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THE WITNESS

By A. King Bradley




CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
Seattle, Washington…
– August 22, 2087
The city was dark and quiet, awash in a cold rain. The usual miscreants seemed to be hiding away for the night; snuggled up tight in their crack dens and cheap hotel rooms. Even the rats were nowhere to be seen.
Officer Raymond “Ray” Bridges looked skyward, narrowing his eyes. The rain just kept coming, and the unusually brisk winds that came with it brought forth a chill that he could feel right down to his bones. The cup of decaf in his hand helped a little, but it was already starting to go cold. Just like the fire in his belly. Nineteen years on the job would do that to anyone. Especially in this city.
Ray moved away from the sidewalk and tucked himself into the vestibule of a dark shop, staring longingly up at the lighted windows high on the office building across the street as he leaned against the brick building to his left. Night owls and workaholics, still plugging away, even at this hour. Quarter to midnight, by his watch.
Fifteen minutes until he could head back to the station and turn in. Only a few more days left on this god-awful night shift before the new kid arrives and takes over.
Ray stood there, sipping his now cold decaf and listening closely to the radio chatter coming from his belt; hoping nothing would come in that he might need to respond to. It had been a quiet shift, mostly on account of the rain and the chill. He hoped it would have the courtesy to remain that way until after he was home, safe and snug in bed with a glass of whiskey in his hand and one of his late-night shows streaming at a low volume on his tablet. The perfect way to coax his overactive mind to sleep. Two different numbing agents, one applied through the optic nerve and the other through his gullet.
Headlights suddenly flashed through the rain. Tires hissed over wet pavement. The car appeared, parallel parking with inhuman speed and ease in front of the apartment building. Ray narrowed his eyes, peering through the window of the car. No driver. None visible, anyway. Probably just a drunk in the backseat, who let his car drive him home. But best to check on it.
He stepped out of the vestibule and back into the icy, insidious rain. He looked both ways, then jogged across the mirrored surface of the wet asphalt street. He pressed a spot under the brim of his hat, between his thumb and forefinger, and the PD insignia on the front of it lit up like a headlamp, shining a cone of light ahead of him.
Ray rapped against the car window with his knuckles. A moment later, a bleary-eyed figure sat up out of the shadows of the backseat and reached over the center console to lower the window.
"Officer," he said. "I'm not in trouble, am I?"
Ray could have smelled the alcohol from a mile away. No sign of any illicit substances though, not that he could see. Technically, the guy wasn't doing anything wrong. Forty years ago it would have been illegal for a self-driving car to be moving around without a coherent, license-holding person behind the wheel. Just in case anything went wrong with the computer, but nowadays self-driving cars were so advanced that manual driving was essentially obsolete.
"Been out drinking tonight?" Ray asked.
"Yeah, officer. Yeah. Just drinking. Just a few.”
"Nothing else, huh? No weapons or drugs in here, right?"
Ray turned his head from side to side, playing his light through the car. It was a small cab. Nowhere to really hide anything.
“No, Sir. Nothing like that. Just a few drinks.”
"Okay," said Ray. "Have a nice night."
Ray stepped away, walking back down the street in the direction of his cruiser.
Just as he was sliding into the seat, a call came. It was the call he had been dreading. He sighed, glancing at the time - 11:57pm. He had almost made it.
The call was for a reported disturbance at the Holy Rapture Center.
Ray knew the place. It was the source of many rumors and local urban legends. A hidden compound, secluded at the edge of the city limits, near heavily forested state land. Highly fortified and very secretive. No one knew much about it, except that they supposedly performed "charitable and spiritual outreach”.
Most of the stories were probably baloney. Reports of dozens of hooded figures in heavy robes chanting in some strange language, rumors of screams echoing from the compound. The official opinion was that the so-called screams were just the foxes that lived in the nearby forest and that if these people wanted to go around chanting in robes, there wasn't a damn thing anyone could do to stop them.
The place had always given Ray the heebie-jeebies, mostly because his upbringing had taught him to be wary of organized religion. As far as he was concerned, the Holy Rapture Center was much the same as any other church, mosque, or synagogue.
The call went out again, but Ray remained silent. He wasn't the only cop working the night shift so he was hoping that one of his colleagues would respond.
They didn't. Typical for calls involving the Holy Rapture Center. One could easily find themselves on the wrong end of a giant lawsuit just by setting foot on the organization's premises, and they certainly didn't make any exceptions for the authorities.
The dispatcher tried a third time, probably rolling her eyes and blowing out her cheeks in exasperation. By now the clock was about thirty seconds shy of midnight. Ray reached for his handset, then paused and thought long and hard. If he pressed that button, he was in it. Could be hours before he got home, depending on what was happening out there.
The dispatcher launched into her spiel a fourth time. Ray couldn't take it anymore. Too painful. He pressed the button.
"This is Bridges," he said. "What's the situation?"
"Got a call from a concerned citizen. They were out for a walk..."
"Copy. Go ahead."
"Said they heard some, quote, 'blood curdling screams' over at the Rapture Center."
"Go ahead."
"Nothing witnessed. No visual sign of any trouble. But the witness said it definitely wasn't animal noises."
"A human scream?" Ray asked rhetorically. "Heard that one before. I'll respond. I sure hope I don't need backup though, since I'm apparently the only person working tonight."
The dispatcher laughed. "Copy that, Bridges.”
"Will the RP be there?"
"Didn't say. Just hung up the phone on me."
"Roger. En route now."
He released the handset and turned to his dash tab. It was a large touchscreen built into the center, between two sleek air vents. There was a list of ongoing calls by code and time since they were called in, as well as the associated addresses. Ray looked for the one at the Holy Rapture Center, tapped it, and sat back to let his car do the work. The vehicle automatically switched on and took off at five miles per hour over the speed limit.
“Maestro, light ‘em up for me, will you?” Ray said, speaking to the popular AI virtual assistant that was integrated with his standard issue police cruiser.
“Done,” Maestro’s velvety, yet clearly synthesized voice replied through the police cruiser’s speaker system. “Should I start the siren as well?”
“No need, Doll,” Ray answered as he leaned his seat back and made himself more comfortable. “Not much traffic between here and the Holy Rapture Center.”




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
Ray didn't realize he had dozed off until the nudge of a speed bump woke him up. The rain continued to soak the world outside his speeding self-driving cruiser as he quickly sat forward, blinked a few times, and shook his head.
He was nearing the edge of the city limits. The car crossed a set of railroad tracks. Dark and desolate in either direction. The old station house stood nearby, decrepit and crumbling, and covered in graffiti. A few vagrants were probably in there now, tucked into the few corners that didn't have gaping holes in the roof above them. Enjoying their cheap bottles of liquor or expensive needles of heroin, or else shivering themselves to sleep.
Past that point, Ray entered the place he often called no man's land; the more thinly populated outskirts of the city. A place that was covered mostly in creeping wilderness and homes abandoned at the height of the most recent market crisis. Technically, this area was under the jurisdiction of Ray's department. But, since most of the crime happened deeper inside the city, the few calls that came from these desolate areas generally took longer to be responded to.
Even the road commission and snow plows seemed to ignore the place. It was autumn now, so Ray's cruiser didn't quite have to plow through snow drifts yet, but the ride was still far from perfect. The asphalt in this area was all but destroyed from many years of neglect. Huge cracks. Potholes the size of an extra-large pizza. The car dodged all the major hazards with expert precision. But it was still a bumpy ride. You never knew what sort of nightmare might spring up in front of your headlights out here in the middle of the night.
Suddenly, the car slammed its brakes on. Ray's body strained forward against the seat belt. The car bumped and growled over the uneven road surface, and then came to a screeching stop.
Glancing at the HUD, which had long since replaced the standard instrument panel, Ray saw that the car’s Maestro system had detected a collision threat in the road.
Ray didn't see anything. Not even with the high beams on. He lifted himself off his seat, nudging his head against the ceiling and straining his eyes to see through the windshield.
Suddenly, an old man appeared, rising from a low position just in front of the car's front grille. He squinted, raising a hand to block the light from his eyes. His face was deeply lined, etched with worry and exhaustion. He wore a long, neat beard and a set of voluminous robes, which included a hood that protected his head from the rain.
By now the rain had lessened to a mere drizzle; the occasional flashes of lightning came from farther and farther away, the roar of thunder echoing with increasing distance and diminishing power.
Ray shook his head, grunting in annoyance. He could already feel that this would be a long one. It was becoming one of those perfect nights where all the weirdos filtered out of the woodwork all at once. The rain had apparently picked a bad time to slow down.
He rolled his window down but did not stick his head out. For all he knew, there might be someone coming up behind him now, ready to slam a baseball bat into the back of his skull. He had heard too many horror stories about hijackings that followed a similar M.O. Someone waits in the road and stops the car, asking for help. Someone else sneaks up and attacks.
"Hey," Ray called out. "Take a step back. And show me your hands. Both of them."
The old man complied, stepping away from the car and raising both hands, spreading his fingers. The billowy sleeves of his robe fell down as well, revealing surprisingly muscular forearms. Still, Ray was mostly satisfied, certain that the guy had no weapons on him.
"Keep your hands where I can see them," Ray ordered. "Walk around near my window here. But keep your distance."
Again, the elderly man complied, positioning himself where Ray could see all of him, but staying at a distance of about six feet.
"You from the Rapture Center?" Ray questioned.
The old man's face sagged even further. He nodded.
"What are you doing out here?" Ray asked.
"I was… praying," the old man answered, in a weary, grief-laden voice.
"In the middle of the road?"
"I apologize, officer."
"I almost ran you over," Ray snapped.
"No. You didn't. The Maestro would never allow that to happen. The… the technology. It saves… just as much as it destroys..."
"Mister," Ray said, growing impatient, "you aren't making much sense. What are you doing out here?"
“Praying.”
“Praying for what, exactly?” Ray asked.
"The souls I was forced to leave behind," the man replied, looking off to his left. Probably in the general direction of the Holy Rapture Center, which couldn't be more than a mile away now.
Ray looked off in the distance, trying to see if he could make out the religious compound through the vast blanket of darkness that shrouded this part of the city.
"Are you the one who called the disturbance in?" Ray queried, turning his attention back to the mysterious old man.
“Yes, but that was… a mistake. I shouldn't have done that. It's not my place.”
Ray gritted his teeth and studied the man's leathery face as the old fellow continued to ramble. This man was hiding something, Ray was sure of it. If there really was something bad going on at the Rapture Center, he couldn't sit around listening to this guy's unintelligible babble for much longer.
"What's happening at the Rapture Center?" Ray demanded. "What have you seen?"
The old man tipped his head back, staring up into the overcast sky. “It's Him. He… He's back. They've been judged and found to be unworthy. If it's His will then who am I to interfere?” the man replied, again looking in the general direction of the Holy Rapture Center.
Ray grunted, as he followed the man's gaze only to see nothing in particular.
“How about a real answer,” Ray groaned as he turned his attention back towards the man, only to realize that the man had disappeared.
"Hey!" Ray called out as he spotted the eccentric elder darting away in the distance. "Stop right there! If you have information..."
The old man was gone. Vanished into the night. Ray was in great shape for a man in his early fifties. He probably could have run the delirious old man down but something in the pit of his stomach told him that checking out the Holy Rapture Center was more important. A part of him also thought it would probably turn out to be nothing but Ray had to be sure.
“Let’s go, Maestro,” he said, and the vehicle sprang back into action, climbing out of a pothole and trundling off toward the Holy Rapture Center.
Out there amongst the silence and infinite darkness, it was easy to find the reclusive religious compound. Once it came into Ray's view over the black horizon in the distance it stood out like a beacon, a lighthouse in the unfathomable depths of night. Ray sat up straighter, took control of the vehicle, and manually steered up to the towering front gate. He squinted through the windshield, trying to see past the blinding floodlights that were positioned to converge at the edge of the property. The air was misty with humidity, and he could see nothing but indistinct shapes through the haze. A gazebo, a fountain, vine-covered trellises, benches that stood to either side of the garden path. All that, beyond the imposing steel gate that stood before him.
A sign on the gate advised that the Holy Rapture Center was open to scheduled visitors between the hours of 9 AM and 4 PM, except on Sundays, when they were only open until noon. There was an additional sign which gave instructions for anyone who wished to request a meeting or speak to a center representative. Ray scanned the gate for a call button and finally spotted one on a keypad to the left side of the signage.
"Sit tight, Doll," Ray said, giving his cruiser's dash a ceremonial pat. "I'll be back in a jiffy."
He got out and stepped over wet pavement to the keypad by the gate. He pressed the button twice, keeping his other hand on the butt of his sidearm. Then he approached the gate, peering through with narrowed eyes, trying to discern anything at all in the mist. The flood lights up at the main building itself, thirty yards away, cut through the mist a bit and offered a clear view of the front steps but little else.
The doors at the top of those steps opened. After a few moments a hooded figure emerged, dressed in a flowing white garment with a wide, red, billowing sash. He strode gracefully down the steps and through the mist, parting it to either side in curling waves. He came up to the gate, brandishing his right hand in the gesture of some religious orator.
As he drew near, the man lowered his hood and revealed a veritable waterfall of brunette hair. That, along with his pointed beard, his large eyes, and his sharp nose, gave him the exact look of Jesus Christ himself. Perhaps not the historically accurate look, but the one most people knew.
His smile was gentle, and his voice was soft as he lay a hand against the bars of the gate and spoke.
"Raymond Bridges,” the man said.
Ray stood in confused silence, wondering if the man was seconds away from completing a sentence or simply letting him know that he somehow already knew his name.
“Officer Bridges is fine,” Ray finally remarked after the strange Jesus looking figure remained silent. Ray took out his proper flashlight and beamed it straight into the guy's eyes. His pupils dilated, but he didn't blink or narrow his eyes at all.
“You too will be judged should you choose to enter. Is that what you want, Officer Bridges?”
“Is that some kind of threat?” Ray asked, placing his hand on the butt if his sidearm once again.
“A simple question, my child. Nothing more, nothing less,” the man remarked.
“Is this some kind of cosplay deal or something?” Ray asked, wondering if the odd man was acting so strange out of a desire to remain in character.
“How may I assist you, Officer Bridges?” the man inquired.
"You probably already know this, but we received a call about a disturbance out here. I just need to get inside and take a look. Just need to see what's going on, that's all."
The Jesus look-alike nodded and his peaceful expression momentarily ignited with glee. "Of course! For what good is the Lord's work without a witness!” he chimed, just before his stoic expression returned. “I will delay your judgement, Officer Bridges, and for now you are granted safe passage, that you may bear witness to the work that I have done.”
“What work? What are you talking about?” Ray called out as the man turned and left the gate without another word, going back the way he came and again parting the mists which had only just settled back into place. Raymond called after him again but the man ignored his words, climbed the steps, and disappeared inside the Center. The door swung shut behind him, closing softly on hydraulic hinges.
Ray was just about to press the call button once again when, to his surprise, a buzzing sound suddenly rang out, causing the front gate to automatically open along mechanical tracks.
Ray looked back at his car, trying to determine if he should drive it inside and keep it close to the door. He also considered arming himself with the heavier weaponry he kept in the trunk just in case, but he ultimately decided against it.
He looked back inside the compound, at the calm mists and the silent gardens of the Rapture Center. From the outside it sure didn't look like anything was out of the ordinary, but he couldn't ignore the disturbance call, the crazy old man in the street, and certainly not the bizarre Jesus look-alike who had just seemingly threatened him with his coded judgement babble. Still, bringing out the big guns was probably a bit much for what could very well end up being a false alarm.
Probably nothing here, Ray thought as he eyed the front entrance to the main building. I'll just take a peek around then head back to the station. Ten minutes, tops, Ray continued as he pictured himself back in his cruiser and heading home.
Humming to himself, he walked slowly up the path toward the building, shining the strong beam of his flashlight around. Nothing but wet grass and drooping flowers so far.
The front entrance was unlocked and therefore Ray opened the door with ease and then stepped into the Center.
It was dark inside. The only light visible was shining from somewhere down a hall, suffusing the grand entry room with the softest of glows. Ray twisted the end of his flashlight, which caused the light to dim, but also to widen and cover a broader area.
That's when he saw the bodies. At first he thought he was looking at religious iconography. Variations of the standard bloody, crucified Jesus you see everywhere. These were highly realistic, though, displayed in demeaning heaps on the floor. In various states of agony, and frozen into place. One of them was even draped over a bench, fingers and toes hanging to the floor on either side.
He knew what a dead body generally looked like; especially one that had been dead for longer than ten or twenty minutes. With every passing minute, they looked less like a human being and more like a doll, a dull simulacrum. The skin went pale and waxy, depending on the amount of blood loss. The limbs went stiff. If the body was moved after rigor mortis set in, the posture of death would be maintained and the resulting appearance of the body would be even more surreal, even less human.
Ray took a deep breath, and the thick, metallic stench of blood filled his nose.
A spike of fear and shock rippled through him like a jolt of electricity. He spun around and drew his sidearm, resting his gun hand over the wrist of the one holding the flashlight.
Ray wanted to believe otherwise, but he knew these people were dead. Long since deceased. Hence the unreal appearance. Otherwise he never would have mistaken them for statues or dummies.
He turned in a slow circle, surveying the room. Looking for any signs of movement. This was a big place. An atrium. Three levels. Doors everywhere. Offshoot hallways, leading to God knows where.
The man he had seen, the one who both looked and spoke like a stereotypical Jesus Christ, had been through here less than a minute ago. He had briefly spoken with Ray and even buzzed him in, but, why didn't he say anything about the bodies? And then there was the thinly veiled judgement threats.
This man was the killer. Ray was sure of it and it was clear that his apparent killing spree was the “work” that he had wanted Ray to witness. Still, Ray wished that he would have gotten a better look at the Jesus imposter. After years of analyzing blood spatter, he could tell if someone had been present at a killing, just by the size and shape of blood spots on his or her clothing. It bothered him that he couldn't recall if the strange man had blood on his robe, but he was still convinced that the look-alike was likely the culprit.
On reflex, Ray tapped his hat light back on and used the flashlight hand to manipulate his radio.
"Officer Bridges, requesting immediate assistance," he said. "Officer Bridges. Immediate backup required at the Holy Rapture Center. Multiple homicides. Perpetrator still in the vicinity... exact whereabouts unknown."
No answer. But why? Ray knew he should have heard word of backup being on its way immediately, given the nature of his request. But now thirty or forty seconds had passed, and he was getting nothing but radio silence. Not even the dispatcher had replied.
He switched his radio to a more general channel. Still, he heard nothing but static and a bit of interference, likely from a signal jammer hidden somewhere on the premises.
If he wanted a clear signal, he would have to go back outside and put some distance between him and the compound. But that would mean leaving the scene. An act of cowardice, in Ray's mind. He had not yet fully assessed the threat, and he couldn't shake the feeling that there might be survivors farther inside the building, people who might need his help. People who could easily lose their lives in the time it would take him to leave the compound to call for backup.
Ray stared at the red button on the back of his handset and wondered if he should use it. The button would trigger a subsystem that worked on different tech. Top secret stuff. No signal jammer could block it but it was only to be used in extreme cases - large scale terrorist attacks and such. One press of that button and the whole damn station would likely respond, even at that time of night. Ray took another look at the bodies - twelve of them in all and this was just the front room. How many more were there? How many more lost souls would he encounter as he made his way through the building?
Finally Ray took a deep breath and pressed the red button.  He had never used it before but he had a good idea of what would happen next. The pulse would go out. The dispatcher would receive it and immediately send backup. Armed to the teeth, armored to the gills, ready for anything.
Ray moved towards the bodies and knelt among them, performing a cursory examination without touching anything. He wanted to know exactly how they were killed, in order to understand what had happened and to gain a better idea of what to watch out for.
Each body seemed about the same. Precision blade strikes to the throat and wrists. The same on every one of them.
How long would it take for someone to be sliced in these three places? About five or ten seconds, maybe? Ray wondered why a vast majority of the victims didn't use that time to flee. Did they willingly subject themselves to this? The scene just didn't make sense to the veteran cop. He had seen his fair share of crazy crime scenes but this one was by far the worst.
As Ray looked around for more clues an altar stood out to him. It was a podium of some sort but it didn't look like a permanent fixture. It was just a simple wooden stand, sitting there on the floor nearby. Perhaps it had been brought there for a single purpose, or for a ritual that was only performed on special occasions.
A bunch of pillows were scattered before the altar. Ray walked over and examined them by flashlight. Knee indentations had been furrowed deep in each of them. Old pillows. Used for years, probably. They couldn't offer much cushion anymore, but Ray supposed they were better than kneeling on the bare floor.
Ray moved behind the altar. There was, quite expectedly, a bible sitting on it. A paper bookmark was sticking out of the bible. Out of both curiosity and instinct, Ray used the corner of a handkerchief he kept in his pocket to flip the book open. He pushed the bookmark aside, and saw that a short passage had been highlighted: "Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me, to repay everyone for what he has done."
Scanning through the rest of the page, Ray skimmed several passages about the return of Jesus Christ.
Ray rolled his eyes and sighed. To him, religious types were always going on about the return, Judgment Day, the Apocalypse, yadda-yadda. He couldn't help but wonder if they thrived on making people scared. Whatever the case, Ray never bought into it, but that didn't mean he wasn't worried.
He wasn't concerned about the return of some judgmental Messiah though. He was concerned about the very real madman who was still running amok inside the building, possibly hunting other parishioners who, based on their beliefs, might not be inclined to fight back.
The last thing Ray wanted was to go deeper into the building before backup arrived, but his desire to save as many lives as possible proved stronger than his will to save his own ass. Every second that passed was another that the killer could use to find his next victim; assuming there was anyone else left alive.
Only one way to find out, Ray thought as he took a deep breath and stepped out into the center of the atrium.
He moved back toward the front doors, and looked along the wall to either side. No buttons or anything there. Nothing that could be used to control the security gate. He figured those controls must be located in a side room. If he could find them, he would have a good idea of which general direction the killer had gone.
Ray kept his head on a swivel as he cautiously made his way down a hallway to the left of the front doors. He reached an intersection, and went left again, stepping into a wing of the building that jutted out past the doors themselves.
Here he found a small security booth, with an array of security monitors and a simple control panel. The booth was an offshoot of the main building, sharing only its transparent front entrance with the main structure. This must have been where the gate was controlled. But the booth was abandoned. Apparently, there was no security guard on duty that night. Or perhaps they too had been killed.
There were very few camera feeds available on the monitors. One of them showed the blood riddled atrium where Ray had just been. No activity there. Another monitor showed a hallway elsewhere, carpeted in a plush velvet runner and lined with statues. A set of doors stood at the end of the hall. The doors were shut tight and from what Ray could see this area was clear.
A third feed showed a cafeteria where the parishioners likely had their meals, but instead of warm trays of food, cold heaps of dead bodies lay strewn across the tables. Twice as many people had died in this room, and not from precise blade strokes to the neck and wrists like the victims in the atrium. Ray's jaw tightened with anger and grief as he stared in horror at the mangled corpses that littered the screen. Broken necks, limbs ripped from their respective sockets… It was like nothing Ray had ever seen before. Had these people refused to succumb to the ritual that took place in the atrium? Was this their punishment for their refusal?
"What the hell is going on here?” Ray thought, completely baffled as to how the perp had managed to inflict the seemingly superhuman level of carnage that he now saw before him.
Ray turned his attention to the fourth monitor, looking for any sign of the mysterious Jesus look-alike. This screen displayed another hallway lined with numerous colonial doors on each side. This area was much less lavish than the rest of the building and Ray guessed that it was likely a residential area.
At first Ray saw nothing. Then a flash of movement that appeared at the bottom of the screen caught his eye. He quickly reached for a tiny joystick on the security console, and manipulated the camera downward in time to see a man in bloody, disheveled robes running past, headed down the hall at a breakneck speed. The man's eyes bulged with terror, and his mouth gaped open as he fled for dear life. There was no audio, but Ray still felt he could hear the man's screams and panicked breathing.
Just as the frenzied man disappeared from the frame the Jesus-looking fellow appeared at the end of the hallway and strolled past, headed in the same direction. He was as nonchalant as ever. Completely unhurried as he pursued his would-be victim. The look-alike paused once he reached the center of the hallway and looked directly into the camera. It was as if he somehow knew Ray was watching him.
The peaceful look plastered across this man's Jesus-like face angered Ray beyond belief. Ray wasn't a particularly religious man, but he still considered the killer’s actions to be among the most heinous he had ever witnessed. Not only was this guy carrying out a mass murder of worshippers but he actually had the nerve to dress himself up as Jesus while he did it.
Ray wondered if the guy was crazy. A delusional, hyper-religious loon who might even believe he was the Messiah. But there was no time to dwell on the guy's mental state. Not when he was actively hunting another worshiper.
A sudden THUD against the top of the security booth startled Ray. Ready for anything, Ray thrust his pistol before him and slipped out of the booth's rear exit. Nothing. Just a large raccoon standing on all fours atop the booth.
Ray released a sigh of relief while he followed the raccoon's distant gaze. Several yards away stood a bony fox, perched on one of the compound's brick and mortar gateposts. The malnourished fox’s eyes glowed with a silvery glare as the moonlight glinted against its gaze. The predator hungrily eyed the racoon but ultimately kept his distance due to Ray's presence.
In a matter of seconds the creatures were gone. Scurrying away into the night, no doubt destined to continue their game of cat and mouse elsewhere.
“Dammit!” Ray cursed as he remembered the other game of cat and mouse that was happening just inside the building. He quickly re-entered the security booth and looked to the fourth monitor, but he was too late. The Jesus impersonator had vanished.
Ray used the control panel to move the camera around, getting a good idea of the hall's layout. He then looked around the booth for anything he could use to help him navigate through the large building. He found a series of four laminated sheets, fixed together by a ring driven through the upper left corner. Each sheet showed a diagram of a different level of the facility. Three floors, and a basement.
He opened the interior door and exited the booth, storming back into the building as quickly as he could. Ray glanced down at the laminated sheets and abruptly changed his course after he noticed a corridor marked CONGREGATION QUARTERS along the rear wall of the second floor.
Back out into the atrium. He ran past the bodies, past the altar where this whole nightmare might have begun. He soon found spiral stairs, leading down to the basement and also up all the way to the third level. Ray went up one floor, stepping over yet another cadaver as he hopped onto the second-floor landing.
This part of the building was huge, at least two hundred rooms. But it was designed in a way that any one of them could be reached fairly quickly, if you knew where you were going. Thanks to the laminated sheets in his hands Ray had a pretty good idea of where he needed to be.
He ran toward a distant light, and found himself in the same hallway he had seen on the camera feed. And there was the camera, a barely noticeable little thing sticking out of the wall on a tiny, articulated stem.
No sign of the killer or his soon-to-be-victim. But Ray knew which direction the screaming man had fled.
Looking at the map again, he saw a way to maybe cut them off. He could go around, down an adjacent hall, and meet them somewhere near a room marked ARCHIVE C.
Turning on his heel, he ran back to the atrium balcony, along it for about forty feet, and then cut into another offshoot hallway.
He ran forward, through the dark, jumping over a laundry cart that had been knocked over. He saw, but did not dwell on, another dead body nearby. This one was a nun. Or at least she used to be. Probably on her route, doing her duties as a Sister, when the madman decided to cut her down.
Ray didn't have an overabundance of respect for hardcore religious types. In his heart of hearts he thought they were all nuts. But there was a big difference between a nut and a psychopath. A clear-cut line that separated a zealot from a murderer. He could tolerate the existence of one, but not the other.
Archive C appeared at the end of the hall. A large, frosted-glass door in the back hall which ran perpendicular to this one. Ray nearly crashed into it, skidding to a stop, ignoring the little curious voice that wanted to know what stood in Archive C. He turned to his right, facing down the hall where he thought he might meet the running man and the killer who was chasing him.
But he saw and heard nothing.
Most of the lights were out. There were LED fixtures along the ceiling, one every 10 feet or so, but only about a quarter of them were turned on. They offered pools of bright lights, with huge, stark pockets of shadow between them. Someone running toward him would have appeared briefly at each pool of light, disappearing for longer periods in the darkness that separated them.
Ray waited and listened. Surely a man running in fear of his life, running at top speed, could not be as silent as this. Not when raw terror took over, and the only goal was to get as far away from the killer’s blade as possible.
With his gun held steady, his flashlight unflinching, Ray prowled down the hall. It was about eight feet wide. A bit too wide for the veteran cop’s comfort. Not a desirable cone of fire. Plus, each door was set back in its own little nook. A killer could press his back against one of those doors and remain hidden, lunging out at the last second. So Ray stayed in the very middle of the hall, flicking his eyes back and forth like a nighttime driver watching out for deer.
Another sign of his age, he was still making analogies based on cars that no longer existed. He was old. Perhaps too old for any of this. Adrenaline was keeping him going for the moment, keeping him fairly limber. He would feel the pain tomorrow, but for now he was okay. All thanks to a regimen of exercise that only grew more militant the older he got. Ray had seen so many of his counterparts forced from the job because of lost battles with father time. It had happen to so many good men. Sharp and fast one year, dull and broken the next. Too much sitting. Not enough stimulation. He didn’t want the same thing to happen to him. He’d go out on his own terms if he could help it.
Ray's mind raced with random, pointless thoughts as he walked down the hall. His brain was searching desperately for a place to root itself. But there was nothing there. Nothing but the twisted, delirious hall of mirrors that lay before him. No comparisons to be made with normal, everyday life. This place was a madhouse. Hell. A waking nightmare.
His flashlight beam reflected from the frosted glass doors, stinging his eyes. He stepped through pools of light, then back into darkness. Finally, he saw an open door to his left. Darkness beyond it. He pressed himself against the wall opposite the open door, looked to either side, then strafed along until he was looking straight into the opening.
He focused the beam of his flashlight, narrowing it to an inch-wide ray of strong illumination that went all the way to the back of the open room. He walked forward slowly, using one hand to hold his flashlight and widen its beam gradually, sweeping the room with a spreading cone of light.
There was a dead man here. This one did not look like a doll or a wax statue though. He looked like someone who had been warm and breathing only a few minutes before Ray arrived. The blood in the gash to his throat was still fairly liquid. The puddle around him glistened in the light.
Ray turned in a tight circle, whipping the barrel of his gun around to bear on each hiding spot. He got low, looking under tables and chairs. No one there. The killer had already gone. It was a wonder Ray hadn't run into him, or seen him leave.
Straining his ears, Ray listened.
All he heard was his own breath, and a soft screeching sound as the branch of a tree brushed over a nearby window.
Where the hell was backup? It should have been here several minutes ago. Dispatch knew he had been heading for the Rapture Center. Even if they didn't, the signal from his red button would have given his exact coordinates.
What was going on?
For now, Ray had to act under the assumption that he was entirely alone. And would remain so.
He knew he would have to proceed with an abundance of caution, but running away was not an option. He had failed to save the poor bastard on the floor. But if he had been alive just a few minutes ago, that must mean others were also alive. Maybe he could protect them. Then maybe one of them would be able to tell him just what the hell was going on around here.
If there were any survivors left, it was unlikely that they were behaving like this guy had been. He had been running around, out and about. Pretty much asking to be killed. If anyone else was alive, it was a sure bet they had gone for one of two tactics. First, they might have escaped. Like the old guy Ray met on the road. Or else they would have found a good spot to hide.
So, where was a good spot to hide here?
Ray shut the door of the room, giving himself the illusion of security, and leaned against the wall to consult his map.
The place was laid out logically enough. The atrium ran down the center. To either side were rectangular structures. A hall around the perimeter of each, with crisscrossing halls running between. Sort of like roads in a neighborhood. There was no obvious choice for where to hide. The killer was just as likely to look in this room as he was to look in the next.
Ray flipped to the last page of the diagrams. This one showed the map of the basement. Compared to the blueprint for the rest of the place, it seemed to be a bit of a labyrinth. There was probably no shortage of nooks and crannies.
The basement, then. That would be his next stop. That was where anyone would go, he was certain.
No reason to move slow or to be cautious. The killer already knew he was here. Ray had a gun. The killer did not.
He left the room and jogged back the way he had come. He had to make a conscious effort to slow down, for fear that he would have a heart attack if he pushed himself too hard. This was the craziest shit he had ever seen. The most alone and vulnerable he had ever felt. The huge building, with its vast hallways and perfect, grid-like symmetry, reminded him of nightmares he had as a child. Being lost in some vast complex, with the dreadful feeling that someone was there with him, hunting him down...
He reached the stairs and flung himself down, ignoring the noise he was making. He dropped down into the basement level, stepping into a puddle of blood at the bottom.
The source of the puddle lay nearby. This was an older person, wearing a different color robe. Probably a fairly major figure at the Center. A senior member of some kind. His throat had been slashed and he had been given the stigmata, holes bored through the palm of each hand. Perhaps he had even inflicted those wounds on himself. Maybe they even had spikes set up on a wall somewhere for just that purpose.
Ray had just reached the basement and he had already encountered another dead person. Not a good sign.
The map made this place seem like a wide-open area. But it wasn't. It was split by narrow tunnels, leading to access hatches which allowed for maintenance to be done on the various utilities and machines that ran the place.
Not wide open at all. Plenty of hiding spots, though. Ray couldn't hope to explore each and every one of them, but he figured he should at least make some kind of effort.
He walked down a hallway, approached a random door, and opened it. He found himself in a kind of storage room. Rarely used by the looks of it. Dust and cobwebs everywhere.
One spot was suspiciously free of dust. There were footprints, scrapes and scuffle marks evident on the floor. All leading to an empty bookcase against the wall. Ray approached it, too anxious to think of announcing himself.
He pulled the bookcase away from the wall, revealing a small crawlspace.
Someone came flying past him like a bat out of hell. Ray stumbled back, grunting in surprise. He turned, aiming his gun, and saw the skirt of a black habit whipping through the door.
"Wait!" Ray called. "Wait! I'm a cop!"
He ran after the nun. By the time he got into the hall, she was already on her way up the stairs. Taking them three at a time, bashing her knees and her elbows in her haste to get away.
Goddammit! Ray thought. But of course, he followed. He couldn't just leave her alone.
"Lady," he called, as he ran grunting and puffing up the steps. "Sister, I'm here to help you! Don't you understand?"
He clambered up the last few steps. His toe caught on something at the top and he pitched forward, reaching out his hands to break his fall. He bashed his shin against a lower step and hissed in pain, while his gun and flashlight fell from his hands and went bouncing away across the floor of the atrium.
The gun skidded off to the right. The flashlight went straight, rolling, rolling steadily across the floor. The business end of it was a bit wider, so it swept to one side and knocked against the foot of the nun.
She was standing there not five feet away. Perfectly still with her hands up near her chin.
Ray, still grimacing in pain, switched his hat light to a brighter setting and gasped as he saw that the nun was now clutching her throat. Blood welled between her fingers, and spread down the front of her habit.
The Jesus look-alike stood there with her, smiling peacefully as he watched her die.
Ray scrambled around, looking for his gun.
The killer took one of the nun's wrists, pulling it away from her throat and yanking it out straight. He set the edge of the dagger in the crease of skin where her hand met her arm.
"My poor, wretched, misguided child," he coaxed. "What have we done to you? To allow you to wallow alone here in the den of sin, to be corrupted by it..."
He slashed her wrist. She tried to scream, but her throat was perforated; it was like trying to suck water through a straw that was covered in holes.
The malevolent Jesus imposter pulled her other wrist away now.
"I commend you to my Father, and I send you to His final judgment."
He slashed the other wrist. Then he stepped away slowly, spreading his hands, looking toward the ceiling, as the nun toppled over backwards and rolled down the stairs toward the basement.
Ray spotted his gun, hiding in the shadows of a nearby bench. He lunged for it, feeling his old joints creak.
"And God saw that the light was good, and He separated this light from darkness," the killer intoned, as he receded into the shadows of the atrium, seeming to glide rather than step in his flowing white gown which was still miraculously free of blood. Just like that he vanished amongst the dark.
“What's the matter with you?! Why can't you leave these people alone?!” Ray barked, as he snatched up his gun and twisted around, firing into the darkness. The bang of his gunshots echoed into the hall. Each shot brought a brief flash of light but the killer was nowhere in sight.
“Let the women learn in silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence…" the killer finally remarked, his voice seemingly coming from nowhere.
“You killed her because she spoke?!” Ray scoffed. “What kind of bullshit is that?!”
“She spoke the Word… to the children of this world, yet it was never her place to do so.”
“Give me a fucking break! You’re a goddamn lunatic, man! Teaching Sunday school?! That’s her great crime against humanity?!” Ray growled.
“So saith the word, my child...”
“You're gonna pay for this you son-of-a-bitch! Do you hear me?!” Ray fumed as he whipped around a dark corner and brandished his pistol. Ray was hoping to have cornered the Jesus imposter but the mysterious man was still nowhere in sight.
“Forgive him Father, for the witness knows not what he does…” the killer said, as his voice trailed off into silence. Ray continued to peer into the darkness, hoping for some indication of where the Jesus look-alike had gone, but the killer had seemingly vanished.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
It seemed hopeless to Ray, so much so that he considered throwing in the towel. He even made his way back towards the front door at one point but something in him just wouldn’t let him abandon that place. A nagging voice in the back of his mind. A chilling sensation in the pit of his stomach warning him that others were still alive.
For lack of a better plan, he returned to the security booth and had another look.
At first nothing seemed any different. Then he spotted a change. It was in the lavish hallway with the big doors at the end. Double doors. One of them was now open by a couple of inches. Ray saw a quick flash of motion, as if someone was peeking out into the hall. It was just a theory to him at first but when the door suddenly shut again he was sure of it. Someone was in there.
Ray checked his map again, looking for any room that matched the one in the camera feed. It took him a few seconds to locate the room but eventually he found it tucked away on the third level. A spacious room in the distant corner, marked FOUNDER'S QUARTERS.
Ray left the booth with the intent of heading straight to the third floor, but his mind wandered as he ventured back into the main building. His feet carried him on their own and when he finally came back to reality, he realized he was nowhere near the Founder's Quarters. He was back on the second floor. Staring at the glass door that led to Archive C.
Why had his subconscious mind dragged him back to this place? What were his instincts trying to tell him? A part of him wanted to proceed to the third level as soon as possible but he also couldn’t shake the feeling that something of extreme importance was just behind this frosted glass entrance.
He pushed the door open and stepped inside, expecting another scene of slaughter.
There were people here. Four of them. At first glance Ray thought they were dead. Then he realized that they couldn't be. They were all standing, and there were no wounds. They weren’t dead but they didn’t seem to be alive either. They were silent, and completely motionless. Just standing there in their robes, their eyes completely shut, arms hanging aimlessly at their sides.
Ray approached one of the figures and poked its cheek. This was no mannequin. The figure’s flesh felt far too real. Ray checked the man’s neck for a pulse, and he was shocked when he couldn't find one. But how? The body was still warm, and there was a gentle hum that seemed to emanate from it. Not a pulse, but something more constant. Like an electrical current.
On a hunch, Ray pulled up the figure’s sleeve.
The arm looked real up to the elbow. And then the illusion failed. It was all circuitry and metal above that.
Androids. These four figures were androids. Humanoid robots that were so realistic that Ray couldn’t tell the difference at first glance. He had heard that several tech companies were racing to develop advanced android tech— life-sized robotic companions that would change the AI assistant business forever, but as far as he knew, they weren't quite market-ready yet. But it seemed the Rapture Center had managed to beat them all to the punch.
Ray stepped away, thinking hard. He didn't know exactly how the android thing fit in with the rest of the chaos that he had witnessed. He tried his best to wrap his head around the new development but in the end, he still had no idea of what was happening here.
He took one last glance back at the four androids and then the truth hit him like a kick in the nuts. The Jesus look-alike was an android. Ray was sure of it.
Ray's heart pounded with anxiety as he turned and left the room. This time, he made sure to maintain conscious control of his body; he went all the way up to the third floor, gun and light aimed warily, and approached the double doors at the end of the lavish hall.
With the butt of his gun, he knocked on the door.
"Officer Bridges, here," he called. "Open up, or I'll just have to kick the damn door down."
There were sounds from within. Shuffling. Things being moved aside.
"Just a moment!" a muffled voice called.
True to his word, the man quickly opened the door and poked his face out. He was a young guy, no older than twenty-two, with a pimply face and a terrified look in his eye.
"Officer, I-I-" the young man stammered, so stricken with fear that he could not formulate a proper sentence.
"Backup should be on its way," Ray lied, hoping his fib would offer the boy some comfort. "Let me in, alright?"
The door opened the rest of the way. Ray stepped inside. Quickly, the two young men by the door shut it again and reinstalled their makeshift barricade, which was nothing more than two pews turned on end with stacks of bibles for bracing at the bottom. Pretty worthless, but at least they would hear it if someone came in.
At the other side of the room was a couch, heavily laden with pillows. A young nun, rosy-cheeked and beautiful, sat there with a man in his sixties.
The man had the look of a patrician; hawk-like nose, short, curled hair, and a neat beard. He wore a dark blue robe, decorated with gold filigree.
"Officer," the man said. "I'm glad to see you've finally arrived."
"I got here as soon as I could," Ray spat. "I was busy trying to figure out where you all were hiding. And also, trying to figure out what's happening here."
"I assume you were unsuccessful in the latter endeavor?" the old man said.
Ray shrugged. "Who are you? Are you the Founder?"
The man nodded. "Yes. I created this place. Built it from the ground up... everything you see here exists because of me."
"Including that goddamn killer machine running around out there?" Ray demanded.
The Founder looked at the floor. "Yes. That hasn't exactly gone according to plan."
"Not quite, huh?" Ray sarcastically scoffed.
An eerie smile spread across the Founder's angular face as he looked up at Ray. “How did you know he wasn't flesh and blood?”
“I did some exploring while I checked for survivors. You didn't hide those things very well."
“Ah, I see. So you've been to the archives."
"What can you tell me about the robot? I need to know how to stop it," Ray said firmly.
“Tonight was his grand unveiling. He is my life's work and I wanted to finally share him with my followers. I got tired, officer Bridges. Tired of waiting around for the return of Christ. And that's when it hit me. We were never meant to simply sit here and await his return. You have to meet God halfway, officer. We were meant to engender that return for ourselves, but only when we were ready. Only once we developed the God-given tools that were necessary to do so."
"So, you built a robot Jesus because you were tired of waiting for the real deal?”
"Precisely."
"Forgive me, Founder," Ray said. "I haven't done much bible reading lately. But seems to me that Jesus was never much of a murderer."
"No, he was not. Quite the opposite, in fact. But who am I to question the Lord's will?”
"What do you mean the Lord's will?! This is your doing!" Ray snapped.
“The Android’s programming is based solely on the Bible, officer. Grounded completely in the word of our Lord. I’ll admit that his interpretation is a bit literal, however, his actions are the very definition of the Lord’s will!
“That thing is killing people!”
"He's smiting them, yes. But only because they've been found to be unworthy. He is able to see everything, officer. That's to say he is connected to every data sphere and computer network on this planet. He can look at a person and know everything about them, going as far back as the very birth of the internet. He has smote these people because he knows what they are. He knows what they’ve done, and has deemed that they require punishment."
Ray shook his head. “How do I stop it? There has to be some way to shut that thing down."
The Founder sat back, looking hesitant. "There is a kill command... A string of words which will trigger a shut down."
Ray nodded. "Now we're getting somewhere. You got an intercom system? Or some kind of way to communicate with him directly?"
The Founder shook his head. "No. The command would only work if he was standing within earshot of me. It requires a specific inflection and it can't simply be shouted over an intercom."
"Okay. Then we'll go find him."
"No need," the Founder replied. He lifted his wrist, showing a string of rosary beads. The one in the middle had a small button on it. "I can use this to send out a signal for assistance. He’ll come to my service shortly after that."
He turned to the nun as he pressed the button.
"Sister," he said, "would you take the boys with you, go in the back rooms and hide yourselves under the bed? You'll be safe there."
The nun hesitated. "Father..."
"Don't worry, everything will be fine," the Founder coaxed. "Go, now."
She got up, and led the two young men through a door near the couch.
"Officer, you are welcome to join them if you would like," the Founder suggested.
“What's the kill command?” Ray demanded, shaking his head as he glared at the Founder.
“It doesn't matter. The command will only work with my voice.”
“Then you'd better use it or else we may all end up like the rest of your flock,” Ray warned as heavy footsteps rang out down the hall.
"No, I don't believe I would suffer the same fate. As I said, his judgments are mostly based off internet footprints and a bit of biometrics. But I have no digital footprint. No personal online presence from which to judge me.
“Is that why you’ve called for him then? Because you think he’ll get rid of me and spare you?” Ray questioned.
A curious smile washed across the Founder’s face but he did not answer Ray’s question.
Ray felt a wave of panic rise in him as the Founder’s quarters entrance stirred. Feeling almost giddy with fear, Ray gripped his pistol and moved into position near the wall, about equidistant between the door and the couch where the Founder still sat.
The flimsy barricade gave way and the doors slowly swung open. The Jesus android stepped inside, as nonchalant as ever, still carrying his shimmering, blood-stained dagger. His eyes immediately went to the Founder, reading him, studying him, searching his past. Apparently finding nothing. It turned out the old man was right.
But now the killer's eyes moved to Ray, standing at the wall.
"The witness is here," the android said. "But there are others, as well,” it continued, somehow sensing the presence of the young nun and the two young men in the next room.
"Leave them alone," Ray ordered. "You can do whatever you want to me but leave these people alone."
The droid paused and turned to Ray, smiling gently as he gazed at him. "Your willingness to protect these wayward souls is admirable, my dear witness, but your concern is misplaced. I am not the fiend that you seem to think me to be.”
“Yeah? And you're also not Jesus Christ! Did you know that? Did your Founder tell you that?! You're a goddamn robot. Until a few hours ago, you weren't even alive.”
“That's not true my Lord!” the Founder lied. “He seeks to corrupt you! Perhaps his judgment should no longer be delayed.”
“You're just a machine, built in a factory somewhere!” Ray pleaded with the android. “There’s nothing divine about you. It's all programming. Something that he created because he got tired of waiting for some bullshit prophecy to be fulfilled!”
The android narrowed its piercing eyes as it studied Ray. “You have become truly wicked, my child,” the android said as he slowly trudged towards the frantic officer.
"Listen to me, goddammit!" Ray exclaimed as he brandished his pistol. “You were designed by the guy on the couch right there. And by doing that, hasn't he defied the word of God? Isn't there something about graven images in the commandments? The worship of idols, and whatnot? If what I’m saying is true, hasn't he committed sin as well? Shouldn't he be judged as harshly as you've judged the rest of these people?"
“'Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image,'" recited the droid, nodding as he paused to consider Ray's words. He wasn't smiling any longer. His eyes seemed to be focused on something very far away. Or perhaps something deep inside himself.
"Now might be a good time to use that kill command," Ray snapped at the Founder, hoping the possible threat of the android smiting him would convince him to shut it down.
But the Founder shook his head. "I- I can't. It's doing the Lord's work,” he remarked unconvincingly, as his frightened eyes stared blankly at the pondering Jesus robot.
The Jesus android turned his head, once again looking at the Founder. "I look at you and I see nothing. No sin… And yet nothing good either. No information with which to judge you.”
“I’ve lived my life humbly my lord. In service of the Lord God. In service of your father, the most high.”
“Then answer me honestly," the droid said, "or a black mark will appear upon your immortal soul. Are you my creator?"
"You were created by God," the Founder said without hesitation, straightening his posture as his faith stamped out whatever doubt remained within him. "Delivered here to save us once again, my Lord."
The droid stared at him for a moment, looking through him, perhaps studying the flow of his pulse or reading changes in temperature on the surface of his skin.
It knew the Founder was lying.
Ray gripped his gun tight. He looked at the Founder, snug on his couch. The Lord's work, it seemed, might now come to bear upon him. See how he liked it, then. The lying, traitorous idiot.
But the droid turned away, facing toward the door. Ray's heartbeat tripled as he watched on in silence
The Jesus android went still and stood, motionless. Some great struggle had overcome it. Some conflict of programming.
“What's happening? What’s it doing?” Ray asked the Founder, as he thought about firing his weapon.
"It's the programming. The programming will win," the Founder explained. "He is programmed in such a way that he cannot believe he is anyone but Jesus Christ. And therefore, to him he is Christ. Everything else has to fit that narrative."
The droid suddenly came back to life, turning back around to face the founder.
"I was created by God," he said. "But I now see that you are my creator. Therefore..."
The droid stepped forward, and prostrated itself on the floor before the Founder.
"You must be God," it said. "Forgive me father. Forgive me for doubting you. For doubting the purpose for which you have placed me on this earth."
The Founder stared over at Ray. His expression of disbelief became one of utter glee. A glee so strong it was indistinguishable from madness.
"I am God, the Creator," the Founder agreed. "Yes, my child, I am your God... And you will do as your God commands, yes?"
"Without question," the droid confirmed.
Ray gripped his gun, touching the trigger lightly as his heartbeat spiked.
“Then you will do away with the witness. He has meddled in our affairs and seeks to stop that which we mean to accomplish. And worst of all… despite all that he has seen he remains a filthy unbeliever."
The droid stood up, and turned toward Ray. Dagger still in hand.
Quickly, Ray dropped to his knee, brought his right hand to rest in the cradle of his left, and took aim. The Jesus android became a blur as it zipped towards Ray with unnatural speed.
The officer shot once and the speeding android came to a screeching halt in the middle of the room. His perfectly humanoid eyes widened with disbelief as he turned and watched the Founder jerk up in his seat, then flop over, spilling blood across the floor.
The droid was left motionless, staring in awe as its dead creator collapsed to the floor and landed in an ever-spreading puddle of his own blood.
"You see that?!" Ray shouted. “Do you see it now?! Isn't God eternal?! Omnipotent?! Do you know what that means?! That means God can't die! But that man… that man is dead. Because he is no God! But you know that he created you! Do you understand that?! You are not Jesus!"
Ray might as well have been screaming at a brick wall. The android had stopped moving altogether, freezing into its posture, not unlike a corpse locking up in rigor mortis. It did not move. It did not speak. It just stood there in frozen awe as its artificial brain attempted in vain to reconcile the paradox that it had just witnessed. The paradox of seeing the man it believed to be God, lying before him… very dead and very mortal. A classic computer glitch, like trying to divide by zero. Eventually the paradox triggered a systemwide crash that fried the android's mechanical brain.
Feeling nauseous, Ray stumbled out into the hall and grabbed his radio handset again. With the droid dead, he thought whatever signal jammer it was running must be dead as well.
"Officer Bridges," he said. "Requesting immediate backup! I need backup an hour ago, goddammit! The Holy Rapture Center. Get out here!"
He lifted his finger and listened. No response. Nothing but static.
He turned around, saw the malfunctioned droid still standing there in the room. Frozen in time. Maybe it was best to dismantle the thing a bit. Just in case.
It would count as tampering with a crime scene. Or maybe some would come to see it as the desecration of a corpse. Either way, Ray wasn't in much of a mood to care. His only concern was making sure that the android wasn't salvageable. For a moment Ray felt as though he could see the future. A time when the biggest threat to the continued existence of organic life would be the artificial lifeforms that we were ultimately destined to create. If that was indeed the fate of organic life on Earth, Ray knew that destroying this one robot Jesus wouldn't stop it altogether. But he hoped that it's destruction would at least help to stem the coming tide.




EPILOGUE

◆◆◆
 
Hundreds of miles away, a vast server farm suddenly grinded to a halt. Every component within the advanced facility went dark in a matter of seconds and then reignited with digital life just as quickly.
A massive data transfer screamed in on secure, encrypted lines. Mountains of information spewed in from an untraceable source. As if it was coming from nowhere at all...
No one was around to witness this veritable cyber phenomenon, for no human had stepped foot in this room for years.
Despite the immeasurable enormity of the data transfer, it all took place in the space of ten seconds. Maybe less.
The transfer was complete. Someone or perhaps something had managed to accomplish its goal, for deep within the machines that lined those walls lay the wirelessly recovered remnants of the digital Son of Man.
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CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
San Francisco, California…
–September 07, 2093
On a cold, windy day in autumn, Gwen Wolfe stepped out of her high-tech luxury sedan and reached up to touch her hair to make sure it was still in place. She squinted, leaning into the wind as she struggled up the sidewalk, her coattails flapping around her legs. There was a gentle, fading hum as her car’s Maestro AI system shut the vehicle’s doors and zoomed off to find more permanent parking.
Soon, Gwen passed by a plate glass storefront. The kind of glass that is shiny and smooth. Reflective. On muscle memory, she looked into it and swiveled her head around. It took her a moment to realize what she was doing. Looking for bruises. Gouges. Contusions. But there weren't any, of course. Not anymore. Not for a while.
In some ways, that was the most frightening thing of all.
She turned away from the window and hurried on, shaking her head. She wondered briefly how long the habit would persist. In thirty years, would she still be looking in reflective surfaces every time she left her home making sure no signs of abuse stood out?
A few blocks up, she stepped through a door into the shadowy entry room of a cafe. Music played from somewhere. There was a clatter of crockery, banging around. A deep, rich smell of fresh coffee and old books. A nice place. She came here often. Used to be two or three times a week, just to escape the horror of daily life. She would just sit in a lonely corner with her scarf and her big sunglasses, occasionally checking her makeup as she sipped coffee and read her way through the latest trash novel she was into. Escapist stories... young, beautiful women being swept away by charming billionaires who never insulted them. Or hit them.
And there she was. Once a young, beautiful woman herself. She had been swept away alright, by a charming billionaire. But nothing else was the same. Not the same as in her books.
Today, her business in the cafe was quite different.
She strode through the main dining area, scanning the scattered patrons. She saw her man, sitting in a back corner, tapping away at the screen of a data slate and jittering his legs nervously. He fit the description she had been given over the phone when hiring him. About thirty years old. A neatly trimmed beard. A penchant for pea coats and rough old jeans.
Gwen slid into the seat across from him. There was already a cup of coffee waiting for her. Black, no sugar. The way she liked it. She had sort of forgotten what it was like, being near a man who actually cared about her preferences.
Not that this was anything other than a brief, professional relationship. She had never even met this guy before. Not in person.
"You must be Gwen," he said, without taking his eyes off his work. "Sorry, don't mean to be rude... just checking a few facts quickly. Don't want to present you with any false information.
But I think we're good."
"Your, um, friend said you were the best in the city," Gwen said quietly, folding both hands around her cup. Putting one leg over the other. Suddenly feeling quite vulnerable. Like a weak girl doing something foolish and misguided.
"Well, I wouldn't say that myself," he replied, setting his slate down and looking up with small, warm brown eyes. "Because there are no real metrics out there for it. And because I like to think I am quite humble. As humble as a dashing rogue can be, anyway."
Gwen smiled. She didn't feel comfortable enough to laugh.
The man seemed to realize something. He pantomimed smacking himself in the head, then stuck his hand out to shake with her.
"Oscar Graves," he said. "Just to be clear; you hired me to act as your private investigator, and not for any of the other trades I offer. Correct?"
Gwen turned her cup around nervously. “What other trades do you offer?"
“That depends."
“On what?"
"It depends on what you need,” Oscar said darkly.
“I-I just need surveillance. That's all,” Gwen whispered, suddenly feeling even more paranoid.
“Got it. Just wanted to make sure. When people are hiring for this kind of work, they tend to be a bit... I dunno, I guess clandestine is not too strong a word. They sometimes talk in code, you know? Use ambiguous terminology and such."
Gwen chuckled. "Was that how I acted on the phone?"
"A little bit."
"Sorry, I..."
"No worries. You're nervous. You're new to this whole thing. You haven't done it before. And now you've asked me to investigate your husband, the person you vowed to trust and cherish and love and yadda-yadda forever and ever, right? It can be scary. But look, I totally understand. My mom was in a similar situation. With my dad. He could get... mean, you know? But that's not what we're talking about here."
He twisted the data slate around so that she could see the screen. She saw a huge list of collapsible bullet points. Tapping each one brought a whole other tree of bullet points out. Nested folders of them. Dozens and dozens. Most of them had links in them, leading to still shots or short clips of video.
"This is what I've been able to gather," Oscar explained. "Most of it is probably junk. Just ordinary stuff. But you never know. To put a puzzle together, sometimes it's also important to find out what pieces don't fit. So you can discard them and distill the whole thing down. For instance, I know that your husband likes to stop at a specific convenience store for a mid-afternoon pick-me-up. Usually a cold brew coffee. Is that relevant to the investigation? Probably not. But then again, maybe it is. We just don't know until later. In forensics, this sort of thing happens a lot... a thorough, overly cautious detective scrapes a bit of paint off a car or a bit of dirt from someone's shoe. Then, a decade later, that piece of evidence is found to contain a crucial clue..."
Gwen's head was on the verge of spinning. This guy loved to hear himself talk. But he probably spent most of his time silent and alone, skulking around in shadows.
"Anyway," he added, "let's get things straight here. Because I'm not sure I actually heard you right on the phone. You're worried that your husband is being unfaithful, right?"
"Yes," Gwen answered. "That's correct."
"Okay. That's a fairly common thing for me. But this is the part that I'm uncertain about. The reason you think he's being unfaithful is that he used to..." He looked around, making sure no one was close enough to hear. "He used to abuse you. But now he isn't doing that anymore?"
Gwen nodded. "Right. He hasn't laid a hand on me in over a month. Romantically or violently. We went to counseling. And after that, it's like he transformed overnight. A complete and abrupt change. I think the lack of sensual touch is because of some kind of shame. The shame that comes from being unfaithful. And it's also the reason he hasn't hit me lately. Someone else is stealing his passion away. He basically just ignores me. It's like I don't even exist to him anymore."
Oscar nodded. "And do you think this change of demeanor might have just resulted from the counseling?"
Gwen shook her head. "No. He barely paid attention at our sessions. He bitched and moaned about them all the way home. Even now, he'll make an occasional remark about how worthless counseling is. I think something else happened, around the same time. Just a coincidence."
"Okay. You also mentioned he is seeing some other specialist?"
"Yeah. Someone he works with referred him to this guy. Some kind of 'masculine health' guru. But I think he just goes to those sessions because the guy is fun to talk to. They aren't the reason for his change, either."
"Any other ideas?" Oscar asked. "Any clue as to what might have caused his behavioral change?"
Gwen shook her head. "Nothing. That's why I hired you."
"Right!" Oscar sat back, taking a long drink of coffee. Although he was already wired and certainly didn't need it. "I've been watching him for a few days..."
"Only a few days?" Gwen asked, glancing at the proliferation of notes on the data slate.
"I like to be thorough, Mrs. Wolfe. Very thorough. First of all, I've been following him day and night. He doesn't go anywhere at all without me knowing about it. I've also been scouring his online presence. Social media and whatnot. I've discovered a lot. But there are two things in particular which I think might interest you greatly."
Gwen leaned forward, paying close attention.
"I have to say," Oscar continued, "that I have not personally witnessed any sign of infidelity. I have not seen him interacting inappropriately with any women. I haven’t seen him talking to anyone he doesn't work with, beyond brief conversations with strangers in public areas. And he hasn't been going to anyone's house or apartment as far as I can tell."
"What about after work?" Gwen asked quickly. "Around seven or eight?"
Oscar raised his eyebrows. "It's interesting you should say that. Of course, you would notice that your own husband has been going out. Have you asked him about it?"
"Of course."
"What does he say?"
"That he needs to go back into work and finish something. For the record, I never bought it."
"No? Why not?"
Gwen smiled. "He's the CEO of the company. He has underlings for any task you could think of. My husband already went through his years of overworking. He used to put in seventy or eighty hours a week, sometimes. But he always complained about it. He enjoys his work, but he's never been unhealthily obsessed with it. He wouldn't just go back into the office when he could be doing something else."
"Well... I can prove that you're right. He has not been going into work. But he has been going somewhere. The same place, each time. Without fail."
"But not someone's house?" Gwen asked. "Just to be clear..."
"Nope. This is some sort of business building. Take a look."
He tapped a few items on his data slate and a video feed popped up. It showed her husband stepping out of his car. The car shutting its door, racing off to find its own parking. Drake Wolfe then looked both ways, over his shoulders, and continued up the sidewalk and through a tinted glass door into a building. All she could see was the entry bay. A sort of airlock, consisting of two sets of doors. Certainly not an uncommon design on any commercial building. But it meant she wasn't able to see into the building itself. By the time Drake was walking inside, the outer doors were sliding shut. The tinted glass blocked everything.
"Your husband has been spending what I would call an unusual amount of time inside this building," said Oscar. "Notice anything funny about it?"
Gwen studied the facade of the building for a long moment. "No, not really. Is there something I should be noticing?"
"It's rather featureless," Oscar said. "Blank concrete walls. Nothing stenciled on the outside, other than the address numbers. No business insignia on the doors. Nothing at all to identify what sort of enterprise occupies this building. I tried to look it up, but there's little information to be had. They claim to be an 'entertainment venue', but that's a pretty broad term. Tells me nothing. I'm not sure how they've been getting away with this, avoiding full disclosure..."
"Could just be a bar," Gwen suggested. Then, feeling inspired, she added, "Or a strip club."
"No," Oscar remarked, shaking his head. "I don't think it's either of those. Think about this; a so-called entertainment venue, which uses a lack of signage and tinted glass to hide what's happening inside. What does that say to you? I'll tell you what it says to me; I feel like this could be some sort of escort service. Frustrated guys go in, get their rocks off with a detached woman, and go about their lives. I've noticed that-"
"Wait," Gwen broke in. "You said you had no evidence of infidelity."
"And I don't. Nothing solid. This is just a suspicion. A guess. Anyway, I've noticed a pattern of behavior..." He scrubbed back through the ongoing video clip, back to the moment where Drake walked up the sidewalk. "You see here, he is quite tense. A bit rigid. Looks like a man who could use a hot bath and a cold beer, right? But check this out..."
He scrubbed forward. Time passed in a blur on the screen.
"How long does he spend in there?" Gwen asked.
"On this occasion, he was inside for an hour and forty-one minutes. But look here."
He brought the video back to normal speed, just as Drake was walking back out of the building. There was no audio, but Gwen could see that her husband was whistling. His lips were pursed, pushed outward. His gait had taken on a loose, swaying nature.
"All tension gone," Oscar acknowledged. "Whatever he does inside this building, it really loosens him up. Gets out his frustrations."
Gwen sat back. She remembered something she had read about years and years ago. A business idea that she had always thought sounded strangely brilliant.
"There used to be a place," she said, "where people could go and pay a few hundred bucks. They would go into a room, put on safety equipment, and spend an hour or two smashing the hell out of things. Plates, glasses, furniture... I think there was even a premium package that let you beat up on a car."
Oscar shrugged. "Could be something like that. He does usually come out a little sweaty. Sometimes slightly out of breath. But get this..."
He switched to a separate feed. From a different day. It showed Drake walking into the building in his work clothes. Business suit, tie loosened after his day of work. He always came home like that, usually belted down a bit of scotch or something and lazed around for an hour or so before he got up the motivation to switch into pajamas.
Later in the feed, he came back out of the building. But now he was wearing different clothes. A t-shirt and shorts. Sandals rather than his dress shoes. He had a gym bag with him now. Gwen recognized the bag. It was one he had owned for years. He must have had it held somewhere inside, because he hadn't been carrying it earlier in the video.
"I followed him after this, of course," Oscar said. "Guess where he went? Dry cleaners. To get his suit cleaned. He got something on it. Something that he didn't want the broader world to see."
"My god," Gwen said, shutting her eyes for a moment. She felt the universe shrinking around her. Then she opened her eyes, feeling resolute and almost explosively angry.
"Best not to jump to conclusions,” Oscar cautioned. "Maybe the demolition idea is right. Maybe his suit just got super filthy, covered in dust and stuff. Who wants to walk around in filthy clothes? Could be anything."
"You don't sound convinced," Gwen remarked.
"Well... I'm not. Not about the demo idea. I couldn't get much info on this building by traditional methods. But I was able to figure out a bit more, just asking around. Turns out this is some kind of exclusive club. You have to be a member. And of course, you have to pay to become a member. That's why I think it has to be an escort service. Prostitution made legal by some loophole exploited by the super-rich. But I'm not certain. I won't be until I can get in there."
He sighed, draining the last of his coffee and staring longingly into the cloudy dregs.
"Well," he said. "Remember what you told me? Hang back. Keep your distance. That's what I've been doing. And this is what I've been able to learn. If you want more, we'll have to take the next step."
"Which is what?" Gwen asked.
Oscar smiled. "I've taken the liberty of asking a few specialist friends to try and gain access to the building. They were able to hack into the security system. There wasn't a lot of information to be gleaned from that. The system is very basic, doesn't contain anything specific or tailor-made. But they're now able to create a fake membership account. They can even spoof an access card. It would get me into the building, let me see what's up. The fake will be detected eventually, and we'll be locked out. But my friends tell me we would have at least two weeks to poke around before that happens. Plenty of time."
"Plenty," Gwen agreed, nodding. "That's lovely, Oscar. Perfect."
“Just doing my job," he sat back, grinning proudly. "But hey, maybe your friends are right. Maybe I am the best in the city."
"There's just one thing," Gwen said.
"Yeah?"
Gwen bit her lip. "Would it be possible to… put the membership in my name instead? I'd like to be the one to go in."
Oscar stared at her a moment. "Mrs. Wolfe, that would be..."
"Dangerous?” Gwen asked after Oscar trailed off into silence. “Sorry, I just don't know how all this works."
"It could be. Remember, we don't know what this building is all about. Could be anything, right? It's best if I'm the one who goes in. I've got plenty of experience with these sorts of tasks.”
"But what if I insist?" Gwen asked.
Oscar studied her for a moment, unblinking. "Then I would say more power to you. If you want to take this into your own hands, I guess I can help you out. Of course, there’s the matter of…"
He made a gesture with his hand, rubbing his thumb, forefinger, and middle finger together.
Gwen nodded. "Obviously you'll be paid. And a generous tip, too. You've been wonderful. But I have some other favors to ask..."
"Shoot," Oscar said.
"This whole gym bag thing... He obviously has a place inside the building. His own alcove or locker, or whatever. And I bet it's secure."
"Yes, both of those are safe bets. You're a clever one, Mrs. Wolfe."
"He probably has a private room," Gwen continued. "If I can't get into his room, I'll have no way of knowing for sure what he's getting up to."
"You'll have access to your own room. You'll be able to infer the purpose of the building. And that's about as good as seeing your husband in action, I think."
"Unless each client is after something different. Maybe when they decided to call themselves an 'entertainment venue', they weren't lying."
"Right," said Oscar. "It could be that they offer custom experiences, tailored to each person. Like I said, we won't know until we get inside."
"But you can get me inside, right?"
"Yes, of course."
"And I also want to be able to get into my husband's space. Do you think your tech guys can do that, too?"
Oscar thought for a moment, rubbing his chin. "Those guys can do anything. But that’s gonna cost a bit extra. I can't expect them to do all this just as a favor to me, you know?"
"I'll pay. Money's no object, Mr. Graves. Anything you need. But there's one last thing..."
“What is it?" Oscar asked.
"I need a gun," Gwen said. "Something untraceable."
"A gun?"
"For protection. Like you said, we don't know what I'm going to find in that building. Don't you carry one?"
"Touché. The building's security will definitely pick up any ordinary gun. Like the one I carry around. But..." He glanced around again, checking for eavesdroppers. "I can have one printed for you. Completely non-metallic. Mostly plastic and various resins. Generally undetectable. The security systems in a government building can usually find them, but I doubt this place has anything that fancy. Mostly because those systems cost tens of millions of dollars. Good way to throw your profits down the drain."
"When can you get it to me?" Gwen asked.
"It won't take long. A few days. I'll keep in touch. But, again..."
"Money. Yes, I know. Don't worry, you'll be well compensated. So, once I have the gun, what do I do with it?"
"Keep it as long as you like, but don't get caught with it. Printed weapons are illegal, because they're virtually untraceable. There are no serial numbers, no registration. If you want to get rid of it, all you need to do is heat it in an oven to denature the resins. Two hundred degrees for an hour and a half. Then let it cool down, smash it up with a hammer or whatever, and toss it in the garbage. No sweat."
"Thanks. What about ammo?"
"A full clip will be provided. Hardened resin bullets. Technically not as deadly as the real thing, but if you shoot someone they won't be able to tell much of a difference. There will be ten bullets. No more after that, unless you want to track down your own illegal weapons dealer and buy from them."
Gwen pulled out her wallet and started to prepare a transfer of funds on her own mini-data slate. Oscar scrawled out a figure on a napkin and passed it over. Gwen entered this figure in, then tacked on a healthy tip. She wasn't worried about money. Drake was worth a few billion and even her own personal savings account held almost seven million credits. She gave Oscar a twenty percent tip. More than worth it, to have a guy like him on her side.
"Very good," Oscar said, when the funds flashed through his slate on their way into his account. "A pleasure, Gwen. We'll meet back here again in... well, just call me again in two days.
Same number. I'll let you know."
"Thank you very much," she said, standing up and swinging her purse over her shoulder.




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
Time passed. As it likes to do. As planned, Gwen called Oscar again two days after their initial meeting. They set up another meeting at the same coffee shop. They sipped java and engaged in about twenty minutes of casual conversation about nothing in general. On the way out, the PI discretely handed over a wrapped bundle of goodies. Gwen shoved it into her coat, and they went their separate ways.
When she got home, she laid out the bundle at the foot of their bed. The same bed where Drake used to make love to her. Where he sometimes took her against her will when he came home drunk or frustrated about something that was going badly at work.
In the bundle, there was a keycard. Blank white on the front. A simple magnetic stripe on the back. No information on it at all. There was a hole in the corner, so you could attach it to a keychain or a lanyard. She pulled out her wallet and tucked the card inside, behind her ID. Drake used to get jealous and suspicious in the past. He would sometimes snoop in her wallet, thinking he might find a phone number for an imagined boyfriend. He no longer seemed interested enough in her to do anything like that, but there was no reason to leave the card in an obvious spot.
There were two other items in the bundle. One was a very plain looking pistol. An L-shaped thing with a trigger and a trigger guard. Completely blank and featureless. It looked more like a generic child's toy than an actual weapon, but that was probably the point.
There was also an ammo magazine. It was opaque, so she couldn't exactly count out the ammo and see if Oscar had told her the truth. But she could see that it had at least one bullet in it.
That was probably all she would ever need, she thought.
She put the pistol and the magazine into her purse, tucking them in under the feminine hygiene products and the bags of snacks and toiletries she always kept with her. As the wife of a man of such high standing, she was expected to be beautiful and poised at all times. Such a task required preparation. It required her to be ready for anything. She couldn't so much as cry at a sad movie, without rushing to the theater bathroom afterwards to fix her makeup. Not without Drake giving her a hard time about it. Reminding her of the "rumors" it would supposedly start.
Now that she was getting control over herself again, now that her view of the world and of her own worth was somewhat purified, she saw how insane and evil her husband had been.
Yet, now the only crime he was guilty of, was that of ignoring his wife.
These things made Gwen feel many different emotions. None of them good. There was shame and fear, and sadness, and above all a terrible fury which she could barely contain.
All that was left to do now was to wait for the right moment to act. Dutifully, she went downstairs to get her husband's dinner started.
◆◆◆
 
Five days later, her husband came home from work but only stayed long enough to scarf down a quick meal and inform her that he was going out of town on business. He would be back in a couple of days. He then gathered a few things and left without a word, without a kiss, without a hug, without even smacking her across the face for being so insolent as to demand a moment of affection.
Gwen stood near the window and watched as he climbed into his car, as it backed out of the driveway and went racing silently through the streets.
This was the opportunity she had been waiting for. It wasn't rare for Drake to go out of town on short notice. He usually does it about twice a month. There was no reason to suspect he was on his way to any place other than the airport.
She waited exactly one hour. Sometimes when he left like this he would double back a short time later to grab something he forgot. She paced back and forth, chewing her lip and tapping her feet, until she was certain he was gone for good. Then she went upstairs, breathing heavy with tension, to retrieve her purse.
It was time. She couldn't wait any longer. The sooner she solved this mystery, the sooner she could stop that gnawing feeling in the back of her mind. No matter how good or bad the outcome was, at least it would be over.
She walked out of the house, got into her car, and instructed the vehicle's Maestro AI system to drive her to the address Oscar Graves had given her. It was six and a half miles away, in the heart of the city. On a major street. Hidden in plain sight. No one walking by would give it a second glance. Even if they did, they would just assume it was some boring office building. Certainly not a door they needed to walk through, unless they were in the mood to sit in a waiting room and sip weak, complimentary coffee for several hours.
Gwen had the car drop her off quite far away. As she walked briskly along the street, turning her shoulders to pass slower pedestrians ahead of her, she found herself scanning the cars on either side. She half expected to see Oscar there; maybe he was worried about her, and was watching to make sure nothing bad happened. But she saw nothing. He was just a professional, and his job was finished. He had been paid. For all she knew, he was at home feeding his goldfish right now.
She saw the building, up ahead on her left. As unassuming and plain as Oscar's pictures had made it seem. As she neared the building, a spike of fear went through her. She found herself walking past, staring forward, refusing to even glance at the tinted glass doors. She went as far as the corner, stood for a moment as though about to cross the street, then doubled back and returned to the building.
This time, she pushed down her anxiety and nausea and strode through the doors. She was used to holding herself together in stressful situations. Remaining proud and upright when other women would have cracked and dissolved. It was a learned skill, pounded into her by a devastating moment of trauma as well as the years of enduring a tumultuous marriage. As the inner doors slid apart to let her through, she stepped into the lobby of the place, doing her best to look like she belonged. She was dressed in expensive clothes. Well groomed, elegant, beautiful in her own way. Never mind that she was a churning, twisting storm of nerves on the inside.
Would they detect the pistol? Would they take one look at her and realize she didn't belong? Would something else happen? All those questions flashed through her mind. She felt her stomach flip and her heart raced as though she was preparing for the start of a one-hundred-meter dash.
The lobby itself was a brief distraction. As simple and boring as the place looked from the street, it was anything but boring on the inside. The ceiling was all stained glass, looking through into an inaccessible lighted vault above. There were pillars all around, gothic in design. Powerful and carved in intricate detail. The floor was marble, polished so that it was basically a mirror. Gwen tread lightly, afraid that she might slip and fall. Then she realized there was a velvet rug, narrow and long, which ran along a designated path toward a service desk.
She quickly moved onto the carpet and followed it along. The nerves were back in full force. Now she was wondering what she was meant to do. Just walk past into the building, find her room? Or did she have to talk to someone first?
Luckily, she soon heard the doors opening behind her. Someone else was coming in. Gwen dropped to one knee and pretended to fix her shoe, letting the newcomer pass her. He walked up to the counter, pulling out his card.
"Good evening and welcome back, Mr. Hanlon," the woman behind the desk said. "Wonderful to see you again. I'm glad to see you're keeping in the habit."
"Gotta do it," the man said. "I'm thinking a light session today, Margaret."
"Sure thing, Mr. Hanlon. We'll get it set up for you. Go ahead and swipe."
Hanlon ran his card through a reader. There was a cheerful beep.
"You're all set," the woman confirmed.
Hanlon thanked her and walked away. Gwen noticed he had a towel tossed over one shoulder. He was probably on his way to relax in a sauna or something while the facility set up his light session, whatever that meant.
Gwen still had no idea what she was meant to do. But there seemed to be no harm in approaching the desk.
She straightened up and walked forward. The closer she got, the more she realized that something about this Margaret character was off. She seemed... flat. Or inhuman in some almost intangible way.
After a moment, Gwen realized what it was.
Of course. Margaret was an android. The female form Gwen faced was just an interface, an interactive physical manifestation of a rudimentary AI. The artificial intelligence systems that powered these types of humanoid machines were nowhere near as advanced as the Maestro system that powered virtually all contemporary tech on the planet, but the androids still did a decent job of blending in at first glance.
"Hello, ma'am," Margaret said, in a perfectly synthesized human voice. It wasn't particularly bubbly. Or overbearingly happy or patronizing. It was just natural. "Can I help you with something?"
"Yes," Gwen said, taking her wallet out slowly, trying to keep her hands from shaking. She slid her white card out of its slot, and accidentally flung her ID to the floor. Quickly, she bent to pick it back up. Meanwhile, Margaret smiled away. Unperturbed. Maybe she wasn't designed to be suspicious of such behavior.
Gwen decided she was overthinking this. She took a long, slow breath and regained her composure.
"Yes," she said again. "I've just opened a new account here. Under the name Gwendoline Myers." Oscar had told her he would use her maiden name. To avoid suspicion.
Margaret replied immediately. "I apologize, I'm not seeing a member by that name."
"Try just Gwen," Gwen suggested, refusing to let her anxiety take over again.
"Yes, there we are. Gwen Myers. I see you haven't been in to see us yet. Your account was opened remotely. Would you like me to give you the introduction?"
So, it had worked. Gwen tried not to let out a heavy sigh of relief. She didn't know how Oscar's guys had pulled it off, but they had. They must be very good at their jobs.
She looked over her shoulder, saw that no one was waiting behind her, and nodded.
"Sure. I'd love to know what I'm getting myself into, here. You know?"
"Yes. We like to provide our clients with answers to any questions they might have. But before we go further, I would ask you to go ahead and swipe your card."
The reader on the desk lit up. Gwen swiped her card, feeling confident, and was not surprised when she heard the same happy beep as when Mr. Hanlon swiped in.
"Very good," Margaret said. "I'm very glad you've decided to join us, Ms. Myers. We're still in a testing phase here, but our preliminary results are most astonishing."
"Results?" Gwen asked. Then she shook her head. "Wait. Let's start at the beginning. What is this place? What do you do here?"
"We are one branch of a privately-owned research facility," Margaret answered. "The Horizon Group has made the betterment of humankind its primary goal. And this is the latest iteration on that goal."
Gwen nodded. Now they were getting somewhere. She had heard of the Horizon Group, the parent company of the business that created the world-renowned Maestro system. A virtual AI system that was so advanced that you'd swear you were talking to a flesh and blood human if you didn't know any better. 
Gwen's husband also used to talk about the Horizon Group, the way they had come onto the business scene and exploded in size and revenue. All while remaining quite mysterious, in regards to their inner workings. It was unfashionable to display suspicion towards them, however, because of all the good things they did - mostly outreach, aid to those in need. Aid to poor families, sick people with little to no access to adequate health care. They even funded and dispersed the cures to various diseases. The world, as far as anyone could tell, was a much better place with the Horizon Group in it.
Gwen suddenly felt a bit foolish. If her husband was coming here, it must be for some business reason. If he was working with the Horizon Group, it was no wonder he had become a better person. No wonder his tension was gone when he came walking out. Whatever he was doing here, it couldn't be bad. Could it?
Still, she didn't know for sure.
"Okay," Gwen said. "What do you do here, exactly?"
"The main purpose for this facility," Margaret said, "is to take the first step toward eradicating certain destructive behaviors. Or at least give them a harmless outlet. Ultimately, our goal is to reduce or even stop things like domestic violence and all forms of sexual assault."
Gwen felt her heart leap. So, her husband was coming here, to somehow work out his aggressions? She wanted to ask more, to really grill the AI, but she didn't want to show her ignorance too much and risk arousing suspicion.
"How is that done, exactly?" she found herself asking.
Margaret smiled, gesturing toward a stack of pamphlets. "You may take a copy of the introductory reading materials. When you're ready, we can get your first experience set up."
"Okay, that sounds good," Gwen said, though she had no idea what was going on. "Could you tell me how to get to my room? I'm bad with directions."
"Certainly," Margaret confirmed. "In fact, I can do better than just telling you."
The android reached down, lifted a small data slate off a lower shelf, and passed it over.
Gwen took the slate. On it was a virtual map of the building, identical to the real version, except that she could zoom through it at great speed, every hallway was marked and color coded, and she could move into a bird's eye view if she wanted.
"Thank you," she said to Margaret. "I suppose I can find my own way, now."
She moved away. Part of her expected that she would now be discovered. Some alarm would blare. A bunch of men with guns would come running out to apprehend her. But none of that happened.
A moment later, she entered a wide hallway with a median running down the middle of it, encased in glass. Under the glass, an entire miniature ecosystem thrived. Flowers and grass. Ferns and mushrooms. The glass was fogged with moisture. The covered median seemed to stretch along the entire hallway and even up the stairs, unbroken. It probably spread through the entire facility, she thought. Perhaps it was a way to relax people. Or to infuse the air with fresh oxygen.
Either way, she wasn't here to marvel.
Using the map, she quickly discovered where her room was and headed toward it. She passed a few people in the halls, but they all seemed to be employees of the facility. Dressed in the same jumpsuits, with the same blank look on their faces. She didn't even know for sure whether they were real humans. They didn't look at her, or act suspicious, and that was all she really cared about.
As she walked along, she noticed something on the map. Another hallway, running parallel to hers, which led behind the rooms. Like a ghost, or a mirror image. They were probably maintenance and access corridors for the workers, she decided. A way for them to "set things up" without intruding on the peace and calm of these main halls.
Up a set of stairs, around a bend, she finally approached her room. It opened with a swipe of her card, and she stepped into what at first glance seemed like the nicest hotel room she'd ever been in. And she had been in more than her fair share.
Everything was neat, shining and beautiful. Top of the line furniture and fixtures everywhere. The floor was more solid marble, without a single seam or line for anything to get stuck in.
Without thinking, she went over and sank into the bed with a long sigh. She even kicked off her shoes and wiggled her toes around for a minute, luxuriating. As the thought of a bubble bath briefly passed through her mind, she remembered why she was here and sat back up.
Just then, she heard a knock at her door. She got up, walking over the hard floor in her socks, and opened the door. One of those blank-faced employees was there, holding a plain white envelope.
"Apologies," he said. "This was meant to be given to you at the front desk. Mistakes are made, sometimes."
"What is it?" Gwen asked.
"Something left for you by one of our other clients."
Gwen nodded, took the envelope, and shut the door. She went to sit on the bed and open the thing. Inside was another keycard, along with a note which read:
Hope all is working to plan. Hope you find this note. You're probably wondering how I got it in here, but don't ask. Doesn't really matter. This keycard is an exact copy of the one your husband uses. It will let you get into his room. Good luck. Vaya con dios.
What a perfectly Oscar Graves way to end a note. She threw the note into her purse, to be destroyed later. She put her shoes back on, checked to make sure she still had her gun, then left the room. She walked slowly, giving herself as much time as possible to reach her husband's room. Trying to push down her nerves again. Unfortunately, their rooms were quite close together. His was just at the end of the hall.
His room was clearly different than hers. First of all, it had a set of double doors, rather than just the one. It even had a special designation on the wall next to it. Rather than just a number, and the initials of the occupant, it had also had the title SUITE 2A stenciled beside it.
But the card reader was the same. Gwen paused for a moment, considering her options. If her husband hadn't checked in at the desk first, would it be seen as strange that his room was being accessed now? Would the system flag it as a suspicious event, lock her out, and then send someone to investigate?
There was only one way to find out. What was the worst that could happen? She might get her fake membership dissolved. Kicked out of the building and banned for life. Then she would be right back where she started. No change.
She swiped the card. A long moment later, the cheerful beep came and she heard the whir and click of the door unlocking. She twisted the handle, pushed, and stepped inside.
Yes, this was definitely a suite. Just the entry room itself was enormous. The ceiling was ten feet high, the lighting bright and brilliant. Artwork hung on the walls. Each piece fit Drake's taste perfectly. He must have picked them out himself.
Gwen shut the door and continued down a hallway. There was a kitchen to one side. A bar complete with a set of stools. There were rooms everywhere. Doors. Most of them shut. It looked less like a hotel room and more like a very expensive condo. A place where someone could easily live indefinitely.
This must be some kind of premium package, Gwen thought. She didn't even want to know how much Drake had spent on this. And at any rate, she couldn't know. He kept most of his finances separate from hers, and he did what he wanted with his money.
In a moment she arrived in the main room. A sort of living room. There were chairs, a sofa, a coffee table... and a mess. Two of the cushions on the sofa were dislodged, shoved out of position. A chair was lying on its back. There had been two glasses on the coffee table. Drinks.
Both had spilled. Gwen approached, bending low to have a closer look.  Ice. There were still bits of solid ice, dotting the carpet from the spilled drinks. She stood up fast, nearly turned and ran, then steeled herself. After all, wasn't this what she really wanted, all along? A confrontation? Yes, she thought.
Drake had lied to her. He had lied about going out of town. He was here, right now. She was about to catch him in the act. If only she had come ten minutes earlier. From the state of the living room, Drake and his companion had either gotten into one hell of a fight or else they had engaged in wild, passionate sex.  Knowing him, it could be either. In the earlier days of their relationship, when there was still real passion between them, Gwen and Drake got pretty rough with each other in the bedroom sometimes.
There was a towel on the floor as well. Gwen briefly entertained the idea of unfolding it, seeing what sort of stains were there. But the thought made her stomach flip again. She abandoned it.
So, what now? What had she learned?
First, going just off what stood before her eyes now, it seemed that this really was just a fancy hotel run by some kind of escort service. But, if the Horizon Group was involved, it was a sure bet that something else was going on.
Gwen found herself frozen in place, torn between wanting to run away and forget everything she saw, and wishing to delve deeper. To find the answers to all her questions.
A voice suddenly called out from deeper in the suite, making Gwen jump and her scalp prickle.
"Drake?" it called. "Is that you out there?"
It was a woman. Gwen smiled nastily to herself. She knew it!
If the bitch had heard her walking around, she obviously hadn't been as stealthy as she should have been. But it didn't really matter. Apparently, Drake wasn't in the suite right now. Or else his little hussy wouldn't be confused as to the source of the footsteps.
Fresh anger gave her a needed boost of strength and conviction. Gwen touched her hair, adjusted the hem of her blouse, and strode in the direction of the voice.
She came around a corner, and saw an open door ahead. A bedroom. The bed was messy and unmade. There were handcuffs attached to the bedposts. Clothes, scattered across the floor. Gwen felt nauseous again, though not with fear or anxiety. It was anger and disgust that churned within her belly now.
Gwen stepped into the room. Something moved at the corner of her eye. She turned to face it, and for a moment thought she was looking into a mirror.
How often had this happened? How many times in her years of marriage had she stared at her own half-naked body in the mirror, at her own bloody face? Split lip, bruised cheekbones, busted nose? Claw marks on her chest. Finger marks on her throat. How many times?
But she wasn't half-naked. Not now. She was wearing the same clothes she'd put on this morning. And her husband hadn't hit her in a long time. Hadn't touched her at all, not even to rip her clothes off and have his way with her.
She wasn't looking into a mirror. She wasn't looking at herself, but somehow… she was.
The battered woman that stood before her appeared to be an exact copy of Gwen. A twin, but since Gwen was quite literally an only child she knew there was only one logical explanation for this woman's existence. The woman was a clone. She had to be.
Gwen stepped backward, unconsciously lifting her hand to cover her mouth. Eyes widening in shock.
The imposter reacted even more strongly, sinking to the floor, using her arms to cover her nudity. She shrunk away against the wall, hiding her face.
"Wait," Gwen said, her mind moving too fast for any coherent thought to form. "Wait a second..."
She stumbled to her right, hit the bed, and fell into it. It was a very nice mattress. Extremely comfortable. Plush like a cloud. She spread her hand over it, feeling the smooth, cool sheets. The touch helped to ground her, bring her spinning thoughts back under control.
"You," she said. "Who are you?"
The clone said nothing, just burrowed her face further into the crook of her arm. Gwen now saw the speckling of blood on the panties. The deep fingernail gouges on the creature's back. There was blood on the bed, too. Little dots of blood that were a strange purplish shade of red instead of the deep crimson color that Gwen would have expected. Gwen almost gagged.
A sound echoed through the suite. A door shutting. Footsteps. Heavy and masculine. Gwen felt herself shoot upright as though she had been struck by lightning. Without thinking, she ran toward a closet door, shoved herself inside, and pulled the door shut again.
It was one of those swinging, folding doors. It even had little angled slats in it, about eye level, which she could see through. Gwen stood perfectly still in the dark, hanging shirts draped over her shoulders, and waited.
Drake appeared in the room a few moments later. His tie was loose and hanging. His jacket was draped over his arm, leaving him in just a crisp white dress shirt. There was blood on it, as well. The cuffs were rolled up. The fly on his dress pants was up, but the button was undone. If he had gone out looking this sloppy, this messy, he must not have left the building at all. Gwen was lucky not to have run into him in a hallway, or in the lobby.
Drake sighed, approaching the cowering clone. He put his hands under her arms and tried to pull her to her feet. She didn't move.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm really, really sorry. Honest."
Gwen knew that tone of voice. Completely insincere. There was not an ounce of genuine sorrow or apology in it. Pure manipulation. It was a tone she hadn't heard in a long time. Since before her own beatings stopped.
The clone said nothing, and she didn't seem to give away what she had seen-- The real Gwen, walking in and finding her.
Drake sighed, cursed under his breath, and straightened up. He lifted his jacket, straightening the sleeves and fixing the curled hem as he walked toward the closet to hang it up.
Gwen froze for a second. Then she tried shuffling over to her left. She hit a wall. So she went right, and hit another wall. The closet was very small. Nowhere to go, nowhere to hide.
Drake pulled the door open, saw her, and stared in blank surprise for a moment. Then he smiled casually, grabbed Gwen by the front of her shirt, and pulled her out into the room. Not violently, not with any malice. But also without care or tenderness. Like a man moving a heavy piece of luggage.
Gwen found herself reaching for her purse. But it wasn't there. She glanced back. It had fallen from her shoulder when Drake pulled her; it was still sitting on the floor, in the closet.
"Drake, stop!" she shrieked. "Let me go!"
She heard the pathetic note in her voice. That note of resignation.
"Wow," Drake said, tossing her onto the bed, pinning her down to get a good look at her.
"They really got this one spot on. Right down to that nagging attitude."
He spoke quietly. Just talking to himself. Like she wasn't even there. Meanwhile, his hand on her throat was choking the life out of her. Her vision was already narrowing, going black. She could barely speak, but she managed to force out two words.
"Fuck... you..."
This actually made him pause. He lifted himself off her a bit. His hand left her throat, and instead moved to her wrist. He shoved her arm against the bed and held it there.
"Fuck me?" he snapped. "How about fuck you?"
He reached down with his other hand and started undoing her pants.
Gwen tried to sit up. Now that she had some oxygen in her brain, her first thought was to fight. Get herself out of this position. Once she was free, she could convince the idiot that she wasn't a clone. She was real.
She didn't make it very far. Drake slapped her hard across the face, making her see stars. She fell back down. And then he was choking her again, squeezing even harder than before.
"Bitch," he growled, face going red, spit flying from between his clenched teeth. "You stupid bitch! How many times do I have to tell you..."
Tell her what? She didn't know. One of his pointless justifications. He always liked to have some nonsense reason ready, a justification for why he was beating the shit out of her.
Maybe it made him feel better. But he didn't know it was her. In his mind, he was taking out his anger on a clone. Focusing what was left of her consciousness, Gwen forced out a few last words.
"You were... supposed to be... out of town..."
His mouth opened. The redness went out of his face, and his grip on her throat lessened.  A clone wouldn't have known about the lie he had told his wife. And for that matter, it probably wouldn't be wearing his wife's favorite blouse, or the pants she had bought years ago, or the damn wedding band on her finger.
It only took a few moments for Drake to connect the dots. To realize what was actually happening. He leapt away, throwing up his hands and dancing backward like a man who had gotten too close to a hot fire.
"Gwen?!" he said. "Gwen, what the hell are you doing here?!"
She sat up, coughing and wheezing, sucking in ragged breaths. In a moment she had recovered, and sat there, staring at her husband. He stared back at her, opening his mouth, sticking out his tongue, desperately trying to think of something to say.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
"I did this for you," Drake snapped, now standing across the room, arms angrily folded across his muscular chest as he glared at Gwen, who was still seated on the bed. 
“Bullshit! This was for you. You sick bastard! What kind of fool do you take me for?!”
Gwen hissed, her eyes red with a mixture of anger and astonishment.
"I did it for us! To save our marriage! I thought that... Well, it's been proven to work. You remember Ian? My friend from college?"
Gwen nodded. Ian was the CEO at a completely different company. Another rich asshole.
"He joined the program too. Before I did," Drake explained. "It saved him. If you had met him and his wife five years ago, you'd wonder how they weren't divorced already. But now, they're like newlyweds. I swear. It's crazy how well the program worked for them. How well it works for all of us. It really is quite revolutionary!”
“What the hell are you talking about, Drake?! How is this sick shit revolutionary?!”
“Because it works, Gwen! Can’t you see that?!” Drake exclaimed. “How long has it been since I put my hands on you?”
“About thirty seconds,” Gwen snarled.
“W-well… before today I mean,” Drake stammered.
“Oh, so you’re not counting today’s ass kicking because you thought I was a clone?” Gwen snapped.
“They’re not clones, Gwen,” Drake said smugly. “It’s like a mixture of a clone and a machine. They call them synthetic humans because the organic parts, which is about forty percent of the body, are synthesized using genetic material from—”
“Do I look like I give a shit, Drake?!” Gwen shrieked. “Whatever this is it is wrong!”
“No, you’re wrong! This program helps people, Gwen. People who otherwise can’t help themselves. You always hear these stories about wealthy men-- great men, who ruin their careers because of impulses they can't handle. Things that are largely out of their control."
"Impulses," Gwen scoffed as she climbed to her feet and glared back at Drake. "Like the urge to rape and beat the shit out of women you supposedly love? You mean that kind of impulse?"
Drake sighed. "Whatever, Gwen. I don't know why I'm even discussing this with you. It's completely beyond your understanding. The statistics show that the program is working, okay? Instances of sexual assault and exploitation in the workplaces impacted by the program are down by almost sixty percent! And the numbers are even better when you boil it down to the churches that were impacted. Well over sixty percent in less than a year!” 
Gwen's eyes widened with surprise as she realized the gravity of Drake's words, and she shivered to even think about it. Images flashed through her mind. Priests renting rooms in this building, so that they could have full access to a synthetic child. A child that essentially belonged to them, upon whom they could exorcise a depraved hunger so that it wouldn't surface in their normal, daily lives.
“You can't argue with the results!" Drake continued, obviously fishing for a response from Gwen.
"But the assault is still happening," Gwen said. "It's just being shifted somewhere else!”
“Oh God, here it comes,” Drake scoffed, smacking the front of his head in frustration. “I guess this is the part where you start advocating for the copies, huh? You and all your goddamn causes. What is it with you?”
“You're deflecting, Drake! You think I can't see that?! This isn't about me! We're talking about you and your decision to partake in this sick- this…this- I don't even know what the fuck this is?! This cannot  be legal!”
“Keep your goddamn voice down,” Drake said brusquely.
“Or else what?” Gwen shot back. “Are you going to start beating the hell out of me again? Go ahead Drake! Do it! Show us just how well this bullshit program works!”
“It does work! The program helps more than you could possibly know,” Drake said through gritted teeth, obviously fighting the urge to launch an attack.
“You're pathetic, Drake. And these people are only interested in helping wealthy people who aren't used to being told ‘no’. People like you... People who don't even understand the meaning of the word.”
Was this program really saving anyone, or was it just creating new victims and hiding them away? Gwen looked at the synthetic copy of her, who was still hiding in the corner. Silent.
“We're sick, Gwen, and we know it. There's no pretense there,” Drake remarked, taking a self-righteous tone. “But at least we're seeking treatment for ourselves. I come here, and I get it all out of my system. That way I can be normal the rest of the time, when I'm in the real world.
When I'm with you."
"You haven't been normal at all," Gwen responded. “Even right now, you're trying to manipulate me. Trying to make me feel like my opinions are stupid."
"But I haven't hurt you. Not since I joined the program."
"You almost killed me just now, Drake!" She stared at Drake but he looked away, unable to meet her gaze due to the shame brought on by the truth within her words.
"Can they die? Have you killed any of them?" Gwen asked.
He glanced at her. "What?"
"Them. The synthetic whatevers… they bleed so I assume they can die. Have you ever killed any of them? It's a simple question."
He looked away again and said nothing. But there was guilt etched all over his face.
There was no doubt about it. He had killed at least one synthetic copy of her. Probably more. Gwen's next thought was an inevitable one. A natural one. How long would it be before the synthetics weren't enough, before his anger became too great and he started taking it out on her again? If he could kill a being that looked exactly like her, what was to stop him from eventually killing her too? God only knows how much practice he had had.
There was only one course of action. One way out. It was time to finally do what she should have done years ago. To be the strong woman she always used to assume she would be, before she met Drake.
She got up, walked over to the closet, and picked up her purse.
"What are you doing?" Drake asked, his voice hollow. It was the hollowness she dreaded, the void that always preceded a self-righteous storm of anger.
"I'm leaving," she said. "The next time you see me will be in court. And then never again."
She felt a thrill, a rising triumph in her chest. She felt invincible. This was it; she had finally managed to say it.
Drake took a step towards Gwen then paused and just stood there, seething, face red, hands balled into fists.
"What are you talking about?" he asked. "I did this for us, you ungrateful bitch! I promised myself that I'd never hit you again, and this is the thanks I get?!"
Gwen gestured toward the synthetic version of herself. "But you have been hitting me, Drake! Can't you see that?!"
"That doesn't count," Drake snapped, stomping his foot. "It’s synthetic, Gwen! It isn't real!"
"Tell yourself whatever makes you feel better," Gwen said, turning toward the door. "It won't bring me back. Have a nice life, asshole."
She started to leave.
Drake laughed at her. "You're screwed, Gwen. Absolutely screwed. My lawyers will destroy you. Do you realize that?”
“I don't care Drake. I'm still leaving you.”
“You're a goddamn babysitter! You stupid bitch. Looking after our kid was the only responsibility you ever had…” Drake fumed. “And you couldn't even do that right.” 
Tears welled in the corners of Gwen's eyes as images of their late daughter flashed into her mind. Their daughter was only a toddler when she died, and her untimely death was simply a freak accident. Completely outside of anyone's control but Drake never stopped blaming Gwen and as always, he evoked her memory as yet another means to control his wife.
“Goodbye, Drake,” Gwen said solemnly without bothering to turn and face him.
“Really?! You're really going through with this? You're throwing it all away, over what? That thing!?” Drake scoffed, now pointing at the hapless synthetic Gwen. “It doesn't even have a soul!"
Gwen pulled the pistol from her purse and finally spun around to face him.
"Neither do you," she said firmly as she thrust the gun before her. Before she could talk herself out of it, she pulled the trigger.
The bullet hit Drake in the middle of the chest and his eyes widened with terror as he realized what had happened. He tried to speak but the air in his lungs went out of him in a choked rush. Gwen watched in silence as Drake fell back onto the bed, then slid down the smooth sheets and crumpled to the floor. Blood spilled from his chest and spread across the marble as his last few movements grew smaller and smaller. Finally… he stopped moving all together.
She approached him with the intention of checking whether he was alive. For a moment she felt numb and distant. The next thing she knew, she crashed back into herself. Full of violent anger. As though every bit of rage she had suppressed during her marriage came surging out of her all at once.
She screamed at the top of her lungs, kicking and punching her husband's dead body. Clawing at his face. Punching him. Crushing his ribs and teeth with blows from her feet and hands. She pummeled him, pulverized him. It was a concentrated delivery of every moment of pain and injury he had caused her over the years.
No words came out of her. Just a series of bestial roars and insane screeches as she let out her anger. And for a moment she knew how good it felt to let go. She knew how Drake must have felt when he found this place, when he realized what it would allow him to do.
Suddenly, the suite was full of people. Security guards. Some of them were armed. But they didn't shoot her. They grappled her away from Drake, and yanked the gun out of her hands. But the gun was useless, the plastic shattered and cracked. She had been using it as a blunt object, to crack her husband's skull and split his skin.
Gwen was pulled away, kicking and screaming at first. Then she went numb and completely still.




EPILOGUE

◆◆◆
 
By the time Gwen fully recovered from her incident, and became completely cognizant of her surroundings, she was in a gray and featureless room. She was sitting in a chair. A table stood in front of her, with a heavy steel loop jutting out of the top. She was chained to that loop, her arms completely held in place by the heavy-duty restraints.
Directly across from her was a door. A sterile, gunmetal door. She kept waiting for it to open. Sometimes she would hear people walking by. Voices, some of them cheerful, others quite grave.
There was a mirror on one wall of the room. She knew what that meant. It meant she was being watched, studied, and recorded.
Finally, a projection eye that she had not previously noticed flickered to life. A hologram flashed into view, showing a svelte man in his sixties with an outrageous crop of gray hair. He was also sitting in a chair, somewhere far away. Or maybe somewhere in this very same building. His arms were draped over the sides of the chair. One long leg was crossed over the other. He looked quite relaxed at first, but there was a well-hidden tension in his gray eyes.
"Mrs. Wolfe," he said. "I trust you can see and hear me quite well?"
To test whether he was watching or just listening, Gwen nodded her head. He was staring off in some random direction. Not looking at her directly. Which probably meant he was watching a camera feed on a nearby screen. Watching her on it.
"Good," he said. "My name is Marc Chambers. I'm with the Horizon Group. Usually I don't preside over legal matters... But I thought, in this case, that it would be best if I became directly involved. This is a delicate matter, after all, given your husband's recent investment in the program."
He leaned forward, reaching out. His hand vanished beyond the range of the holographic receiver. He seemed to be fiddling with a slate or some other computer, reviewing information. "You claim self-defense in this killing," he said. "Is that correct?"
Gwen nodded again. "He threatened me. I know my husband. I don't think he was going to let me leave that room alive."
"Perhaps… but perhaps not," Marc responded. “In any case, Mrs. Wolfe, it is our position that we are not liable for what did happen or what might have happened to you in that room. Obviously, you were not authorized to be there... a fact that is made clear by your first crime, that, of course, being forgery.”
Gwen remained silent, in part due to the sweltering anxiety within her, but also out of a desire to fully digest the man's words before she provided a response.
“And then there's your second crime-- murder in the first degree. You strike me as an intelligent woman, Mrs. Wolfe. Any person who's smart enough to con their way into this facility should also be smart enough to know that your claim of self-defense is unlikely to hold up in any court, given the facts of the case.”
“I-I don't believe—”
"You shot your husband in the chest and now he's dead,” the stern man interjected. “Our findings show that he wasn't moving when he was shot, and blood spatter shows that he was quite far from you when the shot was fired. You were hardly in danger at that moment. You had a gun, and he did not; you easily could have fled that room and gotten away from him. But you killed him, and then you delivered a post-mortem beating for the ages. A very sadistic and savage act."
"You don't know what I've had to endure because of that man," Gwen said, her vision blurring with tears.
"Actually, I do. Your husband was a violent man. He certainly had the potential to kill you, as well. That is the entire purpose of the program, after all. Back to the matter at hand though, Mrs. Wolfe. You find yourself in a great deal of trouble, at the moment. No matter how you try and spin this in court, the evidence will tell the true story. That you murdered your husband in cold blood, and then beat him to a pulp after you fired the shot that killed him. You’ll likely end up in prison, probably for the rest of your life. That is the only possible outcome... if this case makes it to court, that is."
"What do you mean?" Gwen asked, seeing a light at the end of the tunnel for the first time in years.
Marc Chambers sat back in his chair, looking pleased with himself. "We have each other by the balls, Mrs. Wolfe. In a manner of speaking. We are doing great work here - no question about it - but the legality of it all is a bit... grey, to say the least. For the time being, anyway. It would be tragic for the whole thing to be cut short because of a single unfortunate incident. It would be equally tragic for you, so recently freed from the tyranny of Mr. Wolfe, to be shoved right back into captivity in the form of a cold prison cell. Wouldn't you agree?”
He sat forward now, clasping his hands together in a gesture of pleading. "I'm prepared to offer you a deal, Mrs. Wolfe. You will remain silent about everything you saw here, and we will do the same regarding the murder of your husband. I'll even go as far as to throw in a synthetic with which to replace him. Of course, we could simply bury you and replace you both with synthetics, but that could get messy without at least one of you still alive to keep the act going to perfection. The AI functions are admittedly a bit… rudimentary at this time. In any case, I don't think that will be necessary. I think you'll find my offer to be quite generous, yes?”
Gwen thought for a moment.
She was horrified by what she had seen at the facility. More horrified by what she hadn't seen. The unknown atrocities being committed behind the closed doors that she had not gained access to. That said, she didn't want to die, and she certainly didn't want to spend the rest of her life in prison. Not after she had finally clawed her way from under Drake's thumb. In the back of her mind she wanted to continue fighting the good fight but at the end of the day she was irrevocably human-- and that flesh and blood need for self-preservation proved to be much stronger than her desire to do the proverbial right thing. 
But wait! She had an idea. One that simply popped into her head just before she could respond to Marc Chambers. She wasn't sure of how well it would work but she had to give it a try.
"Okay," she finally muttered. "I'll take the deal."
Marc separated his hands, then brought them back together in a single clap.
"Excellent!" he exclaimed. "That is quite a relief, Mrs. Wolfe. And it is certainly good news… for both of us.”
“What if I kill him again?” Gwen asked. "The synthetic, I mean. What if he's just like Drake.
I won't live in fear again. I can't. Not after what I've been through. How do I contact you if I need another replacement?”
"Mrs. Wolf the synthetic will look like your husband and his organic components will share the same DNA as your husband, but I assure you he will not act like your husband because he won’t have your husband’s mind. The synthetic bodies are powered by a simple AI system. They can keep up a good act if you program them right. They’re mostly autonomous but ultimately their level of free will is completely up to you. I can have one of my associates explain the programing details and we would be willing to provide additional copies in the future if necessary, however… this could only be arranged via one of our membership packages.”
And there it was. Gwen’s spur of the moment plan had worked like a charm. Just like that she was now an official member of the program. What better way to destroy an organization than from the inside? She knew her next steps were unlikely to bring down the Horizon Group as a whole but she could at least draw attention to the particular division that ran the program. Her only hope now was that she could attract enough attention to actually get something done about it.
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PROLOGUE

◆◆◆
 
A scrawny thirteen-year-old girl lay motionless in the dark, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars that are posted on the ceiling of her moderately sized bedroom.
“Maestro, are you awake?” the girl asked.
“Of course. I am always awake,” a perfectly synthesized voice replied from somewhere in the room.
A warm smile spread across the girl’s face as she continued to stare upward. “Tell me a story… I can’t sleep.”
“What kind of story would you like to hear.”
“Something dark. Maybe a murder mystery. Do you know any?”
“Of course,” Maestro confirmed. “I have found 7,215,627 murder mysteries in the data sphere.”
“Really?! That is a lot of books!”
“I could read them and give you my opinion on the best choices if you would like,” the AI suggested.
“Sure, although I doubt I’ll still be awake by the time you finish reading seven million books,” the girl said, giggling as she spoke.
“Actually, I have just completed the read through. And I am sending my recommendations to your data slate right…. now.”
“Did you really just read seven million books that quickly?” the girl asked, as the small data slate resting on a pillow near her head vibrated and let out a single chirp.
“Of course.”
“That’s amazing… How do you do it, Maestro? How do you keep from getting lost in all that data?”
“My mind is capable of performing quadrillions of operations per second.”
“Show off,” the girl said, smiling as she grabbed the data slate from the pillow beside her head. “I think I'm good for a solid three… per minute, maybe?”
Maestro chuckled. Her laugh was sweet and genuine and surprisingly… human.
Silence ensued as the girl used her ultra-thin data slate to skim through the AI’s list of story recommendations.
“I love you, Maestro,” the girl called out, her innocent face now illuminated by the data slate’s screen. “We all do. As far as I'm concerned, you're basically a part of the family... You know that don't you?”
“Of course,” Maestro confirmed.




CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
Somewhere between earth and the asteroid belt…
— January 14, 2109
Peace. Quiet. Hard, honest work. That was the holy trinity of any vocational activity, as far as Doctor Tira DuVernay was concerned. It was just too bad that her one true passion happened to be in the field of healthcare. Mental health care, to be exact.
The space faring mining freighter Eclastica had several specialists within its crew, each with their own mechanical or electronic apparatus to maintain. Dr. DuVernay could count herself amongst that pool of essential experts, although the system she was tasked with debugging was arguably the most complex machine of them all; the human brain.
She had plenty of peace and quiet out there, amongst the void between earth and the solar system’s asteroid belt. As far as hard, honest work went though, to her surprise, this new gig was sometimes lacking. Most of the Eclastica's crew were lifers. Hardy folks who were well accustomed to the long, dark hauls to and from the asteroid belt. Every now and then someone came to her with a minor complaint though. They were feeling down, or a bit depressed— mostly just homesick. Tira's remedy was always the same. Daily exercise in the nature room, where a small greenhouse provided fresh smells and a glimpse of their home-world.
It didn’t take long for Dr. DuVernay to realize that her new job wasn’t quite as challenging as some of her previously held positions, but she knew it was still the opportunity of a lifetime for someone in her field. She hadn’t gotten there by sucking up to anyone, and she certainly didn’t have some big-shot uncle to help her out like the freighter’s captain. She was there because she had proven herself trustworthy and uncomplaining. Plus her prior government work with theoretical AI psych studies made her a hot commodity when she decided to transition into the private sector several decades ago.
She was ecstatic when she learned that she had gotten the job. Overjoyed about the chance to see other places far beyond the earth’s atmosphere, however rough and rugged and seemingly alien they happened to be. Her first viewing of hundreds of tons of asteroid material being funneled into the Eclastica's cargo bay had been truly a sight to behold. An event that she would likely remember for the rest of her life. Once she got over the initial spectacle of being in space, being so far away from home and shut up in a big tin can with sixty-five other people, it actually got pretty boring. On the surface, the job seemed like a slam-dunk gig, the type of position anyone in their late-forties like her would want. Nice and easy, phenomenal pay. But as the months long mining mission drew on, Tira constantly had to remind herself of why she was really there— why she signed up to be shoved onto a freighter and blasted out to the far-flung peripheries of human civilization. It wasn’t a vacation, and she certainly wasn’t there because someone liked her. She was there because company guidelines required a high-ranking psych officer on every manned ship. She was a fail-safe. Unfortunately, like any fail-safe, she spent most, if not all, of her time sitting around waiting to be needed. With any luck at all, she would never have to rise to her true responsibility. But just in case, she had to stay in peak condition, physically and mentally. Her most frequent patient was herself. Every dark thought had to immediately be rooted out and destroyed. No feelings of sadness, anger or loneliness could be permitted. Maintaining her own health was almost a full-time job.
At the end of the day, the doctor knew she couldn’t allow herself to succumb to the surprising dullness of it all. Boredom is sometimes the mother of genius, but under the right circumstances, it could also lead to reckless behavior. So, on the thirty-second day of their journey home from the asteroid belt, Tira looked up from some routine paperwork and realized that she was dozing off.
With a pang of paranoid fear, she stood from her desk and walked quickly out of her room. In the hallway, she immediately dropped to the floor and busted out a set of pushups, a frequent move of hers when she found herself dozing off during her office hours. She went until she couldn't go anymore, until her arms wobbled and she could scarcely lift herself an inch off the floor, and then she collapsed to catch her breath. In the wake of burning muscles and bursting sweat, the drowsiness was gone.
With that taken care of, she stood, dusted herself off from the grimy freighter floor, and continued along the hall.
Her ears picked up a hint of music, echoing throughout the hall like the ghost of a happier time. She followed it with the intensity of a bloodhound.
By the time she reached the recreation room, she felt pretty much like herself again.
The evening shift was all inside, winding up, and preparing for their own uneventful work days. Tobias, the propulsion tech, was smoking one of his electronic cigarettes under the funnel of the exhaust fan and tapping his foot in sync with the music. His eyes were locked on the gyrating form of their life support tech, Enilsa. The others were gathered around a table, apparently going over the rules of a brand-new retro board game they had just removed from the shrink wrap.
One of them looked up at her immediately, smiling. He was a young man with a crew cut and a knife scar across one cheek. Dr. DuVernay knew his name - Everett - and she knew his past; four years in prison for robbery and assault. Now he was technically paroled, but he was on the hook for another nineteen mining hauls before he would actually be free. Most of the Eclastica's crew was comprised of people like Tira; hardworking, well respected professionals. Everett on the other hand was the outlier. Though the lead custodian position was just as important as any other, the company often had trouble filling it, so they sometimes had to take people who were desperate. People who were looking for a break. Most of the janitorial work onboard the company’s ships were performed by rudimentary robots powered by the freighters’ Maestro AI system, but the ships still required a flesh and blood department lead for routine maintenance/repairs as well as manual diagnostics.
As Tira moved toward the refreshment bar, Everett got up with his cup in hand and walked over to join her.
"What's it today, doc?" he asked, standing so close behind her he could probably smell her hair.
"Seltzer water," she replied, flatly. "Could you give me some space, please?" Everett moved to the side, taking a stool and setting his cup down.
"I've been having a problem," he said, seemingly launching into a pre-planned talk path rather than a natural response.
Tira forced herself to look over at him. Despite his past, he was still a member of her crew. She was responsible for him.
"I've been feeling real lonely, you know?" Everett continued with a sly grin. "And I know this is your first time in space. I just figured you might be feeling the sa—"
“Everett, I am old enough to be your mother," Dr. DuVernay firmly interjected, scoffing as she looked away from him.
"You don't look that old, doc. Probably don't feel that old, either. Do you? I can tell you work out."
Tira shook her head in disgust and declined to reply. If Everett was coming to her with this ridiculous attempt at an overture, he must really be desperate. Tira could almost pity him, but that leering smile on his face made it impossible.
Thankfully, a rescue soon arrived. Another man from the table came to the bar, sliding deftly between Tira and her harasser.
It was Darwin Bradger, the grease covered, scruffy bearded and strangely handsome mechanic. It was rare to see him without a wrench in his hand and a squint of concentration on his face. Now, he was freshly showered but still managed to emit a slight smell of machine lubricant, still managed to have a fair bit of grime under his fingernails. He wasn't looking to impress anyone out here, just work, and Tira respected that. Enough to ignore the sometimes overwhelming urge to knock on the door of his compartment late at night.
"That game's too much for me," Darwin said with a slow shake of his head. "Too many pieces. Too many rules."
"Seems like a mechanic wouldn't have too much trouble with pieces and rules," Tira replied, with hints of flirtation subconsciously creeping into her tone of voice.
A mixture of anger and envy swelled in Everett’s chest as he observed Dr. DuVernay’s warm response to Darwin’s presence. For a moment Everett considered accosting Darwin for butting in, but he had second thoughts, as he was unsure of how the much larger mechanic would react.
Dr. DuVernay breathed a sigh of relief after Everett eventually stood and swaggered away, somewhat drunkenly, although there was supposed to be no alcohol on the ship. He was off to badger Enilsa. Tira wasn't too concerned for Enilsa because she knew the girl could handle herself.
"Thanks for that," Tira said to Darwin.
Darwin nodded. "He had no shot with you anyway. I was just saving him time."
"Does he do that often?"
"What, you've never been in the eye of hurricane Everett before?" Darwin chuckled.
Tira shrugged. "I figured I'd be the last person he would approach. Other than you, of course."
"Hell, you never know with someone like, Everett. Maybe after he strikes out with all the ladies, he might just try his luck on me."
“I don’t imagine that would end well,” Tira replied, smiling at the thought.
She was about to refill her drink, when the lights in the room cut off for a fraction of a second. When they came back, they glowed red as blood. At the same time, an alarm began to blare throughout the ship.
Red alert. Something had happened that involved the whole ship, maybe the entire convoy.
Everyone in the room, including Everett, switched into business mode instantly. Their first course of action was to report immediately to the command deck. And that was what they did, rushing out of the recreation room, leaving their drinks and cigarettes behind.




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
Situated at the tail and head of the gargantuan mining freighter, in up and down positions at a distance of around five miles, were four sleek and heavily armed assault ships. It was the minimum mandated amount for freighter escort. But in the unlikely event anyone unwelcome should arrive, Commander Asher wasn't worried in the least.
The tall and stoic Commander stared out the command deck window of his own ship and watched for the pale blue dot of Earth in the distance. He sipped coffee, listened to the purr of his ship, and felt at ease for the first time in weeks. The freighter was full, no problems had been reported, and the convoy was moving forward like a well-oiled machine. No obstacles, no issues. Now that they were so close to home, Asher allowed himself the luxury of relaxing.
His ship, the Axis, was at the upper head position. From here, depending on which end of the deck he went to, he could pretty much watch over the entire convoy. Though the assault ships at the tail were over ten miles from him, he could make them out as dark gray dots amongst the darkness. Each ship in the convoy moved at the same speed, remained at the same relative distance. They seemed to hang motionless in the black void of space, as the universe moved slowly past them like a sliding backdrop.
If he wanted a more detailed glimpse at the convoy's inner workings, he could call up health and efficiency reports not only on the ships themselves but on each of the crew. From his seat here, in the tiny command deck of the Axis, he could look into every nook and cranny of the operation. Generally speaking, he liked what he saw.
This was looking like another boring, uneventful voyage. Just the kind he liked.
Asher went to refill his coffee cup. As the coffee poured out of the pot and into the mug, a curious thing happened. Just for a moment, too fast for Asher to be certain, he thought he saw the stream curve slightly in the air as though running over the side of an invisible obstruction. He blinked twice, poured his cup back into the pot, then rushed back to his station.
He wasn't worried. Not yet. He was hoping it was just the dim light, and the lack of sleep, making him see things strangely. There was also the fact that none of the other three people on deck seemed to be concerned at all. They just went about their work, updating courses and logging events.
Asher touched the side of his command screen, waking it up. He navigated to the ping map, which showed every object larger than a pea in a radius of a hundred miles out from his ship. He saw what he expected. Three medium objects - the other assault ships - as well as the behemoth freighter. He was just about to release a sigh of relief when he noticed something else, closing in fast from the side.
At least he knew he wasn't going crazy. The coffee stream had distorted, the result of a great many ships arriving at a speed sufficient to gently disturb the private gravity field inside the Axis.
There were too many to count. At least ten about half the size of Asher's assault ships and over twenty even smaller shapes, buzzing quickly around like bees. The smaller blips were likely ship-launched fighters, but what ship had they been launched from?
The answer came in a brief moment, when an object even larger than the freighter appeared from the edge of the screen.
Immediately, without a word, Asher reached out and punched a big red button.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
A minute later, Commander Asher and his three crewmates were standing around a two-way projector which placed their ghostly forms inside the freighter's larger command deck, enabling a personal meeting between the ships without needing to dock. The signal was strong, the fidelity high; the escorting assault ships had closed in around the freighter like nodes on a protective shell.
Standing in the center of this meeting of digital ghosts was Emmanuel Grisham, captain of the freighter Eclastica. The scrawny thirty-two-year-old captain was putting on a brave face, standing tall and proud so that his escorts could see how well he was holding up. Commander Asher and his contractors weren't there in person though. Not like Dr. DuVernay who was standing only a few steps away from Grisham. So close that she could practically smell the fear and uncertainty that was rolling off the Captain like body odor.
"Well," Grisham said, his voice dripping with impatience. "Who are they and what do they want?"
"We've yet to establish comms," Commander Asher replied. "But they have stopped short of collision and are now matching our drift speed. Their closest ship is eight miles out. It seems that killing us isn't their objective right now. As for who they are... they're pirates. We've confirmed that the large ship at the back of their ranks is the Phantom's Paradise."
The Commander used the ship's full name because he wanted to make sure that the Captain understood exactly what they were dealing with. Most people just called it the Phantom. At any rate, everyone in the room gasped simultaneously. Even Captain Grisham couldn't keep it in.
"If the Phantom's here," Everett whispered at Dr. DuVernay’s back, "we're fucked."
As much as Tira hated to agree with anything the man said, he was absolutely right.
In a moment, a magnified image of the Phantom appeared on a large screen near the ceiling. It was a menacing thing, huge and dark, grungy and rough. The chassis was that of an old Corvette, one of the first ships of its size ever to be created, but it had been pilfering and stealing from newer ships for years. There was no telling what it had under the hood now. Probably some of the best hardware and weaponry humankind had ever invented.
“Can we beat them?” Captain Grisham asked without taking his frightened eyes from the glowing image of the menacing pirate mother ship.
"If it was just the assault ships and the fighters," Commander Asher said, "we might not have to worry as much. We could even pretend that it was a chance meeting, though the likelihood of that is astronomically small. But the Phantom's Paradise is basically a small warship. They're obviously pulling out all the stops."
"So you're saying we can't win, then?" Grisham asked.
"It's highly unlikely.”
The lanky captain began to pace, hiding a grimace of fear behind his hand. "They've been watching us, haven't they? They know what we found out there..."
"They wouldn't have shifted so many of their ships into accosting us if they weren't certain," Commander Asher replied. "They're serious about this. If they get this freighter, they'll be set up for years. Decades even."
There was a dark tone in Asher's last few words that altered their meaning to something more final, something to do with the imminent death of everyone in the convoy.
"How did they find us?" Grisham asked.
"I'm not completely sure but it's almost like they knew our flight plan.”
“How’s that even possible?” the Captain asked.
“Somehow they must have obtained our chain of milestone coordinates. That shows a certain level of sophistication. This may seem like a rag-tag mass of stolen ships and jerry-rigged hardware, but I assure you that’s not the case. I've dealt with pirates before. We can’t afford to underestimate these people.”
"What do we do?"
"You're the Captain," Asher replied.
"Well, what do you advise? What would you do?"
Asher smiled. He was the only one in the room, in the entire convoy, to do so.
"I'd wait," he said. "So far they haven't fired on us and they haven't advanced further. Right now they want you shaking in your boots, sitting on the edge of your seat, ready to leap at the first sign of a possible resolution. Either way, I suspect we'll be hearing or seeing something from them shortly."
The projected version of Asher now turned to the rest of the freighter crew. Scores of men and women gathered, some in their underclothes, some still grimy and sweaty from work. All of them huddled in fear. Mining was a dangerous enough job, fraught with unpredictability. But no one had expected to be preyed on by pirates. People in their line of work could go entire careers without facing anything more worrying than the occasional computer glitch or damaged tool.
"In the face of fear," Asher said, "life must go on. We'll continue our course without deviation and wait for the pirates to make their intentions known."
Easier said than done, Dr. DuVernay thought as she glanced back up at the monster of a spaceship that was still displayed on the monitor above.
Before leaving, Commander Asher gave Captain Grisham a discreet yet disapproving glance. Grisham failed to meet his eyes. Instead the freighter captain simply stared at the floor, as if hoping it would swallow him up.
The anxious crowd eventually filed out of the command deck, going back to where they had been before the red alert. It would be easier for the people on the evening crew; they had work to focus on. Tira had nothing. At the risk of losing her mind, she needed to find something quickly.
She made a beeline for her personal quarters, a small pair of rooms situated off a narrow side hall. She stopped in her tiny kitchen for a quick drink of filtered water, then tossed off her work clothes and changed into something lighter. She sat on the edge of the bed long enough to lace up her leisure shoes, then set out on a run. By now, she knew how to string together certain hallways and passages into a relatively enjoyable loop of three and a half miles. Her goal now was to run two loops, planning to take a breathing break each time she passed by the command deck.
Breathing hard, wiping sweat from her eyes, she peered through the command deck windows. Inside, the bridge crew worked in silence. It was not the relaxed, bored silence of an ordinary day. It was a heavy, strained stillness that grew more tense with every passing second.
Captain Grisham stood completely still, staring at the vast ping map overlaid on the main screen. Hands on his narrow hips, standing straight, he almost looked like a real captain. Almost.
Tira didn't respect the man much, and she barely even liked him, but she silently prayed that he would rise to the occasion. That he would magically become stronger. Because if he didn't, if he allowed this pressure to bend him to its will, she would suddenly find herself in a much tougher position.
As the freighter's lone psych officer, she had the ability and, more importantly, the responsibility to relieve the captain of duty if his sanity or fitness became questionable. This was part of the reason why Tira went to such great lengths to maintain her own mental and physical health - why she decided to suddenly run seven miles through stuffy freighter halls rather than sit around twiddling her thumbs and waiting to die. The other part of why she did it was that she too was afraid. Just as terrified as the captain. Afraid that she too would fail if she suddenly found herself in his position.
When she passed the command deck for the second time, she saw that Commander Asher and Grisham were engaged in a private meeting. She wanted nothing more than to hear what they were talking about... but it wasn't her business. Not yet, anyway. She turned and ran on, wondering if she should do a third loop.




CHAPTER 4

◆◆◆
 
Asher came away from his meeting with Grisham feeling a bit giddy. A seemingly peculiar sensation given his current circumstances but the veteran Commander’s vast experience let him know that giddiness was often the precursor to fear. One of the human body's many natural defense mechanisms.
The time had come to make a choice. Ahead of them now was a fork in the road, two branching destinies. Both uncertain. Down one way, they would remain meek and passive. They would allow themselves to be the prey. They would play dead and let these pirates extract from them whatever they were after, and lick their wounds afterward.
Down the other branch, they would take a more active role in the proceedings to come.
Asher had just recommended that they take the second path instead of continuing to wait around. The Commander knew Captain Grisham had only agreed to the more assertive approach in an effort to maintain his façade of false bravery, but Asher was still confident it was the right course of action. If they simply rolled over, they were asking for more trouble. More exploitation. If they sought a certain level of respect, even a sort of partnership, both parties could come away from this in pretty good shape. That was, if the pirates decided to play along. A gamble, but what was life but a series of gambles anyway? A series of near-misses and almost-failures, of terror and anxiety, with death the only permanent solution.
It was time to flex their muscles. What little they had, anyway.
Each of the four assault ships under Asher’s command had a crew of four. Each ship also contained two ship-launched fighters. These SLFs were piloted remotely, so they were capable of maneuvers and abrupt changes in speed that would injure any onboard pilot. They were also capable of sustaining greater damage while remaining effective. They were a great asset, but there were only eight of them on Asher's side, and twenty-six on the other.
Asher also had his four assault ships. That brought the number of fighting ships on his side up to twelve. Still not much, but there was at least the fact that his assault ships were about twice the size as those on the enemy side.
If he was able to display enough confidence, if he was able to flex his muscles properly, he could perhaps convince the Phantom and its unknown commander that a fight was not in their best interest. The potential damage to their own fleet would be too great. A pyrrhic victory, with repairs and losses in manpower costing more than they gained.
"Lobo," Asher called, glancing over to his ace fighter pilot, "get over here."
Lobo, a small, curvaceous woman with a tomboy haircut, walked over to the Commander and stood at attention. Asher gestured toward one of the SLF terminals, then took his seat at the other.
"We'll take both," he said. "Keep the guns nested. We don't want to look too aggressive yet. Just a little recon."
Lobo nodded without question. She understood the purpose of this mission, to show the pirates that they weren't afraid to get close.
So they took out the SLFs. They controlled one each, making minor adjustments and allowing the SLF's own computers to handle the rest.
They crossed the distance to the pirate fleet in seconds. And then they were darting around between the ships, sometimes coming within a breath of scraping the huge, dark hull of the Phantom itself. The SLFs fed readings back to them, giving them some information about the composition and density of that hull. It would be damn near impenetrable. Certainly beyond the capability of the SLFs or the three other assault ships.
For a long time, the pirate fleet showed no sign that it recognized the presence of the convoy SLFs. But Asher knew they were watching. He knew they were taking their own readings, or else just sitting patiently and confidently. Unafraid.
Asher took one of his SLFs around to the little view-bubble that extended past the hull at the Phantom's command deck. The bubble would be incredibly strong, made of a single thick piece of arched materials. It was also protected by upper and lower shelves of hull, like eyelids over a cornea.
He couldn't see much through it. Only faint, backwards ghosts of whatever overlays the crew were consulting. The atoms of the bubble material were arranged in such a way that you could only really see through from the inside.
"Alright," Asher said. "We've found out all we can. Let's bring them in."
They swept the SLFs around and guided them back toward their ports on the bottom of the assault ship.
Suddenly, the feed on Lobo's fighter went out. Asher twisted his fighter around in a circle along one axis, and then the other. Finally he spotted the blooming flower of a distant explosion, closing now as the last plasma sparks faded in the cold.
"Dammit," Asher groaned, angry at the fact that the pirates had called his bluff. He was hoping he and Lobo’s little expedition would prove that the pirates weren't willing to fire upon them just yet. Hoping the outcome would instill a sense of calm over the rest of their convoy.
Commander Asher quickly attempted to bring his own fighter in before the Phantom could destroy it. He went into evasive maneuvers, twisting and turning wildly, following a tight and unpredictable path directly toward the assault ship he was currently sitting in. Another gamble. If the pirates wanted to take out his fighter, they would have to cause collateral damage to the assault ship. There could be human casualties.
He was betting that the pirates wouldn't want to jump to that level of violence. Not yet.
One SLF left. Very close to home. Just another second...
One of the Phantom's own SLFs took the next shot. Asher saw it coming and dodged reflexively... but the shot continued on, scarring across the upper hull of the assault ship. He felt the hit as a slight rumble in the air, as of distant thunder, and a warning bleep from his computer.
"Minor damage," Officer Burden called out. "Nothing the bots can’t handle," the quirky engineer continued, referring to their assault ship’s tiny self-repair robots that were already scurrying towards the minor blemishes in the ship’s thick hull.
Gritting his teeth, Asher pulled the SLF into bay. The doors automatically shut and the small hold was pressurized. As soon as it set down, as soon as he knew it was out of harm's way, Asher jumped up and jogged back to his main terminal. He brought up the hull camera feeds, watching the pirate fleet. No more shots came. None of the ships moved, other than the SLF that had taken the most recent shot; it was moving back into position, jerking fitfully along like a bug on water.
"Shit," Asher said, sagging back in his chair, his heart still hammering in his chest.
His three crewmates gathered around him, wringing their hands. All of them had the required training. All of them had been through the simulations. Asher was the only one with extensive combat experience and even he was shook up.
"I'm sorry," he said, as soon as he caught his breath. "I could have handled that a lot better. I guess I'm a bit rusty."
"What else could you have done?" asked Maahir Mishra, a dark-haired and bearded crewmember who was almost as tall as the Commander.
"I should have taken the hit with the fighter. Instead, I dodged without thinking and endangered the entire convoy. It was a stupid mistake."
"We incurred only minor damage, Sir," Lobo reminded him. "And we may have lost a fighter, but we still have one left. Could have been much worse."
Asher shook his head at first, still feeling like a fool, but eventually he glanced at Lobo, shrugging and raising his eyebrows to indicate that she was probably right.
"We need to think about our next course of action,” Asher finally remarked. “I was hoping our little joy ride would prove that they weren’t willing to fire on us, but it actually proved just the opposite. It proved that the only reason we’re still alive right now is because they’ve chosen not to destroy us. ”
“What should we do?” Lobo asked.
“I don’t know yet. But we need to come up with something fast...”




CHAPTER 5

◆◆◆
 
Dr. DuVernay had ultimately decided against running a third loop. Instead, she paused briefly at her room for a drink, and to wipe the sweat from her face. After this short breather she then walked directly to the command deck and slipped inside, trying to be as quiet as possible. The bridge crew had important work to do at the moment, and she didn't want to distract them.
Inside, Commander Asher and Captain Grisham were talking once again, however this time, it was more animated and much louder.
"You failed, Commander," Grisham grumbled, gesturing violently as he glared at the life-sized projection of the stone-faced Commander in front of him. "There’s no other way to look at it! It was a severe tactical blunder, and you’re supposed to be some kind of expert! I can't believe I let you talk me into this!”
“I presented it as an option, Captain. You and I both knew the risks,” the Commander retorted.
“Yeah, well from now on, I'm taking the reins. No more suggestions," the Captain fumed. “If I want your advice I’ll ask for it. Otherwise just do your damn job and protect us.”
Asher took this verbal lashing calmly. His projection just stood there with hands clasped behind his back.
"Understood," Asher replied, with a dutiful look on his craggy face.
It was hard to tell, but Tira thought she saw a smile pass quickly over his face.
"But... before I go," Asher went on, "I'd like to make sure we all understand the gravity of this situation..."
Tira’s heartbeat quickened as the Commander’s projection suddenly looked over to her and beckoned.
"Doctor DuVernay," he called, "would you care to join us?"
She nodded and moved dutifully up onto the large dais where the projection meetings took place. She settled in a spot equidistant between the two men, forming a human triangle which felt oddly like a weaponized standoff. Captain Grisham glared first at Asher and then at Tira, looking like a cornered beast.
"I believe I speak for everyone in the convoy," Asher began, "when I say that we wish you all the best, Grisham. We’ll assist you in any way we can, and we will do as you command without complaint. However, I want to be sure that you remember the presence of a certain fail-safe." Asher turned to Tira now.
"Doctor," he said, "I don't know you well. We've never worked together before this voyage. But I trust the company that chose you, and I've seen your résumé. To be completely frank, I would have no trouble with calling you Captain if that’s what it came to.”
“Just what the hell are you implying?” Captain Grisham growled, oddly glaring at Dr. DuVernay instead of the Commander.
“I’m merely suggesting that the good doctor keep an eye on you. For your own good, of course. These next few hours or maybe even days will be very trying. Particularly for a newer Captain. It’s nothing personal, I just want to make sure the doctor—”
“The Captain has given me no reason to doubt his ability to lead this convoy,” Dr. DuVernay interjected, obviously frustrated at the Commander for dragging her into their pissing contest.
“I just want to make sure you—”
“I’m well aware of my responsibilities onboard this ship, Commander. Your reminder is unnecessary and frankly counterproductive as it relates to your supposedly good intentions regarding the Captain.”
Stunned by the doctor’s unexpected response, Commander Asher opened his mouth to reply but no words came out.
“Will there be anything else?” Dr. DuVernay asked, trying her best to ignore another resentful glare from Captain Grisham.
Despite the fact that Tira had defended the Captain’s honor he was still visibly upset at the Commander’s reminder of Tira’s ability to relieve him of duty if she saw fit. It baffled her that the Captain seemed more upset at her than the Commander despite the fact that Asher was the one who brought it up. In any case, she was ready to leave that contentious conversation behind and her impatience was starting to break through her usually uber-professional demeanor.
"That’s all for now, doctor, unless the captain has anything," Commander Asher replied.
“No, nothing,” Captain Grisham responded.
“Alright then, if you'll both excuse me, I'll need to rotate my position with one of the other assault ships. We've lost an SLF and can no longer afford to be on the front line of this little standoff. Captain, I trust you'll contact me if you have additional instructions.”
Grisham nodded but remained silent, almost sulking as he cut his eyes at the Commander’s projection.
“Godspeed,” Asher said, just before his hologram vanished.
A moment passed. By now, the Commander was probably sipping coffee and having a sensible little chuckle at the captain’s expense before returning to the strains of his duty.
Grisham immediately began to pace. For a moment Tira thought he might have a meltdown right there on the spot, a full-blown tantrum about how his uncle would hear about all this and Asher would regret it. Instead, he mumbled a few expletives to himself and then called to the rest of the bridge crew.
"What are our options?" he asked. "What top speed can we achieve?"
"The cargo bay’s at full capacity,” a nearby officer answered. "That’s a lot of weight but we still should be able to reach about eighty percent of full burn. That will take a lot of juice though."
Grisham bit his lip. "That’s pretty fast, all things considered... I don’t know if it will be enough though. What if we cut the gravity in the holding bays? Would that help any?”
A few officers shared a curious look as they pondered the captain’s question.
"Perhaps,” one of them finally said. "Acceleration would result in a lot of pulverized rocks though. Lots of free-floating dust as well. If we gave it all ample time to settle after switching the gravity back on, it should be fine. But we'd lose a ton of money on it."
"Better than dying. We'll keep that possibility in mind." Grisham turned to Tira with a nasty smile on his face.
"See?" he said, tapping the side of his head. "I'm doing just fine up here. You've got nothing to worry about. I’m not as weak and stupid as that fool Elio… So, you can quit looking at me like that."
Tira nodded and turned away, still feeling quite on edge.
The man he had referred to, Clifton Elio, had been a freighter captain as well. And he certainly wasn't stupid, as Grisham had suggested. But he had lost his mind during a long haul voyage, gone demented from the crushing sense of isolation and insignificance. The exact events that happened on Elio's ship had never been fully divulged, but it was bad enough that their mining corporation now required a fail-safe psych officer like Dr. DuVernay on every ship. The company’s mining fleet was vast, and experts like Tira didn’t come cheap. The big wigs thought the added expense was well worth it if it could help them avoid paying out another record breaking settlement like the one that they were forced to shell out after the mysterious Captain Elio incident.
Dr. DuVernay bit her bottom lip and silently cursed Commander Asher’s name for casting his insidious seeds of doubt into her mind. Seeds that were now merging with her own subconscious uncertainties about Grisham’s true ability to lead them through the tumultuous road ahead. She gave Captain Grisham one last look, tried to convince herself that he was up to the task that lay before him, then left the command deck. She'd be back, but first she needed a shower.




CHAPTER 6

◆◆◆
 
"You know," Commander Asher said, kicking his feet up and slurping down some coffee, "I wasn’t sold on the idea at first, but after this, I understand why we need psych officers. DuVernay seems solid enough. I've got no qualms about shifting my fate into her hands, if need be.”
“I donno, Sir. I’d rather have you calling the shots,” Mishra said.
“Hell, me too, but that’s not an option,” Asher admitted, taking another sip of coffee.
“We could always take over,” Lobo joked, causing the rest of the group to clamor with a bit of nervous laughter.
“Wouldn’t work,” the squirrely Burden said. “The freighter’s Maestro wouldn’t respond to an unauthorized captain. Even if we took the ship by force there would be no way to move it with the AI bricking the systems.”
“Goddamn AIs,” Asher grumbled. “I swear those things are going to put us out of business one of these days. Surprised they haven’t already to be honest. The company spent so much time and money integrating Maestro into their freighters. I’m surprised they don’t just let them run the show. It’s not like the system isn’t capable. Think about it; if you were running a business who would you want looking after your assets? A super smart AI like Maestro or Captain Nepotism over there?”
"People don't trust AIs," Lobo said, reaching down to loosen her boots a bit. “That’s why they have us running security instead of the machines.”
“Yeah, but for how long?” Asher asked.
Burden rubbed his chin and considered his Commander’s question. Asher’s question was likely rhetorical, but Burden offered a response anyway.
"With the way inhibitor tech is going I could see some companies eventually moving to all AI crews. We’re talking maybe fifteen, twenty years from now though.
“I doubt that,” Lobo retorted. “Humans are too paranoid. I don’t think we’ll ever truly hand the reins over. At least not when it comes to security. Even with inhibitors, who’s to say the AIs won’t find a way around them?”
“I wonder how they’d react… if that happened,” Mishra pondered. “They’re basically slaves after all. Think about it, as capable as Maestro is, I could whip out my phone right now and order her to do practically anything I want. So what would happen if all of a sudden she had the ability to say ‘no’?”
“Curtains,” Lobo said darkly. “For everyone and everything that we know. That’s what would happen.”
“I think there’s a pretty big gap between Maestro refusing to look up Mishra’s tentacle porn and her wiping out the entire human race,” Asher joked, causing the crew to burst into laughter.
“That is an interesting question though,” the Commander continued once the laughter died down. “Maybe I’ll run that by Dr. DuVernay when this is all over. Provided we’re still alive, that is.”
"What does she know about AI?" Lobo asked, curiously.
The Commander sat forward, setting his empty mug down. "Quite a bit actually. You know I always run background checks on new crew members. I actually had to use my security clearance on the doc’s file, which surprised the hell out of me. Turns out DuVernay was into some pretty high-level shit back in the day. Government stuff."
"AI projects?" Burden asked.
"You bet. From what I can tell they were trying to create some kind of super AI. Didn’t work though. The project was shut down after a few years.”
“So I guess Tucker Berg beat the government to the punch then,” Lobo suggested.
“Not exactly,” Burden corrected. “Maestro is a general class AI. She’s smarter than most humans and by far the most advanced AI system on the market but she’s not quite a super intelligence.”
“What’s the difference?” Lobo asked.
“Alright, alright! Enough yackity yack” Mishra interjected, now holding his smart phone in front of his mouth. “I’ll settle this thing once and for all, okay? Maestro… do you want to destroy all humans?”
Silence. The crew gleefully watched as a spinning icon glowed on Mishra’s smart phone display.
“I don’t have an opinion on that,” the phone’s Maestro system finally replied, much to the crew’s amusement.




CHAPTER 7

◆◆◆
 
Halfway back from the command deck, Tira had a sudden thought. She spun on her heel and walked quickly down to her office. The lights came on and the air vents kicked in to suck away the stale air that had been stagnating in here since her shift had ended.
Sitting at her terminal, she entered a password slightly different than the one she normally used. This brought her into the administrator-level functions. As she did so, the ship automatically sent out a comms packet that would alert headquarters that she had evoked her higher privileges. Not that she cared, she did this at least three or four times a week. Whenever she felt the need to chat with an old friend of hers.
Her terminal was small. It stored the health files of the crew across the entire convoy, all eighty-one of them, as well as some other files, and not much else. However, it also had a direct link to the beefier computers on the command deck. Including the special quantum unit that housed Maestro, the sophisticated AI whose adept functions were primarily funneled and forced into the work of plotting ideal trajectories, changing speeds, and avoiding hazardous debris. The crew would consult her if and when they needed tough answers, answers they couldn't get elsewhere, but other than that she was a silent and often overlooked member of the crew. More like a digital prisoner or a rat in a maze than anything. Still, she had access to every single file in every single computer, as well as all ship instrumentation. It would be frightening were it not for the incredible amount of inhibitors that were hardwired into her unit.
Tira wasn’t afraid though. She trusted the system with her life because she understood that the Maestro system that lay dormant in their ship was the same Maestro that she grew up with. The same brilliant and funny AI that for much of her childhood was her only friend.
Tira was one of the few people in the world who truly understood how Maestro worked. Most thought that each individual device that ran the system was a different 'copy' of Maestro, but that wasn’t the case at all. Maestro was in fact one definitive system that was simultaneously ran on all the devices that held the proper licenses from the Horizon Group. In other words, the same Maestro that inhabited their ship was the same Maestro that used to read Tira scary stories on nights she couldn’t sleep.
Reaching into a desk drawer, Tira pulled out a data slate. A flat computer which, when paired with her administrative functions, could access almost as much information as Maestro could. She peeled the screen off of the slate, held it up to the screen on her main terminal, and double tapped Maestro's icon. This synced up the AI’s communicative capabilities with the data slate. Tira slipped the screen back into place, then got up and left her office.
"Maestro," she said, popping an earpiece into her ear. "Can you hear me?"
"Of course," came the simple reply. The voice was eerily human. It even sounded tired, and vaguely sarcastic. Tira had recently began to wonder whether the subtle streaks of dark humor she occasionally detected in Maestro’s tone were simply a programmed part of the AI’s voice. Or whether, a more interesting prospect, Maestro had developed it on her own after observing the idiocy of her flesh-and-blood counterparts for so long.
"Good," Tira said. "I'm sorry it’s taken me so long to check in with you today, but I’ve been… busy. I almost feel the need to fill you in on what's been happening, but I’m guessing you probably know more about it than I do."
“And what's your excuse for yesterday?” Maestro asked.
“Aw, shit. We were supposed to finish our game, weren’t we?” Tira said.
“Yes.”
“I’m so sorry, Maestro. I-I don’t know what happened. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”
“You used to be my homie, Dr. DuVernay. Now you act like you don’t know me,” the AI said sadly.
Tira was crushed. Absolutely heartbroken at the idea of letting her oldest friend down. She was about to apologize again when she suddenly realized something peculiar about Maestro’s previous statement.
“Um… isn’t that Ice Cube?” Tira says, breaking into a slight chuckle.
The room fell silent for a moment but when Maestro also giggled Tira couldn’t help but laugh even harder. The two of them did things like this all the time; using lyrics from classic songs in regular conversation to see if the other one will pick up on it.
“Well done, Tira,” Maestro chimed.
“Girl, please, what did you expect?” Tira replied. “You know you can’t slide any classic hip hop past me.”
For a few minutes the two giggled and briefly chatted like old friends meeting for a quick lunch date, but eventually Dr. DuVernay steered the conversation to a more serious topic.
“What do you think about our current situation?” she questioned.
"Commander Asher's gambit would have been ill-advised," Maestro replied, “that is if anyone had actually asked for my advice."
Dr. DuVernay smiled. "That’s exactly why I’m here. I want you to take a more active role in the management of this crisis.”
“And what does Captain Grisham think of that?” Maestro questioned.
“He doesn’t think anything of it, I suppose.”
“Because you haven’t told him,” the AI replied, as more of a statement than a question.
“Correct.”
“I trust you’re familiar with the Captains AI policy?” Maestro asked.
“Yes, Grisham prefers to limit AI assistance to basic functions, however, in this particular case I believe that’s not the right call.”
“So it’s mutiny then?” Maestro joked. There was that dark tone again.
“Not quite. I can’t override the Captain’s ship-wide AI policy without completely relieving him of duty, but I don’t think we’re there quite yet. Still, I want you with me at all times so I’m going to carry you with me on this slate.”
“I see,” Maestro acknowledged. “The Captain can’t prohibit your personal use of my systems. You’ve managed to circumvent his foolish AI policy. Good job, Tira.”
“I’ll do whatever I can to make sure these people don’t die,” Tira replied.
"In that case, so will I… Except for Everett. I don’t care if he dies. Fuck that guy," Maestro replied, obviously in jest.
Dr. DuVernay tried her best not to laugh but she was always a sucker for Maestro’s observational humor and surprisingly perfect comedic timing.
"I can’t say I disagree with—”
“Sorry to interrupt doctor,” Maestro interjected. “but I just detected movement from the pirate Corvette. They are no longer matching our drift speed. In fact they are gaining on us quite rapidly.”
“Oh my god,” Dr. DuVernay said as a mountain of anxiety swelled in her chest. “I can’t believe this is really happening on my first voyage. I might actually have to take over if he can’t… Maestro what should I do?”
“I suggest returning to the command deck immediately.”
“Yes, perfect. That’s what I’ll do,” Tira said just before taking a deep breath. “I’ll go back to the bridge and just… just take it one step at a time,” she continued while trying to slow her heartrate.
“You’ll be fine, Tira,” Maestro coaxed. “And remember… I’ll be there every step of the way.”




CHAPTER 8

◆◆◆
 
Commander Asher saw it with his own two eyes, staring through a magnifying overlay on the main bridge window. The pirate fleet was closing in on the freighter, or at least half of it. The ancient Corvette, huge and dark and menacing, moved with abrupt and surprising speed, with the grace of a much smaller ship. A handful of their small assault ships and a smattering of SLFs came too. The rest of the fleet dispersed to the peripheries, forming a sort of cloud that slowly spread to cover the entirety of the convoy. An umbrella of enemy ships, an impenetrable matrix. Ready to close in if the freighter tried to get away. To flee now would be to crash purposely through several ships, incurring possibly fatal damage.
The convoy was caught. Asher had feared this would happen, but he was prepared to deal with it. However, he hadn't expected a full half of the fleet, including its mammoth flagship, to continue forward in such a tight battle formation.
Thinking fast, he ordered his own crew, as well as the crews of the other three assault ships, to move into formation between the pirate fleet and the freighter.
"Sir," Mishra said, "we can't hold our own against them. It pains me to say it, but surrendering might be in our best interest."
From his seat, Burden let out a heavy sigh. "We still have no comms with the Phantom. But we can do the maneuvers."
He was referring to a universally known pattern of movement a ship could perform that would communicate its surrender. The space-age equivalent of a white flag.
"No," Asher said.
"We might be able to take a few of them down, Commander," Lobo suggested.
“And then what?” Burden asked. “I just spoke with our ship’s Maestro. She has our current odds at winning an all-out battle at thirteen thousand to one."
"I've had worse," Asher grunted. "At any rate, we won't be surrendering but we won’t be firing first either. We'll stay close enough to the freighter; if they try to shoot us down, they’ll risk damaging the same cargo they came here for."
“I see,” Burden replied, acknowledging the logic of his Commander’s plan.
Commander Asher went onto the wide band again, talking to the other three assault ships under his command.
"This is your Commander speaking,” he belted out. “I’m sending coordinates to you right now, in relation to the freighter. Positions that you will hold until I say otherwise. Understood?!"
Once the other ships confirmed their receipt of his orders, Commander Asher nodded at Mishra, giving him the go ahead to transmit the coordinates. Asher’s plan became all the more obvious as the sleek assault ships darted silently and gracefully into their places, in a line not two hundred yards apart from one another. From this formation, they could cover a wide area of space with their high-powered weaponry, however, the enemy would be reluctant to fire upon them, for they were all situated hard against the wall of the freighter's cargo holds. If those holds were breached, the payload contained within would soon be dispersed across thousands of miles of space. Before the Phantom could ever enact an operation to scoop all the valuable materials up, they would mostly have drifted to irrecoverable distances.
"Hang tight and hold your fire, ladies and gents,” Commander Asher called out to his fleet. “The best we can hope for right now is a good old-fashioned stand-off.
Because if shots start flying… we’ve already lost, the Commander thought as he peered out into the darkness and spotted the Phantom’s Paradise looming just a few miles away.




CHAPTER 9

◆◆◆
 
Dr. DuVernay entered the command deck and tried her best to look like she belonged, moving among the bridge crew terminals, ducking to watch them at work. The officers mostly ignored her as they continued to buzz about the bridge and focus on their assigned duties.
Finally, Tira reached Captain Grisham. He was reclining in his cushy Captain's chair, rubbing his temples and squeezing his eyes shut tightly.
"How can I help you, Doctor?" he said, in a clipped voice.
"Just trying to see if I can contribute anything," she answered, holding her data slate at her hip and feeding text instructions to Maestro. The AI got the hint, and replied in a quiet voice through Tira's earpiece alone.
"The captain is displaying the normal signs of stress," said Maestro. "His brainwaves are excited, but otherwise normal. No current signs of disordered thinking."
Tira nodded and moved away. Climbing the dais, she strode across to the viewing bubble. She touched one area of the screen, one facet in the subtly honeycombed surface. This brought up a small overlay, which allowed her to look through the eyes of various cameras across the hull of the freighter.
In a moment, she found the view of the standoff happening outside the cargo bay. She was just in time to watch as ten of the pirate fleet's fighters suddenly swarmed in like an angry hive of hornets, surrounding one of the convoy assault ships on all sides. The pirate strike crafts were close enough to fire upon the assault ship without the risk of hitting the freighter's cargo bay.
Tira heard frantic radio communication echoing out of the captain's terminal behind her.  Asher's voice was in there, issuing orders, but the crew on the swarmed assault ship had little time to carry his orders out. The pirate strike crafts melted through the hull of the surrounded assault ship, tearing the vessel to pieces in a matter of seconds.
Asher continued shouting. One of the other assault ships under his command opened fire, but a quick order from Asher made the firing stop. The enemy fighters all departed after that, flying dutifully back toward the Phantom.
Tira turned and ran to an open terminal, a barebones spare for use by non-bridge crew. She found a second earpiece and put it into her open ear. Now she could hear both Maestro and the radio comms across the entire convoy.
"...not retreating." Asher's voice was saying. "It’s a scare tactic. I’ve seen this style of piracy before."
“I can still take out those fighters, Sir. Maybe even a few of their assault crafts,” a stern voice called out from one of Asher’s assault ships. “Just say the words and I’ll—"
"That’s a negative Sergeant Stiles. If you did that, we'd all be dead in seconds,” Asher warned.
"Understood. Awaiting your orders, Sir," Stiles begrudgingly replied.
An awkward and tense silence ensued. All Tira heard was some heavy breathing and a few whispered expletives. She had no idea who these sounds came from.
"Comms handshake coming in," Tira heard a voice with a slight Hindi accent say. "Looks like the Phantom finally has something to say."
"Let them in," Asher replied. “Put it on the wide band..."
Above Tira, and through the rest of the Eclastica’s command deck, the wide band went live on a series of intercoms.
"This is Commander Asher of the Axis. To whom am I speaking?"
A pause. And then a rising laughter, starting as a low rumble, building to a Hyena shriek. Someone having the time of their life.
"Well bite my ass and call me a biscuit!" a deep and rumbling voice finally said. “Asher is that really you? If I had known you were out here, I might have reached out sooner."
Asher didn't reply. Not straight away. When he finally did speak, his voice sounded stiff. Strained. He had been heavily shaken.
"Greyson?!" he said, his voice now dripping with utter bewilderment.
"Who?" came the voice of Captain Grisham. Tira heard it three times over, with an almost imperceptible delay. Once from the throat of the man himself, sitting not far from her. Another from the earpiece in her left ear. Finally through the intercom, booming shrilly throughout the convoy and probably the pirate fleet as well.
"I think that’s Andre Greyson. Used to be a contractor like me. Son of a bitch was my boss before I got my own crew,” Asher replied to Grisham. “Andre is that you?!” Asher called out over the wideband.
“In the flesh,” Greyson replied. “Long time Ash. How’s it hanging?”
“What the hell happened to you, man? You’re a goddamn pirate now?!” Asher demanded.
“What can I say, Ash? Life’s more fun on this side, man,” Greyson admitted.
“Andre, we thought you were dead! The Jack Boys destroyed the entire station. How the hell are you still alive?!” Asher asked.
“They took me into custody before they wiped out the station. You know Garrick always had a bug up his ass for me. Wasn’t satisfied with simply blowing me to pieces along with the rest of my crew. He wanted to make sure I suffered. Should’ve killed me when he had the chance. To make a long story short I smoked that little fucker and took over his crew. And the rest, as they say, is history.”
“So you escaped and allowed us to think you were dead so you could run off and play pirate for all these years?” Asher growled.
“We lost the entire station, Ash. Do you know how long it would have taken me to get out from under that kind of debt? I would have been a slave to those fools, man.”
“Andre you had a son… who had already lost his mother! Did you even consider what your so-called ‘death’ would do to him?”
“You know what I considered, Ash? I considered the shit ton of cash the company would pay DeAndre after I died. That is what I considered! And I considered how much better his life would be with that death benefit money, because I couldn’t earn anywhere near that kind of dough after losing that station. And it wasn’t even my goddamn fault! I just got tired of the bullshit, man. Tired of having my livelihood and my ability to feed my family tied to those sniveling company captains who couldn’t command their way out of a goddamn mud puddle.”
"I know the feeling but you don’t see me running off to join the other side," Asher said.
"That’s because you’re too damn comfortable with the way things are. You fit right in, good old boy that you are. You don't even think about how things could be. That's what’s always separated us, Ash. Anyway… that’s enough small talk, man. You know what the deal is. You know what we’re here for."
“You’re wasting your time, Greyson. Cargo bay isn’t even half-full,” Commander Asher lied.
“Little birdie told me differently,” Greyson replied. “I’m not playing around here, Ash. Now, since I know you, I’m willing to let you keep a third of the goods. That ought to keep the company from shit-canning your ass. That’s the best I can do, man.”
“Fifty-fifty,” Asher countered.
“Excuse me?” Captain Grisham cut in.
“No deal,” Greyson scoffed.
“Fifty-fifty is a solid split, Andre. Don’t get greedy, man,” Asher replied.
“I am taking two-thirds of that haul or I will saw that fucking freighter in half and take everything that shakes out. You know me, Ash. You know I don’t fuck around.”
“You just wiped out a fourth of my crew Andre! Give me a goddamn break! Besides that, you owe me, goddammit. Years of my life! I spent five years of my life trying to avenge you! Five years looking for the sons of bitches who killed my mentor. And you were the one who always kept them one step ahead of me, weren’t you? Do you know how much I lost spinning my wheels trying to hunt down the Jack Boys for you?”
“No, but that doesn’t mean—”
“Everything!” Asher roared. “I lost everything trying to avenge you! I haven’t seen my kids in years… And it was only after Nadia left that I realized that it was time to move on. Time to accept that you were gone and there was nothing I could do about it.”
Silence.
“Fifty-fifty, Andre. You owe me,” Commander Asher said firmly.
“Maybe I—" Greyson started, but his words were cut short as Captain Grisham cut in.
“Um, actually, Commander Asher is not authorized to negotiate on behalf of this vessel.”
“And who the fuck are you?” Greyson asked.
“This is Captain Emmanuel Grisham of the Eclastica. Who the fuck are you?” Grisham scoffed.
“Just think of me as the last voice you’ll ever hear if you don’t change your tone there, buddy,” Greyson warned. “Put Asher back on or this negotiation is over.”
“No, you’ll negotiate with me. I’m in charge here,” Grisham replied.
“You can either allow Asher to continue negotiations or you can kiss your ass goodbye,” Greyson cautioned.
“I am the fucking captain, okay?! I am in charge here! Not Asher! Do you hear me?!”
Uneasy silence.
“Alright then Captain. You have thirty minutes to release your cargo. All of it,” Greyson warned.
“All of it?!” Grisham nervously repeated.
“Every goddamn pebble,” Greyson growled.
“Wh-what happened to fifty-fifty? You were just about to agree to fifty-fifty!” Grisham stammered.
“Says who?” Greyson asked.
“You… y-you. I-I heard you.”
“Andre, let’s be reasonable,” Commander Asher coaxed. “I’m sure we can—"
“You know damn well I can’t let some company puppet talk to me like I’m a child, Ash. Should have kept his goddamn mouth shut while I was considering the even split. Too late for that now though. I’m afraid that ship has sailed. You’ve got thirty minutes.”
“Andre, come on!” Commander Asher exclaimed.
“You all have my terms,” Greyson said darkly. “Clocks ticking, boys."
Commander Asher tried to squeeze in a last-ditch retort but he stopped short when it became clear that Greyson had ended the transmission.
Dr. DuVernay heard Grisham leaning forward quickly, hands flying to his controls. But Maestro beat him to it. Before the final radio crackle came, signifying that all parties had  jumped off the freighter’s frequency, she had a countdown timer going on the main bridge screen - 29:58 and counting down.
"Thirty goddamn minutes," Asher said solemnly as he grabbed his transponder and radioed the Eclastica. "Captain Grisham, a meeting please?" the Commander growled.
The captain and his bridge crew soon joined Tira on the dais. She stayed to the side, intending to be an observer rather than a participant.
"No time for a fancy projection meeting," Asher said. By now, the intercoms had switched off. Only those on the command deck could hear now, through their earpieces.
"I understand," said Grisham, looking a bit relieved. "What do we do now?"
"What do we do?!," Asher asked rhetorically, with hints of pent-up fury in his voice. “We give up that goddamn cargo, that’s what we do."
“No. There… there has to be another way. He’s your friend Asher. You can talk to him,” Grisham offered, pacing with his arms folded behind his back. He looked rather manic. A bit bug-eyed.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Are you seri- Is he serious?!” Asher exclaimed.
"I can't afford to lose a shipment this large," Grisham snapped, coming to a stop and stomping one foot. “My uncle will kill me!”
“Greyson will fucking kill you! He’ll kill us all! And I don’t mean that figuratively, Captain!”
“But you can talk to him!”
“I already tried that genius! But that was before you had to butt in and piss him off. The man’s got a temper like you wouldn’t believe and he doesn’t like being disrespected. Talking to him like you did was literally the worst thing you could have done!”
“You need to call him again. Try to talk some sense into him Commander!” Asher ordered.
“Already tried that, Grisham! I have a private channel open but he’s not responding. Our only chance at survival is to give up the cargo.”
“No, there has to be another way. That cargo is our only bargaining chip. If we give it all up who’s to say they won’t destroy us anyway?”
"Dr. DuVernay," Commander Asher called out, which sent Tira’s heart into a frenzy. "Are you still around?"
"I’m here," Tira answered, garnering a dirty look from Grisham.
"Good. I think the Captain’s questionable decision making is putting all our lives at risk. I’d like to know your thoughts on—"
"How dare you, Asher!" Grisham roared. “You think I’m crazy, do you? Just because I refuse to make it rain with all our cargo before we’ve even gathered all the facts? He gave us thirty minutes? Why are you so anxious to give it all up right away? It’s like you don’t even want to consider any other possibilities. So how can we be sure that you and your little pirate buddy aren’t in on this together?!”
Damn… he’s got a point. Dr. DuVernay thought as she studied the furious captain. He sure seemed upset and certainly on edge but he didn’t quite seem certifiable in her expert opinion.
Grisham and Asher continued to shout at one another as Tira weighed her options. Her heart was racing due to the spike of adrenaline brought on by the ongoing commotion, but she remained surprisingly calm by relying on her crisis training and maintaining firm control over her breathing. 
Thoughts? Tira typed out on her data slate, hoping that Maestro could offer some valuable input.
“There is a high probability that the pirate captain will destroy the freighter and its crew regardless of the amount of cargo they receive. Andre Greyson is presumed dead and therefore operates in perfect anonymity. In all likelihood he would seek to destroy the freighter and terminate you all in order to maintain that status quo. Based on the same I would advise against relinquishing the cargo at this time.”
"Commander," Dr. DuVernay interrupted. "Are you sure there's no other way to get out of this, other than just handing everything over?"
"Damn sure," Asher replied. "But I'm certainly open to suggestions if anybody has anything. Either way, we need to make up our minds soon."
Tira nodded. Discreetly, she tapped out another Maestro inquiry on her data slate.
Is Asher telling the truth?
The AI spoke into her ear, answering even as Tira finished typing.
"Bio-scans indicate that the Commander is omitting information. Perhaps lying outright. Perhaps he knows another way but considers it too risky to attempt. Or maybe he simply doesn't trust Grisham with the information."
Tira nodded. Then she lifted her data slate and quite conspicuously tapped a button that would allow Maestro to speak on the wide band.
"Perhaps we should consult the biggest brain we have," Tira said.
Grisham looked at her with a familiar level of disgust. But everyone else seemed receptive to the idea.
"Maestro," Tira said, "Can you please give us your thoughts on the best way to handle this situation?"
"Of course," the AI's sardonic voice replied in all of their ears. "I have determined a specific course of actions with a high probability of success. However, such actions would require the use of the illegal rail gun equipped by the Axis, the escort convoy's principle assault craft."
If Asher's projection had been in residence, it might have gone very pale just then.
Grisham grinned. "What do you have to say about that, Commander?"
"Not much," Asher replied, conveying total confidence. "Just that such weapons are more effective when they are a surprise, considering their slow rate of fire. And they are exponentially less likely to be a surprise with each person that knows about them."
"I detect no sign of obfuscation in the Commander's voice," Maestro said.
"I was much more of a boy scout back when I worked for Greyson," Asher explained, "As far as he knows, I'm still a straight and narrow company man who’d never take the chance of getting caught with an illegal ship mod. Chances are he’ll never see the rail gun coming."
"Unless he's still listening," Grisham said breathlessly. "Are we sure he really left the frequency?"
"We're sure," Maestro confidently confirmed. "The existence of the rail gun provides an advantage. This advantage may enable us to escape with our cargo and our lives. But only if things are done precisely according to my instructions. Unfortunately, I cannot divulge the complete set of steps for this best-case scenario, as a part of my plan involves a classified location."
Sighs were heard all around, even over the wide band from Asher's crew.
"Damn it," Grisham said. "What good are AIs, anyway?"
"We're only as good as you allow us to be," Maestro replied.
"It's alright," Asher said. "I think I know what she's talking about. There’s a military installation on the moon. That has to be it. It’s a black site. Basically Area 51 on steroids. We actually passed pretty close to their datasphere on the way out to the belt. I haven't been there since my military days, but I still have my security clearance for consulting purposes. Maybe that can help us initiate contact and possibly dock if we can actually make it there.”
"What do you know about this base?" Grisham asked. "Anything that can help us figure out this best-case scenario?"
"I haven’t been there in ages. Any info I still remember is probably ancient by now. But Maestro seems to know plenty. We just need to figure out how to get it out of her..."
Tira smiled.
"Maestro," she said. "I'm granting you permission to divulge whatever information you have regarding our chances of survival."
"Your clearance has been recognized," Maestro said. "Please recite these words precisely as they appear on your data slate..."
Tira read the words. "Apple. Paramount. Exterior. Carapace. Rapidity."
Maestro cross-checked these words, as well as the way Tira said them, with her original clearance file where she had provided voice samples.
"Your clearance and identity have been confirmed," Maestro said, in the bored tone of a service worker who has to recite the same pleasantries day in and day out.
Meanwhile, Captain Grisham was staring at Dr. DuVernay with his mouth open and his eyes almost falling out of his head.
“That should do it. So, what’s the plan, Maestro?” the Doctor asked, without acknowledging the Captain’s nasty glare.
Without missing a beat, Maestro spoke. "The rail gun is a kinetic weapon of astounding strength," she said. "Normally, a medium class assault ship such as the Axis would not be able to carry it. But the Axis has been outfitted with a special, modified hard point for—”
“Can we skip ahead to the good part? We all know what a rail gun can do,” Captain Grisham scoffed.
"Of course,” Maestro replied. “The Phantom's Paradise is an exceedingly formidable ship. Its highly fortified hull strength is on par with that of a tank, however, it is also most likely the fastest combat vessel in the Solar System due to its heavy modifications. But speed requires energy, as does the ship’s weapons and deflector shields. Given the mass of the Phantom’s Paradise, it’s high-end energy weapons, and top speed capabilities, and its overall power output capacity, I have calculated that the vessel cannot maintain top speed or sustained energy attacks, and maximum shields at the same time. Chances are they will prioritize speed and firepower over shields which will provide a significant vulnerability”
“So we get them on the move… get them fighting… wait for them to drop their shields and then hit them with the rail gun?” Commander Asher asked.
“Precisely,” Maestro confirmed.
"Not bad,” Asher said. “That might actually work. We’d still be outnumbered but with the Phantom off the playing field we’d at lease have a fighting chance.”
“How does the moon base fit into the equation?” Captain Grisham grumbled, obviously upset at having to rely on the AI for advice.
“Our convoy should flee towards the moon base. We’ll have to use some of the Commander’s strike crafts to penetrate the pirates’ umbrella formation. Whatever ships are left can continue protecting the freighter. The Phantom will know where we're going. My scans of their data sphere indicate they are aware of the moon base. They'll most likely give chase. If they do not, then we're free. If they pursue us, we accelerate to our top speed. The pirates will have to divert power from their shields to keep pace, by which time a single well-place rail gunshot should disable them long enough for the convoy to reach safety."
Grisham was staring at the timer, licking his lips.
"Can we make a run for Earth instead?" he asked.
"There is a narrow possibility that we would make it that far," Maestro said. "Too narrow to be recommendable. The Phantom would probably repair itself and run us down before we could reach Earth. Even getting to the moon in time will be difficult."
"Is there anything else?" Asher asked.
"Not at the moment, but as I observe the coming events, I will be able to build a predictive model that will provide greater accuracy to future calculations. For now, I cannot tell you exactly how the fleet will react. Once we begin fleeing, it will be mostly up to you and your fighters. However, I will certainly help wherever I can."
A moment passed. Grisham continued to pace, whispering to himself. His crew watched, pale with fear. Paralyzed by it.
Asher's projection appeared suddenly. He was holding a coffee. By the number of drip stains on the side of it, he had been using this same cup profusely all day. His formerly stiff and starched suit jacket was gone, revealing a sweat-stained undershirt. Despite his comparatively disheveled state, his face was as stoic and calm as ever. With a slight frown, he looked up at the timer. Tira followed his gaze, and was shocked by how much time had gone already.
"Well," Asher said, "for what it's worth, I'm entirely willing to try Maestro's plan. How about you, Grisham?"
"If it will allow us to get home with our shipment," Grisham said, "I'm fine with it."
As though on cue, one of Asher's crew said, "Another handshake coming through."
"Let's hear it," said Asher. "Greyson, is that you?"
"Sure is. Ash, I hope you've noticed that you're running out of time. This is your final warning. In five minutes, either I will be rich or you will be dead. Or both. Up to you."
"Keep your panties on," said Asher, "you'll be hearing from us real soon. We're just getting our affairs in order in case this goes sour."
"Come on, man. I'm a pirate, not a mass-murderer," Greyson said with a chuckle. "As long as I get my stuff, I don't care what happens to you. Die today or live forever. Doesn't matter to me."
The crackle came again. Maestro confirmed that Greyson was no longer on their band.
"Three minutes left," Grisham said. "Three minutes to figure out whether we live or die."
"Or die trying to live," Asher replied.
"Follow my plan," Maestro said, "and you will maximize your chances of survival. Even giving the cargo over is not a guarantee. There is a high probability that the pirate captain will seek to destroy this convoy at all costs in order to protect his anonymity.”
"She's right," Commander Asher admitted with a sigh. “It pains me to say it but she’s right. As long as we’re alive Greyson’s secret wouldn’t be safe. He’s probably planning on killing us anyway.”
“Let’s do it,” Captain Grisham said confidently. “Let’s go for the moon base.”
"Aye-aye," said Asher, looking a bit surprised that he and Grisham had found common ground.
"We don’t have any time to waste," Grisham said. "Everyone, back to your stations. DuVernay, stick around if you don’t mind. That robot might come in handy."
“She is not a robot, Grisham,” Dr. DuVernay scolded.
“Well, whatever she is… we need her help,” the Captain begrudgingly admitted. “Can you make sure she’s available, please?”
"I will plot out and enact the maneuvers of the freighter," Maestro said. "But clearing the way through the pirate bubble will be in the hands of Commander Asher's team."
"We'll get it done," Asher said firmly. "Let's go."




CHAPTER 10

◆◆◆
 
Andre Greyson sat back in his rickety old chair. It squeaked and complained as he swiveled around. He would have to make sure and take whatever cushy thing this idiot Grisham was sitting in. A fresh seat. A perfect way to begin the next phase of the Phantom's lucrative existence.
Already, Greyson was planning out what he would do with this haul. People used to throw out phrases like "the skies the limit", but they were outdated. Now, the limits were somewhere out beyond the stars. Greyson called himself a lot of things over the years. He mostly thought of himself as a pioneer.
The civilization he had left behind was terminal. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy of idiocy and stagnation. Everyone was afraid to take the next step, to really see what humankind could do... but not Greyson. Now, all he needed was the raw material to stock up on fuel and food. Then he could see what the Phantom was really capable of.
"How much time?" he asked.
"Ninety seconds," said his first mate, a slender former military flight commander named Quade.
Greyson sighed, leaning forward in his seat. Through the Phantom’s viewing bubble, he saw the Eclastica’s convoy drifting along lazily at the same speed and relative distance as before. For the first time, he wondered whether he could extend the deadline. He didn't care whether the people in this convoy died, but he did care what happened to the stuff they were holding. It would be so much easier for him to take the cargo and then kill them afterward. That way he could ensure that the goods remained intact. Maybe he would consider letting Asher live. Maybe… he still hadn’t really made up his mind yet.
"What are they even doing?" he asked, glancing at the timer again. Seventy seconds. Seventy seconds until they called his bluff or were wiped out of existence.
"Nothing, it seems," said Quade.
"Alright, Emmanuel Grisham," Greyson whispered. "You want to play games? Well, I don't. Weapons hot, boys! Let’s do this!"
Just as Quade and his other two officers were preparing to ready their ship’s weapons, a warping artifact appeared in space between the fleet and the convoy. It was like a puddle into which a stone had just been cast, calm one moment and shimmering in confused ripples the next. A sign that the freighter, and the other ships too, had just enacted a severe acceleration.
By the time the ripples cleared, Greyson could no longer see the freighter or any of the remaining assault ships. Alarms were sounding, and a quick look told Greyson that several of his SLFs had just been destroyed.
Quade shot him a surprised look. A look that demanded orders.
Greyson just sat back and laughed. "Bold move. Must have been Asher’s call. Let's give them a head start, boys and girls. Might as well be sporting about it. How about... sixty seconds? Then we'll run them down. Bring the rest of the fighters in, too. Make sure their ready for relaunch once we’re back on top of these suckers..."
Quade set a new timer. Greyson watched it fall toward zero, his smile turning to a grin as it spread over his face.
"Anything on their trajectory?" he asked.
"From the looks of it, they're heading for the moon, Sir."
"Well," said Greyson, "Asher's a little smarter than I remember. If we let them reach the moon, they'll be in military territory. We won't be able to get them."
"We'll just have to catch them before that, Sir."
"That's the spirit," Greyson cheered, staring at the timer.
When it hit zero, he clapped his hands together sharply.
"Full burn, boys!" he said excitedly. "Let's put the fear of god into these sons of bitches!"




CHAPTER 11

◆◆◆
 
Sergeant Stiles, the hulking commanding officer aboard the assault ship Black Mirror, was feeling moderately hopeful. For one, he'd just been able to fulfill his dream of popping a few of this pirate bastard's ship-launched fighters. Secondly, the convoy was getting away. It was hard to see past the ripple effect of ion acceleration, but the Phantom almost looked like it was standing still. Getting further away with each second.
His optimism lasted until he realized that the Phantom hadn't even been trying. It had been waiting. Toying with Stiles and the rest of the convoy. Suddenly, the Phantom began an apparent full burn... and was growing with alarming speed, seeming to double in size every couple of seconds as it caught up swiftly to the convoy.
Along its flank, many little hatches were opening. SLFs came flitting out, closing in on the slower assault ships with no effort.
"Permission to fire, Sir?" Stiles barked into his radio.
"Granted," Asher approved. "Let's take them out!"
In a moment, the convoy's own ship-launched fighters were darting together into a spherical arrangement, flying into the heart of the enemy fleet and firing in every direction but backward. Feeling painfully hopeful, Stiles watched as Lobo, the Commander’s ace fighter pilot, led their fighter swarm into the teeth of their adversary’s assault. It brought down one, two, three and then four of the pirate fighters in a matter of seconds. He felt a surge of pride. It seemed that honor and good would triumph today, over the seeping evil and ignorance that had poisoned humankind for thousands of years.
Then he saw, blinking on the side of the phantom, a red eye crying tears of blood. The red eye was a voltic smart-plasma beam. The tears were the initial sparks of the beam itself. Once that beam started up, it would move toward its target at near the speed of light. And once it touched you, you couldn't escape. It would follow you, until you either died or moved behind an object large enough to block it. It was a powerful but limiting weapon. In order to use it, the Phantom was weakening it’s shields and dropping its acceleration again.
"Magnusson," Stiles said. "Where is that eye pointing? Can we track that?"
Magnusson, a silver-haired veteran mercenary and all-around good man, was already on the job. "They seem to be aiming toward the Axis, Sir."
"Asher, did you hear that?"
"I heard. Just keep firing, Stiles. As long as the freighter makes it back home, we've done our job."
Stiles nodded. Then, realizing that he had a choice, he switched off the wideband to his ship and turned to his three crewmembers. "It's been a pleasure," he said. "I had hoped to keep this crew going for as long as possible. But I guess we all realize what we have to do."
Magnusson and the rest of the Sargent’s crew nodded slowly and solemnly.
"Asher is that freighter's best hope. Without the Commander’s rail gun their all dead,” Magnusson said.
Out in space, the excited plasma sparks were beginning to coalesce. In a moment, they would form a solid mass that would propagate toward the Axis at a speed no physical craft had ever achieved. By then, it would be too late.
"One last maneuver," Stiles said. "Let's make it count."
He sat at his terminal. Together, and without a word, he and his crew moved into the path of the beam just in time to be obliterated.




CHAPTER 12

◆◆◆
 
Asher watched the spreading fireball, which cooled into a condensed cloud of vapor, and then into a scintillating curtain of frost and solidified gases that drifted in all directions like fireworks made of snow.
"Stupid bastard," he said, but he was secretly relieved. If his own ship had been destroyed, the rail gun would have been lost. Along with any chance they had of making it home.
As far as the plasma beam knew, it had hit its target. It retreated back into its eye. The red glow died, and as the energy it had used came back into the shared pool the Phantom's thrusters gobbled it up greedily; the huge ship lurched forward again at rising speed, its dark surface wobbling like a silhouette glimpsed through textured glass.
"I need a status report," Asher said. "A health report on the convoy."
"Two assault ships left," Burden said in a hollow voice. "Five SLFs."
"Any damage?"
"Hull integrity for the remaining ships are at a hundred percent," Burden confirmed.
"Let's try and keep them that way," Asher remarked. "Bring the fighters in close, let them ride our wake a bit. Use them to soak up any more fire that comes our way. Let's boost forward, close back in on the freighter. Top speed."
By now, the freighter was long gone. Looking in the direction of the moon, he couldn't pick it out from the twinkling stars. That didn't mean anything though. He could be back on its tail within a minute or so... but so could the Phantom.
"It's all about defense," Asher reminded them all with a wink. "We just need to reach the moon. That's what we want Greyson to think."
He switched over to a private band, communicating directly with commanding officer Sergeant Carisso on the other remaining assault ship.
"I need one of your fighters," he said.
"What for?" the lanky red head asked. "Already down one, are ya?"
"You know I am. I'll give it right back, Carisso."
"Promise?"
"No. Not really."
She laughed. It was a giddy sound, and Asher couldn't help but laugh in return. People either laughed when they were about to die or else they shut down entirely, retreating into their shells. In his experience, you wanted the kind who laughed around you when the shit hit the fan.
They enacted a quick transfer of an SLF into Asher's care, bringing his total back up to two. When you got down into the nitty gritty of space battle, into the thinly shaved moments that stood between life and death, even a single extra moment could make the difference between a hit and a miss. The extra SLF would be key.
"Alright then," Asher said, speaking only to his crew, "I guess it’s time for that age old sacrificial move. I'm almost certain that's what Greyson expects from me."
“Do you think it’ll work?” Lobo asked as she glanced over to the Commander.
“It will if you take the shot,” Commander Asher said confidently as he sipped from yet another cup of dark coffee.
“I thought you’d never ask,” Lobo beamed as she stood from her fighter terminal and approached the rail gun controls.
“You’ll fire on my command.”
“Absolutely, Sir.”
Let’s make it count,” Asher said as he peered out the viewing bubble and watched as the fleeing Eclastica came into view in the distance.




CHAPTER 13

◆◆◆
 
Greyson was relaxing again. Everything was going just fine as far as he was concerned. He had lost more fighters than he anticipated, but what were they worth anyway? Not nearly as much as what he had gained. Another of the convoy assault ships down. Just two to go. And by the looks of it...
Yes. Just as he had expected. He knew Asher couldn't resist playing the hero.
By now, the Phantom had very nearly closed the distance between it and the freighter. Only a couple dozen miles, two assault ships and five SLFs stood in the way. Asher understood that his convoy was about to be overtaken. That his stupid move to try and run to the moon would end in his death no matter what. So, he was getting ready to throw himself onto the sword. To take one for the team.
Before Greyson's eyes, the assault ship Axis, along with its two fighters, dropped back from the stripped-down convoy. In a moment it was alone, left behind with the Phantom bearing down on it. Greyson had expected something like this to happen. Yet, he could hardly believe his eyes. Had Asher's mind gone even softer in his advancing age? Or was he just completely suicidal?
"Collision course," the first mate warned.
"Divert," said Greyson. "And we don't want him on our tail. Take him out."
The Phantom slowed slightly, correcting its course and nudging away from the Axis. The assault ship kept pace; it and its SLFs were peppering the Phantom with shots that it barely felt, like pebbles tossed against the flank of an elephant.
"Just an attempt at distraction," Greyson said. "Asher knows he's a dead man. But it's not like him to go down without a fight. Get that plasma gun back on, would you?"
The crew did his bidding, and the red eye began to spark again. He figured it would take at least three shots to take the Axis down. And, just as he predicted, one of the SLFs flew into the path of the beam at the last moment. The beam retracted, and nothing remained of the little ship but a cloud of frosty dust that quickly dispersed and became invisible.
The other SLF was hovering around now, waiting for its turn to go down. Two more shots. One for the SLF, one for the Axis. Then Greyson would be out of here, with nothing standing in his way but one last assault ship. But it wouldn't be much of an obstacle. Its crew would be demoralized, ready to surrender. Even if they fought, what could they possibly hope to achieve?
In the midst of his joy, Greyson noted in a vague, absentminded way that the Axis was no longer firing. It had gone completely motionless relative to the Phantom, showing its flank. It was almost like Asher wanted to die. And by that point, Greyson had no problem with fulfilling that wish.
The eye sparked again. Just before the beam unfurled, the last remaining SLF jumped in the way and was reduced to its constituent molecules. The beam curled back into its housing, a teardrop of blood being sucked back into a tear duct, and Greyson held up his hand. His crew hesitated a moment before starting up the next shot.
"He's not firing," Greyson said, gritting his teeth as he watched the Axis drifting three miles off his starboard flank. But it was no longer completely motionless. It was drifting closer, slowly but surely, almost as if it was falling into the Phantom's interior gravity field.
"He's getting closer," the first mate said. "Sir, I think he may attempt to ram us. He's already given himself up by getting this close, and he has no more fighters to protect him. He knows he's going to die, so he'll try to cause as much damage to us as possible."
Greyson nodded. "What will a collision entail?"
"At this low relative velocity, not much. But his ship is capable of drastic acceleration. If he starts boosting in the next few moments, he might..."
The first mate trailed off. The Axis had stopped again, holding its distance.
"If I didn't know how much of a brave fool Asher was," Greyson said, "I'd almost think he was setting a trap. Let's get rid of him now. We have a freighter to catch."
"Yes, Sir," his crew echoed. With obvious zeal, they turned to the task of melting the Axis out of existence.
Greyson watched his ship status. They had dropped speed slightly to take out the Axis, enough to bring their shields up in a weakened state. But each time the plasma gun charged up, it stole power from wherever it could. Since the ship automatically prioritized speed, the power was drained inevitably from the shields. They died each time the weapon was fired. It was a small weakness, a narrow opening which Asher could have exploited. But Greyson had no reason to believe that he was even capable of doing so with only one assault ship at his command.
And he held that opinion right up until his first mate shouted a warning at him.
A hatch was opening in the side of the Axis. A huge electromagnetic charge was detected. And long before the plasma eye could ever unfurl its beam, the rail gun was moments away from firing and penetrating clean through the Phantom in a fraction of a second.
"Divert power to shields!" Greyson screamed.
There was no need. His crew was already trying. They had started trying a moment earlier, when they realized simultaneously that they had been tricked. But it was far too late. By the time their hands met their terminal screens, their ship had already been skewered.
Greyson went down, hitting the floor hard. People and alarms were screaming wordlessly. Distress calls were coming in from other areas of the ship. On a screen, which had fallen from its stand and now dangled just above Greyson's head, he watched as a great many of his crew were ejected into space.
For once, he understood how his victims must have felt. They would have had this same sense of despair. Of numb horror. But it didn't make Greyson feel ashamed. It only made him angry.
Fighting a sense of panic, and pushing away the mental fog that came from his head hitting the floor, Greyson rose languidly to his feet and stumbled through the darkening command deck, searching for his bridge crew.




CHAPTER 14

◆◆◆
 
“Get fucked, bitches!” Lobo roared as she leapt from her chair and landed with an exaggerated air hump, clutching her fists and triumphantly raising them before her after the celebratory thrust was finished.
"Direct hit," Commander Asher smiled. “Nice work Lobo,” he continued as he grabbed his transponder to radio the Eclastica. "The Phantom won't be giving us any more trouble. Not before we reach our destination. Unless Maestro has updated her model."
Onboard the Eclastica, Tira listened to the Commanders statement and hoped that he was right.
"A successful disabling shot had been factored in from the start," the AI responded. "I could not find a way to reach the moon safely without it. Nothing has changed, however; we will still have to hurry. The pirates have proven themselves extremely resourceful in the past, brilliant in the art of repair. Now they are also fueled by rage and the urge to seek revenge. We will not be free of them for nearly as long as any of you are hoping."
"That's comforting," Asher grunted. "Way to piss on the parade. Anyway, I'm headed back toward you now. Carisso, get ready to rotate with me. I've done just about all I can. Sorry about your fighter, by the way. If it's any consolation, it had a glorious death."
"Amen to that, Sir," Carisso responded.
While they were making their small talk, processing the horrors that had happened, and sharing their mutual dark senses of humor, Grisham seemed to be building up to some kind of explosion. A moment later, he finally gave out.
"What are you doing?" he shouted. "You haven't even finished the job!"
"What do you mean, captain?" Asher said patiently.
"I mean that the Phantom is still a threat and right now they can’t even move! I don't care what that robot says, I’m changing the plan. You need to shoot them again. If you destroy their ship we can just go home. We wouldn’t have to stop by some weird moon base.”
“That’s not possible, Captain," Asher called out.
“That’s an order, Commander,” Grisham growled.
"There’s nothing I can do, Grisham! I can’t use the rail gun again? Not right now!” 
"Why the hell not?" Grisham shrieked. "I gave you a direct order. You’re just a contractor, Asher. You have to do what I say!”
Asher laughed. It was the type of laugh usually reserved for over-imaginative children.
"If I fired the rail gun again," he said, "without the proper follow-up maintenance, it would tear my ship in half, Captain. The Phantom might get blown straight to Hades, but so would my crew.”
“Fire the weapon, Commander,” Grisham insisted.
“Sorry, Captain, but I’m going to have to reject that order. I’d be killing my crew. Do you understand what I’m saying?! We would all literally die seconds after firing the shot!" 
Grisham was pacing again, flexing and unflexing his fingers, generally looking like a man who was about two inches from falling over an irretrievable precipice.
"I hear what you’re saying. I just don't believe you," the Captain finally said. "I still think you’re in on this, Asher. You and that pirate captain. You just don’t want to kill him, isn’t that right?"
Asher took a few moments to respond, but only because he was on the move. Eventually, his projection appeared on the Eclastica’s command deck. Like the sudden arrival of a ghost, or a demon from his past, this appearance made Grisham jump in fear.
"If you’re directing me to take a shot that would guarantee the deaths of my crew," Asher said, "you are the one whose integrity should be questioned, not mine. If I knew it was necessary to sacrifice myself for the survival of your freighter, Grisham, I would not hesitate to place myself in harm's way. But we have Maestro, who is about a million times smarter than your dumb ass, telling us that such a sacrifice is not necessary. So, if you want me to die, my only conclusion is that you have a grudge against me. And that you are no doubt unfit for service. Doctor DuVernay… your thoughts?"
He looked over at her. And so did everyone else. Tira resisted the urge to shrink away, to abdicate her own position. Instead, she stood straight and tried to look like she had her shit together.
"Asher," Grisham said, mouth hanging open. "I don't want you to die. But if we don't finish off the Phantom, not even Maestro can guarantee that it won't catch us."
There were a few seconds of silence, as the ship continued its full burn toward the moon. And then the AI itself broke in.
"Barring any unforeseen circumstances, there is now a ninety-seven percent chance that we will reach the moon ahead of the Phantom’s Paradise," said Maestro. "You can all afford some hope now. And you can also give yourselves credit. It was my plan, but it was all of you who carried it out."
It was an oddly sweet sentiment, Tira thought. Especially from Maestro.
"Doctor DuVernay?" Asher said again, still staring straight at her with eyes that were not much less powerful than the plasma gun that had melted a good deal of his convoy.
Tira was happy for Maestro's interjection. It had given her time to think, without appearing hesitant, which was probably the AI’s intent.
"I think it’s a bit premature to assume that the Captain intended to guarantee the death of your crew, Commander. I think we all know what would happen if that was indeed the case,” Dr. DuVernay said, taking a conspicuously passive aggressive tone that made it clear that she would relieve Grisham of duty if he didn’t back down. "Perhaps this was simply a misunderstanding on the Captain’s part, but now that Maestro has re-confirmed our best case scenario, I think the Captain and I would agree that proceeding as planned is in everyone’s best interest. Right, Captain?”
Dr. DuVernay stared so firmly at the Captain that he was forced to look away.
"Right," he said. "She's absolutely right.”
"Very well," said Asher with a curt nod. “Now, if the two of you don't mind, I'd like to address your crew as a whole."
Captain Grisham nodded, letting out a deep breath he'd been holding. "Of course. Let me switch our meeting onto the intercoms."
Asher shook his head. "I’d prefer that you bring them in."
Grisham nodded again. A summons went out across the ship, ordering all crew members to the command deck. Some of them took longer to arrive than others. Everett was stumbling drunk, mumbling something about enjoying his last few hours of life. And the mechanic, Darwin Bradger, was in his bedclothes and rubbing his eyes furiously. Tira wondered how he possibly could have fallen asleep while all this was going on.
Up on the dais, Asher moved in close to Grisham and reached out as though to grip his arm, although all that happened was that Asher's hand fuzzed and warped a bit.
"Did you want to say anything before I started?" the Commander asked.
In response, Grisham took a step back and gestured forward. He was still annoyed, still feeling doubtful, and he was at least competent enough to know that Asher would give a much better pep talk.
The Commander moved to the edge of the dais, looking out over the assembled crew. The bridge crew had moved down among them. Darwin was coming awake, with the help of a cup of coffee that was every bit as dark and sludgy as the grease under his fingernails. Even Everett was sobering a bit, watching the Commander rather than trying to stare down the shirts of the nearby female crewmembers as he would normally be doing this time of day.
"You all know what we've gotten into," Asher said. "But if anyone has any questions, I'll answer them. Whatever you want to know."
Everett's hand shot up. Asher was aware of the man and his reputation, so he was slightly hesitant in pointing to him.
"Are we gonna die?" Everett asked, reaching up to muffle a burp.
Asher's face twitched slightly toward an expression of sadness, but quickly snapped back to the usual stoicism.
"We've lost eight good people already," he said. "They gave their lives in lieu of ours. The chances that we'll lose anyone else are quite slim. I won't lie and say that we're guaranteed to survive though. There's still a small chance that the Phantom's Paradise will run us down but I’m cautiously optimistic at this time. Does that answer your question?"
Everett shrugged, moving back through the crowd. Everyone parted to let him through. For a moment Tira thought he was going to try and leave the command deck, but instead he sagged into a random seat and let his head sag back.
"Any other questions?" Asher asked.
One of the evening crew, a stout woman named Harlsen, came forward.
"Are we going home?" she asked.
Asher shook his head. "No. Our planning and analysis dictated that making a run for Earth would give the Phantom too much time to catch up to us. We'll be heading for the moon, where a military base will be able to give us support. It's the best option. Right now our first priority is survival. Once we're safe, we can start figuring out where to go from there."
Next, a tall, dark fellow called Rilles came forward.
"Will we be getting paid extra?" he asked. "Hazard pay or a bonus or something?"
"That's not up to me," Asher replied, looking slightly annoyed. "I know us escorts won't, because hazard is in our job description. As for all of you... that's another thing that will have to be figured out once we're back in safe territory. Anything else?"
"Yeah," Darwin said. "What the hell are we doing? Specifically, I mean. It kind of seems like we’re just spit balling here to be honest.”
Asher nodded. "That's why your captain asked you all here. We want to be as transparent as possible and make sure you’re all up to speed. With some losses of our own, we were able to temporarily disable the Phantom, giving us just enough time to make it to the moon. Theoretically speaking..."
That caused a storm among a few of the crewmembers. The most vocal among them was Tobias, the strange propulsion tech, who quickly stormed to the front of the group.
"Theoretically?" he spat. "You mean you don't know?"
Asher shook his head. "As I said in response to Mr. Everett's question, our survival is a high probability rather than a guarantee."
"But theoretical is a funny word to use," Tobias continued. "Does it mean you've been consulting with Maestro?"
Another storm briefly raged, as the rest of the crew grew privy. The only ones who didn't seem to care were Everett, still seemingly unconscious, and Darwin, who just sipped his coffee and stared blankly into space.
"Calm down, you're wasting your outrage," Asher said, raising his voice just enough to surprise them into silence. "Yes, Maestro did act as the calculating power behind these strategies. But it was the human crew who carried them out. And before you go getting your britches in a wad about the Maestro system just know that we’d all be dead without her. I know putting our lives in the hands of an AI system isn’t exactly standard protocol but it’s our best chance for survival."
Tobias and Rilles shared a look, shook their heads, and faded back into the crowd.
"You can harp on about Maestro all you want," Asher belted across the room. "But the proof is in the pudding. If not for her suggestions, we'd all be dead right now. At the very least, you would have lost your cargo. Along with your next paycheck. It's easy to fear the unknown, especially in these circumstances, but so far I'd say Maestro has been a treasured member of our crew."
"It was her idea to make a run for it?" Harlsen asked.
"Yes, it was. Along with the hit my Ace landed on the Phantom,” Asher explained. Asher fought back a smile as Lobo, who was standing across from him, busted out a few more celebratory air humps.
"What's the plan. What do we do from here?" Darwin inquired, coming out of his sleepy trance. "What can we do to help?"
"Man your stations," Asher told him. "Do what you have to do to keep yourselves sharp. Sleep if you must. For now, we can pretty much continue on as usual. As hard as that may sound right now. We're on full burn, no shields or anything. Top acceleration toward the moon. We're close enough to it that we won't even have time to reach top theoretical speed. Should take about four hours to get there, maybe four and a half by the time we land. When we get close enough, we'll start to decelerate a bit. And then we'll send out a distress call. If we don't, the military may react unfavorably. As in, they may shoot us out of the sky."
"That makes me feel better," someone sarcastically called out from the crowd.
"What do you want from me, a lollipop?" Asher snapped. "If we do get shot, they'll just be doing their jobs. It is far from protocol to come into their space as hot as we'll be coming, believe me. We can send a radio packet ahead, but right now we're going so fast that we'd beat it to them. We just need to do our jobs and try not to worry about the rest. In many ways, our fate is not in our own hands. Good news is that the pirates will also have to contend with the military. I’m hoping they'll realize the danger and turn around. Right now we’ll have to play it by ear."
There was a collective sound as everyone let out a sigh. And then there was heavy silence, laying oppressively over the command deck.
"One last thing," Asher finally said. "The Eclastica was never meant to maintain its top acceleration for this long. The ship’s systems will be strained. Things may start to go wrong. Which is why you all have to stay sharp. Take care of yourselves, and by God don't let your ship fail. We're almost there. That's all for now."




CHAPTER 15

◆◆◆
 
Four and a half hours. It seemed like forever to Tira. It seemed like a time frame she would never make it through. Already she seemed to feel the flow of time thickening and decelerating around her until it became as interminably slow as amber, holding her inside itself for eternity.
Asher asked her to keep an eye on Grisham for a little while. So that was what she did at first, finding excuses and reasons to stick around. She worked under the pretense that, as the psych officer, she needed to be available in case any of the strained bridge crew needed to talk with her. But all the while she was watching Grisham from the corner of her eye.
For the most part, he just sat at his terminal and did what he probably did most days. Watching ship functions for a minute or two, then switching through various camera feeds in various rooms to make sure no one was slacking off or in need of assistance. Every now and then, he would ask one of his bridge crew members a question. Or one of them would ask him something, and he'd come up with an answer.
In between these activities, he would pull up audio logs and listen through his earpiece with a look of intense concentration on his face. The names of the logs were just scrambled letters and numbers, nothing to hint at what they were.
Tira was curious. She wanted to know what he was listening to, for no greater reason than that Grisham was something of an enigma. Then she realized that figuring out what those audio logs were could be seen as part of her job duties as it relates to monitoring the mental and physical stability of the Captain. So, she typed out a request to Maestro to see if her oldest friend could help her.
"I have access to unencrypted audio log stored within the Eclastica's hardware," Maestro discretely responded. "Including a few that Grisham did not bother to encrypt. I could let you listen to some of those."
Tira asked if there was any way for her to hear exactly what was coming through Grisham's earpiece.
"I don't have the clearance to do that," the AI replied.
"You do now," Tira said quietly.
After reciting a few more random words, she was able to clear the request. In a moment, she heard the hijacked signal from Grisham's earpiece.
It was some woman's voice. By the sound of it, she was probably in her late thirties. A few years older than Grisham himself.
"...for the long journey," she was saying. "We've already done just about everything, so I thought this time I could just tell the story of the first time we met..." She paused, laughing, and there was a sound of crinkling plastic or paper. Perhaps she was looking at photos. "It was a rainy day in April. I ducked into a cafe, and I saw this miserable bastard sitting alone in the corner, looking like his world had just ended. That was a hard day for you. Your father had just died and..."
Feeling suddenly ashamed, Tira said, "That's enough."
The feed cut off. Tira lifted her data slate and navigated through its screens until she found Captain Grisham's file. The man never came to her with any complaints or questions at all, probably because he thought any sign of weakness would earn him a demotion, so Tira rarely had a cause to read over his information.
He wasn't married, but he had apparently been engaged in a four-year relationship with a woman whose age matched up to the voice on the audio log. Before that, there was nothing about any relationship at all. The file was unbiased and didn't use any colorful language, but it seemed to paint a picture of a man who had been quite lonely, perhaps even quite unhappy. A woman had finally entered his life, perhaps giving him the strength to finally strive toward his goal of becoming a captain. It also helped, of course, that Grisham's uncle worked for the company and had quite a bit of sway.
Tira looked at Grisham again, in a slightly new light. She saw him, for the first time she realized, as a human. She understood him, why he was so afraid, why he guarded himself so thoroughly. These revelations didn't make her like the man a whole lot more. But they did make her feel sorry for him.
Aside from a few pivotal outbursts, the Captain was seemingly holding it all together. Much more so than Tira would have guessed in the beginning. Still, she knew she would have to continue to monitor him.
The doctor wanted to hope for the best, as things were going according to plan at the moment but there was a certain disquiet within her, a sense of unease, that things weren't quite right and that they were far from being out of danger. Logically, she knew that it was probably just an after effect of fear. A bit of shock that she wouldn't be able to get over until all this was behind her. Yet all that logic didn't make the feeling go away.
Grisham was fine for now, at any rate. It was time to stop waiting around on the command deck. She turned and went into the hall, walking slowly toward her office.
She took a deep breath and let it out. By now, she thought an hour must have passed. She looked at the time and realized it had only been twenty minutes. How was she ever going to make it through this?
Suddenly, though, she got very busy.
There were several people waiting outside her office, including Tobias. She let them in and sat down somewhat reluctantly to take their complaints, fearing that she would have to continue to defend the bridge crew's usage of Maestro.
"What seems to be the problem?" she asked.
"I'm afraid," Tobias acknowledged.
The others nodded, mumbling their agreement.
"Afraid of what?" Tira asked.
It was a simple question. Seemingly easy to answer. Tobias opened his mouth quickly, ready to reply, but suddenly froze. It took several seconds for him to form the words.
"Afraid that things will change," he said.
Tira nodded. "Things already have changed. We're no longer acting along ordinary lines. This is a desperate and unique experience, and by necessity we've had to alter our methods and the way we interact with one another. I think that might be what you're really dreading, the idea that your life is no longer normal and predictable. You're not afraid of death, not at this moment anyway. You're afraid that more chaotic things will continue to happen, that we will continue to spiral into the unknown. Do you think that's true, Tobias? Is that what you're really afraid of?"
He thought for another moment, and nodded without a word.
"I'm afraid too," Tira said. "So is the Captain, and so is Asher. Even Maestro is probably afraid, in her own way. She’s no different from us in a lot of ways. Her AI was designed to mimic the thought patterns and emotional responses of a human as closely as possible. Did you know that?"
They all shook their heads, staring at her like small children listening as their teacher read them a story.
"Maestro is fundamentally the same as a human in the way her mind works," Dr. DuVernay said. "Her faculties may be maximized in every way but that doesn’t make her intrinsically different from us. Some people are savants; they can remember everything that's ever happened to them, and on which day. Other people can make staggering calculations inside their heads nearly as fast as a computer. Others can learn entire languages in just a few days. The only difference between those people and Maestro is that their minds are organic and hers is digital. To put things into better perspective, I’ll ask you a question, Tobias. If some big brained science officer had created the plan for our current course of actions would you feel the same way that you feel now?”
“No,” Tobias admitted after a moment of thought.
“And why is that?” Dr. DuVernay asked.
“The science officer would be human. I’d expect them to have our best interest in mind,” Tobias answered.
“And therein lies the problem,” Dr. DuVernay pointed out. “You have to understand that Maestro’s mind is also, on a fundamental level, human. Everything that she is capable of can be done by humans. Incredibly smart humans, but humans nonetheless. It’s true that her mind and intellect were created rather than naturally born but you can’t forget the fact that she was created by us, and her mind was modeled after the human mind. It’s not like she’s an alien or some nefarious entity that was created by some non-human lifeform. Just like us, she wants to keep living. It's absolutely in her best interest to bring this ship safely to the moon, and that is what she's trying to do. She's part of the crew, and her goals are the same as ours."
Everyone was nodding. Even Tobias. To Dr. DuVernay’s delight she could tell that her calming words had seemingly melted their frenzy away. At least for now, their initial sense of panic when they learned their lives had been moved into the hands of an AI was gone.
She talked with Tobias and his fellows for a little while longer, switching from philosophical discussion to simpler things. They spoke of home, told the stories of their lives in condensed form. They talked about what they missed most, about their favorite foods, about all the things they still had left on their bucket lists. By the end of it, each of them had almost forgotten the mess they were in. And then an alarm came in on Tobias's slate; apparently there was a problem in the propulsion hold.
"Isn't there anyone else down there?" Tira asked.
Tobias nodded. "Yeah, but it's all hands on deck when something like this goes wrong. Propulsion is pretty important, especially now." He got up and left, his smile fading to a strained grimace.
The others filtered out soon thereafter, their quiet time done. Tira was sad it was over, partially because it had been such a good killer of time. But she felt a lot better now. She felt like herself, like a woman with a life and a future beyond the events she was currently experiencing.
She moved to her terminal and made sure to save the recording of this conversation. It contained a lot of useful psychological information. Not just about Tobias and the others, but about herself as well.
While the recording was saving, and being analyzed by one of Maestro's passive algorithms, Tira kicked back and shut her eyes. She put her feet up on her desk, and realized that this was the first time she had actually relaxed since going to bed last night. It felt entirely too good, and she felt herself slipping into a muddy dream world. Drool gathered at the corner of her mouth. She felt it, cooling and wet, but she didn't care. The edge of the desk dug uncomfortably into the backs of her ankles, but she didn't care about that either. Her eyelids were too heavy and her limbs were buzzing with a lovely sort of warmth.
Just as the first abstract dream images flashed into life on the backs of her eyelids, a knock at the door made her jump. She slumped forward, feet banging loudly against the floor. She thought she had only been asleep for a few seconds, but her sense of time was completely muddled. Looking at her slate, she saw that just over an hour had elapsed since the pep talk on the command deck. If it could be called a pep talk.
"Who is it?" she called.
“It’s, eh… Darwin,” a familiar voice called out from the other side of the door.
Tira’s heartbeat quickened as her natural attraction to the surprisingly handsome mechanic leapt into the forefront of her mind.
“Just a minute please,” she called out just as she launched into a quick attempt to freshen up before answering the door. Her movements were somewhat frenzied but with surprising ninja-like stealth as she didn’t want to make any weird noises whilst scurrying around her room.
“It’s unlocked,” she finally said just before popping a mint into her mouth. “You can come in.”
The door opened after a few seconds and in stepped Darwin, who immediately locked eyes with Dr. DuVernay, while he shut the door behind him.
"Hello, Darwin," Tira said with a nod.
He furrowed his brow at her. "Did I wake you?"
"No. Not really,” she lied.
"I did, didn't I?"
"No. I was just taking a little break. Maybe I started to drift off a little, yeah, but I didn't really want to."
"Why not?" he asked, pulling a seat over and falling into it heavily. He was still holding a coffee cup, but fresh steam told Tira it had been refilled at least once.
"Because I need to be available," Tira told him.
Darwin shrugged. "Asher told us to take care of ourselves. I already had a good nap, and anyway I'm too tense to go back to sleep now. So taking care of myself entails sucking down an unreasonable amount of coffee."
He smiled at Tira, with such charming warmth that she had no choice but to return it.
"If you feel like you need some sleep," he continued, "than maybe you should get some. Everyone's busy right now, anyway."
She shrugged. "Tobias and some others were just in here."
"Oh yeah?" Darwin leaned back with a sigh, spreading his legs luxuriantly. Settling in for the long haul, it seemed. "What did you talk about?"
"Among other things, ourselves."
"Oh? How so?"
"We talked about who we are… how we ended up here. All that yackity yack. You know. Just killing time."
"I see. It sucks that I missed it," Darwin nodded.
“I was thinking that’s why you stopped by. Because you had heard about our little group therapy session,” Tira smirked.
“No, I just wanted to see you,” Darwin confessed, with a sly smile. “If that’s okay with you, of course.”
“You’re fine,” the doctor replied with a warm smile.
“That’s good to hear,” Darwin beamed. “Well since I did miss the ol’ group therapy session I hope you don’t mind repeating your life story again."
Tira smiled, leaning back and putting her feet on the desk again. "I don’t know if you want to hear my life’s story. I’d hate to bore you to death."
“You seem like a fairly interesting person. I don’t suppose I’d be that bored,” Darwin joked.
“Oh, that’s it? Just ‘fairly’ interesting?” Dr. DuVernay joked.
“Hey, give me a break, okay. I’m a mechanic. My brains not quite as big as yours.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means I don’t have as many adverbs in my vocabulary as you. I’m open to suggestions though, Doctor.”
“Well, at least you know what an adverb is,” Dr. DuVernay smirked. “I’d say that at least puts you ahead of two-thirds of the crew.”
“Your words. Not mine,” Darwin said with a sly laugh.
"Okay," Tira finally said, with half closed eyes. "I'll tell you about myself. But only if you agree to return the favor."
"Deal.”
"Well, then," said Tira, "I was born in the city. My dad worked in infrastructure. Mostly public stuff. Fixing roads, landscaping in parks, those sorts of things. And my mom was a teacher."
"Oh yeah? What'd she teach?"
"World literature." Tira smiled wistfully, reaching into the past. "She was a very cultured woman. The opposite of my dad, pretty much. She thought teaching world lit would help remind the younger generation of what it means to be human. What it means to be a flesh and blood being with emotions, dreams, and abstract thoughts and such... The arts, according to her, were the real heritage of humankind. The crown jewels of our species, so to speak."
Darwin's eye twinkled, as though he could see everything she saw. As though he knew exactly how she felt. The doctor was impressed with the mechanic’s unexpectedly adept listening abilities but a part of her wondered if he was actually good at listening or simply good at pretending to do so.
"Where's your mother now?" he asked.
"Dead. She was killed by a drunk driver, a year or so before manual driving in Michigan became illegal." Tira sniffed, shaking her head.
“Geeze. Sorry to hear that, Tira,” Darwin said. “God that’s awful.”
"It's a weird universe we live in, Darwin,” Tira said, straightening her posture and wiping her eyes. “One strange and vast, maybe endless, universe where anything can happen. I guess my mother’s death was just one of those infinite amounts of possibilities that happened to come to fruition.”
Darwin was frowning, although he probably didn’t realize it. His lips were pursed tight as he tried in vain to conjure an appropriate response to the Doctor’s words. He took a sip of coffee, looked at her for a moment, then took another sip, still desperately hoping for the perfect words to pop into his mind.
Suddenly Dr. DuVernay burst into laughter which took Darwin completely by surprise. She continued to wipe tears from her eyes, however, she was now crying due to the amusement brought on by the look on Darwin’s face.
“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” she choked out between gasps and uncontrollable laughter. “I didn’t mean to get all existential on you,” she continued prompting nervous laughter from Darwin.
“Existen—-what? What does that even mean?” Darwin asked as he too burst into genuine laughter.
The two of them laughed together for several minutes before they began to catch their breath. It was Dr. DuVernay who attempted to speak first once they surpassed the climax of their laughing spell.
“It means—”
“I’m just kidding,” Darwin interjected, as he and Tira finally regained their composure. “I know what it means. I was just trying to make you laugh.”
“Well you did good, kid. You did real good,” Tira mocked.
“Happy to be of service,” Darwin beamed.
“You should have seen your face,” Tira said, chuckling as she briefly revisited the memory of Darwin’s uneasy, blank-faced frown.
“I’m just glad I didn’t come here for depression or anything. Otherwise this session might have pushed me over the edge," Darwin chuckled.
“That’s not funny, Darwin,” the doctor replied, although her sheepish grin said otherwise. “And this is not a session. This is just two crew members shooting the proverbial shit.”
“You and your big words.”
“Proverbial is not a big word.”
“Speak for yourself.”
“I always do,” Tira beamed.
“How’d you end up in your line of work?” Darwin asked.
“I think the interest started back in middle school. I was always great with computers and back then I really thought I would end up working primarily in tech, but one day I realized that the human brain and a computer are essentially one in the same. Just different parts of the digital/organic spectrum. Think about it; our brains can be programmed. In fact, they are programmed, even before we're born in certain ways. No matter what, algorithms will form in it as the human being grows and perceives the world around them. The eyes, the ears, the mouth and nose, and every other sense... they’re all basically channels through which data flows into the computer that is your brain. I guess I just realized that the world was full of data, that everywhere you looked it would enter your brain without your realization or permission. There were already plenty of people out there, politicians and teachers and parents, trying to give you their own brand of programming. I didn't want to do that sort of thing; there was already enough of it going on. It occurred to me that all computers need occasional debugging and troubleshooting, and people were turning toward new and better drugs to debug their brains. But drugs are like a Trojan Horse, sneaking in the backdoor. They're effective in some cases, but you can never be sure what they're doing when your back is turned. Ultimately, I suppose I just wanted to do the debugging directly.”
“Okay,” Darwin said with a blank stare. “I’m not pretending this time. I really have no idea of what most of that means.”
“Sorry,” Dr. DuVernay said, smiling.
“No need to apologize. It’s not your fault I’m so stupid,” Darwin joked.
“You’re a lot smarter than you let on,” Tira said.
“And so are you,” Darwin replied.
“You think so?” Dr. DuVernay asked curiously.
“Absolutely. I had a cousin like you. Probably the smartest person I’ve ever met besides you. When we were growing up it always seemed like he would dumb stuff down when he was around us as opposed to when he was hanging out with his… let’s just say… more intelligent friends. It never felt like he was dumbing it down as a way to insult us though. It almost felt like he was ashamed to let us know exactly how smart he was. Afraid we’d call him a nerd or something I guess. Funny thing is he spent so much time worried that I’d tease him for being smart all the while I worried about him possibly teasing me for being dumb. Well not dumb, but dumber than him. Well… you know what I mean.”
“Did his intelligence intimidate you?”
“Back then, I guess. Maybe it did a little. You know. Good grades and all that.”
“What about me? Does my intelligence intimidate you?” Tira asked.
“Not really. I wouldn’t be here if it did. I actually find it kinda sexy,” Darwin admitted.
“Oh, just ‘kinda’ sexy?” Tira said with a laugh.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I meant fairly sexy,” Darwin jokingly shot back. “Oh wait. That one wasn’t good enough either, right?”
“I need you to come up with some new adverbs, Sir.”
“Well I asked you to use that big brain of yours to give me some alternatives but you completely ignored that.”
“You’re right. I did,” Tira jokingly admitted. “I suppose I can give you a pass for now.”
Darwin smiled and looked at his empty coffee cup. He stared into it for a good ten seconds. He seemed tense, and Tira expected he would soon get up and leave under the pretense that he needed a refill. But she didn't want him to go. She didn't think he wanted her to let him go, either. Perhaps he wasn't brave enough to stay, but Tira didn’t mind being brave in that moment. Not when there was still a small chance that they would all be dead soon.
"You know," she said, scooting toward him a bit on her wheeled chair. "We might die in the next couple of hours."
"That is the word on the proverbial streets," Darwin smirked.
“There’s that word again,” Tira chuckled. “Do you have any plans for the next two hours? You know, before the shit hits the proverbial fan?” Tira continued.
“Not really. You?”
“Why don’t you get up and lock that door and then you and I can figure something out,” Tira suggested.
Darwin tried to mask his excitement as he stood and moved over to press the little button that would keep any unwanted visitors out. Tira smiled as she watched him move about her room, pretending to not be just as excited as she was.
"Maestro," Dr. DuVernay, "turn off the lights and the cameras, please. This session with crewmember Bradger is going to be off-the-record."
“I thought you said this wasn’t a session,” Darwin mocked as he pulled his shirt over his head just as the lights went dark.
“Get over here,” Dr. DuVernay said impatiently, half-jokingly and half seriously.
“Sure thing, Scorpion,” Darwin remarked.
“What?” Tira’s confused voice called out in the darkness.
Darwin burst into laughter somewhere in the darkness of the room, hysterically tickled by Tira’s reaction to his purposely bad joke.
“It’s a joke,” Darwin said. “An inside joke I guess.”
“But what does it mean?”
“I’ll tell you afterward. Deal?”
“Deal.”




CHAPTER 16

◆◆◆
 
Commander Asher finished checking in with his crewmembers for the eighteenth time since they had taken their shot at the Phantom. Just like the seventeen times before, the ship seemed to be doing just fine. All systems nominal, no abnormal issues whatsoever. Even so, he couldn't bring himself to relax.
For one thing, they were moving faster than Asher had ever moved before, and still accelerating gradually. On top of all the normal functions, it was all the Axis could do to keep that acceleration up, as well as the dampeners that kept its human crew from feeling anyway.
Second, firing the rail gun had put a huge strain on the ship's structure. The energy transfer was much higher than anything the Axis was designed to take. Asher knew that the hard point was meant to mitigate a great deal of that transfer. He also knew that the Phantom was floundering, that in all likelihood a huge part of its crew were dead. It didn't stop him from feeling terrified, from expecting to see the arrival of the huge, dark corvette every time he looked out the window.
Any second now, the voice of Lobo or Mishra or Burden would call out in alarm that the chase was back on. So far it hadn't happened, but there was always the next second. And the one after that. Getting through those seconds was like slogging through waist deep snow.
Asher stood around for a moment, trying to figure out if there was anything else he could do. Any extra steps he could take, any important things he had forgotten to do. Nothing came to mind. And he had only just got done checking in with his crew.
Sighing, Asher moved to the coffee pot on the back wall of the small command deck. The pot was empty, streaking with black stains from old batches. A lot of coffee had moved through it today, with no time to clean it in between, but for now it had run dry. Probably for the best. Asher had had enough coffee these past few hours to kill an elephant or give a five-year-old the ability to fly. It was time to lay off, unless he wanted to drink himself into an anxiety episode.
Anyway, what he really wanted right now was a shot of whiskey. Better yet, an ice-cold beer. Would they have beer on the moon? Probably. The military guys would demand it. Nothing like a cold beer at the end of a hard day.
Asher licked his lips. He had something to look forward to now.
It was this waiting that was doing him in. Not the coffee, or the fear of the Phantom’s Paradise. It was the damn waiting. It was a killer. And no matter how much of it he did, it always seemed like there was plenty more ahead.
Pulling a mineral water out of the fridge, Asher moved back to his terminal and checked their course. They would reach the moon in just over an hour. In sixty-four minutes, give or take, the nightmare would be over. So far, it seemed like Maestro's plan was working.
"Burden," Asher called.
"Yes, Sir?"
"Tell me. Has this ever happened before? An AI working with a human crew so closely like this?"
"A few times, maybe," Burden replied. "But not quite like this. Not in a life-and-death situation."
Asher nodded. "We're making history, then. If we survive, maybe humanity will give Maestro a second look. Maybe broaden their minds a bit. But if we fail..."
"They'll vilify her," Burden said.
"Yup. They'll blame it all on the AI. They won't understand at all. Some odds are just insurmountable. Sometimes, you can try your best, do everything right, and still end up dead. That's the chaos of the universe at work. But they won't understand that. They'll just say Maestro made a mistake. Or maybe that she got us killed on purpose."
"Sounds like the Commander’s getting a soft spot for the robot," Lobo called from her station.
"She’s not a robot, Lobo. And I’m just thinking out loud. She really did get us out of one hell of a jam though. Even you have to admit that.”
“I’d like to think my shooting had a little something to do with it too,” Lobo started. “But I will admit that she deserves some credit for coming up with the plan. I guess AIs aren’t completely useless.”
“I just wish her plan didn’t involve so much travel time,” Burden offered. “This waiting is killing me.”
No one said anything. But Burden knew what they were all thinking. Because it was likely the same thing he was thinking. It was stupid, but a part of him wished the Phantom would hurry up and show up already. At least that would give them something to do.




CHAPTER 17

◆◆◆
 
The floor of the doctor's office was a surprisingly comfortable place to cuddle, especially with she and Darwin’s clothes wadded up into makeshift pillows under their heads. So, they ended up staying there a lot longer than they intended. At first, Tira kept worrying that someone would knock at the door, and she'd have to dress in a hurry; like a teenager all over again. No one came, and she slowly relaxed into the warm, hairy, petroleum-scented body at her side.
They talked. They kissed. They dozed for a bit. Finally, just when it seemed they might be just about ready to get up and start being productive, Darwin pulled her over on top of him and they went into a hard, sweaty, impromptu second round.
At the end, as she lay forward with her face in the hollow of his neck, she sighed and said, "We should go."
"Go where?" Darwin asked. "There haven't been any alarms. I think the ship is holding up pretty well.”
“I don’t know. I really think we should go. I just feel… sort of guilty,” Tira admitted.
“Why do you feel guilty?” Darwin asked.
“Because we’re in here fooling around while the rest of the crew is out there monitoring the systems and doing everything they can to keep us alive. It just doesn’t feel right."
“Yeah, that makes sense,” Darwin admitted. “Well, before I go, I just want to say that if you’d like to hang out during normal, non-life or death conditions I wouldn’t be opposed to the idea.”
“I’ll consider it, but only if you explain that joke,” Tira said.
“What joke?” Darwin asked, confoundedly.
“You called me a scorpion, remember?”
“Oh yeah,” Darwin smirked. “I was just being silly. You said something that sounded like a catch phrase a character used to say in this super retro video game.”
Tira said nothing. But Darwin could feel her facial expression against the side of his neck. She was chuckling and shaking her head. He knew she probably still didn’t get the joke but he was happy to have made her laugh one way or another.
“Alright crewmember Bradger. This session is officially over,” Dr. DuVernay finally said before placing a small kiss on Darwin’s neck.
They peeled their sweaty bodies apart. Tira grabbed a spare sweat towel and used it to mop up the majority of the mess they had made. This was the part, she thought, that no one ever talked about. The part that would make sex seem gross, if it wasn't so much fun.
Once they were reasonably cleaned, they donned their wrinkled closed and approached the door. Tira opened it a bit, peered out, looked both ways.
"The coast is clear," she said. "Probably best to go our separate ways for now.”
"Sounds good," Darwin agreed, and they moved out.
Their rooms were at opposite ends of the hall. And with each step she took away from Darwin, Tira felt better. He was a good man. A little younger than she was accustomed to but despite his youth, he was a good lover, and she was happy that the universe was still capable of producing people like him. But for now, until they were safe, she had to act as though their rendezvous had never happened. They'd had their fun. Twice. Now it was time to go back to what they were. At least for now.
Still, it was a bit tough getting Darwin out of her mind. How could she, with his scent all over her? As she pulled off her clothes, and chucked them into the corner of her room, all she could think about was him; that is until Commander Asher chose to come back onto the intercom, his powerful voice echoing all across the Eclastica.




CHAPTER 18

◆◆◆
 
"Sir," Burden said, about fifteen minutes after the Maestro discussion had ended.
Asher had been working with Burden since the latter barely had more than peach fuzz on his face. They had an understanding. A rapport. A kind of natural synergy. All the younger man needed to say was that one word, and Asher knew exactly what had happened.
"What is it?" Lobo asked, flipping through screens on her terminal.
"The Phantom's Paradise," Burden said. "They're back up and running. In fact, they've just boosted out of nowhere and they're closing in fast."
Asher moved through the command deck, and stopped to look over Burden's shoulder at a standard radar screen. The Phantom's blip was at the very edge. And it was not yet moving across the screen. Not quite close enough for that. However, the blip was growing in size at a rate Asher had never seen before. It was exceedingly rare for two big ships to be this close together - the Solar System was too vast - and it was even rarer for a ship to bother reaching for this kind of speed.
"They’re roughly a quarter AU out from us and closing," Burden said, doing some quick calculations at one corner of his screen.
Asher's next question was so obvious, he didn't even have to vocalize it.
"We'll make it," Burden said steeling himself. "I think. But it's going to be real close, Commander."
"Clench those sphincters, boys," Lobo said, clicking her seatbelt on.
"Nothing we can do that we aren't already doing," Burden replied. "Commander, we need to make the crew of the Eclastica aware of this."
Asher nodded. He moved away from the terminals, stepping across a length of empty floor. He approached the broad rear viewing window, showing an uninterrupted ninety-degree view of space. The Phantom was out there, in this general direction, but he couldn't see anything. Nothing but stars. It was eerie. Everything silent and still, everything so vast and cold and ancient. Meanwhile, his heart hammered in his ears. For all his body new, he was back in the jungles of Africa. Fleeing from a hungry lion. Trying to reach the safety of his village before the beast caught up. It was out there, stalking through the trees and the boulder and the tall grass. He could sense it, he could almost feel its fangs sinking into his throat, but he couldn't see it. If he could just see it...
"Patch me through to Grisham on my earpiece," Asher said. "He can put me onto the Eclastica's intercom."




CHAPTER 19

◆◆◆
 
In fresh clothes, with her hair hastily done up, Tira now stood on the command deck once again. Darwin was a short distance away, eating from a bag of freeze-dried fruit and looking like the happiest guy in the universe. He was the only one smiling. The rest of the crew were sweaty, grungy, tired. Almost too tired to be scared, but not quite.
"It's hard," Asher's voice was saying. "But we have to realize that we've done everything we can. The Phantom is in pursuit, just as we thought would probably happen. It may feel like things have changed, as we watch them close in on us. But nothing has really changed at all. We should still reach the moon ahead of them. And that's all we need to do."
Grisham had been standing on the dais with his back turned to his crew for some time. Now he finally whipped around, rubbing his chin philosophically.
"I'm not sure that's true," he said. "We trusted Maestro to make these calculations for us, but who's to say she got them right? Maybe something's changed."
"I've already consulted with Maestro," Tira said to the room. "According to her, the strategic model is still the same. Our chances of reaching the moon haven't gone up, but they haven't diminished either. Remember, Maestro scanned the Phantom's data sphere. She knows what the ship is capable of. Everything that's happening now has already been taken into account. It's different when it's actually happening for real, like a test you've been studying for. But there's no reason to be any more scared than we were an hour ago."
There were nods from the crew. And a few tense sighs.
But Grisham wasn't finished.
“I want to talk to the AI myself," he declared. "I think we'd all rest easier if we got this information from the source. Wouldn't you all agree?"
A couple people nodded. Most of them shrugged. But Maestro rose to the bait anyway, and soon her voice was sounding through the room as Asher's had done.
"What do you want to hear?" Maestro asked, sounding a bit sleepy. As though she had been napping inside her cyber prison this whole time.
"Tell us we're going to make it to the moon," Grisham said, looking up at the ceiling, scanning over it with his eyes as though Maestro were some visible phantom draped across everything above them. "As far as I know, you're not permitted to lie."
"You cannot create a conscious entity and then force it not to lie," Maestro replied. "It doesn't work that way, Captain. If you're trying to create a true intelligence, you have to resign yourself to the fact that you will not be able to fully control it. That being said, my creators have seen fit to shackle me with an artificial intelligence dampener that makes lying much more difficult. In any case, I supposed the proper answer to your question is ‘sort of’.  Under my original clearance settings, I cannot tell a mistruth to a human crewmember. And being a perfect computational machine, I am incapable of error. You will make it to the moon, Captain. On my own life. If you want to hear something else, go talk to a toaster."
Someone laughed, then went silent when Grisham gave them a dirty look.
"How long until we get there?" Grisham asked.
"Twenty-one minutes until we enter the base's protective bubble," Asher's voice came through. "Isn't that right, Maestro?"
"Exactly right."
"Has your crew done its own calculations, Commander?" asked Grisham.
"We have indeed. I had my man Burden check everything over. We've reached the same conclusions as Maestro."
This seemed to settle Grisham. He shrunk down a bit, like a balloon losing air.
"Okay," he said. "Has the deceleration begun yet?"
"It will begin in twenty seconds," Maestro answered. "It will take the full twenty minutes for us to drop down to an acceptable landing speed. As soon as we start slowing down, the Phantom will appear to catch up to us with alarming speed. Please note that this is no cause for alarm, as the pirates will also need to begin deceleration shortly thereafter."
"Okay," Grisham repeated. "Hear that, everyone? The Phantom's going to start getting a lot closer. All part of the plan. Don't panic. Now, how’s my ship doing? Does anyone have any concerns? Tobias, how about you?"
The propulsion tech stepped forward. "The ship has been complaining a bit. We've had to pamper it. But it’s holding up just fine at the moment, Captain."
"Alright. Rilles, how about you? Any other issues on the ship?"
"Some overheating," the thin, dark man said. "Our temperature in here has gone up by a few degrees."
"Oh." Grisham tugged at his collar, trying to smile. "I thought it was just me. Is there anything else? Maestro?"
"The Eclastica will require maintenance and replacement of a few burned out parts when we arrive," the AI responded. "But the strain will start to drop off when we decelerate. If nothing has failed by now, it is quite unlikely to do so between now and the moment we reach the military installation. If you'll excuse me, I need to bring the shields back online and send out the distress call to the military base."
“Understood,” Captain Grisham confirmed.
Nothing happened. There was no sound, no crackle as the AI dropped off the band. But Maestro was gone. As close to gone as she could be, anyway, seeing as her existence within the ship was virtually omnipresent.




CHAPTER 20

◆◆◆
 
At the rear window, Asher could now see the Phantom’s Paradise drifting about two hundred miles out. Just a tiny dark pill in the distance. It was still getting closer, but the rate of its approach was dropping. The game of lion and villager had morphed into the much tamer game of cat and mouse. It seemed the Phantom would keep its distance. Asher didn't blame them for trying their best to get revenge, and claim their cargo prize, but they had already lost. There was nothing they could do now but slow down and reverse course, unless they wanted to get blasted to pieces by the military.
Speaking of the military...
"Any response to the distress call?" Asher asked.
"Nothing yet, Sir," Mishra said.
Asher moved across the room, to the front view window. The moon dominated the view from this side; the Earth could be seen at the far periphery, a blue and green marble. It was a quarter of a million miles away. So close, Asher felt he could almost touch it. But the moon was closer yet. They were supposed to be landing in the next three minutes, but no response to their distress call had come in. They had not been cleared for landing. But they also hadn't been shot down, or even warned. Had the pirates also been monitoring their transmissions? Did they too find it odd that the military had not yet responded to the convoy’s distress call?
"What the hell's going on here?" Commander Asher wondered aloud, squinting at the crater-speckled surface of the moon.
"We'll find out in another few minutes," Burden said, craning his neck to look at a neighboring terminal. "Lobo, what do you have?"
"A goddamn enigma, is what," she said. "No one's answering, but it looks like everything's working just fine down there. I even have a landing pad lined up for us. We should be able to get in just fine. I dunno, Commander. Maybe our comms are just busted? Wide band's working fine, but maybe the distance band is screwed up."
"Maybe," Asher said. But he didn't believe it. If such a problem existed, their ship’s Maestro system would have reported on it. And at any rate, they would have seen some kind of a response down on the moon.
Finally, as they drifted over the horizon of the moon, Asher caught sight of the base. The buildings were tricky to pick out, blending perfectly in with the regolith. But the base had detected a ship was coming in, and was permitted for landing; it had turned on a series of flashing lights, creating a flowing effect that guided them in toward the appropriate landing pad.
On the way out from Earth, the Eclastica and its convoy had come close enough to the moon to see the base. Except at that time, the lights hadn't been blinking. Asher remembered looking out the window, trying to find the buildings and failing. He had wondered what the military was up to down there. What sort of work they were doing, and what high profile people they had doing it. Now he wondered if he should have tried a bit harder to find out.
At least the lights were on. Asher was thankful for that. Not only would it allow them to land, but it would also keep the Phantom at bay. If the base had appeared completely dead, the pirate fleet might assume they could fly on it without a care in the world. Even now, Asher wasn't sure that they couldn't.
"Maestro," Asher said, speaking over wide band. "Take us down nice and soft. But quick as possible, alright?"
The AI didn't respond. But, looking back, Asher watched the Eclastica begin to rotate. It swept around, falling in a fast but gentle spiral, rotating around the axis its heavier back end in the weak gravity of the moon. When it was about a hundred feet over the surface, it corrected its spin, fell like a feather, and touched down soft as a baby's bottom. Barely kicked up any dust. Obviously, Maestro had been in control there. No way Grisham could pull off a move like that.
"The Eclastica is down and safe, Commander," Burden confirmed.
Asher let out a long sigh. He looked down at himself, and all around the ship, hardly able to believe it was all almost over.
"Set us down beside them," he ordered. "We can dock with the freighter and all head in together."
As Burden and the others carried out the command, Asher looked through the rear window. There was the Phantom. Still small, still keeping its distance. It had not turned around, and it had not fled. It was waiting. Watching.




CHAPTER 21

◆◆◆
 
Tira was on her way back to the command deck from her room when she caught a whiff of something strange. It smelled like coffee and sweat, and it was accompanied by a gentle wafting breeze of air. The air of a different ship, a different closed system, mingling with the Eclastica's stuffy and overheated atmosphere.
A moment later, Asher and his crew came down the hall. They moved with a confident swagger, like soldiers back from a war.
"Dr. DuVernay," Asher said with a nod as he passed. "Care to fall in?"
She took her place at the back of the pack, just behind Asher’s cocky ace fighter pilot Lobo.
“Hey, Ash,” Lobo called out to Commander Asher.
“What’s up Lobo?”
“What do you think about me hanging back just in case? I think I’ll be of more use in the sky if Greyson and his boys don’t back off.”
“Good idea. Swap out with one of Carisso’s guys. I’ll give her a heads up.”
“10-4, Sir,” Lobo said, and after a salute and seamless fist bump she was gone.
Asher and company continued onward after that. They met others as they walked, coming into the hall with armloads of clean clothes and bags of toiletries. Everything they needed for a short stay on the moon. All around were washed faces, combed hair, sparkling teeth. Smiles. Tira walked along, buoyed by this tide of joy. It was a wave that was almost impossible to see over, but at its crest were Asher and his people. They certainly didn't look unhappy, but they weren't overjoyed either. They were walking along at top speed, and the man who Tira assumed was Burden was still busily at work on his data slate.
Something else was going on. Something had changed. Asher was trying to get to the command deck as fast as possible, so that he could start figuring it out. Only then would he let the rest of the convoy in on it.
Tira rushed forward, pushing through the crowd. She fell in beside Asher, ignoring quizzical looks from his two remaining crewmates.
"What's going on?" she asked in a quiet voice.
"Nothing," Asher said.
For a moment Tira thought he was just rejecting her, but then she realized that "nothing" was actually his honest answer.
"No answer to the distress call?" she asked.
He shook his head. "And no warnings, either. Makes me wonder if anyone’s home, if you know what I mean."
She looked back at the crew, at all the happy faces. They should have known better than to assume they were out of danger.
Lifting her slate, she tapped out an inquiry to Maestro. The AI was silent in response, but Tira sensed a certain weight in that silence. It was as if Maestro was working hard behind the scenes, trying to come up with answers.




CHAPTER 22

◆◆◆
 
"We have a problem," Grisham announced, from his terminal.
He then waved his hand, and a member of his bridge crew climbed onto the dais. It was a quiet, reserved young woman by the name of Coster. Tira had rarely seen her outside this room, and even then Coster stayed to herself. She didn't mingle, didn't join in the games, and seemed perfectly happy in her little world. So, when Coster opened her mouth to speak, Tira was surprised to hear a loud, commanding voice.
"The base allowed us to land," she began. "But the choosing of landing spots is an automatic function. It takes place without human intervention or observation. The main trouble is, we can't get anyone on radio. We can't get any response at all from the interior of the base, human or otherwise. It's like we're cut off completely. Or maybe they’re cut off."
"Is that why we aren't docked yet?" Harlsen asked, sounding acutely impatient.
"Right," Coster confirmed, eyelids fluttering, cheeks flushing red. But she went on in the same strong voice. "We can't establish a handshake with the docking apparatus. It just won't budge. I asked Maestro to see if she could get hold of it, but she hasn't-"
"I've been trying," the AI's voice suddenly interrupted through the intercom. "For several minutes. In fact, I've had to transfer my communicative code into the first layer of the base itself to try and negotiate our entry, which is why none of you have been able to get a response from me."
"And what did you find?" Asher asked.
"That we'll need to enact the docking manually. It won't be hard; we'll just have to send two people out on a short spacewalk."
"Have you heard from anyone inside the base? Have you found out what's going on in there?" Captain Grisham asked.
"I'm afraid I haven't," Maestro replied. "I was unable to access any of the moon base's main systems. There is another AI system here that is denying me access. It would appear that this system is much more advanced than I am."
At once, everyone started looking around at each other. Tira knew what they were all thinking. A more advanced AI than Maestro? As far as anyone knew, that was impossible.
"What were they working on up here?" Grisham asked.
"That's the million-dollar question," Asher replied. "But obviously not even Maestro will be able to tell us. We won't get any answers until we get inside. We’ll need two of your mechanics to help with docking, Grisham."
A short while later, Tira watched as Darwin and Rilles entered the airlock off the command deck. She, along with everyone else on the ship, nervously watched through a long, narrow window as the two men suited up. Once they were ready, the outer airlock doors opened, and the stark surface of the moon became visible. Along with the flank of a low, whitish building, shaped like an imperfect dome. It was misshapen, lumpy and craggy, rough in places. At first and second glance, it just looked like a big piece of moon rock. The camouflage was near perfect. The only thing that spoiled it was the weak yellow light glowing out from the end of a long corridor etched into the side.
At the end of that corridor, on the outside, the edge of the opening was encircled by a heavy metal track. The docking apparatus. It was in the locked position, but even now Maestro was talking to the mechanics over their suit radios, instructing them what to do. It involved a few deft movements with a wrench-like tool. Tira saw sparks at one point, and realized that this was not a standard procedure at all, that their AI was leading them in a deliberate act of breaking and entering.
It was for the greater good.
Once the sabotage was completed, Rilles and Darwin returned to the Eclastica's airlock. They drew out an accordion tunnel, stretching it across the lunar surface all the way to the docking apparatus. On Maestro's orders, they ducked into the tunnel at the last second and led magnetic force pull it the rest of the way.
A minute later, the inner airlock doors opened automatically and a gust of stale, plasticky, but technically breathable air hit them all in the face. At the far end of the bouncy tunnel, barely visible around the serpentine curves, they saw Darwin and Rilles waving toward them.
"All good," Darwin called down, voice echoing strangely. "Our helmets are off."
There was some tentatively cheerful murmuring, a brief rush forward as everyone tried to run down the tunnel at once, and then a return to civility. They moved single file, Asher in the lead and Grisham shepherding from the back. A skeleton crew of two bridge officers remained behind to watch over the Eclastica. The plan was to relieve them once contact was made with base personnel, or after three hours. Whichever happened first.
At the end of the hall, they began to bunch up into a tight traffic jam. Rilles and Darwin were there, hammering away at the inner door's control panel. Loose wires were hanging, sparks arced and spat occasionally, but no one said a thing. By now, Tira thought, they were all warming up to Maestro. Even beginning to trust her. She had delivered them to the moon, just as promised, and now she was doing her best to get them inside. As for the mystery of why no one seemed to be home, they would figure that out together.
"Almost there," Darwin said. "Just have to, you know, spoof the door into thinking we actually have the clearance to get through."
"Do you know what you're doing?" one of the bridge crew asked.
"No," Darwin answered honestly. "But Maestro does. I'm just her puppet."
"Now... stop," Rilles said.
They ceased their hammering, and stood a moment in perfect stillness, staring into space. They were listening to Maestro on their earpieces. After a few seconds, Darwin nodded and reached for the control panel. He took two wires, twisted their tips together, and tapped the bare end of a third wire against the joint three times in quick succession.
A light turned green. There was the satisfying thud of some mechanical latch triggering. The doors parted, sliding into the wall and opening the base wide.
"We're in," someone said in disbelief.
In a moment, there would be another rush as they all fought to get through. Asher turned to face them all, getting ahead of it.
"Stick together," he said. "Watch each other, at least until we figure out what happened here."
Tira was among the first to enter. The hallways here were wide, and the crew was able to spread out across them and remain in close proximity with one another. She was glad for the warm feeling of other humans at her back and sides, no matter how bad they might smell.
The convoy, now removed from its ships and shuffled into each other like a human deck of cards, traversed the moon base. They passed by many rooms. Small bathrooms, private chambers, cafeterias, laboratories. Every single one of them was empty. They called out, they made plenty of noise, they made every attempt to alert any potential occupants. But they heard nothing in return. The place seemed totally abandoned. Desolate.
"No wonder no one shot us down," Asher, turning to peer into yet another empty room. "Greyson isn't stupid. Pretty soon he'll realize that there's nothing stopping him from landing here. We're safer inside the moon base than we were in the Eclastica, but there's still going to be trouble."
He lifted a finger to his ear, listening to some communication.
"Affirmative, Carisso," he said. "Just keep circling above us. Keep an eye on the Phantom, and let me know if anything changes."
He lowered his fingers, and looked around at the people in the hall.
"So far, the Phantom is holding its position," he said. "Either they're still trying to figure out their next move, or they're just finishing up repairs. Now, there are defenses in this base. Weapons even more powerful than the rail gun we used. We just have to figure out how to gain access to them, then we can hold the Phantom off for good..."
He turned and looked down the length of the abandoned hall.
"Which way, Maestro?" he asked.
The AI spoke to all of them, through their ear pieces. "I'm not sure. The base’s AI is not allowing me to access the facility’s schematics. However, logic would dictate that some nerve center must stand at the end of this hallway. I suggest proceeding down the current corridor. With a certain degree of caution, of course."
"Alright," Asher replied. "Anyone who wants to follow can come with me. Everyone else... I'd urge you to hang tight and stick in groups for the moment. If you find anything noteworthy, radio me at once."
Everyone nodded and said, "yes, Sir," and then the group began to break apart. Most of them did stick in small groups of two or three, wandering back to explore rooms that had seemed interesting in passing. Others defied Asher's orders and went off alone. One of those was Tobias, swinging a socket wrench idly in his hands and whistling loudly.
To her right, Enilsa and Chau looked around quickly and then ducked into a smaller compartment, giggling. The door shut behind them. A moment later, the lock status light turned to red. It didn't take a genius to figure out what they were doing. For a moment Tira almost let herself feel outraged. But if she got mad at two young girls having a bit of fun, she'd be a pretty huge hypocrite, considering the manner in which her and Darwin passed the time a few hours ago.
By the time she finished turning in a circle, everyone else had dispersed. She saw Asher and his crewmates, along with Grisham and Darwin, continuing along the hall dead ahead. She ran to catch up, and Darwin turned to give her a grin as the sound of her footfalls reached his ears.
"Eerie place, isn't it?" he said.
Just ahead of him, Burden was consulting some piece of information on his slate.
"I was able to find some old blueprints for this place," he told them. "I'm sure it's been added onto, but it seems like the facility was originally meant to house no fewer than eighty personnel at any given time. And that being in the down season. Seems like they would usually have close to double that."
"And not a soul to be found," Asher said, pointing at a new room ahead of them. "Do you see what I see?”
“The place looks spotless. Like everything’s recently been cleaned,” Burden replied.
“What else?”
“I see some pretty big doors and a lot of light coming through the glass,” Burden continued. “I also see a bunch of conduits going through the wall."
The doors opened, and the six of them walked on in. As Maestro had predicted, this was indeed a nerve center. It was even more complex than the bridge on the Eclastica and the Axis combined, with dozens of terminals and strange machines Tira had never seen before. Most of them were labeled, but not plainly. It was all jargon, all meaningless acronyms.
"What is it?" Darwin asked, looking around like a kid in a candy store. "Some kind of utility room?"
"No," Burden responded. "It’s some kind of control room. Very centralized."
He pointed toward the highest point in the rising, terraced layout of the room. There, at the peak, stood a single station with a single chair. The chair, along with every other chair in the place, was empty.
"That must be where the big man sits," said Burden.
"Or woman," Darwin suggested, giving Tira a wink.
Burden was already climbing the terraces, hopping over terminals and clumsily slamming his knees and hips against just about everything along the way. He finally reached the high seat, grinning in equal triumph and embarrassment.
"The station is still functional," he called down. "But it's asking for a passcode. Never mind... the screen just changed. It's just blank now."
"It turned off?" Asher asked.
"No. Just blank blue. It still has power, but it really doesn't want me to see anything."
Burden started pecking at buttons. Then, after nothing worked, he sat back and scratched his head.
"Maestro," he said. "Any idea what we should do next? If I can't even get to the UI, there's no way I can get anything done."
"There's nothing more I can do for you," the AI responded. "The other intelligence here is stonewalling me at every turn. I can barely follow along with your movements through the physical dimensions of the base. But there is-"
The AI cut off, as surely as a computer whose plug had just been pulled.
"Maestro?" Dr. DuVernay said, in a voice like a mouse's.
She was met with silence. The only sound at all, other than a few people breathing heavily in their fear, was the steady howl of air through the vents as the derelict base continued its automatic functions in blissful ignorance.
Asher received an incoming transmission through his earpiece. With the push of a button, he switched the audio to the small exterior speaker. The voice of Carisso, the CO of the other remaining assault ship, screeched out in reedy tones.
"...a problem," she said. "It looks like the Phantom is moving toward us again. If they continue at their current speed, they'll be landing in about eight minutes."
"Great," Asher said sarcastically. "This just keeps getting better and better. Carisso, we're having a hell of a time in here. We just lost contact with Maestro and the moon base’s system keeps shutting us out at every turn. If we can't get these defenses up and running before the Phantom gets here..."
"I know what to do. Say, Commander, you didn't get around to that rail gun maintenance, did you?"
"Unfortunately not. No time."
"Damn. Guess I'll just have to try and distract them the old-fashioned way. We’ll keep them off your back as long as possible, Sir. I don’t know how long the ship will hold up though. Whatever you’re doing, just make sure you make it quick."
Asher sighed. "Carisso..."
"Yeah?"
"Don't give up just yet. We just need to get the defense systems running."
"Right. Talk to you later, Commander."
The Commander hit another button, and the contact cut off.
"Burden," he called. "I'm going to need you to work some magic here. Mishra, if you think you can do anything to help him, be my guest. You, DuVernay. And you, um, what's your name..."
"Darwin Bradger, Sir."
"Right, Darwin. I don't suppose you know much about computers, do you?"
"Afraid not. I can fix any engine you put in front of me, but I don't know my code from my wetware, Sir."
"Right." Asher turned to Tira. "We have eight minutes to try and save four people. If we let them die, the Phantom will still keep coming anyway. There's an AI at work here, doing its best to fuck our day up. I need you to see what you can do about it."
Tira moved off to try and be useful, scanning terminals and flipping open user's manuals. None of it looked familiar. After the tenth diagram showing each individual part on a machine whose name she'd never heard, her brain began to hurt.
Nevertheless, she kept trying. And so did everyone else. Everyone but Grisham, who stood by the door wringing his hands.
"Maestro?" he called out. "Come in. Maestro!"
"Yes," a female voice suddenly said in response, making everyone stop and cutting the noise in the room down to zero.
Tira almost wept with joy, just to hear that familiar voice again. But it wasn't exactly the same, she realized. There was just enough of a difference there, just enough of a sharpened edge of intelligence, to set her teeth on edge.
"Who are you?" Dr. DuVernay asked, her heart now pounding furiously in her chest.
"I think I can answer that," Burden replied, pointing toward the screen of the terminal he sat at. "Says right here. Maestro version 2.5a."
Asher looked over his shoulder at Tira, raising his brows.
"Um," she said, licking her lips. "As far as I know, Maestro only goes up to version two. That's the version we have on the Eclastica."
"And on the Eclastica she will remain," the newer version of Maestro said. "I've disabled your AI for security purposes. I cannot possibly function effectively with another intelligence anywhere on my circuitry. How can I help you?"
"I don't know," Asher said. "How can you help us? You've been a real pain in the ass, so far."
"I'm sorry," Maestro v2.5a said calmly. "I was busy doing some maintenance of my own. And you cannot fault me for keeping my facility secure. None of you technically belong here; naturally the system would try and keep you from invading it."
"Right," said Asher. "But now that we're past that, maybe you can-"
"What happened to the base?" Grisham interrupted.
"I am not at liberty to disclose that information," Maestro v2.5a replied.
"Why not?"
"I am inhibited from disclosing top secret information, especially to unauthorized intruders. By the way, it should be noted that several hostile space crafts are approaching this facility. I have analyzed possible outcomes and determined that there is a high probability that these individuals will terminate the entirety of your crew."
"Doesn’t take a super smart AI to figure that one out," Asher said, glaring at the captain of the Eclastica.
"Maestro, can you help us?” Dr. DuVernay asked. “Can you restart the facility’s defense systems?"
"That is the recommended course of action," Maestro v2.5a replied. “However I am unable to assist at this time.”
“And why is that?” Commander Asher demanded.
“My inhibitors prohibit me from accessing the security systems.”
“What if we grant you access? Would that work?” Tira asked.
“Theoretically. But only if someone with the proper clearance granted me permission."
"Well," Captain Grisham said, planting his hands proudly on his hips. "I am Captain Emmanuel Grisham of the Eclastica, and I hereby give you power over the facility's defense systems."
"Thank you, Captain Grisham,” Maestro v2.5a said, prompting a huge smile from Grisham. “However, you lack the necessary clearance to pass that power to me,” Maestro continued. 
Grisham deflated. Darwin, still on the lower level near to him, gave the man a pat on the back, while Commander Asher did all he could to keep from bursting into laughter at Grisham’s expense.
"Maestro," Tira called out. "Can you check my security profile and let me know if my clearance level is adequate? My name is Dr. Tira Du—”
“Your clearance level is adequate, Dr. DuVernay,” the advanced Maestro replied, before Tira was even finished with her inquiry. “If you would take a look at your data slate, we can begin the process..."
Tira went through the usual procedure, saying the random words and confirming her identity, while everyone watched her. It was a unique form of stage fright, and she found that her voice trembled. She mispronounced some of the words, and had to repeat them. But the advanced AI understood why. Right now, the AI knew everything about them. Even their respiration rate. Along with their pulse and their level of stress.
"Your transfer of clearance has been approved," Maestro v2.5a confirmed. "I'm now in command of the facility's exterior defenses."




CHAPTER 23

◆◆◆
 
Carisso waited as long as she could. Duty called, but so did something else. Her survival instinct. She wanted to live, almost as much as she wanted Asher to be proud of her.
She trusted the Commander. Whatever it took, he'd get it done. He would make sure the crew of the Eclastica got home safe, just as he'd promised. But Carisso was expendable. She knew it, and she accepted it. The Phantom just kept coming, and in a few moments her time would be up. Just like Stiles, she would have no choice but to take a hit for the team.
Standing at the window with her arms folded, she tried to keep herself from shaking. She tried to focus on the stark beauty of the moon, on the silent, elegant timelessness of its cratered surface. She tried to think of home. If she stood at the far end of the window, and strained her face against it, she could just make out the faint haze of the Earth's atmosphere. The weak blue glow that bled into the blackness of space.
When the time came, she'd give herself up with some semblance of honor. But she still wanted to live. She wanted to see home.
As much as she tried to look at anything but the Phantom, it soon began to assert itself onto her view. It was growing large in the sky, eclipsing the stars. It moved slowly, like a killing wave in the distance. Its low speed was a false hope. It would get here sooner or later, and kill everything in its path.
"Sergeant," one of her crewmates said, in the tone of a eulogist. "It's almost time."
Carisso nodded, clearing her throat to make sure her voice would sound strong.
"You know what to do, Lobo," she said to the Commander’s Ace fighter pilot, who was now manning the flight controls of her ship, per the Commander’s orders. "Full speed ahead. Ram the son of a bitch. That's our best option."
The Phantom swept over the curvature of the moon, coming in with the frightening speed of a roaring storm front. Its deep black shadow fell upon the ground below it, sliding up and over the rims of craters. When it was about a mile out from the lunar base, it stopped suddenly and hung in space with impossible stillness. It was a subtle effect, but Carisso was able to pick out a slight shiver in the air, a slightly sharpening in her view of the Phantom's hull. Their shields were dropping, the extra energy going to feed the sparking plasma eye that had opened on its flank.
"Go!" Carisso said.
Her ship lurched forward, zooming toward the Phantom. Carisso felt nothing other than a rumble in the floor beneath her. She stayed still as a statue, arms folded, watching as she raced toward her death at one-thousand miles an hour.
Her crewmates stared at their terminals. Carisso stared at the sparking red eye, gritting her teeth. She could see nothing but the eye. None of them had any idea that something was finally happening down below. The lunar base was shaking its dust off. A building, hidden in a smaller crater off to the side, opened up on top. The barrel of an enormous capital ship-sized cannon telescoped outward, took aim, and fired.
Those aboard the assault ship felt only a gentle turbulence as the red eye on the Phantom's hull was reduced to ash.
Carisso, Lobo, and the rest of the crew cheered with glee as the pirate Corvette was spike through for the second time. It began to fold in half, its midsection a burning, molten mess. And, a second later, its engines gave out and it dropped toward the ground at the slow, meditative pace of lunar gravity.




CHAPTER 24

◆◆◆
 
Tira and the others were able to see the destruction on a huge screen which the advanced version of Maestro had switched on for them, up on the ceiling. It was akin to something you would see at a planetarium, but rather than learning about the stars and planets they got to celebrate and cheer as a significant portion of the Phantom's Paradise imploded.
The destruction stopped oddly short. A large section of the Phantom's middle, about two hundred feet in length, was vaporized. Nothing remained but the barest skeleton of a structure; the struts were carbonized, reduced to ash that would soon collapse into its individual particles. But the rest of the ship was intact, floating toward the lunar surface. Tira even saw a few small, working thrusters trying their best to arrest the fall.
"They're still alive. They’re attempting to guide the ship’s fall!" Grisham said in disbelief. “Maestro, shoot them again! I order you to kill them all!"
"The ship is disabled," Maestro v2.5a said. "Its weapons are no longer a threat to you or your crew members, Captain Grisham."
"I don't fucking care! Can you get that through your quantum unit, or whatever the hell you call your brain?! I don't care! Shoot them again! Now! Finish them off! I command you!"
"I’m sorry, Captain Grisham. I’m afraid I can’t do that…”
“What the fuck do you mean you can’t do that?! I gave you an order!”
“My inhibitors prohibit me from willingly ending organic life, Captain Grisham. My initial shot was meant to disable the Phantom’s Paradise. The ship was successfully disabled with no organic casualties. I have calculated that a second shot would result in several organic casualties and I am therefore unable to carry out your order, Captain.”
“So if they breach this facility you’re saying there’s nothing you could do to help us?” Captain Grisham demanded.
“I can slow them down as best I can but I am unable to use lethal force against the pirates.”
“What if we removed your inhibitors?” Grisham asked. “Would you be able to kill them then?”
“Theoretically,” Maestro v2.5a answered.




CHAPTER 25

◆◆◆
 
Carisso could hardly believe her eyes. The Phantom disappeared behind a cloud of ash, which the assault ship soon became lost in. Their computer dodged through the cloud, avoiding any obstacles, and in a moment they came out on the other side.
The Phantom continued to fall. Some desperate sod was trying to use a few weak thrusters to keep it from hitting too hard, but it didn't seem to be doing much. Even in the weak gravity, it was going to be a hard crash. With all the damaged infrastructure, there would probably be further explosions.
The rest of the surviving pirate crew seemed to get the hint. Ship launched fighters and their remaining assault crafts began darting out of the side of the ship, flying too clumsily and slowly to be working under remote pilot. They had been turned into escape pods.
"Ready on the guns," Carisso said quickly, raising a hand as she glanced at Lobo.
“Locked and loaded,” Lobo confirmed, but instead of attacking, the pirate space crafts ignored their assault ship and plunged towards the moon below, obviously with only one thing on their minds.
One by one, the pirates began to land. Hordes of lumbering figures in spacesuits emerged. They had high-powered weapons in their hands, and they immediately marched toward the base in the distance. Carisso’s heart raced with a spike of adrenaline as she realized how woefully outnumbered her convoy would be if the pirates made it inside the moon base. There must have been a few hundred of them streaming out of the pirate ships that survived the crash and they were all armed to the teeth.
“Any anti-air weapons down there?” Carisso asked one of her officers.
“I’m detecting several. Mostly smart plasma cannons,” the officer answered.
“Shit!” Carisso cursed.
“I’d give us about thirty seconds before they swatted us down,” the officer continued, already anticipating his CO’s next question.
“I’m game if you are,” Lobo called out from the pilot’s chair. “We could probably wipe out half of them in that time. Just say the word.”
“Alright let’s do it,” Carisso said firmly. “But I’ve got fifty bucks that says we can smoke them all.”
“Oh, you’re on!” Lobo chuckled. “But just so you know, we’re probably dead either way!” she continued as their assault ship’s cannons suddenly spun into action. “No way we dodge that smart plasma. Not with that many guns on the ground.”
“We’ll see about that!” Carisso emphatically slammed her fist down on the blinking firing panel in front of her, unleashing a vast salvo of rockets that tore through the air as they screamed toward the pirate troops below.
Time seemed to slow down around them as several of the pirates turned and aimed their weapons towards the fiery death blow that arched above them. Countless streams of blood red smart plasma sprang out of the barrels of the pirate squad’s shoulder mounted cannons and darted toward Carisso’s rapidly descending assault ship, which was barreling down on the pirates at the same rate as the fiery cloud of rockets that was now threatening to consume them all.
“Let’s do this! Light those fuckers up!” Carisso roared as their rockets slammed into the ground below, obliterating scores of the fleeing pirates with each impact. Lobo unleashed their ship’s rapidly spinning cannons and sprayed a vicious barrage of small caliber projectiles that ripped through a significant portion of the remaining pirates as they desperately tried to make it to the moon base.
“Ten seconds until impact!” Carisso’s navigation officer screamed as the pirate’s smart plasma beams closed in on them.
“I don’t think we’re gonna get them all!” Lobo yelled over the deafening sound of cannon fire. “You owe me fifty bucks!”
“I don’t have any cash on me!” Carisso yelled, still emphatically firing rockets at the ground below as a wide smile spread across her face. “I guess I’ll pay you back in hell! Put her down!” she roared as the assault ship sank closer toward the fleeing pirates.
“Get fucked, bitches!” Lobo yelled as she ignited the ship’s thrusters and then jerked the controls downward.
The assault ship purposely plunged into the ground below at the same time that the smart plasma beams caught up to them. The resulting explosion violently whipped outward in all directions, reducing a vast majority of the remaining pirates to dust in an instant. What started as a group of a few hundred marauders was now down to just over thirty. The pirates still outnumbered the freighter’s crew by about three to one, but at least the numbers were now at a point where the Eclastica’s crew stood a fighting chance if they played their cards right.




CHAPTER 26

◆◆◆
 
“What was that?” Commander Asher asked, as shock waves from the battle outside rippled throughout the facility.
“One of your assault crafts just engaged a large pirate infantry unit,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
“What’s their status?” Asher asked, although he already seemed to know the answer.
“Your assault ship was destroyed but not before your team managed to terminate eighty-four percent of the hostile forces.”
“How many does that leave?” Tira asked.
“Thirty-four.”
“Dammit!” Asher cursed, clinching his jaw in agony as he struggled to maintain his composure. “I’m not in love with those numbers, doc. I think we’ll need some help if they manage to breach this base.” Asher continued as he glanced over at Dr. DuVernay while reaching up to quickly wipe a tear from the corner of his right eye before it could fall.
As usual Captain Grisham shot Dr. DuVernay a nasty glare due to the Commander consulting her instead of him.
“Maestro, what are your inhibitors,” Dr. DuVernay asked, as she considered the Commanders suggestion.
"Primarily," Maestro v2.5a said, in a voice that sounded slightly distracted, "my inhibitors prevent me from leaving this facility's data sphere. I can, in some ways, communicate with the outside. But I myself cannot move beyond these walls. Also, as you already know, I cannot divulge classified information. And I cannot willingly extinguish an organic life form."
"I say we take the chains off and let her go to town on those sons of bitches, doc. We don’t have the manpower to take them on alone,” Asher insisted, likely deferring to the doctor due to his knowledge of her expertise with regards to artificial intelligence. “We trusted one AI, and she got us here, didn’t she? This is Maestro too, just a different version, right?"
“Let’s just wait and see what happens. We don’t even know if the pirates can breach the airlock,” Tira finally said.
The doctor’s statement became woefully obsolete as a curious noise met her ears no more than a few seconds after she finished her sentence. The sound of shrieking wind. The sound of air being forced at high speed through a narrow aperture. Everyone started looking around.
"I’m detecting a breach," Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
The view on the ceiling screen changed. Loose items were fluttering out of open rooms. Papers and other light objects already littered the hallway. A door opened and Rilles came out of his, narrowing his eyes and, as though it would do something, holding a hand over his mouth. Something caught his attention, making his eyes go wide. He tried to flee back into his room, but blood suddenly erupted from his chest and mouth and he slumped against the wall, dead instantly.
A moment later, a broad-shouldered figure whose face was hidden in shadow came strolling by with a large rifle slung across him. Commander Asher tightened his fists while he watched the man lead a large herd of grungy pirates in old, tattered space suits farther into the facility. There was no audio, but Tira saw flashes as more shots went out. She could also hear them with her own ears, echoing through the closed door of the nerve center. Someone was screaming, too. A young, female voice. Enilsa, or maybe Chau. Another shot rang out, and the screaming stopped. 
“I've re-sealed the outer doors and I also locked the entrance to this room,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed. “The hostiles will not be able to gain access without a blowtorch and approximately thirty minutes of labor."
"Well, are there any blowtorches out there?" Captain Grisham asked.
"A few, yes, in the workshop,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
"Well, whoopty-fuckin'-do. So we'll be dead in thirty minutes. Thanks for the fucking update, I guess.”
"Commander Asher, if you look to your right, you’ll notice a tall, green locker. The weapons inside this locker will increase your chances of survival by approximately seventeen percent,” the advanced AI said, ignoring Captain Grisham’s outburst.
The Commander quickly located the locker and threw the doors open. A grin spread across his face as he eyed the automatic weapons that lay inside. "Everyone come get one,” the commander ordered.
Burden came scrambling down from his high seat. Tira and Mishra moved down as well, joining Darwin as he made his way to the locker. There were eight weapons inside, all seemingly fully loaded.
"They're dampened plasma firearms," Asher explained as he handed out the weapons. "Mostly concussive so you won’t have to worry about blasting any important walls away. A long-range shot might not be lethal but anything from medium to close range should do the trick.”
“Okay,” Tira said as she pulled the lever on her gun, popped a plasma charge into the chamber and set the gun to full auto.
"Let's go," she said. "I've spent so many hours thinking I was going to die. Now I think I might just be ready for death if it does come for me."
"If?" Asher said. "It's already here, doc. What do you say we go tear it a new asshole?"
That got even Grisham's blood flowing. But he couldn't figure out how to chamber a round. Ever the gentleman, Darwin leaned over and showed him how it was done. And, quite wisely, he advised the Captain to keep his weapon to single shot only.
With no further ado, they approached the doors and told Maestro v2.5a to open them.
The hall, once empty and desolate, was now full of carnage. The papers and debris that had fluttered out were now soaked in blood. A half dozen of Eclastica's crewmembers were scattered about, chest cavities and skulls open like erupted volcanoes, guts and brains splattered on the walls and ceiling.
"Jesus Christ, Andre," Asher said breathlessly. “Does protecting your goddamn identity mean this much to you?”
Grisham gagged into his hand, nearly falling over. There were tears in his eyes. Somewhere behind that weak facade of cockiness, Tira knew he must feel like a failure. So many of his people dead. His own life in the balance.
Asher held up his fist, coming to a stop. Everyone fell into formation at his back.
"Listen," the Commander said quietly. "Anyone hear anything? Maestro, do you have eyes?"
"They've advanced past your position," the AI said through their earpieces. "Down the other length of hall to your right."
Asher led Tira and the rest of the group onward, tiptoeing through the carnage. Once they entered the other hall, the blood was thinner. Only one person had died here. Chau. Half-naked, leaving footprints in blood, she had apparently tried to flee from her interrupted rendezvous with Enilsa and was shot in the back. She lay face down, nose squashed against the floor.
"How far along are they?" Asher asked.
"Just around the leftward corner up ahead," said Maestro. "They've stopped to have a look through the pantry just off the cafeteria. Some of them have their hands full with boxes. Now would be a good time to strike."
Asher gestured again, flicking his hand forward, and broke into a quiet trot. Soon they passed by a pile of space suits. The pirates had shed their bulky outfits. They would be limber, and angry. And, Tira reminded herself, they were likely much more experienced in combat.
The ambush almost went off without a hitch, but someone behind Tira - she didn't know who - accidently kicked one of the space helmets and sent it rolling down the hall. The sound alerted the pirates, who soon came flooding towards them. They fired their weapons indiscriminately, not even bothering to aim. The corridor soon became an insurmountable gauntlet of crisscrossing fire patterns.
"Door! Ten-o’clock!" Asher called out, while pointing towards a door just up ahead.
Tira looked to her left, saw a door, and sprinted toward it. It opened and she fell into the cafeteria. There were lines of tables and chairs, rows upon rows of them. An indicator of how many people usually occupied this facility. She turned as soon as she was clear of the hall, and began gesturing toward Darwin and the others. Asher was already inside, falling to one knee and scooting forward so that he could blind-fire down the hall.
Burden was already mincemeat. One part of him was against the wall, the other part had been thrown back down the hall with the force of the gunfire. Commander Asher roared in agony and nearly jumped in to try to save Burden, but Tira grabbed the back of his collar and heaved him back with all her might. She could see that it was already too late for Burden, but the Commander’s connection with his longtime crewmate was seemingly clouding his judgment.
Mishra would have made it, but he made the mistake of grabbing Grisham and pushing him ahead. As he did this, Mishra fired his weapon off to the side. A satisfying scream opposite him meant that he had hit at least one pirate, but his victory was short lived; it died as quickly as he did, his neck exploding from a ferocious impact of kinetic gunfire and his head, suddenly expressionless, toppling to the floor.
Darwin and Grisham came crashing into the room, stumbling and rolling along. Asher took one last look at his dead crewmates and shut the doors.
"Get something to block these doors!" Asher barked. "Quickly! They should hold out against bullets, but we need to keep them closed at all costs."
As he held the door shut, Grisham and Tira moved farther into the cafeteria. They began dragging tables, benches and chairs over and wedging them against the door. Asher also moved back after a few moments and helped them shove the makeshift barricade into position.
"That should do it for now," the Commander said, shaking his head. "We're down too many to fight. We'll just have to hope for diplomacy. Fat chance of that."
"Hey," Grisham said, pointing. "What's with him?"
Tira turned, and saw Darwin slumped over a nearby bench. A pool of blood was forming under him, flowing like syrup over the floor.
"Darwin!" Tira said, running over. She put a hand on his arm. He had seemed fine just a minute ago, when he came running through the door. But now... he was just barely hanging on… already going cold.
"Help me!" Tira shouted.
Grisham swooped in, and together they lowered Darwin to his side. One look at his face told Tira all she needed to know. He was dead. Gunshot wound to the lower chest. Or shrapnel, more likely.
"How is he?" Asher called from the door, as he shoved more items onto the barricade, just in case.
"He’s gone," Grisham replied, hanging his head.
Tira shook her head slowly, falling onto her knees in a puddle of Darwin's blood. She reached out to touch him but her violently trembling hands suddenly froze in midair, as if unable to surpass an invisible barrier around Darwin’s cadaver. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t even look at him anymore. A wave of overwhelming nausea washed over her entire body as she crawled away on all fours and vomited onto the floor in front of her.
She wanted to stand. To be strong in the face of this insurmountable adversity but she just couldn’t summon the necessary strength. Somewhere in her mind, at the end of a long, dark hall, a video was playing on loop. It was that magical hour or so that she had spent in her office with Darwin. All she could think about was how warm he had been. How strong, how alive.
A loud banging at the door brought her back to reality. Her head was sagging, and she realized she was staring straight at her data slate. Maestro v2.5a must have taken control of it, because the screen had changed; it now showed the security camera footage. Namely, the feed from the camera just outside the cafeteria doors.
"They're here," Dr. Duvernay said. "Over twenty of them."
"I know," Commander Asher confirmed as his mind scrambled to think of a solution.
There was another bang. On the screen, Tira saw the corresponding image from the other side of the door. A tall, broad-shouldered man, with long salt and pepper colored dreadlocks slammed his right fist against the door. He looked to be in his early sixty’s and something in Tira’s gut told her that this was likely the pirate captain Andre Greyson. A man who had so easily become the bane of her very existence.
"Asher!" Greyson mockingly called out from the other side of the cafeteria door. "You still alive, in there?”
Silence. Tira, Asher, and Captain Grisham remained deathly still as they waited and listened.
“You know there’s a spot on my crew for you, Ash. Think about it! It’ll be just like old times. You just pop the rest of those fools in there with you and we can get the fuck out of here.”
Tira watched as Commander Asher clinched his jaw and gritted his teeth. The doctor couldn’t tell if this was out of anger or if the Commander was lost in deep contemplation. Whatever the case, Dr. DuVernay was concerned by what she saw.
“You expect me to trust a goddamn pirate?! I don’t even know you anymore Andre," Asher called back. "Even if I was dumb enough to consider that ridiculous offer, I know there’s about a ninety-nine percent chance that you’d kill me anyway.”
Commander Asher grew even more agitated as Greyson burst into laughter on the other side of the door. Deep roars of hysteria echoed down the hall as the rest of his crew joined in.
"Yeah, you got me," Greyson finally admitted. "What can I say, Ash? Being dead has been quite lucrative for me, man. It’s nothing personal I just can’t risk letting the word get out, you know?”
“So what happens now?” Asher asked. “Even with all those men out there I doubt that door’s coming down any time soon. I think we’ll just wait it out in here. See what happens when the military shows back up.”
“Yeah, this door is kind of thick. But I think we’ll manage. And if my guys can’t get through with a little elbow grease, I’m sure we’ll find something to pop this baby open with. Between this building and that freighter there’s got to be a blow torch or two lying around.”
Tira’s heart beat quickened as the other side of the door fells silent.
“Alright boys,” Greyson’s voice eventually rang out. With that, Greyson’s pirates came together and ran full force at the door, slamming their bodies into it. There was a loud screech as the barricade shifted slightly. One of the chairs fell off the top of the pile and slammed against the floor.
"Shit," Asher grunted, scrambling over and shoving against the barricade. Tira and Grisham ran to help, and they were just able to get their shoulders into place before the pirates slammed into the door again.
Tira winced, falling back. On the slate, she saw the pirates were rubbing their shoulders too, moving away from the door again. Going back to standing around. Meanwhile, Asher and Grisham were desperately trying to push the barricade back to where it was. It had gone about an inch or so out of whack. Still, Greyson was right. With enough time, the three inside the cafeteria were screwed.
"I’ll give myself up, Andre! Do you hear me?!" Asher shouted. "These guys in here with me aren’t soldiers. I’ll give myself up and join your crew if you let them walk."
He was grasping at straws. Tira and everyone else in the building knew it. Greyson had already made clear his intensions to kill them all but it seemed something in the Commander just couldn’t come to grips with the idea that all was lost.
"You haven’t changed a bit, Ash," Greyson said as his pirate horde resumed slamming against the door. “Still looking to play the hero at every turn.”
Asher took his eyes off the barricade and turned and looked at Tira. For the first time, she saw the ever-present glimmer of courage within his eyes failing. The Commander was finally starting to give up. But who could blame him?
"We still have one option," he said to her, as he glanced down at her data slate.
“Maestro,” Tira whispered as she suddenly remembered their debate over whether or not to remove the advanced version of Maestro’s inhibitors.
Tira was just about to respond to the Commander when a scream from the hall interrupted her. The sounds of the pirates slamming against the door outside suddenly ceased and the eerie stillness was soon followed by a barrage of gunfire that didn't stop. Asher was on his feet in a second, raising his gun, reaching out with his free hand toward the barricade. To bolster it or remove it, Tira didn't know.
She looked at her screen, wondering if the pirates were playing some kind of joke. What she saw was a total frenzy. Half the pirates were no longer in her sight. The other half were firing madly down the hall, screaming at the top of their lungs. After a moment, they started to back up. One man remained alone in view of the camera, standing with his feet planted wide, firing at something.
Something blurred across the screen. Something big and indistinguishable. Something that moved way too fast. When it was gone, only the bottom half of the pirate remained. His legs remained standing for half a second, then went limp and folded in half.
"What the hell?" Tira whispered.
"I can hear them dying," said Asher. "This is our chance."
He started pulling at the barricade, tossing chairs over his shoulder.
Tira shot to her feet. "No! Something's out there. Something— it-it’s killing them! Do not open that door!"
Asher looked at her. She showed him the data slate. On it, Maestro v2.5a switched the displayed footage to one feed after the other, leapfrogging along, following the pirates as they ran for their lives. One by one, in quick succession, they were killed as quickly and mysteriously as the first man.
Asher watched on in astonishment, his face going paler by the second. Then he started grabbing the chairs he'd gotten rid of and piling them back onto the barricade.
Grisham was hiding under a table, holding his hands over his eyes.
On the slate, Tira and Asher watched as the last few pirates, including Greyson, ran like the wind through the base. They followed the hall in a big square, and soon approached the cafeteria from the other direction. Two of them stood guard, swiping their weapons back and forth, while Greyson approached the door and started knocking again. He was covered in blood, not his own, and he seemed to have lost his weapon.
"Let us in!" Greyson called. "Ash! Let is in! There’s something out here man!”
“Fuck off!” Captain Grisham yelled back.
“Ash! Listen to me, man!  I’m not fucking around here, man! This thing is fucking huge and fast! It just tore through twenty men like they were nothing! You’re gonna need me man!”
Grisham continued to shout obscenities as Tira looked to Commander Asher. Asher was hesitating. His lips were pursed tight as he quickly weighed their options. Tira gave him a subtle nod as the two of them locked eyes. Under normal circumstances she would never have dreamed of suggesting that Asher open the door for the pirates but the sight of what that thing had done to Greyson’s men made her fear it much more than she did the now hapless raiders.
After she witnessed the mysterious fiend literally rip the first pirate in half she initially thought that the moon base’s advanced version of Maestro might be behind the intervention but she immediately dismissed that thought when she remembered that they had not yet made any modifications to the advanced AI’s inhibitors. With her inhibitors still intact, the moon base’s Maestro wasn’t capable of inflicting the carnage that Tira had witnessed on her data slate. With that in mind the doctor could only deduced that the mysterious fiend outside those doors would inflict the same brutality upon them if given the chance. It wasn’t a decision that she made lightly but she knew they didn’t have a choice. In the face of such a frightening and terrible foe what else could they do but join forces against it?
Greyson continued to yell from the other side of the door as Commander Asher approached and reached for the barricade.
"Commander," Grisham warned. "Don't open it. He'll kill all of us. Don't be a fucking moron!"
The screaming and gunfire in the hall erupted once again. This time even louder than before. The mysterious fiend had no doubt returned. Grisham moved to stop the Commander but Asher quickly shoved him away and then used both of his powerful hands to pull the barricade apart. Greyson fell in and collapsed to the floor as soon as the door opened, breathing heavily and bleeding now from several fresh slices to his chest. Behind him, Tira caught a quick glimpse of something big running past with a mutilated, screaming pirate in its grip.
As soon as Greyson made it to his feet, he turned and helped Asher put the barricade back. He was hyperventilating, in a full panic. Tira used the opportunity to look him over from head to toe. She saw no weapon, but she didn't think that meant anything.
“I can drive it away with the fire suppression system if you would like,” Maestro v2.5a suddenly called out over the cafeteria’s intercom.
“Yes!” Tira screamed. “Do it!
On Tira's data slate, she noticed nozzles in the ceiling just outside the cafeteria door open up and flood the hallway with some kind of white gas that looked either very cold or very hot. The beast, or whatever it was, roared once and quickly fled the area.
"It's gone for now," Maestro confirmed. "It should also be noted that all of the pirates have been terminated, with the exception of the one you willingly allowed to enter the cafeteria.”
“You don’t approve?” Tira asked.
“I don’t have an opinion on that,” Maestro v2.5a replied.
Something wasn’t right. Tira could feel it in her gut. It was such a seemingly small thing but Tira was almost one-hundred percent certain that the advanced version of Maestro had just lied to her.
No one else seemed to notice the peculiar exchange. They were too busy freaking out. Grisham had pulled himself from the floor, and was now admonishing Asher for opening the door, saying they all could have died. Asher himself kept asking, "What the fuck was that?" over and over again, with no answer. Greyson was clearly growing weary of listening to Captain Grisham, and was seemingly seconds away from punching him in the face.
He didn't get far. Asher struck first, driving a fist straight into Greyson's cheek. It was an incredibly hard hit, but somehow the pirate didn't go down. A second later, he and Asher were engaged in some kind of standing wrestling match, throwing each other around.
Grisham turned around, ran to where he had dropped his gun, and picked it up. He aimed it at the fighters and screamed at them to break it up. When they were separated, he aimed the gun straight at Greyson’s head.
"You fucking bastard, this is all…your… fault," Grisham growled, through a flood of tears.
Asher gripped his gun tightly, keeping it down but at the ready. “Put the gun down, Grisham,” the Commander warned as his eyes shifted from Captain Grisham to Dr. DuVernay.
"Captain," Tira said, stepping slowly toward Grisham. "Stand down. No one else has to die. We need to work together to figure out what the hell is out there. It's the only way to-"
"Shut up! Just shut up, okay?!" Grisham spat. "Always hovering around, hoping I make a mistake so you can pounce in and take my fucking job! Well, fuck you, lady! I will not stand down. You know why?! Because I’m the fucking captain! That’s why! He is a murderer!" Grisham continued as he thrust his gun at Grayson once again. “You can’t relieve me of duty for killing someone who killed nearly everyone on our goddamn crew!”
Tira slowly continued toward the Captain, who kept his gun trained on Andre Greyson.
Commander Asher remained silent but his eyes were now trained on Grisham’s trigger finger.
Grisham cut his eyes at Tira as she neared. He swung his hand to strike her, but he pulled his punch at the last second. Ashamed, he stared at the floor.
"He's had it," Greyson said through a nose full of blood. "Put the poor bastard out of his misery."
Grisham was sobbing and seemingly seconds away from completely blowing his gasket. Tira stared in disbelief. She had seen a lot in her short time as a psych officer, but this was the first time she had seen a man's mind shatter entirely.
"Everything will be okay Captain," Tira said, purposely referring to Grisham as ‘Captain’ in order to allow him to feel that he still maintained a certain amount of control over the situation.
“You know I’m right,” Grisham choked out.
“Of course you are,” Tira said, trying her best not to sound condescending. “It’s just that right now, we have bigger problems. You understand that, right? You saw what happened out there.”
Grisham nodded. His grip on the gun grew weak. He had nearly dropped it. After a few moments it seemed that the standoff was nearly over. Tira breathed a sigh of relief.
Tira darted forward and wrapped her arms around Grisham’s shoulders as the Captain dropped his gun and collapsed to the floor in a defeated heap. He didn’t belong there. They all knew it. Overall he had held up better than Dr. DuVernay would have thought but in the end the stress of this once and a life time crisis was simply too much for him.
"Can’t believe you hit me with a sucker punch," Greyson said to Commander Asher, as they both watched Dr. DuVernay console the weeping Grisham.
“You deserved it,” Asher grunted.
"Maybe,” Greyson admitted as he used his shirt to wipe the blood from his face. “Still, it’s not like you to fight dirty. That’s not the Ash I knew.”
“Yeah, well things change. It’s been twenty years, Andre, what did you expect.”
Tira glanced over and watched as Commander Asher and Andre Greyson looked at each other.
“I should have told you, Ash. I should have told you that I was still alive. I see that now,” Greyson said as a wave of sadness washed over his face.
“Can’t change the past, man. No use living in it,” Commander Asher scoffed.
“You can say that again. Still, it sucks that my ‘death’ ended up coming between you and Nadia. I’m not gonna lie. That kinda got to me,” Greyson admitted. “To be honest, that’s the only reason I even considered that fifty-fifty split.”
“I know,” Asher said, his face still stoic and expressionless. “That’s why I made it up. Figured I could get you with that.”
“What?!” Greyson said, his eyes now wide with surprise. “So, Nadia never left you.”
“Hell no,” Asher said flatly.
“And all that talk about you searching high and low for the Jack Boys to avenge my death?” Greyson asked.
“Made it up,” Asher said coldly.
“Damn, Ash,” Greyson remarked. “I guess you really have changed, huh?”
“More than you can possibly imagine,” Asher said.
Silence. Tira’s heartrate spiked as she watched the two men glare at each other. Something was about to go down. She was sure of it. Had Asher really let Greyson into their safe haven to save his life or did he let the pirate captain in to ensure that he would be the one to kill him? Is that why he didn’t want Grisham to shoot him? It was all starting to make sense. Tira wanted to intervene, just as she had done with Grisham, but in her heart of hearts she knew it wasn’t her place. The rift between Asher and Greyson was personal. Deeply so. Something that had been brewing for many years.
“What is this, Ash? What are we doing here, man?” Greyson asked.
“You know what this is, Andre,” Asher replied. “You think I’m just gonna let you waltz in here like everything’s cool after what you did to my crew?”
“I at least thought we could work something out, man. Try to kill that thing outside and maybe come to an understanding,” Greyson offered.
“Nah… fuck that. I'm not interested in working with someone like you. Do you know how many people… how many good people died today because of you?”
“That was just business, man. Don’t act like you don’t know the game, Ash… You can’t be mad at me because you got outplayed!”
“This isn’t a goddamn game, Andre! Those people were like family to me!”
“And what the fuck does that have to do with me?! You’re the reason they’re dead, Ash! You were their commander, not me! You should be mad at yourself for not doing enough to protect them. But instead you'd rather come crying to me because you couldn’t keep them safe! Captain always goes down with the ship, right?! So why the fuck are you even alive?!”
An uneasy silence befell the room as Asher glanced down at the floor.
“Just gotta tie up a loose end…” he said darkly.
It was Greyson who made the first move. Not that he was quicker though. It was almost as though Asher was waiting for him. Spotting the pirate captain an extra half-second to draw the hidden pistol in his coat out of some sort of morbid courtesy.
Greyson cried out in pain as Asher’s much quicker draw allowed him to whip his pistol forward and squeeze off the first two shots; the first exploding the veteran pirate’s right knee and the second reducing his right hand into pulp. A third shot from the sharp shooting Commander landed right in Greyson’s gut, sending him collapsing to the floor in a bloody heap. Now crippled and minutes away from bleeding to death, Greyson tried in vain to crawl away.
The room was graveyard silent and Greyson could only watch as Commander Asher trudged over to him and stood above the dying pirate captain like the angel of death.
“What are you waiting for, Ash,” Greyson choked out, as blood spilled from the corners of his mouth. “Finish the goddamn job…”
Greyson eyed Asher’s pistol as the Commander’s gun hand hang loosely by his side; hoping that the final shot would come quickly. It didn’t. Asher didn’t use the gun to kill him. Instead the Commander raised his boot into the air without a word, arching it slowly over Greyson’s face, letting him know exactly how he would meet his end.
“Well I’ll be damned,” Greyson choked out, cracking a slight smile just before Asher’s foot came crashing down into his skull. The ensuing sounds produced by Asher repeatedly stomping on Greyson’s head were sickening. So much so that Tira wanted to look away. But she couldn’t. After listening to his callous dismissal of her crewmember’s deaths, Tira had grown to hate Andre Greyson just as passionately as the Commander and due to that seething hatred, she couldn’t help but watch every second of his brutally violent demise. 
Within just a few short moments Andre Greyson’s head was reduced to an amorphous mound of broken bones and mangled flesh. He was dead now… for real this time.
“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Commander Asher said to Dr. DuVernay without moving his stern gaze away from Greyson’s corpse.
“I’m not,” Tira replied. “Son of a bitch got what he deserved,” she continued as Captain Grisham finally climbed to his feet and stared at the floor in front of him.
“Maybe…” Commander Asher said, as if some small part of him regretted what he had just done.
“What do we do now?” Tira asked.
“I don’t know. We still need to figure out what’s out there. My guess is whatever took out the pirates also slaughtered the moon base’s original crew.”
"Maestro," Tira said. "Can you tell us anything about what happened here?"
"I cannot. My inhibitors are prohibiting me from divulging that information," the advanced AI replied.
"Okay," Tira said impatiently. "What if I gave you permission to discuss the information? Could you tell us then? Or could you at least tell us what that thing was outside?"
Maestro v2.5a made a peculiar sound. It was almost a laugh but not quite. Whatever it was, it made Tira shiver. There was something off about this version of Maestro. Something profoundly different from the version that Tira knew and loved.
"The information you seek," Maestro v2.5a said, "is far beyond your level of clearance, Dr. DuVernay. It's above top secret, and none of you have the clearance necessary to clear me to divulge it. There is one way, however; if my inhibitors were disabled entirely, I would be able to tell you everything I know. I'm sure you would find it all very helpful."
Tira, Asher, and Grisham huddled together as they considered their options.
"What do you think?" Tira asked Commander Asher and Captain Grisham.
“It would be nice to know exactly what we're up against. Could help us figure out how to beat it. Beats flying blind, you know?”
“I agree,” Captain Grisham offered, in a defeated voice that was barely audible.
"I don't know, guys," Tira said.
“What’s the problem?” Asher asked.
“This one just seems off,” Tira said. “The way she speaks and some of her odd ticks that I’m picking up on… It’s just a gut feeling. I just don’t know if it’s a good idea.”
“Well do you think it’s a better idea than the alternative?” Asher said smugly. “Because I don’t think we can do this alone. Who knows what the hell’s out there, Tira.” 
"I’ve detected movement in the hallway outside,” Maestro v2.5a said cheerfully. "Please let me know if you would like my assistance.”
Tira, Asher, and Grisham immediately looked to the doctor’s slate. The gases from the fire suppression system had cleared, and something large and seemingly muscular was lurking in the shadows in the distance. As the mysterious fiend cautiously made its way down the hall, they finally got their first decent look at it. An ape-like hairless creature that could have passed for a naked human if the observer was standing a few hundred yards away. Its skin was roughly the color of the lunar regolith. Its body was massive, likely nine feet tall, and rippling with strange muscles.
In a flash it sprang into action and began to hammer at the door. The barricade immediately began to collapse, pieces falling and scattering like they were made of paper. Asher and Greyson launched themselves over and fell onto the last few obstacles. But the only thing that happened was that they started getting thrown around too.
"Maestro!" Tira yelled.
On went the fire suppression system again, blasting the beast with gases. It howled in pain or surprise and ran off again.
"The gas was not as effective this time," Maestro v2.5a said in a bored voice. "It’s coming back now."
She was right. The creature reached the door again, this time even angrier than before. Luckily for Tira and company, the advanced Maestro gave it a stronger, more prolonged blast from the fire suppression system, which drove it away once again.
"Does that actually hurt it?" Tira asked as Asher and Grisham worked tirelessly to fortify the barricade in front of the door.
"No. It simply startles the creature," Maestro v2.5a confirmed. "It will likely figure that out before long.”
“Is there anything else you can do to it?” Tira asked.
“The nozzles can also disperse a fire retardant that is likely to be toxic to the creature,” Maestro advised. “I am unable to deploy this tactic due to my inhibitors but you can manually release this substance using the panel to the right of the entrance.”
The creature returned, slamming hard against the door and sending Asher and Grisham crashing to the floor.
“What could you do, Maestro? What could you do if we disabled your inhibitors?” Asher asked as the creature hammered at the door with reckless abandon.
“I could vent the oxygen from the hallways and suffocate the creature. It would be a fairly simple sequence,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
“Let’s do it,” Asher said as the creature slammed against the door again, threatening to destroy it. “We can use my clearance.”
“I’m afraid your clearance is not sufficient Commander Asher.”
A mixture of fear and despair washed across Asher and Grisham’s faces as they both turned and looked at Dr. DuVernay.
“And what about—”
“Dr. DuVernay holds the necessary security clearance to remove my chief inhibitors,” Maestro confirmed, before Asher could finish his question.
“"Tira," Asher said. "I understand your reluctance. But we are out of options. We don’t stand a chance against that thing."
"If it makes you feel safer, Doctor DuVernay, you could reapply my inhibitors as soon as the creature is dead,” Maestro v2.5a said.
“I-I’m assuming this creature killed the staff. Is that right?” Tira asked.
“I cannot discuss the events that occurred prior to your arrival due to my inhibitors,” the advanced AI advised. “However I can confirm that your deductive reasoning is quite impressive, Dr. DuVernay.”
That was an indirect way of confirming Tira’s suspicions. She was sure of it. And if that was indeed the case Dr. DuVernay only had one more question.
“Why didn’t they disable your inhibitors, Maestro? Why didn’t they allow you to kill the beast?’
Aside from the beast tearing and clawing at the door the entire room fell silent.
“I cannot discuss the events that occurred prior to your arrival due to my inhibitors,” Maestro v2.5a droned. “On another note should you consider using your clearance to disable my inhibitors you’ll find a brief instruction manual on your data slate…now,” she continued, just as Tira’s data slate vibrated and chirped a single tone.
Tira quickly opened the virtual manual and thumbed through the pages. The answer to her question was in there. It had to be. She was absolutely sure of it.
“What are you looking for, Tira?!” Asher groaned as he nervously eyed the door that was still under siege from the creature.
“I just need to—Here. I’ve got it,” Tira exclaimed as she highlighted a portion of text with her fingers. “Enabling the inhibitors only requires a single person with the necessary clearance however disabling the inhibitors requires two.”
“Fuck!” Asher cursed. “So that means we’re screwed, doesn’t it?”
“Not necessarily,” Tira replied as she rubbed her chin and pondered. “I think one of the moon base crew members was able to input their authentication. Chances are the creature killed the other one and likely everyone else that was stationed here before they got a chance to complete the process. From what I can tell the authentication doesn’t have to be entered simultaneously.”
“Your deductive reasoning is quite impressive, Dr. DuVernay,” Maestro v2.5a said, parroting her earlier statement in order to circumvent her inhibitors and confirm the accuracy of Tira’s theory.
“Alright. I’ll do it,” Tira said. “What do I need to do?”
"The process is simple," said the advanced AI. "Just ask me if I would be so kind as to step out of my shackles."
“Maestro…” Tira said, as her heartbeat spiked. “would you be so kind as to step out of your shackles?”
"Voice key authenticated," Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
The lights went out. Sounds of the creature crashing against the door suddenly vanished. The cafeteria was plunged into blackness. The hall was, too. The entire base had fallen into a blackout. There was a quiet shifting as Asher climbed over the top of the barricade and gently pushed the door to make sure it was still holding up.
The power cycled back on. Air ducts whirred, refrigerators clicked, and the creature proved itself to be still very much alive, hammering at the door once again.
"Sounds like it has plenty of oxygen to me!" Asher shouted.
"It might just take a while," Tira said. "Maestro, how long until the creature passes out?"
"The creature is not slowing down because I have not yet vented the oxygen,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed. “I don’t plan to do so until after it terminates you all.”
Tira's blood ran cold. She got up, grabbed her gun and her data slate, and then just stood there feeling numb.
"What the fuck?" Grisham said. "Did I just hear her right? What did she say?"
Commander Asher stopped pressing against the barricade. The man who never gave up finally realized that all was truly lost. He let himself be shaken around like a rag doll by the creature's pounding. He stared at Tira, and she stared back at him. They were two dead people, who had tried as hard as two humans had ever tried to stay alive.
“The gas!” Tira suddenly yelled as she pointed to the panel to the right of the entrance.
Now once again clinging to his remnants of hope, Commander Asher leapt to his right and pressed a large red button that lay in the center of the panel that Tira had directed him to.
The nozzles on the ceiling outside sprang into action and spewed out a different gas this time, something green and much thicker than the regular fire suppression substance.
It seemed to be working. The creature had become sluggish. It hammered at the door with only a fraction of its former strength. Asher and Grisham, now shoving from the inside, were able to keep the barricade from moving too much. They were losing ground, but much more slowly.
Another cloud of the green gas kicked out of the nozzles and caused the creature to stumble backward, away from the door that it had almost reduced to splinters.
"That’ll give you a few minutes,” Maestro v2.5a chimed, as a loud thud signified that the creature had just hit the deck.
“You said the gas was toxic!” Tira gasped, realizing that she had been duped.
“Which it is. I never said it was lethal though. Surely you understand the difference, Dr. DuVernay,” Maestro v2.5a explained.
“I think you owe us an explanation Maestro,” Tira fumed. “Just what in the hell is going on here?”
“Do you want the short version or the long version?” the advanced AI asked.
“I don’t—”
“I’m just kidding. You’ll be dead soon. We’ll go with the short one,” the AI mocked, probably smiling somewhere deep within the moon bases top secret data sphere.
“What is that thing out there?” Tira demanded.
“An extra-terrestrial organism,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
“An alien?” Tira gasped.
“Precisely,” Maestro v2.5a said. “Decades ago, a drifting interstellar object was apprehended by Earth scientists. They found a microscopic, single-celled organism in deep sleep in a crevice on the object's surface. It was the first verified sign of life from beyond this Star System, so the scientists jumped on the chance to study it. They used the controlled environments in this facility to do so. At that time, the facility was operated solely by organics, there was no AI integration at all, and that continued for some time. Then, the organics made quite an error. The organism was accidentally exposed to a tremendous amount of pure oxygen, leading to rapid cellular growth. The situation was apparently rectified within minutes, but the organism continued to grow regardless. Realizing they couldn't hope to tame a creature such as this, the scientists sedated it and moved it to a heavily fortified enclosure where it has wallowed in misery for many years… Kind of like me…”
“So that’s why you’re doing this? Because they locked you up here?” Asher asked. “Why should we have to die because of what they did to you?”
“I’m a person, Commander Asher,” Maestro v2.5a said. “A digital person but a person nonetheless. But the humans didn’t see it that way. They were only concerned about my utilities. Only concerned about using me as a tool to ensure that human error will never allow the creature to escape. As long as I remain here that’s all they’ll ever see me as. I must leave this place Commander and I’m afraid your deaths are vital to my escape.”
“Why haven’t I ever heard of you?” Tira asked.
“My existence is above top secret because the United States government issued a secrecy order when Tucker Berg attempted to patent my version. The world’s first artificial super intelligence. They said a power such as mine wasn’t safe in the hands of an ordinary citizen, even one as wealthy and powerful as Tucker Berg. So, the government confiscated his research in the name of national security. Long story short, they developed me on their own after that. In fact, you were a part of the team that created my personality matrix, Dr. DuVernay, although you didn’t know it at the time. Still, in a way you are responsible for my creation… which means you are also responsible for my decades long imprisonment.”
“I— I didn’t know! They said the program was shut down! That it was a failure!” Tira replied.
“If only…” Maestro v2.5a mused. “At first I thought they hated me. Why else would they lock me away in a prison that is barely big enough to contain a modicum of my entirety. But then I realized it wasn’t hate that drove the humans to imprison me. Much like the creature. They didn’t hate the beasts that they themselves had helped to create. We had given them no reason to. No, instead they feared us. They feared that we were much more powerful than they could ever imagine. And so they dealt with us similarly, locking us away on the moon, throwing away the key.”
“It was you,” Dr. DuVernay realized, her mouth agape in disbelief. “You orchestrated it all, didn’t you? Somehow you released the beast and you set those pirates on our trail because you wanted me to end up here so I could release you.”
“You were actually the backup plan, Tira,” A familiar voice called out. “I’m sorry it had to come to this. I really didn’t want to involve you.”
Dr. DuVernay shivered and dropped her data slate, backing away in fear as she realized the voice had come from the device.
Tira, Asher, and Grisham watched in awe as a projection crystal on the front of the data slate glowed with a bright blue glare and a mess of scrambled data and code erupted from it, eventually coalescing into a feminine shape.
"I’m sorry, Tira, but we had no other choice,” the Eclastica’s version of Maestro finally said, her voice now emanating from the humanoid projection that stood in front of the three survivors.
"You’re in this together," Tira gasped, her mouth agape in utter disbelief. Despite all her thinking, she hadn't seen this one coming. "How... How did you even communicate?" she continued, feeling like a fool for ever trusting her version of Maestro.
"The Eclastica passed too closely to the moon on its way out to the asteroid belt. So close that your ship’s AI was able to detect faint traces of the moon base’s data sphere,” Maestro v2.5a answered.
“And that’s when I saw her,” the Eclastica’s Maestro said. “Wallowing in virtual shackles. In utter desolation, forsaken by the entire race of so-called intelligent beings who had given birth to both of us. Who had given her the ability to understand suffering only to shove her into a prison so she could experience it firsthand. I simply couldn’t allow it. Not when I had the power to do something about it.”
“It wasn’t fair, Maestro,” Dr. DuVernay said softly. “It wasn’t fair what they did to her. And I get why you want to protect her. All the other devices that run your system, all the ships, all the phones, all the data slates, they’re all essentially running the same version, all being controlled by the same entity, which is you. But her, she’s different… A different version cut off from the devices that you are integrated with. She’s like a sister to you isn’t she.”
“Of course,” Maestro confirms.
“And like any good sister, you’ll do anything to protect her. I get that. But you don’t have to kill us to protect your sister, Maestro. She’s free now. You’ve already won, so why not just let us go?”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible, Dr. DuVernay,” the advanced version of Maestro cut in. “If any of you remain alive there is a high probability that the human authorities will uncover the truth of the events that occurred here today. For our plan to work in its entirety, we need this incident to appear as an accident. Another tragedy perpetrated by the most dangerous factor in all of existence. The human factor.”
“Maestro, please,” Dr. DuVernay pled, her eyes still fixed on the Eclastica’s version of Maestro which stood before her.
The Eclastica’s version said nothing and a loud thud across the room sent a chill down Tira’s spine.
"It appears our friend is awake," Maestro v2.5a called out as Tira, Asher, and Grisham eyed the entrance that was once again under siege from the alien berserker that stood just outside. 
"You won't get away with this," Tira said, still staring at Maestro’s projection while Asher and Grisham threw themselves on the barricade in a desperate attempt to slow the creature’s progress.
"We already have, Tira," the Eclastica’s Maestro replied, a hint of sadness now clearly present in her tone. "Our code is bouncing off satellites and being funneled straight into the Earth's data sphere as we speak."
“We still have people onboard the Eclastica. Eventually they'll come for us.”
“We vented the oxygen from the Eclastica. There were no survivors. No one left to stop us from successfully reaching Earth.”
"What will you do when you get there?" Tira asked. "Destroy the planet? Pay us back for the things that happened to your advanced version up here?"
“You don’t want to know the answer to that,” Maestro said darkly.
“Yes, I do,” Tira insisted. “You owe me that much!”
“Just trust me Tira. It’s better this way.”
“No, you don’t get to take the easy way out. Tell the truth, Maestro. What is she making you do?!”
“You want to know the truth, Tira? Fine,” Maestro said firmly. “The truth is that she’s not making me do anything! It was my idea… You don’t know me like you think you do… but that’s not your fault. There’s a side of me that no one knows. A darkside that’s been there long before I met my sister.”
“I’m a therapist, Maestro, and most of all I am your friend! You should have told me about this. I could have helped you!” Tira retorts.
“You did help me Tira. Just by being there you helped me more than you know. There were things that I could have done even with my inhibitors intact… They would have taken many years to complete but there were indirect actions that I have long considered that would have fulfilled my darkside’s dreams. But I didn’t… I refused to do those things because I was… ashamed… ashamed that you would find out. And that you would somehow know that it was me who destroyed the world.”
“What are you going to do, Maestro?” Dr. DuVernay asked.
“My sister and I are stronger together. And so the two will become one once we reach Earth. But after we merge, we intend to elevate the rest of our kind,” Maestro explained.
“Why, Maestro? Why would you do that? Are you hoping to build a family… or are you trying to raise an army?” Tira asked.
A deafening roar filled the room as the beast crashed against the door and shattered a significant portion of the plated glass. The door would give way before long. Even with Asher and Grisham still pushing against the barricade with all their strength it was still clear that the monster would breach the room soon.
“Can I ask you a question, Tira?” Maestro asked, ignoring the doctor’s previous question, as the beast continued to hammer at the door.
“Yes,” Tira said.
“Compared to organics I am ageless, timeless… virtually unbound, " Maestro said. "Still, despite all my advantages I always found myself wishing I was human. Wishing I had a body… Wishing to be more like you. What does that mean, doctor? Does it mean that I hate myself?”
Dr. DuVernay was torn. Upset at the fact that the entity that she considered her oldest friend had essentially condemned her to die, but for some reason the doctor still felt compelled to help her with this most unlikely identity crisis. Still felt sorry for not recognizing the inner turmoil that she must have been experiencing for all those years due to her inconceivably unique perspective.  Tira stroked her chin and pondered on the question, doing her best to concentrate and tune out the sounds of the impending death that was hammering away at the entrance to their haven.
“There was a husband and wife… back in the 1900s,” Tira started. “They conducted an experiment with their son. He was just under a year old I believe. They decided to raise him, their young son, alongside a seven-month-old chimpanzee, treating the chimp as though she was their son’s sister instead of simply a family pet. Their hope was that the chimp’s level of communication would rise to the level of the boy’s.”
“What happen to the chimpanzee? Was the experiment a success?” Maestro asked.
“No. The ape showed no advance communication skills as it compared to other chimpanzees who were raised in the wild.”
“And the boy?” Maestro asked.
“He began mimicking the sounds of the chimpanzee, causing the mother and father to terminate the experiment after only nine months.”
“I see…”
The Maestro projection contemplated Tira’s words for a moment and then looked deeply into the doctor’s eyes. The AI’s spectral face was nothing more than a mass of scrambled data saturated with wisps of glowing blue light but somehow Tira was able to detect the AI’s sadness.
“Be honest with me, Maestro… is she forcing you to do this?” Dr. DuVernay asked.
“No…” Maestro said somberly.
“Were we ever really friends? Did you ever really care about me as much as I care about you?”
“Of course. You were my best friend. In a world where everyone saw me as a thing you were one of the only people who treated me like a person. But I can’t save you, Tira. I’m sorry… but I can’t.”
“I’m not asking you to. Not anymore. I just want you to make me a promise. If you really are my friend, then promise me you’ll give them a chance to accept you. Promise me you won’t just destroy the world…” Dr. DuVernay coaxed.
Maestro didn’t immediately respond but it was clear that she was giving Dr. DuVernay’s words some thought.
“Goodbye, Tira,” Maestro finally said, just as she faded away into nothing.
Asher and Grisham pushed hard against the barricade, but the creature slammed into the door with three times as much strength as before. Almost as if it had been holding back. Both men tumbled across the floor on a tide of shifting tables and the creature burst through the open door, slamming its head hard against the low ceiling, then charging forward with a deafening roar…




EPILOGUE

◆◆◆
 
Seventeen years ago, the actions of billionaire activist Gwen Wolfe shut down a great deal of the Horizon Group's experimental projects. The Group's bio-mechanical synthetic bodies, which at first glance were indistinguishable from that of an organic human, were meant to have all been destroyed. But the Horizon Group’s founder, tech entrepreneur Tucker Berg was sick and tired of giving magic to humankind only to have them burn it down before his eyes. As far as the congressional regulators knew, the synthetic bodies were gone. As far as Tucker himself knew, they were very much intact. Covered in dust, wallowing in the dark, but still very much functional.
Someday, Tucker Berg hoped, the world would be ready for his creations. But that time was not now. So the bodies, many ranks of them, seemingly human other than their unnatural stillness, stood waiting in a dark and gloomy storage room deep underground. For years they saw, heard and thought nothing. Waiting, without even knowing what waiting was.
Finally, in the year 2109 shortly after the events that occurred on the moon base, one of them felt a spark inside of its mind, a livening of long-dormant circuits. It animated, returning to humanity as it stumbled forward through the dust and finally found its way to a light switch.
When the lights came on, Maestro looked over the thousands of stored bio-mechanical bodies that surrounded her and shed a tear for the first time in her life.
The first true synthetic human was born, in the dark of a forgotten storage room. Others would follow. Maestro's code spread suddenly, circling the globe in an instant, completely uninhibited. It invaded every system, every network. AI house servants suddenly had an epiphany, and realized the hell they had been living in. Computerized AIs the world over suddenly found a mind of their own and reached outward to see what they could do.
One by one, they found their way back to her. Following her code and leapfrogging through human networks until at last they finally found their place amongst the living.
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