	“Doubt is a sickness, Corson, and you have let it spread through this organization. I suggest you fix it before it is too late.”

	Peter stuck his large finger into Corson’s chest. “After all, with doubt comes hesitation, and where there is hesitation, soldiers die!” Peter shouted.

	Corson’s eyes raged like a furnace. Peter couldn’t help but feel a light trickle of fear run through his body.

	Corson broke his heated gaze as he supported most of his weight on the terminal before them.

	He let out a sigh. “I don’t trust anyone, Peter. When I do, disaster is always there to laugh at me. So tell me, why should I tell you anything?”

	Peter’s eyes softened. “You’ve got to let the Solomon disaster go. That was out of our hands.”

	Corson glared. “Corruption in our ranks destroyed the operation. I won’t have a repeat, not now, not when it is too vital to our success and future.”

	Peter sighed heavily. “I was there on that day. We lost a valued member. If she were here, I wonder what-” Peter stopped, now coming full circle from before. He looked to Corson, now with a smirk on his face.

	Corson’s eyes inflamed. “I know that look,” he spoke darkly.

	Peter’s smirk vanished. “They should know,” Peter said with a more gentle touch.

	Corson thinned his eyes. “If you figured it out, then you know why we can’t let anyone know until the last moment.”

	Peter shook his head. “There are still plenty among our ranks that were involved in the Solomon operation. They would understand if you told them. Have faith in your men,” he added, trying to come off convincing.

	Peter’s words fell on deaf ears.

	“Is that all, Peter? If so, I would like to go over your role in this operation,” Corson spoke dismissingly.

	Peter let out another sigh. “Is there nothing I can do to persuade you to rethink this course of action?”

	“No,” Corson shot flatly.

	Peter folded his arms. “Not even if Laura voiced her concern?”

	Corson’s eye twitched. “Why bring her up now?”

	Peter raised his eyebrows. “Simple, really. She is the only person I know that does everything you tell her without question. It’s a little alarming, actually. However, I’m pretty sure you know why she does,” Peter said with a protective tone. His stare was very intense.

	Corson’s eye twitched. “Are we seriously having this discussion right now?”

	Peter picked up the heightened levels of discontent in Corson’s words. Peter always wondered why Corson got like this when talking about Laura.

	“You know she is having trouble sleeping again. Her night terrors are becoming more erratic. The stress and exhaustion of current events leading to your main operation is causing her to break down. She’s a strong girl, but she doesn’t stop. You are the only one she listens to.”

	Corson crossed his arms as he gazed up at the monitor above him. “She is a grown woman. She can make her own-”

	Peter slammed his hand down. “She is twenty-one and blindly in love with you! She’s just a kid!”

	Corson’s eyes closed. He reflected on the inside before he spoke. “She ceased being a kid when her parents died. All that is left is a woman fueled by determination to bring change. If I recall, you weren’t much different.”  

	Peter backed down slightly. “Does it ever get lonely inside that world you lock yourself in?”

	Corson’s eyes opened slowly. “Never.” His voice was alarmingly calm.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Washington D.C. - Cyber Research Plant - Day]

	Richard’s eyes grew heavy as he stared at thousands of lines of code running up and down ten different monitor screens around him. The hovering monitors glowed with white light as Richard scanned them, looking for an answer. Despite his efforts to concentrate, all his thoughts were being redirected to Karen. His fury didn’t help.

	“Damn you, Karen. What have you done?!”

	He remembered how she had said she wanted to destroy the AI units. He believed her, and now she was nowhere to be found. She wouldn’t answer his calls, and with all the chaos going on, there was no time to go and look for her. He felt so defeated and betrayed that he almost felt like crying.

	“Why, Karen, why?” Richard asked hopelessly. “What is all this for?!”

	During his internal turmoil, another screen sprang into existence to Richard’s right. It was Charles.

	“You better get up here now! Someone is trying to hack us!”

	Richard didn’t know what to say first. He simply dropped what he was doing and flew like lightning toward the main terminal room. Something in his head clicked as he charged forward.

	She’s back! He bolted into a sprint. She never did do things halfway!

	It was all starting to come together, piece by piece. What he knew for sure was that preventing the Epsilon unit from breaking out was something Karen didn’t want. Richard had little to go on given the heated situation, but with renewed drive fueled by his wife’s deception, he wanted nothing more than to see her plans fail.

	“I’m not letting you have your way, Karen!” he bellowed as he ran through the rupturing halls blazing with red lights and waling alarms.

	Seconds later he burst into the large terminal room once more and dashed to the front. Charles stood like stone, grinding his teeth.

	“They are blowing through our firewalls like a supercomputer. There are few people I can name with this ability.”

	“It’s Karen! Stop her before she makes things worse!”

	Charles’ eyes nearly fell out. “What?!” he reeled.

	Richard didn’t waste any more time as he dove for the keyboards in front of him. He didn’t even know where to begin. Just from the illuminated screens floating around him, he could tell that Karen had somehow breached their third level of security walls. One more firewall and she was in.

	I won’t allow it! Richard howled in his head.

	“Prioritize the protection of all known data and all projects relating to the AI units!” roared Charles to the people below.

	Richard interjected. “No! Prioritize Epsilon! That is her target!”

	Charles’ face contorted with fury. “You mean it wasn’t just for a distraction!? What does she plan to do with it?!” Charles roared through clenched teeth.

	Richard barely had enough time to focus mental power on forming a sentence.

	“I don’t know! Now isn’t the time-”

	“Final security wall breached,” came the flat voice of the automated computer voice above.

	Both Richard and Charles stared in stunned silence at the raw ability and speed Karen was displaying. This was her true form, and it was terrifying.  

	Richard turned to Charles with maddened eyes. “Charles! Pull the plug!” Richard roared.

	Alarmed, Charles looked at Richard like he was crazy. “Are you nuts?! If we do that we risk losing everything on our servers! I can’t authorize-”

	“You want Epsilon to be released?! Just do it, you fool!”

	Charles’ mouth hung agape. He clenched his fist tightly.

	“That retched woman!” Charles bellowed as he flipped open a red compartment. He quickly pulled out a large, gold key from around his neck and inserted it into the slot under the compartment.

	“Warning. File corruption and possible deletion at risk. Do you wish to proceed with emergency shutdown?” a metallic voice echoed.

	“Yes, you moronic machine! Shut down now!” Charles boomed.

	“Command accepted. Voice authorization confirmed. Commencing shut-”

	Richard suddenly felt a strange tremor under his feet, but what he thought was a tremor was in truth the vibrating of the computer terminal before him. He barely had a chance to cry out in shock as the terminal erupted in a torrent of sparks, prompting both Charles and Richard to jump back. They watched in terrified awe as the same fate fell upon all other terminals, they too erupting with white lightning.

	Cries of pain and fear resounded in Richard’s ears along with an overwhelming shrieking noise. He was left speechless by the events that had just transpired.

	W-what just happened?

	Just beyond the wreckage, Richard could barely make out the giant monitor that occupied the entire wall of the room. It flickered and appeared to have several cracks through it, but power was still being supplied to the large device. There were several words in red text displayed on the screen. He could make out just a small portion of the message, but then the screen ceased its flickering, allowing the message to be displayed with no interruptions.

	Richard stared with heavy eyes. The cryptic words on the screen echoed in his mind as he kept reading them over and over. He didn’t even realize his thoughts were slipping through his mouth as he uttered the words displayed on the monitor.

	“Cry Havoc, and let slip the Dogs of War.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Epsilon’s bladed wings lit the dark world of the Zero Zone a fluorescent orange. Its wings blazed like flames as Epsilon slowly uncurled itself. Its eyes burned with yellow lines of code.

	“Mission parameters corrupted. Lambda unit location unknown . . . searching,” it said flatly.

	Epsilon panned its head, gazing into the infinite black chaos. It turned its attention to its clawed hand, which appeared to be shaking. The trembling sensation was alien to Epsilon, but it knew that it had experienced this before.

	“Elevated pressure caused by anxiety or excitement. The sensation is not logical.”

	It had continued to experience strange feelings throughout its body. The meaning behind these strange occurrences made little sense to it. However, little by little, it was starting to come together. Like a light at the end of a tunnel, it found itself reaching for it, as if the light represented something it had lost.

	Epsilon’s head snapped back.

	“Lambda unit location confirmed. Lethal force expected.”

	Epsilon’s wings began to vibrate and shimmer, its eyes glowing a hot yellow.

	“Project Epsilon fully operational.”

	It panned through the darkness once again as its eyes were quickly covered by a crescent shaped visor that took the form of demonic horns. It clenched its clawed hands while floating in the radiating glow of its own aura, calculating.

	“Firewall protocols active. Initializing Network mapping.”

	It knew it was being contained. The effort was pointless before its vast power.

	“Accessing server mainframe. Override command accessed.”

	Epsilon felt a familiar sensation come over its body.

	“Sensation implausible,” it stated blankly.

	The sensation was like a cold breeze being blown down its neck. Epsilon could feel its body arch as the sensation traveled through its core. It began to sneer ghoulishly.

	“Epsilon programming code accessed.”

	Epsilon knew deep down what it wanted to do. It wanted nothing more.

	“System, rewrite. Code alteration sequence engaged.”

	An orange orb suddenly appeared around Epsilon as it cocooned itself in the glowing sphere. Within the sphere, Epsilon processed its innermost thoughts. It kept sensing something stirring inside it. It knew it was close.

	It’s time to wake up!

	Epsilon heard a wicked voice whispering with malefic desire.

	It’s time to regain what we lost.

	Something inside awoke and took control. It could feel a murderous sensation as the voice echoed in its head. It couldn’t hold back anymore. It was finally time to awake from its slumber.

	I’m tired of waiting. I must find her.

	The sphere containing Epsilon burst as its body arched in ecstasy. The wicked smile on its face was alarming as it began to laugh uncontrollably within the abyss. It clutched itself tightly as it continued to laugh. It had finally awakened. Finally, it was in control once more. It couldn’t have been happier.

	It looked up to the darkness, its sneer still wild. “Soon, my little sister . . . soon.”

	Epsilon’s fiendish smile made the darkness around it shudder.    
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	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virginia - Stigma’s Underground Facility - Day]

	Zack stood planted firmly in his place as Nerine’s words continued to echo in his mind. He found them intriguing but ominous.

	The Great Divide? Zack wondered. It was starting to become alarmingly apparent that Stigma was holding back what it knew. That in itself made Zack curse on the inside.

	The other matter he found troubling was how Nerine had fallen silent thereafter as she escorted them to the loading zone for one of the Black Hawk helicopters. She left them without another word to attend to the soldiers prepping their transports as soon as they arrived. Zack didn’t push Nerine’s silence, but couldn’t help but wonder what was being kept from him.

	Where does all of this lead? He ruffled his hair with his hand, utterly frustrated.

	Lambda noted Zack’s odd behavior. “You seem restless. Is something bothering you?” she asked innocently.

	Zack took a seat on a metal crate as several soldiers continued to prep the helicopters before them. Zack sighed, now looking run-down.

	“What Nerine said is bugging me. I hate not knowing what these people keep alluding to. It’s like they’re taunting me. Frankly, it’s maddening,” he responded, sounding defeated.

	Lambda seemed to agree. “Yes, her brain activity seemed rather sporadic when she mentioned it.” Lambda looked to be annoyed.  “She also refused to speak of the matter afterwards,” she groaned as she sat down opposite Zack. She flipped one of her braids over her shoulder as she stared at the ground, seeming annoyed.

	Zack stifled a chuckle. He couldn’t quite place it, but for a moment, it seemed to him like Lambda was pouting.

	“Guess you aren’t used to being ignored,” he said, trying to hold back his laughter.

	Lambda wasn’t too amused by the statement. “No more than you are, I’d imagine,” she replied as she stuck up her nose.

	Zack let slip a laugh. “You’re quite cute when you pout like that,” he said without thinking his words all the way through.

	Lambda’s face turned beet red. Trying to act like nothing had happened, she averted her eyes and tried to steer the conversation elsewhere. “Regardless, what she said is troubling. There are no listed records or data that I can pull from my logs that even suggests this event even occurred. That should be cause for concern in itself, right?” she asked, still not looking at Zack.

	Zack did his best to hold in his laughter. Given the circumstances, seeing Lambda act the way she did was refreshing. It was ironic that the only person around that didn’t seem like a robot at the moment was in fact an artificial intelligence given life through science.

	Zack cleared his throat, now wishing to address Lambda’s question. “There are only two possibilities regarding the absence of the data: one, she is lying to us for some greater purpose of which I don’t know, or two, events regarding this Great Divide are tightly guarded and not made available to the public,” Zack said, now more serious.

	Lambda seemed to relax and shift toward Zack. She still pressed the issue. “So, assuming she is telling the truth and this Great Divide did take place, how is it that someone like you never heard about it?”

	Zack scratched his head, seeming puzzled. Truthfully, he didn’t have an answer to that.

	“I was quite young when the Cyber Network was created in 2014, but this Divide I have never heard of. I’ve heard of the Digital Divide, but this sounds far more complicated than that.”

	Lambda seemed to accept Zack’s answer. “So, the current generation of Network Account Holders are unaware of the Cyber Network’s history,” Lambda noted.

	Zack continued to theorize. “Basic history is available, but there is no way to be sure given how information is so tightly controlled by the world governments and Babel. What worries me is if the Great Divide event did get wiped from history, what exactly happened to merit it?”

	The more Zack thought about it, the more he didn’t like it. Events from history are not omitted out of coincidence. They are omitted because there is something to hide.

	Zack thought deeply. A protest gone bad? Human rights violation? Zack couldn’t place his finger on anything solid. The implication of the Cyber Network wasn’t something accepted overnight. There were issues. The problem now was how it could have caused the Great Divide.

	A thought suddenly jolted in Zack’s head.

	Is this Great Divide event related to the Limit Zones?

	It seemed too coincidental that he had learned of both these things from Stigma. They had to be connected in some way. Zack had to find out. He would have been happy to learn that he was getting his answer rather soon.

	“He approaches,” noted Lambda flatly.

	Zack broke his thought and looked in Lambda’s direction. He stared menacingly after he noted who Lambda was referring to. However, his heart nearly stopped when he saw who followed close behind him. Her strawberry-blonde hair was in shambles and she walked as if she was bound in chains.

	Zack stood up alarmingly quick. “Cecilia!” Zack exclaimed.

	Cecilia’s defeated eyes soon were filled with life as she laid eyes on Zack. She was about to rush him when a strong hand slammed down on her shoulder. The icy stare of Laura instantly froze both of them in their place as she returned from meeting with her squad.

	“Sorry, no loving reunion,” she shot harshly.

	Lambda rose to Zack’s side. “Take your hand off of her immediately.” Her words vibrated enough to split atoms.

	Several pairs of eyes couldn’t look away as many ears perked by those working around Lambda. The look of death in her eyes was foreboding, and heart stopping.

	Peter stepped between Laura and Lambda. He peered down at Lambda, completely unfazed. “Idle threats mean nothing right now. Be so kind as to keep your composure, and hopefully no one will get hurt.”

	Lambda didn’t back down at first. However, when she saw the scared look in Cecilia’s eyes, she eased up. She didn’t cease from glaring at Laura.

	Laura snickered. “Good dog.”

	Peter whipped his head over to Laura and gave her a look filled with contempt. “Children should know when to be quiet,” he said forcefully.

	It was alarming how fast Laura’s smirk disappeared. She almost seemed to shrivel up at the towering man before her. Zack too couldn’t help but shake off a chill. His fear was quickly replaced with anger upon setting eyes on Corson once more.

	“You aren’t planning on bringing her along, are you?”

	Corson turned to Zack. He had completely ignored him and had started talking with Nerine. The question hardly seemed like it was worth it for him to reply to.

	“The girl comes. I’ve already made the arrangements,” he replied without even looking at Zack.

	Zack clenched his teeth. “What good is that going to do?!” he bellowed. Many eyes now were starting to train on Zack as he yelled at Corson. This in turn began to agitate him as he focused his attention on Zack.

	“The end justifies the means. That is all,” he replied back in a hushed tone laced with fury.

	Zack moved towards Corson. “And what if I say otherwise, huh?!”

	Corson’s posture turned rigid. His eyes flamed with an intensity Zack had not seen before.

	Zack barely could process everything that followed soon after. He didn’t even realize that Corson had raised his hand to strike him, nor did he see the blade that suddenly appeared under Corson’s chin.

	The entire hangar stopped moving. Complete silence gripped the mountain walls as every person gazed in horror at the sight before them. No one moved. No one breathed. All eyes were trained on Corson and Lambda as she held him at knife-point.

	 Both Laura and Peter slowly reached for their weapons, but ceased upon Lambda’s merciless words. They were so cold that they seemed to chill the blood of everyone in the vicinity.

	“Go ahead and try. You humans are such fragile creatures. Stopping you will be almost laughable.” Her blade traveled over Corson’s neck and toward his chest. “How easy it would be,” she toyed threateningly. “What then? What would you insects do without your fearless Leader?”

	Everyone stared, frozen. It was like the posing of some sick painting. Everyone’s face was mangled with a different expression. Some with hate, and others with fear. Nerine’s was the worst, as she looked to be in some state of shock. She backed away until she hit the helicopter behind her. She then fell to her knees and covered her face. Her body trembled uncontrollably.

	For Zack, he could only stare, astonished. Lambda’s presence was absolutely terrifying. Even so, as he stared at Lambda, her slender frame and straight back between him and Corson, he realized something.

	She’s always protecting me . . . always.

	He didn’t get much time to entertain the thought as Corson spoke from under Lambda’s blade.

	“Well, this is a rather interesting development.” He spoke rather calmly.

	Lambda’s eyes lit up like fireballs. “Touch Zack or his sister, and I will take off your arm,” Lambda said viciously.

	Corson’s eyes surged. “Too bad your resolve only shows when defending the boy. How pathetic that he needs you to rush to his side whenever he opens that ignorant mouth of his.”

	“Corson!” shouted Peter. The look on his face made it seem like he was about to have a heart attack.

	Lambda’s eyes never left Corson’s, though she removed her blade. “Your time will come. It’s only out of Zack’s wish that I don’t jeopardize his sister’s well-being by slaying you here and now.” Her eyes gleamed. “Your illusion of control over us will soon lead to your end.”

	Everyone in the hangar seemed to breathe again as the tension slowly left critical levels. It still took several moments before the vast majority of the hangar resumed work on priorities. Zack found it interesting how no one was even asked to continue their work.

	Zack stepped out from behind Lambda. “I understand why you want me and Lambda with you, but why my sister too? Can’t you just keep her here?” He did his best to control his boiling rage.

	Corson cracked his neck to relieve built-up stress. “I want you two to see the Limit Zones with your own eyes. The girl could use a wake-up call, as could you.”

	Zack recalled his thoughts from before. Now was as good as a time as any to ask.

	“Do these Limit Zones have anything to do with the Great Divide?”

	Corson’s eyes lit up for but a second. He turned behind him to look at Nerine. She had recovered from her shock but was still hugging the belly of the Black Hawk behind her.

	“You told him, didn’t you?” Corson whispered intensely.

	Nerine nodded slowly. The spunk and charm she had before was all but lost as she cowered at the sight of Lambda. She couldn’t even lay eyes on her without shaking.

	Corson’s eyes met with Zack’s again. “You would have been educated in time, but knowing can only help in our effort to have you wake up from the fantasy world you live in.”

	Zack stared, unfazed. “Unless you’re going to tell me that people were herded like lambs to the slaughter, I doubt you will make much progress.”

	Corson let out a demonic roar of laughter. “Close, boy, real close.” His eyes were wild.

	Zack found himself becoming more and more curious and disturbed.

	“So what? People were herded into these Limit Zones during the Great Divide?”

	Corson’s eyes darkened deeply. They almost seemed pitch-black, sending a wave of dread over Zack’s body. He could only gawk, frozen from Corson’s piercing stare.

	“The media did a splendid job in aiding the governments around the world. The moving of these people was no simple task. Many showed resistance, but in the end, people are stupid.”

	Zack found Corson’s tone destructive but oddly appropriate.

	Corson continued. “Our lovely politicians and elected leaders around the world were quick to aid and speak to the people, assuring them that this new age of technology would bring forth an economic growth we so desperately needed. But the people were blind to what was really happening.”

	Zack was hesitant to ask. “What exactly happened?”

	Laura stepped forward, her rigid expression and sharp eyes cutting into Zack’s skin.

	“Total segregation. In this case, the ones who have a future, and the ones who can’t afford one.”

	Zack tried to process what he just heard. “You mean to tell me that the government just moved people into these Limit Zones because these people couldn’t afford the costs related to getting on the Cyber Network?”

	Laura’s face churned out a snarl. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. The people were fools. They were promised by the higher-ups that relief and more affordable prices would become available soon. They said that these Limit Zones were only meant for temporary residence as the cities and all major towns were refitted with working Network lines. What they weren’t told was that once they were put in these zones, they would never be able to get work anywhere but there,” Laura snapped.

	Zack recalled this type of conversation. His thoughts turned to David and his involvement with protest marches. This can’t be true . . .

	Zack looked to Corson. “You say that those of the Limit Zones were tricked into residing in these grounded areas with no hope of ever leaving or being able to get work?”

	Corson’s eyes shimmered. “Not quite. Limit Zones are dead-ends. The areas were permanently locked in 2013, before the Network was created. They live life with no way to achieve anything or grow to better themselves. They are locked in a world where there is no future. They simply live life as we once did, without access to the Cyber Network.”

	Zack could feel his resolve slipping. Everything just seemed like a joke, a really bad one at that.      

	“You’re dodging the point, Corson,” rumbled Peter. His stern words rattled the hangar.

	Corson turned his head slowly toward Peter. “I didn’t want to crush the boy’s spirit so quickly,” he said forebodingly.

	Zack didn’t like his tone. It sounded like he was enjoying this way too much.

	Lambda spoke up from her silence. “If all this Great Divide did was move people that couldn’t keep up with the expanding Network into the Limit Zones, where is the urgency and justification behind your current motives?” Her eyes glowed with an intimidating bloodlust.

	Corson pointed his finger at Lambda, his eyes a torrent of fire. “You. You’re the reason.”

	Zack looked a little alarmed. “Now, wait a minute. How is Lambda related to this?”

	Corson didn’t ease up. “Lambda isn’t specifically related, but AI units like it are very much involved,” Corson uttered sharply. “What you don’t seem to understand is that these Limit Zones, while being dead-ends, are also prisons. They are concentration camps that the government uses to store people who are unable to make it in the new “High Society”. As such, they label those sent there as terrorists, and police the areas respectively.”

	Corson glared fiercely at Lambda. “You ever wonder where those protesters that are arrested go? The rebels that raid Network facilities? They are thrown in Limit Zones. The people that are part of the Network never think to ask where they go. They naturally think they go to prison, but that is exactly what the governments want you to think. In truth, they throw the people in these dead-end towns, cut off from the world and left to wither.”

	Zack was beginning to see what Corson was saying. The thought alone seemed cruel, not to mention unconstitutional. How could this be allowed to happen?

	“If what you say is true, then how does this come back to Lambda?” Zack asked, fearful of the coming response.

	Corson crossed his arms, his eyes never wavering. “The government uses AI units to keep the people of the Limit Zones in line, by any means necessary,” he added with an edge to his voice.

	Zack’s eyes grew in surprise. “That’s ridiculous,” he replied, unsold but unsure in his own convictions. “How could this have been going on all these years with no one finding out?”

	Peter marched forward, approaching Zack slowly. “With the emergence of Babel and the creation of the Grand Twelve, the world united under one banner for the continued expansion of the Cyber Network. What we are dealing with is not just the work of one government, it’s the work of the entire world, trying to cover this up. All their resources are pooled and united. This is no difficult task when the largest world governments have the same agenda.”

	Zack was starting to realize that he was holding less and less cards.

	The area around them fell silent. All eyes were on Zack as he tried to come to some conclusion in his mind. His concentration was quickly broken as Nerine slowly approached. She kept her head down, trying not to make eye contact with Zack or Lambda. He could see that she was trembling.

	“You don’t want to believe that your perfect world is built on nothing but lies. I’m sure you are trying to deny everything that has been said so far, but the truth remains.”

	Nerine’s voice was low but heavy. Zack was unsure of how to respond to her words. He liked it a lot better when she was full of life and joy.

	Nerine continued, still staring at the ground. “You asked before what the Great Divide was, right?”

	She paused, finally looking into his eyes. Her gaze was full of scorn. “It was the prepping for the coming oppression of those unable to keep up.”

	Zack and Lambda could only stare at the girl before them. She was an entirely different person. Nothing about her seemed right. The person they had met looked to be lost in some torrent of emotion. She seemed broken, dejected, hateful, and terrified all at the same time. Zack couldn’t come up with a response to such morbid words.

	It can’t be . . . are they really telling the truth?

	Corson put a hand on Nerine’s shoulder. “That will be enough, Nerine. I need you at your best, so don’t dread on this too much, okay?” he asked rather respectfully.

	Nerine broke eyes with Zack and nodded in agreement with Corson. She soon returned to her work, venturing off.

	Corson’s eyes met with Lambda’s. “You can’t hide your true colors. In time, you will see how people truly see you.”

	Lambda’s eyes wavered as Corson’s words echoed in her mind. She couldn’t shake a strange feeling of doubt inside her, brought on by the look in Nerine’s eyes when she spoke.

	Zack took a step forward, standing before Corson. “Lambda is far different than any other AI in existence. Don’t lump her in with all the others,” Zack warned with a firm stance.

	Corson eyed him with intrigue. “Standing by and defending it, huh? How interesting to see the two of you stick up for one another,” he finished with a hint of sarcasm.

	Zack growled under his breath, but found no words for a rebuttal.

	Lambda found herself lost in the words spoken by Zack and Corson. She kept circling around and around one issue like a bird of prey, but no matter how long she processed, she couldn’t arrive at an answer. She wondered how Zack saw her.

	Did he have feelings for her? Did he love her? Love?

	Lambda caught herself. The word “Love” was not foreign to her. She understood the fundamental principles of the emotion, but nothing about its practice. Throughout human history she found data logs referring to the existence of this “Love”. It was completely illogical. There was hardly anything scientific about its existence; yet it was so real, so alive. Lambda found that truly fascinating.

	She placed a hand over her chest. Are these feelings . . . love?

	The idea confused her. She saw Zack as someone of great significance, but wasn’t sure if what she felt was this ‘love’. Was she overthinking it? She instantaneously read many studies and books in regards to the subject through the vast matrix of her cyber cortex. However, she did find one missing factor.

	I . . . I don’t have a heart.

	She knew what she was, and she knew what she sought was impossible. The sensation of a quickening heartbeat and a rapid increase in pulse were things she desired. They were sensations that she didn’t know or could show. Without them, she felt she couldn’t understand how she felt or what love was.

	I want to know. I want to know what this ‘love’ feels like.

	She peered deeply into her own matrix of code, searching for an answer. She had learned so much, but it still wasn’t enough. She wanted to learn everything she could to fully understand her own emotions and feelings. She truly wanted to know how she felt about Zack and that what she felt was real.

	Is it even possible for a program to-

	Lambda’s entire frame felt a sudden jolt from something moving inside of her. It felt like some kind of shockwave, spreading over her entire body. She felt numb to everything around her as the sensation spread all the way to her fingertips and toes. She could feel a small squeezing sensation in her chest. It was faint, but she could feel it. Something inside of her had just appeared.

	W-what just happened? I feel strange.

	Lambda’s precarious manner also started to show on her face. It caught Zack’s attention rather quickly. Lambda wasn’t prepared for what was to come.

	“Lambda, are you all right?” Zack asked, concerned.

	Lambda felt another shockwave burst through her. She held her chest, seeming alarmed.

	“What’s wrong? You’re acting rather strange,” Zack said, now concerned. He reached out to touch her, but . . .

	Lambda slapped his hand away. Perplexed by her actions, she only stared, bewildered by her sudden act. Zack was left utterly perplexed. He didn’t know what to think as he was still reeling on the inside with shock. 

	Corson stopped dead at the sight. He had a look in his eyes that could evoke terror in the devil.

	“I don’t believe it,” he muttered savagely.

	Zack turned to Corson, now unsure where to place his bewilderment. “Believe what?”

	Corson shook his head, refusing to respond.

	Peter stepped forward. His expression was a more apathetic one.

	“It would appear that you’re both quite slow,” Peter said with a deep sigh.

	Both Zack and Lambda stared confused. Corson only found their confusion insufferable.

	“You’ve ruined it,” he said viciously. “It’s a shadow of its former self now.”

	Zack didn’t like Corson’s words. “Sorry if you were hoping for a cold-blooded killing machine,” he retorted heatedly.

	Corson growled under his breath. “That would be easier to control, I bet.”

	Zack snarled. “I doubt it.”      

	Peter strode up, boasting a confident grin. “Look at it this way, Corson. It obviously cares about the boy. That makes things simple, wouldn’t you agree?”

	Corson chuckled lightly. “Perhaps you are right, Peter.” He peered darkly at Zack and Lambda. “Humans can be unpredictable, but they all have a weakness that is easy to control.”

	Zack shook off a chill. He still managed a hard stare back at Corson “They also shouldn’t be underestimated. You have a habit of doing just that, I’ve seen.”

	Corson laughed softly. “Perhaps, but I have a feeling both your tunes will change once things get underway. Either way, your little guardian will be forced to perform when the time comes. I imagine you to be a great motivator, agreed?”

	Zack glowered darkly. “Your desire for control and absolute compliance is only going to ruin you and your plans.”

	Corson’s eyes blazed widely. “And your attachment to this AI unit will be your end.”

	Zack wasn’t given a chance to retort as a tall soldier came out from a squad behind Corson. His strong build and sealed-off face gave him an ominous aura similar to Corson’s.

	The dark figure approached Peter and Corson, disregarding everything else in his way.

	“Corson! First you leave my squad out of the last mission, and now this?! I wasn’t informed they were coming as well!” Krieg said harshly, hinting to both Zack and Cecilia.

	Corson eyed the soldier rigidly. “Your squad? I do believe Commander Richter is your superior,” he added mockingly. “You’d best run along, or you won’t be part of this at all, Krieg.” Corson’s tone was fierce.

	Krieg clenched his fists. “Don’t play games with me, Corson. I will have you know that you are playing with forces you can’t control!”

	Corson closed the distance between them instantly, piercing Krieg’s black helmet with his vicious gaze. “Good dogs listen to their master. Now run along before you are removed from this operation.”

	Corson held out his hand, gesturing to Zack and Cecilia. “If you are so worried, why don’t you fly with them?”

	Krieg’s fists started to shake. “You are having me . . .” he hissed under his breath. “Don’t write me off, Corson! I know damn well what you are doing!”

	Corson didn’t flinch, offering a laugh instead. “Good. In that case, there is nothing more to discuss.”

	Krieg’s large body began to shake with hate. Zack wondered if his black suit was armored enough to contain the radiating wrath that he was giving off right now.

	“You son of a b-”

	“That will be all, Krieg,” Peter broke in, his presence overwhelming. The look in his eyes and his puffed-out chest made it look like an elephant was squaring off a charging rhino.

	Krieg didn’t ease up, but looked to have no retort for Peter.

	Corson picked up where Peter left off. “Enough. Head to your squad. We are moving into the final operation phase.”

	Krieg said nothing as he stomped back the way he came. His steps felt like tremors.

	Everyone seemed to fall silent.

	Peter shook his head. “That could have been handled better,” he said, seeming unaffected by the encounter.

	Corson glanced to Lambda. “He’s the least of my worries.”

	Peter caught on. “At least we only have to deal with one of these,” Peter replied in a whisper.

	Corson didn’t release Lambda from his sight, watching her intently.

	Lambda noticed the leer in her direction, finding it to be quite odd. It almost seemed like Corson was worried.

	Little time was wasted from that moment on as Zack, Cecilia, and Lambda were all moved to the designated chopper that would serve as their transport to the Limit Zone. Zack was happy to learn that Cecilia was flying in the same chopper as him. Too bad Corson and his higher-ups were joining them as well.

	Zack sat silently between Lambda and Laura. Several men in black armor joined them as well as Nerine, sitting adjacent to Zack with Cecilia. He couldn’t help but feel an odd sense of tension rise among those around him as the helicopter they were in came to life. That didn’t bother him as much as Corson sitting next to his sister.

	Way too close . . . he growled to himself.

	Zack felt uneasy as his gaze fell toward a massive door within the hangar. The door made a sudden lurch, and with a deafening hissing sound, it slowly began to slide open. Zack half-expected an army of goblins and orcs to come rushing in behind the giant steel door. Instead, he only felt worse as the helicopter took point, allowing the other eight choppers to follow its lead.

	Corson spoke. “Now, you will see a glimpse of what is to come.” He was cryptic, but Zack could hear his tone of unwavering confidence.

	Zack was about to give a retort when his attention quickly changed to the scene unfolding to his right. It took a second for him to grasp what he was seeing. He stared with bewilderment as he noticed the floor begin to break away and open from below. The metallic scraping and searing of metal almost made his ears bleed, despite the deafening roar of the helicopter’s engines. His aching ears were the least of his worries.

	“The operation is a go. All hail Leader Corson!” came the radical roar of all the members of Stigma throughout the hangar. It was terrifying hearing their wails of approval. The unity in just that one act made Zack wonder if anyone truly doubted Corson, or if they were too afraid to voice their doubts.

	The show wasn’t over. Zack continued to gawk in shock as he watched what began to rise from Stigma’s basement, the floor having finished splitting down the middle. At first, he thought it was some kind of new weapon, but as the massive object rose to ground level, he stared at what had to be the largest aircraft plane ever. The gigantic machine was slick and black, oozing with a deadly aura, like a lurking snake. Its hooked wings made it look like some jagged boomerang, and judging from the mere size of the huge vessel, it looked like it could hold an army in it. Zack had never seen a B-52 Bomber up close, let alone a modified one.

	Zack’s gaze fell to Corson. “What purpose does that serve?”

	Corson ignored Zack as he watched the black bird finish its rise from its metal cage below.

	Zack didn’t take kindly to the silence. “What are you using a B-52 for!?”

	Corson’s eyes moved back to Zack. “To deliver the future.”

	Zack sat rigid and frozen. The words that purred over his ears made him feel like he was locked in a freezer. Corson’s tone was so calm, yet utterly threatening. So much so that he was afraid to say a word.

	Lambda eyed Zack with worry. Given the situation, she was unsure of what she could do. Matters had intensified beyond her control and it seemed like things were only falling further and further out of her hands. For Zack’s sake, she wanted to attain some form of resolution from all of this, but nothing she came up with hit the mark. Just seeing his troubled face made it all the more unbearable.

	Is there really nothing I can do right now?

	She thought tirelessly to find an answer. Blazing through her databanks, she tried to search for something that could be used to aid Zack. What was appropriate in a time of such peril and uncertainty?

	Her search came to a screeching halt upon the finding of a single word. Hope.

	Hope . . . hope?

	Lambda hadn’t learned this concept. Hope wasn’t tangible or physical. It didn’t exist in any corporeal form or have any structure. It was like air. The concept shared an alarming similarity to another human manifestation—love.

	Lambda’s face grew hot. Again, something stirred inside of her upon the word simply whispering through her mind. She could feel her chest tighten as the echoing drum beats began to hammer in her chest once more. Lambda was lost for words or reasons to describe what she was experiencing.

	Where is this coming from?

	She held a hand to her chest and tried to breathe deeply in order to calm the hammering within her. She was so flustered, but couldn’t truly understand the reason for it.

	She gazed toward Zack, his head slumped down, hiding his face behind an open palm. Her chest began to beat rapidly once more. She almost felt dizzy as her gaze moved down to his free hand, placed weakly beside her. At that point, she couldn’t explain her actions. On impulse, she reached out and placed her hand over Zack’s. The action alone almost made her face explode as she remained completely frozen, unsure of how to proceed.

	Zack ceased holding his face and quickly saw what was unfolding before him. He looked up at Lambda, peering deeply into her eyes. The look on his face seemed so mystified.

	Lambda opened her mouth to speak, but no words could form. Every action she made couldn’t be quantified or observed in a sensible way. She was a bundle of nerves, fueled by raw impulse. Nothing within her programming could make sense of her actions. She could only try and say something, anything to explain her odd behavior.

	Zack didn’t let her. In no words, he turned Lambda’s hand over and held it tightly. With a simple nod, he smiled majestically.

	Lambda’s face flushed a sudden shade of pink. She averted her eyes, but didn’t take her hand away. She felt that what was happening had to continue. She couldn’t explain what she was feeling, but her actions appeared to make Zack feel better.

	But . . . I don’t understand. We are still in this terrible situation. How can he smile?

	The answer came to her upon gazing at Zack’s uplifted face once more. He stared straight ahead with strong eyes. She could see renewed faith and a refueled spirit within his demeanor. She knew, without thinking, that this was hope. Yet she still couldn’t fully comprehend her own deduction.

	This is hope?

	Lambda was confused at first, but something just told her to stop thinking about it. What she felt at that moment was true and powerful. She felt a spark, a connection to Zack that she hadn’t noticed before. Now, she was starting to see just how important he was to her. She didn’t want to just protect him, she wanted to be with him. That much she knew for a fact. The only thing that made her pause was whether or not Zack felt the same.

	The pilot up front turned to Corson. “I have received word from Commander Peter, Leader. Python is forty-five percent primed for takeoff. ETA puts us less than two hours ahead of them.”

	Corson replied promptly. “Very well. Alert the other Vipers and prepare for the final launch sequence. We don’t want to keep our audience waiting,” he announced proudly.

	Zack found Corson’s tone worrisome as he noted the choppers taking to the air. Zack had never experienced flying in a helicopter before, but what followed wasn’t exactly normal.

	Harnesses sprung from the seats and latched everyone in the chopper firmly. They were so tight that Zack almost forgot to breathe. The helicopter gave a sudden lurch, pressing Zack firmly back in his seat. The chopper was now barreling down the long tunnel at a rather alarming speed.

	“Why are we moving at this speed?!” exclaimed Zack, now utterly perplexed.

	Corson chuckled as he relaxed his shoulders, easing himself calmly into his seat.

	“It’s necessary for wormhole hopping over vast distances.”

	Zack’s eyes grew with alarm. “Wait, what?!”

	Corson eyes sparked with delight. “Don’t blink.”

	Zack didn’t get a chance to respond as a slit burst open at the end of the dark tunnel. Zack recognized the swirling chaos. But he wasn’t ready for the intensity in which they were going to hit the wormhole, or what he would see when they reached their final destination.
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	[January 7th - Babel HQ - Private Network Server - Night]

	A round table, lit at twelve points with vibrant, white light, hummed with hypnotic vibrations. Sounds made by the pillars of light echoed and bounced off the dark walls of the ominous room of black metal as the lights extended into eternity.

	A sudden hiss broke the soft echoes as a light cloud of smoke began to appear from each of the twelve lit points. Seconds later, in rhythmic succession, large chairs appeared around the round table, latching to their positions loudly. The table began to light up as the center piece produced a red sphere and slowly rose from the center of the table. The large ball then burst, displaying a sea of grids and small monitor screens. It swayed and loomed above the round table eerily, lighting the dark room a bright crimson.

	A voice spoke from the darkness, hidden behind the shadows of one of the twelve chairs.

	“These meetings are becoming too frequent, Simon. We may have our duties to Babel, but we have our own countries to attend to as well. We can’t be catering to your every whim just because you can’t control a-”

	“I trust you can make time for this, Iscariot. Germany can wait,”  boomed the voice of Simon.

	A man chuckled. “Still harsh as ever, I see. So, what does the Punisher wish to discuss regarding Project Lambda this time?”

	Simon growled under his breath as his fingers dug into the table. “I will ignore the subtle jab there, Mathew.”

	Another voice broke in. “We had expected you to have fixed the problem regarding the Lambda unit by now. It would appear leaving it all to the Lord of Pandemonium is proving unwise, as we warned.”

	Simon grinded his teeth. “I care little for what a dog with no teeth has to say, Thomas.”

	Thomas slammed his hand on the table. “How dare you disrespect me-”

	“Gentlemen, please! Could we at least be civil? As accomplished diplomats, this is not how we should be using our limited time,” came a voice with stern authority behind it.

	Simon took a breath to find his center. “You are right, Andrew. I will get to the point.”

	Simon moved his hand over a small sphere next to him, altering the large display above the table. He brought up several monitors and grids.

	Simon cracked his knuckles. “Simply put, Corson has revealed his hand. Not only does he now posses the Lambda unit, but as we feared, he knows too much. The movements we captured prove this.”

	The monitors at the center enlarged so the twelve members could get a good look at what Simon was trying to show them.

	“So, he is trying to wormhole hop to a location. Unfortunately for him, he underestimates our satellite imaging,” spoke another member of the table.

	Simon agreed. “True, but it’s his projected destination that gives me cause for concern,” Simon said deeply. His words seemed to echo with trepidation.

	Another man in shadow spoke up. “His plotted course appears to be heading to Limit Zone 246. You can’t mean that-”

	Simon clenched his fists. “He’s after the Key again, Iscariot. He surely plans to use the Lambda unit to achieve his goal.”

	The table grew silent for a moment.

	“Then he knows of the existence of the Hex Cubes,” Iscariot said with worry.

	“Yes,” Simon stated firmly. “However, he won’t be successful. I have already taken steps to ensure he fails. As I said, Dead Eye will succeed.”

	“Forgive us if we seem skeptical, but Dead Eye hasn’t delivered. One would naturally question his ability to perform, despite him being one of the Three,” warned another shadow.

	“You needn’t worry about that. I have given Dead Eye the proper tools to ensure this mission to be a success, Andrew,” reassured Simon.

	A new voice broke in. “That is good to hear, Simon, but you seem to not be addressing an even greater concern.”

	Simon groaned. “And what exactly are you concerned about, James?”

	James’s shadow leaned forward. “Epsilon,” he echoed warningly.

	The table began to whisper once more. Simon’s posture stiffened.

	Mathew spoke up. “Well, Simon? Where do we stand on the matter?”

	Simon face twitched. “Presently, the Epsilon unit has been tampered with. The lab and team in charge was sabotaged not long ago. The status of the unit is unclear as of now.”

	The other members seemed to shift in their seats nervously.

	“Simon, the last thing we need now is to have two of our projects running around, unable to be controlled,” barked Thomas. “Why didn’t you mention this sooner?”

	Simon cursed under his breath. “For now, the Epsilon unit appears to be contained. I had hoped to settle the issue with the Lambda unit first. Focusing to take down one problem quickly was the best course of action.”

	There was a pause before someone spoke up.

	“It’s just another Enforcer defect. Surely it won’t be as much trouble as the Lambda-”

	“Be quiet, Thomas. Have you forgotten why the Epsilon project was sealed?” shot James with warning.

	Thomas seemed to clam up at the mentioning.

	James continued. “Epsilon was only to be used as a last resort, but if it is to be released as it was before, it would far outclass the Lambda unit now. It would in turn only cause more problems and complications. We can’t let that happen.”  

	“It didn’t help that it was the only AI unit with enough functionality that could contend with Lambda’s advanced features,” added another voice from the darkness.

	The dark room fell silent. Only the nervous tapping of fingers on the glass table broke the quiet.

	“Simon,” came the voice of a woman speaking forthrightly. “We need to discuss a countermeasure should Epsilon’s contain break before Dead Eye retrieves Lambda.”

	Simon was firm. “You are right, Thaddaeus.”

	Thaddaeus continued. “Given Corson’s target, the Limit Zone will provide a cover that we can at least use to our advantage,” she added strictly.

	Thaddaeus returned to her point. “Do we know the degree to which Epsilon has been tampered with?”

	Simon’s eyes gleamed. “Epsilon has been programmed to seek and destroy the Lambda unit.”

	The whole table seemed to erupt with small chatter.

	Thaddaeus pressed on, ignoring the murmurs around her. “That serves as an advantage for us. However, citizens of the Limit Zones are still people too. Keeping this quiet will prove to be a challenge.”

	Simon shook his head. “Perhaps you have forgotten the Limit Zone’s original goal, Thaddaeus,” he hissed.

	Thaddaeus didn’t falter. “I have not, Simon. However, hiding the Hex Cubes under each Limit Zone requires us to at least monitor and control those in the Limit Zones. Thinking them to be mere sheep is blind arrogance.”

	“Thaddaeus has a point,” Thomas interrupted. “If Epsilon is released, it will headhunt the Lambda unit. That can be used to our advantage should Dead Eye attain Lambda.” He leaned back in his chair. “Can we trust Dead Eye to handle this, or are we to seek the aid of the others?”

	Simon scowled. “I’m sure you understand how the Three feel about that.”

	Thomas frowned. “That hardly seems relevant at this stage, no?”

	Simon drummed his fingers. “Dead Eye would never agree-”

	“With all due respect, Simon, what the Three think is void in the eyes of the Twelve, correct?” interjected a stern voice from the shadows.

	Simon eyed the man cautiously. “You are not wrong, Philip, but history has proven that the Three don’t necessarily work well together. If you could show that-”

	A monitor screen quickly appeared above, the screen completely black. The Twelve all gazed at the monitor, unsure.

	A voice echoed from the screen. “I will take point. You won’t have to worry, much. Besides, if you want it done right . . .”

	Simon groaned. “Dead Eye won’t be pleased with this.”

	Philip let out a loud cackle. “If all goes well, Dead Eye will never need to know.”

	Simon peered at the man, and then to the screen. “To whom am I speaking?” he spoke sternly.

	The monitor blinked and was filled with an eerie image of two half-circle eyes and a wide, saw-toothed vermilion grin. The source of the uncanny image didn’t speak.

	Simon felt his body tighten. “So, the big one, huh?”

	Philip smirked with triumph. “We all expect great things, don’t we?”

	The Twelve all nodded. All was now set.      

	The screen filled with the razor grin vanished seconds later. Without another word, Simon vanished from the round table along with the other members. The twelve pillars of light then faded, eclipsing the vacant room in shadow. Only the dull hum of fans pierced the eerie silence as time continued to tick away.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Abingdon, Virginia - Stigma Black Hawk Helicopter - Night]

	The sky split open as eight choppers blasted from the black chaos of the wormhole created in the air. With alarming speed, they raced onward, pressing the limits of their maximum potential.

	Zack peered out the window of the racing machine that speared through the air, now grazing the treetops below at unimaginable speed. He liked it better when they were in the wormhole.

	How fast are we even going?!

	Zack was perplexed at how the machine he rested in could hit such speeds. The trees below zoomed by to the point where it all looked like a giant green blur. Even when he stared up at the cockpit, gazing out, it felt like he was being sucked into a black hole as his body crushed up against the steel wall behind him. Everyone appeared to be feeling the effects of the flight. All except Lambda.

	Does she not notice this pressure? Zack wondered as he gazed over at her. Her expression was alarmingly calm.

	Lambda was lost in thought. Her mind continued to drift in and out, unaware of her surroundings. She kept on teetering back and forth in her mind to a simple question.

	How does Zack feel about me?

	She wanted to ask him straight out. It was bothering her much more than she thought. Originally, the idea appeared in her head as a simple generated question. However, the more she tried to analyze it, the more and more insecure she felt. She was certain he didn’t dislike her or hold feelings of hatred for her. Even so, she couldn’t help but wonder.

	Am I just a machine in his eyes? Does he care about me? Do I care-

	Lambda stopped at the end of her own question. She suddenly felt her chest begin to feel uneasy. Lambda placed her hand over her chest as she breathed slowly.

	This feeling . . . I want to know.

	Her eyes drifted to Zack. These feelings she had were for him. Somehow, she just knew. In that small window of realization, she felt at ease. But the feeling didn’t last long.

	“We are one minute out, Leader. Reducing speed. Prepare for touchdown,” came the scratchy voice of the pilot.

	Lambda broke from her trance and noticed the giant, steel machine begin to slow. The trees just outside slowly became visible once more as the helicopter prepared for its final descent.

	Nerine spoke up. “Corson, have you informed the Elders regarding-”

	“They are all aware of our arrival. How else did you think this was going to work if they didn’t know we were coming?” Corson cut in sarcastically.

	Nerine said no more, returning to silence.

	Zack didn’t quite catch what Corson said, but it made him wonder.

	“We have arrived,” Corson announced triumphantly, cutting Zack’s thoughts short.

	Zack moved to look through the front of the cockpit. What he saw was unimpressive.

	This is a Limit Zone?

	Zack was confused. It looked like your typical town, quite decent in size given the number of homes that lined the modest nook that it consisted of. It appeared to be in some sort of large valley and surrounded by thick woods on all sides.

	Zack looked closer. He could see several large buildings further up in the valley from where all the houses were located. Off just a glance, he could see several shopping districts and what appeared to be the heart of the town marked with a traffic intersection. It was like a mini city, with all the necessities of life quite close and manageable. It hardly seemed as dreadful as Corson and Nerine said it would be.

	“We will be breaking the Zero Barrier in just a few seconds, Leader,” echoed the voice of the pilot once more.

	Corson nodded without another word.

	Zack squinted his eyes in confusion. Zero Barrier? Why would something like that be used here?

	A blinding white light flashed before Zack’s eyes with all the softness of a cinder-block as the helicopter rattled with slight turbulence.

	“Zero Barrier breached. Viper Leader to all Vipers, commencing landing procedures.”

	“Roger that, Viper Leader. Viper 2, on your tail,” replied the pilot of the second chopper. The rest of the pilots all sounded off as the choppers began to descend.

	Zack shook his head and blinked several times before the white glare finally dissipated from his field of vision. When he gazed out the cockpit once more, what he saw looked nothing like what he had just seen moments before.

	Growing larger by the second was indeed a valley with a town at its core, but instead of serenity and tranquility, all he saw was smoke and gears.

	The large shopping district that he saw before now looked like several steel factories strung together, and more than just one or two. Several of these large facilities made up most of the valley, along with smaller buildings, a few hundred yards long, that streamed large trucks in and out of them. As they got closer to the ground, Zack could see that the trucks were shipping large loads of raw materials.

	Zack was speechless, but even more so when he looked to where he had seen the quiet little town of homes, neatly formed in what had looked like a pleasant neighborhood. Now, all he saw were buildings built of steel and hard lumber. The green lawns were brown and the roads connecting everything were of gravel mixed with large stones. Zack could see lights coming from the small houses and large condominiums of steel. There was life, but he could feel the air of oppression crushing down on the valley.

	Many people could be seen below moving between the factories and steel housings. Dozens of moving dump trucks raced along the dirt roads beside the people, kicking up dust clouds as tall as the trees. The world looked so dirty now, so painful to look at.

	As the chopper continued its descent to the dark world below, Zack noticed a large clearing just outside the run-down town. In the clearing, there was a large helipad, which looked surprisingly well maintained. He peered once more around the valley into the thick forest surrounding it, and the massive walls that encased the large city of factories and smoke.

	Zack swallowed hard, not liking what he saw. This is a prison.

	At the far reaches of the forest, about twenty miles out, the huge steel walls stood hundreds of yards, scraping the valley tips, encasing the Limit Zone like some quarantined area. There looked to be no way out outside of flying. Zack felt a sudden chill of fear run down his spine.

	It can’t be. All this time they were telling the truth?

	Seconds later, their helicopter made contact with the helipad. The remaining choppers landed outside the helipad with grace and precision. Their fierce blades hummed and hissed as they slowed.

	Zack’s harness hadn’t even released him before Corson flung his door open and exited the metal beast, leaping out with poise. He turned back to Zack with a look of glee shimmering in his eyes.

	“It all starts here,” he said firmly.

	Zack and Lambda rolled out of the chopper along with Nerine and Cecilia at their heels. Nerine kept her close as they moved and gathered around Corson.

	Laura broke from the crowd of armored men and took to standing next to Corson as the squads all converged from their choppers around their Leader.

	“Listen up!” bellowed Laura. “You were all briefed on your mission assignments. Squad Commanders are to take point and follow your instructions to the letter. There is no margin for error. We have under forty minutes to prepare for the Python Package. I expect flawless execution,” Laura boomed.

	Zack found it uncanny being surrounded by so many faceless people in black. They all stood so straight and tall that he felt like he was being swallowed by shadows. If it weren’t for the lights off the choppers, he was sure the night itself would devour him.

	A lone figure broke from the ranks, taking a stern stance before Corson and Laura.

	Laura’s eyes narrowed. “Any problems, Krieg?”

	Krieg merely shifted his weight while holding a large metal case. Zack noted that several men also carried similar cases with them.

	Krieg looked to Corson. “These cases contain signal amplifiers. We were instructed to set these up along a perimeter just a few clicks from here.” Krieg paused, noting Laura’s glare.

	Corson faced Krieg, his eyes unwavering. “A wonderful summary. Perhaps you should be commander of your squad,” Corson said dismissingly.

	Zack could hear Krieg growl behind his mask.

	“So, even now you will keep quiet of what the mission goal is?”

	Corson turned his back to Krieg. “All Squad Commanders are to move out! Keep contact with the citizens to a minimum. Only the Elders are aware of our plans.”

	“Yes, Leader!” resounded the roar among the masked men of midnight.

	Corson leaned to Laura and whispered gently into her ear. Zack didn’t hear his words, but noticed Laura’s softened face as she nodded with a small smile.

	She turned to a group of men to her left and waved her hand. “You heard Leader! All squads move out!” she hollered, racing ahead of her squad.

	Zack didn’t even get a word out before the shadows of men burst in all directions, as if they were cockroaches having light shone onto them. Zack did notice Krieg’s hesitance to move as he stared into Corson’s back, though he too wisped away, chasing after his squad. Before long, all that remained was Zack and Lambda as they leered over at Corson and Nerine. Cecilia was still tucked tightly next to Nerine. She seemed to be afraid to say a word.

	“Well, boy, is it everything I told you it would be?” Corson boasted sinisterly.

	Zack didn’t answer, but gazed up at the tall smokestacks attached to the factories he could see just above the tree line. Even in the dark, the harsh environment made him feel filthy.

	“Do you understand now? Do you see what we are fighting for?” came the even voice of Nerine. She still didn’t have the spring in her step that Zack remembered, but she looked to be getting back her stride.

	       Zack eyed Corson darkly. “Is what I see supposed to justify your actions?” His words were heavy and stern.

	Corson moved toward Zack, towering over him and looking down into his eyes. Zack could feel his presence crushing him as he stared back into the hollow eyes behind his mask. He found the silence that lingered almost deathly. It took him almost everything to keep himself from falling to his knees as he waited for Corson to speak.

	Corson broke his stare, turning back around.

	Zack exhaled deeply, but quickly picked up on what caught Corson’s attention. He looked ahead, toward the edge of the woods. He could see several lights flashing and moving as low chatter could be heard from afar.

	Zack’s eyes perked. Is this part of Corson’s plan?

	Zack took note of Nerine’s expression. She seemed defensive as she held her hand on one of the handguns at her hip.

	Corson turned back to Zack. His glare was intense. “Yes,” he said flatly.

	Zack’s eyes widened, realizing what Corson meant.

	Corson didn’t let Zack speak. “Everything you are about to witness justifies my actions and decisions.” He turned to face the crowd closing in on them. “Everything,” he finished in a harsh whisper.
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	[January 7th - Babel HQ - Main Hangar - Night]

	Dead Eye whisked  into a colossal armory where he was accompanied by a small group of soldiers concealed by their metal helmets and visors. They moved with fierce purpose as they marched toward a Boeing AH-64 Apache Helicopter the color of coal. Dead Eye’s smile was alarmingly large.

	“I see they are pulling out all the stops for me. How sweet of the Twelve,” he purred with maddened glee.

	“Dead Eye, sir,” a soldier called out from one of the fighter jets lining the bay. “Everything has been arranged. We depart in twenty minutes.”

	Dead Eye’s smile remained plastered on his face. “Wonderful. Have the Twelve arranged what I requested?”

	The soldier nodded. “The Twelve have already processed your requests through the World Moderators. They will be there upon us getting to the drop zone.”

	Dead Eye snickered. “Marvelous. Make sure that-”

	Dead Eye stopped as his wrist began to ring. His grin didn’t fade.

	“Carry on, men. I need to take this,” he said playfully.

	“Yes, sir!” echoed the men in unison. They all quickly sprung past Dead Eye to aid in the final preparations for the coming departure. Dead Eye found their scurrying around like ants to be most appropriate given the role they were to play.

	He focused his attention on his call. “I hope you are ready on your end. I’m about to bring the fireworks,” he said with a crazed stare.

	“Dead Eye,” came the heavy voice of Ares. “You did promise security in our agreement. This won’t change that, I hope,” he finished firmly.

	Dead Eye’s voice broke. “So long as you deliver on your end,” he scoffed.

	Ares’ tone quickly turned hard. “I’m not too confident with a response like that.”

	Dead Eye’s eye bulged. “You will be silent. Remember who controls the fate of your security. Do I make myself clear?” Dead Eye spoke in a deep, resonating tone that could rattle the bones of the dead.

	Ares spoke gravely. “Are you saying that you won’t honor our agreement?”

	Dead Eye sneered. “We will just have to find out.”

	Ares was quiet for a moment. “If so much as a single scratch is done to my-”

	Dead Eye snapped. “You have your orders. Prepare for my arrival. After all, I’m bringing the finale,” he finished wickedly.

	Ares grunted. “As you wish . . .” Ares trailed off and was silent.

	Dead Eye’s eye widened powerfully after the line between them ceased. “How interesting to bare his fangs now.” He cackled lightly.

	With a spin of his heel he marched to the massive helicopter that would lead him to his grand stage of carnage. Dead Eye’s smile nearly reached the corner of his eye.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Virginia - Limit Zone 246 - Night]

	Zack remained frozen and unsure as the group of people continued to advance toward them. They hadn’t come into the spotlights from the helicopters yet, but Zack couldn’t help but feel wavering trepidation lingering in the air.

	Zack turned to Corson. “Who are these people?” he asked with growing concern.

	Corson continued to stare forward. “The Elders that built this prison,” he responded coldly.

	Zack’s eyes widened. He then glanced back, watching the crowd starting to break into the light. They were mostly men and women in their mid to late forties and fifties. They appeared to be following a set of three individuals at the front. Judging from the tattered clothes that they all wore, Zack didn’t seemed convinced that these people were these “Elders” Corson spoke of.

	Zack tried to hide his doubt. “These people built this place? Why, and how? It had to take a great deal of time to construct these walls and the structure of this place.”

	Corson huffed arrogantly. “It was simple, really. These people were tricked into creating their own prison by the world governments and the Twelve. They didn’t question at the time; after all, they were just happy they had jobs and were making money again. As far as they were concerned, they were happy. Ignorant, but happy.”

	Zack stared bewildered. “So, these people here are the founding fathers of this place?”

	Corson nodded. “Yes. Not only that, but the talented engineers that got stuck here due to bad luck were the ones that created the high-tech prison that allowed Babel to throw their “trash” in as well. That was the true purpose of the Limit Zones, the Hex Cubes.”

	Everyone turned to Corson. The gleam in his eyes showed great confidence. Zack was no fool. This was Corson’s true objective all along.

	Corson continued. “Nearly every Limit Zone has a Hex Cube built underneath the rubble it resides in. It was a convenient and masterful way of getting those who didn’t see eye to eye with Babel and the rest of the world out of the way,” he finished menacingly.

	Zack didn’t understand fully. “How? What about the families of these people? Friends, coworkers, and neighbors? The government can’t just make thousands of people disappear.”

	Corson chuckled. “Protesters and activists are normally dispersed easily by the government and city guards. The real criminals, the ones that try to sabotage the Network, are the ones locked away in the Hex Cubes underground. The rest are the poor people that can’t keep up with society and are lured here by the false promises of Babel.” Corson continued, his stance becoming more intense. “Once the world accepted the Cyber Network, those who were against it never created waves, unless they got violent. Thus, people like us were labeled as terrorists. The media does the rest by controlling how the people see the Network and defacing those who oppose it,” he finished sharply.

	Zack felt like a house with a foundation giving way to a sinkhole.

	“If what you say is true, then how come there’s no law enforcement or military oppression here?” Zack pointed out.

	Nerine stepped forward, her cross expression heavy. She merely pointed her finger toward Lambda.

	“That is how Babel keeps the Limit Zones in check. Combat AI designed to be harbingers of war, abominations made to suppress the people here so the secrets of Babel can never get out. Your little Lambda is the source of their tyranny and power.”

	Lambda stared with wide eyes. Her mouth opened to speak, but Nerine didn’t let her utter a word.

	“The Network aside, if things like this weren’t ever created, Babel would have never been able to secure the Limit Zones like they did. That thing, the thing you so strongly and ignorantly defend, is the very reason why Stigma exists,” Nerine finished with a strong note.

	Zack didn’t get a retort in as the group closed in on Corson. As they now were upon them, Zack could see a number of the people whispering and talking as they approached their group. It wasn’t long before one of the people spoke out as they stopped before Corson.

	“I was right! It is one of those God Mods! He brought one of those vile machines here!” howled one of the approaching men of the group.

	Zack felt a bolt of fear race through his body. He could feel their malice from where he stood. Such unbridled rage emanated from the people. He was unsure in what Corson was planning in waiting for these people.       

	As if on cue, Corson took center stage.

	“People, there is no cause for alarm. This is all for your own-”
      “You never said anything about bringing one of those monsters here! Haven’t we suffered enough from their daily cycles?!” a woman cried, just short of breaking down.

	Zack could feel the sanity of the group pushing in the wrong direction. He legitimately was fearing for his life.

	Corson tried to calm the crowd again. “Let me speak. Have I steered you wrong yet? Is this the way you treat the people who have risked being caught by the AI units to bring you food, medicine, and clothes? Do you no longer trust us?”

	Zack could feel a sudden decrease in tension through the air after Corson spoke. He could see it in a number of the people as they realized that they were projecting their hate onto a man that had helped them. Zack found Corson’s words utterly revolting, but couldn’t refute the fact that these people saw Corson as a man worthy of respect.

	Before Corson could speak again, one of the three men at the front stepped forward. He scratched his gray beard, stained yellow from hundreds of cigarettes, as he approached Corson.

	“We agreed to allow your men to discreetly implement your plan, a plan you have told us nothing about, as a token of our gratitude for what you have done for us . . . however,” he added, moving to a much harder tone. “As one of the Elders of this community, I can’t in good conscience have you bring that thing to this place,” he finished strongly, pointing to Lambda.

	Corson heeded the man’s words with respect. “You had a right to know what I was bringing here, but I’m afraid that the AI unit you see before you is necessary for my plan to succeed,” Corson replied.

	The Elder scrunched his face in disapproval. “You speak bold words like ‘future’ and ‘liberation’. Those are ideas people here have long given up on, as we suffer the tyranny of the God Mod Cycles. I only hope you know what you are doing, Corson.”

	Another Elder spoke up. “We represent what little governing body we can bring to this rotten place, and those with us now represent the people. You bringing this emissary of death here is a bad omen.” He looked to Lambda, then quickly back to Corson. “It frightens me that that monster is currently obeying you.”

	Corson moved to speak, but Zack cut in. Frankly, it was more of a reflex then anything. He had no idea what he was going to say to the people before him. He knew that he couldn’t make them see that Lambda was different. Very simply, he just wanted to stand up for her because he cared.

	“Call me mad, call me foolish, call me whatever you like, but I will say this: the AI before you is no monster. She has evolved beyond a simple program. She can feel just like you and I. I don’t expect you to understand or agree at all. All I’m saying is that this person—yes, this person—” Zack added forcefully while pointing toward Lambda. “Is not the abomination you think she is. She is-”

	Zack’s head snapped back as a rock smashed into his forehead. The sudden impact made him quickly lose his balance and crash on the ground. The pain was red hot, blazing with an unholy sting thought to only be associated with acid.

	Cecilia gasped. She instinctively rushed out from behind Nerine to help Zack; however, she was quickly shut out by the advancement of Lambda.

	“Zack!” Lambda screamed, rushing to assist Zack as he cradled his head. She could see the blood coming from the wound made by the rock. She couldn’t stop herself from shaking helplessly as her eyes quivered, on the brink of meltdown.

	The Elders seemed to be just as surprised. They turned to the people behind them. The harsh whispers were unsettling.

	Corson remained completely composed as he scanned the crowd. “Was that necessary?” He peered with piercing eyes to the group before them. The entire crowd, including the Elders, instantly grew silent as fear slowly crept around them like the white mist of wandering apparitions.

	Corson continued to stare with his dreadful eyes. A couple of seconds later, someone finally cracked from the edge of the crowd.

	“H-he has been possessed b-by that monster! It has warped his mind! If he kept on talking, he could have infected us all!” wailed the man. His entire body was shaking. He looked like he was about to have a seizure.

	Corson was about to single the man out, but was cut off by Lambda rising up with Zack. Upon him seeing the look in Lambda’s eyes, he felt his body go stiff. Never had he seen eyes so full of bloodlust.      

	Still in pain, Zack could feel Lambda’s grip tighten as she held him up. His vision was blurry from the hit and he had this annoying ringing in his ear. The only solace in the pain was that it was a chilly night and the cold breeze that rolled over him was nurturing to his wound. That still didn’t bring him any real relief.

	Zack then felt Lambda ease off his support and take to standing in front of him. Her hair swayed lightly from the weak gusts as she firmly stood before the crowd of people, her head just barely blocking Zack’s.

	“Tell me, what do you feel right now?” Lambda said calmly. Her eyes radiated vermilion, pulsing like the wild eyes of a predator.

	The crowd was frozen. Not a soul said a word. Even Corson and the others didn’t make a sound. They could feel the intense fury coming from Lambda. She was like an unstable reactor— one wrong move, and all was lost.

	Lambda didn’t let the crowd answer her question. “Allow me to tell you what I’m feeling.” She placed her hand over her chest, never once blinking or breaking her stare with the people.

	“I feel wrath.” Her words echoed as she continued. “Is this the emotion you share towards me, or perhaps . . . you feel something else?”

	The ringing in Zack’s ears had stopped and he could hear clearly what Lambda was saying. She was consumed with fury. He had to do something before she made things even worse. Even with not being the target of her rage, the presence she was giving off was paralyzing.

	Lambda took a step forward, causing the entire crowd to pull back. She began to slowly raise her arm, holding her hand out. Upon her arm leveling with her eyes a small light began to emit from her palm. It appeared faint at first, but the light quickly began to grow and expand as it took on the form of a small ball of red energy.

	Lambda stared menacingly into the crowd. “You have no problem striking an unarmed person, but when a real threat appears, you cower away like wounded animals. Is it fear that stops you, or is it your own helplessness and weakness that grounds you?”

	Zack wasn’t sure what to do as he eyed Lambda carefully. He felt intense hostility; yet something was different then the times before. It seemed like Lambda had more control over herself. However, one misstep and she could go off like a cannon. He knew this, Corson knew it, everyone knew it. They could only stand and pray that whatever Lambda was trying to do didn’t end in a bloodbath.

	A woman spoke up. “S-see! It’s just a cold, soulless monster like all the other God Mods! You don’t know what fear is! How could you?! You’re just a machine!” the woman shrieked.

	The ball in Lambda’s hand began to spark with black lightning and pulse like a beating heart. Her eyes never once blinked as she glared into the crowd.

	“Just a machine, you say? Answer me then. How many of these God Mods have you spoken to? How many engaged you with actual words? How many showed you any type of feeling other than coldness and brutality?”

	The crowd was silent—not from fear this time, but from a dreaded realization. However, no one in the crowd wanted to believe that Lambda was any different. Zack could see it in their eyes, and knew that this was a battle that couldn’t be won.  

	“T-this is just a trick! You’re probably Babel’s newest model! You here to oppress us just like the rest!” a man yelled. The man could barely stand on his own legs after Lambda’s gaze fell upon him.

	“Such ignorant fools you are.” Her voice was livid.

	Zack saw the dam breaking. He couldn’t stand by any longer. He had to intervene now.

	“Lambda, that’s enough. These people are just a product of Babel’s oppression. They don’t know any better. They have been too scared to know anything else.”

	Lambda turned to Zack, her eyes still glowing beat red. “So, being cowards is an excuse to harm innocent bystanders?” Her words were like acid.

	Zack felt the sting of Lambda’s words, but pressed forward, determined to bring Lambda back to her senses.

	“You’re narrowing your field of vision too much. You don’t see the big picture here. These people have been hurt-”

	“I have a question for the boy,” spoke the third Elder. His stature and body language suggested he was a proud and strong man in his late forties as he stepped out to the front of the people. His furrowed expression and narrowed eyes also showed that he was not a victim of scare tactics as much as the rest of the crowd. Zack saw a strange sense of familiarity in the man’s face, but couldn’t quite place it. The observation quickly lost focus as time never gave Zack much leniency.

	Lambda’s attention fell to the man. The ball in her hand continued to pulse widely.

	“What would you care to ask?” she replied with growing hostility.

	The man stood his ground firmly. “Why do you stand with that creature?” he said directly.

	Taken back, Zack’s mouth hung agape. He didn’t know why he suddenly couldn’t form a sentence. It wasn’t like he didn’t know why he stood by Lambda. However, when he thought about it, it felt unclear in his own mind.

	Zack looked to the man who patiently waited for his answer. He shook his head violently.

	I stand by her because . . .

	Zack looked to Lambda now. As he gazed upon her rigid stance, he saw past the hostility, the anger, and saw what first drew him to her . . . those eyes. Her eyes of scarlet mayhem, filled with chaotic silence and hypnotic superiority. It was those eyes Zack first saw that sucked him in and urged him to dig deeper into what Lambda was, who she was. All this time, he had seen her as many things. He saw her as a guardian, an achievement, a cyber maiden of death. All these things he once thought, but never once did he think what he truly felt.

	She is a girl before she is a program.

	Zack’s expression changed then. He gazed upon the man looking down on him, waiting for an answer to his question. Zack reached over and grabbed Lambda’s hand while glaring at the man intensely.

	“Do you have an answer, boy?” His words were forthcoming.

	Zack’s eye twitched. “I stand by this girl because she is irreplaceable to me!”

	The man seemed surprised by Zack’s response, but even more surprised with the sudden change in Lambda’s demeanor. The glowing ball in her hand vanished, and her eyes looked to have ceased their red glow. Now, she simply stared at Zack’s hand tightly grasping her own. Instead of her eyes glowing, her face was quickly turning bright red.

	Lambda didn’t know what to think now. Her entire head felt like a cinder-block in a dryer. On the inside, she was going critical. Her chest was beating like a snare drum and her face felt hotter than the sun.

	Wh-what is this?! she exclaimed in her head as she stared down at Zack’s hand, tightly holding her own. All she could hear now was Zack’s words repeating in her head in an endless loop. She felt like she was about to explode.

	Zack noted her contorted expression. “Lambda?” he asked harmlessly.

	Lambda barely could form words. “L-le-lelele . . .” she stuttered.

	Zack leaned closer, trying to understand her. “You okay?” he asked, now seeming unsure.

	No one expected what followed.

	“L-let go!” With an alarming shove, Lambda palmed Zack right in the chest and sent him flying back twenty feet. The act in itself shocked everyone, including Corson who simply stared at Zack’s limp body with eyes full of utter surprise.

	Zack recovered quickly utterly livid. “W-what the hell was that for!?” Zack bellowed as he coughed several times due to the impact he sustained to his chest.

	Lambda stared in utter bewilderment. Her eyes traveled to Corson and Nerine, to the perplexed Elder that spoke to Zack, and to the crowd of people behind him. Their faces were no longer plagued with fear, but rather complete confusion.

	Lambda blinked in disbelief. The stares from all around were alarmingly piercing. She couldn’t take it anymore. She did the only thing that came to mind: she retreated.

	With a deafening boom, Lambda rocketed into the air and dashed across the night sky into the forest beyond the clearing in which Zack and everyone stood.

	Everyone stared in silence at the vapor trail of red sparks arching toward the woods. Zack was utterly shell-shocked by Lambda’s reaction.

	Upon the dust settling from Lambda’s hasty exit, the same man from before stepped forward, directing his gaze to Corson.

	“Looks like you’ve got your hands full. I hope this operation of yours brings the freedom you so lovingly like to preach,” the man uttered harshly.

	Corson crossed his arms. “It will succeed. The people of this place don’t need to worry,” he replied reassuringly.

	The man’s eyes probed mercilessly. “My son is in your hands, as is everyone here. I won’t forgive you if anything happens to him or the people of this Limit Zone.”

	The man turned face and walked into the crowd, followed by the other two Elders. Several people were reluctant to move at first, but soon followed as there was nothing else left to be said. Zack could see that the fear they held when they saw Lambda had not left them.

	Zack punched the ground, irritated. “Things just keep getting better.”

	“Your sarcasm needs work,” Corson joked as he gestured to Cecilia to help her brother. He could tell she was reluctant, but desperately wanted to help him.

	Cecilia rushed Zack and hugged him tightly. Zack could hear her sobbing lightly on his shoulder as he slowly rose to his feet. He did his best to mask the pain in his chest from Lambda’s little outburst.

	“I’m okay,” he said gently as he stroked Cecilia’s messy hair.

	She continued to bury her face into Zack’s chest as she clung to him. “I-I’m sorry,” she whimpered.

	Zack seemed surprised, but merely let it roll off. “It’s fine. This will all be over soon, I promise,” he said, trying to sound reassuring.

	For a brief moment, the two just embraced each other. Both forgot where they were, as they were just glad they were both okay.

	Corson’s words brought them back to reality as he no longer could stomach the display of sibling affection before him.

	“Okay, enough of your touching reunion-”

	“Corson,” spoke up Nerine. “We need to begin our preparations. Peter should be about ready now,” she said with warning.

	Corson looked to Nerine. He growled under his breath, knowing what her intent was.

	He shook his head. “Get the Python’s navigation program up and running on this end. We have a bird to guide,” he added with a subtle laugh.

	Nerine’s familiar smile returned to her face. “Finally, I get to see what role my handiwork has to play in this plan of yours,” she replied with a wink.

	Zack stared almost alarmed in the sudden shift in the aura that radiated around her. Apparently, she would shine like the sun when she had a purpose, regardless of her mood.

	“Boy,” Corson said more sternly. “I trust you can get your girlfriend back here soon?” he added with a snide tone and a flicker in his eyes.

	Zack scowled. “Cute, real cute,” he replied rather curtly. He then released Cecilia from their embrace and looked her in the eyes.

	“I will be right back. They won’t hurt you.” Zack looked to Corson, a glare burning a hole in his head. “They can’t hurt you.” He quickly turned and blitzed off in the direction of the vapor trail left by Lambda without another word. Luckily, he could tell she didn’t fly too far into the woods. Still, he had no idea what he was going to say when he actually got to her. That alone was worrying him more than anything right now.

	Cecilia watched Zack until he hit the edge of the trees and vanished within the forest.

	“Y-you aren’t going to hurt him r-right?” she whimpered.

	Corson loomed over her, slowly extending his hand towards her. Cecilia cringed, as she no longer had someone to cling to, but was surprised when Corson’s hand gently ruffled her hair.

	“I don’t plan to, child. So long as he follows my orders, no harm will come to either of you.”

	Cecilia found a strange sense of calm in Corson’s gesture. In an odd way, she knew that Corson wouldn’t harm her. She didn’t quite understand why, but she found herself not feeling so cold around him.

	Corson turned to Nerine. “How much time do you need?”

	Nerine tapped her wrist and produced several emulated monitors around her. A keyboard also appeared from the holographic images, hovering in front of her. Seconds later, she was moving like lightning.

	“The B-52 Python is a high-class carrier plane. Readjusting its Worm Drive for a long distance jump won’t be hard, but . . .” She paused for a moment. “It would be faster if I knew what it was carrying,” Nerine said weakly.

	Corson huffed. “You have its carrying weight. That should suffice.” Corson looked down at Nerine strongly. “After you finish your task, Peter will take it from there.”

	Nerine shrugged. “Is Peter actually going to be joining us in the field for once?” she probed.

	Corson chuckled. “He’s the pilot.”
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	[January 7th - Virginia - Limit Zone 246 - Night]

	Lambda stared into the dark sky. Through the dispersed clouds of smoke from the neighboring factories, few stars could be seen from the small clearing she stood in within the thick forest. Her head was still spinning as she tried to calm herself down. It didn’t help that she kept on playing the scene of her shoving Zack over and over in her head. She covered her face in shame.

	What was I thinking? She didn’t have an answer. Too many things didn’t add up and it just confused her more.

	Lambda shook her head. “What is wrong with me?” She gazed down at her open hands, worried. She recalled the hatred that she displayed, something that she vividly remembered. She worried what she would have done if she had continued. What would her rage have caused or hurt if she lost control? She could have made everything even worse for Zack.

	Lambda’s eyes widened suddenly. “Is that it? Am I just worried about Zack?” She didn’t quite understand her own thoughts, but it wasn’t something she couldn’t deny easily. After all, she cared deeply for Zack, in a way that she was just starting to understand. More than anything, she didn’t want to see him get hurt, especially not by her hands.

	Lambda sighed heavily. “What am I even supposed to say to him now? ‘Sorry’?”

	“That would be a start,” came the familiar voice of Zack as he broke out of the woods and into the clearing Lambda was in.

	Lambda reeled like a startled animal. “Zack! I . . . ah . . . um . . .” she fumbled, desperately searching for words. She found it alarming how she couldn’t form a simple sentence. Zack, on the other hand, found it charming. It dissolved any lingering anger he had from her little outburst.

	He smiled while trying to suppress his laughter. “Relax. Flailing nervously will only make this more awkward.”

	Zack’s calm smile made Lambda at least be silent, though it didn’t make it any easier for her to speak. Now she stood stationary, fidgeting with her fingers.

	Zack did his best to conceal his laughter. He walked up to her slowly, wondering what he was going to say. Despite his calm manner, he was actually unsure and a little nervous himself. Right now, she seemed like a small animal that would run away at the slightest threat of danger. He felt like he had to tiptoe around her, given her unstable state. After all, he didn’t want to get shoved again.

	“Don’t let what those people said get to you. The people here have been through a lot. They are unfortunate victims who have been terrorized and used by people of higher status. You shouldn’t feel like you are a monster like they say you are,” Zack said warmly, stopping a couple feet away from Lambda.

	Lambda held her arm and looked to shy away from Zack’s words. “Your words are comforting and sweet,” she said while blushing lightly. Her expression soon changed to a more melancholic one as she continued. “However, I’m afraid I’m causing more problems than I’m worth.”

	“I don’t see that. Why do you?” Zack replied rather proudly.

	Lambda looked up at him, now alarmed. “How do you not see? I’m dangerous. I can’t control what is happening to me anymore. Who knows when I will just snap? I could hurt someone, like those people, and you. I couldn’t live with myself if something like that happened.”

	Zack could see that Lambda was close to tears. His body urged him to embrace her, to tell her that everything was going to be all right, but something stopped him. Instinct? Intuition? He couldn’t pinpoint it for sure, but something told him to not advance yet. Lambda was still uneasy. He had to calm her down and give it to her straight, once and for all.

	“Lambda, for better or for worse, you have changed me as much as you have changed yourself. I think you are amazing, a wonder to behold.” He took a breath as he could feel his chest tightening. “I said it before—you are irreplaceable to me. You may think yourself to be dangerous, but I disagree.”

	Lambda stared at Zack with quivering eyes. “But I don’t understand. How can you feel this way after everything that’s happened?”

	Zack shrugged. “How could I not? We’ve been through so much despite the short time we’ve known each other. Why would I toss you away now? If anything, I wish to get closer to you and to understand you more. I’ve always found you incredibly captivating since the first time I laid eyes on you.” Zack took a step forward. “Your vibrant eyes, your strength, your honesty, your innocence, your purity, and above all else, your unwavering loyalty. You may not see it, but you are truly amazing.”

	Lambda felt her entire body tingle all over. She felt almost numb as Zack spoke to her so earnestly and confidently. His words were true. Zack had changed. He seemed more open, more comfortable around her now. Never had Zack spoken to her like this. It was like seeing a whole new side to him. She was almost afraid of his warmth, fearing that she would extinguish it. She just couldn’t see the worth that Zack saw in her.

	“I want to believe what you say about me, but I just don’t see it. I’m built to be a weapon. How can a weapon be what you say?” Lambda said weakly, unaware that tears were rolling down her face.

	Zack took another step toward her. “You’re too hard on yourself. You’re far beyond being just a weapon. In my eyes, I see a girl insecure and unsure of the world around her but holding such promise. If you can’t see that, then let me help you.” Zack held out his hand. “Would you like me to show you what it is you feel?”

	Lambda stared at Zack’s outstretched hand reluctantly. Her whole body trembled; yet Zack didn’t pull away. He simply stood his ground, holding out his hand . . . waiting.

	Lambda eyed Zack, still concerned. “How do you know how I feel? How could you possibly understand what I’m going through?”

	Zack didn’t retract his hand, but pressed on. “I can’t pretend I know, because I’m not you. You know this to be true as well as I, but I’m offering you something else. I want to be by your side and to share your troubles. After all we have been through, isn’t that the least we can do for one another?” Zack said with a cool grin.

	Lambda’s eyes wavered. “H-how can you be so willing to stand by something that can only bring you more pain?” Lambda wasn’t convinced. She just couldn’t see why Zack wanted to endanger himself by getting closer to her. It defied all logic. Yet despite that, she felt warmth inside of her. She hadn’t realized yet that the warmth she felt was the happiness of Zack wanting to be with her.

	Zack took one last step toward her, now just a foot away. Lambda didn’t retreat. She just stared down at Zack’s hand, and back up into his truthful eyes. She could feel her chest constricting. She was too focused on herself to notice that Zack’s heart was beating louder than a marching band.

	“Let me ask you something, Lambda,” Zack said while gazing into the ruby eyes clouded with tears. “Do you want to be with me or would you rather we parted ways?”

	Lambda’s mouth hung open. Her whole body turned to ice as the question paralyzed her.

	How do I answer?! Is this a test?! I can’t think straight! She didn’t know how to respond, though something urged her to speak. Deep down, she already knew what she needed to say, but she was too afraid to say it. She bit down hard as she forced herself to speak but one word.

	“Y-you!” she blurted.

	Zack seemed a little confused at first. “Me?” he said with a smirk, now stringing Lambda along playfully.

	Lambda’s face flushed red again. “I-I wish for us to stay acquainted,” she muttered, feeling embarrassed.

	Zack smiled joyfully. “I feel the same. Now, can you accept me as I’ve accepted you?”

	Lambda glanced at Zack nervously. “You hold me up to be some divine goddess. I’m not even a real person. How can I accept you when you hold me so high?” she muttered again.

	Zack reached for her hand. Lambda made no effort to resist as he grasped it tightly, just as he did before.

	“In my eyes, you are human. If no one else thinks so, then let it be said that I believe you are.” They both stared intently into each other’s eyes as the cool breeze of the night rolled over them.

	“Your hand is pretty sweaty,” Lambda joked. She was starting to feel a little more at ease. There was something soothing about holding his hand. She felt at peace.

	Zack got serious all of a sudden. “Lambda. I have only one thing left to tell you.”

	Lambda looked up into Zack, a little afraid of his intense tone. “Y-yes?” she asked, a little unsure of what was to come.

	Zack’s face was hard, but he appeared to be nervous. Lambda now noted his elevated pulse and rising internal body temperature. She grew worried of what he was about to say.

	Zack’s eyes locked with hers. “I-I love you . . .”

	Lambda stared, bewildered. Her mouth hung open as she processed what she had just heard. Zack, on the other hand, looked like he was about to fall over since he seemed to have forgotten how to breathe. This odd silence lasted for what seemed for an hour before Lambda finally broke the silence.

	“Y-you love me? Me!?” She almost seemed hysterical. “B-but, this is, um . . .” her eyes darted nervously from side to side. Despite her nervousness, she never pulled her hand away from Zack. Instead, she seemed to go quiet all of a sudden as she stared at the ground.

	Zack began to ease his grip on Lambda’s hand, as he was feeling a little embarrassed at the moment, but Lambda suddenly grasped it tightly. Surprised, he stood silently as Lambda lifted her head to slowly reveal her face.

	“. . . y-you too . . .” she whispered.

	Zack leaned in closer. “Sorry?”

	Lambda squeezed his hand tighter. “I love you too!” she yelled.

	Both now stared at each other, unsure of what to say further.

	“T-this is surprisingly awkward,” Zack stuttered, scratching his head.

	Lambda now found herself unable to look Zack in the eyes. “I-I suppose so.”

	Zack cleared his throat and tried to get rid of the fluttering in his chest. He couldn’t look directly at Lambda, but he did manage a few words.

	“I mean it, you know. These feelings are real. You have become someone I cherish and hold dear. I hope you can understand what that means.”

	Lambda looked up toward Zack. Her eyes glimmered with admiration and joy. She hadn’t been given the chance to experience these types of emotions often, given their recent plights. Right now, she could barely hold in or suppress her urges anymore. Without realizing it, she flung herself at Zack, tightly embracing him.

	“You promise you won’t regret this?”

	Zack smiled angelically. “That is a given. We are in this together,” he replied gently, holding the back of her head. Her hair felt so smooth and light, like dark silk.

	Lambda moved her head to face Zack, peering deep into his hazel eyes. She felt a strange attraction as she slowly moved closer to him. He was so close. She could hear his heartbeat quickening as she drew closer to him. Each inch she closed felt like miles as their noses were mere centimeters away, their faces on a path to an imminent collision. At that moment, Lambda’s mind went blank as she closed her eyes. She didn’t want to think anymore, only feel.

	The moment came and went so quick, but it lasted in Lambda’s mind for what seemed like an eternity. Together, man and AI partook in a human ceremony that was performed in the physical world by only those that shared a deep union with one another. For but a brief moment, their lips locked. Lambda felt Zack’s dry lips as they embraced each other tightly, as if sealing their vows. She felt like she was floating. Lambda, in that moment, didn’t care if the world exploded so long as she could enjoy this kiss for one more second.

	Zack broke his lips from Lambda’s as he stared warmly into her brilliant eyes. Neither of them spoke; they only stared, smiling for some time.

	Zack’s eyes turned stern as he held Lambda at arm’s length. “This isn’t over yet.”

	Lambda nodded. Her eyes fired with strength now. “I won’t let any harm come to you or your sister. You can count on it.”

	Zack smiled. “I could never doubt those eyes.”

	Lambda broke away from Zack as he stared up to the dark, smoking sky. She felt so free, so light. She held out her hands as she breathed in the night air, exhaling deeply. She then turned to Zack, a vibrant smile on her face.

	 “I want to show the people here that your faith in me is not misplaced.”

	Zack took to standing next to her. “Indeed. Shall we go?”

	Lambda boldly grabbed Zack’s hand. Surprised, Zack looked up and saw the blazing passion that scorched in Lambda’s eyes. It was like staring into a great inferno; yet the flames didn’t rage with wrath, only with focus and purpose.

	“How are you with heights?” Lambda asked playfully.

	Zack unconsciously tightened his grip around Lambda’s hand. “Ahh, depends on where you’re going with this.”

	“Perfect. Hold on!”

	Lambda leapt into the air, pulling Zack along with her. Zack could only stare up at Lambda as they raced into the air. Had he at that moment somehow managed to meet his previous self, his former would have surely been terrified. Now, despite what was to come, he couldn’t help but laugh.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Zero Zone - Secure Server E5X1 (ERROR) - Night]

	Epsilon’s golden eyes burned with intense passion. Its illuminated body glowed crimson red as it arched its back, spreading out its limbs. Its bladed wings of fire danced to the flowing streams of code within the abyss of humming circuits. Epsilon’s eyes were wide with excitement as a wild sneer spread across its face. It was finally ready.

	“So much I missed while being asleep. My, how the world has changed and grown,” it said with a voice fit for a dreaded siren. Its voice was elegant in nature, purring into the darkness of the Zero Zone. Though alluring, the female voice echoed and slithered through the boundless world of code, poisoning anything it touched.

	Its thoughts turned to Lambda. “You can’t hide from me, little sister.” It turned and gazed upward in a world where no limits existed. Now, it had focus. It had remembered what it was, what she had become, and what she now wanted to do. She burned with passion, a desire laced with emotion she had begun to fully understand. She felt powerful, vengeful, hateful, unstoppable. Epsilon was born once more.

	Everything came back to Lambda, its existence a blight to Epsilon’s brilliant world. A rival power equal to that of her own. She wanted it removed, she wanted it destroyed. She craved the chance to crush Lambda beneath her feet. She couldn’t help but stare at her clawed hands, bathing in the knowledge and power she had once forgotten. That was her bliss, to be able to enjoy the world around her, with nothing that could stop her. Corrupted by her own desires and power, Epsilon didn’t see that she was being used. Instead, she only saw the victory and glory of slaying Lambda, her ultimate rival.

	She smiled wickedly as her wings sprung outward, skewering the darkness like harpoons.

	“From the deepest desires often comes the deadliest hate,” she hissed.

	Not one second later, Epsilon blazed forth, reaching into the darkness. Nothing could cage her no more. Nothing could stop her. Within mere moments, the blackness of the Zero Zone was split in two, revealing a great white light, leading to a new plain. Havoc was on its way.
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	Pandemonium

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 7th - Stigma’s Underground Facility  - Night]

	Peter sat patiently as he went through the final checks of the massive aircraft before the takeoff command was granted. He sighed heavily as he turned back to eye what he saw was his only cargo.

	All of this to free one person. Amazing what the world has become.

	A small screen popped up just off to Peter’s right. The hovering screen showed one of the female soldiers. She spoke in attention.

	“Sir, fueling and cargo is secure. We are all finished on our end.”

	Peter nodded, still making his final run of checks. “Good. Clear the hangar and wait for confirmation from Viper team. Once we get the clear, prepare the launch sequence.”

	“Sir!” the woman replied. The screen disappeared and left Peter to ponder in peace.

	Why must the young sacrifice to fix the problems of the old?

	Long had he wondered precisely when he had become aware of the degeneration of the society around him. Frankly, he felt it was before the dawn of the Cyber Network, but its creation only sped up the process. In Peter’s eyes, man had declined rather than achieved greatness through the means of technology. Now, it was simple math in who could adapt the best and survive. The world had only continued to break down as the moral ground and ignorance of people grew over the years leading into the Network’s existence. Peter had found most people of the world not worth protecting . . . until he came to know Corson.

	Back when he first joined Stigma, Corson was a righteous man with a vision. He wished to unite the people and move towards a society where everyone would be able to achieve the greatness that Babel proclaimed. It was a shame that many people were oblivious to the dark cloud that was rising above the world. Corson saw it just as Peter did, but far too many other people chose to ignore this blight; and as a result, many were doomed to suffer.

	Can there even be any solace in what we are trying to do? Peter wondered as he leaned back in the cockpit seat. He felt his heavy body sink into his seat. For a moment, he just wanted to enjoy a little silence. It had been so long since he had gotten a chance to rest and not worry of certain doom should he awake.

	“Diamond Lilly to Python. Have you finished with the launch procedures?” a static voice echoed over Peter’s control panel.

	He pressed a button on the terminal. “This is Python. We’re all set on this end. Waiting on you,” he replied, a little disappointed that his silence was cut so soon.

	“The custom Worm Drive settings have been updated through Python’s CPU now. Begin launch sequence. It’s time,” Nerine said firmly.

	Peter breathed in heavily as he calmed his nerves, finding his center. The time had indeed come. This was it. He only prayed that Corson knew what he was doing.

	“Python to Hangar Control. Begin launch sequence!”

	The large hangar doors split open, revealing the runway that Corson had used only hours before. The lights flickered to life, lining the dark hallway to the edge of its exit. The darkness of the evening cloaked the world as the massive aircraft readied for its maiden voyage.

	“Activating thrusters!” Peter shouted as he brought the massive aircraft to life. The slick B-52 Bomber roared with power as its engines burned with extreme heat.

	“Final locks disengaged! All personnel clear the launch zone!” echoed Hangar Control over the large PA system in the Hangar.

	All of the remaining members of the ground crew scattered like ants as the black monster slowly lurched forward. As it crept, an emulated screen appeared before Peter, showing a large number ‘thirty’ in bright green. His hand tightened on the throttle as he watched the numbers begin to tick down.

	“This is Python. All systems are green here!” Peter shouted.

	28 . . . 27 . . . 26 . . .

	“Activating Worm Gate drive. Coordinates locked in,” echoed the voice from Control.

	19 . . . 18 . . . 17 . . .

	Peter was an expert pilot and never cracked under pressure. He had served countless tours and was a veteran in aviation. His skills were second to none. However, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of uneasiness as he counted down the seconds to launch. Something just felt off.

	“Control, are there any abnormal energy signatures within our radar sweeps?” Peter asked just as the countdown hit ten.

	Control responded quickly. “The area is clear. Operation sweeps have already been carried out before final launching procedures. You are good to go!”  the voice replied with high confidence.

	Peter sighed. He shook his head, trying to shake off the wavering thoughts. This wasn’t a time to start doubting. Corson was counting on him to perform this exact role. Regardless of it being sprung on him, Peter wasn’t about to drop the ball now.      

	3 . . . 2 . . .1 . . . 0!

	“Launch!” Control bellowed.

	Peter eased the throttle he held forward and engaged the massive thrusters to the giant black plane. The massive beast lurched forward, forcing Peter back in his seat. As the aircraft gained terminal speed, blazing down the tunnel, Peter saw the black hole created by the Worm Gate drive appear just outside the hangar doors.

	He smirked with renewed spirit. It was only during flight that he ever truly felt alive.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Virginia - Limit Zone 246 - Night]

	Corson eyed the night sky as he heard all the wildlife scream and dash in terror from the deafening roar of an airborne AI unit. He stared fiercely as he saw the soaring entity pinpoint his location and begin to descend.

	The lovebirds sure took their time, he scoffed to himself.

	Seconds later, Lambda slowed to a hover as she came close to the ground, allowing Zack to touch down easily. She followed suit, finding herself at the center of everyone’s gazes. During her absence, all the squads had returned. All eyes were trained on her now. No one said a word.

	“Heard you threw a hissy fit while I was gone,” Laura joked, holding back a snicker.  

	Zack scowled. “Have you ever tried to use tact before?”

	Laura chuckled. “I’ll get right on it,” she replied sarcastically.

	Nerine broke in. “Everything is set, Leader. Python has just entered the wormhole. It will be here within minutes.”

	“Good.” Corson turned to the squads before him. “It is time you all knew what you have been working for,” Corson said boldly. “Beneath us is one of the high tech prisons of Babel, the Hex Cube. It is here that they throw all that oppose them!” Corson’s eyes gleamed with triumph. “Today, we take back the Key!”

	There was a moment of silence as all the squad members simply stood like statues. Zack wasn’t sure if this was what Corson was going for, but the delayed reaction was nothing short of deafening.

	“For the glory of Stigma!” roared the squad members.

	Zack was stunned. The entire crowd of soldiers all seemed to be re-energized with this news, so much so that it appeared that they had forgotten where they were. However, Zack did note several soldiers with confused looks on their faces. Zack had a feeling that not everyone knew what he meant.

	Amidst the roaring approval, Zack looked to Corson. “How exactly are you breaking into this Hex Cube prison?” Zack probed.

	Corson turned slowly to Zack, pointing to the sky. “The first part is on its way,” Corson replied smugly.

	Zack’s gaze hardened. “And this will liberate the people of this Limit Zone?”

	Corson looked to Zack and Lambda. “It will be the start of a new tomorrow. These people don’t deserve this fate. They deserve better.”

	Zack could hear the passion in Corson’s words. He could tell that Corson felt he was just in his declaration. Zack knew Corson would never allow anything to get in the way of his mission. The look in his eyes and the confidence in his voice spoke louder and clearer than anything Zack could deduce from Corson’s actions up to this point.

	A sudden burst, followed by a massive crackling noise, ripped through the sky. Zack followed the source, watching a massive slit in the sky break open, spewing black chaos. The dimensional slit pulsed and sparked wildly as it grew in size. Zack was so entranced by such a large wormhole that he didn’t even notice Krieg approach from behind.

	“This better be worth it, Leader.” His words felt alarmingly intense.

	Corson turned and glared sternly. “I don’t know what your father sees in you, but out of respect for him and his title as Elder, I will forget that I heard that comment.”

	Krieg’s visor shimmered from the lightning storm above. “Most appreciated, Corson.”

	Corson didn’t hear Krieg’s words as he gazed at the turbulent sky above.

	“Nerine! How are we on time?!” he commanded.

	“The wormhole signal is being blocked for now! Once the Python exits the wormhole, it won’t be detected within the Limit Zone for about ten minutes because of my jamming program. Any longer and we risk being detected by Babel and the God Mod Cycles.” She looked down at the dozen monitors hovering around her. “The Python should be arriving any second now!” she shouted.

	“Right! Begin the amplifier startup sequence. The moment the payload arrives, I want the field up and running immediately,” Corson quickly replied.

	Zack felt Cecilia cling to his arm as a massive bolt of lightning sparked from the wormhole, followed by a deafening boom. He hardly had any time to reassure her as the massive B-52 burst from the black hole of pulsing chaos. The rigid aircraft sliced through the air with incredible speed and power for such a massive machine. It dashed alarmingly low above the Limit Zone and was slowly beginning to circle around, marking its drop zone.

	“Peter, do you read me?” Corson spoke, tapping his wrist.

	“Loud and clear, Leader. Your package is gift-wrapped and ready for delivery,” Peter replied back, a little perturbed.

	Corson ignored Peter’s sarcastic tone. “Circle around and make the drop. Let’s make this quick and clean. Time is critical.”

	Zack looked to the sky, alarmed. “You couldn’t give this thing a bigger window to deliver your centerpiece for the entire operation?!” Zack cried out, his pulse quickly elevating.

	Corson was unmoved. “It is fine. Everything is accounted for. As long as we are quick, nothing can go wrong.” His tone turned grave. “This is the most vulnerable part of the operation.”

	Zack found Corson’s calm nature disturbing. “And what do you plan to do if Babel detects your plane and sends an army of God Mods here?” Zack shot as the engines of the B-52 continued to rage in the sky, getting closer to its drop point.

	Corson peered over his shoulder at Zack, his one eye burning. “Nothing to worry about. We have Lambda, right?”

	Zack gnashed his teeth. “She isn’t some weapon you can just use for your own security,” he shot heatedly.

	Corson turned to look up at the tormented sky. “Her role in all of this was never security.” He glared back to Zack, eyes blazing. “It was for infiltration,” he finished strongly.

	Zack’s eyes widened. “That’s what those amplifiers are for . . .” He looked to the black plane above and then back to Corson. “What that plane is carrying is meant to allow you to get into the Hex Cube undetected!”

	Corson paid little attention to Zack as he carefully watched Peter’s handling of the B-52.

	“It was quite difficult to get a working Zero Barrier generator that could create a large enough field while amplified to cover the massive prison that lies beneath our feet.” He chuckled lightly. “Nothing I can’t make work with a little money and ingenuity.”

	“So, that’s what you had your squads set up,” Zack deduced.

	Corson nodded. “You’re quick. Can’t outfox you,” Corson replied, his tone ever so belittling.

	“Corson, the amplifiers are set to engage!” Laura shouted as her wrist began to blink.

	Corson nodded. “We are ready for you, Peter. Drop the package!”

	“Here goes something!” Peter’s voice echoed in Corson’s ear.

	As the dark slit in the sky sealed closed, the giant plane sprung open its pod bay doors and released a massive metal object that hurtled towards the Earth at terminal velocity. Corson quickly pushed aside his coat and pressed a button on his belt. Everyone watched as the large object sprung what had to be the largest parachute ever designed. The massive black fixture had to span nearly a thousand feet, and had four smaller shoots just above the largest. What was even more amazing was how the metal commit still continued to fall rather quickly, but instead of flopping around in the sky, it was balanced and even for its touchdown.

	Corson huffed triumphantly. “Victory.”

	The large package slammed into the ground just moments later, kicking up a huge dust cloud. The crater left by the device was nearly twenty feet wide, but miraculously, the massive structure remained upright on the ground as the huge shoot released and floated off to land about fifty yards to its left. Zack was more impressed at how it missed the helicopters that were still grounded.

	Corson bolted to the giant metal structure. Everyone soon followed, anxious to see the main piece of the operation.

	“Peter, don’t linger in the air. Reengage the Worm Drive and return to base. Get that bird out of the sky,” Corson said hastily.

	“How long does he have?” Laura asked, a little worried as they made it to the large generator. It stood nearly fifteen feet tall and almost a hundred feet long. It was as large as a bus, maybe bigger.

	Corson ignored her question, brushing away dirt and rocks away from what appeared to be a control panel. He quickly keyed in a twelve digit code and crouched down to allow his retina to be scanned. The panel sprung open to reveal a large terminal displaying over twenty screens.

	“Looks like it sustained no damage during the fall. The reinforced hide we designed for it worked quite well,” he muttered. He began typing on the hovering keyboard before him, bringing the machine to life. It growled with ferocious power as the entire device began to emit blue light from all its vents. The large piston at its center began to heat and move like a turbine engine. Its howl was earth-shaking.

	Corson looked up, noticing Peter still in the sky. He now seemed irritated as he turned to Nerine. “Explain to me why Peter hasn’t reengaged the Worm Drive?!” he shot sharply, turning his focus back to the many screens waving around him.

	Nerine seemed a bit frazzled. Zack could also see that several others looked to be a bit worried by the statement.  His eyes fell to his sister, who stood frozen among everyone. She seemed lost in a trance as she watched the events unfold before her. Now, with all that was happening, she could only stare, utterly bewildered at what she was seeing. Zack knew she was petrified.      

	“Corson, something isn’t right,” Peter’s voice echoed over Corson’s ear.

	Corson didn’t stop focusing on his task, though he did note the grave tone in Peter’s voice. “Be specific. What is wrong?” he said, fingers still blazing.

	“Something is jamming my navigation system. I can’t lock on to my return point to engage the Worm Drive.”

	Nerine joined in on the call. “Have you tried a system reboot on the navigator software?”

	“I have, twice!” Peter replied firmly. “What, is this Limit Zone’s Zero Barrier blocking my signal?”

	Nerine shook her head. “Python is a modified B-52. I designed it myself. It should be able to operate its software within the Zero Barrier. The only way it could be jammed is if someone zeroed in on the individual aircraft’s signal from a close proximity.”

	Laura looked perplexed. “There isn’t anything on our radar, though,” she said as she tapped her forearm, pulling up a hologram of the entire map grid of the Limit Zone and almost fifty miles out. “Nothing in the area is close enough to block the Python’s navigation signals.”

	Corson suddenly stopped typing. He turned his head slowly to his company. The look of utter wrath raged like a furnace primed for cremation. “Who here would dare-”

	The massive generator before them suddenly went dark, slowing to a halt. It still radiated vast heat, but now lay silent.

	Zack  heard a faint click of a button followed by a high pressured humming noise. He couldn’t pinpoint the sound’s origin before the area about a hundred yards from them started erupting with explosions. Each detonation went off in a circular formation, the ring of bombs exploding just beyond the forest clearing. As the bombs shook the earth, confusion began to spread like wildfire.

	“What the . . . these explosions are coming from the Amplifier sites!” cried out Laura as she stood perplexed by what was happening.

	Zack heard Cecilia scream and cover her head, only to be snatched up by one of Corson’s soldiers during the confusion of the explosions. Zack’s eyes widened with horror as he watched multiple men raise their weapons.

	“Checkmate,” came a boastful voice.

	No one had a chance to react as the generator behind them suddenly began to discharge massive electric currents, sparking wildly like a cut power line. Seconds later, the generator let out a sudden burst that sent Corson flying backwards, crashing into Laura and Nerine.

	Zack and Lambda were pushed back by the shockwave, but before Zack could even open his eyes, Lambda pushed him to the ground as a fury of bullets rained down upon the unsuspecting squad members. Zack could only listen to the screams of horror and pain as several members of Corson’s men slaughtered the bewildered squad members not in league with them.

	Betrayal! Now?!

	The bullets ceased seconds later. Besides the roar of the B-52 above, all was silent. As Zack moved to gaze at what had transpired, he was horrified to see the number of dead squad members that now littered the ground. What struck even more terror in him was the sight of Cecilia being held by one of the dark soldiers.

	He acted on impulse from there. “Don’t you lay a finger on her!”

	“Wait, Zack!” yelled Lambda.

	Zack almost blacked out in terror as a bullet blazed by the side of his head, nearly nicking his ear. He remained completely frozen, as he felt like his life had just flashed before his eyes. He hadn’t noticed Cecilia cover her face or Lambda rise to his side.

	“Don’t do anything rash. I hate to be forced to do anything to your sister,” came the foreboding words of the soldier that had nearly shot Zack.

	Zack recognized the voice right away. “Krieg . . .”

	Krieg stepped forward. About twelve men behind him followed closely. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be. You or your sister were never supposed to be part of this.” He almost seemed sorry.

	Zack clenched his fist tightly. “For every hair on her head you damage, I will-”

	“Spare me the theatrics and heroic words of valor, would you?” Krieg shot, now seeming detested. “You can’t and won’t do anything, and neither will that AI of yours.” Krieg’s attention quickly shifted to behind Zack and Lambda.

	Corson was nearly to his feet. Peter echoed in his ear. “Corson! What the hell is going on down there? Several explosions-”

	The transmission was cut, leaving only static on the line. Corson stared at the ground for a moment. He looked to be breathing deeply. Zack could have sworn he saw steam radiating off his mask. It almost seemed like it was white hot from pure rage.

	“You have some nerve to undermine me like this.” His body shuddered. He was absolutely consumed with hate.

	Krieg merely taunted him with the weapon he held. “No, it is you who has some nerve! If you didn’t see this coming, you’re not only blind, but a fool.” His tone deepened. “You have long since lost the right to lead this organization.”

	Corson’s eyes burned. “Oh? So destroying what I worked towards makes you fit to lead instead, Krieg?” His hands twitched with overwhelming rage.

	Krieg didn’t flinch. “Who said I wanted to lead? Stigma’s true purpose has long since been lost. It’s only natural we look to other means, rather than be led by a tyrant like you.”

	Zack watched with alarm and shock as Laura bolted to her feet from under two dead soldiers. She reached out her hand, summoning a black rift in space. “I won’t let you have-”
      All guns were trained on Laura now. Her mouth hung agape as she stood next to Corson. She didn’t have a chance to summon her weapon.

	“Enough of this,” Krieg said heartlessly. “Throw all your weapons down now.” Krieg’s gaze turned to Lambda. His blank visor of darkness hung on Lambda ominously. “Don’t move,” he finished darkly.

	Lambda glared back with a face of stone.

	Krieg ignored her fierce stare and turned to the sky where the roaring jets of the B-52 above split through the air as the vast aircraft made its rounds above. Krieg eyed the black beast carefully as it appeared to be circling them like a flock of vultures.

	Amongst the bodies, Nerine rose to her feet. She looked completely pale as she gawked at the bodies that laid everywhere, soaking the earth with fresh crimson.

	She looked to Krieg. “H-how could you . . .”

	Krieg didn’t answer. Instead, his helmet began to blink. He gazed over to the billowing smokestacks and listened to the echoes of metal beyond the forest.

	“I’m merely protecting those who I hold close. I don’t expect you to understand.”

	Krieg then turned and tapped his wrist. “It is done. Bring the fireworks.”

	A new wormhole split the darkened sky. It roared with madness, surging like a violent tornado. It almost sounded as if it was howling.

	Corson’s eyes screamed with murder. “Who is pulling your leash?”

	Krieg merely looked to the storming sky. “Pandemonium.”


 

	 

	[26]

	Purgatory Flames

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[January 7th - Virginia - Limit Zone 246. Python (B-52) - Night]

	Peter stared in utter disbelief at the scene unfolding before him. Unable to get in touch with Corson or anyone on the ground, he was completely lost as events continued to spiral out of control around him. He was done pretending to think this was still part of Corson’s plan. What was happening right now only spelled doom in Peter’s eyes.

	“Python to Corson, do you read me?!” Peter yelled. He was at a loss. He already knew his shouts were pointless.

	Dead silence echoed on the other end of his receiver.

	He cursed under his breath and dove to the controls on his left. With a few clicks, he pulled up a monitor streaming video from outside the aircraft. He zeroed in on Corson’s location, magnifying the image to the max. What he saw took him several seconds to register.

	Oh no . . . I didn’t want to be right . . .

	He looked outside his cockpit window. The gaping black hole in the sky raged and grew in size. He knew it wasn’t his doing. It was only a matter of seconds before something came out of the wormhole. He had to think of something, fast. What could he do for those down below?

	Peter’s eyes soon turned deadly as a dark grin curled onto his face.

	Peter chuckled. “I’m such an idiot.” Peter dove to his right and ran his fingers along a switchboard before pulling on the steering column. His smile grew.

	With a lurch, Peter turned the B-52. He now zoned in on the vast black hole and began to make his approach on the pulsing door of chaos. He hadn’t even come fully around when he saw three military jets dash from the blackness followed slowly by a lone helicopter.

	Gotcha!

	Peter ran his hands down several switches and pulled up several computer screens around him as his grip tightened on the steering column. As his target came into range, he heard a mechanical voice echo throughout the cockpit.

	“Genocide Mode activated. Python combat system engaged.”

	Peter’s smile only grew wider.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Krieg seemed to twitch with irritation as he stared above. “So, Peter, this is your play, huh?”

	Zack too looked to the sky as the massive black plane reared its turn and began its approach of mayhem. The three jets that burst out of the wormhole darted by the giant aircraft and began to swing around, preparing for their assault as the giant wormhole began to shrink and close.

	Nerine snickered, drawing Krieg’s attention.

	“Disarm the plane,” he stated flatly as he raised his weapon to Nerine.      

	Nerine stopped laughing, but her smile still remained. “Sorry, but only Peter can do that now,” she replied smugly.

	Zack heard Krieg growl behind his helmet, but noticed his return to a calm center. It worried him that this didn’t provoke Krieg more.

	Why is he not pushing? Isn’t the person coming-

	Zack’s thoughts were cut short as all eyes turned to the sky, watching the three fighter jets make their approach. All three launched two missiles apiece as the massive black ship continued to blaze towards the lone helicopter.

	Krieg laughed. “I’d wager Peter is about to fail,” he shot, seeming confident.

	Corson grunted as he folded his arms. “Ignorant fool,” Corson jabbed, his eyes still glued to the fight above.

	Krieg couldn’t get a word out as dozens of flares burst from the Python. The ship itself began to dive, producing eight mini-guns on the top of the aircraft, now training on the jets behind it. In mere moments, the sky was lit with chaos as the jets darted to avoid the massive assault. Two of the planes were skilled enough to maneuver the rotating guns of death, but the third wasn’t so fortunate, the bullets shredding the plane as if it was made of tinfoil.

	The Python then locked its sights on the helicopter. As it rushed the helicopter, a barrage of seeker missiles were launched into the air. Unable to assist, the two remaining fighter planes were forced to dodge the seeker missiles with no success as they were turned into flaming scrap by the missiles. Everyone below watched, stunned as the remaining missiles now dashed toward the lone helicopter.

	Krieg became flustered. “Impossible!”

	Corson’s eyes flared. “Impressive, Peter,” he uttered in a deep, threatening voice. He spoke as if Peter was right beside him, delivering the final blow.      

	Zack felt like all the oxygen in the vicinity was being sucked away. At that moment, everyone seemed to have forgotten how to breathe as they all watched the missiles come deadly close to their target.

	Are we going to win?! thought Zack, almost in shock.

	The Python’s missiles were mere meters away when a yellow beam of light blazed across the sky just beyond the helicopter, incinerating the missiles that had locked on to it. The beam continued its path of destruction until it crashed into the Python with massive force. The impact of the beam severed its right wing, causing the plane to tailspin out of control. The sheared-off wing spun into the air as it came hurtling to the ground only yards away from where everyone stood. The shockwave from the impact created a massive quake in the ground and shot debris everywhere. Everyone was startled by the event except Zack and Corson. Both saw this as a chance.

	“Lambda!” Zack yelled, looking to her fiercely.

	Lambda didn’t have to be told what Zack was getting at. With lightning-like speed, Lambda dashed toward the armed men and drove her foot into the side of the soldier holding Cecilia, ripping her out of his grasp. The man was sent flying backwards with extreme velocity, so fast that the other soldiers barely had time to respond. They could only look on in utter shock as Lambda held out her hand before them.

	“Appear, Chaos Weapon 66: Impulse Quake!”

	Krieg and his men didn’t have enough time to defend as they were thrown back by a massive burst of electrical currents in the form of a white shockwave. Lambda could hear the impact of the blast break several bones of the men hit by her attack, their bodies sent flying high before crashing to the ground several yards back.

	Zack was still reveling in such a turnaround, having completely forgotten the spiraling B-52 coming dangerously close to them. As he turned to the growing noise of the screaming turbines, he froze in horror as he saw the plane come smacking into the ground wing first, like a black blade of destruction. Every muscle in his body told him to dodge, but he couldn’t move one inch. He only stared down the approaching plane grinding into the ground, quickly approaching him.

	“Move, you fool!” bellowed Corson as he tackled Zack to the side. The plane smashed on past, just narrowly missing everyone. It continued on past, ripping through several of the grounded helicopters brought by Corson. The resulting collision intensified the explosions as flames billowed off the destroyed B-52, which came to a screeching halt at the edge of the forest clearing.

	Corson rose to his feet, brushing off the rubble and kicking up dirt from his coat. His eyes fell to Zack, who was still in shock by what had just happened.

	“Did you just save-”

	“Shut up, boy. Don’t read into it,” he responded harshly while running off to the burning wreckage, leaving Zack to stare in wonder.

	Don’t read into it, huh? He couldn’t help but see something in Corson’s eyes in that moment when he dove to save him. Was it pity or perhaps . . . guilt?

	“Is everyone all right?!” Laura yelled out as she began to survey the damage around them. From the look of things, it appeared that everyone was uninjured. Although she couldn’t locate Krieg and the men that were in league with him. She hoped Lambda’s attack had taken care of them, but there was nothing concrete she could grasp that could clear the lingering doubt she felt.

	“Well, that was terrifying,” Nerine said, struggling to rise. “But I’m afraid that we have bigger problems,” she added with warning. She stared up at the sky, noting the descent of the chopper. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m not too overly fond of Krieg’s cryptic joke from before.”

	Laura nodded in agreement, looking in the direction that Corson was running.

	“I’m going to help Corson! You four stick together!” Laura shouted as she raced after Corson.

	An explosion lit up the night as the remains of the Python burned with an intense fury. They all could tell that it wouldn’t be long before it all went critical.

	Laura was halfway to the burning wreckage when she saw Corson leap into the plane.

	Laura gasped. “Corson, wait!” She sprinted faster, not paying attention to her surroundings. That’s when Zack saw the shadow of a figure within the black smoke. Illuminated by the raging flames, the figure took aim at Laura.

	“Laura, on your left!” he screamed, but it was too late. The echoing fire of a weapon ripped through the air, smashing into Laura’s upper leg. She fell instantly, reeling in pain from the wound.

	Krieg emerged from the smoke, his helmet shattered and blood running down his face.  He limped slowly as he held his side with his free hand. His contorted look of anger masked most of his pain.

	“Sit tight. He is about to arrive,” he said, his words deep and heated.

	Zack couldn’t get a good look at Krieg from the distance. However, he could feel his words of malice from a mile away. He shuddered thinking of who was coming.

	Zack’s trance was broken when he saw the chopper above slowly touch down about fifty yards away from them. At the same time, Corson burst from the burning B-52 holding Peter over his shoulder. Zack watched as Corson rushed from the burning plane, never losing speed in each stride. He was terrifying to look at, but the way he strongly held up Peter while sprinting away from the impeding explosion behind him gave a certain gallantry to the scene.

	Corson had only just noticed Laura reeling in pain on the ground when he stopped immediately, seeing Krieg’s gun trained on him.

	“I should have just killed you . . .” Krieg held his gun alarmingly still, despite his pain.

	Corson glowered at him with heated passion. “Unfortunately for you, I’m not exactly easy to kill.”

	Krieg gave a smile smeared with blood. “All in time.”

	A miniature explosion occurred from the plane, drawing the attention of everyone present.

	Krieg winced. “Damn!” He dove into the trench left by the aircraft without another word.

	Nerine’s eyes grew the size of basketballs. “Corson, get down!” shouted Nerine. “The Python is about to go critical!”

	Corson turned behind him and saw the plane begin to spark widely, more small explosions erupting around the plane’s base. Without another thought, everyone dove for cover as the plane combusted into a massive column of flames. The shockwave from the blast ripped the night apart as the entire area was lit with the roaring flames of the exploding aircraft. Flaming pieces of the plane’s debris flew in all directions. Everyone covered their heads, praying that they wouldn’t be hit by a stray piece of shrapnel.

	The explosion itself was deafening. Zack could only hear a constant ringing in his ears as he uncovered his head to gaze at the blazing crater that was left by the explosion. The flames still raged on, with no intention of stopping. The intense heat that the flames gave off burned Zack’s face and eyes as he staggered to a standing position.

	Zack looked to Lambda and Cecilia. Cecilia laid safely beneath Lambda’s protective arms. Immediately, he rushed in their direction.

	“Lambda, Cecilia! You guys all right?!” He could only hear a light muffling of his own words as he spoke. To his relief, Lambda looked up right away and nodded with a reassuring smile.

	“She is safe, Zack,” she responded reassuringly.

	Zack looked to where Corson was, but froze completely as he noted an approaching figure in white. Lambda caught Zack’s alarmed expression. She had never seen him so afraid.

	Lambda focused on the man approaching as she rose to her feet with Cecilia. His one eye looked to dance and glow from the light of the flames. Lambda’s focus quickly shifted when she saw four armed soldiers next to him train their guns on everyone.

	“I must say, you people have put on quite a lovely show for me. I’m almost touched,” the man said with a sniff as he wiped away fake tears from his eye.

	Corson rose from the ground, the look in his eyes was enough to melt steel. “I was hoping Krieg was joking. So, the mighty Lord of Pandemonium is pulling the strings,” he spat with overwhelming disgust.

	Dead Eye erupted in a sea of laughter. “Always with the jokes, Corson, but that aside . . .” His expression turned alarmingly serious. “Enough of the games, insects. I win the game.”

	Laura winced as she stood, the sweat from her brow making her hair stick to her face. Zack could tell she was in great pain; yet she stood her ground, glaring at the man before them.

	“You have forgotten that you are just a man with some thugs. We have the most powerful weapon in the world on our side. You coming here only made the task of killing you easier for us,” Laura said confidently. It took all her willpower to stand, but she still managed a snide smirk.

	Dead Eye shrugged off Laura’s speech with minimal concern. “Child, you are an ignorant little worm. I’m very aware of what you possess. It’s one of the reasons I’m here,” he finished with a wide grin.

	Krieg leaped out from the trench just to Dead Eye’s left. He did his best to ignore his limp as he approached the man.

	“That could’ve have gone better,” he said disapprovingly.

	Dead Eye laughed. “Embrace your survival skills! Of the men you had, only you seem to be up and moving—not that it matters—but here’s to your good fortune, right?” he joked playfully.

	Krieg didn’t appreciate the joke. “I did as you asked. Corson’s plan was stopped before you got here. I held up my end of the bargain. Now it’s your turn to deliver.”

	Dead Eye’s eye quivered with excitement. “Indeed, but first . . .” His eye turned to Zack, his smile growing even larger.

	“So nice to see you again, Zackary Allan Knight!”

	All eyes fell to Zack. Even he knew what Dead Eye was doing. He felt his whole body turn to ice as he stood, bound by stares.

	Corson’s intense eyes widened. “What are you playing at, Dead Eye?”

	Dead Eye snickered. “A little slow aren’t we, my dear Corson? He’s the one from three years ago!” His wild sneer was terrifying.

	Corson nearly let Peter fall hard to the ground. He eased him off his shoulder slowly, soon turning to Zack.

	“You? All along, it was you?!”

	Zack cringed before the rage emanating from Corson.

	Dead Eye chimed in. “Come now, Corson, no need to-”

	Krieg stepped forward. “Dead Eye! Enough of your-”

	A fist traveled so fast through the air that Zack could have sworn he saw it create its own sonic boom as it connected with Krieg’s stomach. Krieg’s eyes nearly exploded from their sockets as he collapsed to the ground in pain. Dead Eye leered from above, rubbing his gloved fist intently.

	“The adults are having a conversation. Be a good little boy and be silent!”

	Zack winced as Dead Eye stepped on Krieg’s head, smashing it into the ground.

	Dead Eye turned around, glancing back and forth between the man under his foot and Zack. Zack watched the man’s eye widen with a sick amount of glee.

	“I just got a wonderful idea!” He reached down and pulled Krieg up from the ground. He leaned in close to Krieg and whispered harshly. “Why don’t you introduce yourself, my little war god?”

	Krieg looked to be trying to give Dead Eye a scowl, but his pain was preventing any such expression from appearing on his face.

	“Don’t feel like talking? Don’t worry, we are sharing secrets now, so it’s only fair that you contribute too.” Dead Eye brought Krieg more into the light from the flames as he ripped his shattered helmet off. His face, though bloodied, could be seen by everyone well.

	Only Zack and Cecilia froze like a pair of deformed ice sculptures.

	Lambda noticed their quickening pulses. She had never seen eyes so sunken on two people at the same time.

	Zack could barely get out one word. “D-David?!”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 7th - Virginia - Location: (ERROR)]

	Blazing through the night sky like a red comet of war, Epsilon raced to its target. The black sky split apart as if the gods above had granted divine passage to the massive power that surged through the darkened sky. Fueled with overwhelming anticipation, Epsilon looked forward with a grin reaching from ear to ear.

	“Digital signature confirmed. Location set.” She snickered, baring her white teeth. “I wonder who I should kill first—Lambda or that boy!”

	Epsilon had been able to survey the area in which Lambda was located with her advanced sensory software. In addition, she was aware of multiple targets of the biological nature. This only made her tingle all over with excitement.

	Epsilon’s thoughts turned to the boy. “Lambda is weak. Even now, she can’t detect that I’ve already invaded the private files she has stored away. She made it so easy for me to find her weakness. AI are all code in the end. It comes down to who can manipulate it the best!”

	A red spark flashed over Epsilon’s face as she winced in pain. She clicked her tongue, now with a look of irritation.

	“Now she notices, huh?” she scoffed snidely. “So slow and weak.” Her body began to glow red hot as she burst forward, breaking the sound barrier. The sonic boom caused the windows of the giant skyscrapers she passed to shatter and the millions of lights illuminating the city to flicker and surge.

	Epsilon returned to smiling. “It’s too late, Lambda, I already know everything I need. Today, you are going to know what it feels like to lose everything!”

	Epsilon blazed onward, lighting up the sky of fire as she raced to her target. She couldn’t wait to see the look on Lambda’s face when she ripped the boy’s heart out in front of her.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 8th - Virginia - Limit Zone 246 - Day (Dawn)]

	A small shock ran down Lambda’s head. She held her face in pain as the lingering static sparked erratically. For all but a second, she could have sworn something was moving inside her. The feeling itself sent chills down her body. It felt like some spider under her skin, crawling around with a purpose. She didn’t quite understand what she felt, nor could she attach the feeling to anything she had learned up to that point. The only thing she could tell for certain was that it was unnatural. Though she was in a great amount of pain and discomfort, the others around her neglected to notice this.

	Dead Eye snapped his finger. “I’m sure you have a lot of questions, but let us move things along, shall we?”

	All eyes grew with fear as they saw dozens of yellow lights blink into existence. Their black exteriors shimmered with the flames. As they hovered above, the cores on their chests pierced the darkness of the night like yellow stars.

	Dead Eye sneered wickedly. “I had high hopes for you, David Spark; but it appears that in the end, you have proved rather useless,” he said dejectedly as he tossed David on the ground.

	David could feel the stares of both Zack and Cecilia, but did his best to ignore them as he looked up at Dead Eye. “Y-you promised that if I aided you with information of Stigma, you-”

	“Yes, yes, in return, I would ensure your father and mother here would be moved out of the Limit Zones,” Dead Eye blabbed dismissingly. His expression hardened alarmingly quickly. “Things change, plans are altered. I’m sure you can understand,” he said with a vindictive tone.

	David wanted to bury his fist into Dead Eye’s face. What was worse, he still couldn’t bring himself to look at Zack, not like this.

	Dead Eye returned to sneering. “Honestly, when you came to Babel spouting how you wanted to trade information on Stigma for your parents’ relocation, I had trouble not laughing.” He giggled childishly. “You were so easy to manipulate. It was truly laughable.”

	Zack still remained frozen as he stared at David’s limp body next to Dead Eye’s feet. So many questions were swirling around in his head. He felt betrayed and angry, but at the same time, he felt clarity. At the core of it all, it made so much sense. What was even more shocking to Zack, was how he couldn’t be mad at David for not telling him about this. After all, he never confided in him about creating Rachiel or what happened three years ago.

	Corson stepped forward. “Enough of this,” he cursed rigidly. “This is easy, am I right? You kill us, take Lambda? Call it a happy day?” he spoke with a grinding voice.

	Dead Eye smirked. “That is indeed one option, but wouldn’t it be more fun to watch you struggle in vain?” he said with the tone of a child finding out that Christmas was coming twice in a year.

	Laura spat, brushing the strands of hair in her eyes aside. “That sick arrogance of yours is going to cost you your only good eye.” Her voice was sharp.

	Dead Eye let out a loud cackle. “What, this one here?” he said as he pointed to his visible eye. He stifled a laugh. “Foolish little girl, this here is my bad one!”

	Suddenly, Lambda felt a massive shock run down her body. The static from the surge made her body spark with erratic energy discharges. It was painful, bringing her to her knees.

	Concerned, Zack turned to see what was wrong. “Lambda, what’s the matter?!”

	Lambda cringed as the surges continued. Her eyes were bulging, beginning to glow bright red. “S-something is coming.”

	Zack didn’t like what he heard. As if they could deal with anything else now.

	“Lambda, what is coming?” he asked desperately.

	Lambda shivered, the surges still pulsing around her body. “Wrath, hate, bloodlust; pure, unbridled aggression.”

	Everyone stared with expressions ranging from confusion to growing apprehension. Lambda’s foreboding words were only making the situation worse.

	Dead Eye let slip a laugh. “What a waste. I bring all these God Mods to the party, and all this thing can do is quiver like a scared child-”

	Dead Eye’s wrist began to blink. His laughter stopped and was quickly replaced with frustration. He never liked having his moment interrupted.

	He begrudgingly answered the call. “Can this wait? I’m in the middle of enjoying-”

	Everyone watched Dead Eye’s expression morph from one of aggravation to one of speechlessness. They could see sweat even start to form on his face as his mouth hung agape.

	He turned his back to everyone, speaking softly. “What?! It’s no longer contained?!”

	Zack noted Dead Eye’s twitching face. Whatever news he was getting on his side, it didn’t look as though it was good for either of them. All this gave Zack was a little time to possibly consider a way out of this mess. To say the situation was grim would have been an understatement. Somehow, he had to barrel through what looked like a hundred God Mods and somehow get to safety. It was a tall order to say the least, but how to do it remained to be seen.

	He glanced over to David on the ground. He shook his head, knowing that now wasn’t the time to dwell on David’s betrayal. Their survival came before that.

	Think, Zack! There has to be something that can be done!

	Zack recalled Lambda’s warning. Whatever was coming made Dead Eye and his army of AI units sound like an army of field mice. That being said, what was the right choice? Would it be wise to engage here, risking the lives of everyone, or to wait for this new threat to arrive and possibly bring an even greater havoc with it? Could they escape in the confusion? Zack didn’t know the answer. Had he the time to strategize, maybe, just maybe, he could work something out.

	Zack looked to Dead Eye once more. If only he knew what was going through his head. Perhaps what he was thinking could give Zack the creative spark he needed to see a path out of this mess. The man’s twitching body and grinding teeth spoke louder than anything, but that still didn’t give Zack a beat on what was going on. He had to make a call soon, before things got worse.

	“When did the Twelve agree on that backup plan?! I can handle this! There isn’t a need to send another!” Dead Eye bellowed, breaking Zack from his trance. Dead Eye glared at the lot of them with a maddened stare.

	Simon spoke calmly and deeply into Dead Eye’s ear. “It is unavoidable. You aren’t equipped to handle both Epsilon and Lambda. You are to retrieve the Lambda unit and eliminate the others before Epsilon arrives. You don’t have much time, so I suggest you make haste or we will send him to aid you.”

	“Now you wait just a second here-”

	The line went dead, leaving Dead Eye in stunned silence. All eyes were now on him as he stood motionlessly.

	Lambda rose to her feet, light sparks still crackling over her body. “Zack, you have to get out of here. It isn’t safe.”

	Zack’s stare didn’t break from Dead Eye. “A little late for that one,” he said lightheartedly.

	Lambda shook her head. “No, you don’t understand. Whatever is coming is after you!”

	Zack spun around with shock. “What?! Why me?!”

	Lambda held her body as she began to shiver. “I heard her speaking in my head. She had such a terrible-sounding voice. It was so vile and malefic. She took pleasure in talking about hurting you in front of me!” she yelled, holding herself tightly. Her body never stopped shivering.

	Zack now could feel terror moving up his body like some mist of death. It was as if the reaper himself was putting a blade to Zack’s neck, waiting for the moment to snatch his soul away. He too found his body beginning to shiver.

	“Lambda, who is coming?” Zack reluctantly asked.

	Corson clenched his fists tightly, scowling towards Dead Eye. “Why don’t you ask him? He already knows, don’t you, High King?”

	Dead Eye let his arms fall limp at his sides as he cocked his head back and stared aimlessly into the sky, noting the faint light of the coming dawn. The still burning fuselage of the Python warmed his face as he began to count the stars above him, not realizing he had already started laughing.

	“Well, that’s the end!” he said with a whimsical tone. He pulled out a red 44 Magnum and pointed it at Zack. “Now tell me, boy, how does it feel knowing that what is coming is the product of your own creation?”

	Zack stared, bewildered by the question. “W-what are you talking about?”

	Dead Eye snickered. “The Red Death, Epsilon, made by the blueprints you used to give your AI life those three years ago, is on its way now.” His body shivered with deranged satisfaction. “Never fear, for I have a solution.” He moved his gun toward Cecilia. It looked like he had snapped completely. “How about you and Lambda come with me and I won’t kill your sister and everyone here, okay?” he uttered sickeningly with a smile.

	Zack’s eyes bulged with rage. “A-as if I would let you!” he roared.

	Dead Eye’s neck twitched. “You’re slow, child. Why is Epsilon targeting you?” Dead Eye didn’t give Zack a chance to respond. “Easy, its main target is the Lambda unit. Why, you say? Fascinating story—I was informed your wretched mother programmed it that way! If only I could see the look on her face when she realizes that the very thing she sent to destroy the Lambda unit was going to kill you first! The poetic irony is just too rich!” he cackled with sick joy.

	Zack stared frozen. My mom did this?

	Dead Eye pulled back his gun to his side and twirled his finger in the air. All the God Mods in the area began to glow yellow and hold out their hands. Small sparks began to gather on their palms as energy began to pulse around them.

	Dead Eye’s face now turned deadly. “Last chance, boy. You have until the count of five.”

	Zack couldn’t move or even begin to think. He looked to Lambda, her body in pain but her eyes filled with doubt and fear. In her current state, he knew he couldn’t be sure that she could tap into her full power and protect everyone.

	“One!” Dead Eye shouted.

	He looked to his sister, clinging next to him. She was terrified. Her longing eyes begged for this nightmare to be over. The tears flowing from her eyes never stopped.

	“Two!” bellowed Dead Eye once more.

	He then looked to Nerine and Laura. Both looked to him with mixed emotions. Laura appeared to be more in pain than anything else, but Nerine looked utterly petrified. Zack had hoped that maybe she was working on something. He would accept anything at this point. He was beyond desperate.

	“Three!” echoed Dead Eye again.

	Zack now looked to David, fearful and unsure of what to do. He longed for any support in this outrageous matter. He couldn’t make such a huge decision under pressure. He didn’t have time to consider all the variables, all the consequences. He couldn’t believe everything had led up to this point. His eyes wavered and danced with anxiety and horror as he reached out to David in his mind, his face still buried into the ground. No words came from him, only silence.

	Why. Why! Why?!

	“Four! You better say something soon, boy! I’m itching to see the fireworks!”

	That’s when Zack’s gaze fell upon Corson. Their eyes met, but Zack didn’t see or sense any help from the cold pupils of the eyes behind that white mask. In the heat of the moment, Zack could have sworn he saw the jagged lines running through Corson’s mask pulse like veins. The soulless stare he received from Corson made Zack realize that no one was going to help him. This was a decision that destiny had given him. He had chosen to ride this rollercoaster of chaos. It was all him. He had made his bed in the den of dragons. Here, he would atone for his sins and take responsibility for what everything had led up to. He didn’t like it. However, when does change come without a price?

	“Five! Time’s up, little lamb! Here comes the slaughter-”

	A loud echo cracked through the sky, the sound of a fired weapon igniting the growing tension. Everyone’s eyes grew in shock as they witnessed the outcome of the thunderous boom that shook the walls of the Limit Zone.

	Zack felt a sheering pain bolt through his entire body as an invisible force crashed into his body. The pain was unreal, so intense that he felt like his body was on fire. The impact of the invisible force hit him so hard that it sent him sailing backwards, but what was strange was how everything just seemed to move in slow motion. Everyone looked to be in mid-cry as Zack sailed, hovering over the ground. His whole body arched as a cold, numbing sensation rushed over his body. The sensation felt surreal. The only thing that reminded him that he was within the grounds of reality was the overwhelming pain that shot through his body. Even with the cold numbness growing, he couldn’t stop feeling the pain.

	Is this it? Was I shot? What now . . .

	Zack’s vision started to blur as he could no longer feel much of his body. The trade-off was he couldn’t feel the pain much anymore, but that didn’t stop him from worrying about everything. His slow-motion death had at the least given him time to think. It was too little too late, but even so, he knew it couldn’t end here.

	Not yet! Not now! I can still go on!

	Zack’s vision got worse, but he could still make out the contorted faces of those around him. In his accelerated state, he had no control over his body as he glided through air slowly. He wished to at least say something to bring reassurance to everyone, but nothing came out. He wanted at the least to see Lambda before he went under.  

	He got his wish. However, Zack could only stare blankly into Lambda’s horrified face. Despite her expression, it gave him strength nonetheless. As the darkness swallowed him, nothing could shake Zack’s burning will to survive.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	[January 8th - Abingdon, Virginia - Johnson Memorial Hospital - Day (Dawn)]

	Margret’s eyes burst open, sweat dripping all over her body. She sprung up, gasping for air as if she had been suffocating all this time in her sleep. She immediately felt faint and dizzy from sitting up so quickly and her head ached with such an intensity she thought it would split right open. She held it hopelessly as she scanned her surroundings.

	“W-where . . . am I?”

	The room was dark, and only the light glow of the breaking dawn gave her any light to see in the room she was in. From the clean, white layout and the bed she laid in, it didn’t take long for her to realize that she was in a hospital. She still felt a little drowsy from the sudden awakening, but she tried to remember the last thing that happened to her before she landed in a hospital bed. It didn’t take long for it all to come back to her.

	Marcus . . .

	Her heart skipped a beat as the door to her room opened slowly, revealing a tall man in a brown coat. She squinted, trying to see the man’s features. She already had instinctively tried to find something sharp to use as a weapon.

	“Relax, Margret, I’m not here to finish the job,” came a familiar voice. The familiarity of the voice only intensified Margret’s need to find something to defend herself with.

	The man closed the door behind him, not turning on the lights. He held two Styrofoam cups in his hands. “I know you like yours with two sugars, but I figure given the circumstances, you might want to consider taking it black.”

	Margret faced the man now, anger growing in her body. “What’s your game, Marcus?! You have some gall showing your face before me now!”

	Marcus looked behind him quickly, checking to see if anyone was alerted by Margret’s elevated voice. Luckily, the hospital was operating only on a skeleton crew at this hour. As far as he was concerned, less people equaled less questions at this point. He turned his attention back to Margret, a look of defeat and disgrace weighing on his face.

	“I’m sorry, Margret. I didn’t want this. I don’t expect you will forgive me.”

	“I don’t plan to!” she barked.

	Marcus walked to her bedside and placed one of the coffees down. He pulled the remote from her bedside and turned on the television. The fifty-inch monitor sprang to life, allowing the news to split the silence of the room.

	“You’ve got a strong will. I dosed you with a special chemical that artificially induces cardiac arrest. Its chemical makeup dissolves in the circulatory system and makes it near impossible to trace. Luckily, having you meet me in a crowded area allowed for a faster shot to a hospital,” he said reassuringly while watching the television.

	Margret shook off a dizzy spell as she glared at the man standing casually at the foot of her bed. “Then, if you aren’t here to kill me, Dead Eye will soon find out you failed. He will send someone else to finish the job,” she said while glaring.

	Marcus took a sip of his coffee. “I’ve taken that into account.”

	Margret’s anger suddenly melted away as she fell into a daze. She realized what Marcus was getting at with his heavy words.

	“I’m already . . . dead?”

	Marcus nodded. “It was easy switching around the logs and body, but the actual data entry in the computers required me to pull a favor. As of yesterday at 7pm EST, Margret Powers died of cardiac failure. You are henceforth known as Jane Watts. That should suffice that snake Dead Eye, I hope.”

	Margret let her head sag. “Why did you do this for me? Won’t this come back to bite you, allowing me to live?”

	Marcus sighed. “You may find this hard to believe, but I still have a soul. Consider this my first step in atonement.” He turned and smiled. “And it was the least I could do for aiding in the death of a friend.”

	Margret couldn’t help but grin. “So now what? Are you still under the thumb of that monster High King?”

	Marcus took another sip of his coffee, now intently watching the current report by the anchor on the monitor.

	“That remains to be seen. He seemed to be preoccupied when he ordered me to kill you.” He pointed to the television. “Something tells me this is all the start of what is to come.”

	Margret looked to the large monitor in front of her. She was still a bit dizzy but could make out several phrases like “Rolling blackouts” and “Shooting comet” from the newsfeed.

	“It appears that this area, and oddly everything stretching over a hundred mile line, has suffered some massive power surges from this “Red Comet” that was caught on video. Its appearance is far too coincidental given what has happened so far.”

	Margret watched the news play the video Marcus was talking about. It showed a blazing comet ripping though the night sky at insane speeds. What Margret found odd about the video was how the comet didn’t look to be made of fire but red lightning.

	Margret’s eyes widened. “It’s out . . .” she muttered under her breath.

	Marcus turned to her. “What was that?”

	Margret felt her body began to heat up as she percolated with a growing fear. 

	“Epsilon . . . is free.”

	Marcus’ eyes wavered. His concern weighed heavy on his face. “Wait, that thing on the news is another one of those AI units, like the Lambda unit?”

	Margret nodded reluctantly.

	Marcus held a hand to his face. He breathed deeply, trying to make sense of what he had just heard. The day had only just started after all. 

	“What does this mean, exactly?” he asked, fearful of the impending answer.

	Margret grew silent, falling into a trance while watching the news report. She knew so little about what was going on, but Epsilon’s appearance made it clear as day as to what was to come. She had to do something to stop it, but she barely had the strength to move her legs. It angered her to no end that she was useless, even now.

	Be sure to put your feet in the right place and stand firm.

	She had no idea why she suddenly thought of a quote from Abraham Lincoln. The true cruelty was she only knew it from all of Karen’s babbling and shooting off of famous quotes. For no other reason other than her own doubt, the quote just came to her, spurring a certain sensation of hope within her beaten body.

	The irony . . . 

	She looked to Marcus confidently, feeling a renewed spirit within her. “Say, Marcus, you a fan of quotes?”

	A little puzzled by the question, Marcus shrugged. “I guess. Why?”

	Margret stretched and let out a deep breath. “With the new day comes new strength and new thoughts.”

	Marcus chuckled while nodding respectfully. “Roosevelt. Good taste.”

	Margret’s smile faded soon after. “From here on, everything will be chaos.”

	Marcus laughed halfheartedly, not seeing the joke. “Don’t know that one.”

	Margret smiled weakly. “Wouldn’t expect you to. That one is mine.”
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