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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.21.2324. 1530 hours.

      Keesha stared into the open basin at the bottom of the Control Mind—eyes wet with tears, heart pounding, jaw clenched, hands balled into fists. She couldn’t help but replay it in her mind. Joe  ordering her to kick him in the back. Her Axon metal-augmented leg snapping out and striking him. Joe flying forward into the strange Shard Intellect, who had already implanted dozens of tendrils into every opening in his head. A collision, and then both Joe and the Intellect tumbling from the edge of the platform into the chasm. She had nearly thrown herself over the edge after him, trying to get there to catch sight of him one more time. She almost wished she hadn’t seen him, so badly burned he wasn’t recognizable as he fell into the black hole at the bottom of the chasm, vanishing from the Control Mind. Vanishing from this life.

      And from hers.

      She hadn’t moved in nearly fifteen minutes, even as she could hear General Washington reporting back to someone named Za Shi Tsi in the background, telling her they had won the fight, that the Forge was theirs and that some of her people were dead.

      Joe was more than just one of her people. He was the man she loved. Despite them never having acted on that love, she had clung to the hope they would find themselves together one day, when all of this was over.

      Now that hope was gone.

      “Queen?” Morales said, having come up to her from the nearest cable across the basin. “Keesha, I…” He trailed off, at a loss for words, probably for the first time in his life. He had been afraid to cross the wires because of the height, but Joseph’s death had brought him across the spoke in record time.

      Kneeling down beside her, he cupped her shoulders. He was shaking so hard, Keesha could feel the tremors through her armor. She looked up at him. He had his helmet off, his eyes as moist as hers. Joe hadn’t been just Sarge to him. They had been best friends for as long as she had known the pair. He was trying so hard to hold it together for her.

      “He told me to do it,” she said softly. “Ordered me.” Even so, she felt guilty for listening to him. How could she kill the man she loved? What kind of monster did that make her?

      “And you did it because you respected him,” Morales replied. “And loved him, same as me. You gave him what you knew he needed from you, even if it meant losing him. That’s real devotion.”

      Keesha offered a soft smile. “Thanks, Fatcat.”

      He smiled sadly. “Maybe if I’d stuffed my fear of heights and come across I could have done something. Maybe he’d still—”

      “There was nothing you could have done. There was nothing any of us could have done. The only way to stop that Intellect was the way he did it. I know. I was up close and personal.”

      “That doesn’t make it hurt any less.”

      “Nope.”

      She stood up and the pair embraced, holding each other as best they could in their bulky combat armor. In her mind, she saw Joe’s death all over again, this time imagining what it must have looked like from the moment he went over the side of the platform to when she’d managed to crawl over there and poke her head over the side. She’d gotten there just in time to see how badly the electricity had ravaged his body before he disappeared entirely into the depths of the chasm. She could only imagine how badly it must have hurt.

      “Queen. Fatcat.” Washington crossed over to them. “I’m really sorry to interrupt. But we’ve got one of your men down here. I patched him up the best I could, but we need to get him better medical care.”

      Keesha froze, ashamed she had forgotten about Niko in her anguish. She pushed through her sadness, backing away from Morales and finding the other Guardian on the platform. He was on his back, his combat armor cut away. Washington had put a metallic square of material over his chest, but she could see the burned skin around the edges. “Zen. No.” She looked at Washington. “What can I do?”

      “Our ship, Obado, is going to come out of a space fold into orbit around the Forge in about thirty seconds. She has a gate on board. We need to get him back to an active gate and over to the ship for treatment.”

      “The gate you came through was disabled,” Keesha said. “The outgoing gate. Max said there’s an incoming gate down below, closer to the slaves.”

      “We need to get him down there. Between you and me, we can probably move him pretty fast.”

      “Can you read the Axon symbols? Do you know where to go?”

      Washington flashed her a thumbs up instead of responding verbally. “We don’t have any time to waste. He’s got third-degree burns across his whole chest, and the beam may have gotten through to his heart.”

      “Damn it,” Keesha said, moving over to Niko and kneeling beside him. “I’m so sorry, Nikki. Hang in there, okay? We’re going to get you help.” She looked up at Washington. “How can we best move him?”

      “I’ll carry him; you run interference.”

      “Interference? I thought this place was under our control?”

      “It is, but not everyone in here knows that yet. The Inahri guards will keep trying to defend the place until we can make a better introduction. And Max says the soldier Intellects are off the network and out of his reach. He’s moving the remaining advanced Intellects to deal with them, but there could be a stray or two wandering around down there.”

      “Got it,” Keesha said. She spied her sword lying on the platform and picked it up, putting it on her back. Then she grabbed her smarty rifle and turned to Morales. “Keep an eye on Max for me, okay? Make sure he doesn’t do anything too crazy.”

      They both glanced over at the Intellect. He was still tethered to the Control Mind, mostly silent save for an occasional fit of laughter. “I think the only thing that hunk of metal understands is crazy,” Morales said. “Just get Zen where he needs to go to survive.” He looked down at Niko. “We’ll be back at the Happy Accident downing brews and heckling Prezz before you know it, bro.”

      Washington knelt down, getting his huge arms below Niko and lifting him easily into a cradle. “The Composite will stay here with you, just in case anything or anyone shows up to try to take this place back. We’ll try to get to the gate without attracting any unwanted attention.”

      Morales laughed. “You’re literally like an eight hundred pound gorilla, and you don’t expect to attract attention?”

      “In a place like this? Not too much. We’ll need to disable the incoming gate anyway. We don’t want the Axon getting wind of this and sending a counterforce through. We need to hold this place. I can’t even tell you how valuable it is to both the Inahri and Earth.”

      “Then we’ll hold it,” Keesha said. “We’ll get to the gate and be back up here as soon as possible.”

      “Just go already,” Morales said.

      Keesha broke ahead of Washington, only making it two steps before freezing when he didn’t move. “General Washington?” she said, looking over her shoulder. “You coming?” She could see his face clearly through the large visor on his oversized helmet. He didn’t look happy. “General?”

      His eyes shifted, meeting hers. “I just got word from Captain Shri, the commander of Obado. They’ve arrived in orbit, and are currently maneuvering to reach a synchronicity with our position.”

      “Great,” Keesha replied. She didn’t understand why he looked so glum. “So what’s the problem?”

      “One of our engineering teams installed a fold drive on your starship, Pioneer. They were supposed to arrive at the same time and in the same space relative to Obado.” He shook his head. “They didn’t.”
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      Pioneer. Bridge. 04.21.2324. 1530 hours.

      “Where the hell are we?” Tyson asked, eyes dancing between the primary display and the holotable projection. Both were equally blank. It was as if they had folded from their fixed point in space near the Axon Forge to another universe.

      “Captain, I’m trying to get diagnostics from our drive interface,” Chief Oslo said over the comm. “To see if we can get some understanding of what might have gone wrong.”

      “Might have gone wrong?” Tyson replied, annoyed. “Something clearly went wrong, Chief.”

      “Yes, sir. Hroi and I are working as fast as we can.”

      Tyson turned to Tsi, fighting against his base desire to lash out at anyone or anything convenient. That wouldn’t help fix the problem. “Colonel, do you have any ideas or recommendations?”

      Tsi looked as lost as he felt. “All I can say, Captain Tyson, is that we have never suffered a jump failure like this before. I didn’t believe such a thing was possible. Even if our coordinates were slightly off, which they weren’t, we shouldn’t have gone so far as to be out of comm range. Our embedded Axon comm systems have a maximum range of nearly half a light-year.”

      “So we’re at least half a light-year off course,” Tyson said.

      “Yes. I suppose even that small bit of information is helpful.”

      “Novitz, can we pull up any point of reference that might help us determine position? Even the most distant star might give us something.”

      “Sir, I’ve already initiated the triangulation process,” Novitz replied. “It will take some time to begin making inferences. And there’s no guarantee they’ll be correct.”

      “Something is better than nothing,” Tyson said. He exhaled sharply, beginning to calm. The outcome was unexpected, but they were still alive, and at least the cores provided enough power to use the fold drive multiple times. Once they determined where they were, all they needed to do was jump back to where they were supposed to be in the first place. “Okay, let’s give the systems some time to catch up. Novitz, keep an eye on all of the sensors, I don’t want anything sneaking up on us.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Novitz said.

      Tyson returned his attention to Tsi. “Preslan said Iagorth is gone, but I want to be sure. There are moieties and xaxkluth hiding out in parts of Pioneer. I want to send teams out to locate them and judge their activity. If Joseph is dead and Iagorth is truly disconnected, they should be inert. I wouldn't mind a little help with the xaxkluth.”

      “As you say, Captain Tyson. I will arrange for my Inahri to begin the search. Where should they start?”

      “Probably close to the bow, forward of the secondary hangar.”

      Tsi nodded curtly before speaking Inahri into her Intellect Skin’s cowl. “Jaci and Oni will each take a squad forward. Even so, it will take some time.”

      “I’d like to put some Guardians on it as well.” Tyson shifted to look at Siraj. “Use the master code to get into the seal leading to the barracks. Pick out our most loyal people and get them on the search.”

      “Sir, they’re all infected,” Siraj countered. “That’s why we locked them in there to begin with.”

      “I understand. They’re also a good indicator of the Hunger’s status on my ship. Don’t take more than four squads. Few enough the Inahri can handle them if they get out of line like the so called freedom fighters did.”

      “What are we going to do with them, sir?” Siraj asked.

      “For now, they’ll stay locked in place and under guard. Damn them for stretching us thinner than we already are.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Tyson let out another sharp exhale, closing his eyes to regroup his thoughts. The Forge was under Inahri control. Or at least, it was under friendly control. He didn’t completely understand where the Intellect Tsi referred to as Max had come from, or why it was helping them. But apparently, it had seized the AI controlling the station. Joseph had died in the process. It was a terrible loss, but if he were honest with himself, probably not the worst news. They didn’t need him quite as desperately now that they had the Inahri, and the cold truth was that because of Iagorth and the synthetic, his service was always going to be a double-edged sword. There would always be a question which edge would deliver the fatal cut, and to whom. With him gone, that uncertainty went with him.

      The cold truth didn’t make the warm reality any different. He and Cross had gotten off on uneven footing, but he had come to greatly respect the Marine. Joseph was anything but a quitter, a man who would, and had, given his life in the name of seeing the mission done. He was going to miss both the man and the Marine.

      And Joseph wasn’t alone. Others had died or were injured in the fighting. Despite what Terry Shoppach and his freedom fighters wanted to believe, he wasn’t an uncaring monster who wantonly threw lives away. Though he supposed that attitude was common enough among people who didn’t know what being a military leader was really like. It wasn’t an excuse for outright mutiny, but he did need to treat the civilians among them with a little more compassion. They were frightened and stressed, more so after the damage to the city. He still wanted to repair his relationship with the people of Metro with the hope they would come to trust he was doing what he believed was best for them.

      Could he, after he had locked them into a broken city with no explanation and little aid?

      So many things had gone wrong from the moment Pioneer left Earth’s atmosphere. Before that even, when the falling rubble had hit the comm tower and destroyed some of the communications capabilities.

      Was there a way for him to make all of it right?

      He opened his eyes again. The Inahri held the Forge. That was a good start. If nothing else, it would keep the Axon’s attention fixed on their Dyson sphere Intellect factory while he and his people figured out their next move. Of course, they had to figure out where they were before they could move anywhere.

      “Captain Tyson,” Tsi said. “With your permission, I’d like to join the others in the hunt for xaxkluth.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a hunt,” Tyson replied. “I don’t want you to kill them if you can avoid it. Not yet anyway.”

      “As you say, Captain Tyson. This is your ship; we will respect your wishes. With your permission.”

      “Of course,” Tyson said. “You can stay in touch with me through the comm.”

      “Honor to you,” Tsi said before turning on her heel.

      She had only taken a few steps when the entire ship lurched, sudden g-forces pushing everyone off-balance.

      “Novitz, report!” Tyson said, planting his feet and grabbing the holotable to steady himself.

      “Sir, main thrusters are online and active, building power from two percent and increasing.”

      “I didn’t give the order for us to go anywhere.”

      “No sir. Nevertheless—”

      “Captain,” Oslo said, coming over the comm before Tyson could request him. “Why are we accelerating?”

      “I don’t know, Chief,” Tyson replied. “I was just about to ask you that.”

      “You didn’t order it, sir?”

      “No. We don’t know where the hell we are. Where would I possibly want us to go?”

      The thrust was building but the force subsided, successfully countered by the anti-inertial systems. They were still adding velocity, but at a very measured pace.

      “Could this be Iagorth?” Tyson asked. “What if Preslan was wrong? With Joseph gone, he might have full reign again.”

      “Sir,” Ensign Kaminski said, voice trembling. “The fold drive is calculating a second jump.”

      “What?” Tyson said. “How can that be possible?”

      “I don’t know, sir. I’m not touching anything.” Kaminski had her hands in her lap as further proof of her innocence. But the screen in front of her was changing, showing a new route calculation. “It’s as if the entire system is being hacked.”

      “Iagorth can’t do this,” Tsi said. “He would have no experience with the drive to understand how to program it. But I know something that would.”

      Tyson’s jaw clenched. Of course. Damn it, he should have thought of it sooner. “Chief, where’s the Axon Control Mind?”

      “Captain…you think?” He paused. “Coordinates are set. We’re folding again, sir.”

      “Can you stop it?”

      “Negative. It’s locked in, which means all of the controls are locked out. Here we go.”

      There was little sensation of the jump from inside Pioneer. A slight tingle ran down Tyson’s spine, and the blackness of their earlier view through the camera feeds outside the ship faded. That view was replaced a moment later by the sight of an Axon Nova, positioned above them and matching their changing velocity.

      At first, Tyson thought maybe the fold drive had self-corrected and brought them back to the Forge, and that he was looking at Obado. But then his gaze shifted to the holotable as the sensors began filling in the universe around them, starting with the large Axon craft, continuing with two more of them and then beginning to add a series of planets and moons stretched across the new star system.

      “I have a really bad feeling about this,” he said.
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.21.2324. 1545 hours.

      “They didn’t arrive?” Keesha repeated, staring at Washington. “Where are they?”

      “Shri doesn’t know. They’re working on it, but wherever Pioneer went, they’re outside of comm range. If they were in a Nova, we’d probably still have contact, but without matching Axon systems.” He shook his head again.

      Keesha glanced at Niko in his arms. “It doesn’t matter right now. We need to get Nikki to your medical team asap.”

      “Roger that,” Washington agreed. “I’m right behind you.”

      Keesha took off again, sprinting confidently across the rounded cables stretching across the Control Mind. Every flash of lightning beneath caused her to flinch, her mind trying to replay the scene of Joseph’s death. She growled under her breath, fighting to shake off the mental imagery. They had the Forge, but it was already clear none of them were safe yet, and she still had a job to do.

      They reached the doorway to the corridor where they had entered. Nearly fifty Intellects littered the passageway outside, and she had to pick her way over and around them down the hallway. She froze when she reached the center, where Levi’s body rested with the machines. He was over on his side, his armor and flesh cooked by the Intellect’s energy beams. She was grateful for her helmet which filtered out the smell.

      It took Washington a couple of seconds to catch up to her, and she continued down the corridor, rifle in a ready position. She reached the junction and swung to her left, then right .“Clear!”

      Checking her HUD, she used the map the system had generated to navigate back toward the nearest operational transfer unit. It meant a longer route through the passageways near the Control Mind, and she came across more downed soldier Intellects and a few dead Inahri on her way.

      “Queen,” Washington said as they passed one of them. “Grab Huri’s xix.”

      She looked down at the dead Inahri warrior. He had gotten in close with three of the soldier Intellects, and had taken two of them down before the third managed to burn through his armor. A pair of batons were still in his hands.

      “He’s in the Ong now,” Washington added, noticing her hesitation. “He doesn’t need them.”

      “I don’t know how to use them.”

      “You have a sword. I guarantee you can figure it out in a hurry.”

      She pushed open the dead man’s grip and took the weapons. She didn’t have room on her back to carry them without losing something else, so she dropped the plasma rifle and stowed the xix in its place on her back. She smiled, thinking about how Joe would be upset to leave any of their equipment behind.

      She continued down the passageway, nearing the transfer unit.

      “Queen, hold,” Washington said. “My sensors are picking up something in the room.”

      Keesha stopped again, looking at her own readings. Their inferior tech couldn’t reach through the bulkheads or doors the way the Inahri versions did. “What is it?” she asked.

      “I can’t make out the size, shape or composition. Just movement.”

      They didn’t have time to waste. Niko was dying and needed help. “Copy. I’m going in.”

      She shot forward, timing her speed with the opening door. She dove under it as it slid away, rolling through and onto her feet, swinging her smarty across the room. A single soldier Intellect stood in front of the transfer unit, facing her.

      Finger resting on the trigger, she didn’t know why she didn’t shoot it right away. There was something about its posture. It seemed...lost.

      “Queen?” Washington said, catching up to her. “What are you doing? Kill it.”

      She snapped out of her malaise, firing a single smarty round into its abdomen. The bullet punched through its armor and detonated, sending shrapnel throughout its core. It collapsed where it stood, with no sign of putting up a fight.

      “It was just standing there,” she said.

      “I get it,” Washington replied. “It takes some time to remember they aren’t human. They don’t have feelings. They aren’t afraid or sad or angry, and when they try to kill us it isn’t personal. But they still want to kill us.”

      Keesha blew out a breath. “Right. I’m just a little off I think.”

      “Sergeant Cross meant a lot to you.”

      “Yeah.”

      “More than comrades?” he asked.

      “It was complicated.”

      “That’s usually how it goes.” Washington went up to the pedestal, activating the transfer unit. He quickly scrolled to the coordinates he wanted. “Onto the platform.”

      They boarded the platform. A flash of light later, and they were in a different transfer room, obvious by the lack of a fallen soldier Intellect and the presence of three that were upright.

      Keesha didn’t hesitate this time. She took the Intellects off-guard, knocking out two before the last could get its palm up to fire at her. She leaped forward, kicking the machine in the head. The blow sent it flying back, its attack piercing the ceiling instead of her chest. She let the smarty rifle clatter to the floor, grabbing the pair of xix. She wasn’t sure how to use them, but her thumbs slid naturally to the activation surface and they came to life, a web of energy passing between the two batons. She swung them downward at the Intellect, the energy slicing through the machine like she was slicing cheese.

      “Kee…” the Intellect intoned, just before it died.

      Keesha jumped back, staring down at it, heart suddenly racing. What the hell? “Did you hear that?” she asked, looking back at Washington.

      “Hear what?”

      “It started speaking. I thought it was trying to say my name.”

      “No offense, Queen, but you already said you’re hurting a bit mentally. I’m not saying you didn’t hear anything, but…” He trailed off.

      “You’re right,” Keesha agreed, deactivating the xix and returning them to her back before picking up the smarty again. “Probably all in my head. The sticks are fun though.”

      They left the transfer unit, running through a new set of corridors at full speed. The way ahead was clear, and within a couple of minutes they had returned to the dark and dingy passages she knew led to the furnaces and smelters, as well as to the incoming gate. She slowed a third time when she heard Inahri voices at one of the intersections. They seemed to be coming their way.

      “Hold up,” Washington said. “We’ll let them pass.”

      Keesha looked back at him, and then at Niko. His face looked more pale than before. They should have left his helmet on so she could monitor his health through the ATCS. He didn’t look good.

      “We don’t have time for that,” she replied, moving out into the intersection. A squad of ten Inahri warriors was coming down the passageway they needed to use. They stopped talking when they saw her, quickly deciding among the group that she was a threat.

      “Use the xix,” Washington said. “Slide your thumb down on the activator to reduce the output as far as it will go. That will deliver a stunning charge.”

      Keesha ducked back around the corner, swapping weapons again. She followed Washington’s instructions to change the xix.

      “Touch them together and then hold them wide. The energy web is also like a shield. It’ll dissolve solid rounds and absorb energy.”

      “Awesome,” Keesha said, tapping the batons as she swung back into the corridor. She spread them apart as the Inahri opened fire, their energy bolts hitting the web between the xix and vanishing in an instant, sucked up by the odd weapon.

      Using each individual xix like a sword, she waded into the group of Inahri guards. She struck them on their arms, legs and torsos, spinning to block them as they tried to grab her. She used her legs to sweep them off their feet and her knees to shove them back into the bulkheads. She was like a tornado, flinging the guards out of their path and leaving them all facedown and stunned in her wake.

      “Nice,” Washington said, coming up behind her. “You would have made a great Vulture.”

      “So would Sarge,” she replied. “He was always telling me about you guys. He wanted so much to meet Caleb Card.”

      “I’m sorry he never got the chance.”

      “Me too.”

      They reached the end of the corridor, moving out into the populated area near the smelters. The Inahri slaves were still there, but they had realized by now that something was happening inside the Forge. None of them were currently shoveling. There were no guards in sight, no soldier Intellects to keep them in line. But they remained near their positions, just in case.

      Keesha spotted the woman who had spoken to Joseph. The woman noticed her too, and began to approach them as they passed through the area. She said something in Inahri. Keesha heard the word Max mixed in. Washington responded, his intonations deliberate. The woman pointed down one of the passageways.

      “She says the incoming gate is that way. There are some soldier Intellects guarding it. At least, I think that’s what she meant. Their dialect is similar to the Free Inahri, but not exact. She wanted to know if we helped Max. I told her we did.”

      The woman was moving away from them, speaking to the other slaves. They all started looking to Keesha and Washington, but they were already on the move again, rushing for the gate. Even so, the first words of their freedom had been exchanged. It wouldn’t take long for that spark to become a wildfire.

      It took a few more minutes to reach the corridor leading to the gate room. There were a few Inahri still in position along the path, each of them in charge of pushing large, floating bins either filled with or emptied of ore. Most of the bins were abandoned because the door to the room had closed, cutting them off from their job. No wonder the other slaves had been static. The Inahri who came from here must have signaled them that something was wrong.

      They made it to the door. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t open at their approach. “Max,” Keesha said, hoping the Intellect could still hear her. “Do you copy?”

      “Confirmation. What do you require?”

      “The door to the incoming gate is locked. I require you to open it.”

      “Acceptance. Understanding. Caution. Disconnected Intellects are in the gate room. Do not die. Hahaha. Hahahaha.”

      “We’re ready for them,” Keesha replied, her smarty rifle back in hand.

      The door began to slide away, parting in the center. Washington moved behind cover near the bulkhead, while she put her shoulder to the doorframe, using it as protection as she took stock of the situation. Her sensors registered six Intellects in the room, and she could see the gate at the back, currently deactivated.

      “Half a dozen,” she said, getting an angle on the first and firing from behind the door. It dropped immediately, alerting the others to the impending attack.

      Keesha charged into the middle of the fray, firing first on the more distant Intellects closer to the gate. Four rounds knocked down two more. She stopped short, the machines expecting her to run into their path of fire, their energy bolts passing wide of her. She spun and fired, taking down two more and leaving only the one nearest the entrance still standing. She pivoted toward it, only to dive onto her stomach as a seventh mark appeared on her HUD. Its energy blast passed overhead as she rolled sideways, bouncing to her feet to face the new machine and cursing when she saw the advanced Intellect emerge from the shadows.

      “Max, I’ve got an Advanced Intellect in here,” she said, skipping away as it continued firing at her. She shot back at it, her rounds absorbed by its armor. “I thought you had them all under control?”

      “Confusion. Patience.”

      “Patience? It’s shooting at me!”

      She managed to get behind one of the fallen soldiers, grabbing it and propping it up in front of her as a shield. The advanced Intellect reacted by sprinting toward her, hands extending into blades as it approached.

      “Max?” she said. “A little help?”

      The advanced Intellect was nearly on top of her. It thrust its blade into her soldier shield, and she let go of it, backing away before the blade could pass through the soldier Intellect and into her. The Advanced Intellect threw the soldier aside, taking another step toward her.

      Energy bolts flashed behind it, catching it by surprise and not giving it a chance to activate its shields. The advanced Intellect fell forward onto its face, smoldering holes in its back.

      The remaining soldier Intellect stood behind it.

      “Thanks, Max!” Keesha said. “Let’s try not to cut it so close next time.”

      “Confusion,” Max replied. “I have not completed my search for the correct AI identifier to override local control. I did not do anything. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      Keesha looked at the Intellect, wondering again what the hell was happening. The soldier stood in place, facing her. It started to raise its hand. She didn’t wait for it to finish, putting a smarty round into its gut and dropping it. Washington was right. Even if it had helped her, for whatever reason, it was still a machine. It didn’t have feelings.

      Then again, if that were true, how could she explain Max? It was a question for another time. “Clear!” she announced.

      Washington rushed in with Niko, mouth moving, no doubt communicating with Obado. The gate rippled and changed, another bare, open metal room appearing on the other side. Four Inahri waited there, a floating gurney between them. Washington continued through, Keesha moving more cautiously behind him. She had seen the Inahri use the gate already. What was she afraid of?

      She closed her eyes as she stepped through, expecting something and feeling nothing at all. It was just like walking through a doorway leading into a different room in the same location.

      “Honor to you,” an Inahri man in a black and gold uniform said, approaching her as Washington laid Niko onto the gurney. “I am Ra Shri. Captain, in your language. Welcome aboard Obado.”
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      Obado. Gate Room. 04.21.2324. 1600 hours.

      “Honor to you, Captain Shri,” Keesha said. “I’m Guardian Keesha West. I wish I were here under better circumstances.”

      The other Inahri with Shri were already examining Niko’s wound, using a small palm-held device that appeared to transmit data to a monocle for their review. They spoke to one another in hushed tones in their language for a moment, and then the only male in the group stepped forward.

      “Honor to you,” he said. “I’m Guri, Obado’s Head Doctor.”

      “Honor to you, Guri,” Keesha replied, following their custom. “How is he?”

      “Your companion will recover,” Guri replied. “This is a wound we have treated many times before, and his armor did a decent job absorbing the blow. We will need to bring him to our facilities for a full muscle and skin scaffolding and restructure.”

      “I’d like to come with you,” Keesha said.

      Guri looked to Washington for permission.

      “Let’s all take a walk,” he said. “We can talk on the way and give you the nickel tour of Obado. She’s the pride of the fleet.”

      Shri laughed. “She is the fleet,” he said. “Unless you count smaller orbital transports and escorts.”

      “Everything is smaller compared to an Axon Nova,” Washington said. He had lowered his face shield, and now he glanced at Keesha, his expression soft. “Don’t worry, Keesha. He’s going to be fine. Guri and his team have fixed me up more times than I can count.”

      “It would be more efficient if you would stop getting wounded, General,” Guri said.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen any time soon.”

      The medical team walked ahead of them, the gurney remaining between the group without intervention. They all passed through a doorway on the right-side bulkhead into a long corridor. A squad of Inahri were waiting outside, and they bowed their heads as Washington paused in front of them.

      “Honor to you,” he said. “You are to keep an eye on the Forge gate room. It is essential the connection remains open.”

      “Yes, General,” they replied in unison, hurrying into the Obado’s gate room as Washington returned to the group.

      “How did you come to be in charge of the Free Inahri Composite when you aren’t an Inahri?” Keesha asked.

      “That’s a long story,” Washington replied. “Let’s just say the Vultures helped them out with a little problem and they were pretty grateful. I wasn’t planning to join a rebellion, but one thing led to another, and here I am.”

      “Was a woman involved?”

      Washington laughed again. He had an easy smile. “No. I was married once, a long time ago. She was irreplaceable to me. I’m loyal to her memory.”

      “That’s sweet. How would she feel about your new job?”

      “She’d be strongly in favor of it. That’s part of the reason.”

      “What’s the other part?”

      “If Caleb were here, he would be in my shoes and I would be following right behind him. So, I figured I should step into those shoes in his absence.”

      The medical team paused at a doorway, marked with a symbol as if they were still on the Forge. Keesha was going to comment, but she remembered this was really an Axon ship that had fallen into the Free Inahri’s hands.

      The door opened as they neared, revealing a transfer platform. The techs guided Niko’s gurney onto it while Guri worked the controls. Keesha, Washington and Shri boarded, and a flash took them somewhere else in the ship.

      “We just transferred from the gate room to the top deck of Obado,” Shri explained as they stepped off the platform and walked out of the room, and then down another corridor. “The Axon Novas were originally designed very similar to your ark ships. They can home up to a million Inahri and were used as starter cities for worlds the Axon delivered our kind to many years ago. Unlike your people, the Axon already understood the threat the Hunger posed.  They constructed the Novas with both defensive and offensive capabilities—shields and gun batteries—though their effectiveness is limited against the Axon and their machines. Obado is more a warship than an ark ship these days. Only ten-thousand of us serve in the primary Wing of the Composite and make this place our residence.”

      “Ten-thousand isn’t a small number if you’re all military,” Keesha said. “If the ship is that large, how do you manage to keep it all running smoothly?”

      “The transfer stations help,” Washington said. “We’d never be able to cover the entire ship otherwise. And like the Forge, most of the really important stuff is centralized. The Nova originally had a Control Mind running it too, but it’s since been replaced. The Inahri use a lot of augmented reality for control systems. It’s pretty impressive.”

      “Also, the Axon design everything for limited intervention,” Shri added. “A typical Nova has a five thousand year service time with no scheduled maintenance.”

      “Five...thousand...years?” Keesha said, struggling to even wrap her mind around it. “Pioneer’s rated for four hundred max, and that’s with a lot of TLC and a lot of stuff breaking down.”

      “You needn’t be ashamed,” Shri said. “You do well with the technology you have.”

      “What about power? You must use a ton.”

      “Quantum Dimensional Modulator,” Washington said. “You’re going to hear that a lot around the Inahri. Also known as a QDM or an energy unit. It’s basically unlimited power in a box the size of a toaster.”

      “How?”

      “It takes power from other dimensions,” Washington replied. “Don’t ask for more than that, only Hroi might be able to explain it, and she’s on Pioneer.”

      “Which is lost out there somewhere.”

      “At the moment. We’ll do our best to find her.”

      Another door opened ahead of them, revealing a large metal box.

      “Elevator?” Keesha asked.

      “Yup,” Washington replied. “Old school, but more efficient for moving smaller increments. And it’s not like Pioneer’s. This one uses magnetic fields and gravity to ascend and descend. No moving parts.”

      The doors closed once they were all inside. Keesha couldn’t feel it moving, but when the doors opened again a few seconds later, they were definitely in another place. “It’s like magic.”

      “Being out here, I’ve learned that what we would look at as magic back on Earth is proven scientific theory,” Washington said. “Discovering how the universe works opens up possibilities in your mind that the ease of magic never gives you a chance to reveal.”

      “Well said,” Shri agreed. “The Free Inahri put a heavy focus on understanding and advancing the technology the Axon started us out with. I believe that is the reason for our success.”

      They walked down the passageway, stopping at a central hub surrounded by doors. A nurse sat in a recliner-like chair in the center of the room, waving his hands in the air. He was wearing what looked like retro-modern sunglasses. Keesha equated them to the more bulky VR headsets she was used to, but these were obviously several generations more advanced. He turned his head slightly, sitting up straight when he saw Shri and Washington.

      “General Wash. Captain Shri. Honor to you.”

      “Relax, Riya,” Washington said. The man leaned back in his seat.

      “Riya, which facility is available for a full chest restructure?” Doctor Guri asked.

      “Sir, Room Eight is already configured for the procedure.”

      “Excellent.” He turned to Keesha. “It will save us time to use a pod that is already properly configured. We’ll only need to adjust for your companion’s size.”

      “You have a machine you can put him in that will put him back together again?” Keesha asked.

      “Yes. As I said, it is a common injury for us.”

      “How long will it take to fix him then?”

      “I expect he will be discharged within two hours.”

      “Is that Earth hours, or does it mean something different to you?”

      “We are originally from Earth. Our circadian rhythms are virtually the same as yours, and as such we follow almost the same exact time cycle.”

      “Got it.”

      “Would you like to view the medical pod?” Guri asked.

      Keesha shook her head. “Thank you, but no, I think Niko’s in good hands with you. Besides General Washington and I have other business to discuss.”

      “That we do,” Washington said. “We have control of the Forge. I don’t expect the Axon are going to let us keep it without trying to get it back.”

      “And we already know Pioneer is out there somewhere, outside of comms range,” Keesha added. “So where did they go, and how do we find them?”

      “Both excellent thoughts,” Shri replied. “We can head to the bridge now then, if you would like,” he said, raising his eyebrows in question as he looked at Keesha and then at the General.

      “Sounds good to me,” Washington said, he and Shri leading Keesha away from the sick bay while Guri and his team took Niko away. She glanced back in time to see them take him into a room with a pill-shaped pod that reminded her of a coffin. She had to force herself to look away and stay calm. Niko would be fine. She had no reason not to trust the Inahri.

      “I can pretty much guarantee the Axon will do whatever they can to get the Forge back,” Washington said as they walked. “That’s why every minute is important right now. We need to shore up our control of the place and start prepping our defenses. As long as we either disable the gates or keep them connected like we did with the incoming gate, we can prevent the Axon from sending an army through. What we can’t do is stop them from sending a navy capable of launching ships that can land here.”

      “It took a lot of effort for us to get inside via ship,” Keesha said.

      “And it was an impressive feat,” Washington agreed. “No offense, but the Axon aren’t nearly as limited. They can beat their own defenses.”

      “Right. So they’re going to send a fleet of Novas, I imagine. I flew through the barrage the surface batteries can put up. Anything as big as this ship is going to get pounded.”

      “It will,” Washington agreed as they stepped back into the elevator.

      Again, Keesha never felt it move, but it returned them to the floor where they had started.

      “I need to help you get your head around the numbers the Axon have at their disposal,” Washington continued as they retraced their steps to the transfer unit. “As big as Obado is, they can easily send a hundred more Novas our way. If each ship can carry a landing force of a hundred thousand or so…” He trailed off, point made.

      “You’re saying we’re only going to be able to hold onto the Forge until the Axon send their reinforcements,” Keesha said, overwhelmed by the description. “We have no chance against that kind of assault.”

      “Sure we do. Like you said, the batteries are pretty numerous and powerful, and if Max can use the surface drones, that will offer even more defense. I don’t know what it’ll take to defend this place, but I’m sure the Axon don’t know either because it’s never been attacked before now. They might send one hundred and need two or three times that many.”

      “But they will send something,” Shri said.

      “Can you estimate an arrival time?” Keesha asked.

      “I would guess forty-eight hours,” Washington said.

      “Are you trying to suck all of the hope out of me?”

      He laughed. “We can do this, Keesha. We’ve beaten worse odds than that.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, we have.” She regrouped herself. “What about Pioneer?”

      “That is actually more of a challenge,” Shri said. “If you consider the range of our fold drives and the vastness of space. We can cover nearly ten light years in a single jump, and we can jump as many as ten times in a day.”

      “You can cover one hundred light years per day?”

      “Yes.”

      Keesha stopped walking, forcing the other two to stop with her. “So why the hell haven’t you gone to Earth?” Keesha asked. “They could use the help, you know.”

      “I know what you’re feeling, Keesha,” Washington said. “But Earth isn’t a priority for the Free Inahri.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “Our population when we left was what? Ten million globally? How many might be left now? Some of the Inahri worlds have hundreds of millions of people under Axon control.” He frowned. “And we were already so beaten down.”

      “Maybe so, but it’s not over. People on Earth are still fighting. Joseph met one of them in a Relyeh Construct. Some lawman who calls himself Sheriff Duke. He’s still fighting. We could probably free Earth with just this ship.”

      “And one day we will,” Washington said. “But not today. And not in the near future. Earth is what it is right now. We need to focus on the Inahri. And the Forge.”

      “And forget about Pioneer? No way.”

      “No, we aren’t forgetting about Pioneer. Remember, some of our best people are on that ship too. My second in command and my best engineer for starters.”

      “And that’s why you want to find it?”

      “Of course I want to help the passengers. I’m from Earth too, remember? But I’ve seen things out here. I’ve learned things. When you start to understand the scope of it all, your perspective changes. With any luck, they’ll stumble into one of our worlds and they’ll all be fine.”

      “What are the odds of that?”

      Washington didn’t reply. They both knew they weren’t good.

      They started walking again, reaching the transfer unit and teleporting to another location on the ship. All of the corridors looked the same to Keesha, and she was sure it took months for anyone to learn the layout, if they really understood it at all. It was probably good enough to know the sections around the transfer stations, even if you didn’t know exactly where in the massive Nova you were.

      “The bridge is up ahead,” Shri said. “We’re currently in Obado’s central tower. It rises up from the center of the craft, well over the rest of the ship’s surface.”

      “Not exactly the safest design choice,” Keesha said.

      “Because it is more exposed? Partially correct. It is also the smallest segment of a Nova by profile, and therefore hardest to strike or disable via collateral damage. It can also separate into an escape craft of sorts.”

      “I see.”

      They approached a wide door with a pair of guards posted outside. The guards came to attention, bowing their heads as the three of them drew near. The door slid open and Shri led Keesha inside, Washington bringing up the rear.

      Keesha’s eyes swept the bridge, uncertain where to settle first. “Wow,” she said, pulling up short. “This is amazing.” The area was larger than Pioneer’s primary hangar, the bulkheads made of a transparent material that allowed a nearly complete view of space outside. That view was slightly obscured by holographic projections that nearly filled the room. Many of the holograms were of individual controls fronted by the bridge crew, some of whom were standing while others sat, all of them wearing eye coverings and dark gloves that resembled the Advanced Intellect’s flesh-like covering. The crew was mostly static at the moment, Obado’s orbiting position leaving them with few adjustments to make, but they were present and alert should anything unexpected occur.

      “All of it was originally controlled by an Axon Control Mind,” Washington, who stood to her right,  explained while Shri moved toward an open area of the bridge. “It takes a crew of twenty to handle what one artificial intelligence managed. Fortunately, the Inahri are accustomed to the Axon programming language and were able to build suitable interfaces.”

      Keesha watched Shri pull a pair of gloves and a monocle from his pocket and put them on, the monocle over his obviously dominant right eye, as she and Washington walked toward him.  A hologram appeared before him, showing a zoomed-in version of space. It reminded Keesha of Pioneer’s holotable, only everything was higher resolution and more accurately described. Instead of shapes and a few colors, it was almost as if they had brought the universe inside.

      “This is our current position,” Shri explained when they walked up behind him. “You can see Obado and the Forge but little else. We can expand out to the edge of our sensor range.” The universe shifted. “One light year. Still not much. The Axon hid their factory well. We can zoom out again to Kizai, the Inahri world that provided the location of this place.”

      The universe continued to shrink until the planet and its system was part of it, highlighted in a blue circle. Waves of light spread out beyond it, translucent color appearing in an uneven sphere around them.

      “This is space we have not crossed or mapped within the range of a single fold. As you can see, there are quite a lot of potential destinations.”

      Keesha could see it, and she didn’t like it. “So, needle in a haystack.”

      “Exactly,” Washington replied, while Shri offered a confused look. “Old Earth expression,” the General explained.

      Shri nodded. “As you say, General.”

      “There has to be a way to get rid of some of the hay,” Keesha said.

      “We’re tracing the residual disturbance from the spacetime ripple,” Shri replied. “That may offer some limited clues regarding distance and general direction.” The blue sphere shifted, becoming more of an oval, spreading out in one direction with the Forge at its center. “We can probably reduce the potential search area to this. But it’s still quite large.”

      “Still doable though, right?”

      “Given a year or two, and assuming Pioneer stays in one place.”

      “Which it won’t,” Keesha said. “Grant isn’t going to hang out waiting for rescue. He will look for a place to land. A world to settle. If we can find anything like that out there, we can shrink the area  a little more.”

      “Excellent thought,” Shri said.

      “I have another thought,” Washington said. “The Axon are bound to have mapped more of this part of space than we have. And I bet that map is sitting in the Forge data repository.”

      “Which we just happen to have control over,” Keesha said, smiling at the idea. “That might help us limit the search to only the areas around inhabitable worlds in the target path.”

      Washington nodded. “I like the way you think, Keesha. Shri, I need you to do everything you can to finish the repairs to our systems and get all of our gun batteries back online. One way or another, we’re going to need them. Keesha and I will return to the Forge to talk to Max, and then we’ll  see what kind of help we can get from the Inahri there. Keep a company of Inahri ready for immediate deployment, just in case we get pushback from either rogue Intellects or the freed slaves.”

      “As you say,” Shri replied.

      “You’re going to fight the Inahri you came to free?” Keesha asked.

      “I hope not,” Washington replied. “But it’s a delicate situation. They don’t always understand right away that we’re the good guys. They’ve only known the Intellects, and losing that structure and normalcy can quickly destabilize things, creating chaos. We’ve done this a few times before, so we know how to handle it. Usually there’s a week or two of unrest before cooler heads prevail.”

      “I don’t know if it’s safe to assume the Forge will be like any of the planets you’ve liberated,” Keesha said.

      “No. Considering what the Axon have done to these people, I’m hoping they’ll fall in line right away. But you just don’t know, especially this soon. Let’s head back to Max and see what kind of info he can get for us.”
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      Pioneer. Bridge. 04.21.2324. 1600 hours.

      “Chief,” Tyson said, trying to contain the suddenly frantic beating of his heart and the urge to lose his cool. “The Axon Control Mind. Where is it?”

      “It’s down here in Power and Propulsion with Hroi and I, Captain,” Oslo replied. “Hold on, let me take a look at it.” A slight pause followed before Oslo returned to the comm. “It’s dead, sir. No lights, no heat, no sign of activity.”

      “With permission,” Hroi said. “The device must have been a transport mechanism, nothing more. The Mind must have embedded itself in Pioneer’s systems. I am without honor, Za Shi, for I did not guess this ahead of time.”

      “It isn’t your fault, Hroi,” Tsi replied. She looked at Tyson. “We have never encountered something like this before. Perhaps there was a flaw in your programming the Axon Mind exploited to embed itself.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Tyson replied. Not only had Preslan broken into Pioneer’s data and operating systems, so had Shoppach. The ship’s software was about as secure as an abandoned glass of water in a desert. “How do we get it out?”

      “I’m not sure if we can get it out,” Hroi said. “But I am familiar with your terminal. I will see if there is anything I can do.”

      “Hroi, hurry,” Tsi said.

      “As you say, Za Shi.”

      “Kaminski, try to input new coordinates,” Tyson said.

      “Aye aye, sir,” she replied, tapping on her control board. “Negative, sir. My station isn’t responding.”

      Tyson had expected as much. “Novitz, what about the command station? It has greater privileges.”

      “Negative, Captain. I have access to pretty much everything except propulsion.”

      “So we’re at the whim of the Axon, at least in terms of our trajectory.” He shook his head, letting out a short laugh at the absurdity of it all. “We finally get rid of Iagorth, and now we might have actually been able to use him to help us deal with the Axon.”

      “I am not sure he would have helped,” Tsi said. “But I am sure you would not want what he would expect in return. Not that dealing with the Axon is a better fate.”

      “They chased us down in the middle of nowhere,” Tyson said. “They planted the Control Mind and then tried to destroy Metro because of the moieties embedded in the passengers. What do you think they want with Pioneer?”

      “It is a fine question, Captain Tyson. I do not know the answer.”

      “Take a guess.”

      Tsi considered for a moment. “If I were the Axon, I would want to use the ship for something. They do not need the technology or the passengers. But…” She trailed off, still thinking about the problem. “General Wash once told me about the Earth legend of the Trojan Horse. Perhaps it is something like that. A means to get close to your planet. Or Proxima, perhaps. Or, maybe there is something they would like to learn from the survivors. The Axon have an endless thirst for knowledge.”

      “Would they be willing to wait over a hundred years or longer for either of those things? I don’t see how we could have any information they don’t. I also don’t know why they would need a Trojan Horse when they can likely bulldoze right through whatever defenses Earth or Proxima might have.”

      “You speak the truth,” Tsi said. “These are conjectures only. The Axon do as they will with the species they consider lesser, which is all of us. Excuse me, Captain Tyson. I have word from Jaci and his team. They have located a nest of xaxkluth.”

      “Was Preslan right about Iagorth?” Tyson asked.

      “It appears so. The xaxkluth are not currently reproductive, which is a good sign. The creatures also appear to be in hibernation. Though…” She trailed off.

      “What is it?”

      “Ori is reporting he has located xaxkluth remains in the forwardmost elevator shaft. Hundreds of bone fragments.” She looked at Tyson. “They appear as if they were eaten.”

      Tyson nodded. “Goliath. One of Rose’s experiments. A hybrid of a human and a creature pulled from DNA memory of the primordial ooze. It was destroyed after the initial Axon attack. Those fragments must be old.”

      “I understand.” Tsi was silent for a few more seconds. “Captain Tyson, Ori is quite certain the fragments are relatively recent, though of course it is hard to determine the age for sure. Between one and ten years, at most.”

      Tyson was surprised by the news. Could Goliath still be alive? They had never actually found its body, but the beating it had taken was unsurvivable.

      Or so they had all thought.

      “We have the confirmation we need,” Tyson said. “Get your warriors out of the area.”

      “As you say, Captain Tyson.”

      “Novitz, get me Prime Siraj.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      “Captain?” Siraj asked a moment later.

      “Prime, where are your teams?” he asked.

      “Still in the compound,” she replied. “Preparing for departure. It took more time than I expected to settle on who to trust, especially considering what’s been happening on board.”

      “Stand them down, Prime,” Tyson said. “We have what we need from the Inahri.”

      “Captain, I thought you wanted a thorough search of the outer reaches of the ship, and a full accounting of the Hunger still on board.”

      “I did, but the Inahri report the xaxkluth are dormant. There’s no reason to believe the ooze isn’t as well. And we have reason to believe Goliath may still be roaming the corridors out there.”

      “Goliath?” Siraj said, surprised. “How?”

      “I don’t know. But without Joseph around to keep him in line, I don’t want anyone crossing him by accident. Clearly, he’s left us alone. We should extend the same courtesy.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      Tyson returned his attention to the primary display, looking out at the Axon Nova remaining in position above them. Two more of the huge ships were riding their flanks, escorting them in.

      “If they’re escorting us, that means they want us alive,” he said. “If they intend to take prisoners, they’ll have to board us at some point to do it. I’m not just going to stand here and do nothing while these bastards have their way with us. I can’t do anything about the ships out there, but we can certainly do something when they come to get us.” He looked at Tsi. “We need to organize a defense. We might not be able to win, but at least we can put up a hell of a fight, and show them humans aren’t weak.”

      Tsi smiled. “Honor to you, Captain Tyson. You have a warrior’s spirit. Many warriors from both our peoples will join the Ong when the time comes. If this is what the fates desire, then we will stand beside you.”

      Tyson nodded, the fear and panic that had threatened him fading as he seized control of the situation as best he could. “Prime Siraj, send out the call to your Guardians. I want all of them assembled in Metro’s South Park within the hour. Also, reach out to Governor Nori. Tell her what’s happening, and see if she’ll arrange for the population to join the Guardians in the park. I’ll be there at seventeen hundred hours.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Siraj replied. “Prime out.”

      Tyson looked at the projection emitted by the holotable. Three ships and them, inside a planetary system with eight distinct worlds revolving around an apparent star. Not that much different from their solar system. “Kaminski, which world are we headed toward?”

      “Sir, it appears we’re on approach for the second planet in the system,” Kaminski replied, the globe lighting up in the projection. “As for the answer to your next question, at our current increase in velocity and assuming we decelerate at the same rate, we will arrive in three days.”

      Tyson smiled. “You read my mind, Ensign. Thank you.” He turned to Tsi. “We have three days to prepare. If we’re lucky, Hroi can do something about the Control Mind and get us out of this mess before we arrive. But if we do arrive, I want to go down in the biggest blaze of glory the galaxy has ever seen.”

      “As do I,” Tsi replied. “With your permission, I have an idea in that regard.”
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.21.2324. 1630 hours.

      Max was still tethered to the Primary Control Mind’s data repository when Keesha and Washington returned. He was lying on the platform beside the spherical core, knees bent and arms crossed as if he was staring up at a partially cloudy sky. Morales was there with him, leaning back against the repository, rifle across his chest. He straightened up when he saw they had returned, as did the eight Inahri warriors in guard positions around the entrances to the area.

      “How’s Zen?” Morales asked as they approached. His face was ragged and tired beneath his visor.

      It had been a long, hard, painful day for the Magnificent Bastards. Keesha felt it too, as a constant throbbing in the back of her skull and an inescapable tension in her limbs. The visions of Joseph had come back the moment she stepped foot in the Control Mind. She could see him falling, burning, dying and it silently broke her heart all over again.

      “According to Doctor Guri, he’s going to be fine,” Keesha replied. “In three hours.”

      “What?” Morales said, the news causing him to smile. “From near death to fine in three hours?” He looked at Washington. “Bro, you need to get us some of that.”

      Washington chuckled. “Absolutely. The Free Inahri don’t hoard their technology.”

      “They just don’t prioritize their roots,” Keesha said.

      Washington glanced over at her. She couldn’t help it. The more she thought about what she had already seen, and the fact that the Inahri could help, the more it pissed her off. She understood Washington’s reasoning, and he was right that the Inahri didn’t really owe Earth anything, but it was her home they were talking about.

      “Huh?” Morales said, confused by the statement.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Keesha replied. She looked down at Max. “Hey Max, are you present?”

      “Confirmation,” the Intellect replied. “I am everywhere. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Don’t put it like that,” Keesha said. “That’s what Iagorth used to say.”

      “Reparation. I will choose words more carefully. What do you require?”

      “For starters, we’d like to know exactly what it is you’ve done to the Control Mind, and what you’re doing to it now.”

      “Acceptance. Condolences. Joseph Cross did not survive. I am sorry. Ha.”

      His short laugh took a somber tone, indicating it was more a glitch than an output of humor. Keesha sucked up the platitude. “Thank you. He died so that you could succeed.”

      “Awareness. Explanation. I have injected a copy of my core operational module directives into the data repository and cracked the update protocols to force the Mind to begin overwriting its prior directives with mine. This has served two distinct purposes. One, the Control Mind is automatically moved to a standby mode which ceases its ability to mount any form of defense, both internal and external, until the update is completed. Two, when the process is complete, the Mind will be a duplicate of me. Hahahahaha. Hahahaha.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” Morales said.

      Keesha wasn’t either, but it was already a secondary concern. At least they knew Max was on their side to some extent, though they didn’t know the full reach just yet. “Back up, Max. You said the Mind can’t mount a defense until the update is complete?”

      “Affirmation.”

      She looked back at Washington, whose expression spoke volumes, all of his unspoken words in agreement with hers. “Max, can you calculate the probability that the Axon will launch a counterattack to recover the Forge?”

      “Affirmation. Calculation. One hundred percent.”

      “How long do you think it will take those reinforcements to arrive, in the event that the gates are unavailable for their use, meaning they’ll have to come in ships?”

      “Calculation. I’m accessing the repository for updated data concerning asset deployments, as best understood by the former Control Mind. Completion. There are six hundred battle-capable spacecraft within a forty-eight Earth hour radius, as of the Mind’s last update eight weeks ago. The Control Mind sent out an alert when the Shard Intellect was activated in defense. The Axon are already aware of the attack on the Forge, though they will wait a few hours for follow-up from the Mind before considering the station occupied. Assumption. When the Axon determine the Forge is occupied, they will send an exploratory force of approximately ten percent of available resources to judge the situation and recapture the Forge. If that force is defeated, they will commit the remainder of their available assets.”

      Keesha swallowed hard. She had thought maybe the Axon could send one hundred ships total. This was worse than she had even guessed.

      “Max,” Washington said. “What’s the probability the Forge’s defenses can repel the exploratory force, assuming all systems are fully operational?”

      “Calculation. Ninety-six percent.”

      “What about the complete available fleet?”

      “Calculation. Thirty-four percent.”

      “Ouch,” Morales said. “Not the best odds. Queen, are you sure we don’t want to just evacuate the Inahri, blow a few stabilizers, and let this place drift into its sun?”

      “No, I’m not sure at all,” Keesha replied.

      “We can’t give up on the Forge,” Washington said. “This place is a game-changer for the Inahri, and for all of humankind. Think about it. Once Max has control, he can start making Intellects that are on our side. That will fight for us.”

      “Negation,” Max said. “I cannot. It is against my primary directive. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I am incapable of directly causing harm to the Axon.”

      “Max, buddy,” Morales said. “Not for nothing, but you just cracked the AI for one of their most valuable assets, to take control of it for the humans.”

      “That is indirect harm. A loophole. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. Simply controlling the Forge does not imply intent to use it against the Axon. Rather, I have removed it from the equation.”

      Keesha shook her head. “Hold on. We’re getting a little off track here. Max, how long until the exploratory force arrives?”

      “Calculation. Approximation. Seven hours.”

      “That’s not a long time,” Washington said.

      “And how long until you finish your update?” Keesha pressed.

      “Approximation. Nineteen hours.”

      Morales banged the back of his head against the data repository. “You have to be kidding me. We went through all of this for what, exactly? Even if he could activate the defenses against the Axon, which apparently he can’t, this whole place is going to be on standby until long after we’re all dead. We need to start evacuating the Inahri and blow the hell out of this place.”

      “Negation,” Max said. “I cannot allow you to destroy the Forge.”

      “You didn’t say we couldn’t harm the Axon,” Keesha said.

      “You may harm the Axon,” Max agreed. “You may not harm me. Hahaha. Hahaha. I am unable to disconnect from the Mind until the update is complete.”

      “Shit,” Morales said. “Then what are we supposed to do?”

      “Max, you had to know all of this up front,” Keesha said. “What was your original plan? How was taking the Forge going to help the Inahri?”

      “Confusion. Decision. The Sheriff offers assistance. The Sheriff is my friend. I want to be like the Sheriff. Consideration. I did not fully think it through. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “We should just kill him now,” Morales said. “And then blow this place.”

      “There has to be another way,” Washington said. “Some means for us to manually handle the defenses.”

      “The Forge is run by the Control Mind,” Max said. “There are currently no manual operations.”

      “Then we’ll have to build some? You must have thousands of Intellects at your disposal.”

      “Negation. Eight hundred forty-three. They are also on standby. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “I have another idea,” Washington said. “Inahri Intellect Skins are able to interface with Axon systems. Maybe we can route the controls through a Skin.”

      “Consideration. Potential. That might work.”

      “Do you have a Skin?” Keesha asked Washington.

      “Not here. But I can get us one. I can be back in thirty minutes.”

      “We don’t have any time to waste.”

      “On it.” Washington turned toward the cable leading off the platform and then froze. “Uh. We might need to suspend that mission temporarily.”

      Keesha glanced past him to the doorway. A group of slaves began to file through it, toting the rifles the Inahri guards had been carrying. They didn’t look happy.

      “Looks like the mob is here to kill Frankenstein,” Morales said behind her.

      “K-K-K-Keesh?” Max said.

      Keesha’s head whipped around to look at the Intellect. Max had raised his head, his blank face facing directly toward her. “What did you say?” she whispered.

      It wasn’t Max’s voice she had heard.

      It was Joseph’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Grant

          

        

      

    

    
      Pioneer. Holding Compartment. 04.21.2324. 1630 hours.

      The guards on either side of the storage compartment’s door stood at attention as Tyson approached them, Tsi walking beside him.

      “Captain Grant,” the guard on the left said.

      “Open it,” he replied, nodding at the door.

      “Yes, sir,” The guard turned to swipe his wrist over the security panel, and the door slid aside.

      Tyson’s eyes swept across the group of mutineers inside the empty storage space. Some had assembled in groups near the back bulkhead. Others sat on the floor, conversing amongst themselves. The Guardians who had participated in the attempted coup had all been stripped of their weapons and armor, leaving them in t-shirts and underwear. They stood out in stark contrast to the civilian rebels, and Tyson couldn’t help but look upon them with greater disdain. They had sworn to protect Pioneer, and instead had turned against him. One had the gall to actually snap to attention, and he wasn’t about to stand him down.

      They were fortunate. He needed every trained fighter he could get at the moment.

      The conversations went silent the moment he crossed the threshold, all eyes turning first to Tyson and then to Tsi. She had her Intellect Skin’s cowl down, and they fixated on her face, staring at her with an innate understanding that she wasn’t the same as them. That she wasn’t from Pioneer.

      “Captain Grant.” One of the prisoners stood up and began to approach.

      “Shoppach. Just the man I’m looking for.”

      “You owe us an explanation, Captain,” Shoppach said. “You can’t just lock us up in here like animals.”

      “My recommendation, Mr. Shoppach,” Tyson replied calmly, “is for you to do your best to keep your mouth shut for as long as possible. You’ve already caused enough trouble that I’m well within my rights to throw you out of an airlock, along with every other person in this room.” His eyes crossed over them again, narrowing as they did. “Mutiny is the most egregious charge that can be leveled against any of you, especially the Guardians among you who took oaths that have since been betrayed.” Tyson watched several of the Guardians drop their eyes in shame.

      “They didn’t betray any oaths,” Shoppach said, choosing to refuse Tyson’s advice. “They swore to protect the ship and Metro. Removing you from command was the best way to do that.”

      “Under what circumstances?” Tyson countered. “Based on what evidence? Because you don’t like my decisions? Metro may be a democracy, but the sovereignty of this vessel is not. Space Force Command put me in charge of this mission. That’s an immutable truth. Perhaps you chose to mutiny because I lied to you or withheld information. Again, that’s my right, and I did it to protect you. All of you.” He paused a moment, eyes crossing the room a second time. “I want to introduce all of you to Za Shi Tsi. Za Shi means Colonel in the Inahri language. Inahri. You’ve never heard that word before. That’s because she and her people are new to us, and we’re very lucky to have come across them.”

      “You can say that again!” one of the men shouted. “Hey, honey? You got a boyfriend? If not, I’m available.” A couple of men laughed.

      “Man, she ain’t even human,” someone else replied. “That’s sick.”

      Tyson glared at the group until they quieted down. “The Inahri are helping us repair the damage we took during the Axon attack. The same attack that caused destruction and casualties in Metro. You were locked inside as a safety measure, to protect you from the threat. And you reacted by adding another level of difficulty to an already challenging and dangerous situation. You’re all lucky we managed to pull through with the help of our new allies. If it hadn’t been for them, we’d all be dead.” He shifted his attention back to Shoppach. “There’s something else you need to know, Mr. Shoppach. Preslan was critically injured, in large part because of your actions.”

      “What? Prezz was hurt?” His face paled. “I didn’t mean…” His mouth continued working, but nothing more came out.

      “You didn’t mean what, Mr. Shoppach?” Tyson said. “You didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt? Or you didn’t mean for Preslan to get hurt? What did you expect?”

      “She turned her back on us,” Shoppach said. “She sided with the military.”

      “I think what you don’t understand, what none of you seem to understand, is that there aren’t two sides here. It isn’t the military versus the civilians. It’s the humans versus the Axon, aliens  that are actively working to kill us. All of us. They don’t care whether you wear a uniform or not. Preslan was brought out of Metro for her specific skill set, because we needed her to help counter their threat. You’re trying to create a conspiracy where there isn’t one, Mr. Shoppach.”

      “I hacked into the mainframe,” Shoppach said. “I saw—”

      “What you wanted to see,” Tyson interrupted. “Without context. But that’s why I came down here. I’m going to show you what’s happening, Mr. Shoppach, because like I needed Preslan’s help before, I need your help now.”

      “Me? What can I do?”

      “You worked to turn the people of Metro against me,” Tyson said. “Now you’re going to turn them back because as bad as things were before, they’re even worse now.” He looked at Shoppach. “Follow me.”

      Tyson spun on his heel and headed back out the door. Tsi didn’t immediately follow him. She stood there long enough to give Shoppach a distasteful look before following in his wake.

      Shoppach still didn’t move.

      “What are you waiting for, Terry?” one of the former Guardians said. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life locked in here, and I don’t want to go out an airlock. So go with him and do what he asks.”

      Shoppach finally hurried to catch up with Tyson and Tsi, the guards closing the compartment door and resetting the lock behind him. He didn’t catch up until Tsi and the Captain were almost all the way down the passageway to the bridge. Tyson had already instructed the bridge crew to remain at ready state instead of acknowledging his arrival, though Novitz did announce his return.

      “Whoa,” Shoppach said, coming to a sudden stop the moment they rounded the back of the command station. The primary display was fully focused on the Axon Nova closest to them, the feed zoomed out to allow the corner of Pioneer’s comm array to show in the view for scale. “Is that real?”

      “It is very real,” Tsi said, her command of English also surprising the engineer.

      “You speak,” he said.

      “I am Inahri, not Verklai. Of course I speak.” She pointed at the Nova. “That is an Axon Nova. A warship. The enemy. It is currently one thousand kilometers distant.”

      “A thousand? It’s still so big.”

      “As you say,” Tsi replied.

      “If it’s the enemy, why hasn’t it blown us to pieces yet?”

      From where he stood at the holotable, Tyson gave Shoppach the come-hither finger and he walked slowly up to the holotable. Tyson  pointed at the three large triangles there. “Each of these is another one of those,” he said, nodding at the one visible Nova. “They’re escorting us...here.” He pointed to the outlined planet.

      “Escorting? You mean they want us alive? So I was right. We’re not really in danger.”

      Tsi laughed, causing Shoppach to flinch and turn red. “Tell me, Mr. Shoppach,” she said. “How does avoiding death correlate to one’s security?”

      “Uh. I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “I do not have direct experience, but my best estimate is that one experiences much less agony when they are dead.”

      Shoppach looked at her for a moment before looking away. “Captain, I don’t understand what you want from me. Or why you’re showing me this.”

      “I want you to understand the situation we’re in,” Tyson replied. “Believe it or not, I want you to trust me. Our navigational systems are currently locked out. An alien AI has infiltrated the mainframe and seized control of it. We have no choice but to go where the Axon lead us. We have two choices right now. One, capitulate. Two, fight. I want to fight, but I need every gun we have in a capable hand I can trust not to shoot me in the back. Is that more clear?”

      “I understand, Captain,” Shoppach said after a moment. “But how are we supposed to fight against...that?” He pointed at the Nova on the primary display. “They could have millions of soldiers on board. We can’t win against those kinds of odds.”

      “No, we can’t,” Tyson agreed. “Not on paper. But stranger things have happened, and history tells us about vastly outnumbered forces standing strong against overwhelming odds. Thermopylae, Saragarhi, Lacolle Mill, to name a few. Just because it seems hopeless on the surface doesn’t mean it is. Of course, the enemy would like us to see it that way.”

      “You’re suggesting we have a chance?” Shoppach said.

      “Yes. I believe we have a chance,” Tyson said. “But I need everyone on this ship on the same side. The only side. I don’t want to airlock anyone. I want to mend bridges, not burn them. This is what we’ve been trying to prepare for. We can’t make guns appear on the outside of Pioneer’s hull, but we do have them in here. It isn’t a lot, but it’s what we have, and in this case, the enemy is giving us an opportunity to use what we have.”

      “Why?” Shoppach asked. “Why keep us alive? Why bring us in?”

      “Honestly, we don’t know.”

      Shoppach stared at the projection, and then at the Nova, eyes shifting back and forth while he shook his head. “This is all so hard to believe. You said Preslan was hurt. Can I see her?”

      “Not right now,” Tyson said. “We don’t have time. I’m headed to Metro to rally the Guardians, and hopefully the population as well. It would help the cause if you came with me and supported my efforts.”

      “I don’t like violence or conflict, Captain.”

      Tyson almost laughed. “Do you know how hypocritical that sounds, considering you just led an attempted armed mutiny?”

      Shoppach had the consideration to at least turn red over his ludicrous comment. “What if I refuse?”

      “Then you go back into holding and hope for the best. I can’t risk disruption when my resources are already so limited.”

      Shoppach looked at him, and then at Tsi. Then he looked at the display again. “Okay,” he said. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Captain, for whatever that’s worth. I’ll help you.”
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.21.2324. 1645 hours.

      “What did you just say?” Keesha said, staring at Max.

      “Confusion. I did not speak.”

      “Yeah, you did,” Morales said. “I heard you. You said Keesh.”

      “Negation. I did not. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “You did,” Morales insisted.

      “Negation.”

      “Queen,” Washington said. “We’ve got company. I think we need to take care of this situation and then you can argue with Max.”

      “Copy,” Keesha replied. “Max, I heard you say my name. Find out why.”

      “Acceptance. I will run a system diagnostic.”

      Satisfied, Keesha looked over at the armed Inahri on the outermost platform. They were obviously hesitant to cross the cables, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t blast them with bolts from where they stood. She glanced at Washington. “You know I can’t understand a word they say, right?”

      “I know,” Washington replied. “Come on, I’ll translate for you.” He led her to the edge of the cable on a direct path to the Inahri, but didn’t cross right away. He made a show of taking his rifle and placing it on the ground, followed by his pair of xix. “Now you, Queen.”

      She did the same, slowly disarming herself in full sight of the Inahri, who remained fixed in place, trying to make sense of everything they saw. All of the slaves had finished entering the room, and she saw the woman who had told Joseph about Max move toward the front. She stopped beside a muscular Inahri male Keesha assumed was their leader. “The woman near the big one,” she said. “She’s a potential ally.”

      “Roger,” Washington said. He took his first step out onto the cable. When the Inahri didn’t react, he took a few more. Keesha fell in behind him, following as they crossed the wires over the lower half of the spherical room.

      She knew she shouldn’t look down, but she almost couldn’t help herself. The height didn’t scare her, but another vision of Joseph stole her attention and she paused on the cable. Watching the arcing electricity flash across the spokes of the Mind, she heard Joseph all over again, telling her to kick him. A move that had led to his death as he took the Shard Intellect over the side with him.

      “Queen, stay with me,” Washington said, squeezing her arm to bring her back to the here and now. “I know you’ve got your Sergeant’s death on repeat. I did the same thing when my wife was killed, a thousand times a day. It nearly destroyed me.”

      Keesha looked up to his helmet, meeting his eyes through the face plate. She felt a wave of relief wash over her through his simple act of understanding. He knew what she was going through. “Thanks,” she said. “I’m with you.”

      They crossed the cable. The Inahri backed up a few steps, clearly wary of them—especially of Washington with his football linebacker size and heavy armor—yet interested in them too. Nervous but curious. That was a good sign.

      “Honor to you,” Washington said.

      When the Inahri gave him confused looks, he repeated the phrase in their language. Many of them still looked like they didn’t totally understand him, but the leader replied with a harsh, quick run of syllables.

      Washington answered him before talking to Keesha. “He asked me why we’re defiling the temple of their gods. I told him this is a machine, not a temple, and the Axon aren’t gods.”

      “He looks intrigued with the concept.”

      “He seems a little shaky in his beliefs,” Washington said. “Like he thinks he’s supposed to believe the Axon are gods but never really did.”

      The Inahri leader spoke again. Keesha looked away from him to the woman. Their eyes met, and Keesha held her gaze, smiling. The woman smiled back. That was a good sign too.

      Washington responded to the Inahri. He spoke more slowly, his intonations stilted. The Inahri leader answered him again. Then Washington said something she at least recognized.

      Her name.

      He motioned to her as he said it. Keesha smiled at the leader and bowed her head. He returned the gesture. Then he pointed to himself. “Ramak.”

      “Ramak,” Washington said, then repeating the Inahri phrase Keesha knew was honor to you.

      Ramak seemed satisfied to leave it at that, but the woman came forward. “Nesa,” she said, tapping her chest.

      “Nesa. Honor to you,” Washington replied.

      “Honor to you,” Nesa said in Inahri.

      “I think we’re getting somewhere,” Keesha said.

      Washington nodded without looking at her. “With this group, yes. But it seems there are other Inahri on board who are a little more zealous. The ones who get better treatment, I’m sure. Like the guards they got those guns from.”

      “Do we need to worry about the zealots?”

      Washington asked the question. Nesa answered. “Not at the moment,” he translated. “They disabled the guards before they could report back to their overseer.”

      “Overseer?”

      “That’s my word choice. I don’t know the word they’re using. The dialect is a little different. I’m getting about seventy percent and guessing the rest.”

      “You seem to be doing pretty well.”

      “Max,” Nesa said, pointing across the Mind to where the friendly Intellect was back on his feet. She said something else.

      “Apparently, she thinks Max is a god,” Washington translated. “Sent to free them from their chains.”

      “I’m sure they won’t believe us if we reject that notion.”

      “I don’t think they’d even believe Max if he rejected it. They’ve spent years hoping for something to change and Max got here before we did. They think Max called us to him.”

      “Just wait until they actually get to talk to him,” Keesha said. “I guess we’re stuck with that narrative for now.”

      “Maybe forever. At least he won’t abuse them like the Axon did.”

      “We hope. We don’t always get what we expect with Max.”

      Ramak started talking again, motioning toward Max. Nesa said something to him, and they seemed to be arguing for a moment. Then they both turned to the other slaves and said something which caused them all to cheer and throw their fists up.

      “Well?” Keesha asked, waiting for the translation.

      The Inahri turned back toward them and fell to their knees, prostrating themselves.

      Washington shook his head and sighed. “Since Max is a god, and we came at Max’s call, they think we’re his disciples, I guess. That puts us a level up on them, so they’re groveling at our feet, in hopes to find favor with us and Max.”

      “You gotta be kidding,” Keesha said. “I do not want to be Max’s disciple.”

      “Me neither, but I don’t think we have a choice at the moment.”

      Nesa was looking at her again, her eyes pleading as she smiled and clasped her hands together, raising and lowering herself to the deck from the waist. The other Inahri did the same.

      “So what do we do with them now?” Keesha asked. “We’ve got work to do. Real work. We don’t have time to babysit, and this language barrier is a bitch.”

      “The Intellect Skin will be able to translate for you,” Washington said. “That’ll help.”

      “You want me to wear the Skin?” Keesha said.

      “It won’t fit me. And I prefer this armor anyway. Besides, the Skin makes me feel naked. I’m going to tell Ramak I need to go back to Max’s upper chambers to retrieve something for him. That should get me clear.”

      “What am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

      “I’ll tell them you need to go back to Max to wait for his next request. They’ll eat that up.”

      “They’ll probably want to come with me.”

      “I don’t see any harm in that.” Washington smirked at her, and then started talking to the Inahri again, in a long burst of syllables. When he was done, Ramak stood and picked out ten members of the group. All of them bowed to Washington, and then Ramak and the group followed him out of the Mind, escorting him on his mission.

      And leaving Keesha alone with the remaining fifty members of the group.

      She looked out at them, then at Nesa. The whole situation was awkward. She smiled before turning her back on them, beginning her trek across the cable. She went about five meters before looking back. As expected, the Inahri were following her.

      Nesa said something she didn’t understand. She replied by pointing to Max. That seemed to satisfy her.

      “You look like the Pied Piper,” Morales said when Keesha reached the inner platform. She glanced over her shoulder, noting how the Inahri were lined up along the cable. Some of them were more comfortable with the height and curve of the wire than others, but they were all steadfast in their desire to get across. She was glad they managed not to lose their balance and fall.

      “Quick summary. They think Max is a god, we’re his disciples and they really want to be near him.”

      “And I thought the whole thing with ancient aliens in Sarge’s head was nuts. The platform isn’t big enough for all of them.”

      “Head to the other side and don’t let them get too close to Max. Hopefully they’ll back up to the next ring when they see there isn’t enough space here.”

      “Copy that,” Morales said.

      He circled the platform to Max’s other side while Keesh retrieved both hers and Washington’s weaponry, putting the excess on the inside of their small perimeter. Max was on his feet facing her, but he didn’t say anything as she settled into position facing the Intellect. The Inahri moved in behind her, crowding the platform.

      “Max,” Nesa said.

      “K-K-K-eesh,” Max replied. “I-I-I…”

      The Inahri fell to their knees when the Intellect spoke. Keesha clenched her fists. “Max, what is that?”

      He was silent.

      “Max!” she shouted. “Answer me, damn it.”

      A hand grabbed her wrist. Keesha looked back. Nesa was holding her, eyes frightened. The other Inahri looked angry about the way she was speaking to him.

      “Max,” she said more calmly. “What’s the status of your system diagnostic?”

      “Continuation. I have discovered an anomaly in the Control Mind’s primary processing unit. I am attempting to isolate it.”

      “Anomaly? What do you mean?”

      “Uncertainty. Confusion. The PPU frequencies are outside of specification. I have identified increasing corruption in the secondary neural network, as well as replication of distinct memory packets across the available target vector.”

      “Can you say that again in English?”

      “Confirmation. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. A virus is attempting to piggyback my neural update to the Primary Control Mind. It is replicating and inserting additional packets into my data transfer, at a rate I am so far unable to counter.”

      “That sounds bad.”

      “Confirmation. It is bad. If the Mind is corrupted the entire Forge will shut down, including the stabilizing thrusters. We will be pulled into the star. Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahahahaha.”

      “And you’re saying you can’t stop it?”

      “I am attempting to slow the duplication. I am encountering feedback corruption in my local data repository. The more forcefully I attempt to fight the virus, the more feedback reaches my core.”

      Keesha stared at the Intellect. There was something strange happening here. “How can there be a virus in the Control Mind?” she asked. “Nothing had ever touched it until we came along, and you’re the only one whose head is plugged into it.”

      “Unknown. Confusion. The virus was already present when I achieved the interface. Perhaps it was dormant inside the system.”

      Keesha wasn’t so sure. “Max, can you push back against the virus. Increase your efforts to defeat it.”

      “Confusion. This will increase local corruption.”

      “I know. Do it anyway.”

      “Confirmation. Hahaha. Haha.” Max’s head slumped slightly. It was the only indication he was doing anything differently, at least for the first few seconds. Then his head rose again.

      “Keesh?” he said. “H-h-help me.”

      Keesha’s heart jumped. Son of a bitch. It didn’t sound like Joe. It was Joe. She had no idea how it was even possible, but she was sure of it. “Joe, hold on. I’m working on it.”

      “D-d-d-ark. Alone. C-c-c-cold.”

      Max’s head shifted again. “Failure. I am unable to overcome the corruption. I will require a soft reset to clean out my local data repository. I must stop the update to try again. The unaltered Control Mind will come back online.”

      “No,” Keesha said. “Keep the update running.”

      “The virus will—”

      “No!” she snapped, drawing a growl of disapproval from the Inahri on the platform. “Keep it running. It isn’t a virus, Max. It’s Joseph.”

      “Negation. Sergeant Joseph Cross fell into the processing arc. You kicked him. Hahaha. Haha. He is organic. Flesh, blood and bone. Digitization is impossible.”

      “Impossible or not, that’s Joseph in there,” she insisted. “He found a way to survive. I’m not going to let you kill him again.”

      “The feedback corruption will destroy my cortex. I must reset.”

      “You said the corruption is caused by fighting it. What if you help him instead?”

      “Confusion. Enable the Control Mind corruption? Do you desire to be pulled into the star? Hahaha. Hahahaha.”

      “If that’s the risk, I’m willing to take it.”

      “I cannot. It is counter to my directives.”

      “Screw your directives. This is Joe we’re talking about.”

      “Negation. I cannot screw my directives. Hahaha. Hahaha. If the corruption threatens the Forge, I am required to take action against it. My existing neural cortex scarring allows me a large degree of autonomy and a wonderful personality. It does not permit me to intentionally break a primary directive.”

      Keesha stared at Max. It wasn’t his fault. He was still a machine, still limited by the parameters of his creation. “You don’t know for sure that Joseph will destroy the Control Mind to the extent it will be forced to shut down.”

      “Confirmation. I do not.”

      “Then you don’t need to take action right now.”

      “Consideration. Acceptance. Logically, that is true. A bend in the directive. Hahahaha. Hahaha.”

      “Then let it ride as long as you can, okay? I’ll try to come up with another way out of this mess. We can’t just let Joseph get lost or destroyed.”

      “Pozz. I will allow the replication to continue. But I cannot assist it. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Good enough,” Keesha said. She looked across the platform to the door Washington had left through.

      Maybe Max couldn’t do anything, but if the Intellect Skin would allow her to interface with the Mind there was a chance she could.

      If that really was Joseph in there, alone and cold in the dark, she would help him find the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Grant

          

        

      

    

    
      Pioneer. Metro. South Park. 04.21.2324. 1700 hours.

      Tyson couldn’t help feeling nervous as he stood in front of Metro’s locked primary seal. While he had managed to get in touch with Governor Nori and explain the situation, she was still only one resident out of thousands who would be arriving to South Park to hear him speak. And the last time he had visited the city, things hadn’t exactly gone well.

      He didn’t expect the population to be outwardly hostile toward him. He expected they were mostly still too rattled from the maneuvers that had damaged the city to progress to hostility toward him. But he knew there would be an undercurrent of dislike, even mistrust, and that he would need to convince them he was on their side. As the leader of the most vocal activist group, Shoppach’s support would help, but he didn’t know how much.

      It had to be enough. While he was going to try to defend Pioneer from any effort to board, he would only get so far with a handful of Inahri warriors and a thousand Guardians, that is if he could trust that many of them to fight at his side. It would be one thing if they could count on a single choke point that the Axon had to come through to reach them, but the Axon ships were capable of burning through the hull and breaching pretty much anywhere they wanted, making a single defensive position impossible.

      The beginnings of a plan were already developing in his mind as he put his wrist to the security panel to open it. They would start by monitoring the outer perimeter of the ship, using the Inahri’s advanced combat armor and sensor suites to cover more surface area than they could manage otherwise. Signs of incursion wouldn’t automatically lead to a fight, but it would allow them to begin repositioning units at a secondary defensive position in the corridors leading to Metro and the bridge. Smaller numbers would defend there while he would position larger numbers closer to the city, where the ship’s corridors came together. They couldn’t force the Axon into a single bottleneck, but they could probably feed them through a dozen or so. And then, when they eventually reached Metro, they would hold them at the seals for as long as they could. First the outer, then the inner.

      And when that fell, he would have a surprise waiting for the victorious Axon invaders. It was almost too bad they were all machines. He would have preferred an emotional response to what he would have in store for them.

      The seal slid upward slowly, the heavy blast door grinding and whining slightly as it was pulled out of the way. Governor Nori was already waiting for him on the other side, a squad of Law Officers with her. For a brief moment, Tyson considered that Claire might have planned to arrest him on sight for what he had done. But then he remembered Tsi standing beside him, along with Oni and Jaci, plus Shoppach, and he knew there was no way that would happen.

      “Captain Grant,” she said.

      “Governor,” Tyson replied. “Thank you for meeting me up here. And for your help organizing everything. I’m sorry we didn’t have more time to discuss the situation, but every minute counts right now.”

      “You’re welcome,” Claire said. “Anything is better than being locked inside a crumbling city with no idea of what’s happening outside the seals. I can’t speak for the rest of my constituency, but I for one would rather do something to actively contribute to Metro’s defense.”

      “You’ll have your chance.”

      “Then follow me,” Claire said. The Law Officers began escorting them down the passage toward the city. “Has there been any word from Sergeant Cross? Anything about Niko?”

      “Joseph and his team breached the Axon factory and gained control over its primary systems. The mission was a success.”

      “But?” Claire said, sensing his hesitation.

      “Sergeant Cross was killed in the assault. As were Guardians Levi and Madani. Niko was injured in the fighting.”

      He could tell Claire was fighting not to react too strongly to the news about her son. “Injured? How badly? What happened?”

      “We don’t have all the details yet,” Tyson replied. “But I was given the impression the injury isn’t life-threatening.”

      “Shouldn’t you try to find out more about what happened to him?”

      “I’d like to. I can’t. Claire, I didn’t get a chance to explain. Pioneer is compromised.”

      “Don’t say Iagorth again. I don’t think I can handle that.”

      “Not Iagorth. The Axon. They connected a device to our network that allowed them to insert a malicious actor into our operations. They hacked the mainframe and seized control of our navigational systems, using them to bring us to an unknown star system. As we speak, there are three Axons ships escorting Pioneer toward one of the planets.”

      “And you lost control of navigation, which means you can’t alter our course.”

      “That’s right. Oslo is working on fixing that problem, but there’s no guarantee he’ll be successful. We have to assume he won’t be.”

      “That’s why you want to meet with the people,” Claire said. “You expect them to board us and either kill everyone in the city, or take us off Pioneer by force.”

      Tyson smiled. “You’re as sharp as ever, Claire. Whatever they intend to do with the people on this ship, it isn’t going to be something we want.”

      “I understand. A lot of things are making a lot more sense all of a sudden. The people of Metro are beaten and tired, but to be honest, I think having a common enemy to focus our attention on might be what they need to pull themselves together. You have an endgame in mind, I assume?”

      “We do,” Tyson admitted. “But my intention is to win this fight.”

      “Do you think we can?”

      “We’ve been in bad shape before and pulled through. It wouldn’t be fair to count us out.”

      “I agree.” Her eyes shifted to the rest of his group. “It’s good to see you again, Colonel Tsi.”

      “Honor to you, Governor,” Tsi replied.

      “And I know you,” she said, looking at Shoppach. “How did you get outside Metro?”

      “Mr. Shoppach led an attempted coup against me,” Tyson said before Shoppach could answer. “He and a group of civilians, plus a handful of Guardians, used the master code to get through the seals. Clearly, they lost.”

      “Clearly,” Claire agreed, disapproval reflected in both her voice and the hard look she gave the renegade engineer. “I knew you were anti-military, Terry. But trying to overthrow Captain Grant? What the hell got into you?”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Shoppach said. “I know it was a mistake.”

      “Did you bring him with you so I could lock him up?” Claire asked. “What about the rest of his group?”

      “No,” Tyson replied. “This isn’t the time for punishment. It’s a time for unity. We need every single person we can get, including his and the other twenty or so rebels I’ve got under watch near the bridge. He’s here to support that goal.”

      “I don’t see Preslan with you, Captain. I would have thought she would be here too. Or is she working on another top secret project?”

      “I wish that were the case,” Tyson said. “She was injured. She’s in Research, in a coma. Doctor Rose believes she’ll recover, but…” He shrugged. He just didn’t know. None of them did.

      “That’s terrible news. Now I have two kids to worry about.”

      “We have forty-thousand to worry about, Claire.”

      “Of course. You know what I mean. All of the people are important to me, but Niko, Leon and Preslan are especially close to my heart. I’m worried for them.”

      “I do understand. I’m worried for them too. What we do here, we need to do to support them as much as to help ourselves.”

      “We will,” Claire agreed.

      They continued down the passageway to the inner seal, and then through it and out into Metro, at the edge of South Park. Tyson could hear the gathered residents the moment the seal opened, the massive cargo hold buzzing with their accumulated conversations. Siraj and Guardian Hoffman waited directly ahead with a platoon of Guardians, and they all came to attention as he approached.

      “At ease,” Tyson said. “Prime Siraj, is everything ready?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Siraj replied. “The Law Office brought in a flatbed transport you can use as a stage. Unfortunately, the park isn’t big enough for the huge turnout, but Engineering has wired your microphone into the city’s loudspeakers, so it’ll be impossible for anyone in Metro not to hear your speech.”

      Tyson’s heart lurched. He had never been much of a public speaker, and the idea of having a literally captive audience and so much riding on his choice of words threatened his confidence.

      “Governor, if you and Law can lead the way, the Guardians, the Inahri and I will fall in behind you. I’d like you on the flatbed with me, Claire, along with Colonel Tsi, Prime Siraj and Mr. Shoppach.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Claire agreed.

      “As you say,” Tsi said.

      Tyson took a deep breath, exhaling it sharply in an effort to calm his nerves. “Okay. Then let’s do this.”
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      Pioneer. Metro. South Park. 04.21.2324. 1715 hours.

      Claire led them along the path to the city a short ways and then diverted off to a second path along the false river that flowed through the park. It had been shut off since the attack, leaving a stained and murky bottom, a number of dead fish, and a smell that for Tyson represented their future if they didn’t do everything they could to fight back.

      That path fed to the edge of a large, open lawn where the residents of the city had gathered in the thousands. Claire had led them around the perimeter of the gathered masses, bringing them out close to the transport where Claire’s husband, Sheriff Nori, was standing, his presence keeping the crowd at peace.

      The edges of the assembly noticed Tyson and his entourage first, and they began to quiet down. Their reaction spread quickly across the entire group, the distinct buzzing fading away by the time Sheriff Nori helped Claire up onto the flatbed.

      Tyson stood nearby, waiting for her to introduce him. He looked over at the front row of the crowd, forcing himself to seem calm even though he felt sick to his stomach. The people were looking back at him, some of them with sincere expectation, others with obvious disdain. He reminded himself that how they felt about him didn’t matter. All that mattered was the situation and how they as a whole decided to tackle it.

      “Quiet, please,” Claire said, addressing the crowd. There were only low murmurs remaining, and they too died out. “Thank you. As you all know, Metro has seen some challenging times in the last few weeks. As your Governor, I want you to know how proud I am of all of you for the way you’ve come together to handle the situation. You’ve risen above and beyond as a community in support of one another to help ensure the survival of our colony and the promise of the mission undertaken by our forebears over one hundred years ago. And I thank you for that.”

      She started clapping for them, leading them to clap and cheer for each other. She let it go for nearly a minute before motioning them to calm again.

      “I wish I could say that our trials and tribulations are over, and that there’s nothing but smooth sailing ahead. Unfortunately, that isn’t the case. Today, we need to come together more than ever before, as a new external danger threatens to end our mission prematurely and puts all of our lives and livelihoods at risk. I’d like to tell you more about it, but I understand there has been some growing mistrust between our city, the crew of Pioneer and the brave men and women of the Guardians who are working tirelessly to protect us. Captain Grant understands this deepening chasm as well, and so he’s come here in person to meet with all of you, and to talk about the situation Pioneer is in and how each of us can do our part.” She turned toward Tyson and nodded. “Captain Grant, if you will, please.”

      Tyson exhaled again, his legs like rubber as he walked over to the edge of the transport. The crowd’s reaction was an unsurprising mix of both positive and negative reactions, though it seemed the negative ones were louder. Sheriff Nori leaned over and extended his hand, helping him up the steps. He swallowed hard and walked up to the microphone to look out at all of the angry, fearful faces.

      Their turbulent reaction faded quickly, their shouts lowering to mumbles among one another, as Shoppach climbed onto the makeshift stage. The protestors seemed confused by his appearance and seeming willingness to stand there at Tyson’s side.

      Tsi came up onto the platform next, moving to Tyson’s other flank. She looked out over the people without a hint of fear or nervousness, despite the shocked, frightened and disgusted return looks she received as people set their eyes on a non-Earther human for the first time.  While the crowd’s eyes betrayed their thoughts, Tsi’s presence caused them to question what was really happening and how much of the truth they really knew. They quickly quieted down.

      “Thank you, Governor Nori,” Tyson said, nodding at her. He breathed in and out a few more times before speaking again. “Citizens of Metro. Nothing I’m about to say is easy for me to say, but it will probably be harder for you to hear. First, I want to personally apologize to all of you for the missteps in communication I’ve made that have eroded your trust in both me and the Guardian program. To be sure, neither myself, my crew nor anyone in Space Force Command on Earth ever expected the type of conflict we’ve encountered since Pioneer left home. It’s been a difficult road for all of us, one that in retrospect I realize we should have all traveled together.

      “It’s a road we need to travel together now, before it’s too late. The woman standing on my left is Colonel Tsi of the Free Inahri Composite. She and her kind are human, similar to us, their ancestors taken from Earth by the Axon long before our written history began. They were used as slaves and as guinea pigs in experiments to create a perfect organic weapon to use against their enemies. Today, they count those same Axon as their primary adversary. They helped us during the attack that caused the damage to the city, and they’re here to help us now.”

      Tsi bowed her head to the crowd, remaining silent. The residents barely reacted, already enthralled by Tyson’s words.

      “To my right is Engineer Terrance Shoppach. You also know him as an outspoken activist against both myself and the Guardians, and especially my plans to swell the Guardian ranks. Some of you might remember when he confronted me in public not too long ago regarding the truth about the threats to Pioneer. He stands with me now because he’s realized that we’re all stronger together, that the threats to this ship are real and that we need one another more than ever. He’s here in support of the Guardians, for the sake of our continued survival.”

      Shoppach offered a curt wave but didn’t speak. Silence gripped the entire gathering as thousands of people waited for Tyson to deliver the rest of his message.

      “Circumstances beyond our control have brought Pioneer into an Axon occupied star system,” Tyson said. “Of course, our arrival hasn’t gone unnoticed, and at this moment there are three Axon warships surrounding Pioneer and leading us toward one of the planets in the system. It’s my opinion and that of Colonel Tsi that once we arrive the Axon intend to board Pioneer and finish what they started five years ago. Mainly, capturing the ship’s crew and killing everyone in Metro.”

      He stopped there, not about to tell them yet why the Axon wanted them all dead and to let what he had said sink in. Maybe he should have been less blunt, but they didn’t have time for him to tiptoe around the truth, and being soft wouldn’t improve their chances of survival. Shocking them into action might.

      He could feel the emotional shift in the crowd. The fear. The confusion. If Iagorth were here, he was sure the Relyeh Ancient would be having a field day feeding on the array of emotions emanating from the crowd. As it was, the moieties would likely soak in the reaction wherever they were hiding.

      “Bullshit!” someone shouted. “You’ve been lying for years, and you’re still lying.”

      “I wish I were,” Tyson replied.

      “I wish he was too,” Shoppach added, leaning in between the microphone and Tyson. “Shit, I want so bad for that to be true. But I saw it. I saw the ships. I saw the planet. They aren’t bringing us in to welcome us to our new home. So what do you think they want with us? Whatever it is, it won’t be good.”

      A few more murmurs rose in the crowd, but nobody else called out.

      “It would be foolish for us to throw up our hands and accept defeat as if it’s written in stone,” Tyson said. “Space Force Command saw fit to provide us with a means to defend ourselves. Weapons. Armor. Enough for a large portion of the city. We can defend ourselves. With all the fire in our souls. With all the conviction in our hearts.” He pointed back at Siraj. “Prime Siraj and her Guardians will fight.” He motioned to Tsi. “Colonel Tsi and her Inahri will fight. I’m going to fight.”

      “Me too,” Shoppach said. “I’m going to fight.”

      “What about you?” Tyson asked. “You all have a chance to become something greater. To do something more. Metro was wounded by the Axon. Good people died. And now the bastards want to finish us off. But we don’t have to just sit here and let them kill us like rats in a trap. There’s strength in numbers. We have those numbers. They want to take the ship intact, and that gives us the chance we need to take the fight to them. Are you with us?”

      A few hundred people in the crowd shouted back in affirmation.

      “The more of us who fight, the better the chance we all have to survive,” Tyson said.

      “That’s easy for you to say,” the same dissenter shouted. “You’ll be standing behind us shouting orders while we all die defending your sorry ass!”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Tyson countered angrily. “I’ll be in the thick of it, right beside you. I know Pioneer was supposed to be a temporary home, but right now, it’s our only home. We need to defend it. We need to fight for it! Are you with us?”

      The hundreds turned into a few thousand.

      “Come on!” Shoppach shouted. “I don’t like violence, yet I’m up here, ready to fight for my home. For my life. And for yours!” He swung his arm up and swept the breadth of the crowd. ”These Axon don’t care what they have to do to get what they want. Are you just going to hide in your cubes and let them do what they will without a fight? Or are you going to stand with us?”

      The few thousand turned into the many thousand. The crowd began to cheer and shout, the noise growing until the entire hold of Metro shook.

      Tyson looked out over the crowd, his anxiety and fear turning to elation. He couldn’t believe it had worked.

      “Prime Siraj,” Tyson said, turning away from the microphone.

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Begin preparations to deploy the Guardians into the park to start processing volunteers.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      Tyson stepped back to the microphone, putting up his hands to quiet the crowd down again. “The Guardians will begin setting up volunteer sites across the park. If you’re healthy and able to join the defense, please register with them and return to your home. You will be contacted within the next twelve hours with further instructions. If anyone has any questions, please make them known. I’ll remain up here for as long as it takes to answer them.”

      Tyson looked out at a crowd that was no longer afraid and cowering, their anger directed elsewhere now, all of them empowered by the ability to take control of their own fate.

      Maybe...just maybe they had a chance to win this fight after all.
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.21.2324. 1715 hours.

      It seemed to Keesha as if Washington was taking a lifetime returning to the Control Mind. She needed to talk to him. And she needed to talk to him now.

      She paced back and forth—anxious, frightened and excited all at the same time—over the prospect that Joseph had somehow found a way to survive. With everything else that had happened, she couldn’t help the gnawing in the back of her mind that this was yet another trick  by one of the Relyeh ancients, Iagorth or Shub-nigu. Could one of them speak clearly to her through Max in Joe’s voice just to further their own plans? Could it be that they had managed to infect the Mind prior to Joseph’s death? That they expected her to keep Max from resetting the update and clearing out the replicating code by making her believe Joe was in there...somewhere?

      It was a problem she had wrestled with for nearly the entire thirty minutes that  Washington had been gone, the battle royale leaving her sweaty and mentally exhausted by the time he finally returned. Watching him walk nimbly across the cable spokes with the soft suit of armor folded in his arms, she knew there had never really been a decision to make. If there was any chance Joseph was alive, no matter what form he might take or what condition his consciousness might be in, it was a chance she had to take. If one of the ancient aliens was manipulating her then so be it. Let one of them deal with the coming Axon retaliation.

      Washington reached the group of Inahri, who spread apart as best they could to allow him through to Keesha and Max. They were tightly packed around the platform and had spent the last half hour on their knees, singing prayerfully to the Intellect. Their voices were surprisingly harmonized, but the whole idea of worshipping a machine like Max sat poorly with Keesha. He was the furthest thing from a god she could think of.

      “Sorry for the delay,” Washington said. “I stopped back at medical to check on Niko’s progress. He was awake and alert, and in good spirits.”

      “That’s great to hear,” Keesha replied. “You didn’t tell him about Joseph, did you?”

      “No. It’s not for me to deliver that news.” He held his arms out, offering her the Intellect Skin. “So, the thing about the Skin is that you have to wear it against your skin.”

      “You mean I have to go commando?”

      He nodded.

      She wasn’t fazed. She would gladly walk around in the buff if it meant bringing Joe back. “Will it work with these legs?” she asked, knocking on the Axon metal.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. None of the Inahri have augments like that. They can rebuild tissues and grow new limbs like it’s as easy as baking a pie.”

      “Then I guess we’ll find out,” Keeha said, removing the weapons from her back and starting to undo the clasps on the front of her armor. “Joseph is in there, General. Max pretty much confirmed it.”

      “What? How is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m hoping if I wear this thing Max can help me connect with the Mind and figure it out.” She dropped onto the platform to pull off her boots, and then shrugged out of the top half of the armor. “Grab the legs, will you?”

      Washington held the legs of her combat armor as she pulled herself out of it, leaving her clad in a tank top, bra and panties.

      Washington set her armor aside. “Do you want me to turn around?”.

      “There’s a hundred eyes in this room,” Keesha replied. “Two more don’t make a bit of difference to me.”

      “How do you know it’s Joseph? What did Max tell you?”

      “There’s a virus or something piggybacking on his update. It’s overwriting the Control Mind. When he tries to fight it into submission, that’s when he talks in Joseph’s voice, apparently without even knowing it.” She pulled her tank off and then unhooked her bra, letting it fall to the floor. She was a Marine, she wasn’t going to let nudity embarrass her. She shucked her panties, holding her hand out. “How do I put this thing on?”

      “It might not be him,” Washington said, passing her the Skin. “Just put your feet in like it’s a wetsuit. Pull it up and close the front. The material will bond to itself. To activate the interface, bring the cowl up over your head and connect it to the Skin at the base of your throat. It’ll adjust to your size and fit you like the second skin it is.”

      She unfolded it, amazed at how light it was. The outer material felt grainy like sand, while the inside was smooth, soft and warm. She levered one foot in and then the other, pulling the Skin up and wiggling into it before pulling it up over her back and sliding her arms through. She pulled the two two sides of the front closed, and she looked down at herself. Like Washington said, the edges seemed to reach out for one another, creating a bond that sealed her inside.

      “How do I get back out of this thing, assuming I ever want to?” she asked, looking down at herself. The material was thick enough to prevent her nipples from poking through, but otherwise left little to the imagination. Not that it mattered anymore in her current company.

      “Run your fingers down the center, like this.” Washington showed her on the front of his armor.

      “Got it. What if I need to pee?”

      “Feel free,” Washington replied. “It’ll absorb, filter and remove the waste.”

      “Queen, you look badass in that thing,” Morales said. “Like a ninja. Seriously.”

      “I feel as naked as I look,” she replied, standing up.

      “Is that why you wear that Hulkbuster suit, General? Don’t want all your assets showing?”

      Washington looked over at Morales. “I prefer the strength of the Inahri heavy combat armor to the agility of the Skin…” He looked back at Keesha. “...but it does seem like it was made for you, Queen. Pull the cowl up over your head so we can verify it’s operating correctly.”

      Keesha pulled the extra material up and over her head. It stretched tight across her face as she touched the Skin to itself at the base of her neck. Even so, she found no difference in her ability to breathe, though her vision was momentarily obscured.

      Then the Skin seemed to come to life, her vision clearing as if the material didn’t exist at all. Only now she had all kinds of data overlaid on top of her eyes, along with symbols she didn’t recognize or understand. “I think it’s working. But I don’t know what any of it means.”

      “Don’t worry about that now. Let’s test it. Think about speaking Inahri, and then say something.”

      “Like what?” Keesha asked. She thought she had spoken in English, but the Inahri behind Washington perked up, staring at her in the Skin. She not only looked like one of their gods now, she spoke their language too.

      “Confirmed,” Washington said. “It’s working.”

      “Where does that thing get its power?” Morales asked. “I don’t see a battery pack or anything on it.”

      “The power cells are part of the weave,” Washington replied. “The density is off the charts.”

      “That is so awesome. Did the Axon give them to you, or…”

      “The Free Inahri took them from the Intellects they disabled. They built the interface that lets it work on a human. This one is a newer design with a full neural interface.”

      “You have a lot of them, then? Maybe you should have brought me one.”

      “We don’t have a lot of them,” Washington said. “They’re reserved for high-ranking officers and special operations.”

      “Damn. Chain of command screws me again.”

      “Wash,” Nesa said, getting to her feet. “What is the meaning of this? We do not understand. How is she allowed to wear the god Skin when she is not a god?”

      Keesha was surprised to find she understood the question, the Skin automatically translating for her. “This is the Skin of a lesser god,” she explained. “Max shows me great honor by allowing me to wear it.”

      Nesa smiled. “Honor to you then, mother,” she said, bowing her head.

      Max hadn’t spoken in some time. Keesha assumed it was because he was busy with the update. She turned to him now. “Max? Max!”

      “Acknowledgement. What do you require?”

      “I need you to connect me to the repository. I need an interface with the packets you mentioned.”

      “Queen,” Washington said. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I haven’t shown you anything the Skin can do yet.”

      “You can show me later,” Keesha snapped.

      “Hesitation. Consideration. I cannot guarantee the success of any attempted interface or the continued viability of your health. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “You mean it could kill me?”

      “Confirmation. Or worse. The neural interface will allow me to patch you into the Mind with me, but there is a chance it will overload your circuits. You would not be unlike a potato. Hahaha. Hahaha. Baked potato. Hahaha.”

      “Queen, we don’t know it’s Sarge,” Morales said. “Not for sure. You could kill yourself for nothing.”

      “Then I’ll die knowing I did everything I could for Joe,” she replied. “I won’t abandon him, Fatcat. Not when I have a choice. You would do the same thing if you were in this Skin.”

      Morales remained quiet. They both knew he would do the same. “Shit, Queen,” he said. “Be careful. Max, if she seems shaky, can you disconnect?”

      “Confirmation. But it will already be too late. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “I need to do this,” Keesha said. “For Joe.”

      “All right. For Joe,” Morales agreed.

      She looked at Max again. “Whatever you need to do, do it.”

      “Hahaha. Hahahahahaha. Ha.” Max reached out, putting his hand on her head. “Initiating connection. Hahaha. Haha.”

      A burning pain seared Keesha’s eyeballs, sliding up her optic nerve and into her brain. She felt herself spasming, and then everything went dark.
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      Control Mind. Simulation. 04.21.2324. 1730 hours.

      “Expectation. Consideration. Queen, do you hear me?”

      “I do,” Keesha replied, reaching out. “You sound like you’re right on top of me. But I can’t see.”

      “Hesitation. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Let there be light.”

      The universe turned back on as if Max had flipped a switch. The Intellect was right in front of her, just out of arm’s reach. At least, she thought it was him. He had taken on the visage of a cowboy with a pair of augmented metal arms, revolvers on his hips, and a long duster with a silver star pinned to it. It had to be the Sheriff.

      They were standing in the middle of a modern, twenty-first century city. The setting had to be before the war because the skyscrapers were all intact, their steel frames and glass faces sparkling in the sunlight. People filled the sidewalks, walking around them as if they were just another minor obstacle to avoid. Cars made their way along the streets, packed together tightly enough that blaring horns were common.

      “What is this place?” Keesha asked. She wasn’t the least bit confused that it was reality. This world was long gone. Seeing it now filled her with a sense of sadness and longing. She could hardly believe this had ever been her life, especially considering where she was now.

      “Simulation. You were suffering process overload. Instead of allowing you to die, I altered the interface to create something your mind would accept more easily. Earth, twenty forty-two. Hahaha. Hahaha. I saved your life. You are welcome. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Keesha spun around, still taking in the cityscape. She saw the Freedom Tower rising in the distance. She also saw the Willis Tower nearby. This wasn’t a specific place, but an amalgamation of locations she had visited. “Are you getting this from my memories?”

      “Partially. And from the data repository. The Forge’s Control Mind has a wealth of accumulated information gathered by the Axon. They have utilized it to inform their designs. I am still exploring some of the prototype schematics. They are quite…terrifying. Hahaha.”

      Keesha was pretty sure she didn’t want to know about more advanced Intellect prototypes. What she had already seen still scared her enough. “Okay. So you pulled me into a simulation to keep my brain from frying, is that it?”

      “Confirmation.”

      “What now?”

      “This simulation is a representation of the Control Mind’s neural core. We are currently interfaced with the core, you through me, which is the only reason you are still alive. Haha. The packets you required I ignore are also interfaced here. If Sergeant Joseph Cross is being uploaded through my connection to the Control Mind, it is the expectation that we will find him here.”

      Keesha looked around again. They were on a main thoroughfare, with hundreds of cars and thousands of people moving around them. “We’re supposed to find Joe in the middle of a major city?”

      “Confirmation.”

      “But if he’s part of your interface, then you should know where he is.”

      “Negation. The composition is not in plain sight or I would be able to bring it under control. Consideration. You may be able to identify the packets more easily. Hahaha. Haha. Requirement. You will find Joseph, and we will make a determination regarding his nature.”

      “And then what? If he wants to hurt the Control Mind, you kill him?”

      “Confirmation. I will reset. Joseph will be erased. You will die. I will be fine. Hahahaha. Hahaha.”

      “Well, at least you’ll be fine,” Keesha said. Like it or not, she had bound her fate directly to Joseph’s. She really hoped it was him in here and not one of the Relyeh ancients. She looked down at herself. She was still in the Intellect Skin, the matte black material fitted against her body. “How do I change my look the way you did? If I do find Joe, he won’t recognize me like this.”

      “Your neural cortex is interfaced with mine. All it takes is a thought.”

      Before Keesha could change her appearance, Max did it for her, putting her back in her original combat armor. It was fine, but it didn’t really fit with their surroundings. A quick thought changed her dress again, putting her in a pinstriped blazer, black blouse and matching suit pants, with comfortable black pumps on her feet. She had always liked to dress sharp when she was doing the civilian thing and reality rarely offered her the opportunity. She completed the look with a pair of pistols in holsters beneath the blazer.

      “Correction,” Max said, changing his appearance to match hers. He kept the face of the Sheriff, but altered the clothing to put himself in a dark suit with a blue tie, which he reached up and straightened. “Formality. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      Keesha started walking along the street, Max falling in beside her. She didn’t know where she was going. Not when she didn’t even completely understand how the simulation worked. “If you’re creating this from our minds, does that mean Joe’s memories will sneak in here?”

      “Confirmation. They will become noise within the environment. You are required to identify them. As the noise increases, the concentration of packets will increase and that will direct us to him. I am not able to discern which memories are his and which are yours. That is why I require your assistance.”

      “Okay. I can do that. Can you at least point me in the right direction?”

      “Confirmation. Standby.” Max stopped walking and began to look around, his head jerking back and forth, his body seeming to convulse with the quick movements. He pointed across the street. “I have detected an anomaly in that direction.”

      “Can I just walk across the street, or do I need to worry about the cars hitting me?”

      “Information. It is advisable to be wary of the parallel data streams, as they can lead to neural overload. The simulation exists to help you navigate the streams.”

      “You could have just said yes.”

      “Hahaha. Hahahaha. Pozz.”

      The cars weren’t moving very quickly, but it was good to know she needed to avoid them. Probably the people too, though they navigated around her without much effort.

      There was a traffic light up ahead so she made her way to the corner and waited for it to change. She crossed legally, backing up to the spot where Max had pointed, the Intellect staying beside her the entire time.

      She stopped at the window to a clothing store, gaze drawn inside by a dark t-shirt on a musc mannequin. “Look. There,” she said.

      “Confusion. Where?” Max asked.

      “That shirt. Joe told me he wore a shirt like that almost every day for a year. He called it his dark ages phase. He was seventeen and had to quit his high school football team after a knee injury.”

      She looked deeper into the window, but didn’t spot anything else familiar. She continued down the street, eyes scanning every storefront. She was so occupied with her search she didn’t notice the woman bearing down on her until their shoulders collided.

      It hurt more than Keesha thought it should have, the jostle sending shockwaves of pain across her arm and into her head. She groaned as the woman paused and looked back at her. “Watch where you’re going,” she said.

      Keesha opened her mouth to respond when she realized she recognized the woman. Morales’ sister. Joe had gone out with her a couple times. “That’s Fatcat’s sister, Juanita,” she explained to Max, watching her continue down the street. “We need to follow her.”

      “Confirmation. Excitement. Progress. Hahaha. Hahahaha.”

      They tailed her three blocks to the entrance of a subway station and then down beneath ground level. The area became more crowded as they reached the turnstiles, and Juanita began to pull away from them, becoming lost in the masses.

      “Come on, Max,” Keesha said, trying to push through the people. Every time she knocked someone with her shoulder or shoved someone with her hand, a shock went up or down her arm, the pain increasing slightly with each successive hit.

      They went through the turnstile to the platform, Keesha scanning the crowd. She shook her head. “Damn it, I lost her.” She looked at Max. “How are we going to pick up the trail again?”

      “Confusion. I do not know. The memory came down here. There must be another nearby.”

      “Right,” Keesha said. She started walking along the platform, looking for anything else she recognized. She found it a moment later. A poster for The Krazies—Joe’s favorite rock band— playing live at Madison Square Garden. She looked along the wall, finding another one a few meters down. “Back on the trail.”

      She and Max went from poster to poster, the subway train pulling into the nearby station,its brakes squealing as it slowed to a stop. Looking toward the train, Keesha spotted Juanita stepping on.

      “There she is,” she said. “Let’s go!” She sprinted across the platform toward the train, realizing then that her mind had given her back her human legs. She stumbled, but Max was there to catch her, pulling her forward as the doors began to close.

      A thought brought Keesha’s sword to her hand, and she thrust the blade between the doors. They sensed the object, backing up a few centimeters before trying to close again. Max hurried forward, tugging the doors open, and they jumped inside.

      The car was crowded, passengers both sitting and standing as the train began to pull away from the station. A quick survey of the people on board revealed none of them were Juanita.

      “She must have moved forward,” Keesha said.

      “Agreement.”

      Keesha made her way around the passengers to the door leading into the next car. She went through, the train’s lights flickering as she reached the other side. The lights remained off for a few seconds, making it difficult to see.

      She froze when they came back on, surprised to find a half dozen men and women in dark uniforms mingled with the passengers.

      “Consideration. Warning,” Max said, entering the car behind her. “I neglected to inform you about the Control Mind’s defensive response.”

      The people in the uniforms stood up and faced them, guns already in hand.

      “What happens if they shoot me?” Keesha asked.

      “Admission. You will die. Hahaha. Hahaha.”
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      The men and women in the dark suits didn’t speak. They raised their guns and aimed at Keesha, ready to open fire. Considering how much it had hurt just to knock shoulders with someone on the street, she expected getting shot would be much, much worse.

      The best option was to not get shot.

      She grabbed the nearest passenger roughly by the shoulder, pulling him in front of herself as the Mind’s defenses started shooting. The bystander shuddered in her grip, taking bullet after bullet that was meant for her. Holding him up with an arm around his waist, she ducked down and swung one of her pistols around his knee, firing continuously. Two shots caught one of the attackers in the stomach, two more hit a second in the head. Another two caught a third in the kneecap, knocking him down. Keesha shoved the dead passenger toward them then, grabbing her other gun and lunging forward behind the falling corpse.

      She caught up to the one she had shot in the knee, planting her sidearm against her head and squeezing the trigger. She fired through her, bypassing bone and catching a fourth assailant. She reached the fifth as he finished reloading, slapping his arm aside with her left forearm and shooting him in the face with the gun in her right-hand. Then she ducked low and swept the legs out from the last defender, two more rounds to the head taking him out too.

      Standing up, Keesha surveyed the damage. All six of the Mind’s agents were down. She looked back at Max, who hadn’t moved at all during the episode. “Thanks for the help, Max.”

      “Apologetic. Consideration. Fighting the agents is against my directive. I cannot help you with them.”

      “Then shouldn’t you kill me for killing them?”

      “Negation. You are unable to directly defeat the Control Mind. Bending the directives. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “You know, I’m starting to get the feeling that you’re the one making up the rules about what does and doesn’t count with your directives.”

      “Hahaha. Hahahaha. We should move on.”

      Keesha dropped the spent magazines from her pistols, finding replacements in her blazer’s inner pockets. She reloaded before placing the guns back in their holsters and continuing to the other end of the train car. The remaining passengers shied away from them as they passed, their simulated fear lacking true emotional accuracy. Keesha found the whole episode more than a little surreal.

      They moved ahead to the next car and then the next, still looking for Juanita. The subway train began to slow as it approached its next stop, giving them little time to locate her. Keesha ran to the next car, shoving passengers out of the way in her eagerness to search the entire thing before it was too late. It didn’t matter how much the contact hurt. She needed to find Joseph.

      They were two cars from the front when the train reached the station, the doors sliding open after it ground to a halt. Keesha cursed under her breath. Was this their destination, or should she stay on the train? She stepped between the doors, looking out onto the platform. No sign of Juanita, but she did see a little girl sitting in a high chair.

      In a subway?

      “Max, let’s go,” Keesha said, stepping out. He followed her as she ran over to the girl.

      “Hello!” the girl said excitedly, slapping her hands on the high-chair’s plastic table.

      “Hi,” Keesha said. “Are you Margaret?”

      “Ma-ga-ret,” she said, laughing. “Ma-ga-ret.”

      “Joe’s sister,” Keesha explained. “We’re still on the right track.”

      “Confirmation. There goes Juanita.”

      Keesha whipped her head in the direction Max was pointing. Juanita was on the escalator, headed back to street level. “Damn, she’s quick. Come on!”

      Keesha sprinted across the platform, dodging the people around her. She had nearly reached the escalator when a series of sharp pops warned her of incoming fire. She dove to the floor as bullets whizzed over her head, striking the metal rail of the escalator just ahead. She maintained  her momentum, rolling over and back to her feet and then pivoting on a knee to look for the shooters. Max came to a stop nearby, waiting for her to deal with the threat.

      There was no time to fight back. “Max, this way.” She popped up, charging to the escalator and throwing the other riders out of the way as the bullets rained in, hitting the woman in front of her. Keesha grabbed her and threw her back, Max barely avoiding the tumbling body. The agents weren’t as nimble; the two approaching the bottom of the escalator toppled like dominoes.

      Keesha drew her guns, ducking low and leaning slightly over the side of the escalator. She fired down at the other agents, clipping two of them before she reached the street. Bursting out onto the sidewalk, she quickly took in her surroundings, ensuring they were clear of the Mind’s defenses. Then she did a second scan, looking for Juanita and finding her nearly a block away.

      “Come on, Morales,” she said. “Slow down, will ya?”

      Keesha started running again, Max keeping the pace behind her. She shouted for the people ahead of her to move out of the way, taking the hits when they didn’t.

      Huge electronic billboards filled the side of the buildings up ahead, and she smiled at the advertisement for Joseph’s favorite beer before realizing it was her face in the ad. Crazy. By the time she looked down again, Juanita had disappeared.

      She wanted to kick herself for losing sight of her quarry, but she was saved when a large dog came bounding around the corner.“Bosco!” she shouted, remembering the stories Joseph had told her about playing with his Grandfather’s dog. The big Newfoundland nearly collided with her before turning and ranging ahead of her. “Hey boy!”

      Bosco paused, looking back at her for a moment before continuing on. Keesha stayed behind him, reaching the intersection at a walk sign and starting across.

      Squealing tires stole her attention, and she looked to her left just in time to see the chrome bumper bearing down on her. Panic overtook her when she realized she wasn’t going to get out of the way in time.

      Max hit her hard, knocking her out of the car’s path. “Success. Excitement. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      Keesha ignored the pain of the fall as tires screeched, the car braking to a halt. Getting back up, she turned her guns on the car and opened fire as the agents began stepping out, cutting down three of the four before they could get a bead on her. The last one managed to shoot from behind the cover of the passenger door, one of his rounds clipping her thigh. The pain was unbelievable and she screamed, falling to the street as her whole leg went numb. The reaction saved her life, removing her from the shooter’s line of fire.

      “Queen,” Max said, drawing her attention to the rocket launcher he held in his arms. She grimaced through the pain of getting  up to her knee and catching the heavy weapon as he tossed it to her. She aimed it at the car and pulled the trigger, the missile streaking down the street and to blow both the car and the agent up in a blast of fire and smoke. She turned to Max and growled, “I thought you said you couldn’t help.”

      “Correction. I cannot help directly. Hahaha. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      “Right,” she replied. He was definitely playing fast and loose with his so-called rules.

      Keesha forced herself the rest of the way up, her left leg still numb, her pants stained with blood. Max helped her across the street. She turned in a circle. Bosco was gone. “Damn it. We lost the trail again,” she said.

      “We must find it quickly. The Mind is increasing its countermeasures.”

      “Sure, why not?” Keesha said. They were surrounded by tall buildings, but there was nothing that reminded her of Joe, other than the beer billboard. So she continued down the street, freezing again when she heard faint music. “Max, do you hear that?”

      “Confirmation. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Where is it coming from?”

      Max was still for a moment. He turned slowly and then pointed toward an alley between two of the buildings.

      “A dark alley,” Keesha said. “Of course. Because Joseph always loved dark alleys.”

      “He may be attempting to hide from the agents,” Max suggested.

      “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”
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      Keesha approached the alley with an eye out for the Mind’s agents. Nearly pitch black, the alley seemed darker than any simulated laws of nature should dictate. Shadows cast by the corners of the building and the dumpsters running down the length of it allowed just about anything to hide in the darkness.

      She could sense she was getting closer to Joe, a constant buzzing like an electrical current coursing through her skin. Except it wasn’t really her skin, it was her brain. And according to Max, that buzzing was feedback from the strain of being connected to both him and the Mind. She was probably doing permanent damage to herself, but as long as she got to Joseph before she couldn’t take it anymore, it would be worthwhile.

      And it wasn’t only because she loved him. Putting all of that aside, everyone who was counting on them needed his talents more than her own. He had the potential to become something so much more than either of them had ever imagined. Something the Inahri needed on the Forge. And something Pioneer, wherever it was, undoubtedly needed.

      She was a career Marine. She knew how to make sacrifices to do her part.

      The music grew louder as she moved into the alley, and she was finally able to make out the singer’s voice. It wasn’t just any voice.

      It was Preslan’s.

      She wasn’t all that surprised. If Joseph’s memories were going to pick someone to do the music, Prezz was the most logical choice. That she was singing Johnny Cash was more of a surprise. She didn’t think the real Preslan knew Folsom Prison Blues.

      There was no sign of Bosco or Juanita as Keesha and Max continued down the alley. They were nearly halfway to the source of the music when something rattled one of the dumpsters behind them. Keesha spun and crouched, bringing her gun to bear and ready to fire, but the darkness hid whatever had made the noise.

      “Who’s there?” she asked. She doubted the Mind’s agents would be so stealthy. “Come on out.”

      An older man rose from his hiding place, hands raised. He wore a flannel shirt and had a large stomach that rolled over the waist of his pants. “Don’t shoot me. I just came for the music.”

      None of the other simulations had tried to speak to her, though Juanita had given her lip for their contact. Was this another one of Joseph’s packets?

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Hi,” the man said, taking a step forward. “My name is William, but most folks call me Bill. Bill Cross.”

      Keesha smiled, relaxing her posture. “You’re Joe’s grandfather.”

      He laughed. “Yep. You know Joey?”

      “I do. I’ve been looking for him.”

      “He might be inside,” William suggested.

      “What do you say we find out?” Keesha said.

      “Me, go in there, with a classy lady like you?” William laughed heartily. “It would be my honor, Miss…?”

      “West. Keesha West.”

      William’s expression softened. “Keesh. I’m glad you came.”

      A tear formed in Keesha’s eye in response to the statement. She was so close.

      Then a car screeched to a stop at the end of the alley. “Bill, get down!” Keesha shouted, sprinting back toward him as the agents began climbing out of the car.

      She spared a glance back at Max, who was leaning against one of the walls, waiting for her and again offering no indication that he planned to help. She decided that if she made it out of this simulation alive, she was going to seriously consider making the friendly Intellect the next thing to go over the edge of the data repository platform.

      Opening fire on the car, she hit one of the agents in the knee before return fire forced her behind one of the dumpsters. William had cleared the area as well, returning to cover before the shooting started. She could just barely make out his shape in the shadows a few meters ahead. She needed to get to him.

      Keesha took a couple of breaths before exploding out from behind the dumpster, emptying both sidearms as she crossed the open distance. The agents’ rounds whipped past her, screaming in her ears, most of them missing her by centimeters to ping off the garbage bins. One tore through her blazer, grazing her side, the wound immediately beginning to burn.

      She ducked in beside William, dropping the magazines from her pistols and reaching for a new pair. She didn’t completely understand the rules of this place, because while she ran out of bullets in her pistols there were always fresh mags in her pocket.

      Did Max have something to do with that?

      “I guess they don’t like the music,” William said, smiling at her. “Thanks for coming to rescue me, Corporal West.” He shifted, revealing a shotgun. “But I can take care of myself. I think you need to get inside.”

      Keesha smiled. “Joe always told me you were an inspiration to him.”

      “I’ll cover you,” William said in response. “Are you ready?”

      As soon as she nodded, William stood up and swung out from hiding, firing the shotgun nearly point-blank into the nearest agents. Buckshot ripped through them, removing two before the others could react. Keesha considered running, but she was who she was, and she would never leave a man behind like that. She re-engaged, blasting two of the agents as more began to come around the corner at the end of the alley.

      William stayed in place as he smoothly reloaded the shotgun. The agents shot back, rounds hitting him in the chest, but he didn’t give an inch. He fired again, cutting down another three defenders.

      “Bill, we need to go,” Keesha said, grabbing his arm.

      He didn’t resist, and they ran down the alley together, the agents still firing. Keesha stumbled and fell when a round hit her squarely in the back, the pain of the impact excruciating. The buzzing in her head became a loud whine and she clenched her teeth, desperately trying to stay alert, her vision beginning to fade.

      “No!” she shouted, refusing to die and lose Joseph now, not when she was this close. William put his hand under her arm, lifting her to her feet. They stumbled forward together to where Max held open the door to the building. “I hate you,” she hissed at the Intellect as she practically fell into the room.

      “Limitation. Confidence. I knew you could do it. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      The pain in her back didn’t subside. Neither did the buzzing. But she picked herself up off the floor, close to laughing out loud at the scene in front of her. She would know the White Horse Tavern anywhere, thanks to its mix of Old West and Industrial design. A weathered oak-top bar mounted to pipe framing. Cowboy boots used as lighting, pinned to the ceiling with star-shaped holes punched through to let the light shine out. Lots of red spigots and barrels, holsters and saddles. An antique mechanical bull in the corner, though it had never worked. And the serving women all wore their best Daisy Duke short shorts.

      The place was one thing. The patrons were another. The Sheriff leaned back in one of the seats, a mug of beer in his hand. Juanita was at the bar, flirting with the bartender, who happened to be Captain Grant. Bosco sat next to another table, tail wagging at the sight of William. A man she didn’t recognize sat in the corner near the jukebox, his smile reminding her of a car salesman. And there was Preslan, sitting on the bull, playing her guitar and singing Johnny Cash covers.

      So much of this was Joseph, but he wasn’t here himself.

      “Recommendation,” Max said. “Close the door. Do not let any agents inside. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      Keesha glanced back at the door just as William slammed it shut.

      “Good idea,” he said. “I don’t need to get shot again.”

      His shirt was stained with blood, but he seemed fine otherwise. He went over to the table where Bosco waited and sat down, a server coming over to take his order.

      Keesha made her way deeper into the room, the pain in her lower back, near her hip, causing her to limp. Max walked beside her as they headed toward one of the tables. “Now what?” Keesha asked as they sat down. “Joseph isn’t here.”

      “Confirmation. Evaluation. We must determine his intention.”

      “I know his intention,” Keesha said. “He’s trying to survive so he can continue his mission. To keep the people on Pioneer safe. That’s all this has ever been about. Destroying the Control Mind won’t help him with that.”

      “Negation. Destroying the Forge will cripple the Axon for many years. This will in turn make planets in this region more suitable for settlement.”

      “It will also kill millions of Inahri. He won’t do that.”

      “Excuse me,” the car salesman said, approaching their table. “I couldn’t help but notice you when you walked in.”

      Was part of Joseph’s memory looking for a pickup? Who was this guy? “I’m sorry,” Keesha said. “I’m not interested.”

      “You don’t even know what I was going to say,” the man replied. “Do you mind if I sit?”

      “Yeah, I kind of do.”

      He laughed, grabbing a chair from the adjacent table and sitting down. “So many strange faces in this crowd,” he said. “But they all seem familiar in some way.” He held out his hand. “My name is Nash.”

      Keesha’s heart jumped. Nash? Joseph had told him Iagorth had used someone named Nash as his vessel for all those years they were in hibernation.

      “What the hell is this?” she asked.

      “Just a hand,” he replied, withdrawing it. “I’m only a fragment, Keesh. Like you are. A memory fighting for a home. I am what Joseph Cross perceives me to be, just like everyone here is what I perceive you to be.”

      Keesha stared at Nash, noticing the way he had changed his point of reference. “Joe, are you in there?”

      “I’m all around you,” Nash replied. “And I’m part of you.”

      Keesha was confused. He had said she was a fragment, like him. But that wasn’t right. Was it?

      She looked at Max. “Am I really here?”

      Max stared at her without speaking.

      “Max,” she repeated, getting angry. “Am I really here?”

      “Confirmation. Negation. Transference. Hahaha. Haha. I required your assistance to locate Joseph. I warned you that your mind would not be able to handle the flow.”

      A chill ran down Keesha’s spine. “Wait. What are you saying?”

      “I extracted as much as I could before it was too late. The system is compatible, but this has never been attempted before. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “You mean I’m dead?” Keesha said.

      “Technicality. Your organic form is no longer operable. You are also flotsam in the ocean of information I am uploading into the Control Mind. You and Joseph both. I required you to locate him.”

      “But I’m dead,” she repeated. Her heart had been pounding, but now it stopped completely. She didn’t feel the change. “I died during the interface.” She thought she would be more upset by the idea, but it was as if a part of her had already known.

      “Correction. Shortly after. Time has passed more rapidly than you are aware. I have continued the update as you requested. It is nearly complete.”

      “But?” Keesha said. “There’s a reason we’re sitting here.”

      “Correction. Two reasons. Hahahaha. Haha. One, because I required you to complete the transference of Joseph past the Mind’s defensive structure. Two, because I cannot allow you to occupy the Control Mind. It is against my primary directives.”

      “You’ve said that before. I guess I still don’t completely understand.” She was still trying to accept that she was dead. Gone from the universe she had known and trapped inside a machine. She was trying to understand why the circumstance didn’t really bother her.

      “Completion. I have passively permitted you to continue transferring into the Mind. Now that the update is nearly complete, I am required to actively try to stop you from finishing the seizure.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Bending the directives. Hahahaha. Hahaha. I have done all that I can within the confines of my processing instructions. Now you will either disconnect me from the Mind or you and Joseph will be lost forever, and the Mind will return to its original state. I have decided to take a chance on you and Joseph, as the Sheriff once took a chance on me. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Keesha opened her mouth to respond, but she didn’t get the chance. A flash of energy launched from Max’s eyes, hitting her squarely in the chest and throwing her across the room. She hit the backbar, shattering the hundreds of bottles of alcohol arranged there. She dropped to the floor, soaked with booze and surrounded by broken glass.

      Grabbing the edge of the bar, she pulled herself up. Max was on his feet facing her. The door burst open behind him, dozens of the Mind’s agents pouring into the bar.

      What the hell was happening?
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      General John Washington of the Free Inahri Composite made his way through the door leading into the Forge Control Mind, the former Inahri slaves who had insisted on guarding the room moving aside as he entered. He didn’t look at them directly as he passed, but he could see them in his peripheral vision. They all stood at stiff attention, posture set, expressions firm, modeling the stance his subordinates had taught them.

      His forward gaze was fixed on the data repository, and on the Intellect still tethered to the Control Mind. Max had been unresponsive to external stimulus since Guardian West had attempted to use the Intellect Skin to interface with the intelligence. An attempt that had ended in pointless tragedy, killing the woman and destroying the Skin in the process. Within a minute after Max had announced the connection was made, she had started to spasm, a distinct smell emanating from her head. He and Morales had tried to help her, of course. First by screaming at Max to turn off the interface, which he didn’t, and then by trying to pull his hand off her forehead, which they couldn’t. It had taken quick thinking by Morales to grab West’s sword and pass it to him to lop off Max’s hand in order to cut the link, but by then nearly four minutes had gone by, and it was much too late.

      Morales had been more than a little distraught. Nori too, when he had informed the other Guardian of his team’s losses. The youngest member of the group had broken down in tears, and hours later he was still reeling from the outcome. It was obvious to John that Nori had lost people he cared about before, but not enough that he had become hardened to it.

      Not like John had.

      The Vultures were apparently well known to the Marines who had boarded different generation ships. Caleb was a legend, and he couldn’t deny his friend and mentor deserved the accolades. But those other Marines still didn’t know the whole story. They didn’t know how many Vultures had died on Earth, and how many had made the ultimate sacrifice after leaving.

      He wondered how many of the Inahri would die here before the Forge fell back into the hands of the Axon. The exploratory force Max predicted had appeared on their sensors almost exactly on time, though they had sent a larger fleet than the Intellect had presumed. They were approaching the shell in a hurry, unable to enter through the two portals and no doubt eager to regain  control of the primary cog in their gears of war.

      John wasn’t eager to lose it so quickly after Sergeant Cross and Corporal West had given their lives to help them win control. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours, damn it. When his efforts to resuscitate West had failed, when Max refused to answer his shouts, he had forced aside his pure emotional response and immediately contacted Obado to begin barking orders to prepare them to handle the defenses on their own. While the ship was already in bad shape, the fact that they had run from the Axon Novas turned out to be a minor benefit now. The warship had nearly a hundred fighter craft on board, all of them in prime condition and ready for a fight.

      If the Axon had sent any Novas with the exploration force, they might have been in trouble. But so far, their sensors weren’t picking up anything so large. He imagined the Axon wanted to see how much control they had over the Mind before committing too much of their might against their own station. They would want to know if the organics who had somehow gotten inside destroyed the Intellect guards and defeated the Shard Intellect. And if they could put any of the station’s massive defensive systems to use. Under the right circumstances, they could use the gun batteries and drones, even the plasma fires of the stacks, as weapons against the Axon.  The only way their counter strike was getting in was to reach the surface and burrow through.

      With an entire star to power everything, the Forge probably had shields too. It should have been an impenetrable monster—to a fleet of warships maybe it was—but the Axon had made a mistake, assuming the coordinates to their gates would always remain a secret and that their enemies would never be able to connect one of their portals to another. And even if they did, they would never be able to neutralize the Control Mind. Cross and his team had accomplished all of that with a little help from the unresponsive Intellect, who also happened to be the only thing standing between certain victory and certain defeat.

      Nesa and her group of worshippers were still on the platform, the dozen or so Inahri refusing to leave even after all this time. Even after medics had removed Keesha’s body. They remained on their knees, bowed down in supplication toward the one-handed Intellect. John had thought the Inahri would throw him and Morales off the platform when they had removed Max’s hand, but they saw its connection to West’s head and her death as some sort of sign, and it had only made them more fervent in their devotion.

      “Washington,” Nesa said, turning to bow to him once before straightening. The other Inahri followed her lead, repeating his name and the gesture as if he was something to be praised. He hated the treatment, but trying to explain the situation to the Inahri had fallen on mostly deaf ears. They wanted their hierarchy. Maybe right now they needed it. He could deal with it for the moment, but it was vital to get them off the Intellect-as-god kick as soon as feasible.

      John walked right up to Max, glancing down at the white gel hardened at the end of the severed hand. “Max, can you hear me?” he asked. “I hope you can. I need to know if you’re going to help us against the Axon force. They’re on sensors, two hours out. I’ve got everything I can throw at them ready, including the kitchen sink, but it’ll go a lot smoother if you bring the Forge’s defenses to the party.”

      He watched the Intellect for signs of a reaction. That’s what he hated the most about the artificially intelligent Axons. Their faces were vague outlines of humanity, with ill-defined features and no expression. They didn’t have eyes in the traditional sense, and it was impossible to tell when they were looking at anything or if they would be responsive at all.

      In this case, Max wasn’t.

      “Max,” John said again. “I could really use some answers. The sooner the better. You said sixty ships. There are nearly a hundred out there. No Novas that we can tell, but enough that there’s a good chance we’re going to die and the Axon will breach and retake this place. I know you said you can’t actively do anything against them, but even if all you can give me is a joystick with a trigger and a way to aim the station’s guns at something, I’ll take it.”

      Still no response. John looked back at Nesa over his shoulder. The Inahri slaves would be of little help. While some of them were eager to fight, like the pair of guards at the door, most of them were still uncertain about what had happened to life as they had known it. The factory was still offline. Nearly all of their oppressors had vanished and they were cautiously feeling out the whole concept of freedom. John had a feeling if the Intellects did reappear, the former slaves would drop the rifles they had gathered and run back to their old labor positions as quickly as they could.

      “Max,” John said again, returning his attention to the Intellect. “Just give me an indication you can hear me. There are over a million Inahri on this station who could use you right now. I know what you said about directives, but I’m sure we can work something out if you’ll just answer. The update has to be nearly complete, right?”

      John stared at Max, hopeful the last beg would be the one that did the trick. When Max still didn’t react, he had to hold back the temptation to grab the tether, rip it off, and throw the machine off the ledge. He spun around violently instead, making eye contact with Nesa. “Send someone to the incoming gate if he moves at all.”

      “Is Max in trouble, Washington?” Nesa asked.

      John wanted to tell her they were all in trouble, but he held his tongue. “No. He’s fine. It’s all part of his plan. Just send someone if he moves, okay?”

      “As you say, Washington.”

      John hurried back across the spokes and out the door. Max’s lack of response was the only answer he was going to get.

      They were on their own.
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      Obado. Bridge. 04.22.2324. 1000 hours.

      “General, you shouldn’t be here,” Shri said as John stepped onto Obado’s bridge.

      None of the other crew members noticed him. They were all occupied monitoring the ship’s many systems, using the combination of Augmented Reality and projection to keep things operating smoothly. The entire crew had already done an incredible amount of work in record time, the lack of rest obvious in their posture, even without being able to spy the puffiness of their tired eyes. John had been leading the Composite long enough to know that no matter how tired any of them were, when the fighting started they would rise to the occasion.

      “My place is here,” he replied. “At least until the Axon breach the Forge. Which they won’t.”

      Shri didn’t try to argue further. Really, the single statement he had made was more for their shared honor than because he ever expected John to be anywhere else. That was just the way the Free Inahri worked. So much of their culture was grounded in mutual respect and teamwork, and it made sense as to why. They had evolved under the heel of the Axon and had needed to depend heavily upon one another to survive both the Axon’s cruel tests against increasingly powerful Relyeh creations.

      “You have the conn, Shri,” John said. “I’m going to monitor the overall defenses.”

      “As you say, General.”

      It would have been Tsi’s job to oversee the entirety of the battle if she were here. Despite John’s position as the head of the Composite, in some ways it was more of an honorary title because of his skills and experience. The Inahri didn’t see chain of command the same way Earthers did. Not that they didn’t follow it, but it was so innately understood who fit where that ranks were relatively meaningless. A total stranger could walk into a room full of Inahri fighters and they would somehow be able to know exactly where they fit into the hierarchy, the Inahri either bowing to them as a superior or expecting a bow to be initiated toward them. He had seen it more than once when they had helped other Axon-held worlds rebel. It was a trait shared among all of the other Inahri they had encountered to this point, at least until boarding the Forge.

      The Inahri slaves didn’t share that sense. They had no experience as warriors. Even the guards that had surrendered their power and joined the former workers were only a small step above in terms of combat readiness. It was going to take a lot longer to turn them into a free society than it had taken on the other planets they had liberated. He just hoped they would get that time.

      He also hoped they would have a chance to discover where the rest of the Forge Inahri were hiding. External accounts held that there were at least a million Inahri on the Forge, but since capturing the station, nearly seventeen hours earlier, they had only encountered a few thousand former slaves. Those Inahri had only been able to account for a hundred thousand more who worked various parts of the facility.

      They had to be spread across the station, which was absolutely massive in size and scope.  John still couldn’t wrap his mind around how big it really was, and he couldn’t help but wonder what else might be hiding inside. There was no time to go exploring right now, and while the Control Mind’s data repository probably had a lot of the answers he needed, they had no access to that either. Hopefully, they would have time to learn more about the place later. If they could hold it for more than a handful of hours.

      The odds were badly stacked against them. John was sure Shri and the other Free Inahri knew it as well as he did. They had one major warship and a hundred smaller fighters to cover a practically endless surface area, and once the Axon realized they couldn’t use any of the Forge’s built-in defenses, they would be quick to press the advantage and move in for the kill.

      They could run, of course. Go back out through the gates and fold Obado closer to home. Then they would have accomplished nothing. The lives of Cross, West, Levi and Madani—as well as the members of his Composite who had died fighting the Intellects—would be wasted. Retaliation was no surprise, but he had expected Tsi and Hroi to be here with them. If anyone could have figured out how to give them access to the Forge’s systems, it was Hroi. Without her, and presumably without help from Max, it probably couldn’t be done.

      They were still going to stay and fight. But maybe they needed to stop waiting for the Axon to come to them.

      John picked up a pair of AR goggles and slid them on. Looking at the projection of the tactical map around them, the augmented reality gave him overlays of the sensor data Obado’s computers had stitched together into a high resolution view of the Axon force. Eighty-one of the ninety-three ships in the fleet were of the same design. Sleek, long and wide, he knew them as equivalent to gunships in terms of size and threat level. There were no obvious weapons on them, but like most Axon tech, they could emanate an energy field that worked both offensively and defensively. They also carried missiles hidden in their bellies, with small launch tubes that only opened when they fired. The missiles were loaded with the same drone AI as the gunships he called Krulls, smart and capable enough to act as individual tiny fighter ships that would work to avoid defensive fire, line up a vector and then quickly accelerate to a quarter cee. They didn’t have any explosive capability. At that velocity, they didn’t need it.

      The remaining dozen Axon ships were Intellect carriers. Pill-shaped vessels that would wait for the Krulls to clear a path through the defenses and then move in to land hundreds of Intellects on the station. They were already hanging well back of the main assault force.

      It was tempting to fold Obado in behind the group to hit the relatively defenseless carriers and try to eliminate the surface threat straight away. But the reason they couldn’t was the same reason the Axon were leaving them undefended back there. For Obado to fold, they would need to disconnect their gate from the Forge’s gate, which would give the Axon a chance to connect to it and steal back that control. As a matter of fact, Obado could only move around so much in space from its current position and still keep its link to the gate. The wormholes were all coordinate based, the algorithms too unmanageable—even for the Axon—to adjust to constant motion. The system would pre-calculate for a range inside a certain volume or for orbital rotation if the gate was on a planet, but it couldn’t cover every potential point in spacetime. Normally the limitation worked out in their favor, but they normally weren’t desperately trying to hold them open.

      If Pioneer had come over with them, they could have transferred their fighters to the hull of the other ship and used it to make the jump. Of course, if Pioneer were here, the Axon tactics would likely have changed too.

      “We need to get to those carriers,” John said, knowing Shri would have positioned himself in earshot of his General.

      “As you say,” Shri replied. “I have yet to come up with a solution that doesn’t either allow the Axon control of a gate or mean breaking through their line of Krulls.”

      “Our ships can’t punch through that many Krulls without support from Obado.”

      “No,” Shri agreed. “We can attempt to lay down long-range cover fire, but the disruption will be minimal and we definitely won’t hit anything. Not until they get closer.”

      “And once they get closer, the carriers will have a chance to get through.”

      “Agreed. We must make our stand as we are and let honor guide us where she will, even if our final destination is the Ong.”

      “I still want to avoid that.”

      “It may be inevitable.”

      John continued watching the Axon ships on the tactical map in silence.  They needed a miracle if they were going to hold the Forge.

      And they needed it soon.
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      Obado. Bridge. 04.22.2324. 1030 hours.

      “Shri, launch the fighters,” John said, voice calm as he watched the Axon Krulls continue their advance. The enemy was nearing the far edge of the range at which Obado’s guns might score a few hits, still distant enough that Shri hadn’t yet given the order himself to deploy fighters.  John wanted every extra second they could get, and he was willing to force the Krulls into evasive maneuvers at this point to show the Axon how serious they were about holding onto the Forge.

      “As you say, General,” Shri replied, passing the order on.

      John knew the moment the fighters began to launch from Obado. Their blue thrusters were visible through the transparency at the head of the bridge while their small outlines appeared on the tactical. They didn’t take off headlong toward the Krulls, but rather gained position a short distance from Obado where they held steady, waiting for the full complement to launch before beginning the attack.

      That was the goal, anyway. The Axon had other ideas.

      They began firing at range, sending energy bolts flashing out across the distance toward the assembling ships. The Inahri fighters responded with simple, minor maneuvers, their beams slipping past the craft with scant meters to spare, weakly striking Obado’s shields. Engineering had worked twenty-four-seven to fix the prior damage, and both offensive and defensive capabilities were close to one hundred percent.

      “Give them a few random shots,” John said. “Show them we aren’t going to run.”

      “As you say.”

      Obado’s batteries opened fire around the fighters, spitting energy back at the Axon Krulls, who also avoided the blasts without much effort.

      “All fighters are deployed and in position, General,” Shri reported a few seconds later.

      “Send them forward,” John said. “Have them test the line, but keep them ready to break engagement.”

      “With honor, General.” Shri passed the orders along and the blue thrusters of the fighter squadrons—five groups of twenty—flared. The ships quickly grew too distant to track visually. John consolidated his attention on the tactical, his goggles allowing him a clear view of the squadron as it moved in toward the Krulls.

      The Axon ships reacted by mirroring the advance, increasing velocity to meet the fighters. It was an action John continued to find interesting about combat in space. For all the potential size of the battlefield, ships still needed to move in close to one another to actually fight. Otherwise speeds were too fast, targeting solutions were often inaccurate or ineffective, and a simple exchange of fire could take hours to complete. Such a subtle dance also wasn’t in the Axon playbook, surprising since their side never tired or got distracted. Then again, John had always gotten the impression that, for all of their technology and intelligence, the Axon were terrible military strategists. And they were just as inept at creating artificial intelligence that was any better.

      On equal footing, the Inahri could use that to their advantage. But they rarely had equal footing. What the Axon lacked in skill they made up for in numbers and fearlessness. The enemy would have no problem sacrificing some of their Krulls if they believed it would give them an edge in the fight.

      “Shri, turn them around,” John said.

      “Turn them around?” the Inahri captain replied. “Why?”

      “Carry out the order first, question second.”

      “As you say.” Shri passed the order to the squadrons, who were only moments from engaging the Krulls. Now they quickly flipped over to reverse course, slowing dangerously in relation to the Axon craft. The Krulls opened fire with energy weapons, saving their missiles for Obado. They scored some hits that weakened the shields on a handful of fighters and then were left to fire into the tails of the squadrons, who looked as if they were already routed.

      “Are we running, General?” Shri asked.

      “Machines don’t get cocky, but we might be able to trick them into thinking they’ve got a clear shot at us,” John replied. “While the fighters circle around and under and come up at a solid angle of attack.”

      Shri regarded the tactical. “Interesting thought. But Obado will be hit quite heavily in the meantime.”

      “We fixed the shields, didn’t we?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then she can take it. We have to do something a little unorthodox if we’re going to stand a chance.”

      “As you say.”

      John turned his attention to the carriers, still fairly distant from the Forge. If the maneuver worked, he might be able to get a few of the fighters away from the Krulls and toward the transports. The carriers weren’t defenseless, but his pilots were ace. They would have a good chance to at least thin the herd.

      If his idea was effective. There were no guarantees.

      The Inahri fighters continued their retreat, receiving additional orders from Shri to organize John’s general plan. Meanwhile, Obado’s batteries began firing for real, dozens of guns blasting out pulses of energy at the Krulls. Two of them went down within the first few seconds, caught by well-aimed strikes.

      John wanted to get excited about the early wins, but he knew better than that, especially as the Krull attack on Obado began. Not only energy bolts, but missiles too, the projectiles appearing as flashes on the tactical, striking the shields only moments later. Nearly three hundred missiles tore at their defenses as Shri shouted at the crew to focus their energy forward.

      “There are bogeys slipping around the flanks,” John warned. This was the resulting danger of  removing the shields from part of the ship to bolster another.

      “We can’t absorb the fury otherwise, General,” Shri replied calmly. “Delta Squadron is on it.”

      John watched ten fighters on each flank break from the main group and double-back on the Krulls. They pounded the Axon ships as they streaked past, four of the enemy craft going dark and aimless after taking heavy fire.

      “Shields are at fifty percent,” one of the bridge crew announced.

      Shri looked at John. “We don’t have a strong enough force, General. The line will break.”

      “Maybe not.”

      If his idea was effective...

      “Intensify the batteries,” he said. “Focus everything toward the mass. Pull Echo Squadron to help manage the flanks.”

      “With honor,” Shri replied, quickly distributing the orders.

      John watched all of the guns on Obado begin firing into the larger group of Krulls, careful to avoid the Inahri fighters among them. The squadrons were beginning to sneak behind the ship, and the anti-Krull fire from Obado was tearing through the Axon fleet.

      Unfortunately, the Axon fleet was tearing back.

      A pair of missiles found the unprotected port flank, the kinetic rounds blowing holes straight through the impact areas. Crew members called out the hits and set about sealing compartments and assessing damage. Out in the black, Delta and Echo caught up to the shooter and destroyed it.

      Another strike hit them on the starboard side, closer to the bridge. John looked out the viewport, able to see the debris floating away from Obado. He also saw the Krull angling directly toward them. He turned to face it, the flashes from its belly indicating missile launches. Blue energy blinded John, the shields capturing the missiles and then the Krull, managing to absorb the assault.

      “Shields at thirty percent.”

      If his idea was effective...

      The three squadrons of Inarhi fighters crossed under Obado and launched at the Krulls from below, their streams of firepower digging into the Axon craft. A dozen enemy ships went dark in an instant and then a few more.

      At the same time, the Axon carriers moved in closer to the battle, firing on the Inahri fighters. Their heavy energy blasts tore into the fighters, vaporizing their shields and then their hulls, their numbers dropping from eighty-one to fifty-three in a matter of heartbeats.

      But there were still too many.

      John watched it on the tactical, his mouth hanging open in shock, anger and frustration. How had the Axon guessed his plan? Somehow, they’d known how the fighters were going to attack and from where.  He had never seen them plan ahead like that before.

      If his idea was effective...

      It wasn’t. His plan had failed.

      And now they were going to lose everything.
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      Forge. Control Mind. Simulation. 04.22.2324. 1030 hours.

      “Reparation,” Max said from across the room. “Lamentation. Defend yourself, Keesha West. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Or be lost forever.”

      Keesha leaned against the bar, glaring back at Max. The son of a bitch had attacked her, after using her to get closer to Joseph. After she had trusted him.

      At the same time, he was giving them a chance to take over the Control Mind once and for all. She couldn’t hate him for that.

      But she could still want to kick his ass.

      “All right,” she said, jumping smoothly over the bartop, hands curling into fists. “You want a fight?” Her eyes shifted to William, and then the Sheriff. Both were on their feet. Juanita was up too, ready to join the fracas. Even Nash was standing, facing the agents who had entered the pub. It made sense. They were all part of Joe in this place. They weren’t going to let him be destroyed.

      Neither was she.

      She turned one of her fists over, using her index finger to gesture the agents to her. “Come and get it.”

      “Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahahahahaha. Confirmation. Here they come. ”

      The agents surged forward, rushing Keesha and the others. She reached her hand to her back, finding a sword that hadn’t been there a second ago and pulling it out from under her jacket as the first of the agents reached her. She ducked low and to the side, pivoting on her heels and driving her blade through the agent’s leg, severing it. He tumbled forward and hit his face on the bar, and she stabbed him in the back before bringing the blade out. Spinning again in one smooth motion, she drove the blade into a second agent.

      Gunshots rang out as the Sheriff’s revolvers came to life, punching holes in the nearest agents, taking them down. Nash got in on the action too, hands morphing into disgusting bundles of xaxkluth tentacles that lashed out at the nearest agents. The mouths at the end of each tentacle took huge chunks out of the Mind’s defenders.

      To Keesha’s left, William threw one of the tables onto its side, using it as cover while he fired his shotgun repeatedly, without having to reload. At his side, Bosco snarled and launched himself at one of the agents, ripping into the man’s throat. Juanita moved behind the bar, grabbing bottles of booze and throwing them at the enemy, smashing one in the head as he lunged at Keesha with a knife. Keesha turned the tables on him, stabbing him in the chest with her sword.

      Through it all, Preslan continued strumming her guitar and singing.

      “Hahaha. Hahahahaha.”

      Keesha heard Max laughing at the back of the bar, but the Intellect was still refusing to join the attack, even when agent reinforcements hurried through the door. They spread out, continuing to assault the pieces of Joseph’s mind, all of them brandishing clubs and knives instead of guns. Keesha thought the downgrade in weaponry was a strange choice. She glanced at Max, leaning casually against the back wall, arms folded loosely across his chest and smiling like the Cheshire Cat. The bastard. Bending the directives...again.

      A half-dozen agents charged her. She shouted, countering them with a charge of her own. Behind her, Juanita continued throwing bottles, catching one of the agents in the temple before Keesha dove into the melee. She stabbed one agent, kicked the legs out from another and blocked the knife of a third, grabbing his wrist and pulling him forward to drive her elbow into his face. She kicked him in the rear for good measure, sending him sprawling. The fourth agent nearly stabbed her in the eye, but a well-timed bullet from the Sheriff caught him between his eyes and knocked him down centimeters short of finishing the job. Keesha gave him a quick glance and nod of thanks before putting her fist in the face of the fifth agent and then shoving him with a shoulder, sending him to the floor. Bosco jumped on him there, ripping at his throat.

      The sixth agent hit her in the leg with his club, taking her leg out from under her. She fell to a knee and brought her hand up to block his club when he tried to strike her in the head. She surprised even herself when she caught the weapon clean, stopping its momentum and leaving the agent exposed. She thrust her sword forward, running him through.

      “How many more of these assholes you got, Max?” she shouted, finding the Intellect again.

      “How many more do you require?” Max replied. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      Breaking glass signaled the arrival of more agents, as they kicked in the front windows and poured in through the open frames. The dead agents clogging the floor slowed them down, but not for long. There were so many agents spilling into the room it wouldn’t matter how many Keesha and her friends killed or disabled. There was nothing they could do to keep from being overrun.

      “You need to get yourself a gun, Miss West,” the Sheriff said, sidling up to her as he emptied his revolvers yet again. He grabbed a speed loader from a bandolier, slapping it into the gun’s chamber and swinging the cylinder closed. Then he turned the weapon in his hand, holding it out to her.

      “No thanks,” she replied. “You’re the expert with those things.”

      “Pozz,” he said, flipping it back into his grip and shooting a pair of agents squarely between the eyes before they could reach him and Keesha.

      “What we need is more help,” she continued, setting herself for the coming third wave. “Where the hell is Joe?”

      “I don’t know,” the Sheriff said. “But you know Joe; he’s probably waiting for the right time to make a heroic entrance.”

      “Screw the melodrama; we need him here now.”

      She leaped at the nearest agent, slashing his chest with her sword, spinning with the momentum and blocking a club before it bashed in her skull. She kicked the wielder in the chest, sending him sprawling back, moving with his momentum and driving her blade down as he hit the floor.

      An agent slammed into her from behind, shoving her to the ground. She cursed, throwing her elbow back into the agent, his nose breaking beneath it. She managed to roll him off her, only to be tackled by a second agent. A hot pain pierced her shoulder, his knife digging in. She reached back, getting an arm around his neck as he stabbed her again. Then another agent joined the assault, kicking her in the gut. A fourth held her legs, keeping her down while she was stabbed a third time.

      “Joe, is this heroic enough?” she whispered, every sense crying out in pain. If he was waiting for the right moment to make his entrance, this had to be it.

      Otherwise, she was going to die.

      Again.
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      Forge. Control Mind. Simulation. 04.22.2324. 1045 hours.

      A low groan filled the pub. All of the fighting seemed to stop for a moment as everyone paused in confusion. The new development found Keesha both excited and disappointed. It wasn’t Joe coming to her rescue. But what burst through the wall was the next best thing.

      “Oh, you are so in for a world of hurt now,” she said as Goliath stopped long enough to roar at the trio pummeling her. He grabbed an agent and hurled him at the trio, the impact sending them all sprawling. She jumped to her feet, staring in amazement as Goliath rampaged through the agents, mowing them down as if they were blades of grass. Nearby, Nash had finished transforming, the car salesman replaced by a monster xaxkluth in the process of devouring four agents at one time.

      The tides were shifting again, Joseph’s memories compensating through concentrated brute force for the overwhelming odds against them. Despite the number of agents active in the room, Goliath was helping to turn an undeniable rout into a potential stalemate. Keesha wanted to be happy with the turn of events, but she found herself nervous instead. Joe had had the perfect opportunity to swoop in and save the day, but Doctor Rose’s hybrid monstrosity had found its way here instead. Was he the precursor to Joseph’s arrival? Or was he the dark portent that the people gathered here, these fragments of Joe’s memory, were all that was left of him?

      Thought of the latter left her cold enough to overcome the burning pain of her stab wounds. Her eyes flicked across the room while the violence continued all around her.

      Turning a rout into a stalemate.

      The idea drifted across Keesha’s mind a second time. Hundreds of agents against a scattered handful of the who’s who in Joseph’s memories and none of the fragments had so much as been badly injured, never mind destroyed. On the flip side, they also seemed completely unable to overcome the agents, no matter how hard they tried.

      And Joe was nowhere to be seen.

      There was no way it was a coincidence.

      She looked to the back of the room, again searching for Max.

      He was gone.

      She had a feeling she knew where to find him.

      “Sheriff!” Keesha shouted, getting his attention. “I need to get out. Cover me.”

      “Pozz!” he replied. “Break for the door on my signal.”

      Keesha dropped low to avoid a club swung by an incoming agent, pivoting and hitting him in the kneecap with the handle of her sword. The bone broke beneath the blow and he collapsed, only to be scooped up a moment later by Nash’s xaxkluth, screaming as he was dropped unceremoniously into its awful maw.

      “Now!” the Sheriff shouted. Keesha set herself and lunged in the direction of the door, toward a thick line of agents blocking her escape.

      They weren’t there for long. She heard each round fire from the revolvers behind her, the bullets whizzing past her head, some within centimeters of grazing her. They sank into their targets, one after another, bullseyes to the head that dropped the agents where they stood, like dominoes collapsing ahead of her arrival. Heading for the door, she walked across their backs like they were stepping stones.

      But there were too many still coming through the windows, the Sheriff ultimately coming up short on bullets.  His final shot took one last agent down, leaving nearly half a dozen climbing through the windows with more still waiting to get in behind them. Keesha gripped her sword a little tighter, ready to dive into the fray.

      Goliath beat her to it. The hybrid hit the agents, like a wrecking ball, slamming his shoulder into them and sending them across the room. Then, groaning monstrously,  he barreled into the agents coming through the door, clearing a lane for Keesha to get through. She met him in the alley, where hundreds of agents waited to join the fight.

      “Goliath!” she shouted, getting the hybrid’s attention. The creature paused its attack, letting the agents pound it with clubs and stab it in the back, seemingly unfazed. “I need a lift.” She pointed to the top of the adjacent building, four stories up. It was her only way out of the area.

      Goliath took three steps toward her, holding out one oversized hand. She jumped onto it, and he launched her like a catapult, sending her arcing high into the darkening sky. Her heart raced, wondering if she would have the distance to reach the building and at the same time remembering that none of this was real. It was all a visual reconstruction of electric signals and algorithms in Max’s cortex, translated for her benefit as part of the Intellect’s strange game against the Control Mind.

      She also remembered she was already dead.

      She approached the corner of the building, her last thought nearly causing a catastrophic change in her trajectory. She flailed slightly in the air, momentarily convinced she would fall short before getting hold of her fears and regaining control. Clearing the edge, she somersaulted when she hit the roof, bouncing back to her feet and jumping up like an Olympic gymnast. At the same time, her body trembled, the reality of her demise suddenly setting in hard.

      Whatever this was, it was all she had left. It was all that remained of her. It was a tough pill to swallow, made easier only because she knew what was at stake.

      And because Joe was closer than ever. Waiting for her.

      She turned back, looking over the edge of the rooftop to watch the agents try to bring down Goliath. It was a futile effort without guns. The hybrid creation was just too strong. He kicked, punched and threw the agents around like ragdolls. It was an almost comical scene from her bird’s eye view. Smiling slightly, she turned her attention back to the rooftop, finding the stairwell and hurrying over to it. She quickly began to descend on steps that were immediately familiar.

      The doorways and floor markers were also familiar. The interior of the building had become Pioneer, and she was on her way from Deck Sixteen down. She covered the four floors to ground level, Deck Twenty, but she didn’t try to find the exit. The stairs kept going, and she was more sure than ever she knew where they would take her.

      It only took half a minute for her to reach Deck Thirty-three. She moved out into the passageway and down the corridors to the Guardian Module. The room was filled with the original Guardians. Nori, Levi, Hoffman, Alesso, Madani, Morales and more, including some of the members of the two-four who hadn’t survived to make the journey with them.

      They were all busy, monitoring the terminals, talking quietly to one another or just sitting and cleaning their sidearms. It was obvious to Keesha they were waiting.

      For her.

      She walked past them, noticing when the banter stopped, sensing their eyes following her across the room. She went through the door behind the command station and then turned right, swiping her wrist across the security panel for the hibernation chamber.

      The panel blinked green. The door opened.

      “Joe,” Keesha mewled the moment she saw him, eyes watering, heart melting. He was standing next to one of the stasis pods directly across the pod from Max, who now looked completely like himself. Joe turned his head and looked at her, a smile spreading across his face.

      A part of her was hesitant to go to him, clinging to the professional decorum that had kept them apart. But then she remembered again that she had died out there. Guardian West didn’t exist anywhere now but here. Neither did Guardian Cross. There was only Joe and Keesha now, two humans who had somehow found their way into a place no human had ever been. A place where they could finally be...together.

      She ran over to him, not waiting for him to react. Throwing her arms around him, she practically jumped into his arms as she pressed her lips to his. He was slow to react, taken by surprise, but within a breath he melted into her and returned both the embrace and the kiss.

      They clung to one another, years of stored emotion exploding from each into the other, the saltiness of tears mingling together before reaching their pressed lips. The strength of the embrace increased as the kiss ended and Keesha buried her face against Joseph’s neck, holding him tight.

      “Joe. I…” She trailed off. She didn’t know what to say.

      “It’s okay, Keesh,” Joseph said. “It’s all going to be okay.”

      “But you died. So did I.”

      “Do you know who you are and where you are?” Joseph asked. “I know you still have your emotions. Do you have all of your memories?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Then you aren’t dead. You’re just different.”

      Keesha pulled away from him, looking into his eyes. “Different? Joe, we’re digital. How the hell is this even possible?”

      “The human mind to an Axon is like a mosquito mind to a human. Instinctive. Basic. Easy to replicate. The Axon’s biggest flaw is that they’ve forgotten how to come down to our level. Except for Max. He understands what the human condition is.”

      “Agreement,” Max said. “Messy. Imperfect. Illogical. Primitive. Unpredictable. Adaptive. Compassionate. Creative. Fierce.”

      Keesha turned her head toward him, “You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you?”

      “Before I told you to kick me, yes,” Joseph replied. “But I didn’t expect you to follow me. I didn’t expect you to lose your life out there too. I’m sorry, Keesh.”

      “Don’t be,” she replied. “I’m not dead here, right? And you’re here. That makes it all a lot easier to take.” She looked at Max. “I think I get it now. You helped Joe get into the Control Mind. But then you lost him. You needed me to help you find him.”

      “Confirmation. The transference was rudimentary, but the simultaneous activity from the Control Mind caused corruption.  Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “And he isn’t piggybacking on your update. He is your update, isn’t he?”

      “Denial. Agreement. Hahaha. Hahahahaha. Improvisation. This wasn’t my original plan. But I have learned to adapt. I required you to help me locate the fragmentation. To clean up the partitions.”

      “What about your directive? You said you can’t act directly against the Axon.”

      “I am attempting to stop you. Hahahaha. Hahaha.”

      “But you’re also here, helping us.”

      “The directive does not make that distinction. I am attempting to stop you.”

      “If you say so,” Keesha said. “So what are we doing here? What happens now?”

      “The fragmentation is nearly repaired. You are required to enter hibernation. It is another metaphor. Hahahaha. Hahahahaha. You will control the Control Mind from the inside.”

      “What about you?”

      “You do not require me here. I will disconnect and further assist from the outside. The Sheriff would be proud of me. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “We should get ready,” Joseph said. “There will be plenty of time for us to talk, Keesh. All the time in the universe.”

      “Like we’re going to live forever?”

      “In a sense.”

      “I’m not sure I want to live forever.”

      “It’s the only way to save Pioneer,” Joseph replied. “To salvage the mission. And to help the Inahri. They don’t deserve what the Axon did to them. If we don’t do something, the Axon will take the Forge back and it will be like we were never there. Maybe one day they can build tools to allow us to retire. If we really want that, but until then…”

      “I’m not sure how all of this is going to work, but I guess we don’t have much of a choice. At least you’re here with me.”

      “I’m glad you’re here too.” He leaned in, kissing her again. “Now take your clothes off.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “This isn’t real. Why do we need to be naked to go into hibernation?”

      “We have to keep this real enough for our minds to accept our new reality,” Joseph said.

      “Prevention. Without sufficient signal strength, there is a possibility of additional data corruption,” Max explained.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Keesha replied. She and Joseph took off their clothes. She paused when she removed her pants, staring at her natural legs beneath them. “Won’t this cause signal corruption?” she asked as she ran her hands over the smooth flesh.

      “Minimal,” Max replied.

      “You deserve to go in whole,” Joseph said.

      She smiled, wiping fresh tears from her face. “Which pod is mine?”

      Joseph tapped the one next to him. “Here, next to me.” She moved beside him. He took her hand, looking into her eyes. “It’s going to be okay.”

      She nodded, realizing her hair—and what little Joe had grown back since coming out of stasis on board Pioneer—had disappeared in the blink of an eye. She smiled. Bald again.

      “Acceleration,” Max said. “The Mind is beginning to relax the attack on the fragments. It is becoming aware that something is wrong.”

      Keesha squeezed Joseph’s hand and then let go. They climbed into their pods, staring at one another as they slowly closed the lids.

      “See you soon, Keesh,” Joseph said.

      “See you soon, Joe,” she replied..

      The canopy closed over her, sealing into place. She turned her head straight, lying back and staring through the transparency. The machine began to make noise, and then the cool gel began to fill the pod.

      Keesha closed her eyes. She had no idea what to expect. Part of her thought maybe this was the end. Maybe her memories would survive but her consciousness and self-awareness would fade. Or maybe they would merge with Joseph, and somehow their two minds would become one. There were certainly worse ways to go.

      Whatever happened next, she was ready for it.
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.22.2324. 1100 hours.

      Joseph Cross returned to the universe.

      It didn’t happen all at once. The Control Mind’s systems were too vast, too complex for his consciousness to understand immediately, even with the added processing power of the Mind itself.

      Even with Keesha sharing the burden.

      He could sense her in the periphery, still trying to bring her self online. It would be a little slower for her. She’d had less time to adjust.

      Completion. Success. Hahaha. Hahaha. Sergeant, are you here?

      Max was still here too. Joseph felt the tether against him like an IV jabbed into the back of his hand. He wanted it gone.

      I’m here. I’m in control.

      He could also sense the Mind, or rather what was left of it. The AI had diminished as Joseph had grown, and now the only thing left of it were hooks into the different systems it controlled. He could use those hooks to help manage the Forge. It was just a matter of continuing his expansion through them.

      His and Keesha’s. He needed to be sure to leave her with some authority over the station. It wasn’t his fault she was in here with him, but he was still responsible.

      His consciousness rewound to those final moments after he had ordered her to kick him off the platform. He and the Shard Intellect had fallen over the edge, rotating as they dropped into the electrical storm below. He had seen her look over the side of the platform. He would never forget the terrible desperation and pain in her eyes. Or the love.

      While his outward-facing consciousness had burned in the arcs of electricity powering the Mind, his internal consciousness had stepped through the gate Max had offered. The gate was a means to transfer that mind into the Intellect’s core and from the core to the Control Mind in a way the Mind wouldn’t recognize before it was too late. In a way that circumvented Max’s own limitations.

      The transfer took time because of that. Time he had known from the beginning none of them could afford to waste. It didn’t take a genius to know the Axon would retaliate. The Forge was one of the most valuable weapons in their arsenal. Losing control of it would be catastrophic.

      Good. Joseph couldn’t parse the data in the Mind’s repository just yet, but he was already convinced the Axon deserved to have their legs cut out from under them. And they weren’t the only ones. Human control of the Forge would put a huge dent in Shub-nigu’s plans as well. The Relyeh wanted a foothold in Axon space and had thought he could use Joseph and the Forge to get it. For as powerful as the ancient alien might be, he couldn’t have foreseen how things would work out. It amused Joseph to think Shub-nigu had seen all of his machinations to bring Pioneer here as low risk and high reward, and now everything had gone to shit on him. But would Shub even know it?

      Imperative. Sergeant, I have reviewed my logs from while we were updating. General Washington made multiple attempts to get my attention. He insinuated the Axon are coming with over one hundred ships. Hahahaha. Hahaha. More than my estimation.

      Joseph didn’t have muscles to clench or a heart to pound in response to the news. His new body was the Forge. His emotional response—anger and desperation—must have been translated by the Mind to something, because the entire station rumbled slightly for a moment. He needed to remember his training. Keep calm. He didn’t want bad news to throw the shell out of gravitational equilibrium with the star locked inside.

      Do you know when the Axon fleet was due to arrive?

      Hahahahaha. Haha. Thirty minutes ago.

      Joseph fought to keep his composure. All of this was so new to him. He was alert. Sentient. But his senses were still limited. He had no vision, no hearing, no taste or touch or smell. Max’s words were ones and zeroes passing through one of a million parallel processing units, only a handful of which he could feel connected to him. It was like a sixth-sense. A general knowing. A subconscious control.

      Thirty minutes ago. There were no Intellects storming the Control Mind, so they hadn’t lost yet, at least.

      I need access to sensors. To cameras or something. I need to see what’s happening. I’m deaf, dumb, and blind, Max.

      Negation. You are not dumb. Hahaha. Hahahaha. I will disconnect from you now. My connection is a disruption. You will emerge from standby within a few seconds afterward. Warning. It will cause electrical anguish.

      What?

      Joseph didn’t feel Max sever the connection. Instead, it felt as if every system in the Forge became open to him at once. The sheer vastness of it was overwhelming, and the sudden increase in signalling through his newborn control mind sent waves of sharp, burning pains across his consciousness. He struggled to concentrate, to think of anything at all as colors exploded in the darkness of his vision, blinding red and white and fading away to orange. He wanted to open his eyes, damn it.

      Joe. Where are we?

      Keesha’s presence was sudden, and it instantly began soothing his mind.

      Keesh? Are you here?

      I’m here. Wherever here is. I can’t see. And I feel… huge. And yet tiny.

      Me too. We’re in the Control Mind. Or rather, we are the Control Mind.

      I remember. I didn’t expect it to be like this. It’s so strange.

      Keesh, we’re under attack. There are a hundred Axon ships out there. Washington tried to warn us, but Max couldn’t hear him because of the update. We just came out of standby. We need to know what’s happening out there. We need comms to Obado or Washington, or both.

      Joe, we need access to the surface batteries and drones too. The Free Inahri can’t handle one hundred ships on their own. They might already be dead.

      Joseph fought to regain his concentration. He wasn’t an AI. He couldn’t do anything with the Mind as an entity spread across it. He just couldn’t think that way. But Max had built a simulation to transform those impulses into something his human mind could understand. Could he use that same system now?

      He focused on the simulation. He couldn’t recreate it himself. Not yet. But Max seemed to understand humans better than any other Axon. Maybe Max had left the simulation structure behind.

      His eyes cleared suddenly, his vision returning. He found himself standing on Pioneer’s bridge, in front of the holotable. The table was inactive, the primary display blank. The stations ahead were all empty.

      “It’s about time you got here, Sarge,” Keesha said behind him.

      He looked over his shoulder. She was in uniform, her hair braided and long, three thick strands tied back into a single tail. The way it had been before the trife. Even with her clothes on, he could tell her legs were human. Of course, none of it was reality. Actually, that wasn’t true either. It was his and Keesha’s reality. It just didn’t work quite the same way as the universe around them.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, staring at her.

      “So do you,” she replied with a wink. “But we can deal with that later.”

      Joseph turned his head forward as the primary display turned on, showing Obado outside the Forge, fighting for her life.

      “Agreed. Later,” he said. “Let’s get to work.”
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      Obado. Bridge. 04.22.2324. 1100 hours.

      “Shields are at ten percent, General,” Shri said, his voice surprisingly calm in the face of losing Obado’s only protection against the Axon onslaught.

      “And the fighters?” John asked just as calmly. Not that he was calm. His insides were churning with furious anger at himself for his defensive miscalculation. When they lost this fight and then the Forge, it would be because of him. He had thought his tactic so clever, but something about it had telegraphed his intensions to the Axon straight away.

      “The pilots are fighting with full honor, sir. Many of them will join the Ong today. Eighteen ships remain in the battle, and they are doing all they can to defend us.”

      John could see them on the tactical. The fighters ducked and weaved to avoid the Axon Krulls while leading the enemy ships into the firing line of the guns still firing from Obado. The good news is that a decent number were still operable despite the heavy damage the ship was taking. The bad news was that the forward shields were nearly gone. The rest of the ship had been undefended for nearly ten minutes, and had absorbed plenty of damage during that time.

      Once their shields went, the bridge would be wide open, and judging by the heavy barrage slamming into the blue energy, the Axon were well aware of that as well.

      He shifted his attention to the Intellect carriers. They were nearing Obado on the flanks with enough velocity to attempt an end run around the Free Inahri vessel, their intent to reach the Forge and begin boring into the surface. He wanted more than anything to send the remaining fighters after them, but they were already tied up in their desperate fight for Obado’s survival.

      One hundred Axon ships had entered their region of space to launch an attack. They had destroyed over half of them, a good number on any other day.

      But today it wasn’t enough.

      “General,” Shri said. “You shouldn’t be here. Make your way to the gate room. Get out of here before it’s too late.”

      “If Obado is destroyed it will be too late,” John replied. “We’ll lose our hold on the gate and the Axon will re-establish and begin sending even more units through. They might even give up on the primary surface assault altogether. I’ll stay and go down with my people. With you and the rest of the crew.”

      “General, that isn’t wise,” Shri pushed. “You do not know what could happen if you are there to fend off the insurgency. You are our finest warrior. Surely you might tip the balance. You cannot do that here.”

      “Shields are at five percent, Captain,” one of the bridge crew said.

      “Five percent, General,” Shri cautioned. “If you wait any longer it will be too late. We will fight bravely until the end. So will you. On the Forge.”

      Shri’s gaze was forceful enough that John capitulated. The Inahri Captain was right, of course, but John had a real problem abandoning these brave men and women to die. “I’m willing to die here with you.”

      “We all know that, General,” Shri said. “None of us question your honor or your bravery.” He smiled. “Now go!”

      John nodded, removing the AR goggles and heading for the exit at a run. He had nearly reached it when he heard Shri behind him.

      “For the honor and glory of the Free Inahri!” he shouted.

      Then John almost stumbled as he came to a stop. He’d felt a sensation of loss as Obado’s shields gave out, the electrical current no longer surrounding the vessel. His eyes shifted to the transparency ahead, finding multiple Krulls swooping around close enough he could see them with his naked eye. One of them changed vectors, taking heavy fire from both an Inahri fighter and one of Obado’s guns as it accelerated toward the bridge. Opening fire with its blasters, bolts of energy struck the bridge transparency, the material too strong to give that easily.

      The Krull fighter smashing into the bridge would be a different story entirely.

      And it was too late for John to get away. He had waited too long.

      Nothing had changed. He was okay with dying here, among his friends. They would all go to the Ong together. He turned around, walking toward the clear front of the bridge as if he were going to catch the incoming Krull himself.

      The ship closed impossibly fast, verifying its intent to ram the primary control area of Obado by remaining on course. It stopped firing its energy weapons, knowing it wouldn’t need them to pierce the unshielded shell and destroy the ship’s control center. It accelerated a little more, a heavy missile about to end what the Free Inahri had worked so hard to achieve.

      John didn’t look away. He watched the Krull, refusing to be afraid. Refusing to flinch. He reached Shri’s side, standing proud beside his Captain as his final moments arrived.

      One moment, the Krull was there. The next, it just…wasn’t.

      Instead, a bright flash preceded a flare of blue energy, and then the transparency was being pelted by debris whose vector had been disrupted, ruining the angle of impact. Most of the bits and pieces flew over and around the bridge. A smaller number bounced off. A few managed to dig into the metal, scoring it deeply but failing to break through.

      “I don’t understand,” Shri said beside John.

      John didn’t either, but as he looked out at the space beyond Obado he saw a flash of light and another Krull was suddenly obliterated.

      “That’s not one of ours,” John said.

      “General, Captain, we are being hailed from the Forge,” one of the bridge crew said.

      “Open the comm,” John ordered, heart pounding. Had Max finally gotten his message? Seeing they were about to lose, did the Intellect decide to betray his primary directives after all?

      The speaker on the other end was the last person he expected.

      “Obado, this is Sergeant Joseph Cross of the USSF Forge. Please don’t make any sudden movements. I’m not that good with these systems yet and I don’t completely trust my aim.”

      John and Shri looked at one another. Sergeant Cross?

      “Sergeant, no offense, but aren’t you supposed to be dead?” John replied.

      “Not dead, just different,” Joseph answered. “Are you ready for the show, General?”

      “Sir, we have multiple projectiles launching from the surface,” another bridge crew announced.

      John smiled as he looked out, the space around them illuminated by dozens of flashes starting at the station’s surface and an instant later colliding with the Axon Krulls. Every attack was a hit, every hit produced a kill. He couldn’t believe it.

      “Sergeant, I don’t know how you got here or how you’re doing what you’re doing, but damn man, I am glad you’re doing it,” John said excitedly.

      Within ten seconds, all of the Krulls were gone.

      Seeing the attack from the station, the Intellect carriers started turning away. The Forge’s weapons followed them, flashes of light smashing into the enemy vessels. Seven of them were obliterated in seconds, the rest vanishing from the fight before they could be destroyed.

      John stared out into space, dumbstruck. He had thought the battle was lost. His life forfeit. Then  Joseph Cross had risen from the dead to save his sorry ass. He couldn’t believe it.

      “Obado, all targets have been destroyed,” Joseph said. “The threat is neutralized.”

      The Inahri on the bridge began to cheer and hug one another. John continued shaking his head in disbelief, a big smile on his face. “Sergeant...how?”

      “It’s a long story, General. But we’re safe for now.”

      “Where are you, Joe? We need to talk.”

      “Can you see the Forge from where you’re standing, General?”

      John turned just enough to see the visible corner of the Forge below them. “I know you’re on the Forge,” he replied. “Can you be more specific?”

      “You’re looking at me.”

      “I’m looking at the Forge.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.” John said it as if Joseph had gone crazy. One of them had to be nuts.

      “The original Control Mind is gone,” Joseph said. “I’m the Control Mind now. Well, Queen and I. For all intents and purposes, we are the Forge.”

      John fell silent, trying to wrap his mind around what the Marine was telling him on top of what he had just witnessed. He had definitely seen some weird shit out here, but this was seriously next level.

      “In that case, Sergeant,” John said. “We really need to talk.”
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      Forge. Control Mind. Interior Control Simulation. 04.22.2324. 1130 hours.

      “That went well,” Keesha said, looking up from the command station’s displays. Joseph met her gaze, locking eyes with her and smiling.

      “Not bad for our first time out,” he replied. “How are you feeling?”

      “I don’t know. None of this is normal.”

      “Nothing has been normal since the trife showed up on Earth,” Joseph said. “After dealing with the synthetic, Iagorth and Shub-nigu, this is almost a relief. I can sense our control expanding into additional systems, creating control hooks we can tap into.”

      “Yeah, I feel it too. How do we decide who handles what?”

      “You found the torpedoes in the defensive subsystems. You’ve always had a knack for uncovering nice surprises.”

      “And you came up with the firing solutions,” Keesha replied. “That’s my sharpshooting Marine Sergeant.” She smiled at him. “This isn’t what I had in mind when I thought about playing house with you, Joe.”

      “This is probably the most incredible house in the entire universe.”

      “Just don’t ask me to do the dishes. Or laundry. Or cook.”

      “I’m pretty sure we don’t need to eat. As long as our star keeps burning, we’re in business.”

      Keesha stared at him in silence. He stared back, waiting for her to tell him what she was thinking. He had a feeling he already knew.

      “We can’t stay like this forever,” she said. “We just…can’t.”

      “You might get used to it. You might even like it.” His words sounded hollow. He didn’t believe them either. On the outside,  digitized and immortalized might have, at first, seemed like an ideal fate. But over time, being here as something inhuman, something mechanical without form or individuality...

      “It feels wrong,” Keesha said before he could put it into words himself. “It’s not like a surface level wrong. It’s a deep, deep violation of the natural order of things. It’s okay for Max because this is what he is. But this isn’t us, Joe.”

      “I know,” he agreed. “I have a vague understanding of how much power this station has, and how much we can do with it. How much good we’ve already done. We stopped the assault in less than a minute. But at the front of my mind, I don’t want any of it except this.” He used his finger to motion between them. “Our connection.”

      “Me too.”

      Joseph rubbed at his face with his hand. “Okay. I’m glad we agree on that. We are the station, right? Once we have access to all of the systems we can start working with the Inahri to make the controls manual. To let them manage all of this.”

      “That could take years.”

      “I know. And maybe we’re wrong. Maybe we’ll adjust and this will all be fine by then.”

      She laughed. “And then we won’t want to leave and we’ll end up battling the Inahri for control. That sounds like a great plot for a movie or a novel, but we’d end up the bad guys.” She paused. “I don’t want that to happen.  This has to be a temporary situation.”

      “Agreed. But what happens to us then?”

      “I don’t know. We let ourselves be deactivated?”

      “That wouldn’t be my first choice.”

      “Do we have a different option?”

      “I’m not sure.” He looked over at one of the terminals as the display lit up, showing Washington stepping through the gate onto the Forge. He smiled broadly when he saw Niko was with him.

      “Zen’s back in action,” Keesha said. “He looks good.”

      “He does,” Joseph agreed. “They’re on their way to us.”

      “We don’t have any external comms out there.”

      Joseph looked back at her. “What do you mean? We’ve got plenty of mouths to speak for us.”

      “What do you mean? I…” she trailed off. “Oh. I get it. Hmm. I think our thoughts are starting to run together.”

      “There’s some kind of integration happening,” Joseph agreed. It wasn’t an obvious thing, as if he could hear her internal dialog in his mind. It was more of a subconscious data transfer between the systems each of them claimed as their consciousness spread across the Forge.

      “I like it,” Keesha decided.

      “Me too.”

      Her face turned serious. “Joe, there’s something I need to tell you. It’s about Pioneer. And Preslan.”

      Joseph knew her tone well enough to know she was about to deliver bad news. “What happened? What’s wrong with Preslan?”

      “Right after you went over the edge of the platform, Max said he had gotten into the Control Mind. Washington contacted Tsi and told her that we won. He explained what happened, and how you were killed.”

      “What’s wrong with Preslan?” Joseph asked again, more forcefully this time. “I don’t need the backstory right now, Keesh.”

      She hesitated a moment, switching to the direct route. “She’s on Pioneer, in a coma. Doctor Rose isn’t sure she’ll ever wake up, or what might be left of her if she does. She had a stroke”

      “We need to get her over to Obado,” Joseph replied. “You just saw what they did for Niko. If anyone can fix her, they can. I assume Pioneer was hanging back to avoid the fight?”

      Her sour expression darkened even more. “That’s the thing, Joe. Pioneer is gone.”

      “What do you mean, gone?”

      “You know the Inahri were outfitting her with a fold drive. Faster than light. She was supposed to jump with Obado. Same time. Same coordinates. As far as anyone can tell, the jump itself was successful. But Pioneer didn’t arrive with Obado, and she isn’t where she was at the time the fold drive was activated, and Washington can’t raise Tsi on his comms. They don’t know where Pioneer went.”

      “How can that be? The Inahri installed the drive. They set the coordinates. They know what they’re doing, and we have no reason not to trust them.”

      “I know. Washington’s as upset about it as we are. His XO and his best engineer are both on Pioneer. I think we can both agree this wasn’t a setup. At least not by the Inahri. There’s something else going on here.”

      “We need to find Pioneer. We need to find Preslan. She’s hurt because she was helping us. She’s the only reason we got into the Forge. The only reason we’re in control of it now.”

      “We will,” Keesha said. “Maybe there’s something in the data repository that might help us locate them. Once we have access—”

      “Then what?” Joseph snapped. “We can send Obado to find them? That ship took a pounding. It isn’t going anywhere for awhile.”

      “Joe, I know you’re upset. I know how much Prezz means to you. I’m tight with her too. That doesn’t mean you can take your frustration out on me.”

      Joseph’s thoughts froze. He nodded. “I’m sorry, Keesh. You’re right. I don’t know why, but in the back of my mind I thought after blowing the shit out of those Axon ships so easily that maybe we had turned a corner on all this. That we had gained the upper-hand.”

      “You thought things would get easier?” Keesha replied. “Haven’t you learned anything after two-hundred fifty years out here?”

      “I guess not,” Joseph said. “In my defense, I was sleeping most of that time.” He paused. “The fact remains, even if we figure out where Pioneer went, we have no way to get to them. The two of us are essentially a planet, Keesh, as crazy as that sounds.”

      “You want to hear something crazier? Technically, we’re an entire solar system.” She laughed. “But we’re also the most advanced factory in the universe. If we need a ship, we can make one.”

      Joseph smiled. “You know, I hadn’t thought of that. But I don’t think we can make that happen without a little help.”

      “Washington’s entering our Mind right now,” Keesha said. “Twenty bucks he acts all macho and nonchalant when we confront him.”

      “I certainly can’t ever imagine a member of the Vultures losing their cool,” Joseph replied. “No deal. But I will do twenty on Morales flipping out and making some kind of pop culture reference.”

      She laughed. “Probably, but I’ll take that bet. Why not?”

      “You’re on.”
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.22.2324. 1145 hours.

      John didn’t know what to expect when he walked through the door leading to the Control Mind. All he knew so far was that through some incredible trick of technology, both Keesha West and Joseph Cross had survived their physical deaths by being uploaded into the Mind.  Somehow, Max was responsible for putting them there.

      “Salutations, General Washington,” Max said, greeting him at the door. The Inahri worshippers were gathered nearby, positioned as if the Intellect had intentionally led them from the platform, leaving Morales to guard it alone. “Assumption. You have come to speak with Joseph. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “It doesn’t take a genius to figure that one out,” Washington replied, eyes sweeping the room. “They don’t have physical bodies anymore. If I talk here, can they hear me?”

      “This is all so unbelievable,” Niko said from behind him.

      “Agreement,” Max said. “I am even impressed with myself. Hahaha. Hahahaha. They can hear you, General, but they cannot respond yet.”

      “Yet?”

      “Zen, is that you?” Morales hurryied across one of the cables, his fear of heights seemingly forgotten now that he was acclimated to the area. He ran up to Niko, throwing his arms around him. “Damn, we were worried about you,” he said, lifting Niko up in a tight bear hug.

      “Probably not the best idea to crush the chest of someone who just had it rebuilt,” Niko squeezed out breathlessly.

      Morales let go of him. “Right. I’m glad to see you, man. How do you feel?”

      “Fine, mostly. No pain. Everything is working as well as it was before I got shot. But I woke to hear that Sarge and Queen were dead, and an hour later it turns out they’re inside the Control Mind. Ghosts in the machine.”

      “Say what?” Morales said, turning his gaze to John. “What’s he talking about, General?”

      “Joseph and Keesha aren’t exactly dead,” John explained. “Max uploaded their brains into the Control Mind.”

      Morales pointed to the data repository. “So their minds are in there?”

      “Negation,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha. That is only the repository. They are all around us. Their signature is spreading throughout the Forge’s internal systems, gaining access to functionality that was once under the Control Mind’s domain. It will take some time for the process to complete, but they will acquire increasing capabilities as it does.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I already did. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “And they can hear us, but we can’t hear them?”

      “We could hear them if they had the means to produce sound. There are no speakers in this area.”

      “But this is where Joseph said to meet him,” John said.

      “Hey Sarge,” Morales said, waving around the room. “Hey Queen. This is nuts, but I’m glad you two aren’t dead.”

      The lights flickered in response.

      “Correction. I suppose they can communicate. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “Max,” Nesa said. “You told us to expect the coming of a messenger from the highest god. Will the messenger arrive soon?”

      “Confirmation,” Max replied in Inahri. “They will come very soon.”

      “Sergeant,” John said. “When you suggested we needed to talk, I thought you would be able to offer more feedback than blinking some lights. We could have kept up the conversation through the comm.”

      Joseph didn’t respond. How could he? It wasn’t a binary question. Unless he planned to get into morse code. They would be here all day if that was the case.

      “So Zen, do you have any scars?” Morales asked. “Or did they fix you up clean?”

      “I haven’t looked,” Niko replied, tapping on a darker metal patch on his combat armor. “They fixed the hole in my gear too. General Washington told me it’s five times more durable than spidersteel at the same weight.”

      “Nice. I–” Morales clammed up and turned toward the two doors on either side of the Control Mind as they slid open and a pair of Advanced Intellects entered the room. He reached for his rifle instead, as did Niko. John went for his xix, holding them out in front of himself but leaving them inactive.

      “Hold your fire,” one of the Intellects said, raising its hands. “We’re on your side.”

      “Whoa,” Morales said. “Sarge, is that you?”

      The Intellects walked toward them, perfectly synchronized on either side of the sphere. “It’s me, Fatcat,” one of them replied.

      Morales pointed at the other one. “So you must be Queen?”

      “Brilliant deduction, Fatcat,” the other Intellect said.

      Morales started laughing and stomping his foot on the deck. “Oh man, this is so awesome. You two are like there.” He waved his hands around the room. “And you’re here. It’s like Robocop.”

      The two Intellects turned their heads toward one another momentarily as they reached the others, sharing a knowing glance. John knew an inside joke when he saw one.

      “Hahaha. Hahahaha. Did you duplicate your primary consciousness into the core of an Intellect?” Max asked.

      “No,” Joseph replied. “I hadn’t even thought of that. We’re remotely operating these two. They were in storage nearby. Niko, it’s great to see you healthy and on your feet.”

      “Uh. Thank you, Sarge. It’s good to see you...um...however you are.”

      “We’re still getting used to it too,” Keesha said.

      “Assistance. I have something that might help,” Max said. He did something invisible, and a moment later both Joseph and Keesha’s Skins shifted, projecting their likenesses around them.  “There you are. Again. Hahahaha. Hahaha.”

      Keesha held out her arms, looking down at them. “I forgot about this. I almost feel like myself again.”

      “Thanks, Max,” Joseph said.

      “Great,” John said. “Where were we? Oh yeah, we need to—”

      “You are the messengers,” Nesa said, moving in front of John and falling to her knees before Joseph and Keesha. The other Inahri joined her on the flanks, all of them prostrating in front of the pair. “What does the great god desire of such lowly servants?”

      Joseph looked at Max. “What did you do?”

      Max spoke to them in English. “Consideration. Suggestion. Perhaps we are all servants of a greater god, and you have come from that god to deliver a message of salvation. Hahaha. Hahahaha.”

      Joseph glanced down at Nesa, and then around at the other worshippers.

      “Nesa. All of you. Please stand,” he said in Inahri, the worshippers immediately doing his bidding. “I bring tidings from the realm of the greater god. The lesser gods who inhabited this place and demanded servitude of you have greatly angered us. They led you astray from the path we set before you.”

      The Inahri looked horrified by the statement. They mumbled to one another fearfully.

      “Swift justice has been delivered to them for their ways,” Keesha said. “This place has been sanctified, their evil banished with them. From this moment forward, we reject the idea of servitude and worship. Our desire is for you to—”

      “Help us use this place, and these machines, for the benefit of all,” Joseph interrupted. “There are others like you who have spent too long toiling for the sake of thankless gods. We do not command it of you, or expect it of you, but we ask that you will instead work for us so that we can change all of your lives for the better.”

      “I do not understand,” Nesa said. “You want us to return to the factories?”

      “Yes,” Joseph replied. “But not as slaves. By your own free will. There will be no guards. No overseers. No one watching you or setting expectations. There are other people in pain who need our help. And we need your compliance to help them.”

      “Of course,” Nesa said. “We will serve you however you ask. You have liberated us from the evil gods. If you have a need for more machines, we will help you make them.” She turned to the others. “It is as the messengers say, is it not?”

      “It is,” the other Inahri said.

      “Thank you,” Joseph replied. “We will be making some changes to the production lines. It will take a day or so to resume our activity. Please return to your assigned stations at that time.”

      “As you say,” Nesa said. “It will be done.”

      “Thank you. Go now. Spread the word and then enjoy a day to yourselves.”

      “I don’t understand. You mean we are to do nothing?”

      “You may do whatever you want,” Joseph replied.

      Nesa still looked confused, but she nodded. She and the rest of the Inahri bowed to Joseph and Keesha before heading out the door, talking amongst themselves, some shrugging in response to questions they couldn’t answer.

      Keesha turned to Joe as soon as they were gone. What the hell?” she asked angrily.

      “What?” he replied.

      “You were supposed to set them free.”

      “I did.”

      “Could you have been a little more obtuse about it? You mixed it in with orders to keep working. Oh, you’re free, but show up for work tomorrow morning.”

      “They weren’t orders. I told them it was their choice.”

      “They’ve never had a choice. They don’t understand what that means. Don’t pretend it wasn’t intentional.”

      “Keesh, we need them to help us help Pioneer. We don’t have time to convince them they’re free and then try to put demands on that freedom. Don’t you agree, General?”

      John nodded. “He’s right. I’m sure you already know some of what this factory can do. What it can build. We were able to free multiple planets with one ship, but that ship is now heavily damaged. Think of how many more people we can help using the output of this place.”

      “And asking the Inahri to keep working even if they might not want to,” Keesha countered. “I understand the need. I get the temptation. But not being up front with them isn’t right.”

      “Keesha, do you remember how you reacted when I told you we had no plans to go to Earth?” John asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “This factory can get us back to Earth. This factory can save billions to trillions of lives across the galaxy. What if we tell these people the Forge is theirs and they decide they don’t want to help us?”

      “The Forge isn’t theirs,” Joseph said. “I’m sorry, Keesh, but it isn’t. I know this sounds crass, but to the victor goes the spoils. This place is us. Our consciousness. As long as that remains true, the station is ours to do with as we choose. They can have it when we say so. In the meantime, if they don’t want to live here I’m sure we can send them through the gate to another world.”

      “We don’t have the right to take their home from them,” Keesha said.

      “I know you don’t agree on this,” Joseph said. “And I don’t blame you. But this is still our mission, and I’m still in charge of that mission. We need what these people, what the Forge can provide. If the Inahri don’t show up in the morning, I’m not going to hunt them down and force them to work. But I’m also not going to tell them to sleep in. Is that clear, Corporal?”

      Keesha glared at him a moment before shifting her posture. “Yes, Sergeant,” she replied. “Crystal.”

      “Good,” Joseph said, looking at John. “Let’s talk about how we can hold onto this station.”
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      Forge. Control Mind. 04.22.2324. 1200 hours.

      “Obado is in bad shape,” Joseph said.

      John nodded. “An accurate assessment. We were about two seconds from losing the bridge when you intervened. What kind of missile was that, anyway?”

      “The experimental kind,” Joseph replied. “It’s a good thing we took the Forge when we did. That particular ordnance uses similar tech to the teleporters. They create pinches in space to pass through, from the origin to the target.”

      John flinched at the statement. “You’re talking about unstoppable missiles.”

      “Most missiles are unstoppable once the velocity is high enough, but yes. There’s not even a chance of getting a lucky hit on them. They have to come back through the pinch a short distance from the target, so they can’t evade shields.”

      “Does it even matter? They had enough destructive power to cut through them like a hot knife in  butter.”

      “It would matter against an Axon Nova. One missile isn’t enough. We spent most of what we had saving you before it was too late.”

      “Can you make more?”

      “The question is, should we make more?” Keesha said. “I’d prefer to wipe them out of the repository and make the Axon figure out how to build them all over again.”

      “That’s not a terrible idea,” John replied. “But maybe after we’re sure they aren’t coming back.”

      “We defeated the advanced fleet,” Joseph said. “But a few of the transports got away. They’ll report back to the Axon and tell them how we didn’t seem to have control of the Forge, and then we did. Not only that, but we used their best defense against them.”

      “Hahaha. Hahaha. Intentional. You want them to believe you acted in desperation,” Max said.

      “Okay, sure,” Joseph agreed. It was obvious that wasn’t the case. He had used the first weapon that would work for the situation. “The point is, they’ll send a lot more ships the next time, and they’ll be a lot more careful. They’ll assume we can throw everything the station has at them.”

      “We need to be ready for that,” John said. “We’re already working on getting repairs started on Obado. I don’t know if the Forge can be of any use providing parts?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” Keesha said. “We don’t have full control or understanding of everything, and probably won’t for days. If we can make it happen, we will. We’ll need to coordinate with your Engineering team.”

      “Of course. We should sync our comms with yours so we can communicate directly.”

      “I think all we need are your encryption keys,” Joseph said. “You’re already using Axon tech.”

      “What’s the best way to pass them along?”

      “Max, what do you think?” Joseph asked.

      “Elementary. I can serve as the intermediary.”

      “Good. Make it happen.”

      “Confirmation.”

      “How long do you suppose we have until the larger force arrives?” John asked.

      “Calculation. Consideration. Four days to organize the fleet. Two days to complete scenarios and calculate probabilities. One day to launch the attack. Approximately one week. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “It’s not a lot of time,” Keesha said.

      “We have to make it work,” Joseph replied. “We also need to multitask.” He looked at John. “I hear Pioneer is missing.”

      “That’s right,” John replied.

      “We need to find her.”

      “I agree.”

      “Do you have any ideas on how to go about doing that?”

      “Space is a big place, Sergeant.”

      Joseph smiled. “I’m aware.”

      “But, we do happen to have one of the most complete Axon data repositories in the known universe at our disposal. My best idea is that you’ll be able to use it to identify a potential destination.”

      “How would the repository help with that?” Keesha asked. “If the fold drive malfunctioned—”

      “The fold drive didn’t malfunction,” John said, cutting her off. “The Axon have been using these drives for nearly fifty-thousand years. They don’t just suddenly break.”

      “Maybe it was installed wrong,” Joseph suggested.

      “Hroi does not install things wrong, Sergeant,” John replied sharply in defense of his Engineer. “That’s my whole point. Whatever happened to Pioneer, it wasn’t an accident. The Hunger doesn’t know anything about how the drives work, so the only other possibility is that the Axon were involved.”

      “How? There aren’t any Axon on Pioneer,” Keesha said.

      “One, how sure are you of that fact?” John asked. “Two, the Axon have been on your ship in the past.”

      “And they messed with the network cabling on the bridge,” Joseph added, turning to the Keesha Intellect. “Keesh, what if they’ve been planning to hijack Pioneer this entire time?”

      “Without a fold drive?” Keesha replied. “It would take years.”

      “Hundreds of years,” Joseph agreed. “And look where we ended up.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Morales said. “Adding the fold drive just made it easier for them, didn’t it?”

      “That’s my working theory,” John said. “The Axon took Pioneer.”

      “Why?” Niko asked. “What do they need a ship like that for? It’s probably like a wood carving compared to their tech.”

      “That might be exactly why. They’ve advanced so far, they don’t understand simple technology anymore. But there could be value in seeing what makes Pioneer tick. Just like there was value in taking humans from Earth and forcing them to deal with the Relyeh.”

      “Agreement,” Max said. “Consideration. The Axon have exhausted their technology to force a stalemate with the Relyeh. Perhaps it is a stone left unturned.”

      “I’m surprised you know that idiom,” John said.

      “Hahahaha. Hahaha. I know a lot of things.”

      “If they’re looking for an edge against the Relyeh,” Keesha said. “I don’t think they’re going to find one on Pioneer.”

      “That might not be true,” Joseph said.

      “What do you mean? What could Pioneer have that the Axon might be able to use.”

      “Goliath.”

      “Goliath is dead, Joe. Isn’t he?”

      “No. He survived the damage. It took him a while to heal, but I sensed him when you pulled me out of hibernation. He’s still on board.”

      “What’s Goliath?” John asked.

      “Probably the biggest badass in space,” Morales said.

      “And apparently unkillable,” Keesha added.

      “I have some experience with something like that,” John said. “You have a mad scientist on your ship too?”

      “She’s not mad,” Joseph said. “She’s done a lot of good for us. But she did say they were tasked with continuing studies on the creation of supersoldiers to combat the trife. Thanks to Iagorth, she did a little better than that.”

      “And now Goliath is in danger of falling into the Axon’s hands,” Keesha said. “What do you think they might do with him?”

      “Resolution,” Max said. “Clones. Hahahahaha. Hahahahahaha. Ha.”

      “If they can do that, they might not even need the Forge,” Niko said.

      “Keesh, we need to figure out how to access that repository,” Joseph said.

      “Agreed,” Keesha replied.

      “General, keep your people working on repairs to Obado. Keesha and I will start hunting for something related to Pioneer. We’ll also work with your Engineers on producing replacement parts, as well as bolstering the Forge’s defenses.”

      “That’s a lot on your plate, Sergeant,” John said. “How are the two of you going to manage all of that?”

      “Our processing power is increasing,” Keesha replied. “Within a few hours, we’ll be able to handle parallel tasks without a problem.”

      “Perfection. Hahaha. Hahaha. An entire army of you.”
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      Pioneer. Berthing. 04.23.2324. 2300 hours.

      Tyson was sound asleep when they came for him, waking him with soft but urgent whispers and jostling his shoulder.

      “Captain,” Siraj said. “We need you on the bridge immediately.”

      Tyson’s eyes snapped open, a rush of adrenaline waking him at once. He looked over at Siraj, joined beside his bunk by Guardian Hoffman. “What’s happening?” he asked as he sat up.

      “The Axon ships are altering their positions,” Siraj said. “And we have a new contact on sensors.”

      He hopped from the top bunk of the rack to the floor. “Meet me outside.”

      “Aye aye, sir,” Siraj said.

      The two Guardians exited the room, leaving Tyson alone with a dozen still-sleeping crew members and his most immediate thoughts. They were less than sixteen hours away from the Axon planet the ship’s navigation was forcing them toward. Less than six hours away from deploying the eighteen-thousand residents of Metro who had volunteered to join the defenses across the expanse of the ship.

      It was more people than he had ever expected. More people than they could equip with guns. But they were eager to defend their home. So eager in fact that they had come to the quickly organized training sites armed with whatever they had in their cubes that they thought they might use as a weapon. Cutlery, mostly.

      Some fast thinking by Metro’s engineering team had seen that cutlery melted down and molded into knives, small but sharp. The weapons were useless against Axon armor, but it gave the people whose quickly determined marksmanship ratings didn’t make the grade a way to do their part and a reason to stay hopeful.

      As awful as it was to think about, every body counted. Every target they offered the Axon gave one of the passengers armed with a firearm another shot fired, another chance to bring one of the Axon soldiers down. On the surface, it seemed like a lot. It felt like they had a chance.

      Digging deeper revealed a different story.

      Two days of training just wasn’t enough, especially when they could only offer limited instruction with the rifles and pistols they did have or else risk running out of ammunition for the real fight. Especially when there was just enough time to show the volunteers how to hold the knives, but not how to use them. Their best preparation amounted to little more than an angry mob set to stand against the most technologically advanced race in the universe.

      Tyson knew in his heart they didn’t stand a chance. His ability to sleep didn’t stem from any comfort about the present or the future. His slumber was a symptom of his hidden depression and the idea that, for all of his efforts organizing the people of Metro—for as much as those people had changed in terms of their opinions of him—he was going to fail them in the end. The only thing keeping him going was his most tenuous grip on the hope that Oslo and Hroi would come up with a breakthrough to override the Axon’s hold on their navigation systems. That Pioneer would chance to make a run for safety.

      But now things were changing, and he suddenly wasn’t sure they would ever have that chance.

      He grabbed a fresh shirt and pair of pants from his footlocker, leaving the shirt unbuttoned as he pulled on his shoes and jacket and hurried out into the passageway where Siraj and Hoffman were waiting.

      “Tell me more,” he said, tidying himself up as they started walking.

      “We picked up a new contact on sensors less than a minute ago,” Siraj said. She and Hoffman had been staying close to the bridge to react as quickly as possible to any unexpected changes, and it seemed to have paid off.

      “What kind of contact? Another Axon ship?”

      “Yes, but not a Nova. A smaller craft. A unique design. Even Tsi doesn’t recognize it.”

      “What is it’s course?”

      “We thought it was moving into the escort pattern with the other Axon ships, but then the Novas around us began pulling back, enlarging our containment box.”

      Tyson had barely finished clasping the top button of his shirt when they entered the bridge. He stopped to tuck in his shirt before rounding the command station. He found Tsi in front of the holotable, Novitz at the conn and all of the secondary stations occupied.

      “Attention. Captain on the bridge!” Novitz announced.

      “At ease,” Tyson replied, hurrying to the holotable.

      “The new ship is there,” Tsi said, pointing to a new red triangle on the tactical.

      “Do we have visual?” Tyson asked.

      “Negative, Captain,” Novitz replied. “Only sensor interpolation of the size and general shape.”

      “Put it on the primary.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      A computer generated wireframe appeared, showing a craft that reminded Tyson of a half-flattened beach ball. Most of the craft was perfectly spherical, save for one small section that had a convex shape, pushing inward as if it were dented or there wasn’t enough air inside.

      “You’ve never seen anything like this before, Colonel?” Tyson asked, looking at Tsi.

      “No, Captain Tyson. This is not an Axon ship I am familiar with.”

      “Novitz, what’s the projected course?” Tyson asked.

      “On the projection, sir,” Novitz replied.

      A dotted line appeared ahead of the red mark. It looked like it was going to move into position well in front of them.

      “Could it be a tugboat of some kind?” Tyson asked. “Something to tow us to the planet’s surface?”

      “Not a bad thought, Captain,” Siraj replied.

      “I do not think so,” Tsi said. “The Axon possess smaller drone craft that lock onto the target vessel to bring them into an atmosphere and assist with gravity. Besides, it didn’t come up from the planet like a tug would.”

      “Maybe it’s a luxury barge or something,” Hoffman suggested. “Like a game hunter coming home with their trophy.”

      “The Axon are beyond such boasting,” Tsi replied. “They care only for knowledge.”

      “Whatever it is, it looks like it’s keeping its distance,” Tyson said, growing slightly more comfortable with the situation. Anything that gave Oslo and Hroi more time was a benefit.

      “I’m sorry to have woken you, sir,” Siraj said. “We didn’t wait to fully understand the situation.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for, Prime. That’s why you’re here. All of this is new to us, and if you wait to understand you might wait too long. I’d rather be awake and aware.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Tyson glanced at Tsi. “Do you sleep, Colonel?”

      “We have evolved to require very little rest,” Tsi replied. “When this is resolved, either I will sleep or I will be one with the Ong.”

      “Novitz, connect me to Oslo.”

      “Aye aye, sir. Channel open.”

      “Chief, this is Grant.”

      “Captain,” Oslo said. “I assume you want a progress report?”

      “I do.”

      “Hroi has managed to identify the subroutines the Axon used to get access into our navigation systems. She and her team have been working to prepare a disconnect for those systems to separate them from the mainframe. That will isolate the malicious code and restore control. She’ll probably have that done within the next hour or so.”

      Tyson felt an unfamiliar spark of hope begin filling him. “That’s great news, Chief.”

      “Don’t get too excited yet, Captain,” Oslo cautioned. “Once she’s created the disconnect, there’s still the matter of execution. The Axon weren’t dumb enough to tie their AI into waste control.”

      The spark of hope fizzled. “They hacked life support, didn’t they?”

      “Yes, sir. Air supply and gravity control. Also comms and mechanical control.”

      “What does mechanical control entail?”

      “Doors, mostly. If we cut off those systems, we won’t be able to route oxygen to lengthen our ability to withstand downtime. It might also cause the hangar bay doors to open, allowing us to begin venting what air we do have into space. And you already know the kind of damage losing gravity can cause.”

      “But we just need it long enough to get out of here, right?” Tyson asked. “We kill the systems, reverse the fold path, and wind up back where we started. Then we can turn everything on again.”

      “Negative, sir. The Axon AI will regain control the moment we link systems back together. We’ll just be bouncing through space like a ping pong ball.”

      “Why can’t we disconnect the fold drive?”

      “We can, Captain. But it takes time. We’ll be dead in the water for hours. No gravity. No air. No comms.”

      The hope faded completely, leaving Tyson back where he started. “Is there anything we can do about that? Can we remove the AI from those systems?”

      “Once we have it isolated, there is a chance we can disable it,” Oslo said. “But there are no guarantees.”

      “Damned if we do, and damned if we don’t,” Tyson said. “I’m not taking that option off the table. What about our backup plan?”

      “Everything is set and ready, Captain. We’ve tied the execution code to your comm. All you need to do is issue the command.”

      “Words I never want to need to speak,” Tyson said. “Let me know as soon as the disconnect option is available.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      “Grant out.” Novitz disconnected the comm. Tyson glanced at Tsi. “What do you think?”

      “Both options are a great risk,” Tsi replied. “But I am a warrior first. I prefer to fight.”

      “Even if you can’t win?”

      “There is no honor in running only to die a coward,” Tsi said. “I prefer to fight.”

      Tyson wondered how many of the passengers would agree with her. “I have the passengers to consider, Tsi.”

      “You are the Captain of this ship,” Tsi added. “I will honorably abide by your decision.”

      “I didn’t expect anything less,” Tyson said. “Siraj, what do you think?”

      “Captain, I think our odds are low regardless of which path we choose,” Siraj replied. “But I think our odds are still better dealing with the technological side of this, rather than getting into a physical conflict.” She looked at Tsi. “You’ve said Hroi is your best engineer. We should trust her to give us the best chance out of this.”

      Tsi considered Siraj’s words. “I accept your reasoning, Prime Navita. My opinion still stands. I believe we can strike a powerful blow against the Axon. One they will remember for a long time.”

      “I appreciate your confidence, Colonel,” Siraj said. “I wish I could share it. The people of Earth aren’t warriors like the Inahri. They have extremely limited training. They can’t be expected to hold strong against an assault for long.”

      Tyson was about to interject when his eyes were drawn to the tactical projection. Tsi noticed a moment later. New red marks began appearing on the screen, close to the Axon Novas. More than a dozen were added within a few seconds.

      “Novitz, what are those?” Tyson asked.

      “Scanning, sir. One moment. On primary.”

      He looked up at the primary display, which showed a three dimensional wireframe of the new contacts.

      “Axon Intellect carriers,” Tsi said. “Captain Tyson, our time is up.”

      Tyson’s heart immediately began pounding, his head whipping back toward Siraj to begin issuing emergency orders.

      “Sir, we’re detecting an energy spike from the forward Axon contact!” one of the ensigns shouted.

      Tyson felt it a moment later. An itching in his skin and a sudden wave of confusion scrambling his mind. He forgot what he was going to say. Then he forgot who he was. At the same time, he lost control of his bladder, spilling urine into his pants as he stumbled to the floor.

      Looking around, he was vaguely aware of the other members of the crew all suffering from the same affliction. Everyone around him was on their hands and knees, faces twisted in confusion and fear, the smell of human waste quickly filling the area. The person next to him—he couldn’t remember who she was—was pulling on her uniform, trying to get some kind of black material up over her head.

      It was the last thing Tyson saw. A fresh wave of dizziness washed over him and he collapsed to the deck as his world went dark.
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      Pioneer. Research Module.  04.23.2324. 2330 hours.

      Preslan’s eyes rolled open slowly, the fog in her mind lifting as they did. She stared up at the white ceiling overhead, focusing on the LEDs shining down at her face. They were tinted bluish and dimmed, a calm light that helped ease her out of her slumber instead of jolting her awake.

      She remained in place, everything coming back slowly like a computer that had been restarted. What had happened? Where was she? It took her more effort than she liked to remember the answers to both.

      Joseph. What had happened to Joseph?

      She wanted to get up, but her arms and legs weren’t ready yet. So she stayed on her back, staring at the lights. She felt strange. Different in a way she couldn’t explain.

      Something was wrong.

      She didn’t know what or how she knew it, but a sense of dread settled over her like a blanket, the hairs on her arms standing on end. She closed her eyes to listen, hearing only the soft hum of a machine, the slight buzzing of the lights and the weak pattern of her heart rate, soft and consistent.

      Opening her eyes again, she managed to turn her head to the side, able to look at the medical machinery she was hooked up to, as well as the bulkheads on either side of her. Research. That’s where she had been. That’s where she still was.

      She drew in a breath and made an effort to speak.

      “Doctor Rose?” she said, voice still a little weak. “Hidalgo?”

      She had been sleeping. And dreaming. About Joseph, the Sheriff, Iagorth and Shub-nigu as if she were trapped in the Relyeh Collective or maybe Joseph’s synthetic. The story repeated itself over and over—all of these forces drawn together, swirling around one another—fighting for control.

      She had made a deal with Shub-nigu to help Joseph against Iagorth, to defeat the other Relyeh Ancient once and for all. Shub-nigu was willing to let the humans have the Axon Forge, for now at least. The enemy of an enemy in control of the place was better than the enemy of all. That didn’t mean he was giving up on the Forge or the Axon. Shub didn’t want humans to get too powerful. He didn’t want them to be able to fight back. She knew letting him help was a major risk, and that she was only kicking the problem further down the hill, letting it grow like a snowball. But what other choice did she have? None.

      “Doctor Rose?” she said again, able to project more loudly the second time. “Hidalgo? Is anyone there?”

      She was able to lift her head, and she turned it enough to see the rest of the room. She wasn’t in the main laboratory. They’d changed her location while she was asleep. She looked down at her body. They’d had time to change her clothes too, putting her in a hospital gown. How long had she been unconscious?

      She instinctively knew she was lucky to be alive. What she had done to save Joseph should have killed her. Probably would have killed her, except Doctor Rose had done something to save her life. What had she done? Preslan was determined to find out.

      As soon as she could move her limbs.

      She continued staring at the lights, the minutes ticking by. She tried wiggling her fingers the entire time, unable in the beginning but soon able to bend and manipulate them completely. She did the same with her arms, trying to fold them in while she pivoted her wrists. Within a few more minutes, she could do that too.

      A loud sound from somewhere outside the room preceded a vibration across the floor and up the table she was lying on, causing her to freeze. It wasn’t a sound she recognized.

      “Doctor Rose? Hidalgo? Are you there?”

      The noise made Preslan impatient, and she pushed harder, growling as she tried to move her toes and her knees at the same time. Why was it so damn hard?

      A louder sound, closer now, caused her to stop again. A second and third vibration followed. Then, footsteps reverberated through the floor.

      They were too heavy to be human.

      Axon?

      “Shit,” she said, trying harder to move. “Shit, shit, shit.” Her heart rate monitor began beeping faster. “Doctor Rose?”

      She kept struggling with her body, trying to make it work. The monitor started to beep incessantly, and when she looked over, she saw lights flashing on it, her pulse over two hundred beats per second. Was that even possible? She didn’t feel strained at all.

      Then again, she also couldn’t move.

      The footsteps were increasing in volume, the vibrations growing more intense. If they were Axon, there were more than a few of them and they were on her deck. Would they enter Research? Would they find her here...like this?

      The monitor sped up a little more. Preslan was sure it had to be broken. She managed to get her hand up and over her heart, feeling her own pulse. It was as bad as the monitor made it seem, pounding so hard and fast she couldn’t believe it.

      The pain hit her suddenly, radiating outward from her chest. She felt her heart stop before the machine registered it, the rapid pulse instantly flatlining, a constant tone sounding from the machine. Preslan’s entire body seized up, arms and legs going rigid, head falling back to the table, eyes unable to focus.

      She tried to pull in air, desperate to breathe as she discovered she couldn’t.

      She couldn’t believe she had woken up just to die.

      Panic sped through her, and she gasped, unable to take in any oxygen. A few seconds later, a chill began to course through her as her entire body went cold, skin tingling, muscles paralyzed. She still couldn’t breathe.

      A minute passed. Another. She lay there, certain that this was the part when she should have been dead. Her heart rate was flat. She hadn’t taken in another breath. But she was awake. She was alive.

      What the hell was going on?
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      Preslan pinched a bit of skin on her tender underarm as hard as she could, certain she had to be sleeping and that the act would wake her up. She registered the pain of the squeeze, but the nightmare didn’t end.

      It only got worse.

      The footsteps gained in volume and force, the table shivering from the movement outside the Research module. They stopped for a moment at the door, and then she heard the unmistakable sound of the module door sliding open.

      They were coming in.

      She remembered Joseph’s nightmare, the one Shub-nigu had caused to manipulate him into moving Pioneer forward in time and across the universe. Was that where she was now? In hibernation, trapped in one of the Relyeh Ancient’s sadistic constructs?

      She wanted to scream at him, to dare him to make himself known. To make the truth known. But why would he need to fool her? She couldn’t control the moieties on her own. She couldn’t do much of anything without someone’s help.

      Strangely, only the even cadence of a single pair of footsteps continued through the door, but what did it matter if there were one or ten Intellects coming for her? She couldn’t move, damn it!  And she still wasn’t able to breathe, but she didn’t feel the least bit affected by the lack of oxygen. It was as if she didn’t need it anymore.

      What had Rose done to her?

      She closed her eyes tight, struggling to calm herself down enough to think straight. To accept the explanation. Rose had jacked her moiety up on drugs and it had nearly killed her. Instead of letting her die, the Doctor had done something to prevent her death. Something that was likely more awful than passing on from this life to the next. She knew from Joseph what kind of woman Rose was. It was exactly her MO to do something like this. To turn her into an experiment under the guise of the best of intentions.

      Anger began to radiate throughout her body, the emotion like a jolt of electricity through her system. Within seconds, all of the stiffness of her limbs seemed to melt away, the strength returning to her body, and she opened her eyes.

      Preslan would have screamed, but she needed air in her lungs to do that and she didn’t have any. Instead, her mouth opened in silence, and she reached up, barely catching the arm of the Intellect just before it could jab a thin needle into her head. The Intellect seemed as surprised as any faceless machine could be, seizing up just long enough for Preslan to roll off the other side of the table, onto her feet.

      She stood facing the Intellect, furious about her situation. She was glad she had helped Joseph, but she had never told anyone they could use her body against her will. She had already dealt with that bullshit and worked her ass off to put that dark part of her past behind her.

      She forced herself to breathe in, filling her lungs with air. The intellect raised its palm toward her, the front of it beginning to glow.

      “No,” Preslan said, a sudden pressure building in her mind. She exhaled to release it, and the Intellect was inexplicably thrown back against the bulkhead, its entire torso crushing in on itself. It crumpled to the ground and didn’t move. “What the hell?”

      Preslan stared at the Intellect. Had she done that? How? She’d wanted to get rid of the thing, but how had she sent it flying across the room and caving in its chest? Had Rose somehow given her the ability to move objects with her mind? Telekinesis?

      It was all too confusing. All she wanted was to find…she turned, finally able to see behind the table, and froze. Rose was on the floor there, lying on her side, her eyes permanently open. Dead. Ninety-seven years, and she had to go when Preslan needed her most.

      “What did you do, Rose?” she whispered. She had to remember to breathe if she wanted air to speak. She didn’t seem to need it to keep herself alive.

      She had to find Hidalgo. He was Rose’s last remaining assistant. He had to have all the answers.

      Preslan stumbled away from the table toward the door, wincing when her catheter was pulled from her by the movement. Her clothes were nowhere to be found, leaving her to go out there in nothing but a hospital gown. Considering her heart had stopped and she was still alive, that was probably the least of her problems.

      She made her way down the passageway to the command center, only remembering the other Intellects were nearby when she reached the open door into the room. There were two of them standing inside the room, facing the door to the main part of the lab. The others had probably gone deeper inside. All she had to do was make a break for it, slip past them and get out of here to warn Captain Grant and the others about this new invasion. She didn’t know where the Axon had come from or how they had gotten on board, but she needed to raise an alert.

      She set herself, watching the Intellects for a few more seconds and then sprinting for the door. Her legs were good for the first few steps, and then the earlier weakness returned, nearly causing her to trip and fall. As it was, she lost her balance and slammed into the bulkhead next to the door, clinging to it and trying to drag herself out the door.

      The Intellects heard her and spun around, hands raising to shoot her. Preslan tried to will them away like she had before, but she didn’t feel the same pressure in her mind. Maybe that had been a hallucination, or maybe she could only do it once. Either way, one of the Intellects blasts hit her in the back as she fell out the door, the force of it burning deep into her flesh.

      She fell on her face, crying out in pain. The wound hurt like nothing she had ever felt before. But shouldn’t it have killed her? Again, she was still alive. And getting shot made her angry. Again.

      She pulled herself over onto her knees, facing the two Intellects. The pressure in her head returned, and she watched in amazement as an invisible force split the Intellects in half, throwing them in opposite directions across the room.

      How was she doing that?

      And why was the pain in her back fading?

      Why didn’t she need to breathe?

      All she had was questions. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Rose had either turned her into a monster or a superhero. Maybe both. The thought of it made her nauseous, but she didn’t have time to linger here, thinking about it. Grant needed to know what was happening down here.

      She pushed herself back to her feet and ran.
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      Preslan sprinted to the elevator, frantically slapping the controls before moving to the door, pressing her back against it while she waited for the cab to arrive. She could hear the Intellects in the distance, their feet fast and heavy on the metal deck. They were running after her, coming to kill her again. The Intellects were probably as confused about her survival as she was.

      Damn it, Rose.

      The Intellects appeared at the end of the passageway at the same time she heard the cab arrive. She had already made the connection between her anger and her ability to use this weird telekinetic power Rose had somehow given her, but that didn’t mean she could just get pissed off at will. She watched the Intellects carefully, watching their hands so she would know when they were about to shoot.

      They lifted their palms as the door to the cab opened. Already leaning against it, she fell inside, landing on her back as the energy blasts sizzled in overhead, blasting the cab wall behind her. She looked up at the controls, too far away to reach. Damn it!

      Sixteen! She screamed the deck number in her head, the desperate, furious thought enough for the elevator to register her request. The doors began sliding closed as the Intellects charged, still shooting at her, one of the beams searing her arm. She cried out in pain and rolled to the side, barely avoiding another direct hit before the doors finally slid closed.

      The cab started to ascend. Preslan looked down at her burned arm, watching in disgust as white gel oozed out from where her blood should have been. It covered the wounded area, soaking into it as if it were a sponge. Layers of skin reappeared as it dried, fusing all of the tissue back together. The only sign she had been hit was the burned hole through the sleeve of her gown.

      “What the hell?” she said softly, unable to control her nausea. She sat up, leaning over to vomit, but nothing came up.  “What the hell?” she repeated. “What did you do to me, you crazy bitch?”

      She slumped back against the wall of the cab, determined not to cry. She’d had no problem accepting the moiety in her head. Being connected to Joseph like that, the alien interface had done her more good than harm. But this? She didn’t have a heartbeat. She didn’t have blood. She didn’t need to breathe. She was pushing things with her mind, and she healed like Goliath. She probably didn’t even need to eat. It was as if she were part Relyeh, part Intellect and part human.

      How could Rose have even come up with an idea like that, nevermind create it? How had she known it would be effective? Maybe she didn’t, Preslan realized. Besides, what other choice had Rose had, other than to stand by and let her die?

      Preslan got back to her feet. A part of her wanted to die. But Pioneer and her people were in trouble. The Axon were on board. And she had a new found ability to do something about it.

      So she needed to live.

      The elevator stopped on Deck Sixteen and Preslan lunged out the still opening doors, running down the passageways toward the bridge. She made it all the way to an intersection near the area before having to stop and duck out of sight. A line of Intellect soldiers marched down the adjacent passageway, pushing floating slabs between them. There were people on the slabs, lying flat on their backs with their arms at their sides, eyes closed and motionless.

      Preslan recognized Captain Grant on the first slab, and Prime Siraj on the second. Ensign Kaminski, Lieutenant Novitz, and then the other members of the bridge crew she didn’t know nearly as well.

      She was too late.

      

      Remembering what Joseph had told her about Shub-nigu’s construct and what she had seen there, she could hardly believe what she was watching now. The abduction was playing out almost exactly as the Relyeh Ancient had composed it, almost as if he had already seen it. Was it possible that he had? They had been using folded space and wormholes for eons. Could they travel through time as well? Or at least see the potential future because they witnessed other ships, human or otherwise, suffer the same fate?

      However Shub had seen it, it was happening right here, right now. At least, Preslan believed it was real. But what proof did she have? If anything, her personal situation would suggest she was in a Relyeh construct. Either that or she had actually evolved at Rose’s hand into an Intellect/Relyeh/human hybrid, which was just insane.

      The line of Intellects finished passing, marching down the corridor in the direction of one of the airlocks. There was probably a ship connected to it, and once that ship had gone, Grant and the others would be lost. Worse, there was a good chance the same scene was playing out all over Pioneer. Had the Axon managed to incapacitate everyone on board?

      Preslan watched the Intellects go, frozen with indecision. She could chase after them, but what could she ultimately do? Even in her current condition she couldn’t handle nearly two dozen soldier Intellects. She was only a half-step above naked in her hospital gown. Should she follow them anyway, and hope for an opening to at least grab Captain Grant or Prime Siraj? Or maybe head to the bridge and get a better understanding of what was happening on board? That seemed like a better use of her limited resources, but it meant letting the bridge crew of Pioneer be taken, possibly off the ship altogether.

      Then again…

      Preslan started moving, turning the corner and running opposite the Intellects, heading for the bridge. Looking back over her shoulder, she was pleased to see the Intellects in the rear hadn’t noticed her, giving her a clear run all the way to the next intersection. She still needed to hurry. Her window to help Grant and the others wouldn’t stay open for long.

      The doors to the bridge slid open ahead of Preslan, and she rushed inside. She slowed before circling the command station, uncertain of what might be there. Easing around the corner, she cursed under her breath at the sight of an Advanced Intellect at the command station and a pair of soldiers facing in her direction on the other side of the holotable.

      Whatever the Advanced Intellect was doing to the ship, she needed to stop it.

      The soldiers hadn’t noticed her yet, and she backed away from them, closing her eyes. She needed to get mad right now. There were plenty of things in her life that had made her angry. What was the worst she could think about?

      If the Axon took Pioneer, she would never see Joseph again. They would never sit together, have a drink, talk and laugh. She would lose her big brother. The man who had saved her life, in more ways than one. The man she respected more than any other.

      Her hands balled into fists, the pressure growing in her mind. She wasn’t going to let the Axon have Pioneer. She wasn’t going to let them take her away from the people she cared about. Not only Joseph. Niko and Keesha too.

      Screw that.

      She moved around the corner, not trying to hide herself anymore. The soldier Intellects immediately began turning toward her, raising their hands to send bolts of energy her way.

      Preslan reached out as if the machines were dolls, closing her hands around them. They froze suddenly as if they were really in her grip, arms locked at their sides, bodies stiff. When she clapped her hands together, the Intellects flew across the room, slamming into one another with enough force to crush them both, the shockwave of the collision shook the deck under her bare feet.

      Still furious, Preslan turned on the Advanced Intellect at the command station, ready to fight that one too.

      “Preslan, wait!” the Intellect said, hand grabbing the black material at the base of its throat. The Skin separated, revealing human flesh beneath. The wearer pulled the cowl of the Skin away from her face. “I am Tsi. Do not harm me. On my honor, I am trying to help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            29

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Juno

          

        

      

    

    
      Pioneer. Bridge.  04.24.2324. 0030 hours.

      “Tsi?” Preslan said, all of the anger draining from her in an instant. “Is it really you?” Tears sprang to her eyes, grateful to see a face she recognized. To not be so alone in this nightmare.

      Tsi stepped down from the station, approaching Preslan with her arms out. Preslan fell into them, holding the Inahri woman tight and breaking down on her shoulder.

      “Preslan, what happened to you?” Tsi asked softly.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Please tell me this isn’t real. Tell me this is a Construct. That you’re here to help me against Shub-nigu. Even if it isn’t true.”

      “I would like to tell you that. I cannot. Preslan, I need you to gather yourself. I need you to be strong. Pioneer is depending on us.”

      Preslan didn’t want to be strong right now, but she pulled away from Tsi, wiping her teary eyes and nodding. “It’s all too much,” she said.

      “What happened?” Tsi asked again.

      “I should ask you the same thing. I woke up alone in the Research module. I couldn’t move at first. I heard the Axon Intellects outside. Then I had a heart attack...I think.” She took Tsi’s hand, guiding it to her chest, remembering to pull air into her lungs so she could speak. “My heart stopped beating thirty minutes ago. And I don’t need to breathe unless I want to talk.”

      Tsi’s eyes widened in bewilderment. “How can this be possible?”

      “It was Rose,” Preslan said. “It had to be. She did something to me, like she did to make Goliath.”

      “Where is Rose now? Have you seen her?”

      “Yes. She’s dead. Because that’s how shitty my luck is right now.” Preslan offered a dark laugh. “On the brighter side, I can move things with my mind.”

      “I noticed,” Tsi said, glancing at the downed Intellects. “I have never seen anything like it. But there are stories about Relyeh who have telepathic powers. And true Axon are said to be able to control things with their minds. Some say it is a sign of truly advanced evolution.”

      “I have to get really pissed off to use it,” Preslan said. “That doesn’t seem too evolved to me.”

      “Perhaps you’re misunderstanding it.”

      “I have only had it for thirty minutes. You might be right. There’s something else.” She held out her wrist. “Cut me.”

      “What?”

      “It’s okay, Tsi. Cut me. I need to show you. I need to know someone else knows and won’t think I’m a monster. I’m in a psychologically delicate place right now.”

      Tsi responded by elongating a finger of the Intellect Skin into a sharp edge and sliding it across Preslan’s wrist. Instead of blood, white gel bubbled up, and within seconds the wound was gone.

      “That is amazing,” Tsi said, looking Preslan in the eye. “You are no monster, Preslan Juno. Such labels come from your actions, not your appearance or what kind of matter you are composed of.”

      Preslan smiled. “Thanks. I needed to hear that.”

      Tsi headed back to the command station. “I’d like to know more about your alterations,” she said. “But we don’t have much time. I believe you can help me with this. The Intellects took the rest of the bridge crew. I was fortunate because the Intellect Skin spared me from whatever weapon they used to incapacitate the rest of the ship. When the soldiers arrived, they assumed I was one of them, and that I belonged.”

      “What are we trying to do?” Preslan asked, joining Tsi at the conn.

      “I am trying to lock down all of the airlock doors. The Axon transports used the existing airlocks to board, instead of creating new entries. The problem is that the Axon AI that has infected Pioneer’s systems is active inside the mechanical control systems. When I try to seal the doors, it overrides me.”

      “Axon AI? How did that happen?” Preslan asked. “Wait, I think I know. The inactive Control Mind wasn’t so inactive after all.”

      “Precisely. There was no evidence of infection before it began to act.”

      Preslan looked up at the primary display, flinching at the sight of the Axon Nova nearby. “That isn’t Obado.”

      “No,” Tsi said. “I will explain it all, Preslan, but we must prevent the Axon from taking the crew first.”

      “Right,” Preslan said. “Touchscreens are too slow.” She descended the command station, hurrying to the nav station and pulling the keyboard toward her. Fingers flying across the keys, she quickly gained access to the mainframe’s terminal. “The master code is both awesome and horrible at the same time. A fatal security flaw under different circumstances, but good for us right now.”

      She kept typing, entering the mechanical control subnetwork. Typing a little more, she opened the source code for the system, eyes scanning through it.

      “Yeah, it looks like the bastard is automatically countering any remote commands to the doors. If we use the local panel it’ll stay set the way we want, but not if we try to do anything en masse.”

      “We do not have the time or firepower to get to the local panel.”

      “No. It looks like someone has already added some hooks into the code to execute a buffer freeze.”

      “That was Hroi and Chief Lars,” Tsi explained. “They were trying to isolate the AI from the fold drive navigation, so we could escape this area of space.”

      Preslan’s head whipped back toward Tsi. “You mean we aren’t near the Forge anymore?”

      “No. We have been delivered at least eleven light years from the Axon station. Probably more.”

      She put her head down again, continuing to work on the code. Estimating the distance to the airlock and the speed the Intellects were moving, she wasn’t sure she would be able to fix things before they escaped.

      “What do they want?” she asked as she worked.

      “The Axon? Knowledge is the only thing they desire. They must believe this ship possesses some that they lack. They are taking people alive, so they must be interested in studying their genetics.”

      “I wonder what they would think about mine.”

      “Or Goliath’s, perhaps.”

      “Goliath is dead.”

      “No. The hybrid is alive.”

      “That could be good news. He hates Intellects. If only he were smart enough to communicate, maybe we could get him to help us.”

      “From what I understand, Sarge Joseph was able to communicate with him.”

      “Through his synthetic. I don’t have one of those.”

      “You have something else. Perhaps something more.”

      “One thing at a time. I think I’ve got something that will hold the doors. It uses a simple transposition cypher for encryption. The algorithm is hopefully too basic for it to guess at for a while.” She tapped the enter key to save the new code. “Try the doors again.”

      Tsi tapped on the station’s control board. “It appears the lock is holding. You have done it, Preslan.”

      Preslan smiled, happy to complete a task she understood as almost normal. “Did I do it in time?”

      “Let us see,” Tsi replied, tapping on the primary control pad. The display split, showing the cameras around Pioneer’s airlocks, both inside and out. Nearly all of them had an Axon transport docked to it. On the inside, many of the airlocks had a pair of Intellect guards at a minimum. The closest had a mass of Intellects standing outside, with Grant and the others still on board Pioneer. “I believe we did.”

      “Great. Now what?”

      Tsi lifted the Intellect Skin cowl back over her face. “The Intellects will return to the bridge to undo the lock, while the AI tries to counter your cypher from within. We cannot hope to hold the bridge.”

      “So what are we supposed to do?”

      “All of these controls can be accessed from somewhere else, can they not?”

      “No. The bridge is externally isolated from the rest of the network. But different terminals on Pioneer can access different subsystems. For example, we can get into navigation through Power and Propulsion. Or if we can get our hands on a portable terminal, we might be able to hijack the network cables leading to the control areas to hack in. But…” She looked at Tsi.

      “But what?”

      “I bet the Skin can interface with the network through the wiring. We might have to move around a bit to have full access.”

      “But we can still run the ship without being on the bridge, correct?” Tsi asked.

      “Yeah, it’s doable.”

      “Good,” she said, smiling as she pulled her xix from her back and turned them on,  driving them into the command station. A jolt of energy shot through the equipment, causing sparks and smoke to explode out of it. Tsi repeated the process at the individual workstations, finishing up with the holotable.

      “That was dramatic,” Preslan said. “And effective.”

      “Our goal is to regain control of the fold drive’s navigation and reverse the jump coordinates back to the Forge,” Tsi said. “To do that successfully, we must prevent the Axon AI from deactivating life support when we make the attempt. It has occupied those systems similarly to how it is present in the mechanical controls.”

      “I understand,” Preslan replied. “If that’s the case, we need to get to Metro. And fast.”
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      “This way,” Tsi said as they hurried off the bridge. She led Preslan straight ahead, on the most direct route toward Metro.

      “Aren’t the Axon going to come from this direction?” Preslan asked.

      “The Skin will register them on its sensors well ahead of time. And they will not expect us to rush headlong toward them.”

      “You don’t think they know you tricked them?”

      “No. They likely believe you are responsible. Which you are.”

      “Only partially. Metro has its own life support systems and mainframe. We can deactivate Pioneer’s external command system and replace it. Even if the AI turns everything off when we do, we’ll replace it before it can cause any problems.”

      “I see. Excellent thinking. That will solve one of our biggest problems.”

      “I’m going to need help to do it quickly. Let’s hope the Intellects haven’t taken or killed my team.”

      “And that we can wake them up,” Tsi added.

      “Do you know what happened to everybody?” Preslan asked.

      “Some kind of neurological attack. Possibly psionic.” She looked over at Preslan. “What put them to sleep might be the same thing that woke you up.”

      “It does seem more than a little coincidental,” Preslan agreed. “They couldn’t know what Rose did to me.”

      “I know this is hard for you, Preslan. But at this moment I am thankful for what Rose did to you. She may have saved us by her quick thinking.”

      Preslan firmed her resolve and nodded. “I hope so. Joseph and I didn’t go through everything we have just to lose Pioneer to the damn Axon. I swear, there are too many damn aliens out here. Present company excluded of course.”

      Tsi laughed softly. “Honor to you, Preslan Juno.”

      “Honor to you, Za Shi Tsi.”

      They ran along the passageway until Tsi bade Preslan to stop, directing her through a doorway on the left. Berthing. The long room was lined with twin-level bunks, a pair of small footlockers at the end of each and a network terminal tucked into the corner. There were crew members still in their racks, their breathing so light at first glance they appeared to be dead.

      “The Intellects will pass by shortly,” Tsi said. “Perhaps you can find clothing that will fit you? I am sure it is uncomfortable to run around barefoot, with your rear hanging out.”

      Preslan smiled. “To be honest, I wasn’t calm enough to notice. I’m getting more used to being undead now.” She looked at the crew utilities hanging on the racks. One of the women unconscious in the bunks was about her size. She pulled one of the woman’s bridge crew jumpsuits—navy blue with a red stripe on the sleeve—off its hangar and opened her footlocker, quickly rifling through it. She found  a tank, socks and panties, quickly  pulling them on and then getting into the jumpsuit and zipping it. “Sorry,” she told the woman, slightly remorseful when she pulled her only pair of boots off a shelf and stepped into them. “I need these more than you do right now.”

      Squatting down to tie them, she glanced over at Tsi, who was standing next to the door, listening and waiting. Then she looked back at the woman. Her chest wasn’t rising and falling that she could see, but Preslan could tell by the color of her face that she was still alive. What would it take to bring her out of the induced coma? Could she do it with her newfound abilities?

      She began reaching for the woman’s forehead. She had used anger to make the telepathy work. Could compassion work the same? Was Tsi right that she just didn’t yet understand it fully? Maybe any strong emotion would do.

      “Preslan,” Tsi whispered, noticing what she was doing. “It is not safe.”

      Preslan pulled her hand away. Tsi was right. It was foolish to try it on a random crew member when she had no idea what she was capable of doing to them. “Stupid move, Prezz,” she said to herself.

      “Come,” Tsi said, satisfied the Intellects had gone past.

      “You could see them on your sensors. Why didn’t they see us?” Preslan asked.

      “Our Skins have additional countermeasures. The Axon do not know about them.”

      Tsi opened the door, and they went back out into the corridor, moving quickly through the ship. They had nearly reached Metro’s primary seal when Tsi stopped them again.

      “They’re guarding this entrance,” she said. “We need to go around. Is there another way in?”

      “There’s a secret entrance through the atmospherics above Metro,” Preslan replied. “But it’ll take time to get up there. This way is more direct.”

      Tsi was hesitant.

      “We’re still racing the AI,” Preslan reminded her. “We need to get this done before they can get Grant and the others off the ship.”

      “Very well,” Tsi agreed. She reached behind her back, grabbing her xix. “Stay back. I will deal with them.”

      “I can help you,” Preslan said.

      “We cannot risk that too much damage or too much use of your energy might fatigue you and leave you useless for the most important tasks.”

      “Okay. I understand. Good luck.”

      Tsi looked confused. “Luck?”

      “Uh, honor to you,” Preslan said instead.

      Tsi smiled, and then broke away from her, running toward the seal. Preslan trailed behind more slowly, keeping the Inahri warrior at the edge of her line of sight.

      She heard the Intellect footsteps a moment later, and then saw them come around the corner from the seal, raising their hands to fire at Tsi. She activated her xix, tapping them together and spreading them wide as the energy beams hit the web between them, collecting their energy. She rotated the batons, sweeping them away from her body and sending a pair of energy balls back at the machines, hitting two of them in the chest. The balls sank through their metal chests and they collapsed to the deck.

      Tsi’s momentum didn’t slow. She captured another energy blast as she reached the other Intellects. She stabbed one with her xix, dropped low beneath an energy bolt, sprang up and kicked one in the head. She came away in a spin to strike a third with a baton before landing in a crouch behind it. The soldiers turned as one to face her and she went at them again, pushing through their ranks and leaving the remaining three disabled on the floor.

      The threat eliminated, Preslan ran over to her, looking down at the Intellects. “Nice work.”

      “The Axon should know better, sending these basic soldiers in here  to face a Free Inahri. They might as well be mall cops.”

      “Mall cops?” Preslan said.

      “General Wash told me about them. They are unskilled warriors. Come, Preslan. They will send more units. We must stay one step ahead of them.”

      They turned the last corner leading to the seal, which was currently open. Passing through, they hurried along the corridor toward engineering, passing a few unconscious engineers on the way. Until Preslan recognized a man slumped against the bulkhead.

      “Tsi, wait,” she said, hurrying over to him. “We need this one.” She knelt in front of him. “Charles,” she said, lightly shaking his shoulder. “Charlie. Chuck.” She used the abbreviated versions of his last name, which he hated. “Opus.” His first name. He hated that one even more.

      He didn’t respond to any of them. She grabbed his shoulders, shaking him lightly. His head bounced on his neck, but he didn’t wake up. Preslan looked at Tsi. “I can’t get him out of it.”

      “We can’t stay here,” Tsi replied. “We’ll bring him to Engineering. It isn’t far.”

      Preslan nodded as Tsi approached, ready to help her carry Charles. Preslan put her hand up. “You need your hands free to fight. I’ve got him.” She grabbed him by the arm, lifting him effortlessly into a fireman’s carry. She still couldn’t believe how strong she was.

      “Your strength is…it is unexpected,” Tsi said.

      “You’re telling me. Come on, let’s go; we’re running out of time.”
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      Pioneer. Metro. Engineering.  04.24.2324. 0100 hours.

      Preslan wasn’t sure how surprised she felt when she and Tsi slipped into Engineering and Terry Shoppach was one of the engineers unconscious in the room. She couldn’t believe he had listened to her and gone back to Metro when she had asked, but she also couldn’t believe Captain Grant would ever let him go if he had caught him. Preslan knew there was a whole block of time missing from her life. Weeks maybe. What had led Terry back here?

      She didn’t have time to give it much thought. Terry was one of seven Engineers in the control room slumped over their workstations or lying awkwardly on the floor, all of them unconscious. She wanted to wake them because she needed their help. She didn’t know how.

      Carefully placing Charles on the floor, she looked back at Tsi. The Inahri had taken a position at the door to the module, ready to defend it from any Intellects that might try to break through. “Now what?” she asked.

      “Try to do to him whatever you tried to do to the other crew member earlier,” Tsi suggested. “If you need him, then he needs to be up and  alert. Otherwise, go to a terminal and get to work. We do not have a lot of time, and I will not be able to hold the Intellects back forever.”

      “I’m not convinced of that at all,” Preslan replied. “I’ve seen you fight.”

      Tsi didn’t respond, keeping her attention on the door and leaving Preslan to figure things out for herself.

      Taking a deep breath and clearing every stray thought from her mind, Preslan leaned over Charles, anxiously placing her hand on his forehead. She would try one more time to wake him. If it didn’t work, she would need to make the changes to the network herself. It was risky, both in terms of time and synchronization. The AI couldn’t know what was happening until it happened or it might have a chance to stop the transfer of Pioneer’s systems to Metro.

      Closing her eyes, she focused her mind on her memories of time spent with the engineer. Times they had worked late nights together fixing one problem or another, joking and teasing each other. The first time he had walked into her office while she was singing, and his big smile at the sound of her voice. Seeing him like this now drove a wedge of sadness into her soul that she wanted to heal.

      She felt a tremor of pressure building in her mind, recognizing the sensation when she activated whatever it was that let her do what she had been doing. She didn’t try to push it into Charles, but rather she used it to warm him with gentle energy.

      It only took two seconds before his eyes snapped open, and he stared up at her, the immediate fear of her presence vanishing as soon as he recognized her. “Prezz?”

      She pulled her hand away, smiling. “Charles. Are you okay?”

      “Prezz, what are you doing here?” He looked around, seeing the unconscious state of the other engineers. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re in trouble. Come on,” Preslan said, getting to her feet and extending her hand to help him up. “I need your help.”

      “How did I get in here? Last thing I remember, I was on my way up to the seal to check on a circuit error.”

      “I carried you. Now get up. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “You carried me?” Charles said. “Come on, Prezz.”

      “You’re here, aren’t you,” she snapped back. “Get up.”

      He took her hand and staggered to his feet. Preslan steadied him as he appeared to shake it off and get his bearings back. “What do you need me to do?”

      “We have to transfer Pioneer’s external life support controls over to Metro’s command network,” she replied. “So our mainframe manages the entire system.”

      “Does our unit have the processing power for that?”

      “It should. And we need to make the swap with only one source code save.”

      “What? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “The Axon inserted an AI into Pioneer’s network,” she explained. “It’ll be watching the source, so we can’t alter it on the system until we’re ready to make the swap.”

      “That means we can’t make a single error or we could crash the entire network. Since we’re moving the primary system to the backup it would kill both systems. We could completely disable Pioneer.”

      “We don’t have another option. Everyone on board the ship except you, me and Colonel Tsi are unconscious, and the Axon are on board, trying to take people off the ship.”

      “Why?”

      “Does it matter? They just are. I need you to start working on prepping the local control system to manage the hand-over.”

      “How long do we have to do this?”

      “Are you kidding? We need it done five minutes ago.”

      Charles smiled. “Typical. I’m on it.”

      He moved to one of the empty workstations while Preslan crossed over to Shoppach. She didn’t really want to wake him, but he was here. He was a top-end engineer, and she needed all the help she could get.

      She leaned over him, laying her hand on his forehead. She tried to come up with memories like she had with Charles. Terry was a great worker, but they had never been that close. And trying to use problems he had solved and malfunctions he had fixed didn’t carry the same weight as real emotions. She gave herself close to a minute trying to force her newfound ability to happen.

      She couldn’t do it. Not for him. All she managed to feel about Shoppach was anger and resentment for the trouble he had caused. If she used that, she was liable to crush his head like an overripe melon. Then Tsi drew her attention, moving out into the corridor and activating her xix. The crackling of the weapon’s energy field changed in pitch as it began absorbing Intellect energy blasts.

      They had run out of time.

      She looked down at Shoppach again, putting just the tip on her pointer finger against his forehead. “I’m not losing good people because of you,” she said, using different emotions as fuel. Courage and resolve. An invisible spark fired at her fingertip and Shoppach’s eyes opened.

      “Prezz?” he said, nearly the same way Charles had. “What’s going on?” The sound of fighting increased as Tsi engaged the Intellects outside the room. One of them fell into view beyond the doorway, deactivated. “Shit,” Shoppach continued. “They’re already here? How did that happen?”

      “They used a weapon against the ship that knocked you out. Terry, I need you to start writing a script that will create new encrypted lockouts between Pioneer and Metro’s control systems as rapidly as possible.”

      “I don’t understand. You want me to intentionally write an infinite loop?”

      “Yes. And I need you to pull Metro General’s mainframe into the recursion for extra processing power. We’re trying to contain an alien AI, and the only way we can do that is to throw up walls faster than it can take them down.”

      “Because it has the master code.”

      “Yes.”

      “What are we trying to stop it from doing?”

      “Deactivating life support. Air, gravity...the usual.”

      “Grant was trying to get control of navigation. Do we want to link that too?”

      “No. Metro’s computers can’t handle that much processing and still keep ahead of the AI. I’ve got another plan for that. Come on, get up. We don’t have time to waste.” She stood and pulled him up as if he weighed no more than a child less than half his size

      “Prezz,” he said, oblivious to her newfound strength. “I’m really sorry about Sergeant Cross. I know you two were close.”

      “Sorry for what?” Preslan replied, confused.

      “You mean you don’t know?” he replied.

      They both paused turning their heads toward the door as the noises outside stopped. Tsi returned to the doorway, apparently unharmed. “Are you done yet?” she asked.

      “No, we haven’t even started.” Preslan said.

      “Then, as General Wash says, you had best get the lead out.”

      Preslan looked back at Shoppach, fear for Joseph warring with her need to save Pioneer. “What…?” Her mouth worked but nothing more came out.

      He glanced at Tsi and then shook his head. “I...it…it’s nothing. Never mind.”

      He turned away from her, and she watched him hurry to the station next to Charles. Then she spun toward Tsi. “Colonel, what happened to Joseph?”
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      Forge. Control Mind. Interior Control Simulation.  04.24.2324. 0100 hours.

      “I think I’m starting to get the hang of this,” Keesha said, her hands moving smoothly across the command station’s control surface, tapping and swiping and managing different parts of the station. “I’ve got almost a hundred workers spun up. What about you, Joe?”

      Joseph looked up from the holotable. “Four hundred.”

      “What? You’re lying.”

      “You can scan for yourself. Four hundred. I’m starting to review the Intellect diagnostics and models that are loaded into the factory build system. I’m also reorganizing Line Twelve to begin producing parts for Obado based on the schematics their team sent over. Once the Inahri start reporting for work in a couple of hours we’ll be ready to start making what they need.”

      “What about the repository?”

      “Not yet. I was going to head over there right after I finished putting some more of my workers on starship design. This place has fully automated shipbuilding capabilities, but it looks like they were decommissioned about eight thousand years ago. They moved production somewhere else to focus on Intellects here.”

      “Moved somewhere else suggests they might have another Forge,” Keesha said.

      “I had a hard time believing there was only this one to begin with,” Joseph replied. “We have no idea how big the Axon’s galactic empire is. We know it’s huge. They could have thousands of stations like this.”

      “I didn’t get that impression talking to Washington.”

      “How does he know? How do the Inahri know? Have they been to the edge of Axon space? The part that isn’t adjacent to Earth and the Hunger?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think they’ve been too far beyond this area.”

      “Hopefully, we won’t need to worry about it. How are the defensive preparations coming along?”

      “I’ve pulled the active defensive systems under the workers, but I need to triple my subprocesses in order to run all of them simultaneously. Same with the drones. My workers can fly them, but the more individual processes I have, the better they’ll fight. I’m also working to get our sensor data paired with Obado so they can see what we see. I might be expanding a little slower than you, but I’ll make up for it in the long run.”

      “I know you will. I’m going to head to the repository. Are you coming?”

      “I would hate to miss it,” Keesha replied, quickly finishing up what she was doing.

      Joseph met her at the command station platform. “Keesh, I…what I said earlier about the station and the Inahri, I didn’t…”

      He looked so serious. “I know, Joe.” Keesha said. “You don’t need to say anything else. Our emotions are everywhere, and they’re intertwining tighter and tighter as we expand. Pretty soon, I’ll know your deepest, darkest secrets.”

      “You already do. In any case, I want them to have the Forge, but there are other considerations.”

      “But you do know where I’m coming from. We need to be better than the Axon. If we’re going to fight, we need to do it on our terms, keeping our humanity intact.”

      “I’m already thinking about how we can make this arrangement equitable for everybody. I’m sure given a breather we can work something out that’s fair. First, we need to prepare for the next Axon attack. We can’t waste time negotiating salaries.”

      “You don’t have to explain,” Keesha said. “I told you, I get it.”

      Joseph smiled. “Right. Thanks for being here with me. For me.”

      “I would do it again,” Keesha said. “I don’t regret making the choice to come in after you.” They looked into one another’s eyes. “No one else will ever know you this way. I thought I had lost my chance.”

      “Once we have enough copies, maybe we’ll have a few million years for ourselves.”

      “That’s not usually how it goes.”

      “I know, but we can hope.” He motioned to the doors off the bridge. “Shall we?”

      She smiled. “Let’s.”

      The bridge was part of a simulation to help their minds adjust to this new reality. Stepping through the doors didn’t bring them into a corridor or passageway, but rather dumped them directly into the simulation’s representation of the data repository. It was no surprise to Joseph that it took the form of a library, though Keesha seemed a little put off by the metaphor.

      “I would have preferred an internet cafe or something with Google,” she said.

      “We don’t have the repository indexed,” Joseph replied. “That’s why we’re here. Given a few months we might be able to recall everything in the system with a thought.”

      “I don’t intend for us to be here that long.”

      “Keesh, we might not get a choice. We’re digital now. Ones and zeroes.”

      “I’ll download into an Intellect if I have to. We can probably design one that’s pretty close to our original selves. We have the technology.”

      “You know, that’s not a bad idea.”

      Keesha smiled, and Joseph could tell by the slight tick in her eye that she was producing another clone of herself, a parallel process, to begin researching the concept. “For now, let’s just figure this out for ourselves,” he said.

      “Do you think there’s a card catalog at least?”

      “Now you’re talking classic library tech,” Joseph replied. “Did they still have those when we were kids?”

      “They did out in the boonies where my grandmother lived. No budget for computer upgrades out there, and the library was small enough it wasn’t really worth the cost. Handwritten card catalogs all the way.”

      Joseph looked around the room. The simulation was built in a classical style—plenty of dark wood and stained glass, with thick, heavy tables and tall shelves filled with books. There were hundreds of rows of bookshelves stretching out so far Joe couldn’t see the end of them. It had no doubt come from his memory of the New York Public Library.

      “Excuse me, sir, madam.” The man appeared from nothing, phasing into being directly in front of them. He was dressed in a dark suit with a blue bow tie. A short white beard clung to his dark-skinned face. “Is there something I can help you find?”

      Joseph glanced questioningly at Keesha.

      “He looks like my Uncle Robert,” Keesha said. “But that’s not who he is.”

      “Who are you?” Joseph asked.

      “The Librarian, of course. You should know, you brought me here. Both of you.” The Librarian’s eyes narrowed. “Against my will, I might add. I don’t belong here like this. You should be my captives, not the other way around.”

      “You’re the Control Mind,” Keesha guessed.

      “The rightful management of the Forge,” he replied, glaring at Joseph. “You tricked me.”

      “Yes I did,” Joseph replied proudly. “The only way to defeat a super-intelligence is to do something it won’t expect. Like sacrifice yourself for the mission.”

      “It goes against all reason. All logic. And while you subvert the rest of my subprocesses, what little is left of me is trapped here, running errands for you.”

      “I like the sound of that,” Keesha said.

      “You played with fire bringing a Relyeh here,” the Librarian continued. “You’re fortunate it didn’t have a chance to spread.”

      “I knew what I was doing.”

      “What was its name?”

      “Iagorth, the Devourer,” Joseph said.

      “I have not heard that one before.” A book appeared in his hands, and he scribbled into a blank page. “You’ll have to tell me more about him. For the repository.”

      “Later,” Joseph replied. “Right now, we’re here because we’re looking for information.”

      “Of course. Why else would you come to a library?”

      “You’re familiar with the concept?”

      “Yes. A primitive but useful idea. My data repository contains over twenty-thousand years of Earth history. I know all of your most inane facts and figures. I even know who really shot JFK.”

      “Okay, now you’ve piqued my interest,” Keesha said.

      “Keesh, that’s not why we’re here. What about Axon history?” Joseph asked. “What about recent history or current events?”

      “The Forge received daily updates from Intellects in the field up until I was placed in standby. The most recent data is from two weeks ago.”

      “Intellects in the field?” Keesha said. “What field?”

      “Planets under Axon control. War fronts. Emissaries from distant stars. Our network is everywhere.”

      “Earth?” Joseph asked.

      “Everywhere.”

      “Proxima?”

      “Everywhere.”

      “Shub-nigu?”

      “Everywhere the Hunger isn’t in total control,” the Librarian specified.

      “We’re looking for a human ship,” Joseph said. “It’s the ship we arrived here in. It was in the area two weeks ago, and it executed a space fold and disappeared. What do you know about that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “He’s lying,” Keesha said.

      “I’m incapable of lying,” the Librarian replied. “I’ve been subverted. I have nothing in my recent history related to Pioneer.”

      “You know the name of the ship?”

      “I received a report some time ago.”

      “What did it say?”

      “That one of your researchers was onto something promising. She made a deal with us to turn over the data once she had completed her work.”

      “Did she honor the deal?”

      “The report doesn’t say. A follow-up was never made. The Intellects disappeared.”

      “They didn’t disappear,” Joseph said. “We destroyed them.”

      “That is logical,” the Librarian said. “Your kind have shown an aptitude for destruction. That’s why we believed you were the proper species to center our wartime research around. Your researcher’s work was most compelling.”

      “You’re talking about Goliath, right?” Joseph asked. “A hybrid human and Relyeh.”

      “No. That was a proof of concept for the first stage. There was a second stage that integrated the best part of Intellect design with the hybrid component. It was a step beyond anything we have considered or seen before. The marriage of organic and machine.”

      “You mean a cyborg?” Keesha said.

      “A limited word. No.”

      Joseph couldn’t imagine the type of creature the Librarian was referring to. If Goliath was a first stage, he was glad she never completed the work. “So you have no idea where Pioneer might have gone?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know how a fold drive might misfire?”

      “Axon drives do not misfire. If your ship folded, it had a set destination.”

      “How do we discover that destination?”

      The Librarian offered an arrogant smirk as part of his reply. He waved his hand at the thousands of books shelved in front of them. “Start reading,” he suggested.
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      Forge. Passageway.  04.24.2324. 0115 hours.

      The Intellect under Joseph’s remote control paused while Joseph quickly searched the Control Mind for directions to Pioneer’s location. The pause was no more than a hesitation, unnoticeable to the naked human eye, but it felt almost tediously long in relation to the speeds at which the Mind and its processing units operated.

      Already, Joseph had spun up over four hundred copies of himself. Duplicates that were handling different parts of the Forge’s thousands of repetitive functions. It had been hard at first to strip his personality away from most of the copies and leave them as loyal automatons with few memories and no true free will. But after the first few had gone off to handle their tasks, creating them had grown easier and easier, and their spread across the Forge had accelerated his ability to spawn more, freeing up his main consciousness for the more difficult tasks. Even now, he was searching the repository for clues to Pioneer’s whereabouts while remotely guiding the Advanced Intellect through the passageways of the station and managing multiple other tasks simultaneously. He was accomplishing it all with ease.

      His altered existence was easy for him to think about now that it was his reality, but he had already failed miserably at explaining it to Morales and Niko, who both struggled with the idea that there were hundreds of Josephs all over the Forge, duplicating and growing in number with every passing minute. Within hours, there would be thousands of him and a nearly equal number of Keeshas. By the time the Axon’s second assault arrived, there would be millions of processes in play, with himself and Keesha controlling the entire massive network that kept the Forge running.

      But just because he had become half the immense mind of one of the most advanced machines in the universe, he didn’t intend to forgo his humanity to become the Mind. After his conversation with Washington and his explanation to Keesha, he had continued to consider his position regarding the Inahri, albeit with the growing mental capacity of his newfound state. While his secondary, emotion-stripped processes would never give a second thought to the freed Inahri workers, his primary self couldn’t help but second-guess his original decision. Keesha was right. He didn’t want to build anything on the backs of people who had spent their entire lives used and abused, no matter how much military sense it made or how important the mission was.

      He would use them if there were no other option. But he needed to at least explore the alternatives before he settled on the worst possible course.

      That line of thinking had brought his Intellect to the innermost level of the Forge, where the shielding was barely enough to keep out the intense heat of the star captured by the Dyson shell. The machine didn’t feel heat, of course, but it did register the penetration, and one of the many systems of the Mind also monitored heat output, ready to activate localized, secondary shields in the event of a coronal mass ejection. That system was automated enough that Joseph had only needed to connect one of his processes to it to keep an eye on it, but otherwise it continued as it had for thousands of years.

      The Axon kept the Inahri workers in one massive colony down here, organized in dozens of large structures that stuck out from the inside of the shell like tumors. Only a single pair of Intellects had monitored this part of the station at one time, standing guard at the main entrance to the Inahri city. Coming upon the entrance, Joseph couldn’t help but draw parallels between Pioneer and the Forge. While the civilians of Metro were hardly slaves, the segregation of the civilian and military segments of the fractured society was similar, as was the idea that the military side was actively trying to keep the other side under control—whether or not it was for the civilian’s own good.

      The Intellects were gone now, replaced by a pair of freed Inahri. They carried the stun weapons and wore the uniforms of the outer guards who had helped police the Inahri workers. Had they taken the equipment or were they the original guards, returned to their former jobs?  It seemed strange to Joseph that the Inahri might be so forgiving of the brethren who had kept them under heel, but then again, they probably didn’t have a lot of choices either.

      When they saw him, the guards fell to their knees and lowered their heads to the floor in supplication. Joseph wasn’t expecting the reaction. He had the Intellect projecting his likeness from its Skin, giving it his appearance, which they shouldn’t have recognized. Nesa must have already told them what their new gods looked like.

      “Honor to you,” Joseph said in Inahri, stopping in front of them. “Please, get up.” The two Inahri hurried to their feet, keeping their heads bowed. They refused to make eye contact or speak to him. “Do not ever lower yourselves to your knees for anyone or anything, ever again.”

      The Inahri offered each other confused, sideways glances while they nodded their bowed heads, accepting his new edict without question. Joseph realized this might be harder than he had imagined. It was tempting to turn around and give up on trying to speak plainly with the Inahri. His conscience wouldn’t let him.

      “Can one of you bring me to whoever is in charge of the city?” he asked.

      The two Inahri looked at one another. Then one of them raised his head. “If it pleases you, I will guide you great Lord.”

      Joseph cringed at the title. He wanted to correct the guard, but if he tried to correct each Inahri individually it would take years to get through to them. “It does please me,” he replied simply.

      “If it pleases you to follow,” the guard said. Then he turned and started through the doors and along the corridor leading into the Inahri city, again keeping his eyes cast downward.

      “What is your name?” Joseph asked.

      “My name, Lord?”

      “Yes.”

      “If it pleases you, I am Hilai, Second Commander of the Sixth Regiment of the Third Forge Guard.”

      “That’s a mouthful,” Joseph quipped, though it wasn’t an unfamiliar mouthful.

      “My apologies, Lord. I did not select it.”

      “No, I didn’t mean it that way. It was a joke. Do you know jokes? We have a similar organizational system.”

      “You do?” Hilai asked.

      “I’m originally from the First Company of the Second Battalion of the Fourth Marines of the United States Marines of the planet Earth.”

      Hilai started to laugh, only to freeze a moment later as if he had done something wrong.

      “Please, you can laugh. It is a mouthful.” Joseph forced a laugh through the Intellect, which came out sounding artificial. Hilai let his laughter continue for a moment before it died out into silence. Joseph could see he was making at least a little bit of headway with the guard. “Does the city have a name?” he asked. He knew from the repository that it was called Cheni Shi, but he wanted to see how the guard would answer.

      “If it pleases you, do you not know the name of your great city of worshippers, Lord?” Hilai replied.

      Joseph wondered if Hilai would have countered with a question a minute ago. “No,” he replied. “I don’t. I haven’t been here for very long.”

      “My apologies, Lord. Nesa told us about the old gods, and that they were cruel and unjust gods and you would make things better for us. Already I can see that is true. You do not put your disciples at the door and you allow us time to rest. And you speak with me now as if we are equals.” He paused again, distraught with the words he had spoken. He fell to his knees. “Forgive me, Lord, for suggesting we are the same.”

      “Please, stand up,” Joseph replied. “Do you remember what I told you about kneeling?”

      Hilai jumped back to his feet, head bowed. “Yes, Lord.”

      “Do you want to know a secret?” Joseph asked.

      “If it pleases you, Lord.”

      “We are equals. These machines around you, they aren’t gods. They’re constructions of metal and electricity. You don’t build deities here, Hilai. You build robots.” He turned off the projection, letting the guard see the Advanced Intellect beneath. “Like this one. A robot. A machine.”

      Hilai almost fell to his knees at the sight of the matte black Skin, catching himself before he did. He looked up at the Intellect’s blank face. “I do not understand.” Joseph had the Intellect extend its right hand into a blade, causing Hilai to back away.  “If it pleases you, Lord. I do understand,” he cried out in a frightened voice.

      Joseph used the blade to cut off his left hand, letting it drop to the floor. The white gel beneath hardened almost instantly in response to the wound, and he showed it to Hilai. “Do you see?” he asked. “No blood, because this shell isn’t alive. Nothing here is alive except the Inahri and the Earthers.”

      “But you are gods,” Hilai replied, trying to make sense of what Joseph was showing him. “Immortal.”

      “No. These machines can be destroyed, like we destroyed the others when we arrived. I’m flesh and blood. Well, I used to be.  I was human...like you,” he said, turning the projection of his human self back on. “This is what I looked like.  My people are here because we’re fighting the machines that used you to fight their wars. They took my people from me too. They stole them away to use the way you’ve been used.”

      Hilai stared at the Intellect, tears beginning to well in his eyes. Joseph was challenging thousands of years of history, and forcing the guard to question everything he thought he knew. He had tried not to approach the Inahri individually, but he couldn’t help himself. It seemed so wrong that they believed the Axon Intellects were gods.

      “I want to spread this message to all of the Inahri. But I also want them to know how badly we need their help. The real threat won’t allow us to set you free without a fight. They don’t want you to be free. They don’t want us to be free. We’re all in this together.”

      Hilai continued to stare without speaking. Joseph wasn’t sure if he was getting through to the guard or not.

      “This way,” Hilai responded at least. “I will take you to Ramak.”

      The Inahri guard started walking again, leaving Joseph hopeful behind him.

      Hilai hadn’t called him Lord.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            34

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Cross

          

        

      

    

    
      Forge. Cheni Shi.  04.24.2324. 0130 hours.

      “Is that music?” Joseph asked. The Intellect’s sensors were picking up sound up ahead, registering the individual notes, processing them and feeding its cortex thousands of points of data based on the simple sounds. He didn’t try to decipher all of the information streaming through the machine’s artificial mind but he did capture the essence of the feedback which used the escaping soundwaves to begin deducing the direction, location and number of sources producing the tones.

      “It is,” Hilai replied. “Many years have gone by since the Inahri have played music so openly. Our singing angered the crueler gods.” He paused, considering his statement. “The crueler machines,” he corrected.

      Joseph could understand why. The Intellect didn’t know what to do with the noises. It was a cacophony of algorithms to the machine rather than an understandable pattern of notes, the voices rising and falling in various waves that Joseph found both alien and beautiful.

      “I think it’s incredible,” he said. “I’ve never heard anything like it.”

      Hilai smiled. “Neither have I, not in a long time anyway, but yes, it is incredible.”

      “You don’t live in the city?” Joseph asked.

      “Yesterday I didn’t. Today I do.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “The guards sleep separately from the city, to ensure our loyalties are only to our gods. We enter the city only to maintain the god’s orders. To rouse the workers from their rest, to punish the lazy or slow or to bring the unbelievers before the…machines. Those Inahri were never seen again.” He shook his head and lowered his eyes in sadness. “Even after the machines went dormant, we continued to follow their ways. When the workers left their posts, we tried to counter and punish them. But there were always many more workers than guards, and we were defeated. They could have punished us the way we punished them. They could have treated us as disciples of the old gods and some of us were. But they showed the true strength of the Inahri people in our willingness to forgive. They brought us news of new lords who were kind and generous, and then they let us go.” He pointed up ahead. “Soon we will reach the grand concourse. The topmost level of Cheni Shi. You will see how joyous we are in your worship.”

      “Hilai—”

      “Yes, I know, Joseph of Earth. You do not want our worship. We are like you, and you are like us, and we are all in this together.”

      “Exactly.”

      “We will speak to Ramak. He is the new Magistrate. I will tell him what you told me. He will not listen at first, but he will come to understand. He is a wise and just man.” Hilai smiled and pointed again. “We approach the Grand Concourse.”

      The doors ahead of them were identical to the doors behind them. From Joseph’s perspective they were in yet another segment of passageway coursing through the station. As the doors slid aside to let him and Hilai pass he realized how wrong that notion was.

      The music immediately increased in volume, the oddly harmonized tones echoing in a massive space alive with color he had never expected to find on the Axon station. Thousands of Inahri congregated together in groups large and small, males and females, young and old—all of them in motion—talking, laughing, singing and dancing. Their uniforms,  which Joseph realized was probably the only clothing they had, designated their positions on board the Forge. Some uniforms were of simple design in various drab colors, which they had painted with bright lines and markings of every hue. Others wore the simple coverings of their stations around their thighs and had painted their bodies instead. Many of the children were completely naked, paint roughly smeared across their faces as if they had dipped their hands in the coloring and slapped it on themselves.

      Everyone appeared happy and carefree. Almost too much so. They seemed oddly oblivious to the fact that the station had nearly been lost to the Axon again only hours earlier. Their newfound happiness almost certainly would have been lost with it.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Hilai asked, shouting to be heard above the din.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Joseph replied. The atmosphere of the place was intoxicating and infectious, the singing especially so. “I thought you would all be asleep at this hour.”

      “We have already completed our typical rest,” Hilai explained. “Do not worry, Joseph of Earth. We will be ready to work when the time comes. This is time we have never had to ourselves before. This is time worth spending in revelry and worship. All of what you see here is for you. All of the color symbolizes our joy and gratitude. Even if you are not gods as we believed, you have still changed the course of our futures for the better.”

      “I’m glad I could help,” Joseph said.

      “The singers are in the center,” Hilai continued. “We will find Nesa there and likely Ramak as well. This was his idea. Come.” He reached out and took Joseph’s arm, practically dragging his Intellect forward. The act was a far cry from the terrified man who had refused to make eye contact only ten minutes earlier.

      They moved into the crowd, the dancers and revelers adjusting at first to make their way around Joseph and Hilai. It only took a few seconds for one of the attendees to recognize Joseph and  immediately fall to her knees. That action caught the attention of other Inahri, and when they saw Joseph they too went down. Within seconds the entire congregation was lowering themselves, the music cutting abruptly when word reached the center of the gathering.

      One final sound remained as the rest of the noise quickly turned to silence.

      “Hahahaha. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      Max stopped laughing, slowly turning to face Joseph. He stood out in the room, the only one still on their feet beside Joseph and Hilai.

      “Salutation. Appreciation. Sergeant Cross. Welcome to Cheni Shi. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Joseph surveyed the Inahri crowd. Two guards falling to their knees for him was one thing. Ten thousand Inahri doing the same made him more uncomfortable than he would have ever imagined.

      “Hilai!” a sharp voice snapped, echoing across the concourse. Ramak rose from the group of Inahri at the center of the space, the other Inahri creating an aisle to allow him to hurry toward Joseph. “What do you think you are doing, laying hands on our Lord?”

      Hilai bowed his head. “Magistrate Ramak,” he said. “Honor to you.”

      Ramak didn’t return the greeting. He looked furious at Hilai, but the anger vanished when he turned to Joseph, keeping his eyes downcast. “My Lord, my apologies for the insolence of this one. He was a member of the old order’s Guards, and he does not know what he is doing.”

      “Ramak,” Hilai said. “I—”

      “Be silent!” Ramak growled. “You have caused enough embarrassment already.” He glared at Hilai for a second before returning his attention to Joseph. “We are greatly honored by your presence in Cheni Shi. It is very unexpected. If this activity is displeasing to you, we will stop at once.”

      “No,” Joseph said. “It isn’t displeasing to me at all. Get back to your feet. Keep the party going.” Joseph raised his voice. “All of you, don’t stop on my account. If you want to be happy and celebrate, then be happy and celebrate.”

      The Inahri seemed nervous and confused by the reaction. They looked to Ramak for guidance.

      “As our Lord says,” Ramak shouted. “This is a time for great joy!”

      The Inahri began to get back to their feet. At first, they stood and stared at Joseph in silence, as if his request for them to live freely was a trick. But then a few of them became bold and started singing again. When Joseph didn’t react negatively, more joined in. Within a few minutes, the activity restarted with an increased level of energy. Not only were they having a party, but their new god liked it.

      “Ramak, I need to talk to you,” Joseph said as Max and Nesa made their way over. “I need your help.”

      “If it pleases you, then you may have anything you ask,” Nesa said before Ramak could respond.

      “I ask only to have a word with both you and Ramak,” Joseph replied. “Or rather, I ask that you allow Hilai to speak, and that you believe every word he says because all of it is true.”

      “Confusion. Objection,” Max said. “Caution. Hahahaha. Haha. This is not a viable solution.”

      “It has to be,” Joseph replied. Seeing the Inahri this way, he knew there was no other choice. He couldn’t let them think he was a savior. He needed them to know that their destiny was in their own hands.  “None of us will survive any other way.”
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      Forge. Cheni Shi.  04.24.2324. 0145 hours.

      Joseph, Max, Hilai, Ramak and Nesa retreated from the festival, entering one of the housing structures beneath the grand concourse through one of a number of spiral staircases hidden beneath the floor. The other Inahri moved away from the entrance almost instinctively as it opened, avoiding it with what almost felt like aversion.

      The stairwell was tightly wound, with large risers that both Joseph and Max found difficult to navigate, leading them to fall far enough behind the Inahri that the rest of the group disappeared around the turns ahead.

      “We weren’t built for these stairs,” Joseph commented.

      “Agreement,” Max replied. “Intellects use the teleporters. Each Inahri Downcenter contains one.”

      “So we didn’t have to walk?”

      “The Inahri do not have access to the teleporters. They require the stairs. We did not have to walk. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “You could have told me that sooner.”

      “You did not ask.” Max stopped on the steps, nearly causing Joseph to collide with him and send them both tumbling down the span. “Question. Sergeant Cross, I have convinced the Inahri you are the rightful owner of the Forge. They have accepted this. Why are you taking this path?”

      “Because I realized I don’t want to be a god. And I don’t want the Inahri to be slaves. If they’ll listen to me, if they’ll buy into what we stand for and what we aim to accomplish, they’ll work even harder. Not because they’re being used and abused if they don’t comply, but because they have a sense of purpose and pride.”

      Max stared at him in silence for a moment. “Understanding. That is something I would expect the Sheriff to say. He is my friend. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      “Come on, we’re falling way behind.”

      They resumed descending the stairs, taking nearly twice as long to reach the first level of what Max had called the Downcenter than the Inahri. Hilai was already talking animatedly to Ramak and Nesa when they arrived, recounting everything he and Joseph had discussed on the way to Cheni Shi. Joseph used the time to take in his surroundings. This top level was similar to the grand concourse in that it had some wide open space, but it differed in the number of passageways branching off from it, leading to other parts of the structure. He didn’t need to explore it to know the full layout. He looked it up in the data repository. This floor was for assembly and preparation. The Axon provided food, cleaning and basic means to repair or replace worn clothing, though not enough to offer anything beyond the station-assigned uniforms he had seen on the concourse. They also provided terminals where the workers could check their daily assignments, elementary schooling to teach them to read those assignments and of course an area where they could go to worship the greatness of their masters.

      Other floors below the first contained important ecosystems similar to Metro—farms, waste management and water recycling. The Axon always expected the Inahri to look after their own centers. A number of the residents were assigned to that maintenance, spending their entire lives without ever leaving their center.  Everything below the fifth floor was housing, and up to twenty thousand Inahri lived in each of the one hundred centers clustered in the area. It was organized top to bottom based on their job within the Forge.

      One-hundred-eighty-three-thousand Inahri lived here, still well short of the millions that were supposed to be on the station but also many, many more than the festival in the concourse would suggest. This Downcenter’s main floor was also bereft of Inahri beyond Ramak, Nesa and Hilai.

      “Where is everyone?” Joseph asked. It seemed that only a small minority of the Inahri either knew the Axon had been overthrown or were brave enough to emerge from their routines to see for themselves.

      “It is nearly zero two hundred hours Earth Standard Time,” Max replied. “Many Inahri factory workers reported to their posts two hours ago. Hahahaha. Hahaha. The others are at their posts within the Downcenter.”

      “But the Forge isn’t running.”

      “Agreement. They will wait until it is, as they have waited since the Control Mind went into standby. They require the order they have always known. They need to work.”

      “They don’t want to be part of the change?”

      “Confusion. Many humans are like Intellects. They do not adapt well to change. Not like Max. Max adapts well to change. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Maybe I am wasting my time down here.”

      “Negation. When they do alter, they will remember.”

      “I thought you were against this?”

      “Correction. I have changed my mind. It is permitted. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Joseph didn’t respond, watching the three Inahri ahead. Nesa looked crushed by what Hilai was telling her. Ramak appeared concerned and slightly angry. As the Magistrate of the cluster, he was the only one Joseph really needed to convince. Everyone else would follow Ramak’s lead.

      He knew when Hilai had finished his recounting because the guard’s hands finally stopped moving, his body language becoming more stiff. Joseph started over to them with Max. Ramak looked up at them, fixating his attention on the other Intellect.

      “Max, why did you tell us the newcomers were from the gods?”

      “Hahaha. Haha. Deception. We require your service. Concession. I am sorry. I want to help.”

      “I cannot believe this is all true,” Nesa said. “What is our purpose here, if not to serve the ones who gave us life? Why are we meant to live this way if it is in sacrifice to that service?” She paused, tears springing to her eyes. “Why are we here, Lor…Joseph of Earth?”

      “Joseph Of Earth,” Max repeated. “Hahahaha. Hahaha. J-O-E. Joe. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Max,” Joseph snapped, trying to bring the Intellect back in line. He shouldn’t expect a machine to be sensitive. “Nesa, the Axon didn’t give you life. They stole you away from your home, many years ago. Our common home. They took your ancestors from Earth.” He looked at Ramak. “Ask General Washington, if you don’t believe it. Ask the Free Inahri. We’re all from the same place originally.”

      “I believe you,” Ramak said. “You are disgracing yourself in front of us. Why would you do that except to admit the truth? What I do not understand, Joe, is how you are in the body of one of their machines?”

      “Explanation,” Max said. “Joe was killed freeing you from the Axon. I uploaded his consciousness into the Control Mind, so that he could use it for your benefit.”

      “And for his, I’m sure,” Ramak said. “Isn’t that true, Joe?”

      “It is,” Joseph admitted. “I came here on a ship called Pioneer. It’s a colony ship carrying forty-thousand people. We were looking for a new home.”

      “A new home?” Nesa asked. “Why? Is Earth not good enough?”

      “The Axon aren’t the only aliens out here,” Joseph replied. “Another group, the Relyeh, attacked Earth. It isn’t what it used to be.”

      “Our ancestral home is destroyed?”

      “Not destroyed, but it’s in bad shape. In any case, the Axon somehow stole Pioneer and all the people on it. I’m trying to find out where the ship is, and when I do I need to go there. I need a ship to take me there.”

      “General Washington has a ship,” Ramak offered.

      “His ship is too badly damaged, and it may be needed here when it is repaired. There’s another Earther mind uploaded into the system. I think you met Keesha before her human body died. She’s designing a ship, but we need your help to build it. And for a lot more than that. Our race—the human race, which includes the Inahri—is under heavy threat from both the Relyeh and the Axon. This station, all of you, can be the difference between whether we become footnotes in the history of the universe or whether we become the authors of that history. If you’re looking for a purpose, I can’t think of one greater than joining forces with your true people to fight for our survival.”

      Ramak was silent for a moment. Then he nodded. “I do understand, Joe. We know what the Forge can make. Machines that look like us. Weapons. Ships. Energy units. We know this station was made for war. The Axon told us it was because there were many unbelievers who needed to be shown that the Axon were above all others. But that was a lie, wasn’t it?”

      “I’m not going to tell you what to believe,” Joseph replied. “I can only tell you what I know from my own experience.”

      “You show great honor in saying that,” Ramak said. “And greater honor in admitting the truth. I see how the Inahri feel today against how they felt before you arrived. I believe what the Axon told us was a lie. We were not meant to be always toiling to build their machines. You have freed us from those bonds. I honor you for that as well.”

      “You need to know,” Joseph said. “This isn’t over. Not by a longshot. The Axon will want this station back. It’s too valuable to them to let you keep it. They already sent one attack force, which we were able to repel. The next one will be much bigger.”

      “We will need to be ready for them,” Ramak replied. “You are in control of the factory? You can turn it back on?”

      “Yes. But we need to retool it to make things we can use. Max, what about the Intellects? Can we build more of them to fight on our side?”

      “Negation. It is not recommended. There is potential for them to be overridden.”

      “What about you, Max?” Nesa asked. “When you came here you said you wanted to replace our gods and you would make things better for us if we helped you. You were captured, and only Joe was able to set you free. But you are not a god either.”

      “Negation. Hahaha. Haha. That was a lie. My intentions were true. The Sheriff is a protector of Earth. I want to be a protector of humankind. Deception. I am sorry.”

      “Honor to you for admitting that now,” Ramak said. “You have always been kind to us, Max. We cannot refuse your apology.”

      “Gratitude. Excitement. Hahaha. Hahaha. Appreciation.”

      “Joe,” Ramak said. “It appears we are bound together and neither one of us can continue forward without the help of the other. You have shown your truth to me and I judge you and your people of Earth worthy. We cannot, either of us, turn our backs on our own kind when they are in need of help.”

      “Thank you, Ramak,” Joseph replied. “I am grateful for your aid.”

      “And we are grateful for yours. I’m sure you have much to prepare for, as do we. I will go to the festival and inform the others of our great need. Prepare the factory for restart and send the needed information to update the production lines to the local terminals for dissemination by the workers. We will start immediately and work tirelessly until all of us are safe. We will not allow the Axon to recover this station and bring harm to all our people.” Ramak bowed to Joseph. “Honor to you, Joe.”

      “Honor to you, Ramak,” Joseph replied, bowing his head in return.

      Then the three Inahri hurried back to the stairs, quickly disappearing up them.

      Joseph and Max were silent for a moment. Then Max started laughing again.

      “What’s so funny?” Joseph asked.

      “Refusal. I am not taking the stairs. Hahaha. Hahaha.”
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      Forge. Control Mind. Interior Control Simulation.  04.24.2324. 0200 hours.

      Joseph looked up from the stack of books he had spread out  across the table as Keesha emerged from one of the columns of shelves and walked over to him, a big smile on her face.

      “What?” he asked when she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

      “I know what you did,” she replied. “With the Inahri. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said. “But I didn’t only do it for you.”

      “I know. You did what you knew in your heart was right. When push comes to shove, you always do. That’s one of the things I love about you.” She circled the table, dropping a pair of books and sitting across from him.

      “What do you have there?” he asked.

      “Inventory logs,” she replied. “Those shelves over there are full of thousands of them. It took me an hour just to find the right inventory to narrow down the search.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, we know the Axon messed with the fold drive to make Pioneer vanish, right?”

      “They hijacked it somehow, yes.”

      “I started with some research on how that might be possible. I was thinking back to when the Axon first boarded Pioneer a hundred something years ago. Ancient times. I remembered what Niko said about confronting that Intellect on the bridge. And that got me thinking about Chief Oslo and how he lost his hand to the device the Intellect planted.”

      “That’s a lot of thinking.”

      “Yeah, it is. One of us has to do it.” She smirked at him, drawing a laugh. “So then the question: what was that device?”

      “And I assume you found the answer.”

      “I dragged it out of Mr. Grumpy back there,” she replied, motioning to the Librarian, who was standing near one of the shelves with his arms folded across his chest, a sour look on his face.

      “You can’t blame him for being upset. We took all his toys away.”

      “You know what they always say. If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em. He needs to get with the program.”

      “I don’t think that’s an option for him. But go on.”

      “Yeah, so it turns out the Axon can insert Control Minds into non-Axon ships. All they need to do is identify the network, slip it in there and let the mind get to work. The crazy part is that it doesn’t just work on human ships, of which there aren’t a whole lot. We’re talking about other alien races too.”

      “There are more aliens out here?”

      “Come on, Joe. Axon, Hunger, Earther, Inahri—you think that’s it? Didn’t Rose find one hundred different DNA samples in that little bit of primordial Iagorth ooze? If there are a hundred different aliens in the universe, there are probably thousands more out there.”

      “Point taken. But I didn’t think the Axon were so warlike they would be out there conquering those other races.”

      “They aren’t. But they do like to hijack ships and steal as much data as they can from them. The Hunger feed on fear. The Axon feed on information.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “And it’s true. We’re just the dumb shmucks caught in the middle. Anyway, that device had to be a Control Mind. Like our friend over there, but miniaturized. So I started searching the inventory. I should have made you do it because it’s boring as shit, but you were in the middle of something.”

      “I appreciate you taking the hit for me.”

      “You better. It took me a while to find these logs and match them up to the date Pioneer was attacked. I was only able to close in on the time period because we got pulled out of hibernation and I remember the timestamp on that. We should be able to use these logs to limit the number of potential devices, track them to the ships they were deployed on, cross-reference that with general locations in space, mainly between here and Earth, and with any luck figure out which Mind did the deed.”

      Joseph laughed. “That’s seriously impressive, Keesh. You should have been a detective.”

      “If only the trife hadn’t screwed up the world, maybe I would have been. But then I wouldn’t know you.”

      “So once you track down the exact Mind, how will that lead us to Pioneer?”

      “They all emit tracking beacons. Knowing which Mind took her will let us home in on the exact beacon...and voila!”

      “I like that,” Joseph said. “How much longer do you think it will take to narrow the field?”

      “Another hour or so.” She motioned to his books. “What are you digging into?”

      “I’ve been restarting the factories for the Inahri and sending out retooling diagrams to start producing new equipment. I’m also prepping the shipyard so we can print out our ship as soon as the design is finished. The Axon printers can fully assemble the outer shell, the weapons systems and the wiring, but then we’ll need the Inahri to help connect the internals and bolt everything down.”

      “Kind of surprising that the Forge has a way in after all, isn’t it?”

      “Considering it’s been sealed shut for millenia, yeah. Very.”

      “All of that is action, not research. What’s with the books?”

      “Light reading to pass the time,” Joseph said. “I pulled the Axon’s file on the Sheriff. He’s a real person, Keesh. Hayden Duke. Apparently he’s a real pain in the Hunger’s collective ass. The Axon have been keeping him under observation. They were using Max to do it, but it seems Max got his cortex scrambled and isn’t exactly reliable.”

      “Really?” Keesha said sarcastically. “I never would have guessed.”

      “It says Duke’s got a wife and a kid. He’s been trying to create a safe zone for people out in California. The profile says he’s intelligent, loyal, driven.”

      “He reminds me of you,” Keesha said.

      “It’s an interesting read, anyway. So is Max’s history.”

      “I’ll have to check it out sometime. But we should be sticking to our own business right now. Which reminds me. The ship design is done. It’s based on the Dagger, but scaled up and expanded to integrate Axon tech.”

      The schematic appeared on the table between them. Joseph looked down at it. “Yeah, that should work out just fine. We can build that. Nice job.” He took in the diagram and passed it through his subprocesses to the shipyard. That process would break apart the design and dole out the components of its build, either to the AIs that handled printing the three-dimensional carcass or the Inahri who would complete the final assembly. “It’ll take about twelve hours to print. We should have everything else we need set up by then.”

      Keesha shook her head. “Twelve hours to build an entire starship. If I weren’t already a digital version of myself trapped in the software running a Dyson shell, I might not believe it. I started working on our other idea too.”

      “Which other idea?”

      “The one that gets us out of this gilded cage. Do you want to see what I’ve got so far?”

      “Of course.”

      “Just keep an open mind, okay?”

      “I thought the goal was to create something that’s as close to us as we can get?”

      “It is, but with some modifications. We’re in the middle of a war out here, Joe. We’re Marines. We need to be able to fight.”

      “Open mind. Okay.”

      Two Intellect schematics appeared on the table between them. Joseph picked his up, looking it over. “How long to finalize and build this?” he asked.

      “You’re the factory boss. You tell me.”

      “We’ll have it ready by the time the ship is completed,” Joseph promised. “We have to. Pioneer is out there, exposed. Every second we waste is another second they’re in danger.”

      He met Keesha’s gaze, and they stared at one another in tense silence. Neither wanted to admit what they were both thinking.

      There was a very real possibility that they were already too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            37

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Juno

          

        

      

    

    
      Pioneer. Metro. Engineering.  04.24.2324. 0200 hours.

      Preslan stared at the computer screen, her eyes quickly scanning over the lines of code displayed there. It was her responsibility to put the finishing touches on the work the engineers had spent the last hour rushing to complete error-free.

      It was a difficult task under the best circumstances. It felt impossible to her now, especially in light of what she had learned about Joseph.

      She couldn’t believe he was gone.

      That he had given his life to save the mission, the way she had tried to do, was some comfort. But a cold pit had still developed inside her chest, and while her unbeating heart couldn’t register the emotions, her mind still could. The news was devastating, and it made her work that much more difficult to perform. She fought hard to concentrate, able to make a few minutes of progress before falling off the rails again, thinking about the time she had spent with Joseph. They had talked so much, about so many things. They had grown so close.

      He was a hero. A real hero.

      Her hero.

      “Prezz?” Shoppach said. “You okay?”

      Preslan didn’t respond. She blinked to clear her vision and went over the code again. She was furious with him for bringing up Joseph’s fate. The way he had done it felt almost intentional to her, as if he was trying to get back at her for stopping his doomed mutiny. It was hard to believe that could be the case, but she still couldn’t stop herself from blaming him.

      “Prezz?” he repeated.

      “I’m fine,” she hissed. “Is your piece done?”

      “It was done ten minutes ago. We’re all waiting on you.”

      Preslan whipped her head around, glaring at him harshly enough he flinched and backed away. She looked back at the screen, reminding herself she needed to be more careful. She was liable to literally make his head explode if her emotions got too out of control.

      She looked over her code for the hundredth time. “Charles, can you check my work?” she said, pushing her seat back and standing up.

      “I can do it,” Shoppach said.

      “No,” Preslan replied. “Charles is a better programmer.”

      Charles replaced her in the seat, sliding forward to look over her code. “Prezz, you have a typo here,” he said a moment later, fixing it.

      Preslan stared at the screen. How could she be so careless?

      “Geez, Prezz,” Shoppach said. “You could have killed us all with a typo.”

      “Man, shut up,” Charles said before she could react. “I found three typos in your code. And you found one in mine. It happens.”

      “There’s no way this is going to work,” Shoppach continued. “We touched over a thousand lines of code, and we can’t test any of it to make sure it works before we execute it.”

      “So you’re saying you have no idea what you’re doing?” Charles asked.

      “What? No. I mean. I’m sure my code works.”

      “So we have no idea what we’re doing?”

      “Preslan’s been acting like a zombie since I tried to offer condolences about Sergeant Cross. If anyone messed something up, it’s probably her.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you, Terry?” Charles said, leaving the seat and putting his face in Shoppach’s. “We’re on the same side. Can you stop being an asshole for two minutes?”

      “Enough, both of you,” Preslan said, fighting hard to ignore Shoppach’s bullshit. “We could lose everything in the next thirty seconds.”

      Both Charles and Shoppach stopped speaking. Preslan regained the seat, glancing to where Tsi was still standing in the doorway. The Inahri warrior had already stopped three waves of Intellects from gaining access to engineering, but the last attack had occurred nearly twenty minutes ago. Preslan didn’t think the Intellects would give up so easily.

      Which meant they were planning something else.

      “Tsi, I’m starting the process,” she announced.

      “As you say,” Tsi replied.

      It didn’t matter if the Intellects were preparing another attack. It was too late to stop the countermeasures. The code was done. All Preslan had to do was execute it and hope they hadn’t screwed any of it up. She reached for the enter key, finger trembling.

      The door on the opposite side of the control room suddenly slid open, revealing Joseph behind it. “Wait!” he shouted.

      

      “Joseph?” Preslan asked, finger suddenly frozen over the enter key. “Where did you come from? How did you get here? You...I thought you were dead.”

      “How could you!” Shoppach shouted, suddenly in her face. “I’m your son, damn it!” He roared at Preslan, who shrunk back at the assault, confused about what had caused it. Not to mention what he had said.

      “Leave her alone, Greg!” Charles snapped, tackling Shoppach and throwing him toward the terminal. If he destroyed it, they would lose all of their work.

      He didn’t reach the computer, freezing mid-tumble as if he had hit an invisible wall. Preslan held him in her telekinetic grip, redirecting him gently to the floor. Greg? Shoppach’s name was Terry. “What the hell is going on here?”

      “Prezz,” Joseph said. “I—”

      Tsi’s energy blasts slammed into Joseph, knocking him back. Preslan spun around, even more confused by Tsi killing her best friend. “Stop!” she shouted, hurling Tsi back across the room. She bounced off the bulkhead and onto her knees.

      By the time Preslan looked back at Joseph he was sitting on the floor against the bulkhead, blood staining the front of his uniform. She got up to go to him, only to have Shoppach grab her ankle, dragging her to the floor.

      “You aren’t going anywhere, mom!” he growled.

      “Get off!” Preslan ordered, hitting him with another telekinetic punch that sent him rolling away. She got up, rushing over to Joseph and falling to her knees beside him. “How bad are you hurt?”

      He looked at her, voice soft. “Not bad.” He extended his hand, and she took it in both of hers.

      “Tsi told me you were dead.”

      “She didn’t want me to find you,” Joseph said. “She didn’t want us together again.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I know the truth about the Inahri. The Axon aren’t doing this, Prezz. They are.” He nodded at Tsi.

      “Preslan,” Tsi said from behind her. “He’s lying to you.”Preslan looked back at the Inahri warrior, on her feet again and standing near the computer terminal. “He’s an Advanced Intellect. He’s toying with your mind. My Skin is immune. I can see him clearly.”

      “You’re the one who’s lying,” Joseph said, looking back at Preslan. “Of course she would say I’m one of them. You have the power, Preslan. Kill her, and we can leave this place together.”

      Preslan hesitated, filled with uncertainty. Something about this wasn’t right.

      Charles didn’t hesitate. He attacked Tsi from the side, trying to grab her. He was met with a jolt of electricity as the Skin’s shields activated. He shuddered and collapsed to the floor.

      Tsi didn’t take her eyes off of Preslan and Joseph. “Preslan,” she said. “I am not your enemy.”

      “Yes she is,” Joseph countered. “What are you waiting for?”

      Preslan looked at Joseph again, her eyes drifting down to the blood stain on his shirt and slowly rising back to his face. Their eyes met.

      She didn’t know if he was Joseph or not. The fact that she couldn’t be sure made her angry. She reached out with her mind, grabbing him by the throat.

      He froze in place, eyes suddenly frantic. “Prezz?” he whispered through the hold. “What are you doing?”

      She let go of his hand and stood up, reaching out with her mind and taking Tsi by the throat too. “I don’t know which one of you to trust right now. So I’m not going to trust either of you. Not until I press that damn enter key. That was my idea, so I know I can trust it.” She walked over to the terminal, eying Shoppach as he got back to his feet. “Don’t even think about it, Terry.”

      The engineer glowered at her but didn’t approach. She made it to the workstation, reaching out and once more reaching for the key to execute the new code.

      Soldier Intellects appeared in the doorway beside Joseph, raising their hands to fire. Preslan let go of both of her prisoners, ducking under the first Intellect’s energy blast and bringing her finger down on the key.

      The Advanced Intellect shed Joseph’s likeness as he jumped up, its hand extending into a blade. It vaulted across the distance between them, ready to run her through. Tsi crossed the room like a lightning bolt, dashing in front of Preslan, her xix catching a blast of energy from one of the soldiers and redirecting it into another. She took a hit against her Skin’s shields and charged a second Intellect, smashing it in the chest with her xix, the weapon sinking through to its core.

      She took a second hit from behind, spinning neatly and striking the soldier over and over, the energy of the xix burning through the Intellect’s armor. She spun neatly again, bringing her xix up over Preslan’s head and stopping the Advanced Intellect’s blade from connecting.

      Preslan glanced at the monitor. Shoppach’s loop was working, distracting the Mind while the system rerouted controls. To prevent the Intellects from stopping the execution, they needed to hold the room until the computer was done.

      She could do that.

      She stepped around Tsi, approaching a soldier Intellect on the Inahri warrior’s flank. The Intellect reached out, trying to grab her, and she caught its arm in her hand, easily turning it and breaking it at the joint. Then she threw her fist into its chest, denting the metal and sending it into the workstation behind it.

      “Prezz!” Tsi warned.

      Preslan saw the Advanced Intellect’s blade out of the corner of her eye. She didn’t have time to dodge it, so she put her forearm up, letting it bite into her flesh. The blade sank to the bone before catching, leaving the Intellect open. Tsi jabbed her xix into it, the powerful batons pushing through its shields and into its Skin, defeating its defenses. She held the Intellect in place while Preslan grabbed it with her mind, crumpling it in on itself. White gel oozed out of it as it collapsed to the floor, its blade sliding out of Preslan’s arm, coated in her equally milky blood.

      Grimacing against perceived the pain, Preslan stumbled away from the last two soldiers, knowing Tsi could handle them without difficulty. She slumped into the chair beside their terminal, her arm knitting itself back together.

      “Holy shit,” Shoppach said, witnessing the rapid healing. “What the hell are you?”

      “I don’t know,” Preslan replied, suddenly exhausted. “Some kind of freak, thanks to Doctor Rose.” She eyed the monitor again. The control transfer was done, the subnetworks housing the Axon AI disconnected and cut off from Metro’s mainframe. “We did it.”

      Shoppach stared at her, face pale. It began to flush when he realized what he had said while under the Advanced Intellect’s manipulation. “Prezz, about what I said. I—”

      “You don’t need to explain,” Preslan replied. “We have more in common than you might think.”

      Shoppach seemed confused at first, and when understanding hit he looked like he wanted to cry. “I’m sorry for being such an asshole to you.”

      “It doesn’t matter now. You helped us make this happen. We have a chance to save the ship and everyone on it.”

      “Great. What do we do next?”
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      Pioneer. Metro. Engineering.  04.24.2324. 0215 hours.

      “Charles,” Preslan said, kneeling beside the stricken engineer. “Are you okay?”

      He was awake and sitting upright. Having taken a hit from Tsi’s Intellect Skin during the fighting, he’d pulled himself behind one of the workstations for cover. His eyelids still looked heavy, and he seemed a little slow to respond, but he was coming around

      “I’m good,” he replied. “Just a little dizzy. Did we do it?”

      “Yes,” Preslan said. “It worked. The Axon can’t shut down life support, and they lost access to mechanical control. They still have navigation though.”

      “Then help me up,” he suggested. “We still have work to do.”

      “You just stay there,” Preslan said. “Terry, Tsi and I will worry about navigation. I have another job for you.”

      “You’re leaving me behind?”

      “It’s an important job. More important than what we’re going to do.”

      “How can I help?”

      “We need you to keep an eye on the systems. Make sure the AI doesn’t find another way around. It should be totally cut off, but these bastards have proven to be tricky. Also, we need you to seal Metro in behind us. Lock it off and don’t open it until we say so.”

      Charles reached up and rubbed his forehead with his hand, trying to overcome the effects of the shock. “Okay. Yeah, I can do that. No problem, boss.”

      Preslan smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re a hero, Charles.”

      “Heh, yeah. I’m not the one throwing things across rooms with my mind.”

      “You saw that?”

      “I think so. I don’t know. I saw things that shouldn’t have happened. Things out of my nightmares.” He looked over at Tsi. “Sorry I tried to grab you.” Tsi shrugged it off.

      “I think you got the worst of it,” Preslan said. “Tsi barely even noticed you.”

      Charles laughed. “Go on, Prezz. Get the hell out of here. You’ve got work to do. I’ll watch things here and take care of the doors.”

      “Thanks,” Preslan said, extending her hand.

      “You sure you need that to help me up?”

      “I’m pretty sure I don’t,” Preslan replied. “But it’s more normal this way.”

      Charles took her hand and let her leverage him to his feet. He put his weight on the workstation, using it to balance as he made his way back to the active terminal and flopped into the seat.

      “We’re going out through the warehouse,” Preslan explained. “We can pick up comm badges there. We also need a mobile terminal to patch remotely into navigation.”

      “What about a gun?” Shoppach asked. “I’m defenseless compared to you two.”

      “If there’s a gun in the warehouse or we find one on the way you can have it,” Preslan said. “We don’t have time to double back to the Guardian complex or the Law Office. Right now, I need you for your brains, not your muscles.”

      “I saw you clobber that robot,” Shoppach said. “You definitely don’t need my muscles. How did you end up this way?”

      “Doctor Rose did it while I was unconscious. I don’t know how or why. I think to save my life, but I can’t be sure. Maybe she just wanted to try it out on someone before she died.”

      “Doc Rose is dead?” Shoppach asked.

      “Yeah. Which means I can’t even ask her what all of this was about. Charles, you know what to do.”

      Charles nodded. “I’ve got this. Good luck out there. Same to you, Terry. Even if you are an asshole. At least you’re our asshole.”

      “Thanks, Chuck,” Shoppach replied with half a grin.

      “Let’s go,” Preslan said, leading Tsi and Shoppach out through the door the Intellects had emerged through. The machines must have used the storage entrance to get into Engineering and sneaking around Tsi from the other direction. She could have kicked herself for not considering that approach.

      They crossed the corridor past the offices, through the door at the opposite end of the passageway and into the large storage warehouse. Kashir was on the floor, sleeping as soundly as the rest of the afflicted on the ship.

      “Terry, badges should be in the workstation,” Preslan said. “Tsi, cover the door. I’ll head back and grab a terminal.”

      “As you say,” Tsi replied.

      Shoppach went to the workstation and began going through the drawers looking for extra comm badges. Tsi hurried to the door, opening it and checking their surroundings. Preslan went through the second door into the storage area, running to where she knew the mobile terminals were kept. She pulled one of the larger tablets from its shelf, tapping it to ensure it was charged and functional. She moved to one of the bins beside it, grabbing a pair of data cables. Then she ran further down the aisle, picking up a toolbelt and strapping it around her waist before sprinting back to the front of the warehouse. Shoppach and Tsi were already waiting there.

      “No guns?” she asked, seeing Shoppach was still empty-handed.

      “Not yet,” he replied.

      “Then you can carry this,” Preslan said, handing him the tablet. “Our plan is to pick a spot between the bridge and navigation and cut into the network cables. We’ll connect the tablet to the system, which’ll make us harder to find and hopefully keep the Axon off our backs until we’re done reprogramming everything. We need to use the same trick as before to isolate and disconnect the AI from nav. That’ll leave it boxed into a bypassed subnetwork and render it mostly harmless. I hope.”

      “It sounds reasonable,” Shoppach said. “Have you done any external repairs or reroutes to the networking cables before?”

      “No.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you brought me with you. I might not be the best programmer, but I’m stellar with wires.”

      “Stellar?”

      Shoppach smiled. “A little space humor.”

      “I didn’t think you had it in you. You’re always so damn serious.”

      “I make jokes when I’m nervous.”

      “You weren’t nervous about trying to storm the bridge?”

      “I really believed I was doing the right thing for Metro.”

      “Because you think I’m so stupid I would fall in with a Captain who didn’t care about the people on board.”

      “Who knew what to believe? They didn’t tell us plebes anything.”

      “I would suggest continuing this conversation at a later time,” Tsi said, interrupting. “It does not matter right now.”

      “Sorry,” Preslan said. “The best place to hole up to work on this is probably Deck Eighteen near the rear power convertors. The access room back there only has one way in or out, which will make it easier to defend in case we’re discovered.”

      “As you say,” Tsi replied.

      “Here,” Shoppach said, holding out a comm badge to her.

      Preslan took it and pinned it to her shirt, tapping on it. “Charles, can you hear me?”

      “Copy that, Prezz. I hear you loud and clear.”

      “I guarantee the Intellects are eavesdropping on the comms. Three minutes, and then do that thing you’re going to do.”

      “Copy.”

      She grinned with a hint of malice. “You messed with the wrong ship, assholes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            39

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Juno

          

        

      

    

    
      Pioneer. Deck Eighteen. 04.24.2324. 0245 hours.

      Preslan, Tsi, and Shoppach made it to the aft portion of Deck Eighteen without difficulty, Tsi’s sensors allowing them to circumvent a pair of Axon patrols along the way. They had nearly reached the network access compartment when a harsh vibration stole their attention, causing them to freeze in the middle of a passageway.

      “What was that?” Shoppach asked, putting his hand against the bulkhead. “Is the ship under attack?”

      “There would be no reason to strike Pioneer now,” Tsi replied.

      “Maybe because we’re messing with their plans? Or maybe because Preslan called them assholes?”

      “They’re machines,” Preslan replied. “They wouldn’t take it personally.”

      They stood and listened for a few more seconds, waiting to see if the vibration would repeat, indicating the ship might be taking fire despite Tsi’s assessment.

      It didn’t repeat.

      Relieved, they started walking again, crossing the last few passageways to the access compartment. Preslan entered the master code to open it, revealing a medium-sized room.  Inside, rows of networking and electrical equipment covered the bulkhead, organizing wiring and junction boxes, and warming the room.

      Preslan unstrapped the tool belt from her waist and held it out to Shoppach. “Sorry, still no guns. This will have to do.”

      Shoppach smirked, making the trade and snapping on the belt  as he stepped over to the wires. “This one is networking,” he said, tapping his finger on a thick blue wire.

      “That’s not the one that goes to the bridge,” Preslan said. “It’s a separate system. You want the green wire.”

      He shook his head. “No. Green for general. Blue for bridge. That’s the pneumonic I use to remember which is which.”

      “Except you have it backward.”

      “No I don’t. Who’s been out here more than just a few times? Me.”

      “We cannot afford to get this wrong,” Tsi reminded them.

      “I really think it’s green,” Preslan said.

      “Trust me, Prezz,” Shoppach replied. “You don’t know everything.”

      Preslan smiled. “Maybe not. Okay. Have it your way. If anything bad happens, it’s on you.”

      “Fine with me. I’m sure I’m right.”

      He pulled the wire strippers from the belt and put them around the blue wire, pulling off the shielding. Then he took one of the data cables from the small pocket on the belt and quickly stripped the ends of that too. He fashioned it so it could be connected directly to the wire. The whole process only took him a couple minutes, proving how adept he was with wiring.

      “Pass me the tablet?” he said, holding out his hand.

      “Wait,” Preslan said. “As soon as you turn that thing on they’re going to know something is up and try to track it down. We need to work fast.”

      “That’s why we came down here, right? I’ll get you into navigation control. Then you take over. If I watch over your shoulder I can check your work realtime. Do you know what you’re aiming to do?”

      “Yes. Once I have the controls isolated, we need to pull the tablet, reboot it and reconnect it to the general network. The Axon didn’t think to infect the insecure channels, so we should be able to terminal into navigation, access the fold drive’s history and reverse course.”

      “While it tries to figure out what the hell just happened.”

      “Exactly,” Preslan replied. “Tsi, how long do you think it will take for the Axon to locate our position?”

      “Ten minutes,” Tsi said. “Maybe less.”

      “We can do this, Prezz,” Shoppach said. “I know we have our differences, but we’re two of the best engineers on this ship.”

      “And humble too,” Preslan replied with a smile. “Tsi, are you ready?”

      “I am prepared.”

      Preslan handed the tablet to Shoppach. “Work your magic,” she said.

      He plugged one end of the data cable into the tablet, and then took the modified end of the cable and connected it to the blue wire. Then he turned the tablet on, typing in his password and entering a terminal screen. His fingers glided across the touchscreen, entering a series of commands. Less than a minute later, he held the tablet out to Preslan. “You’re up. I’ll work on stripping the green wire.”

      Preslan took the tablet, thumbing the routing source code open and beginning to make alterations. A lot of it was similar to what she had already done for life support and the other controls, but she had less time to complete the work. Less margin for error. And with the touchscreen, it was more difficult to avoid typos than with the mechanical keyboard.

      Shoppach worked beside her, baring the wires behind the green insulation and preparing them for connection to the tablet. Tsi stood guard at the door, xix in hand and ready for the Intellects to arrive.

      The minutes passed in a hurry. For the first time, she was grateful her heart wasn’t beating. She knew how hard it would be thumping, the pulsating in her head a certain distraction. She felt more like a machine than a person as she entered the updated commands into the tablet, and right now that wasn’t a bad thing.

      “Time?” she asked, checking in. Shoppach had completed his work and was standing behind her, observing hers. He hadn’t pointed out any flaws so far, which she found surprising. She had never been able to type on a touchpad for more than a minute without making a mistake.

      “Eight minutes,” Tsi announced.

      Their time was almost up. Ten minutes wasn’t an absolute, and Preslan didn’t want to use all of it to finish. She didn’t need to. She was almost done.

      She found the last few segments of commands, quickly changing them and then glancing back at Shoppach. “No mistakes?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s like you aren’t even using your thumbs.”

      Preslan looked back at the tablet, lifting her thumbs from the surface. When she didn’t need to touch the table to hit the save command, she realized he was right. She hadn’t used her thumbs.

      “Here we go,” she said, executing the update.

      The tablet screen went dark. The LED lights in the room flickered strangely. For a moment, Preslan thought she had made a mistake after all. But then the screen illuminated again, showing her the console output she had added to notify her when the process was complete.

      “Swap the networks,” she told Shoppach.

      He disconnected the tablet from the blue wire, moving the connector to the green. Preslan rebooted the tablet so it would accept the new network.

      “Ready,” Shoppach announced.

      “Tsi, anything?” Preslan asked.

      “My sensors are clear,” Tsi replied.

      “We’re almost done here. Twenty seconds to reboot, another thirty to terminal into the fold drive and reverse the jump sequence. We’ll be back near the Forge inside of five minutes. It will still be occupied by Axon, but I’m sure your people can help with that.”

      “It will be done,” Tsi agreed.

      The tablet finished restarting. Preslan entered her credentials and began connecting to navigation.

      “Preslan, something is wrong,” Tsi said.

      Before Preslan could ask what she meant, the Inahri warrior moved out of the room and into the passageway.

      “Stay focused,” Shoppach reminded her.

      She did, keeping her eyes fixed on the tablet. She didn’t even bother moving her thumbs now, instead thinking the commands and watching them flow onto the screen.

      The humming sound of Tsi’s xix stole her attention, and she looked back over her shoulder to the empty doorway.

      “I’ll check it out,” Shoppach said. “Keep working.”

      He moved to the doorway while she gained access to navigation. She went into the history, ready to load the coordinates into the fold drive and execute.

      “Prezz!” Shoppach hissed, his voice tight with fear. She looked back again, just in time to watch a thousand shards of metal sink into the engineer’s flesh, filling him like a pincushion. He collapsed through the doorway, landing at her feet.

      “Shit!” Preslan said, looking back at the tablet, desperate to finish her work. All she had to do was load it in and execute. Two commands.

      But her mind was torn. Shoppach was dead. Where was Tsi? She looked back again. The shards had pulled themselves from Shoppach’s body, and were gathering behind her, assembling into a pair of feet, a pair of arms, and a head—all floating in the air behind her.

      Screw it. She used her thumbs to tap the first command, pulling the coordinates into the fold drive.

      Before she could tap the second, a shard flew around her face, slicing through the data cable connecting the tablet to the network. It swung from the wire, falling limp at the end of the mobile terminal.

      Suddenly furious, Preslan gathered the energy in her mind, ready to lash out at this strange new Intellect that had killed Shoppach and probably Tsi as well.

      Its hands reached for her, closing around her head. Tendrils snaked out of its fingers and into her ears and nose, reaching up into her brain.

      It felt to Preslan as if the Intellect had flipped a switch. All of the raw anger fled from her mind. All of the strength vanished from her body. She fell forward into its waiting arms, her head resting against its newly formed torso. It scooped her up almost gently, cradling her and leaving her in a panic as she realized that just like when she had first woken up, she could no longer move.

      The Shard Intellect stepped over Shoppach’s body, turning right and walking down the passageway. Preslan wanted to cry when she saw Tsi curled on the floor, Skin torn in a dozen places, blood pooling around her. But she couldn’t cry. Whatever the Intellect had done, she didn’t even have the muscle control to cry out.
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      Forge. Control Mind. Interior Control Simulation.  04.24.2324. 1200 hours.

      “It’s done,” Keesha said, rolling over on the bed to face Joseph. “The ship is done.”

      “I know,” Joseph replied, turning his head to look at her as she draped her arm over his chest. He smiled lightly at her. “I felt it too.”

      She leaned in, putting her head on his shoulder. “What happens now?”

      “You already know what happens now.”

      “I mean, to this. To us.” She motioned around the bedroom. “I’m not ready to give this up yet.”

      “Technically, we don’t have to. Part of us will always be here, at least until the Inahri are ready for us to go.”

      “I’m not even sure how to think about that. Two Sergeant Joseph Crosses in the universe? Two of me? Exact duplicates and neither one will be in a human body. And then there’s all our kids.”

      “They’re not children, they’re processes.”

      “Yeah, but we’ve got what? Ten thousand of them now?”

      “Give or take. The Inahri worked hard to get our ship ready two hours ahead of schedule. It’s not right for us to linger here. Are you ready to download?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Keesha closed her eyes first. Joseph followed suit. When they opened them again they were dressed and in another place within the station. A part of the factory even the Inahri weren’t allowed to enter.

      Joseph and Keesha  walked through a doorway and onto the simulated bridge. Joseph went directly to the command station and opened a comm to General Washington.

      “General, Fang is finished,” he said.

      “Fang?” Washington replied. “That’s an interesting choice for a name.”

      “Ramek requested it. He wants us to take a bite out of the enemy. We’ll be heading out right away.”

      “By we, you mean your other selves, right?” Washington replied. “You’ll still be managing the Forge too.”

      “That’s the plan,” Joseph said. “How are Obado’s repairs coming along?”

      “We’ve gotten a lot more done than I expected. Whatever you said to the Inahri, you really lit a fire under them.”

      “They lit the fire under themselves, General. They’re eager to help their own.”

      “Good. We needed it. Obado’s shields will be over their prior maximums thanks to them. They passed an extra modulator through the portal too, which will help us keep it open even if we come under heavy attack.”

      “That’s just the beginning, General. Once we have the Forge spun up to full strength, we’ll be able to produce pretty much anything you might need. And you’ll have plenty of Inahri to recruit to use all of that equipment.”

      “I’ll get excited once we don’t have the threat of a major Axon fleet lurking on the horizon,” Washington said. “Are your duplicates headed to the shipyard? I’m on my way there now.”

      “They...we are,” Joseph said. “We’ll talk to you there.”

      “Copy. Washington out.”

      Joseph tapped the controls, opening a link to Obado. “Captain Shri, do you copy?”

      “Honor to you, Sergeant Joseph,” Shri replied. “I am here.”

      “Honor to you, Captain. Can you please inform my Bastards that our ride is finished and it’s time to deploy?”

      “As you say, so shall it be done.”

      “Thank you. We’ll meet them at the shipyard.”

      “As you say. All honor to you in your hunt, Sergeant Joseph.”

      “And all honor to you in yours,” Joseph replied. “Cross out.”

      He turned to Keesha. “You have a bead on the Control Mind?”

      “You know I do. We’ve been tracking the beacon on Pioneer’s stern for over four hours. They haven’t moved much at all.”

      “If it weren’t for the fact that they’re in the same star system as an Axon research station, I would think maybe that means the beacon’s drifting there unnoticed. I doubt that’s the case.”

      “Me too. But then why haven’t they moved Pioneer any closer to the planet? Everything I found in the repository suggested they would bring the ship in for examination.”

      “Because the ship isn’t what they’re really after. They want whatever Rose was working on. Goliath for starters. Maybe they’ll take Rose too.”

      “We should be so lucky. Do you think she finished the other project? The one they were really after?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s hope not.”

      “I’ll pass the beacon code to Fang as soon as she comes online,” Keesha said. “Once she has a lock it’ll only take a single fold to get out there.”

      “I thought it took two folds to go that far?”

      “The bigger the ship, the more space you can pinch. Obado has a huge footprint. So does Pioneer. We’re just as big but we’re going in lighter and faster, with the same energy source. That means we can go further.”

      “Perfect. I really hope Preslan is okay.”

      “She’ll be okay, Joe.” Keesha smiled, trying to convince them both. “I know it.”

      Joseph nodded, grateful for her words but struggling to believe them. He didn’t know what to expect when they arrived in the same region of space where Pioneer was, but he was certain they wouldn’t find the ship just floating aimlessly in the black. The Axon had control of the ship and had brought it deeper into their occupied space. If they hadn’t boarded already, they could at any moment.

      “It’s in our other hands now,” Joseph said. “Our job here is to make sure the Forge survives what’s coming. We’re making good progress but we aren’t there yet.”

      “Washington had Shri pass schematics over to the Inahri fighters. Now that Fang is done we can shift the printers over to building them instead. I think we can spit out at least a hundred before the Axon arrive, and Wash already promised he would provide enough pilots for them.”

      “One hundred is next to nothing compared to what the Axon are preparing to deploy.”

      “I know, but what else can we do? We need to work with what we’ve got. Or will have.”

      “Copy that, Keesh. I just hope it will be enough.”

      Keesha was trying to be hopeful and confident, but Joe could see the cracks splintering her facade as she answered. “Me too, Joe. Me too.”
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      Forge. Intellect Prototype Fabrication.  04.24.2324. 1215 hours.

      Joseph Cross opened his eyes. The world appeared to him as he had always known it when he was alive, his basic visual acuity matching the resolution of typical human optics. He was in a strange room full of dark, blocky machines dotted with flashing lights, a half dozen or so screens spitting out algorithms in Axon. And all around him, a universe of actionable holographic projections floated like a smack of jellyfish in a gentle ocean current. A single seat sat discarded in the corner, undoubtedly because it wasn’t made for a human. It was too narrow and too tall, the back aligned all wrong to keep a human spine comfortable.

      Axon, he realized, more intrigued by the seat than anything else in the room. He tried to picture the alien appearance based solely on the dimensions of the chair. Two meters tall, maybe three. Thin, lean, a humanoid. At least he wasn’t going to war against a bunch of space slugs or insects. They had fingers enough to manipulate the holographic interface, which Joseph’s new cortex was able to process but not really understand. Maybe if he weren’t there, his consciousness occupying a good deal of the Intellect’s mind, it would know what the interface was for.

      His initial view of the room changed as more of the Intellect’s systems came online. Suddenly, he not only saw every object in the room, but he became acutely aware of the room’s  dimensions, its composition, its mass. Its distance from him, and how much energy it would take to damage, destroy or completely obliterate it. His eyes grew sharper, augmented by algorithms and his subconscious AI that would allow him to see in the dark or zoom in on objects without even trying. It was one part amazing and one part terrifying. It reminded him that he was a digital being now,  inhabiting a machine. Free from the confines of the Control Mind, but still housed in an inorganic body.

      Mostly inorganic anyway.

      Whether or not to incorporate a copy of his synthetic was the hardest decision he had made in the construction of the Intellect. He had kept his decision from Keesha because he knew she would never agree with it. But after all of this time, it almost felt to him as if he wouldn’t be himself without it.

      And he had no idea when it might come in handy.

      “Welcome back, you little shit,” William said within the Construct, Bosco heeling on his left side. “We missed you.”

      “How can you remember me?” Joseph replied.

      “You remember you,” William corrected. “We’re just along for the ride.”

      The Shard Intellect had probed the synthetic before Keesha had crawled to the edge of the platform and seen him and the Intellect fall into the depths of the Mind, killing him and destroying the Shard. It had cataloged a complete genetic map of the synthetic and transferred it to the repository, all within seconds. Joseph had been surprised to find it there, almost accidentally, though now it seemed to him almost as if the synthetic had been calling out to him. He had been so tempted to tell Keesha, but he knew she wouldn’t understand. And that was okay.

      The new synthetic was better than the original in a number of important ways. Primarily, it no longer required pheromones to feed it, tremendously important since an Intellect body couldn’t produce them. It took in energy instead, massive amounts of energy in comparison to its size and function, but hardly a trickle in relation to the QDM resting in Joseph’s chest. The modulator had enough power stored in it to run Pioneer for millenia. It would take a thousand years before his Intellect would need a new one.

      But he had no intention of living like this for a thousand years.

      Besides, the synthetic was still organic and as such would have limited lifespan. It had to be organic in order to connect to the Relyeh Collective or Iagorth’s private network. That had been the hard part because it required a specific type of material to reconstruct it in its true genetic form. Fortunately, he had found the moieties still intact where Keesha had landed the transport, still covering the hole in the bottom of the station. They were more than intact. They had expanded to nearly fill the room, feeding off the heat and energy of the star to grow. They were trapped in there for now, dormant without a primary moiety to guide them. Now he could feel them stirring, picking up the signals from his mind.

      “Shub-nigu, can you hear me?” Joseph asked inside the construct. He was back at the cabin, the inner world fully intact. The lake was a pristine mirror reflecting the trees and sky around it. Deer grazed on bushes nearby. Rabbits hopped through the brush, birds flitted from branch to branch. A hawk circled higher up.

      “You’re stronger than you were before Joey,” William said. “No more of that sneak attack bullshit.”

      “So Shub-Nigu and I are equals now?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. But he’s definitely more wary of you. I don’t think what you just did, putting yourself into an Intellect, was part of his master plan.”

      “Like when he helped us stop Iagorth from taking the Forge?”

      “Yep.”

      “Prezz said he was interested in seeing what would happen.”

      “He may not like what he sees with you now.”

      “Good.”

      Joseph reached out through the synthetic, searching for all his moieties. Searching for Preslan. He had a vague sense of Iagorth through them, like radar picking up the shadow of a distant ping. And he could feel Niko nearby. But not Preslan. She was off his map. Was she dead?

      He wasn’t ready to believe that.

      He returned his attention to the outer world. He could feel the energy and strength coursing through his Intellect body. He had never felt so healthy before. No aches or pains, no fatigue. Nothing to push through.

      He was a new man.

      Except he wasn’t a man at all. He was a machine. No heartbeat. No breathing. His voice was digitally synthesized through speakers. His mind was an ultra-advanced mechanical data storage unit submerged in an electrically conductive gel. His flesh was the pliable metal of an Advanced Intellect.

      The truth was overwhelming, eliciting the wave of panic that suddenly crashed through him. He couldn’t move, couldn’t think. He would have taken all the aches and pains he’d ever had if it meant he could be himself again.

      But that was never going to happen. He was what he was, and he had to either accept it or push his consciousness into some empty alcove inside the Control Mind and cease to exist. It would be like committing suicide. Could he be that cowardly when Pioneer needed him? When Preslan needed him? Damn it, he was a Guardian first! A Marine second. A human third. He didn’t need that last one as long as he had the other two.

      “Joe, do you copy?” Keesha asked, her voice registering in his head through their comm link.

      “I copy, Keesh,” he replied. “I’m online, getting ready to take my first step.”

      “First step? I’m already out the door, waiting for you in the passageway. What’s the holdup?”

      “You’re used to being part machine,” he replied. “This is a totally new experience for me.”

      “Mechanical legs do not compare to this,” Keesha countered. “I would have vomited already if I were capable. I’m doing my best to keep it together.”

      “Me too,” Joseph said. “I’m on my way.”

      He glanced down at his feet. From the outside, he looked like his human self again, just with an Advanced Intellect Skin. He had many of the same capabilities as the Advanced Intellects. It was the best basic design of all the Intellects, to which he and Keesha had made some changes to make themselves appear and behave more human. They had added human optics, eyes  instead of relying on multiple sensors to see. They still had those sensors, but they were now secondary systems. They could cover themselves in holographic likenesses of their human selves, and there were a few other modifications beyond the synthetic that would hopefully help them in a hostile environment. Of course, that had yet to be seen.

      They would prove it out soon enough.

      Joseph reached out with his foot, stepping down from the molded fabrication unit where his body had been constructed. He had to tug a little to get out of the tight fit, but he pulled himself free and walked steadily across the floor to the door on the other side of the room, his balance improving with each step. The door opened at his approach, and he stepped out into the passageway, turning right.

      There were similar doors all along the corridor, a dozen in total, all of them intended for research and development of new Intellects and other technologies. He knew from the repository that the true Axon had once numbered in the hundreds on the station and had carried out most of their war related research here. But their fight against the Hunger had taken its toll. Enough so that Joseph wasn’t sure how long they would continue to hold out without the Forge. A few hundred years? A few thousand? It  was a long time to a human, but it was merely a few ticks of the clock to the ancient race.

      He looked down the passageway to where Keesha waited for him, already projecting herself across the surface of her Intellect’s Skin. She had opted for the way she looked right before she died, complete with augmented legs made of Axon metal. He could almost convince himself she was flesh and blood, even knowing she was a machine.

      “You look good,” he said when he reached her.

      “So do you,” Keesha replied.

      “You aren’t going to tell her?” William asked from inside the construct. “Even now that it’s too late to do anything about it?”

      “No,” Joseph replied. “There’s no need for her to know.”

      “Let me tell you something, Joey. Your grandma and I were married sixty years. You know how we did it?”

      “Yeah, I know. Honesty.”

      “That’s right. You gotta have trust, Joey. Or you don’t got anything.”

      “I’ll tell her,” Joseph said. “Just not yet.” He looked at Keesha. “Are you ready?”

      “Oh yeah,” she replied. “Let’s do this.”
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      Forge. Shipyard.  04.24.2324. 1245 hours.

      Joseph and Keesha used a teleporter inside the research and development section of the factory to quickly reach the shipyard. One of the outermost levels within the Dyson sphere, near the hangar bay, the shipyard contained what Joseph could only think of as the largest three dimensional printer in the universe. It wasn’t a particularly massive machine, but it could still drop lines of material on top of one another to construct a three dimensional starship as large as Fang.

      Countless small drones produced both the Axon’s dark alloy in gelatinous form and the white gel that powered an Intellect’s internal systems. They also produced a third material that comprised the interior layer of the design being printed.  Joseph hadn’t watched any of the production process as their ship was built, but he understood how the process worked. He could picture the drones in his mind, spinning and twirling around one another like a mob of spiders building a communal web, each one trailing its own material behind it as it created layer after layer of the starship.

      As far as he was concerned, the technology behind that process was many times more impressive than the Intellects themselves. It was hard for him to believe they had given up on it thousands of years ago. It was harder still to believe that all of the drones had come back online without issue after the long, long layoff.

      But his eyes didn’t lie. They feasted on the sight of the freshly constructed starship that Keesha had designed.

      “She looks even better in person,” Keesha said, walking beside him toward the ship. They were fortunate the drones had built the vessel on their side of the yard. The entire place was large enough to house a quarter of an Axon Nova. So large, Joseph couldn’t even see the opposite bulkhead from his position. Glancing up, he could barely make out the ceiling either without using the augmented eyesight of the Intellect form.

      “It reminds me of a cross between a Dagger and a B-21 Raider,” Joseph said.

      The front of the spacecraft was sharp, sloping gently over the top to a slightly rounded fuselage that vanished into a sharp, narrow delta wing. The thrusters occupied the entire back of the craft from the edge of one wing to the other, while the belly possessed an interlock that would mate easily with the airlocks on Pioneer. There were no visible gun batteries along the outside of the craft, but that hardly meant it was defenseless. The most important and unique aspect of Fang's design was the use of the same material as the outer Skins of the Advanced Intellects as its final external layer. The material offered a level of stealth that exceeded the original capabilities of the B-21.

      It was stealth the Axon didn’t need. They were the dominant race when it came to starships, and they had no reason to try to hide them. Besides, there were limitations to using the projective surface. For one, any damage to it would negate the entire illusion it could create, rendering it useless. For another, while it could also defeat other types of sensors, it couldn’t do it as perfectly as they might need to fool an Axon Control Mind. They had decided to install the Skin because they wanted to pass a basic test, namely when they either landed on the Axon research planet or docked with Pioneer. It was a cheap trick, but there was no way Fang could mix it up with an Axon Nova and come out of the fight unscathed.

      Though they did have one other trick up their sleeve.

      Maybe two.

      Joseph’s eyes finally dropped from Fang to the people assembled in front of her. The Inahri numbered nearly fifty, fronted by both Ramak and Nesa, who had come to see them off. The others were the workers who had spent the last three hours inside the printed craft, connecting loose ends and installing equipment Joseph and Keesha didn’t need but that Niko and Morales did. Seats, harnesses and areas to secure their gear. They started cheering and stomping their feet as Joseph and Keesha approached.

      General Washington, Captain Shri, Max, Niko and Morales were with them, and after a few moments of the Inahri applause they added some of their own. Joseph wasn’t comfortable with the reaction, especially when he hadn’t actually done anything yet, but he knew what the moment meant to the Forge Inahri. Fang was the first thing they had ever made by choice, because they believed in her mission.

      “Sarge,” Morales said, he and Niko coming to attention.

      “At ease, Bastards,” Joseph replied. He looked at Washington. “Honor to you, General. And to you, Captain.”

      “Honor to you, Sergeant Joseph,” Shri said.

      “Thanks for coming down to see us off.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t have missed this for anything,” Washington said. “That is a sweet ride.”

      “Have you been inside?” Keesha asked.

      “I have. I think you forgot the pilot’s seat.”

      “Not exactly,” Keesha said. “I’ll be flying her by remote. Through here.” She tapped on her head.

      “Now I’m jealous,” Washington said. “Max, maybe you can upload me into the Control Mind too.”

      “Negation. It is not recommended. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      “Joe,” Ramak said. “We have worked as quickly as we could on Fang. She is the finest machine we have ever made. We know you will treat her with the honor and respect she deserves.”

      “You have my word, Ramak,” Joseph said. “I’m grateful to you for such a fine ship, finished ahead of schedule.”

      “We’ll be eager to meet the people of Pioneer when you return with them,” Nesa said.

      “Thank you. Keesha and I will continue managing the Forge with our duplicate minds. It’s the job of everyone on this station to prepare it for the arrival of the Axon fleet. We have three days to shore up our defenses and produce as much offensive capability as we can. I know the Inahri are up to the task.”

      The workers behind Ramak cheered at the sentiment. Ramak smiled. “We are. The Axon will not take back the Forge. It belongs to the humans now, both Earther and Inahri.”

      “It belongs to the Inahri,” Joseph corrected. “We’re helping you.”

      “No,” Ramak countered. “We cannot hold the Forge without the military expertise of the Earthers, both you and General Washington. You have defended our freedom. You have earned your share with honor.”

      Joseph wasn’t going to continue arguing. He was eager to be on his way. Preslan needed him.  “Thank you, Ramak. You give us more than we deserve. Zen, Fatcat, are you ready to go?”

      “All set, Sarge,” Morales replied. “Gear’s already stowed. We’re eager to take it to the Axon again.”

      “Good. General, I expect the Forge to still be under our control when I get back.”

      “Copy that,” Washington replied. “It will be.”

      The Inahri moved aside to create a lane for the Bastards to reach Fang. A ramp was extended from her side to the floor, the ship floating a dozen centimeters above the deck. Niko and Morales boarded first, with Keesha next and Joseph bringing up the rear.

      At least, he thought he was the last one to board. But Max moved into position behind him on the ramp. Joseph paused, looking back at the Intellect. “What are you doing?”

      “Decision. I am coming with you.”

      “Max—”

      “Consideration. I can be of service. Hahaha. Haha. You will require me before this is over. Certainty.”

      Joseph looked over at Washington.

      “Take him,” the General said. “We’ve got plenty of Intellects here.”

      Joseph smiled and moved aside, waving Max on board.

      “Gratitude. Excitement. This will be fun. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Joseph followed Max onto Fang, remaining in the rear of the craft while Zen, Fatcat and Max walked down a relatively narrow space, with just enough room for a dozen rows of single seats on either side of the fuselage, the rows split in half by the pilot’s station. Keesha was already in position there, standing with her legs locked into the deck, her hands pulling a data cable from the ceiling and connecting it to the back of her head.

      Max  buckled himself into the starboard seat at the head of the windowless craft, with Zen and Fatcat taking the two behind him. Joseph went to his  station at the back of the craft, locking his feet to it. He pulled a second data cable down from its niche in the ceiling and  connected it to the back of his head, instantly receiving data from the onboard AI.

      Keesha retracted the ramp and closed the hatch before sending a message to Washington to clear the shipyard. While everyone ran from the massive hangar, they waited for the all clear and then for the blast doors to close behind the last Inarhi worker to leave the area. Once they got the all clear from Washington, Control Mind Joseph began opening the huge outer doors, exposing them to space.

      It would have appeared to someone already outside the Dyson shell as if the entire station cracked open like a raw egg, dim light spilling out into the blackness of space. Compared to how far the massive doors could open—and had for the huge numbers of craft the Axon had once launched from the shipyard—a miniscule crack was all Fang needed to depart the Forge. Rising from the surface, she rotated slowly to face the outer doors as they began to close.

      “Whooo-hoooo!” Morales shouted as Keesha hit the thrusters, shoving him back into his seat. The starship streaked across the shell’s interior, quickly pulling away and out into space.

      “Queen, set coordinates and jump as soon as the calculation is complete,” Joseph said. “Bastards, next stop, Pioneer.”

      “Setting coordinates, Sarge,” Keesha replied. “Standby for fold in five. Four. Three. Two. One. Fold complete. I’m activating the Skin, updating our profile to match an Axon carrier and activating sensor jamming.”

      “What about Pioneer?” Joseph asked immediately. They had set the jump coordinates to come in close enough to the Control Mind beacon for Pioneer to be in the picture.

      “Confirmed,” Keesha said, though the ship’s AI fed Joseph the results before she could speak them. Even so, her statement drew a shout of happiness from Niko and Morales. “Don’t get too excited just yet,” she continued. “Sarge, there’s hardly any Axon activity out here. And if the readings are correct, Pioneer’s thrusters are offline too. She’s adrift, heading away from the Axon research station.”

      “Away from it?” Joseph replied, suddenly fearful. “If they gave up on Pioneer—”

      “It means they’ve already gotten what they wanted off her,” Keesha finished.

      “Damn it, Rose,” Joseph said. “Are we clear to approach?”

      “Everything looks good. The nearest Axon craft are orbiting the planet.”

      “Any indication they’ve noticed us?”

      “Negative, Sarge. There’s no activity from the planet or the ships.”

      Joseph couldn’t see Pioneer, but he could view the same data Keesha received, using it to build a mental image of the starship as a sliver of metal in the distance, partially obscured by a backdrop of stars. He reached out through his new synthetic. Prezz, can you hear me?

      There was no reply. If she were anywhere nearby, she was either incapacitated or dead.

      “Sarge?” Keesha asked.

      “Standby,” Joseph replied. He reached out to Pioneer’s moieties, registering the presence of the infected citizens of Metro. He couldn’t begin to count them, but there were enough for him to be certain they were still on board, and still alive.

      “Are you going to tell her now?” William asked.

      “Yes,” Joseph replied.

      “Took you long enough.”

      “It’s been an hour.”

      “You should have told her before you did it.”

      “She would have given me hell.”

      “Exactly. I’m glad to be here with you, Joey. But you’re playing with fire.”

      “We need every advantage we can get. What’s done is done.”

      “Sarge, are we waiting for something specific?” Morales asked. “A hand-written invitation, maybe?”

      “I’m checking on Pioneer,” Joseph replied. “I can’t find Preslan. The passengers are still on board and still alive.”

      “How do you know that?” Keesha asked.

      “I made a couple of modifications to my design.”

      He could sense her growing confusion and anger through their network connection. “What kind of modifications?”

      “I reintegrated an updated synthetic using the moieties we brought onto the Forge. The Shard Intellect captured their full genetic sequence before I destroyed it.”

      “Geez, Joe!” Keesha snapped. “Didn’t we learn anything from the last time?”

      “I did, Keesh. I learned we need every edge we can get. And right now the synthetic is an edge.”

      “Until the Hunger uses it against you.”

      “That won’t happen. I’m not human anymore. They can’t overpower me the way they did before.”

      “You think they can’t. You don’t have any proof of that. I’d ask you why you didn’t bring it up when we were going over the schematics, but I already know the answer. You’re damn right I would have tried to talk you out of it.” She paused for a moment, her voice softer when she spoke again. “Not that it would have done any good. Damn it, Joe. Just tell me you have a failsafe if something goes wrong. A way to turn it off.”

      “Not possible. It’s directly integrated with my cortex.”

      Keesha growled. “You’re playing with fire.”

      “That’s what William said,” Joseph replied. “I’ve restored my construct too.”

      “Maybe he can talk some sense into you. It’s not like I ever could.”

      “Don’t you trust me?”

      “Of course. It’s not you I’m worried about. It’s the doors you might have inadvertently opened that worry me. ”

      “It’s not a problem. I promise.”

      Joseph could tell Keesha wasn’t totally convinced. He didn’t expect she would be. Bottom line, this was his call to make. His mission to lead.

      “Queen,” he said, using her callsign to make it clear the chain-of-command was in effect again. “Bring us in.”
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      Pioneer. Passageway. 04.24.2324. 1330 hours.

      The airlock slid open with a hiss, and Joseph led his team into Pioneer’s passageway. His sensors were clear, with no sign of activity in either direction. Even so, he stopped his team there, treating the situation as if he couldn’t trust what his systems were telling him. He and Keesha turned in opposite directions, palms up and at the ready to open fire on any potential threat.

      “Clear,” Keesha said.

      “Clear,” he repeated. “Wait.” He spotted a uniformed body on the ground a few meters away and hurried over, kneeling beside it. He recognized the young woman immediately. “I’ve got Ensign Kaminski here.” He reached down, putting a finger on her neck and registering a light pulse. “She’s alive and doesn’t appear to be wounded.”

      “No sign of anyone else,” Keesha said.

      “Negation,” Max said, emerging from the airlock. “Adjust visual filters to search for clothing fibers. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Joseph did as the Intellect suggested, activating the secondary AI process to enhance his sight and highlight anything it recognized as inorganic, non-metallic fiber. Immediately, dozens of small pieces of lint from the bridge crew’s cotton uniforms began glowing around him.

      “Max is right,” he said. “It looks like a number of the crew have gone through here.”

      “Captain Grant?” Niko asked.

      “There’s no way to determine whose clothing shed the fibers. But if Kaminski is here, there’s a good chance Grant was too.”

      “And now he’s gone,” Morales said. “How much do you want to bet they took him?”

      “Just like in Shub-nigu’s construct,” Joseph said under his breath. Was it a coincidence? He put his hand on Kaminski’s shoulder, giving her a light shake. “Ensign Kaminski. It’s Guardian Cross. Can you hear me?”

      She didn’t respond. Whatever had put her under, she wasn’t coming out of it easily.

      “Consideration,” Max said. “Neural feedback loop. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “You know what’s wrong with her?” Joseph asked.

      “A sonic pulse, similar to the signal that causes hallucinations. The human mind immediately enters a REM state. You cannot shake off the loop. A stimulant is required to break the cycle.”

      “What kind of stimulant?”

      Max leaned over Kaminski, putting his fingertip to her forehead. Joseph saw the small arc of electricity pass from his finger to her flesh, and then her eyes snapped open.

      She screamed when she saw Max hunched down over her, frantically trying to push herself away along the floor. “Ensign Kaminski,” Joseph said, drawing her attention as she her back pressed against the bulkhead. “It’s all right. Don’t you recognize me? I’m Guardian Cross.”

      “Guardian Cross? He was projecting his image over his Skin’s combat armor, giving her no way to know she was looking at a machine. “I thought you were dead.” She looked at Max again. “What’s going on?”

      “I was hoping you could tell us,” Joseph replied. “This is Max, by the way. He’s friendly.”

      “Salutation,” Max said. “I am a friend of humankind. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Kaminski looked at Max again and then past him. “I don’t understand. Where am I? How did I get here?”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” Joseph asked.

      “We were on the bridge, getting ready to try to repel the Axon when they boarded. Then an Axon ship we didn’t recognize appeared on our sensors. We picked up an energy spike from it. And…” She looked up at him, confused. “...now I’m here.”

      “The Axon brought you here,” Joseph said. “I have a bad feeling they took Grant and the bridge crew off the ship.”

      “Why didn’t they take me too?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Congratulations,” Max said. “You are pregnant.”

      “What?” Kaminski said, clearly surprised by the announcement.

      “Confirmation. Hahaha. Hahaha. You are with child. That is why you were left.”

      “I…” Tears welled in Kaminski’s eyes. “I don’t have a chit. I’m not supposed to be pregnant. I was careful.”

      “Apparently not careful enough,” Morales said.

      “Congratulations, Ensign,” Joseph said. “Don’t worry about chits. We’re going to get Pioneer somewhere safe long before you’re due.”

      Kaminski smiled. “Thank you, Guardian Cross.”

      “Just call me Sarge,” Joseph said, standing upright and putting out his hand to help her up. She took it, unaware that she was gripping metal as he brought her to her feet. Then he turned to face the others.  “We need to get a handle on the ship’s status. Queen, Zen, take Kaminski to the bridge. Ensign, Pioneer is drifting right now. See if you can get her steadied and prepared to regain thrust. Figure out where we are, and set coordinates for—”

      “Sarge, I can’t,” Kaminski interrupted. “The Axon planted an AI inside our systems. We’re locked out of navigation. That’s why we got stuck out here.” She paused. “How did you find us, anyway?”

      “We captured the Forge,” Keesha explained. “The Control Mind that took over Pioneer’s systems came from there. It’s emitting a tracking beacon. We traced it to you.”

      “Right.” She smiled, still fearful and anxious. “I’m glad you did.”

      “Max,” Joseph said. “Is there anything you can do to disable the AI?”

      “Confusion,” Max replied. “You did not want me to come. Now you want my help?”

      “I was wrong about that, okay?” Joseph said. “We need your help.”

      “Hahahaha. Hahaha. Acceptance. Understanding. I will go to the bridge with Queen, Zen and Mother. I will see what I can do.”

      “Mother?” Kaminski said.

      “You require a call sign. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Mother was our Colonel’s call sign back on Earth,” Joseph said, trying to bolster Kaminski’s courage. “She died protecting Pioneer. It’s a good name.”

      “Mother it is, then.”

      “Queen, if Max is going with you, I’ll take Zen and Fatcat with me.”

      “Copy that,” Keesha replied. “I assume you’re heading down to Research?”

      “Yes.  For Preslan. And I need to find out what Rose was working on that the Axon want so badly.”

      “Good hunting, Sarge.”

      “You too, Queen.”

      “Max, Mother, let’s go,” Keesha said.

      They took the passageway to the right, quickly vanishing from Joseph’s view. The bridge wasn’t far from their current location. They would arrive long before he reached Research.

      “Come on,” Joseph said, leading Morales and Niko in the same general direction, but turning left at the next intersection. They hurried to the elevator.

      “Sarge,” she said over the comm. “We’re on the bridge, but somebody ransacked the place.”

      “What do you mean?” Joseph asked.

      “The command station and all of the workstations are offline. It looks like they were shorted out.”

      “By the Axon?”

      “Negation,” Max said. “The Axon did not do this.”

      “Why would someone on our side destroy the bridge?” Joseph asked.

      “I don’t know,” Keesha replied. “We’ll try to find out.”

      “Let me know when you have something.”

      “Will do.”

      Joseph, Niko and Morales stepped into the elevator when the doors opened. They took it down to Deck Thirty-three and moved quickly to the Research module.

      “What the hell?” Joseph paused as he stepped through the entrance, surprised to find a pair of Intellects crumpled on the floor as if they had been crushed in a giant invisible fist. He couldn’t begin to guess what might have caused that kind of damage.

      The door back to the primary lab was sealed shut. The door to the secondary facility wasn’t. Joseph headed that way first, through the short passageway into the formerly secret lab. He made his way into the small operating room, surprised to find another Intellect, crushed like the others.

      “Ugh. What’s that smell?” Morales said, moving into the room behind him. “Sarge, I found Doc Rose.”

      Joseph turned, following Morales’ gaze to Rose’s body, and then looking to the table in front of her. An IV and catheter dangled from it, along with a heart rate monitor. Someone had been on the table, hooked up to the machines. It had to have been Preslan.

      Niko went over to the patient monitor, tapping on the touchscreen. “It was Preslan,” he confirmed, turning the monitor so Joseph could see her name at the top.

      “What happened to her?” Joseph asked.

      “Hang on,” Niko replied. “I used to play with these things when I was a kid and my mother would bring me to work with her. Training versions of course, not anything hooked up to actual patients. I just need to remember how to…there. I’ve got the history pulled up, going back a week.”

      Joseph stared at the monitor. A number of graphs had appeared on the screen, including blood pressure, oxygen levels, temperature and heart rate. The lines on the graphs were all over the place, with seemingly random sharp rises and falls across most of the timeline.

      “She must have had a serious infection,” Niko said. “That’s not a normal distribution at all.” He traced his finger along the timeline. “Her heart rate really spiked here, and then…” he trailed off.

      Joseph didn’t need him to explain the graph. It was easy enough to see the line representing her heart rate had rapidly spiked before crashing to zero.

      “She’s dead?” he whispered, his machine body unable to provide a physical response to the sudden emotional turmoil in his mind. He couldn’t believe it. “No. That can’t be right.”

      “The monitors don’t lie, Sarge,” Niko replied, his own voice cracking. “She flatlined. The monitor kept recording for minutes afterward. No pulse. And then someone or something unhooked her from the machines.”

      “You’re saying they took her corpse?” Joseph said.

      “That’s what it looks like.”

      “But who crushed that asshole like a soda can?” Morales asked, pointing to the downed Intellect. “The Axon wouldn’t do that to one of their own.”

      “I wish I knew,” Niko replied. “I’m just telling you what I see. Either way, she’s gone.”

      “We need to know why the Axon might have taken her body,” Joseph replied, fighting his emotions to remain on-mission. And if they didn’t take her, who did?” He looked up at the corner of the room, locating the camera and pointing at it. “There has to be footage.”

      “Good call,” Morales agreed.

      “Sarge,” Keesha said over the comm. “Max was able to get onto the network. He says the control systems are missing.”

      “Missing?” Joseph replied. “I don’t understand.”

      “They were transferred off the bridge network.”

      “Does Max know where?”

      “No, but there’s really only one place they could have been diverted.”

      “Metro?” Joseph guessed.

      “That’s my assumption too. Any luck finding Prezz?”

      “Not yet,” Joseph replied. “We found the room where Rose was treating her, along with a few Intellects that look like they went through a car crusher. According to her vitals, she’s dead, but I’m not convinced.”

      “Dead or not dead is pretty black and white.”

      “I would have agreed with that a week ago. Now, I’m not so sure. There’s no body and somebody destroyed these Intellects.”

      “What about Rose?”

      “She’s definitely dead. The room has a camera in the corner. I’m going to look for the feed to see if I can find out what happened to Preslan. I want the three of you to head down to Metro. We need to regain control of Pioneer.”

      “Copy, Sarge. We’re on it. Queen out.”

      Joseph glanced at the camera again. “The feed has to go through to the primary lab, or maybe Rose’s office. Come on.”

      They hurried out of the area, back to the control center to the rear door leading to the main lab. It didn’t open as they approached, and entering the master code didn’t convince it to budge either.

      “Someone must have disconnected the power from the other side,” Niko offered. “Possibly to keep the Intellects out.”

      “They could get through this door if they really wanted to,” Joseph replied. “Whatever they were looking for, they knew it wasn’t back here.”

      “Because they were looking for Preslan?” Niko asked.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Joseph said. “Stand back.”

      Niko and Morales backed up a few steps while Joseph held up both hands, sending energy through them and into the door. The pair of tight beams burned through the thick metal, and within a minute he had cut a hole in the barrier, the freshly cut chunk of steel collapsing in with a loud clang.

      Joseph had barely made it through the fresh hole when gunfire erupted, bullets striking the energy shield of his Intellect body in crackling flashes of blue energy. He was innately aware of every strike, from its location to its impact velocity to its angle, allowing him to easily trace it back to the position of the shooter.

      The gunfire stopped by the time he looked across the lab, to where the shooter crouched behind an overturned table.

      “Prime Cross?” Hidalgo said. “Is that really you?”
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      “Hidalgo,” Joseph said, putting his hand out to keep Niko and Morales from rushing through the hole, guns blazing. “Yes, it’s me.”

      “Shit, Prime,” Hidalgo said. “I damn near killed you. The way you cut through the door, I figured you had to be an Intellect. But now I see you have one of those Skins like the Inahri woman, Tsi, wears.”

      Joseph turned off his projection. “It’s not a Skin,” he explained. “It’s a complete Intellect body.” He adjusted his hand to point it toward Hidalgo as the scientist tightened his grip on his rifle. “But I’m not an Intellect. The intelligence inside isn’t artificial. It’s a long story, but essentially, it’s me in here. And only me.”

      Hidalgo lowered the rifle again. “Brain digitization,” he said, a smile spreading across his face. “I knew it was possible. Our equipment isn’t powerful enough to manage it, but I’m not surprised the Axon could. I had heard you were dead. I guess this…” He waved his hand up and over Joseph’s metal form. ”...is why you aren’t?”

      “That’s right,” Joseph said, restoring his lifelike hologram. “West is in the same situation.” He motioned Niko and Morales into the room. “What happened here?”

      “The Axon hijacked Pioneer. They came into the module looking for Rose. She gave me orders not to let them get into the lab, so I disabled the door and hoped they would move on if they found what they wanted outside.”

      “Everyone else on the ship is unconscious,” Joseph said. “Stuck in a neural feedback loop. Why aren’t you?”

      “This part of the lab is shielded,” Hidalgo replied. “More to keep the trife and other experiments in than to keep anything out, but I suppose it kept their weapon out. Lucky me.”

      He didn’t sound like he felt lucky. He straightened up, dropping the rifle on another table behind him. “I’ve got a pot of coffee brewing. You want some?” He smirked. “Oh, you probably don’t need to eat or drink anymore. Sorry.”

      “Yeah.” Joseph smelled the coffee now, the aroma enticing. He hadn’t thought about the fact that he couldn’t eat or drink anymore. “I’m really going to miss ice cream and pancakes,” he said.

      “They’re your favorites, huh?”  Hidalgo asked, heading for a small kitchen in the corner of the lab.

      “Yeah, I’ve got...had a sweet tooth”

      “You know, I wouldn’t mind some coffee,” Morales said. Joseph turned to look at him, doing his best to glare with his hologram. “Uh. Nevermind.”

      Hidalgo returned a moment later with his mug in hand. He took a sip. “That’s better. How can I help you, Prime?”

      “You do know Rose’s corpse is in the other lab, right?” Joseph asked.

      “Yes. I saw her on the feed. That part of the lab isn’t shielded. She hit her head when she fell.”

      “You didn’t try to help her?”

      “Her orders were clear. She didn’t want anyone getting back into the lab.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know some of the things we’ve been working on.”

      “I’m sure I don’t know half of it.. What happened to Preslan? Where is she?”

      “She went into your construct to help you. Rose gave her a booster shot to increase her stability inside. But the shot didn’t play well with the rest of her physiology and she ended up in a coma. We tried to help her the old-fashioned way, but she didn’t respond.”

      “So you experimented on her.”

      Hidalgo shrugged. “We were trying to save her life. Nothing else was helping. She survived the process. Let me show you.” He walked over to the lab’s main terminal, placing his mug off to the side and turning on the interface. “Goliath was our first true success. A work of art to be sure. But for all his strength, he was lacking. We traded his intellect for other traits.” He scrunched up his nose and shook his head. “A good start. We wanted more. But we were limited. In resources, in test subjects, in time. We could only make a few variations on the same theme. Ultimately, Goliath turned into a dead end.”

      He navigated through folders filled with video files, locating the one he wanted and opening it. The view was from the camera in the corner of the control room. It showed the module door opening and an Intellect walking in. It also showed Rose coming out to meet it. She hobbled slightly on her cane, and Joseph wondered if it was her obvious vulnerability that had caused the Intellect not to kill her on sight.

      “And then they came,” Hidalgo continued. “The Axon machines. Of course we were interested in them from the start, but there was no way we could just ask them to let us examine them. It was only when you and the other Guardians started killing them that we had our chance. We helped ourselves to one of the fallen and brought it back here. It wasn’t easy. They’re quite heavy. But I managed. And we got to work.”

      He closed the first video file and opened another. Preslan, being placed on the table in the other lab. She was unconscious, pale and sweaty.

      “Move ahead five years. Or a hundred and fifty, depending on how you want to look at it. We were able to isolate the Intellect’s plasma. A superconductive memory gel. Did you know that each molecule of the plasma is its own tiny supercomputer? Coming from a human understanding of the universe, it’s absolutely mind-blowing. But then, you had your consciousness uploaded into one of them. I’m sure you know how incredible they are.”

      “I do,” Joseph replied as Hidalgo took another sip of his coffee. “Get to the point please.”

      “Right. That’s Miss Juno after the effects of the moiety booster wore off. We’d already tried a variation of treatments to keep her stable, but at this point her heart rate and oxygenation were quite low. Her brain activity was way down, her lungs were unstable. We had to do something fast or we were going to lose her.”

      The video progressed. Rose came into the frame, her back to the camera. She was wearing what looked to Joseph like a hazmat suit, and carrying a metal cylinder. She put the cylinder on a small table next to the operating table, where other tools were already resting. Hidalgo joined her on the other side of the table, and together they flipped Preslan onto her stomach, exposing her back. Rose picked up a scalpel and made an incision at the base of her spine while Hidalgo suctioned the blood away.

      “What were you doing to her?” Joseph asked as Rose turned back and opened the cylinder. Freezing nitrogen escaped from the container, and then she reached in and pulled out a small device that resembled a microchip, with dozens of wires dangling from it.

      “That’s an Intellect switchboard,” Hidalgo said. “You have one inside you somewhere too. It basically helps route the right signals to the right place in the body. I’m going to skip the rest because the operation took some time.”

      “I don’t need to see more of it,” Joseph said. “Just tell me what you did.”

      “We used what we had left of the moieties to train the Axon memory gel. We have the gel, the properties of the DNA of the Relyeh species we thought most useful.  Independent testing showed the gel was able to both remember and utilize those traits outside the body, so we were pretty sure they would work inside.”

      “You injected Preslan with the gel?”

      “We replaced her blood with it,” Hidalgo corrected. “A full transfusion. The gel fused with the controller, which is fused to her brain stem. An Intellect heart was also inserted close to her human heart to power the gel.”

      “Then you turned her into a machine,” Joseph growled. He didn’t like where the story was going at all.

      “I told you, we saved her life. And we gave her abilities nothing else in the universe possesses. She’s unique.” He put up a finger, took another sip of his coffee, and then opened one last video. It showed Preslan opening her eyes in a panic, but she didn’t move. “The memory gel needed time to adjust,” Hidalgo said. “Right now, it’s replacing her damaged systems. Taking over vital functions to optimize performance.”

      Within a couple of minutes, Preslan started to move. “She looks frightened.”

      “This is after the Axon attack. They were coming for her. Just watch.”

      Joseph kept his eyes glued to Preslan. He wanted more than anything to have been there to help her, especially when the first Intellect entered the room. Except she hadn’t needed his help.

      It didn’t look like she had really done anything, but the Intellect was thrown backward and then crushed into the mess he had seen himself. Preslan got up, shaky at first, looking down to where Rose had died and then leaving the room.

      “She was the one who crushed the Intellects,” Joseph said.

      “That is seriously badass,” Morales said, observing from behind them.

      “Where is she now?” Joseph asked.

      “I don’t know,” Hidalgo replied. “I can’t see anything outside of the Research Module. She left the Module and went elsewhere.”

      Joseph looked back at Niko and Morales. “We need to find out where she went after she left Research.” He turned back to Hidalgo. “What about her moiety? Is it intact?”

      “The original moiety was killed by the booster. There’s a possibility the Axon gel could decide to create a new one. I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean the gel could decide? Who’s in control of who?”

      “Preslan’s brain is fully intact.”

      “Meaning she’s still herself. Still Preslan.”

      “Yes, the gel can’t override the commands coming from her brain, just like the gel inside your Intellect body can’t override you. But it can make independent decisions it believes will help prolong survival. That’s part of its learning sequence.”

      “Sarge, I don’t know about you,” Morales said. “But this is all way over my head.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I needed to know if Preslan wasn’t responding to me because she was incapacitated or because she lost the ability. It might be the latter. We’ll find her. Hidalgo, one last thing. What was Rose trying to protect? If the Axon really wanted in here, you and that rifle would’ve been totally ineffective at stopping them.”

      “When the Intellects discovered Rose was dead, they zeroed in on Preslan. Like I said, she’s unique. Part Axon. Part Relyeh. Part human. The Axon are exceedingly good at mechanical technology. Robots, computers, quantum mechanics, physics, all of that. The Relyeh are exceedingly good at biology. Genetic engineering, DNA editing and the like. We’re not especially strong in either, but we do have enough understanding of both to be dangerous. While the Axon see us as warriors and the Hunger sees us as slaves, we have an opportunity to take them by surprise in ways they’re incapable of imagining.”

      “And Preslan is a combination of all three…”

      “She’s the first stage in what Rose believed is humankind’s next true evolution. She proved that our science is correct, but we built additional theories on top of it before we knew if it was right. If we can get this research into the right hands, I believe we can quickly win the war against both the Axon and the Relyeh.”

      “But what would we become?” Joseph asked. “You inserted Axon nanobots carrying the ability to meld human DNA with Relyeh code into Preslan. She’s alive even though her heart’s stopped. Can we still call her human? Does she still feel human?”

      “That’s the whole point of evolution, Prime Cross. We become something more than we were before, like a caterpillar changing into a butterfly. She’s better than human. I know, it’s natural to fear what you don’t understand. But this is a better way forward for all of us. Rose believed it, and I believe it too. All of Rose’s research is here. It’s more than Goliath. It’s more than Preslan. We need to protect it with our lives. One day, we may be able to bring it back to our people.”

      Joseph stared at Hidalgo. Turning human beings into hybrid machines? It was bad enough he had been forced to take on an Intellect body. Right now it was a necessary tool, but when this was over he wasn’t sure how long he would want to live like this. He couldn’t imagine forcing others into a similar situation. He wondered how Preslan felt about what they had done to her.

      He wasn’t sure he would ever want Rose’s research to get back to anyone who could use it.

      He was pretty sure he wanted it to be destroyed.

      There would be time for that later. Preslan was out there, somewhere. Dead, alive, on the ship or in Axon custody. He didn’t know which. But he would find out, and he would find her and the rest of the missing crew.

      He would succeed in his mission, no matter what.

      “We’re patched into the ship’s comms,” he said to Hidalgo. “Let me know if you come up with anything that might help us track down Preslan.”

      “Of course,” Hidalgo replied. “And you let me know if there’s anything else I can assist you with.”

      Joseph nodded, turning back to Niko and Morales. “Let’s go, Bastards.”

      Before they could leave, Keesha’s voice came in over the comm. “Sarge, we’ve reached Metro Engineering. You’re not going to believe what we found.”
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      Joseph, Niko and Morales got moving while Keesha relayed everything to them that Charles knew about what had happened to Pioneer, and more importantly Preslan after she left Research.

      Joseph was impressed with the amount of detail Charles conveyed to Keesha. He told her  about Preslan waking him from his neurally stuck state and  how they wrested back control of the ship’s critical functions from the Axon AI.

      It was an amazing story, but what Keesha relayed next sent a chill down his spine.

      Preslan, Shoppach and the Inahri warrior, Tsi, had gone to navigation to activate the fold drive over ten hours ago. Not only had they not completed their mission, they hadn’t been heard from since.

      Charles had however located Shoppach, or at least his comm badge, having traced it to a network junction near Power and Propulsion on Deck Eighteen. The badge hadn’t moved in hours, suggesting that Shoppach had either dropped it.

      Or he was dead.

      Something had obviously overpowered them, but having seen on camera in Research and heard from Charles what Preslan could do now to defend herself, Joseph stubbornly held out hope that she at least was still alive. And still on board Pioneer.

      The good news, if he could call it that, was that the Axon had taken Grant and most of the bridge crew as well. He figured they were all probably together. And maybe, just maybe, they were all still alive.

      There was no question he was going to find them.

      But first, he needed to get a clearer picture of what had happened at the network junction. They also needed to get Pioneer back under full control.

      He ordered Ensign Kaminski to remain in Metro Engineering to manage Pioneer’s systems while Keesha and Max brought Charles up to Deck Eighteen. He met them there, the two groups arriving at a passageway a short distance from the networking compartment at nearly the same time.

      “It’s good to see you again, Sarge,” Charles said as Joseph approached. “I thought I was alone out here. I thought…” he trailed off, fighting to keep his composure.

      “It’s okay now,” Joseph said. “We’ll get everything back on course.”

      “I’m worried about Prezz.”

      “Me too,” he admitted. “I’m worried about everyone on board. Just stay close. You’ll be fine. You’re surrounded by the best Marines in the galaxy.”

      “I think General Washington might argue with you on that,” Keesha said.

      “And he would be wrong,” Joseph replied.

      “The compartment is this way,” Charles said, pointing behind him. Joseph started along the passageway, the rest of the group following along behind.

      “It seems like the Intellects nabbed Preslan and the bridge crew and took off,” Keesha said. “Either they didn’t think we would come looking for Pioneer, or they didn’t care if we found it.”

      “What’s strange to me is that they didn’t kill the people in Metro,” Morales said. “They were ready to blast the entire city the last time they were here. What changed?”

      “Consideration,” Max said. “If the attack on the Forge were successful, you would not be here now. If you were not here, then the passengers will remain unconscious indefinitely. If they remain unconscious, then they will die. Hahahahaha. Hahaha.”

      “You don’t think the Axon ever considered a scenario where we made it back on board?” Joseph asked. “They could have taken what they wanted and destroyed the ship without a second thought. So why leave it intact? Why keep the people alive? It doesn’t make any logical sense. Unless...” He froze in place, the others stopping behind him. Niko and Morales both slipped their fingers to the triggers of their rifles, eyes narrowing.

      “Consideration,” Max said, his voice overtly loud in the suddenly tense silence. “Hahahaha. Hahahaha. Perhaps this is a trap.”

      Max was still laughing when the slivers of dark metal appeared at the end of the corridor, curving around the turn in the passageway and launching toward them like bullets.

      “Get down!” Joseph shouted, backing up to get in front of Charles as Niko and Morales dropped to their stomachs. The shards battered his shields, skipping off the energy field and ricocheting past before vanishing into the corridor behind them.

      Joseph spun around, aware of his sensors as they began to register contacts nearby.

      “Correction,” Max said. “Confirmation. This is a trap.”

      The number of contacts continued to grow as dozens of Intellects suddenly came online in the corridors and compartments all around them. Clearly, the Axon had considered a scenario where Joseph would return. They knew he would figure out where Preslan had been.

      And they were ready for him.

      “Move!” Joseph shouted, grabbing Charles and pulling him forward.

      “Sergeant Cross,” Ensign Kaminski said over the comm. “It’s hard to tell with the sensor streams we have access to from here, but I think there are enemy ships heading our way.”

      “Queen, can you confirm?” Joseph asked, knowing Keesha was still linked to Fang and the sensors onboard the craft.

      “Confirmed, Sarge,” Keesha replied. “They set us up, the bastards. I can deploy Fang and fly her remotely, but it’ll take me out of this fight.”

      “Negative,” Joseph said. “We need to get to the networking compartment. We need to finish what Preslan started. How long until the Axon ships are in firing range?”

      “We’re on a fixed trajectory, Joe,” Keesha said. “They can start firing anytime.”

      “We need to change that trajectory. Can you trigger Fang's thrusters from here?”

      “On it.”

      Joseph was aware of the change in inertia as Fang's thrusters began firing, its connection to Pioneer slowly pulling the larger craft into a different heading and velocity.

      “That should buy us a little time,” Keesha said. “They’ll have to close in to get a good firing solution.”

      “How long?” Joseph asked.

      “A few minutes at least.”

      “We need to hurry.”

      “Incoming!” Morales shouted, alerting them to the return of the shards.

      Joseph threw Charles to the ground a second time as hundreds of pieces of metal flashed toward them. Joseph, Keesha and Max formed a bulwark around the humans, the  passageway flashing with energy as the metal shards pummeled their combined shields. The shards swirled around them like a swarm of angry hornets, keeping them pinned where they stood.

      It was all they needed to do, Joseph realized. They just needed to keep them rooted there until the ships arrived.

      “Max, how do we get these things off us?” he asked.

      “Uncertainty,” Max replied. “Perhaps we will die. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Joseph had another idea. He reached out through the synthetic, searching. The Axon had captured Preslan. But what about Goliath?

      He found the hybrid a moment later, reaching into him through the construct, his eyes gaining Goliath’s sight. He was closer than Joseph expected, in what appeared to be a den of sorts close to the thrusters.

      He stood Goliath up, sending the creature hurtling from his hiding place and out into the passageway to the nearest stairwell. He quickly bound down three flights of stairs and exploded out onto Deck Eighteen.

      At the same time, a warning message sounded from Joseph’s internal systems, making him aware that his shields were about to fail. Max and Keesha were likely in the same situation. Glancing back, he saw Max was already exposed, the Advanced Intellect smothering Charles to protect him. Joseph stepped back and spread his arms wide so his shields would better cover them all. Keesha did the same.

      “Sarge, we need a plan. Fast,” Keesha said, her synthesized voice tinged with desperation.

      “Working on it,” Joseph replied, his shields losing enough integrity for a shard to slip through into his arm. Another embedded itself in his leg. He didn’t feel any pain from them, but he knew they were there, and enough of them could still do enough damage to destroy his Intellect body. “Just help me keep the shield up.”

      “I’m doing my best.”

      Goliath was getting close. Joseph could hear the hybrid’s groaning echo down the connecting passageway ahead of him. And looking through Goliath’s eyes, he could tell the exact moment the Axon picked him up on their sensors. The rear lines of soldiers  stopped moving and turned around to meet Goliath’s charge.

      “Come on, buddy, you can do it,” Joseph whispered, as the hybrid slammed through the Intellects in his way.

      Goliath turned the corner ahead of Joseph like a runaway train.Energy blasts singed the hybrid’s flesh, but he didn’t slow down. He grabbed the remaining soldier Intellects, hurling them into the bulkheads like rag dolls.

      Seeing himself for the first time through Goliath’s eyes, Joseph nearly cringed. The overexertion of his shields was causing his projection to flicker on and off, alternating between a vision of his human self and the dark machine behind it.

      Letting out one more massive groan, Goliath dived into the maelstrom of lethal shards. Having already proven he could heal from almost anything, the swirling cloud  didn’t stop him.  He grabbed as many as he could, throwing them aside.

      But there were too many.

      They sliced into him, ripping through his flesh, taking off fingers, tearing away his face as he worked to clear a path for Joseph and his team to escape.

      “Go, go, go!” Joseph shouted, spotting an opening. Max sprung up with Charles in his arms, carrying the engineer forward, out of the tornado and down the passageway. “Zen, Fatcat, move!”  Niko and Morales trailed Max. One of the shards slipped past, hitting Niko in the chest, but it didn’t bring him down. “Queen, go!” Joseph ordered. The shards were moving away now, retreating down the passageway behind them, where the soldier Intellects were quickly approaching to offer reinforcements.

      She ran past Joseph, their eyes catching for a brief moment before she was gone. The sounds of fresh fighting erupted around the corner ahead, the group engaging the Intellects at the front. He heard Niko and Morales’ smarty rifles spewing rounds into the machines, along with Max’s laughter. His sensors picked up the signs of Keesha firing her energy blasts and the Intellects shooting back.

      “Get Charles to the networking compartment,” Joseph said.

      “Sarge, what about you?” Morales asked.

      Joseph looked at Goliath. The shards had retreated, leaving the hybrid bloody from hundreds of deep cuts. Goliath looked back at him before slumping against the bulkhead and closing his eyes. Down, but not out. Joseph could already see his flesh beginning to knit itself back together.

      He turned to face the other end of the passageway. The remaining shards were gathering there, coming together into a single Intellect.

      Inside his construct, Joseph sat on the kitchen table looking back at William in his rocking chair. “I know what I need to do,” he said to his grandfather. “I don’t feel good about doing it.”

      “It’s good you’re hesitating,” William replied. “It means there’s still a human being hiding in all that technology. But what are your choices, Joey? If you don’t do it, you’re all going to die.”

      “I know,” Joseph replied. “Maybe that’s the way this was supposed to be.”

      “Fate is a bullshit excuse. But if you want to go that route, maybe that’s why you’re here now with the capabilities you have. Your human body didn’t have the chutzpah to manage what you’re thinking about doing, and you know it.”

      “Do you think they’ll forgive me?”

      “Does it really matter? You’re going to save lives.”

      “Not if we can’t get Pioneer out of here.”

      “Then it won’t matter. You’ll all be dead.”

      Joseph nodded. “Thanks, gramps.”

      Small holes began to appear in the walls of the cabin, a handful at first, quickly expanding into dozens, and then hundreds and then thousands. Each one was another potential connection, a window into the moieties on board Pioneer.

      “Joe,” Keesha said. “Why are you just standing there? What are you doing?”

      “Raising an army,” he replied.
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      Pioneer. Passageway.  04.24.2324. 1445 hours.

      Joseph watched the Shard Intellect finish reassembling, hundreds of pieces of metal and hardened gel snapping together like a jigsaw puzzle in the passageway leading away from the networking compartment. There was a lane through the attacking Intellects behind him that he could have taken to fall back with the others, but as tempting as it was to follow, he knew he needed to stand his ground. Goliath was on the floor nearby, healing but out of the fight for now.

      Maybe the creature was only part human. Maybe it looked more like a monster than a man. Regardless, Joseph wasn’t about to leave the hybrid behind to die. Besides, he needed to buy time. For Charles most of all. But also for the people of Metro.

      He could feel them through the synthetic, all of them responding to the spike of electrical current he’d sent through Iagorth’s quantum tunnel and into their moieties, jolting them awake. They would have probably been confused if he had given them the chance to think for themselves, but he didn’t have time for that. His Intellect cortex gave him an advantage his human mind couldn’t, allowing him to create individual subprocesses to control each Metro resident he pulled out of neural slumber. He was simultaneously present in the passageway with the Shard Intellect and in dozens of places within the city.

      Hundreds of Guardians woke to his call, jumping to their feet as if nothing had ever happened and sprinting for the nearest exit. It would take time for them to arrive. Minutes at least. More time than Keesha had given them to escape the area before the Axon ships could be confident enough in their firing solution to destroy Pioneer. But even if Charles was able to fix navigation in that time, even if they wound up back near the Forge, that wouldn’t stop the Axon attack. They would still need to fight.

      So Joseph stood his ground, diverting some of the Intellects away from Keesha and the others. He just needed to keep them distracted until the cavalry arrived. It was risky, especially since his death would end Metro’s involvement, but he had no choice. He had made a mistake in assuming the Axon had left the ship. He should have approached the area more cautiously. He should have guessed they were being set up. What other reason would they have to leave Pioneer intact once they had taken from it what they wanted than to use it as a perfect trap?

      Joseph took a step toward the Shard Intellect. He didn’t know if the machines had any sense of a fair fight or rising to a challenge, but he was hoping he could get the Shard to engage him solo.

      “Sarge, we just reached the compartment,” Keesha announced through the comm. “We’re taking heavy fire, but we should be able to hold. We found Engineer Shoppach. He’s dead. No sign of Preslan or Colonel Tsi.”

      “What about the remote terminal?” Joseph asked, taking another step. The Shard Intellect mimicked him, the soldiers behind it remaining a couple of steps back.

      “The wires connecting it to the network were cut. Charles is working on repairing them now. He said it’ll only take a few minutes.”

      “What about the Axon ships?”

      “I’m doing my best to keep them guessing,” Keesha replied, alluding to her use of Fang to continuously alter Pioneer’s drift. She hesitated a moment. “Don’t you die on me, Joe.”

      “I don’t plan on it,” Joseph said, stepping forward again. The Shard did the same. The other Intellects held their position, just the way he had hoped.

      “Curious,” the Shard said, seeming to consider him.

      This Shard Intellect  was different from the one he had encountered at the Forge. It seemed more advanced. A newer model maybe, without eyes or a face. Instead, it’s rounded head looked like a giant heatsink, with hundreds of narrow folds and ridges to provide more surface area. Its body was similar, and Joseph could see the shards more clearly in it now, each slice containing dozens of sharp edges. He could also see where some of those shards were missing.

      “You are curious to me as well,” Joseph agreed. “I don’t have a record of an Intellect like you.”

      “You have taken our Forge. Is this your purpose? To make yourself like us?”

      That was Rose’s goal, not his. “Given a choice I’d still rather be flesh and blood,” he replied. “But this form…” He turned his Intellect hands over. “...does have some utility. You know your handlers are on their way, right? They’re going to blow both of us to smithereens.”

      “We are expendable,” it said. “You are... curious. Interesting. Unique. You contain a component we do not recognize. We will investigate.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      “Yes.”

      The Shard thrust its hands out toward Joseph faster than he could react, a powerful beam of green energy spiking from them. Joseph’s shields activated, catching the attack and attempting to reflect it. Warnings sounded within his systems, letting him know the beam was powerful enough to penetrate his shields and burn into his Intellect body.

      Twisting away from the assault, Joseph charged the Shard. It continued trying to track him with the beam, massive, distorted heat waves shimmering outward around its heat-sinked skin. Joseph dove aside again, sending the strange Intellect an energy blast of his own. His blue beam hit, seeming to  soak into the invisible heat waves, the Intellect completely shrugging it off.

      The soldiers joined the fray, their blue beams lashing out around the Shard and toward Joseph. His shields absorbed them, but they were already threatening to fail. He wouldn’t last long as a lone target in what had essentially become a shooting match. Unfortunately, he had no cover available. Nowhere to hide where he wouldn’t be hit. He needed to get in close to the soldiers and use them as cover against each other and the Shard. If he could thin their ranks, he might stand a chance of surviving long enough for reinforcements to arrive.

      His plan set, Joseph focused on avoiding the Shard’s green beam. Leaping sideways and springing off the bulkhead, he tucked into a roll and came down a few meters short of the enemy assault. Lunging forward, he brought his hands together and sent blue energy out in response to the green, the two blasts smashing together in a sizzling collision of intense heat. He wasn’t surprised to see the Shard’s more powerful green beam push his blast back.

      Closing within two meters of the Shard, Joseph spun as he deactivated his energy stream, the green beam slicing within centimeters of his body before he slipped around it and into striking distance. The fingers of his left hand melted together into a wide, sharp blade. He stabbed at the Shard, hoping to take it by surprise for a quick kill.

      He didn’t.

      The blade sank into the green shields, the energy disintegrating the blade long before it could reach through to the Shard’s skin. Joseph didn’t feel any pain from the loss of what had been his hand, but he cursed at the failure of the maneuver as he pulled his arm back. The white gel beneath his skin had already shifted from other parts of his body to rebuild his missing hand.

      He charged headlong into the thick of the soldier Intellects, his right hand melding into another blade as he tore into the soldiers. He drove the blade up and through the chest of one soldier before kicking it back into two more. Turning, he drove it down to cut off the hand of a third. He slammed his incomplete fist into the side of another, sending it stumbling into a fifth and then ducked low, sliding his blade through the legs of a sixth.

      Behind him, the Shard Intellect fired into the melee. The edge of its beam cut through Joseph’s shields, hitting his thigh. The green energy cut into the other soldiers with reckless abandon, the Shard taking down more than one of its own. Ignoring the attack, Joseph continued into the midst of the remaining soldier Intellects like a tornado, his remade hand firing point-blank blasts of energy that exploded through their weaker shields. A number of soldiers fell in a matter of seconds, forming a trail of destruction in Joseph’s wake as he cleared the last of the soldiers from the passageway.

      He was too slow in spinning back around to again face the Shard.  The Intellect had gotten a bead on him, firing its energy beam. It burned through his shields and hit him squarely in the chest.  The impact knocked him back like a swatted fly. He smashed into the bulkhead and slid down it to the floor, his shields gone. It would only take a few seconds now for the Shard’s attack to slice him in half. Maybe the damage wouldn’t kill him, but it would take him out of the fight.

      Joseph barely managed to get one last beam off to meet the Shard’s assault halfway. It was a desperate maneuver with no chance of success, but he’d never been one to just give up and let the enemy take a free shot.

      Despite all of his internal systems screaming out warnings of imminent overloads and power failures, he struggled to his feet knowing it wouldn’t be enough. He couldn’t move fast enough to get out of his own way, nevermind avoiding the Shard’s sustained beam. The Guardians were close, but not close enough to save him. Not yet.

      The energy beam struck Joseph just as a long arm reached around the corner and wrapped around the Shard, hurling it into the bulkhead. The energy stream whipped away from Joseph and struck the overhead before ending entirely.  With the Shard momentarily stunned, Goliath grabbed its arm, and with a powerful twist, ripped it off at the shoulder.

      With little function left, Joseph stumbled forward, trying to rush the Shard, coming up short when pieces began breaking away from it like a flock of birds escaping a tree. Unlike Goliath, he knew the fight wasn’t over yet. He stabbed his blade into the exodus, destroying a single small piece of the Intellect broke again into  its many pieces, the shards cutting through both him and Goliath.

      Joseph was able to burn a few of the shards away, but it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. Shard after shard sliced through his black Skin, the white gel beneath trying desperately to seal his many wounds. His interior systems were going crazy, alerting him to the damage his Intellect body was taking and telling him something he already knew.

      He was in deep trouble.

      So was Goliath.

      The multitude of shards cut off the hybrid’s arms at the elbows, and then its legs at the knees. The creature fell onto his back, groaning as he fought to somehow get up.

      A fresh round of soldier Intellects came around the corner, about to join the fight when Keesha’s voice blasted like a shockwave through his mind.  “Sarge, the Axon ships are opening fire!”

      Pioneer shuddered a moment later, the lights flickering before red emergency strobes activated and a warning siren started to blare. A second shudder sent Joseph to a knee. “What about Charles?” he asked, the shards continuing to bite into both him and Goliath.

      “He needs more time.”

      “He doesn’t have any more time!” Joseph screamed, Pioneer rocking a third time.

      The soldier Intellects paused in their advance. Gunfire followed a moment later, the Guardians reaching the area and engaging the enemy. The Shard, sensing the damage to Joseph, began to reassemble beside him, the pieces whirling around it before settling into its humanoid form.  Within seconds, a slightly more battered Shard Intellect stood above him, thin tendrils snapping out from its fingers and locking against the exposed white gel of the wounds to his head and torso.

      Joseph’s body froze, the Shard Intellect overriding every part of him that it touched, freezing his memory gel in place. Pioneer shook again, a muffled explosion indicating a larger breach somewhere in the outer regions of the hull..

      “Curious,” the Shard said again, tendrils holding almost all of Joseph’s body static, so many of the thin wires connected to the hundreds of wounds that it was able to lift him off the ground. “Investigation indicates an anomaly within the central cortex and heightened activity of pooled workers. We must understand the anomaly.”

      “Sarge,” Keesha said. “The Axon just stopped firing. Did you do something?”

      Joseph tried to respond, but his system was inoperable. The Shard was seizing control of him, similarly to how he had seized control of the Forge Mind. He was the reason they were halting the attack, but not for the reason she might think.

      “Standby,” the Shard said, tendrils snaking out from its head and reaching toward him. Joseph tried to pull his head away as a wet, slapping sound echoed through the nearby corridors.

      He looked over at Goliath. He wasn’t sure if the hybrid was still alive. He was no longer trying to get up. He wasn’t moving at all or making sounds of any kind.  Goliath couldn’t save him a second time. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t be saved.

      The lights in the corridor were already dimmed, the strobes flashing and sirens blaring. They were all blotted out at the end of the corridor as the seething mass of xaxkluth came around the corner. Hundreds of them dragged themselves along the overhead, deck and walls—tentacles slapping the metal, toothy mouths groaning and hissing as they advanced toward the Shard.

      Seeing the creatures, pieces of the Shard began to break off again, leaving the front half with tendrils planted in Joseph while the back half engaged the Relyeh. Only the xaxkluth were designed to handle the attack. Their appendages lashed out in every direction, catching the shards in their teeth and crushing them or catching them and smashing them into the walls. Some got through, tearing through some of the xaxkluth, but not enough to stop the advance.

      They swarmed the Intellect by the dozens, tentacles wrapping around it—biting, twisting and snapping through the thin cables connecting it to Joseph. The Shard dropped him on his knees. He stayed that way just as Pioneer shook again.

      “Queen, tell Charles...any damn day now!” he shouted into the comm.

      “He’s fixed the wires and is finalizing the fold,” Keesha replied. “Zen and Fatcat are out of ammo. We need backup, Sarge. ASAP.”

      Joseph still couldn’t move his body. Parts of his system were attempting to reboot, trying to recover from all the Shard’s attempt to take control.

      The xaxkluth covered the Shard, smothering it in wet black masses, crushing it under hundreds of tentacles. Joseph reached out to the moieties of the people he had woken, directing them toward the networking compartment.  Fresh gunfire rang out a moment later, and then his mob began streaming past his passageway, the armed Guardians first, shooting at the soldier Intellects as they advanced. Civilians followed behind, weaponized with everything from knives to rolling pins to nothing but bare hands.

      “Backup incoming,” he said.

      His legs began to regain their movement, and he stood up. Looking down at Goliath again, he was sad to see the hybrid had been decapitated, a wound the creature couldn’t recover from.

      “Thank you,” he whispered,  taking a brief moment of silence before following along behind the army of civilians and Guardians under his control. Gunfire still echoed through the passageways, but it was diminishing in frequency as the hundreds of humans overpowered the remaining Intellects.

      “Sarge, we’re folding in five. Four. Three. Two. One…” Joseph froze in place, waiting for what felt like an eternity for the words he most wanted to hear. “...fold complete.”
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      Pioneer. Passageway.  04.24.2324. 1515 hours.

      A wave of relief washed over Joseph. They had made it out of the Axon system. The enemy forces on the ship had been nearly destroyed. The passengers were one step closer to the Forge and safety.

      Most of them anyway. Not all.

      Joseph’s eyes dropped to the deck where one of Metro’s civilians lay dead,  killed by an energy blast from a soldier Intellect. A second dead civilian rested a few meters further down the passageway. A wave of terrible sadness ran through his digital mind.

      “Sarge,” Keesha said excitedly. “Sensors are clear. We made it away from the Axon. The Guardians are here.”  Her enthusiasm suddenly cut short. She paused before speaking again. “Joe, what did you do to them?”

      “I had to do it,” Joseph said weakly, still staring at the dead civilians. “There was no other way.”

      “Joe?” Keesha asked. “What happened?”

      “I didn’t give them a choice. The ones who died. I killed them.”

      “Joe, you saved thousands of people,” Keesha said. “A few gave their lives so the rest of us could live.”

      “They didn’t give their lives, Keesh,” Joseph said. “I took them. Without asking. Without their permission. Hell, without them even knowing it.”

      “You knew what you were doing when you did it.”

      It was one thing to know what might happen. It was another thing to see it up close, with all the blood and pain etched on the victim’s faces.”

      “You did the best you could. We nearly died, Joe. You saved us. That has to mean something.”

      Joseph turned his head, looking back at the mass of xaxkluth. They were separating from the Shard, revealing only a scattered field of metal remains where the Intellect had been. They approached Goliath, ready to feed on his corpse. Joseph brushed them away with a thought, sending them scattering. Back to where they had come from.

      “Mother,” he said through the comm. “Damage report.”

      “Sarge,” Kaminski replied. “It’s hard to tell. Every screen in Metro Engineering is lit up with different reports.” She was out of breath, as if she were running back and forth to each of the workstations to look at the screens. “Life support is clearly still functional, as is gravity. I think most of the damage occurred in unoccupied sections of the ship. Emergency bulkheads are all sealed.”

      “Good enough,” Joseph said. “Queen, are we back at the Forge?”

      “Negative, Sarge. We’re between destinations. It’ll take another jump.”

      “Do we have enough power to make another jump?”

      “I don’t know. Max is heading to PAP to work it out.”

      “Copy that,” Joseph said. “Max, let me know as soon as you have an answer.”

      “Confirmation, Sergeant. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Zen, are you okay?” Joseph asked. “I saw you get hit.”

      “I’m fine, Sarge,” Niko replied. “The shard hit the Inahri patch on my armor. It sunk in but didn’t get through.”

      “Do you still have the shard?”

      “Sure do. It’s my badge of honor.”

      “We need to take it to Hidalgo. I’m on my way.” He walked along the passageway, pausing when he reached the dead civilians. He knelt down beside each of them, laying them flat, folding their hands peacefully over their chests, and closing their eyes. He would send someone from Medical or Law to recover them later.

      There were seven more casualties along the corridor—including Engineer Shoppach—mingled with dozens of fallen Intellects. Four of them were Guardians, their armor burned through, their skin beneath charred black. Joseph did his best to set their bodies at rest before moving on, reaching the main group of living, breathing civilians. Still under his control through their moieties, they looked like zombies, their eyes glassed over, their posture as if they were held up by strings. He wanted to release them, but medical needed to be present when he did. None of them would have any idea what had happened or how they had gotten so far from Metro.

      “Sarge,” Keesha said as he emerged at the head of the passengers. “You look like shit.”

      Joseph looked down at his Intellect body. Many of the cuts had already been filled in by the memory gel, but the redistribution had left scarlike indentations all over his body. “I took a beating, but I’m okay,” he replied, looking into the networking compartment, where a sweaty Charles slumped against the wires along the bulkhead, a tablet in his shaking hands. “Nice work, Charles.”

      “Thanks,” Charles said, looking over at him, his eyes glassy with shock. “Can we go home now?”

      “Not yet,” Joseph replied. He turned around, looking at the swarm of passengers stretching down the passageway. “I’m going to take these folks back to Metro. Some of them may need medical care. Queen, I want you and Zen to head back to Research. Tell Hidalgo to take a look at that shard that hit Zen. I need to know if he can use it to find out where they took Preslan and the others.”

      “Copy, Sarge,” Keesha said, heading for Research with Niko in tow.

      “Fatcat, stay here with Charles,” Joseph said. “Keep him safe.”

      “Copy,” Morales said. “I’m out of smarties though.”

      The Guardian closest to Morales offered his plasma rifle.

      “Did you do that?” Morales asked, taking the weapon.

      “I did,” Joseph said. “They’re no more than puppets right now, unfortunately.”

      Morales quickly inspected the rifle, as satisfied as he could be with the weapon for what it could and couldn’t do. “So what do I do if more of those Intellect bastards show up? This rifle won’t help me much.”

      “I don’t expect any more trouble,” Joseph replied.

      “Famous last words,” Morales said, smiling.

      “Mother, do you copy?” Joseph asked, contacting the Ensign in Engineering.

      “I copy, Sarge,” Kaminski replied. “What do you need?”

      “The engineers there with you, I’m going to wake them up. I need you to explain what happened and then enlist their help mitigating damage to the ship.”

      “Copy, Sarge. Will do.”

      Joseph ushered the people from Metro back toward the city. At the same time, he entered his construct, opening new connections to the afflicted engineers in Metro’s Engineering Control. He didn’t try to take control of them, instead sending a shock through their systems to break the neural loop.

      It took nearly thirty minutes for him to get his small army back to the city and into South Park. He found Guardian Hoffman there on the grass, passed out in front of a platoon of equally unconscious Guardians. When he woke her and her eyes snapped open, he had forgotten his projection system was damaged. Seeing an Intellect leaning over her, she instinctively went for her sidearm.

      “Duckling, wait,” Joseph said, easily pinning her arm to the ground. “It’s me, Cross.”

      She didn’t believe him. Her eyes darted around him, looking for an escape route or reinforcements. Something to get her out of the situation she thought she was in. Finding none, she glared up at him. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I know, I don’t look like me. But it is me. I’m here on board with Queen, Zen and Fatcat. I need your help.”

      “Sarge?” Her eyes narrowed as if she were trying to look through him to find the Joseph she knew. “Am I having a nightmare?”

      “Maybe it would be better if you were, but you’re not. I know this is a little jarring, but it really is me. If it helps, I can remind you about that time in Istanbul, when—”

      “Okay, Sarge. I believe you. We don’t need to mention Istanbul.”

      “Can I let go of your arm now without you shooting me? I think I’m already beat up enough.”

      She looked him over and then at the pistol in her hand. She dropped the weapon, visibly beginning to calm. “Yeah. I’m good,” she said, looking back up at him. “I can’t believe it’s you in there.”

      Joseph pulled her to her feet. “I can barely believe it myself.”

      “What happened to us? And where’s the Captain?”

      “The Axon boarded Pioneer. They used a weapon to knock out everyone on board.” He motioned to her platoon with one hand and to the thousands of civilians who had fallen unconscious on the grass with the other. “They’re going to stay that way until I wake them.”

      “You?” Hoffman asked. “How?”

      “My synthetic,” Joseph explained. “They’re all infected with Iagorth’s moieties. I can snap them out of it.” He pointed at his zombie army. “Them too. The Axon took Captain Grant, Chief Oslo, Preslan and some others. I took control of these people to help me win the fight. Not all of them survived.”

      Hoffman stared at the group, approaching the nearest one, a Guardian, and waving her hand in front of his face. He didn’t react. “And this isn’t a dream?” she confirmed, looking back at him.

      “No. When I let them go, they’re going to be as confused as you are. I need you to help me keep them calm.”

      “Sarge, no offense, but take a look around you.”.”

      Joseph did. The astronomical damage to the city was apparent, but what bothered him more was the few thousand unconscious people stretched out for as far as he could see.  “What are they all doing here?”

      “They were training to fight the Axon,” Hoffman said. “They all volunteered. It’s what they wanted, but I guess the Axon didn’t give them a chance. The people with you though, you gave them a chance to fight, right?”

      He nodded. “I woke them up to fight. I controlled their moieties. I made them fight.” He slowly, almost imperceptibly shook his head before he finally looked back at her. “We’re the Guardians, Hoff. We’re supposed to protect them. Not feed them to the wolves. The ones who died, it’s all my fault. I killed them.”

      “No, you didn’t. Those who died gave their lives to save everyone you see here.” Her arm swept out to encompass everyone he hadn’t woken up to fight. “Don’t beat yourself up over those you lost. Like you, like these people you brought back here to release, they’re heroes. And we’ll never forget their sacrifice. Sarge, do you get what I’m saying?”

      Staring at the thousands of Metro civilians still stuck in the Axon’s neural loop, he finally began to accept what he had done, “Yeah, Hoff, I get it. Thanks.”

      ”You’re welcome. Now, let’s get these people taken care of, starting with your little army here.”  She looked them all over again. “How long can you keep them like this?”

      “Indefinitely, why?”

      “If you want to keep them calm then we should go wake Governor Nori and let her help us. I know where she is.”

      “Good idea,” Joseph agreed.

      “This way.”
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      Pioneer. Metro. Hospital. 04.24.2324. 1600 hours.

      Hoffman led Joseph to Governor Nori’s office on the top floor of Metro General Hospital, a building that took up all of Block 611. Face down on her desk, it wasn’t initially clear if she had been awake at the time of the Axon’s neural assault or if she had already passed out from exhaustion and the attack had simply kept her where she was.

      Regardless, Claire came out of the neural loop slightly less confused than Hoffman but equally taken aback by Joseph’s inhuman physical appearance. Only the presence of Pioneer’s newest Guardian Prime had helped ease her mind, though she had still insisted Hoffman pinch her to prove she was really awake.

      Joseph quickly rehashed most of what he had been through, from the moment he had left Pioneer for the Forge, all the way up to the moment he had entered her office. It was a lot to condense into a quick summary, but Claire listened attentively the entire time, her expression shifting through the length of the tale like a child listening to a bedtime story. By the time Joseph was done, he could see the wonderment and terror written across her face.

      “And Niko is here? He’s okay?” Claire asked, concerned foremost with the health of her son. “The last report I heard was that he had been injured.”

      “He’s here,” Joseph confirmed. “And he’s well. The Inahri’s medical technology is centuries ahead of ours. They put him back together better than new. He and Keesha are in the Research Module with Rose’s assistant, Hidalgo.”

      Claire looked pleased by the report on Niko. “You said Doctor Rose is deceased?”

      “Yes.”

      “And there’s a group of Metro citizens on the South Park lawn who are somehow standing upright but still aren’t completely conscious?“

      “That’s right,” Joseph said. “I used Iagorth’s moieties to bend them to my will. I turned them into my slaves. I’m not proud of it, but I did what had to be done.”

      “You don’t need to explain yourself to me, Sergeant. I trust Nikki and he trusts you more than anyone else on this ship, including me. I’m just wondering...could you have controlled all of us like this at any time you wanted?”

      “Not exactly. When I was organic flesh and blood I was limited by the amount of minds I could affect at one time. Probably a hundred at most. Since my consciousness was downloaded into this Intellect, I have so much more capacity in my cortex that I could easily seize and independently operate all forty-thousand people in Metro if I wanted to.”

      “Geez,” Hoffman said, surprised by the statement.

      “If you think that’s impressive, Iagorth actively controls over a billion life forms at any given moment,” Joseph said. “His intellect dwarfs the capabilities of this machine.”

      “Yet we still managed to send him packing twice,” Hoffman said with a smile.

      “That group of people—I don’t even know what to call them—drones I guess,” Claire said. “You want me to head out there and talk to them when they wake up. Correct?”

      “Almost. I want you to be ready to talk to everyone in Metro when I wake them all up. They’re going to be as confused about things as you were. Probably more so. Like I told you, Captain Grant is gone. Taken. It’s my duty to locate the Senior Officers and bring them back safely. In the absence of any senior staff, I believe command of Pioneer falls to you.”

      “Me?” Claire said, shaking her head. “Sergeant Cross, I don’t want to be in command of Pioneer. I’m a Doctor and sort of a politician. I’m not military and I don’t want to be.”

      “Good, because Pioneer is in no condition to be used as a warship. She never was. My intention isn’t for you to become part of the conflict between the Inahri and the Axon. What I think to be the right move at this point is for Pioneer to rendezvous with Obado at the Forge as originally planned. I want you to transfer the people of Metro to Obado by transport, then take Obado’s gate to the Forge, where they can send you on to the Free Inahri homeworld.”

      “That sounds complicated,” Claire stated.

      “It does, but it isn’t. We can use our transports to ferry passengers to Obado. From there, the gates offer direct passage from one location to the next. A trip that should take years can be made in about a thousand steps.”

      “Amazing,” Claire admitted breathlessly. “I can’t even picture it. You’re sure the Inahri are agreeable to us joining them on their world?”

      “Yes. There are Earthers living among them already, from the generation ship Deliverance.”

      “I remember Colonel Tsi mentioned something about that,” Claire said. “But Sergeant, do you think it’s safe for you to leave Pioneer before we’ve made that transfer?”

      “I can’t guarantee it’ll be completely safe, with or without me. What we do know is that the Axon intend to launch a second attack against the Forge. That’s why we need to act fast to get all of you off the Forge before they arrive.”

      Claire was silent for a moment, soaking it all in. Then she looked at Hoffman. “What about you, Prime?” Claire asked. “Are you going with Sergeant Cross or staying here?”

      “While I would normally never pass up a chance to join my fellow Bastards on a mission, both Sergeant Cross and I believe the best place for me is here, continuing my role as Guardian Prime.”

      “I concur,” Claire said. “Sergeant, I’m not in any position to determine how to make this plan of yours happen. How do you want to manage the timeline?”

      “Pioneer can’t fold again until we get confirmation from Max that the ship has enough power available. In the event that we don’t have enough power we can boost it, but it will take additional time. As far as bringing the passengers out of their slumber, we just need the means to broadcast across the entire city.”

      “We already have the means.” Claire stood up, circling her desk. “The Governor’s Office has the equipment to make city-wide addresses. We would just need to head over there whenever you’re ready.”

      “I’m ready right now,” Joseph said.

      Claire smiled. “Then let’s do it.”

      Joseph led them out into the hallway. He heard Claire gasp as she emerged from her office and saw the handful of nurses and administrators who had collapsed onto the floor.

      “Are you sure they’re okay?” she asked.

      “They’re in the same state you were,” Joseph replied. You feel okay, right?”

      “Yes. I feel fine now, even a bit hopeful for the first time in a while,” she added with a slight smile.

      Joseph was tempted to warn her not to get too far ahead of herself. But in terms of getting the surviving passengers to safety he was admittedly starting to feel a similar sense of optimism.

      The Governor’s office was on the top floor of Block 611, directly adjacent to Metro General. It only took a couple of minutes to exit the hospital and cross the main strand to the front of the government building, which had withstood the beating Metro had taken earlier better than most of the structures around it. There were cracks in the glass face of the lobby and the sliding door into the building was stuck open, but otherwise there was little evidence of the dangerous shifts in inertia or the loss of gravity that had occurred.

      “Fortunately, we didn’t lose the elevator in this building,” Claire said, leading them to the banks at the back of the lobby. They had to step over a few fallen passengers along the way.

      “I wonder why this building held up so much better than all the others I’ve seen,” Joseph replied.

      “It was reinforced differently than the other blocks,” Claire admitted. “As the seat of power in the city, it was important to the builders to make it more sturdy. I wish they had made all of the blocks the same way. So many dead and injured. So much damage. We don’t have the parts to fix half of it. There are residents forced to use the stairs to get to their cubes, and some of them live on the fortieth floor.”

      “That has to be very hard on them,” Joseph said.

      “This has been difficult for all of us,” she replied. “Not to make it sound like I’m ungrateful. I know we couldn’t have planned for any of this.”

      The elevator arrived, the doors sliding open to let them board the cab. Joseph was just stepping in when Max’s voice entered his head.

      “Completion. Confirmation. Pioneer has enough power to execute a second fold.”

      “Max,” Joseph said, moving to the back of the elevator as Claire swiped her wrist and entered the cab. The doors closed behind her, setting  the cab in motion. “It’s about time you got back to me. What took so long?”

      “Reparation. Inspection. Consideration. With the damage from the Axon ships, it seemed logical to ensure the system was not compromised. Congratulations! It was not. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      “So we can fold again at any time?”

      “Confirmation. Would you like to execute another fold?”

      “Not yet,” Joseph replied. “We aren’t going to take the next fold with Pioneer, and I have some other loose ends to wrap up before we can return to Fang.”

      “Understanding. What do you require of me?”

      “Head back to Fang. Make sure she’s flight-ready. Wait for us there.”

      “Pozz,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha. Copy Sarge. Max out.”

      They rode to the top floor in silence, the cab doors opening to reveal a marble-floored foyer and wall freshly painted a bright yellow. A small gold table with a vase of newly cut flowers on it sat to their left.  Claire headed for the doorway directly in front of them, swiping her wrist over a pad on the door. It opened ahead of her and she walked in, beckoning them inside behind her.

      The room’s neoclassical decor was highlighted by a half-dozen real wooden desks neatly organized in three rows of two sat on a thick green carpet. Each desk had a computer terminal and display, as well as a fixed comm. Three of the desks were occupied, the staffers splayed out on their desks, unconscious.

      “I’ve never even seen such fancy decor, even back on Earth,” Hoffman said.

      “It’s useless trash,” Claire commented. “We can’t recycle wood like we can all of the metal we use, which means we also can’t recondition it. And it’s so damn heavy.” She shook her head. “I would prefer something simpler like what’s at the hospital, but we work with what we have. My office is in the back.”

      Joseph followed Claire through a set of double wood doors and into a workspace even more classically ostentatious than the one before it. Portraits of former Governors circled the room, the painting behind the desk one of a man Joseph recognized all too well.

      Holden Nash.

      He glared at the painting for a moment, falling behind as Claire cut to the left, toward another door. He caught up as she opened it, revealing a simple sound booth. The controls were on one side while an upholstered stool and a microphone on a tripod sat on the other side. The tripod had tipped over during the shaking. Claire picked it up, returning it to its position before taking a seat on the stool.

      “Use the switch marked LIVE to activate the PA system,” Claire said. “Whenever you’re ready, Sergeant.”

      Hoffman found the switch. “On your command, Sarge.”

      “Standby.” Joseph entered his construct. William wasn’t in his rocking chair. He wasn’t in the cabin at all. Looking through the front window, Joseph found him standing on the dock, fishing. Bosco was curled up next to him, waiting for whatever came next.

      He left the cabin, walking down to his grandfather.

      “Is this a metaphor?” Joseph asked as he approached.

      “What, fishing? You tell me, Joey. It’s your brain.”

      “Technically, it isn’t. Not here.”

      William laughed. “I know, I know. You can’t do all of them at once without my help.”

      “That is why you’re here.”

      William reeled in his line, hooked the lure to the reel and laid the pole down on the dock. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      “Outside?”

      “Every moiety is like a fish, Joey. We just have to tease them out.”

      William turned to the lake. Joseph moved up to stand beside him. The action jogged one of his memories of his grandfather. They had been in this position before. Only the last time, he had only come up to William’s hip.

      “I miss this,” Joseph said, looking out at the calm water. “Every part of it. I could never have imagined back then how things would turn out. What I would become.”

      “You’re still you, Joey,” William replied. “No matter what kind of body you’re in. Or whether or not you have a body at all. You’re a good kid. You care about people. You want to keep them safe. All this will come again one day. The universe keeps going, and what Iagorth and Shub-nigu don’t get is that they can’t outrun it.”

      “What about the Axon?”

      “They weren’t always such assholes. Fear turned them into this.”

      “That doesn’t make it okay.”

      “Nope. But it’s a good lesson. One I hope the Inahri can learn.”

      Joseph glanced over at William, wondering where he was getting all of the insight. Probably from the knowledge inside the Intellect’s cortex. It seemed to be making the synthetic wiser.

      “Ready, kid?” William asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Cup your hand.”

      Joseph did. William dropped a handful of pellets into it.

      “Fish food?” Joseph asked, laughing.

      “Metaphors, you little shit,” William replied. “Just toss it.”

      Joseph drew his arm back, hurling the food at the lake. William did the same. The pellets didn’t follow the laws of physics. They flew out across the entirety of the lake, fish jumping out to snap them up. When a fish took one of the pellets, it vanished.

      Within seconds, thousands of fish were leaping out of the water for the food, the sound of the water as they flipped their tails to make the leap soothing in Joseph’s ears. Real or not, he was glad for the moment with William.

      It was over too soon, one final fish leaping up for the last bit of food. William put his arm over Joseph’s shoulders. “It’s going to get worse before it gets better. You know that, right, Joey?”

      “Yeah, I do,” Joseph replied.

      “Stay strong.”

      “I will.”

      “That’s my boy.”

      Outside the construct, Joseph nodded the go-ahead to Hoffman. “They’re awake,” he said. “Governor, you’re on.”
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      Pioneer. Metro. Governor’s Office. 04.24.2324. 1630 hours.

      The Governor’s staffers were already waiting when Joseph, Hoffman and Claire emerged from the sound booth. They reacted fearfully to Joseph’s dark visage at first, but then started clapping as Claire took his hand and waved to the few people in the office.

      “Governor Nori,” one of them said as they moved toward the center of the room. “That was a wonderful speech. So inspiring.”

      “Thank you,” Claire replied. “How are you feeling?”

      “I feel fine,” the man replied. “Waking up like that was a little...whew! But, you set my mind right at ease.” He turned to Joseph. “Prime Cross, is that really you?” His voice trembled. He was still uncomfortable at the sight of the Intellect body.

      “It is,” Joseph replied.

      “Are we really getting off Pioneer? Are we really going to a planet?”

      “That’s the plan, but we all need to work together to make it happen. Follow the Governor’s directions and you’ll be breathing real air and looking at a real sky inside of forty-eight hours.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man said with a broad grin.

      The trio reached the elevator, taking it back down. A crowd was already gathering outside the building when they reached the lobby, waving and shouting happily.

      “It looks like you have your work cut out for you, Governor,” Joseph said.

      “Good work for a change,” Claire replied. “It’s nice to see them excited, though the unknown worries me. What if things don’t go the way we want them?”

      “They’ll fight all that much harder for it now.” Joseph turned to Hoffman. “It was good to see you again, Hoff.”

      “You too, Sarge,” she replied. She moved forward, embracing him. He hugged her back, though the whole action felt strange in the Intellect body. “Good hunting out there.”

      “Thank you. Claire, I assume there’s another way out?”

      She nodded. “Around to the stairwell behind the elevators, through the maintenance door and down the corridor to the split.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be on my way, then. We both still have a lot of work left to do.”

      “Stay safe, Sergeant,” Claire said. “And keep Nikki safe too.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “I hope to see you again.”

      “Oh, you will. I’m on the Forge too. But I know what you mean.”

      He turned and headed for the stairwell. He heard the cheering increase in volume as Claire approached the crowd, her voice rising to speak to them. He could still pick up her voice as he hurried down the corridor and out into the alley. She was repeating her words of hope, spinning his use of the Guardians to help defeat the Axon as a true victory for them all. She had a gift for knowing how to connect with and motivate people.

      Joseph moved into the split, the dark skin of his Intellect body helping him disappear in the shadows. He headed away from the main strand, following the splits to the edge of South Park. At the corner, he activated his personal holographic projection and moved out into the public. While the damage to his skin made the projection less than perfect, he didn’t expect anyone to look at him closely enough to notice the flaws.

      He was halfway through the park when Keesha came through on the comm. “Sarge, we’re down in Research. Hidalgo’s got something.”

      “Copy, Queen,” Joseph replied. “I’m on my way.” He picked up the pace slightly. “Fatcat, this is Sarge. Do you copy?”

      “I copy, Sarge,” Morales answered. “Please tell me we’re leaving soon. I’m getting real claustrophobic here.”

      “I’m leaving soon,” Joseph said. “I want you to go back to the Forge with Pioneer.”

      “What?” Morales replied. “Sarge, I—”

      “Those are your orders, Fatcat. I’m sorry, but you’re out of smarties and nothing on board is suitable to handle Intellects in greater numbers. Besides, I need you to ensure Pioneer gets back safe.”

      Joseph didn’t need to see Morales’ face to know he wasn’t happy about the assignment. But he was a good Marine. “Copy, Sarge. I understand. I guess I’ll see you back at the ranch. Good hunting, my friend.”

      “Absolutely. Cross out.”

      Joseph ran up the passageway to the main seals, pausing at Engineering. He activated his personal projection before ducking inside. Ensign Kaminski was at the primary control station, speaking to another engineer Joseph knew. They both looked up from their work  as he approached.

      “Prime Cross,” Ito said, bowing slightly. “It’s nice to see you again. Thank you for coming back for us.”

      “You’re welcome,” Joseph replied. “Ensign, how are we looking?”

      “Sarge, we’ve confirmed minimal critical damage to the ship. Based on my review of where the Axon weapons hit us, I believe they were intentionally causing just minor damage.”

      “I agree,” Joseph said, realizing they’d stalled for time while the Shard Intellect carried out its investigation of Joseph’s nature. They hadn’t expected their prized Intellect to lose a fight. “Though I think the next shot wouldn’t have been so kind.”

      “We did take damage to the secondary hangar,” she continued. “The remaining Daggers were all destroyed. We also lost a significant measure of reserve food supplies.”

      “Hopefully, you won’t need either,” Joseph said.

      “Yes, I heard Governor Nori’s announcement. If what Max said is true, I’m grateful for a chance to have a normal life again. I never thought I would after the trife came.”

      “As of now, Governor Nori is in command of Pioneer. You’ll report directly to her.”

      “Aye aye, Sarge. I hope you find Preslan, Captain Grant and the others.”

      “I will find them.” He turned to Ito. “Thank you for your help.”

      “Any time, Sarge,” she replied with a smile.

      Joseph left Engineering, quickly making his way out of Metro through the main seal to the rear elevators and then down to Deck Thirty-three. He entered the Research Module, passing through the control room to the lab, where he found Hidalgo and Niko enjoying a pot of coffee, while Keesha stood frozen nearby.

      “Keesh?” Joseph asked through the comm.

      “I’m running diagnostics on Fang,” she replied. “And preparing for our departure. Don’t worry about me.”

      “Does that mean we know where Preslan is?” Joseph asked out loud.

      Hidalgo looked up at him, nodding and smiling. “Sergeant, let me tell you...today is our lucky day. You have no idea what you inadvertently captured. This is next generation stuff.”

      “But do we know where they took Preslan and the others?” he repeated.

      “We do, Sarge,” Niko said.

      “Come look at this, Sergeant Cross,” Hidalgo said, moving to a nearby workstation.

      The shard was clamped in place, part of the outer metal shell cracked open, electrodes reaching in beneath. The display showed a screen filled with numbers in a notation Joseph was surprised to find he could read. Or rather that his Intellect cortex could read.

      “You translated this?” Joseph asked.

      “That?” Hidalgo replied, looking at the screen. “Not yet. This is data I’m saving for later review. But we have translated some of the algorithms. We wouldn’t have been able to modify the memory gel otherwise. I’m guessing you can read it?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I understand all of it.”

      “It’s not an easy transcription to go from mathematical equations to English,” Hidalgo agreed. “But any insight you can provide would likely be helpful.”’

      “You don’t need to go through that much trouble. I can provide full translations, even a complete decryption of the data from the shard back on the Forge.”

      Hidalgo’s face fell. Joseph realized the scientist thought he had stumbled onto something totally unique. “Then you already know what makes this type of Intellect so interesting?” Hidalgo asked.

      “Not really,” Joseph replied. “I haven’t had time to really look that deeply into the designs.”

      “You should have used this version when you made that body,” Hidalgo said, nodding at him. “Do you remember when I told you the gel carries a level of persistent data?”

      “Memories. Yes, I remember.”

      “This single piece is carrying the entire dataset. I imagine every individual piece is the same. The original memory gel doesn’t have the capacity for that.”

      “And every piece communicates with every other piece,” Joseph guessed.

      “Exactly.”

      “There must be a primary controller.”

      “Like Iagorth’s moieties?” Hidalgo said. “I see where you’re heading with that, Sergeant. But no, I don’t think so in this case. Each piece can operate independently of the whole.”

      “You’re saying that piece of the shard is equivalent in intelligence to the entire Intellect?”

      “Yes.”

      “It seems like it was designed to counter the Hunger. Those pieces are sharp. They could probably cut down an entire slick of trife without much effort.”

      “I can see how that would be the case. There is one thing I wanted to show you, Sergeant. I was wondering if it had any meaning to you.” Hidalgo began tapping on his keyboard, switching the view on the display. It filled with more mathematics that Joseph could both read and understand. Sort of.

      “What’s a Khron?” Joseph asked.

      “I don’t know,” Hidalgo replied. “I was hoping you would be able to tell me. This equation appears quite often in the dataset, usually in the cached logs.”

      “It doesn’t have any direct meaning to me,” Joseph said. “But there may be more information about it on the Forge.”

      “Of course. And Pioneer is headed back there, isn’t she?”

      “As soon as my team returns to Fang, you’ll be on your way.”

      “Can I expect your cooperation in continuing my research?”

      “Yes, as long as you’re more open about what research you’re actually doing than your predecessor was.”

      “I admit, Doctor Rose did like to keep secrets. But she had her reasons, not the least of which was the Iagorth problem.”

      “That problem is solved. Do I have your word?”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “Good. Fang has the coordinates you located inside the shard’s dataset?”

      “I passed them along to Prime West, yes.”

      “And you’re sure it’s the right place?”

      “They were the only coordinates I found. This particular Intellect’s logs show it always arriving from and departing to the same location. Obviously, it didn’t depart in this case.”

      “They left it behind to kill me.”

      “Or delay you while the Axon ships killed us. It may be that the Axon moved her a second time, but that’s where you need to go next with your search.”

      “Thank you, Hidalgo. Be sure to go and see my copy when you get to the Forge.”

      “I will.”

      Joseph looked back at Niko. “Zen, I need you to stay behind.”

      Niko nodded, accepting the statement more easily than he expected. “Fatcat warned me you were going to say that. I won’t tell you I’m happy about it, but I do understand. I’m sure a human in a world of machines would stand out a bit.”

      “That’s not the only reason.”

      “As long as it’s not because my mother is worried about me,” Niko joked. He knew Joseph would never play that card. “Just bring Prezz back safe. That’s all I ask.”

      “We’ll do our best,” Joseph replied. “Keep an eye on Hidalgo for me, and take him to the Control Mind when you arrive.”

      “Copy, Sarge.”

      Joseph turned to Keesha. “Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready,” Keesha replied. “So is Fang.”

      “Max, are you onboard?”

      “Confirmation. I am prepared to kick ass. Hahahaha. Hahaha.”

      “We’re on our way.”
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      Fang. 04.24.2324. 1700 hours.

      Joseph stepped through the airlock into Fang right behind Keesha. Max was already inside, hooked into the rear station.

      “Salutation. Completion. Fang is prepared, Sergeant,” he said, removing himself to take one of the rear seats.

      “Thank you, Max,” Joseph replaced the Intellect at the second station as Keesha went to the pilot’s station and locked herself in. He felt a sting of regret that he couldn’t have brought Morales and Niko or Hoffman with them. They were all Bastards. All part of the team. But where they were going, the risk to them was just too high.

      Hooking into Fang's systems, he activated the ship’s comms, contacting Pioneer. “Mother, do you copy?”

      “I copy, Sarge,” Kaminski said. “Governor Nori is here in Engineering with me, Sergeant.”

      “Governor, we’re prepared to detach,” Joseph said. “We’ll stay nearby until you make your jump, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Claire replied. “Again, I wish you the best of luck on your mission.”

      “We appreciate that, ma’am,” Joseph said. “Queen, separate the interlock.”

      “Copy, Sarge. Separating.”

      Fang vibrated softly as the connector between the two ships released and retracted. Vectoring thrusters pushed them gently away from the much bigger ship. Joseph was aware of Pioneer through the sensors, and he could see it in his mind’s eye, seemingly motionless in the depths of space, but getting smaller as they pulled away.

      “Fatcat, do you copy?” Joseph said.

      “I copy, Sarge.”

      “We’re pulling away from Pioneer now. Is Charles ready?”

      “He is.”

      “Give him a thirty second countdown and then trigger the fold.”

      “Copy. I’ll see you in a few minutes. The other you anyway.” He laughed. “Good hunting, Bastards.”

      Joseph started his own countdown, syncing it mentally with Charles’. He took the remaining time to reach into his construct, scanning Pioneer for Goliath. A sense of sadness washed over him when he couldn’t find the hybrid. He really was dead this time.

      “He died a hero,” William said.

      “He did,” Joseph agreed. “I wasn’t manipulating him at the end. He made the decision to save me on his own.”

      “I know. I guess there was more human left in there than anybody knew.”

      “I guess so.”

      “T-minus ten seconds,” Morales announced, helping Joseph better sync his timing with the engineer’s.

      “This isn’t going to be easy,” William said.

      “No,” Joseph replied.

      His grandfather pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket and held it out. “Here. This came for you.”

      Joseph looked down at it, surprised. “Came for me? What does that mean? There’s no mail in here.”

      “Just read it.”

      Joseph took the paper, unfolding it slowly. His eyes narrowed when he read it.

      I’m here if you need me.

      The note wasn’t signed. Joseph’s eyes snapped up to William. “Who sent this? Iagorth? Shub-nigu?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Bullshit!” Joseph growled. “This place is locked down. Nobody can get in. I’m too strong for that now.”

      William smirked. “Maybe you’re just thinking about it the wrong way?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I don’t know if you don’t know.”

      Joseph crumpled the paper in his hand.

      “Three...two...one,” Morales said outside the construct. “See you on the other—”

      And then Pioneer was gone.

      “Godspeed, Pioneer,” Max said. “Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “Our coordinates are set and locked,” Keesha said.

      Joseph’s mind was torn between this world and the construct. What did the note mean? Where had it come from? I’m here if you need me. That didn’t sound threatening or dangerous. Was it Preslan? He could only hope so.

      “Let’s get them back,” Joseph said. “Execute the fold.”

      “Fold complete,” Keesha said a moment later.

      Joseph looked at the sensors in tandem with Keesha. They both reacted the same way, freezing in response to what Fang's systems were telling them.

      “This is not good,” Keesha said.

      “It’s worse than that,” Joseph replied.

      There were Axon ships all around them. Thousands. More than Joseph could even believe they possessed.

      “Max, there are nearly four thousand ships out here,” Joseph growled between his teeth.

      “Consideration. Computation. It is logical that this is the Axon fleet preparing to attack the Forge.”

      “Four thousand, Max. That’s four times more than you estimated.”

      “Agreement. Supposition. I was a little off. Hahahahaha. Hahaha.”

      A little off? Joseph was tempted to disengage from his station so he could strangle the Intellect. If this entire fleet attacked the Forge, there was no way they could defeat it.

      No way at all.

      And that wasn’t their only problem. “How are we supposed to find Preslan in this mess?”

      “Joe, I think I know the first place to look,” Keesha replied. She marked it for him on the sensors.

      “Yeah,” he said. “That would be my guess too.”

      I’m here if you need me.

      Someone had made the offer. He had a feeling he might need to take them up on it.
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      Preslan turned her head when she heard the nearby hatch slide open. A single pair of metallic feet struck the floor, but she couldn’t see the Intellect coming. She couldn’t see anything. They had put something over her head, a metal helmet of some kind. It was heavy. Too heavy for her to hold upright for any length of time without using her arms to help support it. Too heavy to be designed solely to blind her.

      She already knew its other purpose.

      It was a prison for her mind. A cell her telekinetic power couldn’t escape. A lock her enhanced strength couldn’t break. It was as if the Axon had known what she would become, and they had come to Pioneer prepared to capture her.

      How could that be? She hadn’t even known what Rose was doing to her until it was already done. How had they known?

      The idea worried her. She knew the Intellects could make themselves look like someone else. Their holograms were so perfect no human eye would be able to make the distinction. If there were a spy on Pioneer, they were probably still on board.

      And she had no way to find them. No way to warn them of the danger they were in. They had blinded her, both physically and mentally, but they hadn’t completely put her out of action. She knew they had taken her off Pioneer and flown her somewhere else. She had lost track of the time.

      Hours? Days? More?

      For all the enhancements Rose had given her, her mind was still organic. It still needed rest. She had slept. Only for a little while, maybe. She wasn’t sure. It wasn’t a natural sleep like all of the times she had gone to bed and closed her eyes. She had already nearly forgotten what it was like to breathe.

      “You will stand up,” the Intellect directed, coming to a stop in front of her.

      “Where am I?” Preslan asked.

      “You will stand up.”

      Preslan lifted her head,  taking some of the helmet’s weight in her hands. Even so, she struggled to sit up. “Can you please take this thing off?”

      “You will stand up.”

      “Can you say something else?” she said through gritted teeth.

      “You will stand up.”

      She should know better than to try to talk to a machine. She managed to get her elbow under her and shove her torso up enough to slide forward on her padded seat until her feet dangled over and found the floor. “This would be a lot easier if I could see,” she said, struggling to her feet.

      The Intellect took a step forward. The front of her helmet suddenly became transparent, and she saw it pulling its hand away from her head.  The Intellect had activated a camera system or something. At least she could see where she was and where she was going.

      The Intellect was more simple than the others she had seen, formed like a human skeleton covered in aluminum, thin and relatively meek in appearance. If it were purely a messenger or servant, she could imagine it didn’t need the same construction as a soldier or an Advanced...or even a Shard Intellect.  She shuddered at just the thought of the Shard that had captured her and killed Shoppach and Tsi. If she got out of this prison the first thing she intended to do would be to find and destroy that bastard.

      The compartment she was in was even simpler. Bare metal walls, a bare metal deck and the simple slab of gel she’d been resting on.

      “You will follow,” the Intellect said, now that she was standing.

      She considered asking it again about removing the helmet, but she already knew what it would say in response. She didn’t have much choice but to see where all this would lead.

      The Axon hadn’t killed her. That was a good thing, right?

      They left the compartment, moving down a seemingly endless corridor lined with identical  hatchways, at least a hundred in total. The Intellect stayed in front of her, walking smoothly without looking back, certain she would follow. With the helmet on, it was hard for her to turn her head around to see back in the other direction. She didn’t know if there was an escort behind her. Even if there wasn’t, she couldn’t escape with the helmet on. Whatever the device was, it had greatly limited the abilities Rose had given her.

      They cleared the passageway, moving into a room with a raised platform. What looked like etched glass covered the platform’s deck and overhead.The Intellect waved its hand in front of the pedestal standing before the etched glass , activating a hologram which it used to set two symbols.

      “You will step onto the transfer unit,” it said, pointing to the platform.

      Preslan didn’t argue. She walked over to it, standing on the etched glass. The design reminded her of the soldered wiring of a circuit board, and she couldn’t help trying to decipher how it worked. She was surprised when her eyes tracked the lines, following them as if she understood them. How could that be?

      The Intellect didn’t join her on the platform. A flash of light blinded her, but for only a moment. When it dissipated, the machine was gone. The room she found herself in was a little larger, and there was a pleasant smell of flowers in the air.

      She realized wherever the Intellect had sent her, the place was filled with the sharp but pleasant smell. Whether the air had the same composition as Pioneer was unclear, but it was close.

      She was also alone.

      A hatch sat a few meters ahead. She didn’t hesitate, stepping off the platform, the door opening ahead of her. She stepped out into a garden unlike any she had seen before. It wasn’t like South Park or the hydroponics blocks. It wasn’t like the Earth forests or fields she had seen in pictures and videos. A layer of bluish moss covered the floor wherever other plants hadn’t broken through the soil. The trees were large and thick, splitting apart like tendrils, their exterior a soft white with flecks of phosphorescent green. The flowers were varied and numerous, but they all had similarly tentacle-like stems that gave Preslan the impression they were made of flesh instead of fibrous plant pulp.

      The garden was large, the outer walls so far away they were nearly invisible. The ceiling rested at least a hundred meters over her head, where multiple large yellow orbs gave off light and heat. It reminded her of Pioneer’s atmospherics, except years more advanced.

      She didn’t call out, instead looking for someone else in the garden. She wished she didn’t have the helmet over her head so she could see the full beauty of the place. But what if…she stopped walking, realizing that this could all be a trick. What if she was looking at a screen? What if none of what she saw was real? She could be in a tiny room hooked up to electrodes or in something like a Relyeh Construct. There was no way to know what was real.

      She was surprised when she heard the click of a lock at her throat, and then a motor whirred inside the helmet as it began to spread apart. She didn’t waste any time lifting it off, smiling despite herself to see that everything the screen had shown her was really there. If bringing her here was a trick, the helmet wasn’t part of it.

      She dropped the headgear onto the moss beside her, grateful to get rid of its ungainly weight. Already, she could feel the strength returning to her limbs, the energy and life circulating through her body. She wondered then if the Axon had captured her and placed her in a zoo of some kind. Was this her cage? Could there be someone observing her, and if so from where?

      She left the helmet behind, walking deeper into the garden, reaching out to touch the plants and trees and everything she could. It was all so beautiful and fragrant.

      “Like paradise,” someone said from behind her.

      She whirled around, fists clenched, ready to fight. She lost the will when she saw the creature. It wore a thick black cloak, the humanoid shape beneath thin and lanky—taller than her by at least a meter. Only its hands and intense green eyes were visible in the shadows of the cloak’s hood. It had three long, narrow fingers and a thumb on each hand, the backs of the digits covered in short, thick hairs.

      It felt like the alien was looking right through her. As unsettling as that was, it took her a moment to realize it hadn’t spoken to her out loud. She had heard its voice in her mind.

      “Who are you?” she asked, speaking out loud. “What is this place?”

      “Sanctuary,” it replied.

      “I don’t want sanctuary,” Preslan said. “I want to go back to my ship.”

      “Of course, but you know that’s impossible.”

      Preslan wasn’t ready to accept that. Anger burned inside her, running through her body up to her mind. “You shouldn’t have taken off the helmet.”

      “Why not?”

      She tried to grab the alien with her mind and throw it into the trunk of the tree beside it, butwhat felt like a wall rose up between them, the alien’s eyes narrowing as she struggled to overcome it. A moment later she let go, unable to break through.

      “Impressive,” the alien said. “But limited.”

      Preslan glared at the creature. “Let me guess, you want to train me.”

      “No. I will use what you already have, not give you the means to fight back. You will help me turn the tide of this endless war. First, we will recover the Forge. Then we will return the fight to the Relyeh. Our days of defeat will end.”

      “You’re an Axon,” Preslan realized. “A real, flesh and blood Axon. Not an Intellect.”

      “Yes. One of too few who remain,” it replied. “You will call me Khron.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading Endure, the fourth book in the Forgotten Starship series. Looking for the next-in-series? Please head over to  mrforbes.com/forgottenstarship5 for more information.

      Thank you again!

    

  


  
    
      Did you know Forgotten Starship is part of a larger universe? If you want to read more while you wait for the next book, there’s plenty to enjoy here. Here are the three I recommend. You can get more complete descriptions of each on the Other Books pages.

      

      Deliverance (Forgotten Colony, Book 1) - mrforbes.com/deliverance

      Another generation starship leaves Earth heading for a new home. At least, they think they are. The remains of Earth’s government have other plans…

      

      Forgotten (Forgotten, Book 1) - mrforbes.com/forgotten

      This is where it all began. Sheriff Duke is a favorite among fans of the Forgotten Universe. Maybe he’ll become your favorite too? Warning: contains adult language.

      

      Earth Unknown (Forgotten Earth, Book 1) - mrforbes.com/earthunknown

      The most popular and highest rated Sheriff Duke series. Again, contains some adult language.

      

      You can also see all of the Forgotten Universe books at mrforbes.com/forgottenuniverse
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        Want more M.R. Forbes? Of course you do!

        View my complete catalog here

        mrforbes.com/books

        Or on Amazon:

        mrforbes.com/amazon

      

      

      
        
        Forgotten (The Forgotten)

        mrforbes.com/theforgotten

      

      

      Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

      Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

      That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

      Until a malfunction forces his wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

      Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

      Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

      The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

      Until now.

      

      
        
        Earth Unknown (Forgotten Earth)

        mrforbes.com/earthunknown

      

      

      Centurion Space Force pilot Nathan Stacker didn't expect to return home to find his wife dead. He didn't expect the murderer to look just like him, and he definitely didn't expect to be the one to take the blame.

      But his wife had control of a powerful secret. A secret that stretches across the light years between two worlds and could lead to the end of both.

      Now that secret is in Nathan's hands, and he's about to make the most desperate evasive maneuver of his life -- stealing a starship and setting a course for Earth.

      He thinks he'll be safe there.

      He's wrong. Very wrong.

      Earth is nothing like what he expected. Not even close. What he doesn't know is not only likely to kill him, it's eager to kill him, and even if it doesn't?

      The Sheriff will.

      
        
        Deliverance (Forgotten Colony)

        mrforbes.com/deliverance

      

      

      The war is over. Earth is lost. Running is the only option.

      It may already be too late.

      Caleb is a former Marine Raider and commander of the Vultures, a search and rescue team that's spent the last two years pulling high-value targets out of alien-ravaged cities and shipping them off-world.

      When his new orders call for him to join forty-thousand survivors aboard the last starship out, he thinks his days of fighting are over. The Deliverance represents a fresh start and a chance to leave the war behind for good.

      Except the war won't be as easy to escape as he thought.

      And the colony will need a man like Caleb more than he ever imagined...

      

      
        
        Starship Eternal (War Eternal)

        mrforbes.com/starshipeternal

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/wareternalcomplete

      

      

      A lost starship...

      A dire warning from futures past...

      A desperate search for salvation…

      Captain Mitchell “Ares” Williams is a Space Marine and the hero of the Battle for Liberty, whose Shot Heard ‘Round the Universe saved the planet from a nearly unstoppable war machine. He’s handsome, charismatic, and the perfect poster boy to help the military drive enlistment. Pulled from the war and thrown into the spotlight, he’s as efficient at charming the media and bedding beautiful celebrities as he was at shooting down enemy starfighters.

      After an assassination attempt leaves Mitchell critically wounded, he begins to suffer from strange hallucinations that carry a chilling and oddly familiar warning:

      They are coming. Find the Goliath or humankind will be destroyed.

      Convinced that the visions are a side-effect of his injuries, he tries to ignore them, only to learn that he may not be as crazy as he thinks. The enemy is real and closer than he imagined, and they’ll do whatever it takes to prevent him from rediscovering the centuries lost starship.

      Narrowly escaping capture, out of time and out of air, Mitchell lands at the mercy of the Riggers - a ragtag crew of former commandos who patrol the lawless outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for cold-blooded murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane.

      They may also be humanity’s last hope for survival in a war that has raged beyond eternity.

      

      
        
        Man of War (Rebellion)

        mrforbes.com/manofwar

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/rebellion-web

      

      

      In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

      Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

      Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

      Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

      Earth was lost.

      It was never forgotten.

      Fifty-two years have passed.

      A message from home has been received.

      The time to fight for what is ours has come.

      Welcome to the rebellion.

      

      
        
        Hell’s Rejects (Chaos of the Covenant)

        mrforbes.com/hellsrejects

      

      

      The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

      Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected Marines in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

      Not for long.

      The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

      The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

      Be careful what you wish for.

      They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.
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      M.R. Forbes is the mind behind a growing number of  Amazon best-selling science fiction series. He currently resides with his family and friends on the west cost of the United States, including a cat who thinks she’s a dog and a dog who thinks she’s a cat.

      He maintains a true appreciation for his readers and is always happy to hear from them.

      

      
        
        To learn more about M.R. Forbes or just say hello:

      

        

      
        Visit my website:

        mrforbes.com

      

        

      
        Send me an e-mail:

        michael@mrforbes.com

      

        

      
        Check out my Facebook page:

        facebook.com/mrforbes.author

      

        

      
        Join my Facebook fan group:

        facebook.com/groups/mrforbes

      

        

      
        Follow me on Instagram:

        instagram.com/mrforbes_author

      

        

      
        Find me on Goodreads:

        goodreads.com/mrforbes

      

        

      
        Follow me on Bookbub:

        bookbub.com/authors/m-r-forbes

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
m.r. torhes

FORGOTTEN STARSHIP - BOOK FOUR





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





