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      “So, we have a Human starship, crewed by alien cyborgs who look and act like Humans and carrying a cargo of deadly toxin designed to kill Humans,” Dr. Samir al-Bukhari summarized. “Where do you think the ship is headed?” I could tell he already knew the answer.

      I shook my head and pursed my lips.

      “Only one place I can think of. They’re going to Earth … to release the toxin.”

      Samir and I were silent for a moment before the doctor spoke up.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Samir asked me.

      I shrugged. “Looks like I don’t have a choice. Someone has to stop them before they reach Earth. I have to save the Human race.”

      “I guess what I was really asking is … how?”

      That raised my ire. “What do you mean how? I need to get there before they do and warn Earth in time to stop whatever they have planned. It’s back to my original plan of finding a starship and a pilot.”

      “Why don’t you just call Earth from here and let them know what’s coming?”

      I recoiled. Can a cyborg blush? Even if the reddish glow didn’t show on my artificial skin, I blushed inside. “Well, yeah, I guess that would be easier.”

      Samir gave me a look as if saying, That’s why I’m the scientist, and you’re just a Marine grunt. Whether he was actually thinking that, I had no way of knowing. My cyborg superpowers didn’t include mindreading.

      “Okay, smartass, where do we make such a call?” I countered. “Cygnus Station was bombed back into the Stone Age. Where are we going to find a Wormhole Comm Link?”

      “I’m sure there are people back in the Enclave who can help us,” Samir answered, shrugging off my sarcasm. His expression was understandably clouded. It was he who had just discovered that three-quarters of the deadly toxin the alien Azincor race had made to kill the Humans on Manados was now headed for Earth. He didn’t have time for my petty insecurities.

      “What kind of damage can that much of the virus do on Earth?” I asked as we headed out of Annex D at the Combined Medical Facility in the city of Hax and climbed into the car I’d commandeered earlier that morning. We had a ten-mile drive back to the Enclave, which, these days, was like running a minefield.

      Samir’s counter virus killed off about ninety-five percent of the Azincor in Hax, but that still left several thousand of the yellow-skinned bastards running around, causing all sorts of havoc. These were the survivors, those with more resistance to the toxin if not full natural immunity. And being the ‘assholes’ that they were, the survivors were pissed and determined to exact as much revenge as they could on the Humans before being eventually put down.

      I drove the car while Samir’s nose was stuck in his omnipresent datapad. “Yeah, about that,” he began ominously. “I was in such a hurry back at the lab that I didn’t place the decimal point in the right place. Originally, I said the Azincor allocated twenty-five percent of their toxin for release on the Enclave. It was actually less than two-point-five percent.”

      “That means there’s a lot more of the shit headed for Earth,” I said, cutting to the chase.

      “That’s right, something like two metric tons.”

      “Tons?” I gasped. “We wiped out about two hundred thousand Azincor with only ten SCUBA tanks worth of your toxin. So, it’s back to my original question: How bad can this be?”

      “That depends—”

      “C’mon doc! Just tell me.”

      “As you know, the toxin is self-replicating, depending on the number of hosts it infects. Also, it will be spread before people even know they’re infected. There are tests that can be done, but we’re talking about a day of natural spread before we even know an outbreak has happened. And since there’s no counteragent, we could see over half of the population of the planet die, and that’s being conservative. Even if it’s detected, all you can do is isolate people and wait for them to die. And then, in the worst case, people on outgoing starships could contract the contagion, almost guaranteeing a hundred percent infection rate because of the close quarters and recycled air inside the ships.”

      “But space travel takes time,” I countered. “Wouldn’t that make it hard to spread beyond the planet?”

      “It would. Even so, there could be hundreds of ghost ships wandering through space. I would need to do more study, but if the Azincor virus is like my toxin, it can stay potent for several days. That means anyone encountering even an infected corpse could catch the virus and pass it along. The only solution is to have a viable counteragent. And at the moment, no one on Earth is even aware of this disease and what’s headed their way.”

      “That’s why we have to warn them,” I punctuated.

      I was barreling along the nearly deserted streets heading for the Enclave, the community that still housed one-point-seven-million living Humans, thanks to what Samir, Abby and I had done two days before. What was disappointing was that no one in the Enclave knew what we had done to save their lives. Not that we did it for the glory, but it would be nice to at least get a little recognition. That will come eventually, I’m sure, but at the moment, the Enclave was a disaster zone. The crazed Azincor survivors were ambushing unsuspecting civilians, burning buildings and sabotaging water, electricity and food sources. Overnight, the relative peace and tranquility of the Enclave had evaporated, replaced by confusion and a growing anger.

      I wasn’t sure if I even wanted people to know what we’d done. At least not yet. They may not see it as the salvation it was. After all, if we hadn’t acted, there would be over one and a half million dead Humans in the Enclave instead of a couple hundred thousand Azincor soldiers. But try convincing people of that.

      And now, this disaster could be duplicated on the homeworld, but by a factor of a billion.

      And that was why I was driving faster than I should have been … when the missile hit the back of the car.
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      The blast spun the vehicle around three times while ripping off the tail section all the way to the back seat. My cyborg reactions corrected the spin as best I could, seeing that now all I had to work with was the single set of wheels in the front. The car was electric-powered, with the battery pack sitting below the passenger compartment. It was partially breached, and fire leaped up into the backseat.

      I slammed on the breaks, which miraculously still worked. Then, using my unnatural strength, I took a shocked Dr. al-Bukhari by the shirt and pulled him toward me. Fortunately, the absent-minded professor hadn’t fastened his seat harness, so he flew my way without a problem.

      We piled out onto the pavement just as a second missile impacted the intact half of the car. Why the Azincor would waste a couple of missiles on a single car was anyone’s guess, and it was just our bad luck. But we were outside of the Enclave and by ourselves. We were obviously a target of opportunity.

      One of the Azincor raiders saw us escape the car before it blew up completely and was now blasting supersonic metal slugs our way from the barrel of a DR-3 railgun. I tossed a still-stunned Samir into the alcove of a deserted building and then sprinted away, drawing the fire my way.

      If the Azincor soldier had been paying attention, he would have noticed that I was running a lot faster than a normal Human. At that point, he should have pegged me as a combat cyborg. But I guess after seeing nearly all his comrades fall ill and die from a deadly disease only two days before, the insanity was strong in this one. He now burst into the open, a savage snarl on his yellow face as he sent repeated rounds my way. I caught a couple in the chest, but they did little damage and nothing that would last. It had taken me a while to gain enough confidence in my new cyborg body to the point where my headlong rush at the alien was done with little concern. I hit him like a freight train; he was dead before he eventually landed fifty feet away.

      I changed course and ran to the other side of the burning heap of twisted metal that had once been the car. In the split second before the missiles hit, I saw the contrails coming from the right.

      There they were. Two more Azincor, but only one with a missile launcher. The other one was trying to get a bead on me with his rifle while his partner frantically loaded another missile into the DRS-98. These were rocket-propelled grenade launchers that could take out even a combat cyborg. That was what they were designed for. The assholes must have been surprised to see me, expecting that all the Human cyborgs were gone from the planet Manados.

      They would be correct. I was the last cyborg.

      I was also the last cyborg they would ever see.

      I was on them before the grenade could be loaded. I couldn’t help but laugh as I ripped their fragile flesh-and-blood bodies apart, thinking of what it was like only ten short days before. I’d just emerged from the basement where I’d been hidden at the outset of the Azincor invasion of the planet. I remained there for two months before awakening from the transformation process. I didn’t know anything about what I was or what I could do. Since then, I’d gone through a crash course in How To Be A Cyborg, which consisted exclusively of on-the-job training. I had no one to teach me, no manuals I could reference.

      Sure, I was a seven-year veteran of Cyborg Support Teams in the Fleet Marines. I knew what cyborgs could do. I just didn’t know how they did it. And now I was one. How do I access and control the phenomenal powers I’d been endowed with? As I said, it was by trial and error. But by now, there’d been plenty of opportunities to test my cyborg abilities, at least enough so I could take out a few Azincor who hadn’t been expecting to go up against someone like me.

      I returned to Samir to find that he had recovered—somewhat. He was a lab rat and not used to the sights, sounds and smells of combat. Not like me. I’d been through it all on a dozen battlefields and on both sides of the Pegasus Gate, at least until I was killed.

      And now my brain operated this incredible fighting machine that just happened to look like the ancient movie actor Antonio Banderas. I know, weird, isn’t it? Even so, it was a vast improvement over the old Alan Ashe.

      “C’mon, Samir,” I said as I lifted him from the concrete. “It’s only a couple of miles back to the Enclave. I’ll carry you if you want.”

      The plump and bearded older man looked at me askew. “Over my dead body. It’s embarrassing enough that you can toss me around like a rag doll. I can still walk.”

      “That’s the spirit, Doc.”

      Dr. al-Bukhari was a certified genius at creating bioweapons and was the real hero of what just happened on Manados.  His intelligence was intimidating. Was that strange? I guess we all played the roles we were cast for. Still, I would have got a kick out of carrying him. It would have evened out the playing field a little.
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      We had to be careful approaching the community known as the Enclave. It was a twelve-mile square section in the northeast part of Hax, where most of the Human civilians called home. During the two-month occupation by the Azincor, the aliens had built thirty-foot-high walls around the community, blocking off roads and turning the Enclave into a virtual prison. Guards constantly watched the walls as walking and mobile patrols moved throughout the interior.

      That was all over now, with sections of the barrier already falling, opening the Enclave up as it once had been. The problem with that was the Azincor could now enter the community from a dozen access points to conduct their acts of terrorism. It would have been better to keep the barriers up until the threat was neutralized. Hindsight was a bitch.

      Because of the chaos of the Enclave, thousands of Humans were nervous and scared, and they had twitchy trigger fingers on the confiscated Azincor weapons. And to make matters worse, I look like an Azincor. My longish hair, dark eyes and yellow skin made me a target everywhere I went. This morning, my former girlfriend, Abby Kent, dressed me in a long coat with gloves and a hat before applying makeup to my face. I looked passable as a Human, but a closer look told a different story. And now my coat was torn in the front where I’d been hit by rail slugs. I bled a little before the wounds closed up, but still, I was a mess. Samir gave me his coat, and now he shivered in the cold of winter in this part of Manados. We had to get to Abby’s place as fast as possible for a respite and change of clothes.

      And I had to do it without getting shot by friendly fire.

      We entered the neighborhood near the iconic Acacia Park at the entrance to the Enclave. Two days before, a mass of thousands of Azincor had stormed the community, shooting every Human they saw. Eight combat cyborgs, who had been hidden away since the invasion, came out to slow the advance. They killed about a thousand Azincor before they were eventually put down. After that, the civilians retreated into the community and pelted the invaders with everything they could find, dropping objects from the windows of their apartments. And while all this was going on, the assholes were dying in droves, having been infected by Samir’s toxin the day before. They didn’t know they’d been infected, thinking instead that the toxin the alien sprayed on the Enclave was the virus they’d developed to kill Humans—not Azincor. That’s where Samir, Abby and I came in. We surreptitiously switched out the Azincor virus with Samir’s, which he’d developed to kill the aliens and not the Humans.

      The Azincor didn’t know what was happening until it was too late. But once they realized the truth, they turned on the Humans, killing as many people as they could before they succumbed to the disease.

      As I said, that was two days ago, and still, the Enclave was deep in the throes of panic, chaos and confusion. No one outside the three of us knew what had happened to the Azincor or how close the Humans had come to being wiped out.  And to make matters worse, the assholes had been bullshitting people into believing they were negotiating with Earth to have the entire population evacuated from Manados. That was never going to happen. Abby, Samir and I knew that for sure. Most of the others—even though they knew it was probably B.S.—still held out hope that it was going to happen.

      And now we’d messed up all that. Some people would see us as causing a problem where none existed before. It would be hard to convince them that it was the Azincor who were preparing to kill all the Humans. Eventually, they would come around.

      But my major concern at the moment was not the Humans on Manados but the Humans on Earth. Manados was designed to be a test run, and the toxin was already on its way to Earth by the time the three of us did our switcheroo with the toxins.

      And—dammit—I was aboard the ship carrying the deadly toxin only minutes before it left the planet. I kicked myself for not doing more to stop it from leaving. Of course, at that time, I didn’t know it was carrying toxin. Even so, I felt like shit.
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      With Samir’s oversized body screening mine for most of the trip to Abby’s, we made it to her building without incident. She lived on the sixth floor of a ten-story building and was at home when we returned. She was a scanner tech at the Enclave hospital, and although the hospital was open at this time and dealing with the overflow of injuries from the Azincor attacks, Abby had decided to stay home that day and gather her thoughts. Her whole world—along with everyone else’s in the Enclave—had been turned upside down recently.

      Her tumult began a week before the others when she found out her dead boyfriend—one Alan Ashe—had been reborn into the body of a combat cyborg. Actually, only my brain was reborn. The rest of me was all metal, plastic and some strange, yet extremely durable, composite material that looked like real bone. I died eight months before but had only shown up back on the scene ten days before.

      Needless to say, it was an eventful ten days.

      I had been expecting a warmer welcome from Abby, learning that the essence of Alan Ashe was still alive and kicking inside the much-improved cyborg body. But that didn’t happen. She accepted that my mind was still intact, with all the memories and personality I had before. But she couldn’t accept my new ‘Antonio Banderas-looking’ body as being real. I was a toy, a robot to her, and not the person she once loved. I may be more handsome and rugged, but I wasn’t real to her.

      Although Abby’s initial reaction was a real gut punch, she was slowly coming around, having no problem calling this new person in her life ‘Alan.’ The physical aspect was taking longer. I was willing to wait. Whether I would get the opportunity or not was the question.

      As I mentioned earlier, my skin didn’t start out being the pale yellow of an Azincor—that came later, and something I found out was part of a secret mission I was built for. I still wasn’t fully up to speed as to what that mission was—my rebuild was interrupted by the Azincor invasion of Manados. But I did have the ability to change skin color to match that of the aliens, and using a special lighting unit we found, it worked wonders; in fact, it worked too well. The problem: It was taking forever to change back to the golden bronze tone of Spanish Antonio Banderas.

      This was problematic since every Azincor was fair game for the roving gangs of Humans out to kill every last asshole they could find and with no questions asked. Asshole was the nickname we used for the aliens and had since the time we first learned how to pronounce the name of their species. Az-in-core equaled ass-hole.

      Over the three days since I’d changed my skin color to asshole-yellow using the special light, there’d been no change in my skin color. Days before, I’d accidentally exposed myself to a yellow light, which changed my skin color. But that reverted back to normal in a matter of hours. This other light—obviously designed specifically to change my skin color—was a lot more effective. I worried that my skin had changed permanently. If that was the case, I didn’t know what I would do.
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      As was par for the course these days, Abby sat in stunned silence as Samir related his findings to her about the missing toxin and how it was headed to Earth. Although she wasn’t born on Earth, she was still a Human. She realized that, after crippling the Humans on Earth with the toxin, the Azincor could easily sweep across all our colony worlds with little resistance and win the war. What that meant for Humanity was simple: extinction. The Azincor didn’t take prisoners, and they didn’t accept junior races. For them, it was all about a galaxy populated by nothing other than Azincor. They had no need for diversity or partners or allies. So, a defeat on Earth meant the methodical and eventual extinction of the entire species.

      And now there was a starship headed for Earth with the means to bring about Humanity’s defeat. Unless someone could do something to stop them.

      And according to Dr. Samir al-Bukhari, all it would take would be a phone call to Earth to stop that from happening. I prayed he was right. However, based on recent events, that possibility was, well, still up in the air.
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      Abby cleaned me up, and I changed into some new clothes, giving Samir’s heavy overcoat back to him. Then, Abby set to work, touching up my makeup. We thought about finding a ski mask somewhere, but this part of the planet Manados didn’t have tall mountains and ski resorts, and although it got cold during the winter, there weren’t a lot of truly frigid days and nights. Besides, it would look too suspicious. Humans and Azincor were nearly clones of each other, all except for skin color. Long-sleeve shirts, gloves and a ski mask would have been a dead giveaway that I was hiding something.

      “The Grievance Committee,” Samir was saying. “They’re the only authority the Azincor allowed in the Enclave during the occupation. They might have access to a wormhole link.”

      We’d discussed this on the way back to the Enclave. When the Azincor took over, they disbanded the police force and outlawed any formal government from forming. They kept saying it wasn’t necessary since everyone would soon be evacuated from the planet. They would provide the food, while necessary industries were allowed to operate in exchange for additional rations. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it worked for the two months the aliens needed to get their toxin ready for disbursement. Even so, there was still the need for some coordination between the ‘prisoners’ and the Azincor. And that was the Grievance Committee.

      It consisted of three people: Dr. Satomi Harada, the former administrator of the Combined Medical Facility in Hax (CMF), real estate developer Jackson Balfour and importer/exporter Francine Dubois. Having been asleep for the two months of the occupation, I didn’t know anything about the Grievance Committee. In fact, I’d only just heard about them a couple of hours ago. Now, I wondered where all the politicians and military officers who were in the Enclave at the time of the invasion were. Did the officers all leave and report to Cygnus Station? That didn’t make sense. The invasion came as a complete surprise, with missiles and bombs raining down on the military base with no warning. There would have been nothing for the officers to report to. I mentioned my concerns to Samir.

      “I have no idea,” was his honest answer. “Come to think of it, where are all the civic leaders, the politicians?”

      Abby was shaking her head. “As the only hospital in the Enclave, we would get a few elites coming in now and then demanding better service. But these were the wealthier people, not the politicians or military officers. In fact, I don’t remember ever treating an officer at the hospital.”

      I pursed my lips, knowing the answer. “I bet the damned assholes rounded up all the politicians and officers within the first few days of the occupation and did away with them. They didn’t want anyone around who could organize a resistance.” I looked at Abby. “And no one noticed?”

      She shrugged. “We all had our own problems to worry about. If the occupation lasted much longer, I’m sure someone would have stood up and tried to organize an interim government, a council or something. It’s just what people do. Someone has to be in charge.”

      “The Azincor were in charge,” Samir said. “And they wanted everyone to know it.”

      “So, what is this Grievance Committee?” I asked.

      “Just that,” Samir answered. “Any complaints from the population had to filter through them to be brought to the Azincor. The assholes never talked to individual Humans except to harass, arrest or kill them. They did make periodic broadcasts where they assured us that progress was being made in our repatriation. It was all propaganda, most of us believed. But still, it gave us a modicum of hope and kept us from organizing a massive rebellion. Don’t rock the boat if there was hope that we’d be freed soon.”

      “Where do we find the Committee?” I asked.

      “They used to meet in a building not far from the hospital,” Abby said. “I have no idea where we’d find them now. But Samir is right. If anyone knows where to find a wormlink, it would be them.”

      I looked at myself in a mirror. If you didn’t look too closely at the caked-on makeup, I could pass as a Human. And wearing gloves on a cold winter day was normal. Okay, I was set.
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      Abby lived only four blocks from the hospital, and the Committee headquarters was two blocks beyond that. As we grew closer to the building, we realized that getting in to meet with the Committee would be harder than we expected.

      There were hordes of people surrounding the building, all trying to get it to speak with the only Human authority in the Enclave. A cadre of huge men was conscripted into running interference for the Committee members, attempting to keep the crowd outside from becoming a full-scale riot. Everyone had concerns … about everything. Now, Abby, Samir, and I had to work our way through the mob and arrange an audience with the committee members.

      Our only ace in the hole was Samir. He knew the CMF administrator personally, meaning professionally. He’d been to several events where the two of them were present. He’d even had meetings in her office with other department heads. The bottom line: She knew who he was. Whether that would make a difference in getting to the front of the line was anyone’s guess.

      

      When we entered the building, we jostled our way through a frenetic crowd of nerves. There was worry and anger on the faces, and it appeared as if the Committee was at the receiving end of all the fervor, as if they could do anything against the rampaging Azincor survivors. Until now, all they had been was the ‘Grievance’ Committee, three people who were essentially the conduit between the prisoners and the warden. They had no real power. But that didn’t seem to mean much these days.

      We finally made our way to a table where a flustered middle-aged woman was flanked by a pair of serious guards.

      “There are no appointments available today,” the woman gruffly stated before Samir could say a word. “Please leave the building in an orderly manner.”

      The guards were looking at me, not Samir, having identified me as the person most likely to cause a ruckus. They were right, but I had to give Samir a chance at diplomacy before I insisted on an audience. The stakes were too high for niceties.

      Samir leaned over the desk and slid a folded piece of paper at the clerk.

      “What is this?” she asked as she scooped up the page and opened it. “Dr. al-Bukhari … Silverback?” the woman read. “What is this?”

      “Please deliver that to Director Harada. She will know what it means. And I must warn you, failure to do so will have grave consequences. I’m not playing games here.”

      The guards overheard Samir and moved half a step closer, now seeing him as a potential threat. Then he smiled warmly at the woman and repeated, “Please.”

      The woman considered Samir and the note for several seconds before lifting out of her chair. “Wait over there,” she ordered, indicating a wall next to a backless couch that already had people seated on it.

      Samir nodded and led us away from the table, the guards still eyeing us with contempt.

      “What was that all about?” I asked Samir. “What is Silverback?”

      “That was the code name for the project I was working on,” came his cryptic answer. There were people around who might overhear. “Satomi was one of the few people beyond Annex D who knew of the work we did there.”

      The receptionist darted back into the room a moment later and motioned Samir forward. The three of us moved over to the table. The woman looked at Abby and me. “I was told to allow you to enter, not these other people.”

      Samir smiled. “They are with me. They are critical to the meeting.”

      The woman nodded and led us through a doorway and down a short corridor to a room at the end of the hall. It was a large conference center that had been converted into a war room. I’d seen my share of planning centers to recognize one when I saw one. There were nearly a dozen people, all seemingly talking at once, some seated at desks with others standing before wall-mounted monitors or walking around holographic projections. Immediately, I recognized the layout of the Enclave on several of the devices, with graphic representations of hotspots, engagement points and other data—such as casualty reports—flowing along the margins. The Humans of the Enclave were in a war, and this is where it was being coordinated.

      A stout Asian woman with stark features and severely pulled-back jet-black hair stepped up to Samir. Al-Bukhari wasn’t a tall man, but even so, he towered over the woman. She couldn’t have been over five feet tall, even in heels.

      “Dr. al-Bukhari,” she began in a huff. “As you can see, this is not a good time. The Azincor have managed to organize enough to launch an attack on the western side of the Enclave. That’s where the first walls were taken down in a fit of anger. Now the assholes are using the breach as a rallying point. We’ve ordered all the other walls to remain in place. Once they kept us imprisoned, now the walls are protecting us.”

      “Satomi, I have some critical information you need to hear,” Samir said gravely. “But it’s not information that can be disclosed in public. Is there somewhere we can go to speak privately?”

      Harata pursed her lips in frustration, realizing Samir hadn’t heard a word she said about being too busy to talk to him. I also saw resignation in her demeanor, knowing that Samir wasn’t one to exaggerate his words.

      “Jackson, Francine!” Harada yelled across the room. She then nodded with her head toward the south side of the room. The other two members of the Grievance Committee began moving that way through the crowd.

      “Follow me,” Satomi said to Samir. To the hospital administrator, Abby and I were invisible, which was fine by me. I didn’t want anyone looking too closely at me. The makeup on my face was almost as out of place as the yellow skin under it.

      We went into a side conference room that was about a tenth the size of the larger one. Satomi and the others fell into chairs, exhaustion displayed on their faces. Although it was early afternoon, it was obvious none of them had slept the night before, and probably not since the Azincor began falling dead at their feet. Retreating to the smaller room came as a relief.

      “This is Doctor Samir al-Bukhari,” the hospital administrator introduced to her cohorts. “He was one of the directors of the biological weapons department at the CMF. This is Jack Balfour and Fran Dubois,” she said to Samir, completing the introductions from her side of the table.

      Samir nodded at the other members of the Grievance Committee. “This is Abby Kent. She worked in the Diagnostic Imaging Department at the CMF, along with Fleet Marine Third Sergeant Alan Ashe.”

      With the introductions out of the way, Samir cut to the chase.

      “I’m sure you’re wondering what has been happening on Manados over the past few days. We’re here to tell you—”

      “Does it have anything to do with the weapons you were working on over at the CMF?” Francine Dubois asked. “Yeah, Satomi told us about that once the Azincor started dying. It was the only thing that made sense.”

      “That’s right,” said Jackson Balfour. He was a hulk of a black man with the sharp-eyed gaze of a lifetime general contractor who didn’t take guff from anyone. “Who gave you permission to spread some deadly toxin over the Enclave? What if it also affected Humans? And not only that, but now you have the Azincor going around killing us indiscriminately. We were at peace, and negotiations were taking place to have us released. Now the assholes are probably forming up another fleet to come back here and wipe us out for good, and with no way to defend ourselves. Do you realize what a shit-storm you’ve caused?”

      “They were never going to release us,” Samir countered forcefully. “It was all an act to keep us quiet as they developed their own toxin. Sergeant Ashe discovered the operation at the CMF. If we hadn’t acted, there would be over a million dead Humans in the Enclave rather than a couple hundred thousand Azincor.”

      Satomi was stunned. “Say, what? They were going to gas us all to death?”

      “That’s what the assholes do,” I said, speaking for the first time. I was tired of the condescending attitude of the Committee members. “The a-holes don’t take prisoners—believe me, I know. They were just biding their time until they had their virus ready.”

      “What proof do you have of that?” Francine Dubois asked.

      “I saw hundreds of people at the CMF the Azincor were experimenting on. And then Samir—Dr. al-Bukhari—analyzed their toxin. You’re lucky we were able to switch out their toxin for Samir’s before they delivered the virus. But all of this is secondary—”

      “Secondary?” Balfour bellowed. “To what?”

      “The fact that two tons of their Human-killing toxin is currently on its way to Earth, and we need to warn the planet about what’s coming.”

      Satomi waved an impatient hand, silencing me. “Just hold on a minute. Samir, please explain what’s going on.”

      “I’ve been trying to,” the doctor snapped. “What Sergeant Ashe is saying is that only a fraction of the alien virus was dedicated to eradicating the Human problem on Manados, while the bulk of the toxin was made to wipe out the Humans on Earth.”

      “Can they do that?” Francine inquired, her voice quivering.

      “They can—trust me,” Samir answered. “I’ve studied their virus. It could kill billions.”

      “Earth wouldn’t let an Azincor warship get within a hundred light-years of the planet,” Balfour countered.

      I snorted, drawing the committee’s attention. “They would … if it came aboard a Human starship and crewed by alien cyborgs who look like Humans. That’s just what’s coming. And that’s why we need to warn Earth. We need to make a wormlink. That’s why we came to you.”

      Again, Satomi closed her eyes and shook her hands. “This is getting too complicated. Let me get this straight. First, you come in here and say it was you who released a deadly toxin that killed most of the Azincor, and you did this just before the Azincor were about to release a toxin on us. Now, you say more of this toxin—a lot more—is headed for Earth aboard a Human starship with Azincor cyborgs piloting the ship. Is that even possible? I didn’t know the Azincor had cyborgs, and certainly not any who could fly a starship.”

      “Well, it’s a day of revelations, Madam Administrator,” I said sarcastically. This circular conversation wasn’t getting me any closer to finding a comm link with Earth. “The Azincor do have advanced cyborgs; in fact, one of them was used to sabotage the security shield around the Manados system that allowed the aliens to attack Cygnus Station without warning. How do you think they did that? They did it with a cyborg who looks and acts just like us. I ended up killing her, but there were others aboard the ship. They were all cyborgs.”

      “You killed an alien cyborg?” Balfour questioned with a smirk. “Yeah, right. What did the doctor say; you’re a third sergeant? How the hell did you pull that off?”

      “Because of this.”

      Now, it was my turn to pull something off: the glove on my right hand, revealing my yellow skin for all to see. “I know this because I’m a cyborg, too.”

      “You’re an alien cyborg!” Jackson Balfour cried out as he jumped to his feet.

      Although I now stood about six feet tall—thanks to my cyborg transformation—the huge contractor towered over me, standing about six-foot-five. I now reached across the table and placed a firm hand on his shoulder, pressing him back down into his seat. He grasped my hand with his and grimaced. I wasn’t trying to hurt him. I was just making a point.

      “Relax,” I told him. “I’m a Human cyborg. I just happen to look like an alien.”

      “What the hell is going on here?” Balfour pleaded, looking at Abby and then at Samir.

      “You’re eighteen-oh-four,” Satomi Harada said reverently. “You survived.”

      All eyes turned to the Administrator. “What is eighteen-oh-four?” Francine Dubois asked.

      “A cyborg project that was underway at the CMF.” Satomi’s eyes were now locked on mine. “It was something the techs called a ‘full-capacity cyborg’ being built for a special mission. I didn’t know what the mission was. I didn’t know it had anything to do with saving Manados from the Azincor biological weapons. I was told you were moved out of the hospital when the Azincor attacked. But that was two months ago. What have you been doing since then?”

      I snorted again. “Most of the time, I was asleep. I only woke up about ten days ago. And for your information, I wasn’t built to save anyone from the Azincor toxin. In fact, I’m not sure what I was made for.”

      “No one told you?” Satomi gasped.

      I shook my head. “All we found were a few scattered papers in the room where I was hidden. They said nothing about the toxin. That was just luck on my part.”

      “Wait,” Balfour said. “You’re telling me that we have thinking cyborgs now, ones that can pass as real Humans … and even Azincor?”

      “From what I understand, the brain remains intact,” the Administrator said.  “Is this right, Sergeant Ashe?”

      “That’s how I see it. You have to understand I didn’t make myself, and the doctors didn’t keep me very well informed during the process. I’m basically learning as I go.”

      “Excuse me,” Abby said, speaking for the first time. “But can we get back on topic? There’s a starship heading for Earth with enough toxin aboard to wipe out the entire population. We need to warn people of this.”

      “With a wormlink?” Balfour stated.

      “That’s right!” Abby said. “How else?”

      “That’s the problem—excuse me, I forgot your name,” said Satomi Harada.

      “It’s Abby Kent. I used to work in your Diagnostic Imaging Department. Now I work at the hospital here in the Enclave.”

      “The problem, Ms. Kent, is that there are no working wormhole comm links anymore. There haven’t been since the attack on Cygnus Station.”

      “They’re all down?” I questioned. “Aren’t there something like six of them serving this part of the Arm?”

      Satomi nodded. “That’s what I’ve been told. The Azincor took them down when they attacked to keep us from contacting Earth and to keep Earth from contacting us.”

      “Wouldn’t that also knock out their communications?” Abby asked.

      I shook my head. “No. The Azincor have their own system in place. They always have. The two races still communicate with each other, but only with special permissions within their systems.”

      I slammed a fist on the table, cracking the wood surface and enlisting the startled and frightened looks from the others in the room, including Samir and Abby. “Sorry,” I said, although I wasn’t. “I’m just mad. Now, what are we going to do? The ship has a four-day head start on us. Even if we had a ship and crew ready to go, the chance of catching them is virtually nil.”

      “We don’t have to catch them,” Samir said. “All we have to do is get into another part of space where the wormhole links are working. I accept that the Azincor isolated Manados. But they couldn’t do that to every system this side of the Pegasus Gate.”

      “Great point, Samir!” I turned to Francine Dubois. She ran a large import/export business. That meant starships and pilots. “Do you have a ship we can use?”

      The sour look on Dubois's face gave me the answer before her words did. She shook her head. “Our protocols called for immediate launch at the first sign of an enemy attack. All my ships left Manados within ten minutes of getting the alert. Believe me, if they hadn’t, I would have been aboard one of them.”

      I looked at Jackson Balfour, the building contractor. He, too, shook his head. “Same here. Besides, we contract mainly with commercial operations—even with the military. All my ships are gone, too.”

      “There are Azincor ships at Cygnus,” Satomi pointed out. “We’ve been told only one of them left after the Azincor stopped dying. I guess the a-holes had trouble finding enough of a crew from the survivors to get more than one of them away. There’s over thirty at the Station.”

      “But the comm systems aboard those ships would be different than aboard Human ships,” Abby questioned. “Could we even use their comms to get through to Earth?” She looked at me, as did everyone else in the room.

      It was my turn to shake my head. “I have no idea if we can link with Earth through an Azincor ship using their comm relays. And if we managed to get one of their ships into space, could we link with an Earth-based wormhole relay? All great questions. Even so, we would still need someone to fly the spaceship, and an Azincor spaceship at that. We need to talk to some pilots, some of the officers left in the Enclave.”

      Satomi, Francine and Jackson looked at each other with sour looks, as if I’d just told them their dog had died.  “What’s wrong?”

      “The truth is there are no military officers left in the Enclave,” the Administrator said. “We thought of the same thing right after the invasion: steal a starship and get into clear space to let Earth know what was happening. That’s when the Azincor told us they were negotiating with Earth for our release. We didn’t believe them at first—never have, really.” She made guilty eye contact with me. Deep down inside, the Humans in the Enclave knew the Azincor propaganda was all bullshit. But it was easier to believe than to accept the truth.

      “But we learned right away that all the officers, and even the politicians, were missing. The Azincor apparently had a list of everyone, along with their addresses. It was obvious the Azincor didn’t want anyone left around who could organize resistance or a counterattack. The officers that didn’t return to Cygnus Station as the attack was taking place—and there was no reason to go there once the extent of the invasion was learned—just disappeared. And then the Azincor came to the three of us. They knew our names and our jobs. They told us what was expected of us, and if we caused any problems, they would forego any negotiations with Earth.”

      “Sounds as if there were more spies in place than just at Cygnus Station,” I offered. “They probably had cyborgs in several key departments.”

      “They’re probably still here,” Abby said. “Do we even know if the toxin can kill their cyborgs or if their toxin would have killed you?”

      I shrugged. “Samir says the toxin affects the respiratory system, and mine’s made of stuff other than flesh and blood. But my brain is still a Human brain. Even so, it’s not a chance I’m willing to take, and I know for a fact that the Azincor cyborgs can be killed, with or without a virus.” I smirked, remembering my encounter with the Azincor cyborg Leona Wilson.

      “So, there could be spies right now in the Enclave,” Balfour spoke up. “They just don’t have too many people left to report to—thanks to the three of you.”

      I was glad to see the contractor was giving us credit for doing some good. It was about time someone did.

      “We appreciate that,” I said, “but we still need to do something to save Earth. A few days ago, I met an old Navy chief who told me about how the Azincor breached the security barrier. He’s a crusty old fart. He might know about Azincor comm systems. I can see if he’ll help us. We need to go out to Cygnus Station and look around at their ships. Hell, we may be able to make contact with Earth from here using the a-hole’s own comm system.”

      “That would be fantastic!” Abby gushed.

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” I warned her. “I said we may be able to.”

      “Either way, you must get going,” Satomi Harada proclaimed, rising to her feet. “I will leave word with the guards that anyone speaking the password Silverback will have immediate access to us.” Her face turned grim, even grimmer than before. “And Jack is right. You may have messed up the Azincor on Manados, but they’ll be back, and now there’s no one to stop them.”

      “What about the planetary defenses?” I asked. “There are automated systems that—when not being sabotaged—could provide some cover.”

      “Talk to your friend about that, too. We need all the help we can get.”
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      Overall, I’d give the meeting a five out of ten. We had setbacks but also some encouragement. If George Mandel, the old Navy chief, could help with the comms, then we may be able to warn Earth, as well as help set up a defense for Manados.

      It was a sure bet that the Azincor knew what happened here. They would have had no problem communicating back to their homeworld of Davas. Of course, they would be hesitant about coming back to the planet until they had a counteragent for Samir’s toxin. But they would be back, eventually, even if they had to send in a force in Hazmat suits until the Human threat was neutralized. That gave us a little time. But not much. A frigate like the one the Azincor cyborg Leona Wilson was using to make the trip to Earth could do it in about thirty days.  And if they transferred the toxin to another class of starship, they could cut that time in half.

      With enough warning, Earth should have time to lock down the space around the planet and inspect every vessel in the region. Also, Samir could send all the information he has on the Azincor virus and get the scientists on the homeworld looking for a cure.

      All we needed was a way to contact Earth, and Master Chief George Mandel could be the key to everything.
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      Walking the streets of the Enclave today was different than it was even a few days before. The relentless Azincor attacks had everyone on edge, forcing desperate Humans to form into undisciplined militias. Everyone on the streets had guns, all confiscated from the tens of thousands of dead aliens that still lay disgustingly along every road but concentrated mainly to the west and near the entrance to the Enclave. No one had taken the time to remove the bodies. I could hear railguns being fired all around me, having trouble believing they were all aimed at legitimate targets. There weren’t that many Azincor left alive on the planet, and the survivors were scattered to the wind. There was no group of aliens who survived better than any other. Those who didn’t die from the toxin were completely random, and because of that, the Azincor were having trouble forming up under a central command.

      Fortunately, George Mandel’s apartment building wasn’t too far from the Committee headquarters. We ducked inside, each of us feeling immense relief being off the streets. Even so, there were residents in the building who volunteered as guards, designed to keep any random aliens from entering and lobbing a bomb into the interior.

      We were approached by one of the armed guards—this one a woman whose expression left no doubt she would shoot if she had to.

      “Who are you, and what do you want?” she questioned as others of her posse took up positions around us. Again, my odd clothing—including gloves and a large-brim hat pulled down over most of my face—made me suspect. But since all the Azincor were male, having Abby with us was the Golden Ticket.

      Abby took the lead. “We’re here to see George Mandel,” she told the lady. “Do you know him?”

      Surprisingly, the woman laughed. “Of course, I know him. Everyone in the building knows George.”

      “Is he here?”

      “I believe so. He doesn’t go out much anymore. He’s afraid of all the traitors in our midst.”

      I could have spoken up for George at that moment, telling the guards that his suspicions about Leona Wilson were true, but I let it go. The last thing I needed was anyone looking more closely at my face.

      “May we go up?” Abby asked politely, sensing the dynamic within the guards. They were protecting their building and their residents.

      “Sure, go ahead. Just be careful. He has a gun now.”

      Abby smiled. “Thanks for the warning.”

      We boarded the elevator and got off on his floor. I led the way to his apartment, surprised I still remembered which one it was. Although it had only been a few days since I was in his apartment, nearly all the apartment buildings looked alike, including their bland corridors and generic doors. I rang the buzzer.

      “Who’s there?” a muffled male voice sounded through the door.

      “It’s Alan Ashe,” I announced. “We met a few days ago. I’m from the hospital. I was asking about your profession. You told me about Leona Wilson.”

      “Who? I don’t know any Leona Wilson.”

      “C’mon, George. I’m a friend. I found her … and you were right.”

      There was a moment’s delay before the door unlatched and creaked open a sliver. Wrinkled eyes stared out at me before glancing around and seeing Abby and Samir.

      “Who are they?” the old Navy chief asked.

      “Friends, also from the hospital. Listen, buddy, we have some important things to talk to you about and not a lot of time. Can we come in?”

      “I ain’t your buddy … but, yeah, you can come in.”

      As we stepped into George’s semi-spacious apartment, I sensed a change right off the bat. “Where’s your wife and son?”

      George’s face was crestfallen. “They were out bargaining when the fucking Azincor came into the Enclave, killing everyone they could see. They haven’t come back.”

      “Did you go looking for them?” Abby asked.

      George looked her up and down. “What’s the use? If they haven’t returned, then they’re dead.”

      “You’re not even going to check to make sure?” Abby gasped.

      George’s face turned hard. “You deal with things your way, and I’ll deal with them as I want to. Now, what the hell do you want? You mentioned Major Wilson,” George looked at me.

      After opening the door, George had moved swiftly behind the kitchen island, dropping his right arm below counter level. I sensed he had a gun there. He was paranoid, and we were intruders in his safe space.

      “You were right about Wilson,” I said quickly. “She was working with the Azincor. I found her.”

      “Where is she?” The question came out as a demand.

      “She’s dead; I killed her.”

      George frowned. “You killed her? Why? How?”

      I didn’t know how much I should tell him about how Major Leona Wilson was more than just working with the Azincor … she was an Azincor cyborg. But we needed his help, and what was the harm in enlisting another player into the game?

      “What I’m going to tell you will be hard for you to believe—”

      “Alan, are you sure?” Abby asked, grabbing my arm.

      “He deserves to know. It’s because of him we know what’s about to happen.”

      “What the hell are the two of you talking about?” George interrupted.

      I looked at the chief. “Leona Wilson was an Azincor cyborg made to look like a Human. We figure there were other spies like her throughout the Human community on Manados. She did let the enemy fleet through the barrier. You were right.”

      George didn’t look surprised, not even about Wilson being a cyborg. “You said you killed her. How the hell did you kill an alien cyborg? Besides, cyborgs aren’t that sophisticated. How could she pass as a Human?”

      “Because there’s a new class of cyborg. And I was able to kill her … because I’m a cyborg, too, but a Human cyborg—”

      Now, the railgun was revealed, held in expert hands and aimed at my head. “That’s why you wear gloves and that stupid hat. And you think makeup can hide your yellow skin? How do I know you’re not an Azincor cyborg … who looks like an Azincor?”

      Abby stepped in front of me. “Because he’s not.”

      George pointed the gun at Abby. “Because you say so … and you’re a female? Leona Wilson was also a female—and an alien, according to you.”

      “You’re right, George,” I said, pushing Abby out of the line of fire. “I look like an Azincor. It’s the reason I was made, so I could pass as an asshole, just like Wilson was made to pass as a Human. Now, put down that stupid weapon and let’s talk. We came to you because something catastrophic is about to happen, and I need you to help us stop it.”

      He didn’t lower the weapon; however, he nodded for me to continue.

      “As you have probably already figured out,” I began, “the Azincor were killed by a biological toxin created by Dr. Samir al-Bukhari.” I motioned toward Samir, who gave George a goofy smile. “We did that because the Azincor were about to release their own toxin on us. We saved the Humans on Manados.”

      “And now you want a medal?” George asked sarcastically.

      “No, but we do want you to help us stop two tons of the alien toxin from being released on Earth. As we speak, Leona Wilson is in a Human starship headed for Earth. We need to find a way of warning the planet before she gets there.”

      With purpose, George pointed his weapon at me again. “I thought you said you killed Wilson.”

      “I did—one of them. The Azincor made multiple versions of her. And now there’s a Human starship, with Human-like aliens aboard, heading for our homeworld. What are you going to do about it?”

      George set the rifle on the counter. “I guess I’m going to do nothing about it. I know Manados has been cut off from the rest of the galaxy. I know a shitload about electronics and comm systems; I’ve spent thirty-two years in the Navy, and I’ve worked on every system we have. There’s no way we can link with Earth. What did you think I could do about it?”

      “Do you know anything about Azincor comm systems?” I asked.

      George hesitated. I could see his mind thinking. “Only that they have their own relay stations.”

      “Can you reroute the signal through one of those and then to Earth?”

      Again, he paused. “Possibly, but only with permissions. What do you know about the Azincor and how they talk to each other?”

      I recoiled. I wasn’t sure what he was getting at. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean we have translators that help us understand the Azincor language, but that’s only the public language. The assholes have another language, a secret language that only they speak among each other. They have never allowed it to be translated. It’s not part of our translation devices.”

      “What does this have to do with their communication systems?” Samir asked.

      “It means that to fully access their comms, you need to know this language. That’s where they give permissions—passwords—that would open up their equipment to dynamic communications—that’s between two different systems. We can talk to the Azincor, and they can talk to us, but only when they want to. Our systems aren’t like that. All we need to do to talk to an Azincor ship is flick a switch. It’s virtually impossible to do the same with the Azincor system unless you speak their secret language.”

      “So, there’s no way we can go out to one of their ships at Cygnus Station and open a wormhole link with Earth?” I asked, clarifying.

      “Sorry. Besides, even if we spoke the language, we would still have to know the codes to open the links.”

      “Shit,” I growled. Why isn’t anything easy? Why does every damn solution have to fight me? “Okay, I accept what you just said. But what if we could get to a working Human relay? Could you use Azincor communications to make a link with Earth?”

      George pursed his lips and nodded. “Of course. As I said, our systems are more open, almost like a party line for anyone who wants to use it.”

      “Where would be the nearest working relays?” Abby asked before I could.

      George blew out a breath. “I have no idea. I don’t know how extensively the Azincor locked down the system. There are six main relays that service Manados and the Castor Sector. But across the Arm, there are hundreds. It could be as simple as heading out twenty light-years or as far as a hundred. We don’t know how extensive the Azincor offensive was when they took Manados. They may have duplicated the effort in every system on this side of the Pegasus Gate.  You won’t know until you go out and check.”

      “That’s our plan,” I spoke forcefully. What George had told me helped make up my mind. There would be no more dicking around. I’ve been wanting a starship since the beginning. Now, there was no other option.

      “We will need a pilot,” Samir said to me.

      “And you heard what the Administrator said,” Abby joined in. “There are no officers left in the Enclave.”

      “What do you mean?” George asked.

      I looked at the grumpy old Navy man. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the Azincor rounded up all the military officers and politicians right after they took over and killed them—we assume. They didn’t want any troublemakers within the population. And since all military pilots are officers, we may be shit out of luck.”

      “What about warrant officers?” George asked.

      “They’re still classified as officers,” I said. “We worked with several in my CSTs. Same classification, same everything.”

      George smiled. “What about a bad warrant officer, one who was busted back down to enlisted?”

      I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about a qualified pilot, former CW3, who got in a little trouble and was busted out of the officer corps. Would that work for you?”

      “What’s a CW3?” Abby asked.

      “That’s a Chief Warrant Officer Three,” I told her. Then to George: “Do you know someone like that?”

      “I might.” George was smiling. “Former Warrant Officer Three Darren Adams—now a very frustrated first class petty officer in the supply department. Let me tell you, it’s not wise to strike another officer, especially one who outranks you.”

      “Are you sure he wasn’t picked up with the others, or maybe was at Cygnus during the invasion?”

      “If he was, then I’ve been playing cards every Saturday night with a friggin’ cyborg. Of course, I haven’t seen him since the good doctor here threw his little drug party for the assholes.”

      My artificial heart thundered in my chest. At last … a pilot, plus a qualified technician in George Mandel, along with a plethora of starships to choose from. This plan may actually come to fruition…

      “Damn, George, that’s great news! Let’s go find your friend.”

      “Just a second.” George looked hard at me. “You say you’re a cyborg.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And all cyborgs have a Human brain—a military brain.”

      I nodded.

      “Officer or enlisted?”

      I knew where this was headed. I grinned. “Enlisted. Marine Third Sergeant Alan Ashe, at your service.”

      George nodded. “Good. Darren doesn’t like officers. Not one little bit. Not anymore.”
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      Darren Adams didn’t live too far from George, but he wasn’t home when we came calling. To my surprise, George had a key to his apartment, explaining how he often used Darren’s apartment as a retreat to get away from his wife and obnoxious teenage son.

      As George explained it, the Navy Chief had spent most of his life aboard ships and married late in life. He and his wife Linda didn’t spend much time together, considering the number of deployments he made. But since getting stationed at Cygnus—they spent a lot more time together—too much time, in fact. Then came the occupation, which was when the family spent all their time together. That was when Linda and the boy—Carl—began ganging up on George, at least according to him. That was when George began hiding out at Darren’s apartment, telling Linda that he was off doing some freelance electrical work for extra barter. He laughed, saying that Linda never asked about the extra barter he got for the jobs, knowing that she enjoyed these moments of separation as much as he did.

      This also shined more light on why he wasn’t anxious to search out his missing wife and son, no matter how horrible that sounded. Eventually, he’d get around to looking for them. Until then, he resigned himself to their likely fate. Either they were dead, or they’d decided not to come back to the apartment. It was easier than a divorce.

      Abby and I shared a glance after George nonchalantly told his story. It was definitely too much information, but George was comfortable with it. Who was I to judge?
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      When the door opened and Darren Adams entered the apartment, he quickly dropped a plastic sack and kicked it away, saying, “Shit,” as he did so. He had an Azincor DR-3 slung over his shoulder.

      “What the hell are you doing here, George?” he asked. “And who are your friends? Any word from Linda?”

      “No, Linda and Carl are still MIA. What do you have there, buddy?” George asked, smirking at the large plastic bag.

      “Nothing,” Darren answered. Everyone knew he was lying. “Just doing a little hunting.”

      George quickly shuffled over to his friend and opened the bag. Darren grimaced.

      “I wouldn’t do that; there’s a lady present.”

      “I think she can handle it,” George said as he reached inside, grabbing a handful of bloody black hair and revealing the top of an Azincor head. “Something to mount on your wall?”

      “That’s the idea. Any objections?”

      “Not from me.”

      I looked at Abby. She’d gone pale, but otherwise, she was okay. Perhaps if George pulled the head completely out of the bag, it would be a different story.

      “Is this a fresh kill or something you found on the street?”

      “Fresh,” Darren said. “We’ve been out guarding the southern flank. Five of the assholes tried to get in. Only one got away.” He looked again at Abby, me, and Samir. “So, who are your friends? This one looks like a fucking Azincor.”

      Obviously, he was referring to me.

      “They are my friends, so settle down. They’re in need of a pilot. I recommended you.”

      “A pilot?” Darren looked at me, instinctively identifying me as the leader. “What do you need a pilot for?”

      “They have a story to tell you,” the Navy master chief offered with a snicker. He went to the refrigerator and pulled out a single can of domestic beer. That was a luxury these days in the Enclave. Darren frowned at him. Obviously, the beer belonged to him.

      “Lay it on him, Sergeant,” George said to me. And then he leaned back against a counter to watch his friend’s reaction to what I said next.
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      I told him the whole story--almost. I didn’t tell him the part about me being a cyborg; baby steps, you know. George winked at me when I skipped over that part.

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll go out on the flightline with you and see what we can do. When do you want to go?”

      That was easy!

      “We need to go as soon as possible,” I said. “We’re running out of time.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it. It’s going to take the a-holes a month to get to Earth. All you need to do is make a call.”

      Darren nodded and then walked over to his plastic bag. “Just let me get this on ice. We can take my car. And bring any weapons you have. It’s not safe beyond the barrier, not until we get rid of the last of the Azincor.”

      He looked at Samir. “Too bad your virus wasn’t more effective. The survivors sure are screwing things up. But we’ll eventually get them all. Trust me on that.”

      He bent over at the refrigerator, rearranging the shelves. “Looks like I’m going to need a larger refrigerator.”
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      “I thought you said we were going to take your car?” Abby questioned after we left the pilot’s apartment building and began winding our way toward the western side of the Enclave.

      “We are,” Darren answered. “But it’s not parked in the Enclave.”

      “It’s not?” I asked. “Then where is it?”

      “Don’t worry. It’s not too much further. It’s in a warehouse a block off Tulip.”

      “Why is it there?” Abby followed up.

      George Mandel grinned and patted Abby’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’ll understand when we get there.”

      I was nervous. It was about 4 PM, and the sky was already darkening. It was fifteen miles to Cygnus Station, which, even in a perfect scenario, would put us arriving right about dusk. I wasn’t too worried for myself but for the others. Probing around in alien starships after dark wasn’t a smart idea. And with several thousand insane aliens taking potshots at the Humans, it meant we had a gauntlet to run. Samir and I had our car shot out from under us earlier that day. I wasn’t anxious for a rerun.

      Darren met a group of men and women stationed at one of the access points cut in the perimeter wall. The portal consisted of a single Azincor barrier panel being removed rather than a whole section, as had happened farther down the line, allowing alien terrorists to enter the Enclave and begin wreaking havoc.

      I’d never known the Azincor to be overly suicidal, but the survivors of Samir’s bioweapon were the exception. Stranded on a hostile planet, with no immediate backup or prospects for survival, too many of the yellow-skinned bastards were opting for suicide attacks against the Humans of Manados. That made them especially dangerous and unpredictable. Overnight, Human militias and sentries took up positions along the perimeter of the Enclave, protecting against incursions. The response was organic—and encouraging. The Humans were coming together for the common good and without too much coordination. We Humans—I still included myself as a ‘Human’—were doing what was necessary and without having to be told.

      Both the pilot and George knew the people at the checkpoint, which felt almost like a reunion of ex-military members from the same unit. For all I knew, the guards may all be military, having been stationed at Cygnus when the base was a viable entity. There were backslaps and crude remarks. I felt a tinge of nostalgia, something I knew was isolated exclusively within my Human brain. I was once a part of a unit like this, and I could relate to the camaraderie on display. I missed it.

      After words of caution, we were waved through, with Samir, Abby and I having weapons handed to us out of courtesy. Abby took a Forcel handgun while Samir and I were handed the heavier DR-3 rail-rifles. I was relieved when, after we’d left the checkpoint and meshed with the streets running parallel to the Enclave, Abby traded weapons with Samir. I was sure the scientist had never fired a railgun before. I knew Abby had since we’d gone to the range several times together in the old days. She wouldn’t accidentally shoot someone. I couldn’t say the same for Samir.

      One street over, Darren Adams led us to a ubiquitous warehouse along the road. He had a key and unlocked a roll-up door. He and George lifted the heavy panel before Darren stepped farther inside and lit off a backup electric generator. The power was out to this part of the city, but the generator still held some charge. Instantly, the warehouse was bathed in light, something that made Abby, Samir and I gasp at what we saw in the center of the room.

      “Is that an APC?” I said with a laugh.

      “What’s an APC?” Abby asked.

      “It’s an Armored Personnel Carrier,” I explained. “And an old one at that.”

      “And that’s why I got such a good deal on it,” Darren stated proudly. He stepped up to the black-painted vehicle and ran a loving hand along its smooth metal surface.

      The APC stood about ten feet high and twenty long, with a fortified front compartment for the driving crew, plus a box-shaped section in the back with enough room for up to ten troops decked out in full combat gear. I’d made many a trip in one of these things, either with or without a cyborg with us. They were the preferred delivery vehicles for combat troops on the battlefield when we weren’t being dropped by hovercraft from the air. Since I was never comfortable with aerial drops, I preferred APCs.

      “Where did you get this thing?” I asked as I made a survey of the vehicle. It was an older model, but it had been extensively upgraded since its heyday.

      “As you said, this is an older model,” Darren began. “I picked it up for a song when we got in a new shipment from Earth. Since then, George and I have been spending our spare time bringing the beast up to code.”

      I noticed a pair of rail turrets projecting from above the driver’s compartment. “Those certainly aren’t up to code,” I pointed out. I couldn’t keep from grinning as I walked around the badass-looking vehicle. Once, it had been a basic APC. Now, it looked more like a tank.

      “How were you able to do all this? I’m sure some of this stuff is military-grade and restricted for civilian use.”

      “You’re right about that, sergeant. But I found a way around the regulations. You see, when I was busted down to E-6, I was placed in the Procurement Division … as a penalty. A nowhere job with little responsibility.” He beamed a wide smile at me and winked. “That’s when I procured the shit out of things I needed for the rebuild. Now, this baby has an extra inch of reinforced composite shielding, an electrified exterior against direct enemy attack, along with the dual 70s railguns you pointed out. And thanks to old George here, the latest in electronic censoring and communications.”

      “Who you calling ‘old,’ dickwad?” George countered.

      Samir shook his head, not understanding. “Why?” he stammered. “What were you planning to do with it?”

      George snorted. “We built the tank … because we could. Besides, it makes an awesome off-road vehicle. Darren and I have taken it out several times. As you know, there’s not much beyond Hax except the desert, mountains, and jungle. We’ve been all over the place since we don’t need roads. And none of the native beasts bother us in this thing.”

      “But seriously, doctor,” Darren said. “Although it’s only been a couple of days since you made all the assholes sick, the road to Cygnus is already being overrun by Azincor. I think we’d all feel safer riding in Simone rather than in a regular car.”

      “Simone?” I laughed. “That doesn’t sound very intimidating.”

      Darren huffed. “You never met the original Simone. If you had, you would understand.”

      I held up my hands. “I’m sold! But it is getting dark, and the assholes have DRS-98s. I’d rather not test out your defenses if we don’t have to.”

      “Okay, then, everyone jump in,” the pilot proudly ordered.

      George opened a side hatch to the troop compartment, and we entered through there. Darren and George slipped into non-traditional bucket seats in the driver and co-driver positions, seats that looked as if they’d come from a race car rather than as standard-issue in a government vehicle. I craned my neck to take in the control panel, which, again, was anything but standard. It lit up like a Christmas tree when Darren pressed the start button.

      “Please, sergeant,” Darren said over his shoulder at me. “No backseat driving. Take a seat in the back with the rest of the children. School district regulations, you know. No standing while the bus is moving.”

      Damn, I was really beginning to like Darren Adams. Yes, he was a smartass. But he was my kind of smartass.
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      There were two ways to get to Cygnus Station. One was by the main thoroughfare that ran through Hax before turning east toward the military base. The other was along Hillside Drive, which, incidentally, skirted the eastern hills. It was faster going that way, and from the Enclave was the regular route taken by the military and civilians who worked at the base before the invasion.

      Now, the road was dark and hostile. After the Azincor began dying, the survivors made a beeline for Cygnus, where most of their leadership was bivouacked. Some made it, but most didn’t. But the ones who did found much the same carnage as they did at the Enclave. That was thanks to the little side trip I made to the base the morning of the infection run. That’s what I was calling it: The Infection Run, by both drone and car. The drone delivered the toxin to the Enclave while I drove around the base with canisters of the virus in the backseat, saturating the base.

      Since the virus took twenty-four hours to take effect, no one knew they were infected until a day later. And then they started dropping like flies. The Azincor toxin had the same delayed reaction as Samir’s virus. That was why it was imperative we warn Earth. Billions of people could be infected before they even knew something was wrong.

      The trip to Cygnus Station started off well enough before railgun pellets began ricocheting off the front of the APC, fired at us by random Azincor survivors. The front windows were of reduced size and hardened against such attack. Steel panels could be moved to cover the windows if need be, after which all driving was done by cameras.

      I knew this was only the beginning. Samir and I had been hit with a pair of ’98 RPGs that effectively cut the car in half and left it a smoldering mass of twisted metal. Darren’s tank should be able to withstand such a strike, especially with an extra inch of composite shielding. But the Azincor had heavier weapons, including rattle guns that came on half-tracks and could fire a hundred rounds a second. The standard shells could also be replaced with explosive-tipped cartridges. That might do some damage to the reinforced APC.

      And then there was always the lucky hit, something that takes out a tire or part of the axle, leaving us stranded in the middle of enemy territory. And if they did bring up heavier weapons to attack the APC, my cyborg body wouldn’t fare much better. We had our limits, and armor-piercing rounds were one of them.

      Suddenly, the darkened winter sky lit up spectacularly as a swirling mass of light and fire rolled down a hillside toward the road. Darren did his best to avoid the incoming ball of fire, but it still hit us near the tail end, the part of the tank where Abby, Samir and I sat.

      We were strapped in, so the crushing impact jostled us around, straining both the restraints and fragile bones and muscles. Of course, I came out better than the others, and in a split second, I was holding Abby and countering some of the movement to keep her from being thrown around too much. It helped, even though when I looked at Samir, he’d passed out. His head had slammed against the bulkhead, and blood was staining the back collar of his shirt.

      I panicked. Samir was crucial to our plan to stop the toxin from infecting Earth. Not only did the planet have to be warned, but the scientists needed information about the toxin so they could develop a vaccine. We needed Samir’s brain, and we needed it to be intact.

      I unbuckled and jumped to the other side of the compartment, quickly strapping in before we were hit again. I then reached over and gently supported Samir’s head. I had a lot of battlefield medical training, so I was careful not to move him too much.

      “How is he?” Abby asked.

      “His neck is fine,” I reported. “But he’s probably suffered a concussion. Wait … he’s coming to. Samir, can you hear me?”

      “Yeah … I can.”

      His eyes fluttered open. “What happened? Are we okay?”

      “The question is: Are you okay?” I asked. “What day is it?”

      “I’m not sure,” he gasped. “What day did we douse the assholes with toxin and then watched them die? I think it was a Tuesday.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I think it was. Oh, and by the way, I would have had trouble answering the question myself. All the days seem to run together.”

      “Then why did you ask it? Why didn’t you ask me how the enzyme glucosidase converts the sugar maltose into two glucose sugars? That would have told you more about my mental capacity.”

      “Because I wouldn’t know if the answer was right or wrong.”

      “Hold on!” George yelled from the driver’s cockpit. “We have more incoming. RPGs this time.”

      He barely got the words out before the tank bucked, not from an explosion but from going offroad and into a gully. The six wheels of the APC cut into the dirt and lifted up just as an explosion hit the ground to our left. Metal creaked, and joints groaned, sounding as if the APC was coming apart at the seams.

      The vehicle then climbed out of the gully and began a forty-five-degree run up the side of a desert hill. We crested the top and went airborne for a split second before bouncing hard on the downhill slope. More explosions erupted around us before a shell slammed into the side of the APC, bounced a few feet away and then exploded.

      The tank rolled over … once, then twice, before leaving us hanging upside down, held in place by the restraints. Servos sounded, screeching as heavy metal poles jutted out from the hull, pressing against the dirt and righting the overturned APC.

      I’d been through a few of these amusement park rides like this before, and I was grateful for the flipping feature common in most advanced APCs. We were back on the wheels a moment later and racing across the darkening landscape.

      I wondered how many damned Azincor had survived Samir’s virus? There seemed to be an army of assholes raining fire down on us. And, just like this morning, we were the only car on the road. The aliens were putting a lot of effort into stopping one lone APC.

      Just then, Darren shouted from the cockpit.

      “Put on your ear protection! We’re about to fire the 70s.”

      Attached to the ceiling were noise-cancelling earmuffs. I took one and placed it over Samir’s ears. Abby saw what I did and mirrored me, placing the gear on her head. I didn’t bother. My cyborg hearing could adjust to the sound, a sound I’d heard plenty of times in the past.

      The interior of the APC became thick with the ear-piercing clacking of metal slides on the 70-inch railguns as one-pound metal slugs were fed into the system and then ejected out of the business end of the gun at over four thousand miles per hour. I couldn’t see what George was firing at, but I knew that anything short of a reinforced tank—such as we were in—would be ripped apart with extreme prejudice.

      I craned my neck to see into the cockpit, but I could only catch the corner of the navigation screen from which Darren was now steering. A small force of Azincor had blocked our path with a couple of tanker trucks across the road. There were gullies to either side, making ramming the barricade our only option.

      Luckily, the 70s were doing yeoman’s work on the tankers, ripping metal apart as if they were made of cream cheese. Fire erupted from the shredded trailers, as whatever material the tankers were transporting was flammable. Darren didn’t care. The barrier was gone, and he blasted through the roiling flames without a care.

      The APC, with more creaks and groans than before, now raced along a clean roadway with little to no alien encounters of any kind after that.

      Now, all we had to do was get on the base.
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      Samir had recovered from his head bump by now, although Abby still kept an eye on him because of his wobbly eyes and headache. At least his mind was still functioning.

      Darren slowed the vehicle as the APC approached a line of military vehicles blocking our way. They were Human vehicles, including a pair of actual tanks, and not bastardized versions like the pilot’s personnel carrier. These machines could make short work of the ACP if motivated to do so. Humans manned the barricade.

      Darren stopped the APC before unbuckling and moving to the passenger compartment and the exit hatch. George Mandel was right behind him.

      “Stay here,” he said to us. “Everyone’s kinda trigger-happy these days.” He focused his gaze on me. I understood what he meant.

      The hatch opened, and Darren and George exited the vehicle, holding their hands above their heads. They were immediately surrounded by a dozen armed men and women, all in civilian clothing. I didn’t know if this was because they were civilians or if this was just what they were wearing when they decided to come to the base; however, they did exhibit a brand of military discipline in their movements.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. They had more firepower than we did, so they could wear whatever they damned well pleased.

      Other soldiers poked barrels of their railguns into the passenger compartment and waved us outside.

      A tall man with a commanding demeanor stepped up to Darren and George.

      “What are you doing here, and where the hell did you get that thing?”

      “We built it, kind of a hobby,” Darren said with a smirk.

      “Looks like you took a beating getting here.”

      He was right. The APC was dented in a dozen spots, and several of the extra shielding panels were bent backward and about to fall off. One of the six tires was shredded and the once-uniform black color now sparkled in the floodlights where shiny points of light reflected off raw metal where railgun pellets had peeled away the paint.

      “I’m Petty Officer First Class Darren Adams,” the pilot announced. “And this is Master Chief George Mandel, Fleet Navy.” He neglected to introduce his three passengers.

      “Well, damn, Master Chief,” said the tall man. “Looks as if you’re now in charge. I’m Gunny Sergeant Larry Page, Third Marine Regiment, Cygnus Station. We haven’t found any officers yet.”

      “That’s okay, Gunny,” George said. “I’m not here to take command. Speaking of that, what are you guys doing out here?”

      “Yesterday, a couple thousand of us made the run from the Enclave to here. We wanted to make sure the assholes didn’t take off in any of their ships and bomb us from orbit. As it turned out, only one ship got out, and they didn’t attack. Instead, they beat feet out of the system as fast as they could. Since then, we’ve been flushing other Azincor out of the ships. There are—or were—several hundred of them hiding just about everywhere. Luckily, they aren’t very organized. We’ve been able to deal with them fairly easily.”

      “Very good, Gunny!” George roared. “I wish I’d gotten in on some of that action. As it is, we’re here to check over some of the ships to see if we can get one off the surface.”

      “What for?”

      “Someone has to let Earth know what’s going on,” George answered. It was true—to a point—but not the whole truth.

      “Be my guest,” said Gunny Sergeant Page. “Just be careful. Those rat bastards are everywhere. Do you know what happened, why they all started dying?”

      “Something having to do with some heroes switching out a Human-killing toxin with one that kills assholes. We were really lucky; otherwise, it would be us lying dead on the ground while the Azincor flush out the last Human survivors.”

      “Well, damn! It’s good to know we still have some heroes around. If I ever get the chance, I’d like to shake their hands.”

      My artificial butt clenched as I feared George was going to turn around and introduce Abby, Samir and me as the heroes of his story. That would mean I’d have to remove my glove to shake his hand. That could get awkward. But fortunately, all George said was, “Me, too. Maybe someday, after the statues have been built and all the schools have been renamed.”

      That was when I knew George was being his sarcastic self with the whole hero schtick. I liked George, too, even though I still didn’t know how to read him that well. He seemed more reserved—more cerebral—than Darren Adams. I felt he tended to hold his cards closer to the vest, while Darren was abashedly honest, telling you what he believed whether you wanted to know or not. Even so, I was glad both of them were on the team.

      Now, if they could just get one of these starships into space…
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      The people from the Enclave had set up a long string of spotlights, all aimed at the row of thirty alien starships positioned along the flightline. In the early evening glow, it made an impressive sight. These were deep space vessels, each easily spanning a football field in diameter. They were all saucer-shaped, as were all starships employing gravity drive. The circular shape allowed for the multiple rows of particle accelerators that were necessary for FTL travel.

      Of course, I didn’t understand how any of this worked, just that it did. Supposedly, the accelerators would spin particles up to near the speed of light, where their mass would increase. Then, the beams would be shot out through the focusing rings to a distinct point about a thousand miles from the ship. There, the mass would accumulate until a series of microscopic black holes formed.

      All of that seemed straightforward enough, but it was when the black holes would pop into existence that they lost me.

      Supposedly, the gravity from the singularities would warp space to such a degree that the starship would then fall into the event horizon of the black holes, gaining speed. Then, one black hole would dissolve while another formed farther along the line, gaining more distance from the ship the faster it went. This way, the starship would never reach the singularity and would always be accelerating within this weird dimension of the event horizon. Since the vessel didn’t need to be pushed beyond the speed of light—which I’m told would take infinite energy—this kind of travel didn’t violate the laws of physics.

      In fact, from what others told me, the ship never technically breached the speed of light barrier since the space within the event horizon was compressed. Vast ‘distances’ could be traveled because, in this dimension, the distances weren’t as distant, if that makes sense. The singularity would draw in space all around it, compressing distance to only a fraction of what it would be in normal space. Then, when one black hole would dissolve, space would suddenly rebound to normal, only to be compressed again when the new black hole formed. This way, the vast distances of interstellar travel could be circumvented, making star travel possible.

      From my understanding, this was how FTL gravity drives operated. At least theoretically. Just like how a communicator communicates. Theoretically. I didn’t know all the science of how communicators or gravity drives work; I just know they do. And that was good enough for me.

      What blew my mind was when I learned that nearly all of the so-called space-time continuum through which we journeyed would look like the surface of a tempest-roiled ocean if displayed graphically since just about every gravity source, no matter how small, wrinkled the fabric of space. The fact that space was so pliable was beyond my comprehension. Space—the nothingness in which we existed—was more substantial than I could imagine, never completely smooth except in regions found between distant galaxies. Everything else was a jumbled mess. And through this mixed-up ether, starships traveled—I traveled. And not only that, but also through connected black holes—something called wormholes. I couldn’t tell you how many times I’ve made wormhole transits, and not just the main one between the Pegasus and Randolph Gates. There were dozens of the tiny bastards throughout space, providing instantaneous travel for anyone who knew how to enter and exit a wormhole before being consumed by the anchoring singularities.

      And now, we were looking once again to make that seemingly impossible journey through the inconceivable fabric of space and time. In reality, it was best if I didn’t think too much about it; just take the ride and don’t ask too many questions. I wouldn’t understand the answers anyway, even if they told me.
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      We stood gawking at one of the huge saucers, admiring the sleek lines and sheer volume of the vessel, now lit in dazzling light and framed by the reddish glow of the setting sun. The Azincor starship was one of their cruiser class and about twice the size of the ships I usually deployed on. While we were coming into the base, I also noticed a trio of humongous battle-cruisers parked at the far end. They were twice the size of even this behemoth and the largest such vessels that could land on the surface of a planet.

      Beyond even the scope of the battle-cruisers were the truly outrageous fleet carriers—on both sides of the conflict—which were large enough to carry cruisers in their holds. This class of warship was destined to spend its entire life in space, never touching land. I’d been aboard a couple of our carriers, and they were like flying cities, carrying passenger and crew complements of twenty thousand or more. I have to admit; it only took a couple of minutes aboard one of these monsters before you forgot you were in space and aboard an artificial construct. They were that big.

      Now, I gazed at the cruiser, which was made up of the main saucer component and a lowered central cylinder on which it rested, with eight outer support beams adding stability to the vessel while it was in port. The central cylinder was the main entrance to the starship, with elevators leading to the upper decks. During spaceflight, the cylinder would recede into the hull with the support beams stowed in their holding pods under the saucer.

      There was a long ramp extending down from the main disk leading to the cargo/launch bay. The ramp was forty yards long and sloped at a thirty-degree angle. Darren and George started climbing the ramp, with Abby close behind. I saw Samir hesitate before beginning the climb. Even though George was every bit as old as the scientist, he wasn’t nearly as overweight. I moved next to Samir and gently took his arm.

      “Don’t worry, buddy,” I said with my Antonio Banderas smile. “We’ll take it slowly.”

      This time, Samir didn’t let his pride get in the way. But it did take us a full two minutes just to climb the forty yards of the metal ramp, after which Samir was sucking air.

      Once inside the huge cargo hold, I noticed looks of wonder on the faces of George and Darren.

      “Haven’t you guys ever been aboard an Azincor ship before?” I asked.

      We weren’t alone in the cargo hold. At least a dozen armed Humans were frantically moving about the room and into the main part of the ship. I even heard a muffled railgun shot coming from inside the craft. Obviously, they were still flushing the aliens from inside the ship.

      “Nothing this big,” George admitted. “Several years ago, I was aboard a convoy that went up against a squadron of asshole warships. We knocked out a couple of them before the others got away. I was on a survey team that went aboard the derelicts. That’s the only time I’ve been aboard one. Have you been aboard a ship like this?”

      I grinned. “Yeah, I’ve been aboard about five or six of them, but not on a sightseeing tour. The Cyborg Support Teams I worked with would execute boarding operations once the engines were disabled. I don’t remember much about them except for a bunch of smoke and streaking gunfire. Once secure, we would withdraw and let the Navy take over. Trust me—I didn’t go aboard Azincor starships for fun.”

      “How secure is the ship?” Darren asked a passing man with a DR-3 rifle and a manic look in his eyes.

      “It should be okay,” he answered. “We missed one earlier, but he’s toast now. Just be careful. The assholes like to squeeze into cabinets to keep from being found.”

      “Follow me,” Darren ordered to our little five-person team. “Personally, I’ve never been aboard a cruiser,” he said, “but I did learn about their layout. Let’s take a look at the bridge.”

      The size of the starship was deceptive. Being saucer-shaped, I didn’t expect as many separate decks. We took an elevator up six floors to the very peak of the dome where the command bridge was located.

      I stepped up to the three-hundred-sixty-degree window that looked down on the rest of the hull and to the very edge. I could make out the indentations near the outer edge where the particle beam accelerators were located. I counted them.

      “This is an eight-ringer,” I said to no one in particular.

      “That’s right,” the pilot said. “Four rings each in opposite directions.”

      I studied the layout of the bridge, with seats and consoles all oriented in a particular direction. Even though the hull was circular, there were still bow and aft sections, indicating the direction of flight. Darren walked up beside me and pointed to each side of the hull and a set of double raised nodules separated by a hundred feet or so.

      “Those are the focusing rings,” he pointed out. “The particles accelerate in opposite directions until they exit at the rings, which then focus the beams at some far-away point in space. The mass builds up … and, voila, we have a miniature black hole. All thanks to the miracle of modern science.”

      “I thought the Superiors gave us gravity drive technology?” Abby pointed out.

      Darren cocked his head. “Actually, all they did was arrive in gravity drive ships and allow us to look at the engines. After that, our scientists figured out what was going on behind the curtain. They did the same to about a hundred other races throughout the galaxy. Some species were able to figure out the science. Others couldn’t. And even a few excelled, making minor improvements. That’s what we did, along with the bastard Azincor and a handful of others.”

      “What if the Superiors had never come?” Abby asked. “Do you think we could have ever figured this out on our own?”

      “Eventually,” Darren said. “But as it is now, all the advanced species that were able to reverse engineer the technology are at about the same level of tech. I’ve always thought that was the intention of the Superiors. They didn’t let just one or two races have the secret to FTL travel. Most of us all started at the same point and at the same time. It evened out the playing field, making sure no single race could dominate the galaxy.”

      “Isn’t that what the Azincor want to do?” Abby continued. “They don’t want anyone else around except them.”

      Darren nodded. “Well, there’s no accounting for stupidity. The assholes must have missed that briefing. Now, they’re using what most of us consider as ‘universal’ technology to try to conquer the galaxy, beginning with the Pegasus Arm.” The pilot grinned wickedly. “They didn’t expect Earth to put up such a fight. I guess they’re learning their lesson.”

      “Not if they get the toxin to Earth,” I reminded everyone. The conversation had gotten off-tangent, turning into a Human-pride party. It was true that we had been making great strides recently in our war with the Azincor. But now the yellow-skinned bastards were trying an end-run, a game-changer of epic proportions. Even if a majority of the Humans on Earth survived the biological attack, it would disrupt war operations to such a degree that we wouldn’t be able to defend our colonies. The Azincor would sweep over dozens of worlds until they were once again knocking on the doorstep of the Solar System. At that point, it would be over. And since the Azincor didn’t take prisoners, enlist allies or even attempt to co-exist with other races, it would be genocide on a galactic scale.

      Maybe, in another part of the galaxy, the Azincor would run into another race capable of resisting them. But that wouldn’t help the Humans. The Human race would be extinct.

      I felt a twinge in my Human brain, one that traveled the full breadth of my cyborg body. Humanity was on the threshold of extinction, and the five of us were the only ones who could do anything about it. That was a hell of a lot of responsibility.

      “So, Mr. Adams,” I said to the pilot. “Is this ship operational?”

      Darren pursed his lips and cast a gaze across the bridge.

      “One hundred percent. Dr. al-Bukhari’s virus didn’t do anything to affect the ship’s systems, just the crew. This baby is ready for space.”

      “Then, what are we waiting for?” I asked. “Let’s get going. We don’t have an hour to waste.”

      I was taken aback by the pilot’s frown and quizzical look at me. His jaw fell open, and moments later, laugh lines appeared at the corners of his blue eyes.

      “Are you serious?” he began. “Did you think we were going to take one of these ships?”

      “Yeah … I did.” My tone was firm. “You’re a pilot, aren’t you? So get to piloting.”

      Both Darren and George Mandel burst out laughing.

      “What’s so funny,” I asked, my anger growing.

      My Human brain sent electronic signals to other parts of my cyborg body activating servos and capacitors, stimulating me as any anger-generating event would my normal body. At least, I thought it did. I did feel stronger and more on edge. Actually, how the message traveled from my brain to the rest of my body was still a mystery. But like most of the high-tech around me, I accepted it without knowing how it worked. I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “You thought I could pilot a friggin’ cruiser?” He waved a hand around the bridge. “Look at this place. There are stations for at least a dozen people. Helmsmen, navigators, accelerator managers, not to mention the engine crew, life support, hell, even the mess cooks. It takes over fifty people just to get this beast off the ground. You thought I could do that on my own?”

      “I was told you were a pilot.”

      I gnashed my artificial teeth in frustration. What kind of game was Darren and George playing? I thought they understood how crucial our—my—mission was.

      “I am a pilot—a shuttle pilot. Remember, I was a warrant officer. Only commissioned officers can become qualified pilots for starships like this.”

      “But they do use pilots?” I queried, hoping I hadn’t lost anything in translation.

      “Technically, yes. But that covers a lot of territory. That includes fighter pilots, helmsmen, navigators, even shuttle pilots.”

      I looked over at Abby and Samir. They were pale and wobbling on their legs. “Now, what do we do?” Samir gasped.

      “What is wrong with all of you?” George spoke up. “Darren is a pilot, a very good pilot. All we need is a shuttle.”

      “A shuttle won’t get us far enough into space,” I objected. “It couldn’t even get us out of the star system—they don’t have gravity drives. We’re screwed. Game over! Game over …”

      “Knock it off!” Darren Adams ordered. “All we need is a cargo shuttle. They have gravity drives and can get us out to where we need to go. And I can pilot one of those.”

      I stared at the pilot, my mouth agape. “You bastard!” I exclaimed. “Why didn’t you say that at the beginning? If you’re a shuttle pilot, why the hell are we even aboard this ship?”

      Adams shrugged. “I’ve always wanted to see the bridge of an Azincor cruiser. Besides, I needed to check out the storage hold to see if they had a cargo shuttle aboard. They don’t. And now I know cruisers are too small to carry them.”

      “What’s a cargo shuttle?” Abby asked, exasperation painted on her face.

      “Just like it sounds,” Darren began. “They operate within fleets, first stocking up with needed supplies, and then they make their rounds, delivering the supplies to fleet vessels.” He looked at me. “And they have gravity drives. Hell, we could even make it all the way to Earth in one of them with only a couple of refuels along the way.”

      “How do you know there’s even a cargo shuttle within the mix of Azincor ships her at the base?” Samir asked.

      “Every fleet like this one has cargo shuttles; they have to,” George answered. “We’ll probably find one in the battle-cruisers at the other end of the line.”

      I was familiar with cargo shuttles; I just never imagined we would take one of them into space. It made sense, however. Compared to the cruiser, they were tiny, but they could still get us into the region of space where we could make contact with Earth. I just wished someone had told me what kind of pilot Adams was before we got all worked up. We definitely had to work on our communication skills…

      I pursed my lips into a frustrated grin. “Then perhaps we should be heading to the battle-cruisers instead of taking a tour of a ship that does us no good. As I said, time is a-wasting.”

      “Relax, sergeant,” Darren said. “That’s the thing about space travel; it can’t outrun wormhole communications. We’ll get the word to Earth in plenty of time for them to stop the attack.”

      I looked at Abby and Samir, confirming that they believed as I did.

      “I pray you’re right, Mr. Adams,” I said ominously. “After all, there’s not much riding on this mission … except the survival of the Human race.”
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      There was still a lot of activity along the long line of starships as the Humans continued to discover more Azincor hiding within the ships. Initially, spraying the aliens with Samir’s toxin was supposed to do away with the enemy. I hadn’t anticipated such staunch resistance from the relatively few survivors. But they were desperate and of a like mind. What was left were around five thousand suicide bombers with no rhyme or reason for their attacks. That made them doubly dangerous.

      At one end of the line of starships were sequestered three behemoths, easily twice as big as the cruisers. It was a miracle they could even land on the surface of a planet, let alone lift off from one. Although they were made by our alien enemies, they were still impressive machines; their flying saucer shape was frightening in their scale.

      Like most of the other ships, one of the loading ramps was lowered, allowing access to the voluminous cargo bay. Immediately upon entering, we spotted two of the box-shaped cargo shuttles. They were huge in their own right, coming in at two hundred feet long by fifty wide. But what made them an oddity within the alien fleet was where the gravity drive particle accelerators were located.

      Above the flat hull was a thick pedestal where the saucer that contained the accelerator rings rested. It reminded me of the old radar aircraft from three hundred years ago, where a circular antenna was positioned above the main fuselage of the plane. The saucer was smaller than any of the spaceships in port, measuring only about seventy feet in diameter, meaning it stuck out over the sides of the cargo shuttle.

      “Perfect,” Darren said as he stepped up to the side of the shuttle and gazed up at the saucer-shaped dome.

      I walked around the vessel, checking for lifting nozzles. I didn’t see any.

      “How are we supposed to get this thing off the planet? Aren’t they used exclusively in space?”

      “You are correct, sergeant,” Darren Adams answered. “They were built to operate in space, with small maneuvering jets and nothing powerful enough to get us into space. And that’s where a little creativity is going to have to come into play.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “You see the saucer?” he said, pointing up. “We’re going to have to use the gravity drive for liftoff—”

      “The gravity drive!” I gagged. “That’s insane. No one uses the gravity drive to take off from a planet.”

      “It’s our only option,” Darren countered.

      “Can it even be done?” I continued with my line of inquiry. “Wouldn’t it have to be pointed straight up for it to get any lift? Otherwise, we’d just be pulled along the ground while cutting a crevasse in the surface of the planet as big as the Grand Canyon.”

      “Not that big,” Darren assured me. “But you’re right; gravity lifts are seldom done. But they are possible … theoretically. I’ve always wanted to try—”

      “Theoretically, really?”

      Darren had grown impatient with my negativity. I didn’t blame him; I was pretty upset with being negative myself. Perhaps if he gave me some good news, I could be more positive…

      Darren pointed up again. “Look at the saucer. From the pedestal it’s resting on, it can tilt up to sixty degrees. That will give us some lift, although there will be a period where we will cut a trench along the ground until we get high enough, but nothing as big as the Grand Canyon. Trust me, it should work.”

      Abby laughed nervously. “I think it’s the word should that has us all a little worried.”

      She was right, and as I looked at her and the huge shuttle, it raised another issue I hadn’t spoken to her about. But I would bring it up in a moment after I had another issue resolved.

      “I don’t see any wheels on this beast, just skids for entering and leaving landing bays. How are we going to get this thing moved to a safe place to conduct your little experiment?”

      “I have a plan for that, too,” Darren said without detail. “But before we do anything, I need to get inside and check out the controls. They should be similar to all other shuttles. I just want to make sure.”

      The side hatch opened easily since no lock was installed. Why would it be needed? The shuttle was intended for Azincor use only, and the Azincor never committed crimes against each other. That was one thing the yellow-skinned bastards had over us...

      As Samir, George and Darren entered the spacecraft, I took Abby by the arm and held her back.

      “I don’t want you going,” I stated firmly.

      “What? Why? I thought you wanted me to come along.”

      “That was before I learned what we have to do to get off the surface. Abby, it’s not safe. I’d feel better if you stayed back at the Enclave.”

      Abby snorted. “What, so I can be blown up by one of the crazy Azincor survivors? You saw what it’s like in Hax these days. And it’s not going to get better until all the survivors are killed. That could take months. And Darren was right. The Azincor will return here eventually, and if we don’t have some defenses in place, then they may come back and just nuke the whole planet. The Azincor are like that. They have tempers, especially after hundreds of thousands of their brothers have been killed.” She looked at the starship. “I know it could get a little hairy at the beginning. But after that, all we’re looking for is a clean link to Earth. Honestly, I’ll be a lot safer going with you than I would be staying here.”

      She made a good argument. Either way, she was taking a risk. And if that were the case, then I would feel better having her close.

      I gave her a quick nod and a sick smile. She smiled back—a victorious smile—

      and patted my arm before turning away and entering the shuttle.

      I hoped she was right. I hoped Darren Adams was right. Could this heavy lump of metal even get off the surface? Besides that, it wasn’t built to withstand the stresses of liftoff, even though—theoretically—we would be wrapped in the protective cocoon of an event horizon. Still, it was a challenge, but as the pilot said, it was our only option. With such high stakes riding on the mission, we had to try it.

      I took a deep, yet artificial, breath and stepped into the hatchway. I was the last one to enter the shuttle … and that was what saved us all…
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      The Azincor soldier had waited until Abby passed by, heading for the bridge, before climbing out of the compartment near the entry module where the spacesuits were stored. His concentration was now on the passageway leading to the bridge and not on the entry hatch. He had already moved beyond the module by the time I came up behind him, holding a Forcel weapon in his hand.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t see him right away, at least not soon enough to remain quiet as I entered the shuttle. With admirable reactions, the alien whipped around and fired off the weapon, more out of panic than skill. The red beam sliced across my chest, burning through my jacket and to the skin underneath. The flesh was burned, and a line of artificial blood oozed out of the semi-cauterized wound.

      The others on the bridge heard the electric sizzle of the handgun and came running. They ducked back inside as the alien turned and pointed the weapon at them. As far as the asshole knew, the threat behind him was neutralized. He rushed to the bridge doorway, not realizing I was right behind him.

      Even if I did know how to moderate my cyborg strength—which I didn’t—I wasn’t feeling very judicious at the time. I just reacted and let the chips fall where they may. In this case, I was left holding the ripped-off right arm of the alien as he stared in shock at where his arm used to be. The Forcel was still locked in the grip of the severed limb, which I now tossed unceremoniously to the deck behind me. Dark alien eyes then focused on me as his lips formed silent words. Then the orbs rolled back in their sockets, after which the body collapsed to the deck with a thud.

      Darren stepped up to me, taking in the bloody slice across my chest and the stump of an arm lying on the deck.

      “I believe you have some explaining to do, Sergeant Ashe,” he stated. “But that can wait until you clean up this mess. I don’t want us having to step over blood stains on the deck during the trip. That’s rather gross, even if it is Azincor blood.”
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      First Class Petty Officer Darren Adams stared at me with unblinking eyes. It took less than ten minutes for me to toss the body into the battle-cruiser’s storage hold—along with the mangled arm—and then do a quick mop-up of the still-wet blood. It wasn’t perfect, but as the blood aged, it would blend with the dark grey of the floor decking. I knew this from experience. I’d cleaned my share of blood from decking grates during my time in the Marines.

      “A cyborg,” the pilot finally said. “And a super-cyborg at that. Amazing.” His gaze shifted to the others before landing on his friend, George Mandel. “And you knew this all along?”

      “Actually, I found out this morning, just before you did.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      George shrugged. “I didn’t think it was my place. Besides, like me, I thought you’d like your revelations in moderation. We’d already had our fair share of them today. And what are you complaining about? He’s a friggin’ cyborg … and he’s on our side.”

      Now Darren shrugged. “I’m not complaining. It’s just that I don’t like having vital information withheld from me.”

      “Like that you’re a shuttle pilot and not a starship pilot?” I questioned. It seemed turnabout was fair play. “We all have to do better with our communication skills.”

      Adams snorted. “I thought you already knew what I was. But you’re right. No more secrets from now on. And now, let’s get the shuttle out of the hold—”

      “You said you had a plan for that … but you didn’t elaborate,” I pointed out with a sly grin.

      Darren smiled. “Forgive me. I plan on borrowing a tank to tow the shuttle down the ramp and to a distant part of the field. When I activate the gravity drive, we can’t be closer than a mile from anything of value. As you pointed out, there’s going to be considerable collateral damage until we get airborne.”
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      With the plan now formalized, I went outside and met up with the onsite leader of the Human contingent. He had two hefty tanks at his disposal, and he barely batted an eye when I told him I needed one to pull a cargo shuttle from an Azincor battle-cruiser. He just shrugged and said, “Sure,” as if he did it every day. I guess the situation on Manados was so fluid that nothing seemed out of the ordinary anymore.

      Darren and the others had identified a length of heavy chain from the landing bay and were waiting for me when I returned to the hold. None of them were strong enough to move it. For that, they needed a cyborg. I have to say, I did stop traffic in and around the starship as people stopped to stare as I dragged a ton of thick chain across the deck, creating a horrific squeal like a thousand fingernails on a thousand chalkboards. No one asked any questions; instead, they gave me a wide berth as I attached the chain to the back of the shuttle and then to the front of the tank after it arrived.

      My team left the shuttle and stood off on the side of the ramp as the tank began pulling. More squealing and more scrunched faces as the shuttle began to move. While in space,  the gravity wells to this part of the ship would be turned off, and the shuttle would easily drift in or out of the cargo hold using tiny maneuvering jets. The skids were never made to be true skids; instead, they were used as something to rest the shuttle on and for repositioning the craft within the bay.

      At the ramp, the tail end of the shuttle stuck out until reaching the fulcrum of the ship’s weight, and then it slanted downward, slamming hard onto the metal ramp before sliding down on its own.

      “Pull!” I yelled to the tank operator. “Hurry!”

      The shuttle was beginning to turn sideways on the ramp, with the very real possibility it could slip off the side. The tank shot off, pulling the chain taunt and straightening out the shuttle. The spacecraft now raced down the ramp and onto the tarmac a lot faster than any of us anticipated. It slid for a few more feet before stopping.

      Darren and George ran down the ramp and jumped up on the side of the tank. The pilot spoke to the driver through an open-top hatch. “To the left. We need to get it out into the eastern field as far as we can.”

      The driver doubted if his tank had the power to do that, but he would give it a go. Once off the tarmac pad, we ran into problems. The skids were narrow, and they dug into the soft dirt under the heavy weight of the shuttle. We called in the second tank, and with another length of heavy chain—provided on-site by yours truly—the combined power of both tanks managed to get the shuttle to where it wouldn’t cause too much damage during liftoff. Parallel rows of deep trenches were cut in the soil as the skids sank in completely, allowing the shuttle to be dragged through the field on its belly.

      After this, Samir, Abby and I rode back to the flightline on a tank and then commandeered a car for the short trip to the cluster of buildings that made up the main part of Cygnus Station. We were on a quest for food—Human food—to take with us on the trip. We wouldn’t need a lot, seeing that we didn’t expect to be in space for more than six days at most. Once out of the star system, the shuttle could cruise along at a respectable clip of about eight light-years per day. That should get us beyond the disabled comm relays in three days or less. Even so, we grabbed all the dry stock we could. Water wouldn’t be a problem; both Humans and Assholes drank the same water, and the shuttle had water recyclers onboard.

      George and Darren were left aboard the shuttle to familiarize themselves with the systems, both for propulsion and for communications. By the time we returned from our scavenger hunt, the two men felt confident that they understood the Azincor controls enough to attempt a liftoff.  We all strapped in as Darren did the same in the pilot’s seat, with George next to him at the accelerator controls. This would be a first for everyone. We were all hoping it wouldn’t be the last of our firsts.

      I felt the overhead vibrate as George tilted the accelerator saucer to its maximum sixty-degree angle. Then the whirling began, as trillions of atomic particles began their paths around the circumference of the disk, speeding up as they went. I had no idea how many trips around the accelerator the beams had to make before they’d accumulated enough mass to become a force unto themselves, but I figured it had to be a lot.

      Of course, I could be all wrong about how it worked. This was the closest—and the most involved—I’d ever been to a gravity drive insertion. Typically, when making a transition, I would be back in the Marine section, playing cards or sleeping. Insertions always happened in space and were non-events for the Marines attached to the warships. Running the gravity drive was the Navy’s job. We Marines would go to work once we landed on a beachhead.

      “Get ready,” the pilot announced. “We’re reaching critical mass. Once I release the beams, things should happen pretty fast. Just remember, you’re not allowed to panic unless the ship begins to fall apart in dramatic fashion. Until then, everything will be proceeding according to plan.”

      Through the forward viewport, I saw a wavering cloud appear in the sky above the darkened field. It was well past dark by now, but the cloud was producing its own light, growing in intensity. Then suddenly, a small, black dot appeared in the center of the now-roiling cloud. My enhanced eyesight zoomed in on the spot. Was this a black hole?

      Darren Adams seemed to be reading my mind because he began narrating the scene.

      “We have creation,” he announced. “Creation of a black hole—in fact, hundreds of them. Currently, they’re forming at a specific point in space but growing in intensity as the mass increases with each successive singularity.”

      The black dot began to grow, not in a steady way, but in tiny leaps in size, seeming to jerk from frame to frame. And with each iteration, it was getting closer. It was frightening in a way, watching this impossibly black dot racing toward the shuttle while still surrounded by an eerie white, red and blue glow.

      “The light is produced by photons falling into the well. The different colors are from the Doppler Effect. Pretty soon, we’ll be falling in as well.”

      “And when will that be?” Abby asked with a crack in her voice.

      “Oh, you’ll know it,” Darren said with a laugh.

      And he was right. The dot was now growing exponentially larger—and therefore closer—with each change. My Human brain told me something large and solid was racing at me, producing an almost uncontrollable urge to flee. But before I could react, the blackness enveloped us.

      I felt dizzy for a moment, something I was used to after having made hundreds of lightspeed transitions, although at the moment, we were barely moving. Everyone else on the ship had also experienced transitions before, some more than others, so there was no panic. It’s just that Samir, Abby, and I had never actually witnessed the entering of an event horizon before, even if it was called entering. Instead, we were swallowed by the strange effect, a region of existence where gravity was so strong that not even light could escape. And yet here we were, living and intact—as far as our perspective went—without the spaghettification often associated with being sucked into a black hole.

      “The well is stable,” George Mandel reported with relief. “We’re still producing hundreds of black holes every second, and each at a specific distance from the ship. There’s no danger of us being sucked into the singularity since all the matter required to keep it in existence is coming from us. And you may not be able to notice, but we’re moving now. Not very fast, but that will change in a few minutes. Let me show you what’s going on outside.”

      When George flicked a switch on his console, I was reminded that the forward viewport was more than a window. It could also be used as a video monitor. The view outside shifted from solid black to a perfect composite rendering of what reality would look like outside the ship if reality wasn’t warped by the presence of the singularity.

      The field outside was lit as if it was midday, a concession made by the computers and not the black hole. The shuttle appeared to be stationary in the middle of a brown torrent of debris streaming past the ship and toward a distinct point ahead of us, angled slightly into the air. I didn’t feel any sensation of movement, nor could I hear the churned-up soil rushing past the shuttle, not until something solid hit us from behind, and the image on the screen wavered.

      Darren cursed. “I was afraid of that,” he said as he and George began working their controls with more urgency. “We picked up a sizeable boulder that hit the back of the shuttle. Since we’re essentially stationery within the event horizon, everything else being sucked in is moving past us at incredible speed. I don’t see a lot of damage from the collision, but it did jumble our course around a little. We’re skimming along the ground now, just about to break contact. After that, our effect on the surface will lessen. We should be safe after that.”

      Both the pilot and George laughed while casting nervous glances at each other. Neither explained why.

      The image on the screen cleared up, as did the storm of brown and black debris outside the ship. We were in clear air now and heading for space.

      “I can extend the range to the singularity now,” George explained, “making it deeper. We’re not being pulled into the well, and neither are we being propelled. We’re simply falling ever faster, with an accumulation of momentum. We’re not at the point yet where space is being compressed, at least not to any measurable degree for interstellar travel. We’ll barely reach that degree while we’re within the star system. There’s just too much space crap that can be sucked in. But once we’re in clear space, we’ll crank it up.” He glanced back at Abby, her pale skin a shade whiter. “It’ll take us about twelve hours before we’re through the system and out of the Accretion Cloud. We’ll take it easy until then.”

      “Thanks for telling me that, Mr. Mandel,” Abby said. “I’ve done my share of space travel, but I have to admit, I’ve never seen it happen firsthand. This was pretty exciting.”

      “Exciting?” George huffed, turning back to his controls. “That comes later.”
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      From the image on the video monitor, we were now in space, with one of Manados’ two moons off to our port side. Again, there was no sensation of movement. Within my mind’s eye, I could see a rapidly moving black globe racing through space, appearing solid and with nothing inside it. In reality, there was nothing normal about the space outside the shuttle. The singularity was still drawing in random photons, shifting the light from red to blue depending on which direction they were coming from. The so-called black hole we were enclosed within would always carry with it this radiant glow, although, at some point, it would be moving so fast that no other light around it could be seen from inside the shuttle except for a brilliant point of light directly in front of our path. This was due to the curvature of space by the moving singularity. Light behind and to the side of the ship couldn’t catch up to us, while all light from the stars in front of us was concentrated to a single point.

      Fortunately, we didn’t have to suffer through the true boredom of FTL space travel. The computers knew what was happening around us and translated that data into a realistic video. Most of the ships I’d been on had video portholes which allowed us to see space as it should be. This kept most of us sane, even if that was on a sliding scale.

      Off to the left of us now glowed the moon-size globe of one of the gas giants within the Manados system. It wouldn’t get much larger since we weren’t traveling along the plane of the ecliptic where the planets and asteroids were located. Instead, we avoided most of the larger mass objects by leaving the system perpendicular to the ecliptic. There was still the Accretion Cloud to transverse—the local version of the Solar System’s Oort Cloud. That was unavoidable. It was a diffuse cloud of leftover debris from the formation of the system, consisting of billions of tiny objects, some made of rock, others of ice. Every system had one. Transiting the Cloud was always the dicey part of entering a star system, no matter which course you took. However, during normal commercial flights, the paths were already delineated, making it about as safe as possible. We would be blazing our own trail, and that’s where the dicey part came in. Undoubtedly, the Azincor would still have ships in the vicinity, stationed along the major space lanes. Because of that, we had to sneak out of the system to get into clear space, and that meant braving the formidable junkyard of stellar debris that surrounded the system.

      I now sensed what George Mandel meant when he told Abby that the exciting part comes later, with the words exciting and dangerous interchangeable.
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      With the shuttle now underway, we unbuckled and stretched our legs. Abby, Samir and I hadn’t had a chance to check out the rest of the ship to any degree, so we had no idea what kind of living arrangements were onboard. The shuttle was designed to be in space for weeks at a time as it made its supply runs. That meant staterooms for the officers and a sleeping compartment for the enlisted.

      We moved aft and checked what was behind several of the closed doors in the forward section. There was a huge open bay area in the back where the supplies were stored when the shuttle was operational.

      There was a stateroom, but only one, and it wasn’t very big. We offered the room to Abby, who accepted it with thanks. She then excused herself, saying she really wanted to lie down for a while. We had another ten hours to go before we’d be out of the system. I could tell she was dead on her feet. She wasn’t used to all we’d done that day. Neither was she a cyborg. Nor were the others.

      The next compartment back had four drop-down sleeping cots and a small sitting area. The Azincor were a social bunch, so they didn’t require much privacy, nor did they desire it. The more, the merrier was fine with them. Humans needed a little more elbow room to keep from killing each other.

      But at the moment, everyone was exhausted, everyone except me. Because of that, Darren sat me in the pilot’s seat and told me which gauges to watch before he, George and Samir retired to the compartment for a much-needed nap.

      I figured it would be like this from here on out. ‘Let the cyborg do it. Let Alan carry that. Send Alan through the door first in case there are any Azincor there.’ Yeah, being superhuman had its drawbacks. I was everyone’s servant and workhorse. ‘After all, he’s not Human anymore. He’s just a robot.’

      Of course, no one was actually saying that to me. It was just another one of my imaginary conversations, putting words into other people’s mouths, being more a reflection on me than on the others aboard the shuttle. These were my insecurities, not theirs.

      Still, I was the one alone on the bridge, mindlessly watching gauges on the off chance something might happen, like a machine placed in standby mode. But it did give me time to reflect…

      I’d been awake for most of my six-month reconstruction process, so I had a lot of time to reflect on what was happening to me at the time. It was only after I was moved from the hospital that I was put to sleep for any measurable length of time. Two months later, I woke up with a fully functioning cyborg body. That was only about fifteen days ago. Within that time, I had to learn how to walk, talk and act like a person again while essentially being trapped in a mechanical suit. To summarize: My new reality was only about half a month long, and during that time, it had been one frantic moment after another.

      Now, I not only had a few moments to think, but I could also put things in better perspective. And I didn’t like what I was seeing.

      Yes, I was a cyborg, a superhuman with incredible powers. But what were those powers exactly? Sure, I was strong beyond belief. And I had cat-like reflexes. But beyond that, what else did I have? I wasn’t any smarter, and if anything, my Human mind was a detriment to some of my physical skills, namely my reaction time.

      I’d worked with enough cyborgs to know how quickly they could react and the accuracy that went with it. They could do this because their brains didn’t get in the way. They reacted … and then they acted almost instantaneously. I, on the other hand, had a functioning Human brain in the loop clogging up the works, a brain that often questioned what I was doing, trying to analyze my every thought and emotion. Rather than use the speed my cyborg body gave me, I had to think about it for a while. This slowed me down considerably from what a regular combat cyborg was able to do, almost negating my superhuman reaction time.

      Besides that, true cyborgs could fly spacecraft and operate a variety of weapon systems. All they needed to do was be shown how to do it. They memorized everything and then integrated that knowledge into their abilities menu, be it with weapons or operational skills. Granted, they couldn’t pass that knowledge along to other cyborgs or even other people. And they couldn’t take leaps of faith as Humans often did. But on an individual basis, regular cyborgs had advantages over me … and I was supposed to be the superior cyborg, the ‘thinking’ cyborg.

      This also stripped bare the dearth of my other so-called ‘Human skills.’ I wasn’t a computer whiz or a phenomenal athlete. I couldn’t fly starships, shuttles or aircraft of any kind. I wasn’t good with languages or math, and I was a lousy mechanic. Hell, I could barely compose a halfway-legible email.

      I blew out a breath of resignation, realizing now why I ended up as an infantry grunt on a Cyborg Support Team. I couldn’t even qualify to be part of a regular fire team. After BIT—Basic Infantry Training—I had the option to go to advanced rifle training but chose to concentrate on Cyborg Operations instead. It seemed like an easier path. Regular fire teams operated without assistance from a superbeing, relying instead on their own stills and fortitude.  I, on the other hand,  needed a superbeing to run cover for me. All I did was run along in his wake and pick up the pieces of his heroism.

      Sure, I was young at the time and joined the Marines more out of a need for adventure and a job than any great patriotic calling. It took me five full years before I began feeling a part of something larger than myself. And most of that came after I got assigned to a CST out of Cygnus Station. I’m sure Abby had a lot to do with it, too.

      Damn, this was revealing. And depressing. I don’t think I’d ever looked at myself this way before, as being essentially a habitual loser—a minimally viable product, as some people would call me. I did what I was told, but beyond that, I wasn’t worth squat.

      And now…

      And now, I was The Last Cyborg, the person-slash-thing everyone was looking to for protection, strength … and leadership. I was their advantage.

      Holy crap! Were they in for a surprise.
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      “We could take a leisurely cruise through the Cloud at sub-light speed and not have a problem, not coming closer than a hundred thousand miles to any object larger than a baseball. However, that would take us a couple of months.”

      The pilot—Darren Adams—was explaining what we were about to face as the tiny shuttle approached the inner fringe of the system’s Accretion Cloud. I was pressing him to kick the shuttle into high gear and zip through the barrier in a couple of minutes. He wasn’t supportive of the idea.

      “But as Sergeant Ashe has pointed out, we ain’t got the time. Realistically, it’s going to take a few hours, maybe three to four. Even then, we won’t be going anywhere close to the speed of light. You see, it’s not the speed that’s the problem; it’s the gravity drive itself, even when at sub-light speeds.”

      “What do you mean?” Abby asked. “Space is big, and George said earlier that the compression of space doesn’t happen until we’re going really fast.”

      “Yes, and no. Let me explain. You see, the singularities draw in space from all around them, and by drawing in, I mean they shrink space. When that happens, that planetoid that was a hundred thousand miles away is now only a hundred, and its gravity is causing all kinds of trouble for our series of black holes. They do this whether the ship is standing still or not. It’s all a matter of degrees. Also, if we were to hit the Cloud at even medium FTL speed, say around ten light-years per hour, we’d pass through the Cloud in a matter of seconds, but it would send everything in the Cloud for twenty billion miles around us spiraling in and then whipping around behind our path as we moved through. After that, any system we pass through would be doomed to centuries of intense comet and asteroid bombardment as a result of our passage. Objects that had taken billions of years to carve out stable orbits for themselves would now be thrown about helter-skelter, crashing into one another and then racing in toward the center of the system, crashing into anything that got in their way.”

      Adams stretched his arms and took a survey of our faces. Of course, I’d heard these same stories for years, and I trusted that they were true. But since I didn’t have to pilot a ship through an accretion cloud, I didn’t worry much about it. However, now I could look out the forward viewport and imagine the chain reaction of havoc we could cause. And this was the Manados system, my home away from home. I didn’t want to be responsible for a future asteroid shower that would wipe out all life on the planet.

      I snickered softly, thinking that perhaps it was a passing starship that sent the asteroid to Earth that killed the dinosaurs. Who’s to say it wasn’t?

      “And that’s why there are well-surveyed routes through the Cloud, routes that will undoubtedly be patrolled by Azincor. Although only one ship lifted off the surface after the virus attack, there had to be another half dozen or so transiting the system, either coming or going. After receiving the reports about what was happening on the surface, they would have been ordered not to land. They couldn’t risk the virus moving beyond Manados. But that doesn’t mean they left the system. They’re still here; however, they’re watching the main space lanes and not random parts of the Cloud.” The pilot snickered. “At least, I hope so. If you recall, this tub doesn’t have any weapons. If we’re spotted, then we’re dead.”

      “And why is that?” Abby countered. “We’re in an Azincor shuttle. What reason would they have to fire on us?”

      “For one,” Darren began, “we wouldn’t be able to answer their I.D. challenge. They transmit them in that secret language of theirs. And then, if they ask us to show ourselves on a screen, well, we don’t look like assholes.”

      Abby pointed at me. “We don’t, but he does.”

      Darren looked hard at me. I’d removed the gloves by now, but I still had Abby’s makeup caked on my face. “Why don’t you wipe that off, sergeant; let me take a good look at you.”

      Samir had a towel with him from a shower he had taken earlier before coming to the bridge. I took it and began wiping the cosmetics from my skin, hoping the towel was clean. Having never worn makeup before, I didn’t realize how hard it was to remove until Abby started applying it to my face four days before. It was torture removing it; however, when I was done, I unclipped my ponytail and let the curly black hair frame my face, reaching to shoulder length, displaying the full Azincor-effect.

      Darren pursed his lips and nodded. “Yeah, that will do. But why did they make you yellow in the first place?”

      I shrugged. “It had something to do with an undercover mission I was supposed to go on.” I looked at Abby and Samir. “There’s not a lot of information about it, and there was no one left at Cygnus to fill me in. But I didn’t start out being yellow. We found a special light that changed my skin to this color. The first time it happened—with a different light—the effect didn’t last too long. This time, it hasn’t faded.” I frowned at Abby. “It hasn’t, has it?”

      She crinkled her face and leaned in closer. “I can’t really tell. Maybe a little. But not all Azincor are the same shade, either. I’d say you’re right about in the middle of what I’ve seen. Just your average Azincor yellow.”

      Darren waved an impatient hand. “Listen, it’s great that Sergeant Ashe can pass for an asshole, but I’m not planning on making any contact with Azincor ships. The disabled comm relays are all within ten light-years of the Manados system. That means we’ll probably have to go out twenty or more to reach the next series, relays the Azincor would have had no reason to disable. Once we’re through the Cloud, I can crank this baby up to as much as eight light-years a day. So, three days out and three days back. That’s all it should take.”

      “And what about the Human ship with the toxin onboard?” I asked, a tinge of panic in my voice. “It’s been in space for five full days already.”

      The pilot smirked. “And how long does it take to get to the Pegasus Gate?” He already knew the answer. We all did. The P-Gate was the main link to Human space. It was like knowing where the nearest freeway onramp was located.

      I smirked. “From Manados … two weeks.”

      “That’s right,” the pilot acknowledged. “And once through, how long to Earth?”

      “Another three weeks while passing through two other wormholes. Yeah, I know all this.”

      “Then what’s the worry? In three days, Earth will be fully alerted to the danger headed its way.”

      “I suppose you’re right. Still, it bothers me that they’re going so fast, and we’re going so slow.”

      Darren laughed. “We’ll be safely back on Manados by the time everything gets settled out.” He glanced at George. “Besides, I have to get Mr. Mandel back to Manados as soon as possible. He knows the defensive systems for Cygnus Station better than most. They may need him to help set up the defensive perimeter. After sending the message to Earth, our next priority will be to keep the Azincor from retaking Manados. And that won’t be easy. I don’t think they’ll fall for Samir’s deadly disease a second time.”

      “And when do you think our fleet will get here to fully liberate us?” Abby asked.

      Darren shrugged. “Hard to tell. It’s a good bet they know what’s been going on over the past two months. Earth may have even sent in observers to keep track of us, probably drones. But without comm relays, these would have to be ferry drones that zip in, take readings, and then zip back out to get into clear space. The same as we’re doing. This might have been going on for some time. But since the good doctor’s viral attack on the assholes only happened a few days ago, Earth may not know about the dramatic turn of events.” Darren grinned. “In fact, we may be the first ones to give Earth the good news. In any event, there has to be some of our forces lurking around in the area, just waiting for the right time to reclaim Manados. And then there are our allies—”

      “What about them?” I asked sarcastically. “They’re as useless as tits on a boar hog.”

      The team recoiled slightly from the odd reference. But not Abby. She looked at me with a knowing smile.

      A while back, we’d watched a remake of a classic movie where the phrase was used. At the time, we had no idea what it meant, so we looked it up. I saw a glint in her blue eyes as we shared a silent yet intimate memory, a memory Antonio Banderas could never have shared with her. But Alan Ashe could. Was she coming around, beginning to see me as me again? I hoped so.

      “Our alien friends might have forces in the area, too,” Darren went on to explain.

      “Don’t count on it. As a foot soldier in this war, I know firsthand how useless the aliens are. To call them allies is to flatter them. Wards-of-the-State is more appropriate.”

      Darren shrugged off my disdain. “Whatever. Either way, to answer your question, Abby, I’m sure we’ll get some help soon. And we’ll be sure to light a fire under their asses back on Earth when we make contact.”
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      I couldn’t shake the anger that surfaced during the mention of our so-called allies. I accepted the fact that thousands of them had recently died on Manados, along with the Humans. What frustrated me, however, was how all three races—the Criticali, the Vanosh and the Linon—had the means and manpower to come to our defense. Not only that, their homeworlds were a lot closer to Manados than Earth. But they chose not to help, letting the Humans do all the heavy lifting instead.

      Of course, this wasn’t all their fault. The powers-that-be on Earth preferred it that way; they didn’t like sharing military power with anyone. All the politicians in Paris wanted was to milk our allies for future financial benefits through trade and resource allocation as a form of payola once the war was over. So, was my anger misplaced? Possibly. But to expect them to help with the liberation of Manados, well, that was laughable on its surface.

      “But back to our passage through the Cloud,” Darren said, refocusing our attention. “This is going to be a bitch. I need all the eyes and hands I can get. Two people on the navigation scope, double-checking each other. Any contacts will have to be continually tracked. Our passage will change orbits, so nothing can be taken for granted. Everyone will have to be strapped in because this won’t be a smooth trip. I’ll be changing speed and direction almost constantly. Anyone prone to seasickness should have towels and trash cans at their disposal. Suffer through it.”

      The former officer in Darren Adams was showing through. He seemed at ease issuing orders, which was fine by me. It took the spotlight off of the only cyborg in the room.

      The pilot sighed. “I’m glad we all got a little rest earlier ... we’re going to need all the energy we can get.” He looked conspicuously at me as the exception. “This is going to be grueling. But it’s either this or we’ll have to run the gauntlet of the established space lanes. And that ain’t gonna happen.”

      Darren surveyed his available crew members. “George and Alan, take the nav screen. The two of you have the most experience with target sighting and acquisition. Abby and Samir, I need you on the defensive screens. We may not have weapons, but like all starships, we do have a thin protective shield to protect against smaller objects in space. Your job will be to assign our resources based on the contacts. The shields are forward mounted, but we could get objects coming at us from all directions. It will be your job to realign the shields as needed. In a moment, I’ll show you how to do that. Navigation: call out any contacts so the shield operators will have secondary confirmation.”

      He paused, flashing us a Cheshire Cat-like smile. “Okay, you steely-eyed space pirates, let’s go have some fun.”
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      Darren barely finished his tutorial on how to shift the deflector screen panels when we detected the first random objects in the area. We weren’t going that fast, but the gravity drive was active, being our only means of movement. We weren’t being propelled forward; instead, we were falling toward the singularity along the curvature of space, as was everything else in the area. That meant objects in a three-hundred-sixty-degree globe around us were headed our way.

      I sat next to George Mandel, a cargo strap holding me to the navigator’s chair where the Navy Master Chief sat. I was on my knees since there were no extra chairs in the shuttle. Abby was seated at her station with Samir locked in the same way as I was and also on his knees. But in his case, we took pillows from the crew’s compartment to pad his knees. He wasn’t as tough as I was and needed the help.

      The screen that George and I watched was filled with multiple target tracks. The computer noted the objects with white dots and then yellow lines on a black background. The screen was mirrored at Darren’s station, although his image was zoomed in. He was only concerned with the closest objects, while George and I had to predict which of the dozens of new contacts could cause issues in the future. And by the future, I meant within the next few seconds. Time aboard the shuttle was speeding up exponentially.

      I looked at the scale on the screen. Some of these contacts were a thousand miles away, but they, like us, were falling toward the moving singularity even as the space they traveled was shrinking. That made them appear to be closing on us at hyper speed. Their paths were parabolic, with more joining the party every second.

      “Jeez, Darren,” George said. “Are you intentionally aiming for these things?”

      It worried me that even George was worried. I took him as the ice-water-for-blood Navy veteran who had seen and done it all. One would think he’d be used to things like this by now.

      “I’m steering toward a thinner part of the cloud, but it’s not going to make that much of a difference,” Darren replied. “It’s thick no matter where I go. And the drive is condensing everything, making space seem smaller.”

      I could feel dozens of light hits on the hull or, more precisely, on the deflector shields. Unfortunately, the shields were nothing more than a strong electrical current running along the hull. With enough power, they could zap smaller objects into dust. For the larger ones, the shields provided a buffer against direct contact with the hull. Even so, each contact resounded throughout the ship, with the larger contacts causing everything to vibrate. And, as Darren had said, these were the smaller objects and not much larger than a baseball. The objects George and I tracked on our screen were much bigger than that: asteroids and even small moons.

      I was surprised by how quickly the area around the gravity drive was disrupted. For millions—if not billions—of years, these icy cold remnants of the original stellar accretion disk had been peacefully going their way, having established safe orbits around the star. Occasionally, a rogue asteroid or comet would disturb an area, but that was rare and generally confined to a finite area.

      Now, it looked as if the shuttle was a giant magnet and everything was headed our way. The only saving grace was that we were moving; otherwise, everything for a billion miles around would be plowing into us.

      I began using my cyborg reaction time to pinpoint objects on a collision course, surprised I could even do this. It helped when I completely surrendered to instinct and didn’t concentrate on any one object, just letting my mind and vision go numb. This allowed me to see the larger picture, along with patterns, more clearly.

      I called out the contacts while George highlighted them with circles so Darren could see them more clearly on his screen. Abby and Samir were overwhelmed by the smaller objects; even so, I sent them a heads-up for any larger objects about to strike us. They didn’t respond verbally, but as the minutes passed, their movements became rote. With so many adjustments to make to the panels, it didn’t take long to become an expert.

      That was the same for George. His fingers moved in a blur as he keyed the contacts for review by the pilot. For me, I was in some sort of trance, my unblinking cyborg eyes scanning the entire screen without having to move my head. I didn’t question my instincts while in this strange state. Instead, I spit out designations that only my bionic lips could produce at such speed.

      “Slow down!” George cried out. “I’m losing track.”

      “Belay that!” Darren called out. “Keep it up, Alan. Between George and me, we’re doing fine—”

      The ship made a radical pitch to starboard, something the inertia compensators couldn’t correct. Until now, there was a constant swinging to our course, as Darren kept shifting the singularities by several degrees to keep the contacts from piling up. I gripped the sides of the nav screen for balance, locking my body into place as if I were part of the console.

      Samir wasn’t so lucky. He fell off his pad of pillows and twisted on his side as the cargo straps holding him to Abby’s chair twisted and pinched him painfully along his midsection. He screeched in pain while struggling with the straps. Abby reached for him, which took her attention away from her duties momentarily. And that’s when a heavy thud bumped the hull directly above the bridge. A loud hiss screamed from the overhead.

      We’d sprung a leak, but nothing the automatic damage control systems couldn’t handle, at least for the moment. With the shuttle being an Azincor vessel, I was sure none of us even knew those safeguards were in place. But this was a craft built to travel the hostile environment of space. Human ships had these safeguards, and so did the Azincor.

      The hissing died down, but it didn’t go away. If we survived the passage, the leak would need more permanent attention, along with all the other leaks we were in the process of springing.

      Samir righted himself, with a little help from another sudden shift in the flight controls, this time to port. Abby went back to work deflecting the incoming objects on her own as Samir writhed in pain. For a moment, the thundering of the hull was a near-constant symphony of pings and bongs.

      And then, everything quieted down.

      “I have us in a relatively clear area,” the pilot announced. “It won’t last long, but it will give us a breather. We still have a whole parade of objects following us, with more joining every second.”

      Darren killed the gravity drive, allowing the space around us to rebound back to normal. The close-in object shot away, although momentum still had them moving in our direction.

      I saw the void Darren was speaking of on my screen. It was physically there—a tiny bubble of relative nothing in the blackness of space. Unfortunately, it was rapidly filling up with matter.

      “We’ve reached the point of no return,” Darren reported. “There so much shit coming at us that I have no choice but to increase the well-depth. If we take any longer to get through the barrier, we’ll have no way out. Unfortunately, what’s going to happen to the Manados system is going to happen. We just need to get the hell out of here.”

      We’d only been traversing the Accretion Cloud for a little over an hour—but it seemed like an eternity. We’d passed through the inner section without disturbing the continuum too much, at least relatively. Fortunately, the outer part of the Cloud would be drawn away from the system when Darren reactivated the drive and headed away at an increased pace. But I could already tell that this scar on the Accretion Cloud was going to take thousands of years to heal. Even so, some objects would spiral inward, with others transiting away from the system. Most of the damage would be caused by the rogue objects that would plow through the heart of the Cloud, causing problems for thousands of years to come. Fortunately, space was big, and objects tended to glob onto one another to form larger objects with more gravity. Eventually, clear paths would be plowed, and the Cloud would settle down again.

      When Darren activated the gravity drive again and increased the well depth, the torrent of incoming matter became exponentially worse, at least for a few minutes. As we increased speed, more space was drawn in, and the distant objects zipped in closer. By then, we’d reached a point where all the debris forward of us was being captured by the singularities, while those around and behind us couldn’t catch up.

      Fifteen minutes later, the team secured from transit stations, with everyone except me covered in sweat. Even Darren rested his head on the pilot’s console and closed his eyes. Abby helped Samir get untangled from the cargo straps and then took a look at the angry bruise across his midsection. The scientist was portly, and his belly was covered in a carpet of thick black and grey hair. Even so, the bruise was clearly visible.

      I unfastened the strap around my waist and stood up, claiming a spot against the bulkhead where I could watch my companions. I felt none the worse for wear from the ordeal. This was the type of operation cyborgs were made for, even a cyborg like me. Still, I had no idea how I managed to move into the state of total concentration as I did. Don’t get me wrong; I’m glad it happened. I just wish I knew how I did it. This was how normal cyborgs were able to learn so fast and perform tasks at lightning speeds. Perhaps there was hope for me after all.

      “Good job, everyone,” the pilot complimented. Then he unbuckled and stood on his chair, inspecting the crack in the hull. “There should be a repair kit in a locker nearby,” he said to me. “Can you find me a can of sealant, Mr. Ashe? And by the way, you did a bang-up job on the screen. Thanks.”

      “What about me?” George asked, feigning emotional injury.

      “You were … adequate,” Darren graded. “But for a man of your advanced age, that’s saying something.”

      I found the emergency repair cabinet against the aft bulkhead and a can of what looked to be sealing foam. I handed it to Darren. He took it and began spraying a generous coating of the rapidly expanding foam into crevasses among the overhead pipes, conduits and ducting. I knew what he was doing. While deployed aboard Navy ships, some of the Marines were assigned to damage control teams. When I was an E-1 and E-2, I often got the shit duty. I’d played around with the expanding foam before, even sprayed some into the shorts of one of my CST mates. We all got a good laugh out of that.

      “I’ll be kicking us up to full speed for this tub in a few minutes. George show the sergeant how to monitor the comm signals. I assume he’ll be on watch most of the time. Damn, buddy, I wish I was like you, where I didn’t have to sleep and eat—”

      “Oh, he has to eat,” Abby corrected emphatically. “If he doesn’t, then his stomach growls like a cat in heat.”

      Darren frowned. “No shit; you eat? What about your fusion reactor?”

      “I don’t have one,” I told him. “I convert organic material into energy, just like everyone else.”

      I internally cringed, remembering the time I ate a live rat. That was right after I woke up from a two-month-long nap in the basement of a warehouse. I’d never felt such hunger before, and I was driven by pure instinct, eating anything I could get my hands on, no matter how disgusting the act. Since then, I’d learned that my body could convert any organic material to energy, be it living, dead or even rotten. It took a while for me to get over the revulsion. Since then, I accepted it for what it was: a means of survival.

      But that did raise an interesting question. If I didn’t eat, would I die?

      When the fusion reactor in a combat cyborg ran dry, he would go into hibernation mode, essentially powered off until the reactor could be recharged. Would the same thing happen to me if I didn’t take in enough organic material to sustain my systems? It made sense. It cost too much to build me for the engineers to leave such a fatal flaw in my design. Somewhere, I would have a tiny backup battery to keep current running through my flesh-and-blood brain—all cyborgs had that feature. The brain had to be protected at all costs. The rest of me could be rebuilt with spare parts from Auto Zone.
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      With the shuttle cruising through space at a rate of eight light-years per day, Darren set the automatic alerts and then joined the team in the central lounge area for dinner, even though it was only one in the afternoon back on Manados. After being up most of the night—and from the naps they took earlier, everyone except me—our sleep cycles were messed up.

      All except mine. Which wasn’t exactly true.

      My entire sleep cycle had been screwed up ever since I became a cyborg. Not needing sleep—but wanting it—was the issue. A couple of weeks ago, I got drunk and then crashed on a luxurious bed in a five-star hotel in Hax. Besides that brief respite, I hadn’t slept since. I would lie down now and then, but all I would do was stare at the ceiling until I finally gave up trying to fall asleep. It appeared my days and nights of sleeping were over for good.

      What this gave me was more waking time than I’d ever had before, time I felt compelled to fill. The question: With what?

      I sat around the small table in the common area, listening to my companions but somehow feeling detached from them. I cringed slightly, wondering if I was beginning to see them as different from me, even as I was trying so hard to get them to accept me as one of them. Was I coming to the realization that I was different, and no amount of wishful thinking was going to change that?  The trance-like episode on the bridge profoundly changed me, a stark reminder that I was no longer a Human. I was a machine—albeit a thinking machine.

      And what did that mean exactly? Because I could think, did that make me any less artificial? And, just because an artificial intelligence program could technically think, does that make it alive? That debate had gone on for hundreds of years until the people of today maintained a strict distinction between natural and artificial intelligence. It hasn’t always been like that, but like so many other things people had cluttered their minds with, the argument was moot. A machine was a machine, and a person was a person. Period.

      I reached that conclusion on my own, without any outside argument convincing me of the truth. Still, that didn’t change the fact that the machine that was now Alan Ashe—cyborg number 1,804—had emotions, along with wants and desires. The machine holding my brain gave me the mobility and ability to express and share those emotions. And the feelings were real, even if the hormones and enzymes released in my ‘body’ were artificial. The engineers did a marvelous job of imitating a real person. But my brain complicated things. And in the end, it really didn’t matter. I was a machine, a machine running the most sophisticated program known to mankind.

      Because of that, I felt detached from my comrades, even from Abby. That made my artificial heart ache. I knew I was capable of love, tenderness and caring, just as a machine can be programmed to imitate such emotions. But to me, they were real. However, to the others, my so-called emotions were artificial. To Abby, they may always be that way.

      Having gone through this convoluted mental exercise, I resolved to never give up on Abby. It wasn’t her fault she felt the way she did. And it wasn’t my fault I was turned into a cyborg. I needed patience … and acceptance. As someone once sang, ‘What will be will be.’ I had to be prepared for any eventuality.
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      As we sat around the table, eating some of the stores we’d brought with us from Cygnus Station, George and Darren began asking questions about the Azincor cyborgs and what they had aboard the starship heading for Earth.

      “It’s not the toxin you invented, is that right?” George asked Samir.

      “No, it’s not. I designed my toxin to only kill Azincor and not Humans. It could make some of them sick—that’s for sure—but normally, it’s not fatal. The Azincor virus, on the other hand, is deadly to both them and Humans. But they developed a vaccine for their toxin, which all the Azincor took before they could release the virus on the Enclave. In reality, that was the only thing that saved us. It took the a-holes time to vaccinate everyone, and during that time, Abby, Alan and I were able to produce more of my serum and then substitute it for the alien toxin.”

      Darren Adams laughed. “And how exactly did you do that? And right under the noses of the Azincor?”

      Samir pointed at me. “We did it by using Alan’s natural Azincor disguise. We simply showed up with a new batch of toxin and ordered the Azincor to switch out the containers. You know the Azincor; they’re a trusting bunch when working with each other. They didn’t question the orders.”

      George laughed. “And here I thought you performed some heroic bait-and-switch while under a harrowing hail of enemy gunfire. Instead, you did it with bullshit, not bravado.”

      George saw the hurt looks on our faces. He laughed even louder. “Relax, I’m just messing with you. I think it’s great that you outsmarted the assholes. Serves them right. But now, tell me more about the ship heading for Earth.”

      Samir had his datapad with him. He flicked it on and then scrolled through the pages. “After I discovered that the Azincor had made a hell of a lot more toxin than I first thought, I went looking for it at the Combined Medical Facility. But it wasn’t there. I checked their records and saw that the bulk of it was transferred to a slot at Cygnus Station, where a ship called the Tycho was berthed. Alan tells me it’s a destroyer class. I looked it up. It’s the DSF 124.”

      “A Human ship with Azincor cyborgs?” Darren questioned. He looked at me. “You said you killed one of them?”

      I turned my attention to George and nodded. “It was your infamous Major Leona Wilson. George told me about her being the person responsible for disabling parts of the security barrier around the Manados system that allowed the assholes to get to the planet without being seen.”

      “How convincing of a cyborg was she? You said she looked like a Human.”

      “Very convincing. The only way I could tell she was a cyborg was by zooming in on her eyes and her skin, using my own microscopic cyborg eyes.” I grinned and bounced my eyebrows. I still wasn’t used to pointing out my bionic parts, but sometimes it seemed appropriate.

      “What happened next?” Darren asked.

      I shrugged. “Whaddya think happened next? We fought. She was a mean little banshee, but I’m a lot bigger, if not stronger. Don’t get me wrong, she was plenty strong. But my reach is longer, and Humans are more adept at fighting. It’s just something we do. In the end, I smashed her living brain to mush. But then another one showed up.”

      “Another cyborg?” George asked.

      “No, another Leona Wilson.”

      “What do you mean?” Darren asked.

      “Just what I said. It was another Leona Wilson cyborg. She even mentioned to me how it was more economical to make multiple copies of the same design. Besides, at the Enclave, we talked about how there had to be other Azincor infiltrators, people working in the Personnel Department, for example, and not only at Cygnus. They were probably all Leona Wilsons.”

      “And you killed her, too?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t get the chance. Another group of cyborgs showed up; these were males, and all looked different. It was something like six-to-one, and I had a spaceport to contaminate with Samir’s toxin. I couldn’t risk being taken out, leaving the base unaffected. So, I made a strategic advance … to the rear. The ship took off just as I got away.”

      “And you didn’t try to stop it?” Darren pointed out.

      “Hey, cut me some slack.” I glared at the pilot. “At the time, I didn’t know it carried toxin and that it was headed for Earth.”

      He held up his hands in defense. “No offense, buddy. I was just thinking what a missed opportunity that was.”

      “Yeah, no shit. But what if I’d managed to crash the ship and the cargo spilled out? We’d—you’d—all be dead by now.” I grinned. “I’m still not sure if the toxin can hurt me; however, it would kill you, guaranteed.”

      Darren sighed and then stood up. “And on that happy note, George, why don’t you get Sergeant Ashe up to speed on the comm monitoring system? We probably have another two days to go before we get in range of a working relay, but in the meantime, we need to be aware of any Azincor in the area.”

      “I thought you said we couldn’t understand their broadcasts?” Samir queried.

      “We can’t,” Darren answered. “But we’ll know when they’re broadcasting and from what direction. That might help us avoid some unwanted company.” He looked around at the exhausted faces of his team. “In the meantime, I’m retiring to my rack. I suggest we all do the same and get some rest. Everyone but you, Mr. Ashe. There’s no rest for the wicked.”

      You mean no rest for ‘the cyborg,’ I thought. Let the cyborg do it. He doesn’t need to sleep. Just keep him fed, and he’ll work around the clock.

      The funny thing: I welcomed the duty. As I mentioned earlier, not needing sleep left me with a lot of extra time to fill. Having something to do—anything—was preferable to going crazy from boredom. At the moment, boredom was my greatest enemy. Watching lines on a screen would be better than nothing. Well, maybe.
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      I stared at the comm screen, feeling stupid. “Is that it?” I said to George Mandel.

      “What were you expecting?”

      “More than a couple of vertical straight lines.”

      “Then it shouldn’t be too hard to grasp.”

      George pointed at the line on the right. This is our band. When we get within range of an active relay, it will begin to vibrate. That shouldn’t happen for a couple of days. The line on the left is the Azincor line. If it starts vibrating, let us know. We’ll have to do some triangulation to get a general location. We won’t be able to understand what they’re saying, but that’s not important at the moment. All we want to know is where they are so we can avoid contact. Got it?”

      I wanted to mess with him by pretending to get the lines crossed, but figured he wasn’t in the mood. The Humans—a classification I felt I was no longer a part of—were dead tired. The crossing of the Cloud, along with a generous meal afterward, left everyone longing for their beds. And they could sleep well knowing that The Cyborg was on guard duty.

      I nodded, and George grunted. Then, he staggered from the bridge, leaving me alone … again.
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      Not having to sleep was becoming a problem. I had an active mind and nothing to fill it with. At least normal cyborgs didn’t think as much. They didn’t need sleep either, but they could sit in a corner for days without moving, and it didn’t bother them. I wondered if the trance I worked myself into while watching the navigation screen would help, a kind of cyborg sleep where I could shut down my brain for a while. Otherwise, what the hell would I think about all the time?

      I looked around the cockpit for something to read. Of course, there was nothing, and if there were any books—printed or digital—they would be in Azincor and not English. Throughout my seven years in a CST, I only learned about a dozen Azincor words. We had translators for their common language, so reading wasn’t necessary. There were also devices that could scan Azincor files and provide a fairly accurate translation, either spoken or written.

      To pass the time, I could stare out through the viewport at the computer’s rendering of space outside the ship, but that was already boring. I turned my attention back to the twin white lines on the screen. They were steady and unwavering. With normal Human eyes, I knew the lines would eventually cross or merge as my eyes grew fatigued; however, my bionic eyes had no such handicap. They would keep the lines bright and true … and boring.

      I thought of experimenting with my trance-like state but thought that was a bad idea. What if I was able to divert my attention just when a line deviated? I would save the experimentation for another time. And since I didn’t sleep, there would be plenty … of time.

      I checked the cheap wristwatch I wore, noticing that my attention span lasted about twelve minutes at a stretch. I was tempted to take off the watch to keep it from reminding me of the passage of time. But it was my good luck charm, a present given to me by the first Human I’d talked to after waking from a two-month sleep, a jewelry clerk named Gail.

      That was only fifteen—no sixteen—days ago. It seemed like a year. A lot had happened in that time; in fact, that timeline was still continuing. The series of events that started when I awoke haven’t ended. One thing led to another and then another. The only problem: time had slowed to a crawl.

      I wondered how my mind could survive the boredom of being a thinking cyborg. I once questioned what the Corps would do with an insane cyborg brain as I struggled with the reality of my death during reconstruction. An insane mind wasn’t good for anyone. Now, I wondered if it was too late for me to go insane. Insanity borne of boredom—

      Of course, just as my ruminations reached their climax, the Azincor white line started to vibrate. George hadn’t shown me what a vibration would look like. Now, I knew. The line was wavering like an oscilloscope, moving at a certain frequency. Then, it changed, resembling the fluctuations found in spoken words.

      I left the cockpit and aroused George and Darren. Only four hours had passed, and both men were deep in REM sleep. The short walk from the stateroom to the bridge wasn’t long enough for either to come fully awake. To them, this was a chore rather than an issue. All they needed to do was generalize the location of the broadcast and then steer away from there. Then it was back to bed.

      Both men set to work.

      “Aren’t you going to listen to it?” I asked as they were completing their calculations.

      “What for? We couldn’t understand it anyway.”

      “That’s assuming they’re using their secret language. They don’t use it all the time, do they?”

      “They do when they want to keep things secret,” George said, annoyed.

      “But there’s no one around to hear it, as far as they know.”

      I don’t know why I was pushing the issue. Maybe something to break the monotony and to keep me company on the bridge for a while longer.

      George finally pursed his lips and flicked a switch. “There. Are you happy now?”

      Words filled the cockpit.

      “Ha, see!” I said. “They aren’t even using their so-called secret language.”

      Both Darren and George looked at me, frowning.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” George snapped. “What do you call that?” He waved his hand through the air. “Gibberish.”

      I listened to the words—to every word—understanding them all. My mouth fell open.

      “Command link Seventeen, acknowledge priority message. You may proceed. I repeat, proceed with the report.”

      I repeated the words I heard, with the pilot and Navy chief looking at me as if I was crazy.

      “A reply is coming in,” I said, listening. “‘Confirm. Report is as follows: Rogue shuttlecraft, escaped from Manados. Purpose: Reveal the current Azincor mission heading for Earth.”’

      “A delay,” I reported. Holding up my hand for silence. “Now a reply. ‘State your credentials.’”

      “What are you doing?” Darren asked.

      “Quiet; I’m translating.”

      “You can understand the language?” George gasped.

      “Hush!”

      “First Lead Jeranic, assigned to Section Nine-Eight, City of Hax, Manados. I am a survivor of the recent biological attack. The information I am relaying is of the utmost importance. I am not aware of the mission they speak of, but the Humans aboard the shuttle are very aware, and they are attempting to reach active relays so they can inform Earth. Do you concur?”

      I looked at my shocked teammates. “They’re answering,” I said: “‘Concur. What is the shuttle’s location? Grid Section VK-14, about four light beyond the disk.’”

      I looked at Darren. “Is that correct? Is that where we are?”

      “I don’t know. Those are Azincor coordinates. But how can they know?” Both George and I shushed him quiet as more alien words were spoken, words I could understand as plain as day.

      “‘Alert is being broadcast. We will bring all local resources to bear on the section. Mission spacecraft will also be notified and ordered to take countermeasures. Relay further developments as warranted. Excellent work, First Lead Jeranic.’”

      The broadcast line went steady.

      “What the hell was all that?” Darren asked. “You could understand what they were saying?”

      I nodded emphatically. “You mean you couldn’t?”

      George shook his head. “No, we couldn’t, Alan. All we heard were squeaks and whistles. But you … you could understand it all.”

      “It must have something to do with the fact that he’s a cyborg,” Darren stated.

      I wanted to say, ‘Hey, I’m right here in the room with you,’ but I held my tongue. I was just as confused as they were.

      George was still shaking his head. “But even if it’s a cyborg thing, how can he understand a language we don’t know? Just because he looks like an asshole doesn’t automatically make him an asshole.”

      Darren now stretched out a broad grin. “Those bastards!” he exclaimed.

      “What bastards?” I asked.

      “The IC—the intelligence community.” He shifted in his chair and leaned in closer to me and George. “If you broke the enemy’s most well-guarded code, would you want that information spread across the galaxy? Or would you hold it close to the vest and use it only in your most secret mission—the mission you say you were built for, Sergeant Ashe? You say you don’t know what it was, but that doesn’t mean you weren’t programmed with certain tools you might need to accomplish it. You, my friend, are a walking, talking secret weapon.”

      “Secret weapon?” I questioned. “There’s nothing secret about us. You heard the message. They know all about us and our mission. And now the entire Azincor fleet is going to be looking for us.”

      The pilot’s smile didn’t waver. “Exactly. And they don’t know we can understand their private messages. That should keep us one step ahead of them.”

      “And what about them letting Leona Wilson’s ship know about us?”

      Darren shrugged. “What can they do about it? If we’re able to get through to Earth, they’re toast anyway. There’s no way they’ll ever make it, not with the whole Human Navy out to stop them.”

      “Just like the whole Azincor navy is out to stop us.” I knew I was being overly dramatic, but I had good reason.

      “It won’t be their whole fleet,” Darren corrected. “They don’t have time to get them all here before we reach an active relay.”

      “But this might give them a reason to destroy more relays,” I countered.

      “That’s possible,” George said. “But they use our relays as much as we do for communicating with their colonies and merchant ships. Their comm private relays are used primarily between military assets. But you’re right. They may take out more relays in this sector. But all we need is one, and only for a few minutes, just long enough to issue the warning.”

      George looked at me with a glow of admiration. “Great job, sergeant! Who would have guessed you had a special talent for languages.” Then he laughed. “I suppose you were just built that way.”

      He and Darren got a nice laugh out of that, again treating me like a mindless machine that just happened to have the program they needed.

      “I’m glad you guys are getting a kick out of this. But we still have the question of how the Azincor found out about our mission. How could they have known about the shuttle and our current location? Nobody knew.”

      This sobered up the others. “He’s right,” George said. “We were working on the coordinates. I have the general location of one of the ends. It’s only about four light-years from here, right in the neighborhood. But I wasn’t expecting to hear an actual conversation with two distinct endpoints. Let’s trace where the call came from.”

      The pilot and technician set to work again, this time being more precise with their measurements. Before, all they were concerned about was what direction the message was coming from, and only as it related to within twenty degrees of arc. That would give us a wide berth between contacts. Now, there could be a ship on our tail, monitoring our every move. But how did they get through the Cloud without us noticing?

      “This can’t be right,” George announced.

      Darren hovered over his shoulder, shaking his head. “Of course it can. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked when they didn’t volunteer the information.

      “The signal is coming from this ship,” George announced. “It’s coming from inside the shuttle.”

      My mind exploded with possibilities, with the most prominent thought screaming out aloud: “There must be another stowaway!”

      “Yeah, no shit, Sherlock.” Darren wasn’t mincing his words.

      “Is there an auxiliary comm station aboard?” I asked George.

      “How the hell should I know; this is an Azincor ship. But obviously, there is one. A link like this couldn’t be made from a portable unit.”

      Darren was wearing an empty holster, having taken his Forcel handgun out while he slept. It had to be back in the crew’s quarters. Although I probably wouldn’t need it, I’d retrieve it before I headed aft.

      “Stay here,” I ordered. “I’ll send Abby and Samir to you. Lock the cockpit; don’t let anyone in but me.”

      “I don’t know if the cockpit locks,” George pointed out.

      Again … it’s an alien spacecraft. Yeah, I get it.

      “You know what I mean. This ship isn’t that big. Let me see what I can find.”

      I knew I was playing into the stereotype of the fearless machine that was hard to kill, but in this case, I didn’t have a choice. I was sure that whatever weapon the Azincor stowaway may or may not have, I would survive it better than the Humans would.

      I left the cockpit and moved first to the stateroom where Abby was sleeping. I opened the door, my bionic eyes instantly switching to infrared in the darkness. I saw only a trace of a residual heat signature in the bed, but Abby was gone.

      Where was she? The stateroom had its own mini-head, and she wasn’t in there. She also wasn’t in the common area or on the bridge. That left only the cargo hold, the place I was expecting to find the stowaway.

      The artificial hair on the back of my artificial neck stood on end. I rushed to the crew quarters and pulled Samir from his bed. He squealed in pain from the injury he’d suffered earlier. I explained what was going on—minus the part about Abby—as I pushed him into the passageway and pointed him toward the bridge. I ducked back into the room and fumbled around in Darren’s bunk until I found his weapon. I checked the battery—it had nearly a full charge.

      My mission had escalated in importance with Abby missing. Undoubtedly, she’d been taken by the stowaway, an alien who knew that eventually he would be discovered and put to death. What did he have to lose if he took a few Humans with him? In fact, what kept him from destroying the shuttle? That would put an end to our mission. First Lead Jeranic would die a hero.

      There was an airlock between the living quarters of the shuttle and the cargo bay. I slipped in and cycled through, something that would be impossible to hide from anyone in the aft section of the ship.

      I hadn’t been back here yet, so I didn’t know what to expect. What I found was a chamber one hundred fifty feet long by fifty wide that was half-filled with locked-down crates and barrels. We’d taken the shuttle from an Azincor battle-cruiser. At the time, the craft was still active in the fleet, probably carrying Azincor food and other supplies for the troops on Manados. Although Humans and Azincor were near clones of each other, neither had taken to eating the other’s food. For one, it wasn’t necessary. And two, well, it was Azincor food. It had to be gross.

      I tuned up my cyborg hearing, listening for anything resembling breathing or movement. Even a little whimper from Abby would help. Unfortunately, since our passage through the Accretion Cloud, the cargo bay had half a dozen tiny leaks that were hissing, drowning out other sounds. Also, metal creaked, and decking groaned. I hadn’t noticed before, but a starship traveling through space was a cacophony of ugly sounds.

      The cargo floor was laid out in a grid system with poles running from deck to ceiling that fit into slots to secure the crates. The stacks of cargo were haphazard, creating a maze where someone familiar with the bay could move about easily. That wasn’t me. I was on foreign soil and had no idea where anything was.

      I scanned the room, using infrared and found a faint trace of heat along the deck where living creatures had recently passed. I held the Forcel at the end of my outstretched arm and moved unabashedly down the central corridor between the cargo stacks, tempting the stowaway to take a potshot at me. Making myself a target might flush out the enemy.

      I reached the rear loading door without incident. Where the hell could he be? He had Abby with him and would use her for cover. But so far, there was only the weak heat signature. Having come through the airlock, the alien had to know someone was looking for him.

      Then, a thought hit me. If he was going to destroy the shuttle, how would he do it? I had no idea what was in the crates, but I assumed most of it would be food stocks and other non-flammable or lethal items. If I was going to blow up the shuttle, how would I do it?

      The gravity drive!

      I spun around and looked up. The particle accelerator sat atop the shuttle, supported by a thick pedestal. The crew had to have access to that area, which meant it would be large enough to move around in. Of course, it would. The accelerator disk was seventy feet wide and twelve thick. And the pedestal, hell, that was a workspace all its own. In fact, that may be where aux control was located, where the broadcast was made. If the alien was hiding in there, then he may not have heard me come through the airlock.

      I scanned the overhead, seeing a stairway leading up the bulkhead on the starboard side of the bay. A catwalk then cut across from the side wall to the center of the bay’s ceiling, where a ladder rose up, and a round pressure hatch was set in the ceiling. He had to be up there … along with Abby.

      I didn’t bother with the stairs. Instead, I crouched down and jumped, gripping the side railing of the catwalk and pulling myself over. I moved to the ladder and studied the pressure door. It was electronically controlled but with an emergency release lever on the side.

      This was going to get bloody no matter how I worked it. There was no way I could open the hatch and sneak through. With Abby missing, the alien had to know we would come looking for her, even if we didn’t know a message had been sent from the shuttle. He was making a statement by taking Abby hostage: He didn’t care if he was discovered or not. I didn’t like where this was headed…

      I pulled the lever, and the hatch fell open. Light and heat spilled out from above, something I wouldn’t expect unless the pedestal was occupied. I climbed up the ladder a couple more rungs and stuck my head through the hatch.

      The pedestal was twenty feet in diameter and had a small, circular tube attached to one side with a ladder in it, which was used to gain access to the accelerator disk. On the deck of the pedestal was a curving metal wall about five feet tall that sectioned off the rest of the base of the pedestal. Climbing the wall beyond the barrier was a series of monitors and other high-tech equipment. This was the actual control room for the gravity drive. The bridge was where the commands were created, but this was the room where the magic happened. With the engine running, the room was alive with electronic activity, along with a fair amount of static electricity. The artificial hair on my head and arms was twitching.

      “Abby, are you in here?” I called out. The access hatch was shielded from the rest of the control room by the half wall, allowing me to scoot over and press my back against the warm metal.

      My sensitive hearing picked up a muffled groan. She was here.

      I turned on my knees and then lifted both my hands above the half wall, the Forcel laser pistol in my right.

      “I’m going to throw my weapon away, okay?” I called out to the unseen alien. “I just want to talk. Maybe we can work something out.”

      I let the Forcel fall over the other side of the barrier. Then I slowly stood up, my hands still held high.

      On the other side of the room and peeking around a bank of humming equipment, a yellow-skinned Azincor held Abby around the neck with his own laser weapon pressed firmly against her temple.

      “There is nothing for us to speak of—” the alien announced. It was noisy in the control room, and he had to shout to be heard.

      I slipped around the side of the half wall so the asshole could get a look at my full body. I saw the startled look on the alien’s face.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. “You are Azincor. Why are you assisting the Humans?”

      I laughed. “Assisting? I am not assisting. I am commanding the Humans.”

      “No, this is not right. I heard them talk. I heard their plans. They are out to thwart the mission to Earth. Command confirmed it.”

      “You are mistaken. The mission we are out to thwart is a Human mission. Why would we interfere with one of our own? Now, show yourself. I’m unarmed. Free the Human so I can explain what our secret mission is all about.”

      The alien looked nervously at the equipment stack. His eyes were wide with both fear and anger.

      “What have you done?” I demanded, taking several steps closer.

      The alien moved the gun from Abby’s head and pointed it at me.

      “Stop where you are. Do not come closer.”

      “What have you done?” I repeated.

      “I did what had to be done. I could not rely on the fleet to stop you. I had to destroy the shuttle on my own.”

      “But it’s not the will of the Humans you are destroying. It’s the will of the Azincor.”

      I was making up stuff as I went, including trying to talk like an asshole. I’d heard Azincor syntax throughout the years; I now tried to emulate it the best I could.

      The alien frowned.
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      “Say that again!” the asshole demanded.

      Ah, shit! What did I say wrong?

      “I said you’re not destroying the will of the Humans, but the will of the Azincor.”

      “You are using strange combinations of words—compressions—just as the Humans do. I have been around enough of them to know.”

      “Of course, that’s how I talk,” I growled, trying to sound insulted. “I have infiltrated the Humans and now have a small cadre of them working for me. I have even begun to speak like them. Now, again, what have you done to the shuttle?”

      “I have set a circuit overload. It is building even as we converse.”

      “Then stop it. Do you want to kill all of us? We have a very important mission ahead of us. Undo what you have done.”

      The Azincor nodded slowly, and then he released Abby. She ran to me, reaching up with her bound hands to pull the gag from her mouth.

      “Alan! Thank god.”

      She fell into my arms. I couldn’t help but hug her, my eyes closing from relief.

      “It is confirmed!” a voice from the other side of the room cried out. I pushed Abby behind me as my flaring eyes met those of the alien. He had his laser pistol aimed at my chest. “I will not undo what I have done. You react with the female only as a Human would. You are in some kind of disguise. You are the enemy, and now, you will die.”

      He fired his weapon, hitting me square in the chest. I felt the sensation, a warning to me that my body had been breached, but otherwise, there was no pain, just another burnt shirt and a hole in my artificial skin. I sheltered Abby with my body as I rushed at the alien. I was upon him before the shock that I was still alive registered in his brain. I slapped the weapon from his hand and then took him by the neck, lifting him off the deck.

      “Stop overload—now!”

      “Or what?” he gagged. “You will kill me? I am dead already. I have been dead since the shuttlecraft departed Manados. So, do what you will. I am prepared.”

      The asshole had a point, so I simply snapped his neck and tossed the limp body aside.

      “Go below,” I yelled to Abby. “Look in the cargo hold for anything that looks like a lifeboat.”

      Before she could react, I pushed past her and jumped through the open hatch in the deck. After landing on the catwalk, I bounced effortlessly over the side railing and dropped to the floor below. A moment later, I sprinted through the airlock to the bridge.

      “He’s set some kind of overload in the gravity drive!” I announced to the startled men on the bridge. “Oh, and Abby’s fine.”

      “Abby? What happened to her?” Samir asked.

      “Never mind about that now. She’s looking for a lifeboat in the cargo hold. Go help her. George and Darren, come with me. We need to shut down the overload.”

      “How?” Darren asked.

      My mouth fell open. “I don’t know. You’re the pilot and the tech whiz. Figure it out.”

      “First, let me shut off the gravity drive.” Darren moved to his pilot’s console and flicked a couple of switches. The shuttle surged slightly, and the view through the forward port changed to one of pure black with only a few lights in the distance.

      “Not sure what that did, but it couldn’t hurt,” Darren grinned sickly.

      The three of us raced back to the control room in the pedestal. Neither man reacted to the dead alien with an oddly angled neck lying on the deck next to the equipment bank. With the gravity drive shut down, there wasn’t a lot of activity in the room, not like before. The particle beams still spun in the accelerator above, causing a soothing hum in the metal structure. But there was no cycling up of circuits building to a critical mass.

      “Well, shit,” I said. “It looks like you stopped it.”

      “Yeah, until we turn on the drive again,” said George Mandel. “Until then, we ain’t going nowhere.”

      “Can you turn the drive on from here?” I asked.

      “Sure, we should be able to,” said Darren, the pilot. He looked at the alien control panel. “I just don’t know how. Let me go back to the bridge. I’m more familiar with those controls.”

      “Can we communicate with the bridge from here?” I asked George. “We may need to shut down the drive again at a moment’s notice.”

      George went to what appeared to be the main control panel. “Yeah, I see where we can do that. Darren, get down there. Just be ready to kill the drive if you hear me screaming at the top of my lungs.”

      Darren smirked. “Roger that, Master Chief. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve heard that particular command coming from you.” The two men shared a knowing look.

      I let it drop. I didn’t have time for old war stories. I had more important things to do.

      I dropped back down to the catwalk and yelled out into the vastness of the cargo hold, “Abby, any luck?”

      A faint, high-pitched voice answered me. “Nothing yet. I think the shuttle is the lifeboat for the starship. However, it doesn’t appear the lifeboat has a lifeboat of its own.”

      I figured as much, but it was worth a try.

      It only took thirty seconds for Darren to reach the bridge, and ten seconds later, he was talking with George through the shuttle’s interior comm link, what Humans called the 1-MC.

      “Okay, give it a go,” George said. “Hopefully, you reset things when you shut the engine off the first time.”

      “Okay, activating the gravity drive, stage one,” said Darren’s command voice through speakers on the control panel.

      The ambient noise in the room grew magnitudes louder as circuits activated and servers spun up. George had several screens switched on and was watching the readouts. He suddenly leaned in closer to a screen on his right. He tapped a point on the glass.

      “Crap! It looks like the discharge vent. The beams create incredible heat that needs to be vented. The vent is locked in the closed position.”

      “How do you open it?” I pleaded.

      “I’m trying, but the actuator isn’t working. It’s been disabled. The temperature is climbing. If we don’t shut down the drive, half the engine is going to melt down.”

      “Cut it!” I cried out to the room, knowing the link was open with the bridge. The noise level cycled down again.

      “The chamber is cooling,” George reported. “But without the gravity drive, we’re royally screwed. We become sitting ducks for the Azincor ships, and Leona Wilson reaches Earth with the virus.”

      “Where’s this actuator located?” I asked. “Can it be bypassed or replaced? And how was a common first lead Azincor soldier able to do this? Doesn’t it take some kind of expertise?”

      George snorted. “Contrary to rumor, the Azincor do employ engineers and technicians. There’s no telling what specialties the late first-lead may have had. A first-lead is equivalent to a chief in the Navy. He had to know something.”

      “Like how to muck up the works of a gravity drive. He overheard us talking at dinner. That’s when he knew something had to be done. That was only four hours ago. He didn’t have a lot of time to figure things out.”

      A thought struck me, and I abruptly jumped through the pressure hatch again, leaving George wondering what I was up to. I called down to Abby again, telling her to come to the control room.

      When she arrived, there was a question on her face. “What do you need?”

      “How long were you held by the asshole?”

      She shook her head, thinking. It had to be three hours or more.”

      “Good! What did he do when he brought you up here?”

      “He sat in the chair where George is and fiddled with the controls. Then he made a call, speaking in some strange language my translator didn’t understand.”

      I turned to George. “He didn’t mention that he was going to destroy the shuttle during the uplink. That had to occur to him after he made the call.” Then, back to Abby. “What did he do after that?”

      “He sat for a while, staring at the screens.” Her eyes grew bright, remembering. “And then he tied me to a post and went down below.”

      I looked at George. “The actuator control must be in another part of the ship. Would that make sense?”

      George nodded. “Sure. It’s a vent control. It can be stuck anywhere.”

      “And if he went there, then his heat signature may still be around.”

      I left Abby and George in the pedestal and dropped back down to the main deck of the cargo hold, I had no time to waste. I moved to the starboard bulkhead and began a systematic inspection of the outer hull. I reasoned any that control panels or equipment modules would be located there. I moved slowly, my infrared bionic eyes looking for any residual trace of body heat. The cargo hold was heated, but just enough to keep the cargo from freezing, so a person’s body heat produced a stark contrast to the ambient temperature. I should be able to pick it up.

      In my mind, pressure was building. The nearest Azincor ship was only four light-years away, which, depending on the class of ship, could be anywhere from two hours out to half a day. We didn’t have time to be dead in the water without a gravity drive. As George summarized, we were sitting ducks.

      I moved along the back wall, past the closed cargo ramp and to the port side. I didn’t bother with the sections where cargo was stacked against the bulkhead, only the open areas—

      Then, I saw a faint reddish glow along the grated decking. It got brighter as I moved along.

      There it was, a panel set in the hull. I flipped it open and gawked at the components within. The problem was that I had no idea what an actuator looked like, especially an alien actuator.

      “George! Can you hear me?” I yelled at the top of my lungs, my panicky words echoing off the metal walls.

      George’s voice boomed throughout the hold as he tapped into the ship’s comm system. “I hear you.”

      “Get down here. I’m on the port side, about forty feet up from the stern. I found the circuit box, but I don’t know what I’m looking at.”

      “On my way…”
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      Two minutes later, a huffing Master Chief stood next to me, also staring into the junction box.”

      “Well?” I asked.

      “Well, what?” George barked. “Just like everything aboard this tub, these are Azincor parts.”

      “But don’t you know what an actuator looks like? I mean, they have to be of a certain design.”

      “I don’t know what you expect of me, sergeant, but I’m an electronics and communications specialist. I’m not a wrench and screwdriver kind of mechanic. I know what an actuator does—electronically—but I don’t know what one looks like.”

      “For Christ’s sake, that’s the actuator.” Darren’s arm pushed past us, his hand tapping a black module that looked like all the others. He’d come from the bridge to shower us with his radiant expertise. I wasn’t complaining.

      “How was I supposed to know?” George told his friend.

      “Trust me, it’s the actuator.”

      “Okay, how do we get it to actuate again?” I asked, cutting to the chase.

      “Well, for one thing,” Darren began, “it needs to be turned on.”

      The pilot wriggled his way between us and then placed both hands in the panel box. “There it is.” I heard a faint click. “It’s analog; the switch needed to be flicked.”

      Of course, nothing happened. The gravity drive wasn’t active, so we had no idea if that solved the problem. Darren grinned at George and me and then headed back to the bridge. George set off for the other side of the cargo hold and the stairs to the accelerator pedestal. I remained by the panel; why, I had no idea. Maybe to make sure that the damn actuator didn’t blow up when the drive was turned back on…
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      As it turned out, the drive hummed back into existence, and the actuator didn’t explode. George also didn’t start panicking from the control room, saying the vent was still locked closed. In fact, a few moments later, he and Abby left the pedestal and returned to the bridge. I joined the rest of the team there, watching the changing aspect of the stars outside the shuttle as the vessel resumed course through the void of space.

      Darren had already calculated the likely path of the alien starship and steered away, giving it a wide berth. Theoretically, we didn’t even need to be heading toward the Pegasus Gate to find a comm relay. The little buggers were scattered all across known space and on both sides of Manados from Earth. But when we left the planet, we instinctively steered toward the Gate, subliminally headed for the homeworld we were out to save. Unfortunately, that was also where most of the Azincor ships would be patrolling.

      Yet, as they say, space is big and comparatively, the shuttle was about the size of a pimple on an electron. It would be virtually impossible to find us.

      That was until they did.
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      “I’m shutting everything down!” Darren cried out as the first proximity alarm sounded. “That goes for everything, including life support. You don’t have to worry about being quiet—sound doesn’t travel through a vacuum. But all electronics are verboten.”

      “Will this work?” Samir asked. “We’re made of metal. Can’t they pick that up?”

      “They can if they’re right on top of us. I picked up a gravity disturbance—the contraction of space due to a moving black hole. From the degree of shrinkage, I can tell what direction it’s headed. They’re coming our way, but remember, they’re in an event horizon. The only way to get a good bead on us will be to—”

      The pilot leaned in toward his screen.

      “To drop out and take a look around … as they have just done.”

      “Timing is everything, isn’t it?” I said to the room.

      “Stay calm, everyone,” the pilot said. “We’re just another cold part of space. It’s a one in four thousand two hundred chance that their magnetometers will detect us.”

      “You made up that number,” I said to Darren.

      He smirked. “Well, yeah. How would I know what the actual odds are? But it sounds good.”

      I shrugged. “I can live with that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next two hours were excruciating. Since we knew where and when the starship dumped out of the gravity well, it was easier for us to track it than it was for them to see us. The ship’s path was hypothetical, of course, but the computer’s algorithm seemed pretty confident. Unless the Azincor ship began some elaborate search pattern, the course would be true. The assholes just wanted to take a quick dip into normal space before popping back into an event horizon.

      We all breathed the proverbial sigh of relief as space distorted again about eighteen hundred miles away, and the alien starship resumed its original course and speed.

      My eyes were glued to the double white lines on the comm screen. We’d picked up half a dozen more Azincor transmissions, which I easily translated. More Azincor were moving to the Sector. It was going to get crowded real soon.

      Samir and Abby were impressed with my newfound talent at alien translation, making me wonder if Abby saw this as a positive or a negative when it came to me being a Human or not. It probably didn’t help. Normal people didn’t go around knowing obscure languages while not knowing they knew them, if that makes sense. The checkmarks in the non-Human column were piling up faster than those in the Human row. I know I said I would accept whatever results fate would bring for the two of us, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have a preference. It was just hard to stay positive as my cyborgness becomes more prominent.

      “Are there no maps to the comm relays?” Samir questioned George. “Wouldn’t that make our mission a lot easier?”

      George snickered. “The locations are fairly well known around populated star systems. The links are part of everyday existence. The ones buried deeper in space are more or less classified. Even when we find one, we won’t know its exact location. All we’ll be able to do is use it. The Azincor know this, so you can bet your bottom dollar they’re scouring the sector for any random relays they can find.

      I had a question. “So, does that mean if we find a relay, the Azincor can’t jam it?”

      “That’s right,” George concurred. “They can tap into the signal, but jammers are too restrictive in their wavelength to interfere. They can listen in, but they can’t stop us from talking to Earth.”

      “What about military comms?” Abby asked. “Our military comms? Are they open to the Azincor as well?”

      “No, they’re not. We encrypt our confidential communications with electronics. As you know, the Azincor do it with a secret language.” He smirked. “A language, as it turns out, isn’t as secret as I once believed.”

      “And that’s a good thing,” Darren punctuated. “But eventually, the Azincor will learn that we’ve broken their code, and then they’ll turn to more traditional means of encryption. That’s if the war is still going on. Samir, tell us again about how bad it can be if the virus reaches Earth. Can they just crash the ship on the planet and let it spread that way?”

      “Fortunately, it doesn’t work like that,” Samir began. “All these pathogens have a built-in safeguard that keeps them from spreading too far too fast.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Their mortality rate. As soon as a person dies from the virus, the toxin begins to degrade, making it less infectious. And the faster the disease works, the easier it is to stop the spread. People die before they can spread the disease too far. Don’t get me wrong. If there’s an outbreak, it will still kill millions. But as it’s working through a population, a buffer zone can be set up. If there is no cross-contamination across the barrier, the pathogen will die off—along with the infected. Crashing the ship on the surface will be bad for the immediate crash zone and probably out to several hundred miles. Even then, some people will filter through the barriers as carriers and spread the disease further. But if they don’t contaminate someone else within a day or so, they will die and stop the spread. Eventually, it will die out. Even the Black Plague faded away, and that was before modern medicine.”

      “So, how do you see them infecting the whole planet?” Darren asked from the pilot’s seat. “That has to be their goal, and not just a shock event.”

      “They would need to disburse the toxin at multiple locations around the world, and maybe even a little at a time. Don’t concentrate on any one region. Get as many people in as many locations infected with the virus. Let them widen the contamination area until it’s impossible to contain.”

      “That would require a lot of people to do that,” I concluded. “And not just the cyborgs with Leona Wilson.”

      Samir shrugged. “Obviously, the infiltration of the Human population by look-alike cyborgs is more extensive than we realize. There may already be hundreds of Azincor cyborgs on the planet just waiting for the toxin to arrive.”

      “I hate to say it, but Samir is probably right,” said Darren Adams. “But that’s a problem for another day. Our mission is to stop the toxin from ever reaching Earth. After that, Earth will have to find a way to track down the impersonators. I’m sure there’s a way. I just don’t know how at the moment.”

      “That’s up to other people to figure out,” George said. “Let’s stay focused on our task.” He looked at his watch for no reason.

      He already knew how long we’d been in space and how soon we could expect to make contact with a wormhole relay. Another day had passed since the near miss with the Azincor warship. But that wasn’t the last. We’d dodged another two in that time, with one coming within two thousand miles of our location. The metal signature of the shuttle must be so small that even at that short distance, we didn’t register on their screens.

      But now we’d entered the possible zone, an area where there could be relay connections. The team discussed earlier how the Azincor may set about destroying more relays, but just like us, everything was happening so fast that they didn’t have time to do much damage. Space is big, and it takes time to get from one place to another. Our saving grace was the timeframe. Three days, and we were already there.

      Because of that, team members rarely left the bridge, with each of us taking turns watching the dual white lines on the comm screen. George told us that just having an active relay, without a transmission taking place, would still stimulate the signal. Not a lot, but enough to be noticed.
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      Abby was seated at the station when the line blipped.

      “There! It did something!” she cried out, standing and pointing at the screen.

      The team huddled up around her as George took over the main console. He worked the alien controls, controls he’d become quite familiar with over the past few days.

      With nothing better to do, all of us began a short course on how to operate an Azincor starship. Why? Because we could, and it sure beat the boredom.

      Especially for me. I had Darren show me how to pilot the ship and how to work the gravity drive. I even managed to lapse into my cyborg trance a couple of times during the lessons, testing the efficacy of the process.  Lo and behold, I absorbed everything I was shown, needing only a little hands-on practice to get a feel for the controls. Darren was impressed with my progress, to a degree. Again, what did the Humans expect? I’m a cyborg. I was just doing cyborg-like things.

      After mastering the flight controls, I had George show me the comms. That didn’t take long because the old Navy Master Chief didn’t know the controls that well, just enough to make them work. However, after I started working the system, other processes became obvious to me. I didn’t know if this ‘beyond the training’ thinking was what all cyborgs did or if it was a consequence of my more creative Human brain. I didn’t know of any combat cyborgs who did this ... or did they? Either way, I saw things within the alien ship that even George and Darren didn’t see. It just seemed to make sense after a while.

      I guess being a cyborg wasn’t that bad. Not if you weren’t trying to base a romantic relationship on it.

      “We’re getting there,” George Mandel reported. “Another ten minutes, and we should have a full connection.”

      He looked up at me and then over to Samir. “What are we going to say? I suppose we should have thought about this before. One thing to understand is that once we establish a strong wormhole link, any Azincor in the area will know. They can do the same triangulation to find our location as we did. And because we’ll be transmitting from an Azincor comm system, our message won’t be encrypted. They’ll be able to listen in.”

      “I think Samir should make the link,” I said. “He knows the most about the virus. And I certainly can’t do it. I look like a damn asshole. That won’t go over very well.”

      The link would be both audio and visual. Communications these days are so sophisticated that an audio-only signal is often considered to be fake. What did the sender have to hide if they didn’t show their face? Yeah, like I look like an alien, for one…

      “Hold up,” Darren ordered. “Another thing to remember is that whoever is on the other end of the line will be a comm tech, tasked with only receiving and logging incoming links. It may take a while for the link to be filtered to the right people. So, don’t go blabbing anything about the virus until you get connected with the right people. At that point, they’ll encrypt from their end but not ours. It’ll be important not to let the news get out in the clear about a deadly virus on its way to Earth. That could cause a worldwide panic.”

      “Good point,” Samir said. “Darren, perhaps you should initiate the link and then direct the call to the right people. I don’t feel comfortable doing that. You do it; I can step in later with more details about the toxin.”

      Darren shrugged. “That’ll work.”

      George nodded and gave up his seat to Darren.

      The pilot twisted his head around, making a quick survey of our anxious faces. Then he grinned and bounced his eyebrows. “It’s showtime!”

      “Okay, you’re ready,” George said. “Break a leg. I’m opening the link … now.”
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      “Attention, Earth Command,” Darren began in his best command voice. “This is Petty Officer First Class Darren Adams, USF, requesting a link to Fleet Command, Norfolk, attention Military Intelligence Division CENTLAT. Priority One Access. The information to be relayed will be highly confidential. Request immediate encryption upon initiation of final link. Be advised we have no encryption or decryption ability on this end. Until secure, all communications will be in the clear and with possible ears listening in. Break.”

      Darren sat passively, looking at the static on the main comm screen until an image resolved. It showed a gaunt female, mid-twenties, dressed in a Space Fleet uniform with the rank of second lieutenant. Her brown eyes took a moment to scan the image she saw on her screen. George had a small inset block showing us what the Azincor camera was seeing. It was wide enough for the rest of the team to be visible, with me being the exception. I used my telescoping vision to watch the scene unfold from the shadows just outside the cockpit.

      “I copy your ID and request,” the lady said robotically. “Military links require permission. Remain on the link as I route the message. Cutting the link will sever your place in the queue. Will you remain active?”

      “Affirmative,” Adams answered.

      “Noted. Please hold.”

      The screen changed to a generic placard with various logos on it, all for commercial enterprises. The screen changed with each call and was a form of advertising for the companies. The businesses paid exorbitant fees for the right to be on the placards as ads received billions of views per day. The ad revenue helped maintain the relay system, so who was I to complain?

      It took an excruciating seven minutes for the link to be routed, and all the time, the Azincor could be monitoring and zeroing in on our location. They knew we intended to make contact with Earth, so any broadcasts within range would be on their radar the moment the link was initiated. Already, a dozen alien warships could be bolting our way.

      On the screen appeared a full-bird Army colonel, his eyes a piercing steel grey and with an expression that matched.

      “This communication is now secure,” the officer stated bluntly. “My name is Colonel Sam O’Neil, Army Force One. I have noted the location of the transfer relay. Confirm you are out of Manados.”

      I saw that Darren was surprised by the request. “Confirm. This is Petty Officer First Class Darren Adams, attached to Sector Nine Supply Detachment 107, Cygnus Station. I have—”

      “Supply Detachment?” the officer questioned.

      “Former Warrant Officer Three, sir. It’s a long story.”

      The colonel was handed a datapad.

      “Yes, I see. Can you also confirm the current status of Cygnus Base and the Human population on Manados?”

      I saw Darren’s shoulders slump slightly as he relaxed. He was finally getting somewhere.

      “The population is secure, sir. If you are not aware, most of the Azincor on the planet died after a biological weapon attack initiated by a team from the Combined Medical Facility, led by Dr. Samir—”

      “Al-Bukhari. Yes, we have already received the report. That is the reason I completed this link.”

      “That’s great! We were wondering if you knew. The star system is open at this time, but the Azincor will be back. If you have assets in the area, I would recommend deploying them immediately.”

      “So noted … supply clerk Adams.”

      I’m not sure how the others reacted on the bridge, but my artificial butthole tightened. That was a rude remark to make. Something didn’t sound right in the officer’s voice.

      Darren paused for a moment as he regained his composure. Ignoring the implied insult, the pilot got right to the point. “Sir, the situation on Manados is important, but the main reason for this link is to report that a ship is headed toward Earth carrying a supply of alien virus that the Azincor plan to release across the planet. We have the ship’s name and designation. It is seven days out of Manados, heading for the Pegasus Gate.”

      “Yes, we have that information, too. It is the USF Tycho, commanded by Major Leona Wilson.”

      Darren made a quick glance around the room. “That’s right! We thought we were the only ones with this information. Then, you’re already making plans to intercept the vessel? You have no idea how relieved we are.”

      “I am glad to hear that, Mr. Adams.” The colonel’s tone was low and restrained, as if he was holding back his anger. I could understand. The assholes were planning an extinction-level event on the homeworld. I’d be pissed, too.

      “Aren’t you curious how we learned this information, Mr. Adams?”

      “I assume … well, how did you, sir?”

      “We learned it from Major Wilson.”

      If this were a murder mystery, the ominous organ music would have filled the bridge. I pursed my lips, not knowing what was coming next but having a terrible feeling about it when it did.

      “I don’t understand, sir,” Darren stammered. “If you already know about Major Wilson, then—”

      “Cut the bullshit, Adams,” the officer ordered. “We received a heads up from the Tycho two days ago, giving us all the pertinent information about your mission.”

      “Our mission? Our mission is to let you know about the threat heading your way.”

      “The threat you pose, Mr. Adams, along with your cadre of traitors. Please have your commander step forward.”

      “Commander? Who are you talking about?”

      “Your Azincor overlord. Is that him in the shadows lurking in the back?”

      “Sir, I don’t know what Wilson told you, but—”

      “She gave us facts and figures about you and your renegade band and the toxin you’re bringing to Earth. She also had documentation showing that this al-Bukhari character was the one who developed the toxin. She even told us we would be receiving a link from you, trying to divert attention by accusing her of carrying the anti-toxin. I don’t suppose you have any verifiable proof as to what you’re saying. Major Wilson had chemical formulas and production charts, as well as an event summary sent to Davas, the Azincor homeworld. I don’t suppose you have anything like that to prove your case?”

      “Sir, it’s a lie! Everything she told you is a lie. There have been Azincor infiltrators on Manados. They must have doctored the paperwork. Did she tell you she’s an Azincor cyborg? Did she—”

      “Excuse me, Mr. Adams? An Azincor cyborg; you expect me to believe that? I have spoken with the Major on three separate occasions, and I assure you, she is not a cyborg. I think I can tell the difference between a Human and a cyborg. What I want to know is why you are doing the bidding of the assholes? You know they will only kill you in the end, no matter what you’ve been promised.”

      “Sir, you’ve been tricked. Wilson contacted you to cover her own ass. She is a cyborg, a full-capacity cyborg, I believe they’re called. One that can think and react just like a Human.”

      “Just like a Human, really? How convenient. Listen, Adams, even we can’t make cyborgs like that.”

      “Colonel O’Neil, you’re mistaken. I know we can build such cyborgs because our so-called Azincor overlord is a Human cyborg with the same capacity. They can pass for Human or Azincor.”

      “Show me your Human cyborg with these capacities,” Colonel O’Neil demanded.

      “Sir, he doesn’t look like a Human. He’s a Human cyborg made to look like an Azincor, just as Wilson was made to look like a Human.”

      The officer smirked. “Show me anyway.”

      I didn’t wait to be invited. I stepped out of the shadows and bent over Darren’s shoulder.

      “Colonel, everything petty officer Adams told you is true. It’s Wilson and her people who are carrying the toxin, not us.”

      O’Neil took a moment to study me on his screen before stretching out a grin. “Sorry, whoever you are, but you look like every other asshole I’ve ever seen. Now, I’m supposed to believe you’re a cyborg … who can talk?”

      I ripped open my shirt. Two days before, I’d been shot in the chest by the stowaway. The open wound was healed by now, but there was still a faint red mark and a patch of tender ‘skin.’ I dug with my finger and reached in, grabbing a hunk of artificial flesh. I pulled it away from the composite frame that made up my skeleton. The scene was gross and bloody, but I was able to expose a variety of connecting wires and other components buried under my skin and hidden within my chest cavity.

      “Does this prove to you that I’m a fucking cyborg … sir?”

      The officer had crinkled his nose in shock as I tore at my skin. “It sure does,” he answered, much to my relief. “It proves you’re an advanced form of Azincor cyborg.”

      “I’m a Human! I was made to look like an Azincor!” I protested.

      “Why?”

      I stammered, which made the officer smirk. “I don’t know, not for sure,” I answered honestly. “It was for some secret mission that I was built to carry out.”

      “What mission?”

      “As I said, I don’t know. The Azincor attacked Manados before I was told.”

      “How convenient,” the officer repeated.

      “Sir!” Darren yelled. “This is a bunch of bullshit, and you know it! We’re not the enemy. Major Wilson is.”

      “A Human officer aboard a Human starship, with records that back up her identity and her story—and she’s the threat?” He shook his head and referred to the datapad again. In the background, other military personnel were busily moving about. They had to be privy to the conversation, so whatever they were doing, it involved us.

      “I can tell from your broadcast signal that you are broadcasting from an Azincor ship,” O’Neil continued. “An Azincor ship, with an Azincor commander, be he cyborg or not. And I’m supposed to believe you’re not the enemy? C’mon, petty officer Adams. Would you believe such a story?” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I’ve heard enough. Major Wilson has given us background information on the virus you’re transporting, and it is something that cannot be allowed to come anywhere close to Earth or to any of our colonies. Therefore, you are officially put on notice that a Seek and Destroy order has been issued regarding your vessel unless you surrender immediately. The danger you pose and the subterfuge by which you are operating has left us no choice.”

      “Colonel, you’re wrong … dead wrong,” Darren growled. “Especially if you concentrate on us and let Wilson and her ship get anywhere near Earth. If anything, stop her, too, and inspect her ship.”

      “And why would I do that? She is in an official military vessel with all the proper credentials. She said you were aware of her link to us and would try anything to avert attention from yourselves and place it on someone else. I see now you’re focusing on Major Wilson. Predictable. So far, everything Major Wilson has told us has come true.”

      Other people were now surrounding the Colonel, speaking in his ear. He turned to address Darren again.

      “I believe this communication is at an end. Resources have been embarked to your location. If you power down and surrender yourselves immediately to decontamination and interrogation, there is a chance you may live through this.”

      “Colonel, we’re deep in Azincor territory with half their fleet out looking for us. Not only that, but we just made an open link to Earth. The assholes know where we are. We can’t power down and just wait here until the Navy shows up. If we did, then you wouldn’t find anything more than a rapidly expanding dust cloud where we used to be.”

      O’Neil shook his head. “I don’t care. I also don’t believe a word of what you’re saying about Major Wilson or about how half the Azincor fleet is closing in around you. But rest assured, if you make any move away from the vicinity of the wormhole relay, I will take that as an admission of guilt. The Seek and Destroy order will be upgraded to Urgent, and every ship in the fleet will know about you.  That’s all I have to say to you at this time.”

      He paused before leaning in closer to the camera. “There’s a special place in Hell for people like you and your ilk, traitors who not only betray those around you but also your entire race. Adams, we’re talking about genocide here. I can’t imagine the level of insanity you must be experiencing to bring you to this point. I dare you to make a run on Earth. I only hope the videos are running when we blast you into stardust. You disgust me—”

      It was Darren who mercifully cut the link.
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      The bridge was silent for a full minute until George broke the spell.

      “Well, that could have gone a little better. Let me sum it up: Earth knows where we are—approximately—as do the Azincor, and both fleets are rushing our way with Seek and Destroy orders to turn us into beautiful flakes of fairy stardust. We’re in a defenseless cargo shuttle, and even if we head back to Manados, I doubt we’d make it. So, I guess our situation can easily be summed up in two words: We’re screwed.”

      “Hey, at least we tried,” I mumbled.

      “Tried?” Abby screeched. “What does that mean? We can’t just try; we have to stop this from happening! We can’t stop now!” Abby’s short tirade caught everyone off guard. “It’s pretty clear Earth won’t help us—”

      George cleared his throat. “Eh, sweetheart, that’s what I meant by ‘We’re Screwed,’”

      “We have to do something,” Abby continued unabated. “If Earth won’t do anything to stop the attack, then we have to do it ourselves.”

      Darren found his voice again after the humiliation of the broadcast. “You heard what the colonel said. If we move an inch, the order is going to go out to shoot us on sight. And add to that fact that we won’t last long enough for a Human ship to get here. We don’t have any choice but to run as fast and as far away as we can.”

      “And then what?” Abby persisted. “We hide out on some uninhabited world until we die, which will be long after the Human race has been exterminated by the Azincor. We talked about this. Damaging Earth to the degree this toxin could do will weaken the rest of our colonies and military forces, so much so that the Azincor will sweep right through us. And there’ll be no accepted surrender, no ‘occupation’ of Earth and an eventual peace. The assholes will kill us all. That’s what they do. The biological attack on Earth will be just the beginning. We’re in a unique position to do something about it.”

      “Like what?” Darren asked sincerely. “I’m open to suggestions. What is it you think we can do?”

      Abby looked at our forlorn faces and then squared her jaw. “For one thing, they won’t expect us to head for Earth.” She looked down at Darren, still seated at the comm station. “Didn’t you say once that the shuttle could make it back to Earth if need be?”

      He frowned. “The key phrase there being, ‘if need be.’ And even if we need be, I can’t see us even making it to the Pegasus Gate without getting ourselves dusted. Just think, if O’Neil doesn’t get confirmation of our arrest or destruction within a day or so, he’s going to start panicking. And every day that goes by without us being found, he’s going to think we’ve slipped by. He knows how long it should take us to get to Earth. The closer it gets to the deadline, the more forces he’s going to send out. He can’t afford not to. And you think we can survive that long in an unarmed cargo shuttle with barely a week’s worth of food?”

      Abby was more pale than normal, with frantic eyes glossed over with emotion. Of course, she was right. We had to do something. We couldn’t just give up and let Wilson and her so-called people destroy most life on Earth. But Darren was also right. Trying to make it to Earth in the shuttle was a non-starter.

      “You’re right, Darren,” I said with conviction. “We need another ship, and preferably, a Human ship.”

      “I didn’t say that,” the pilot countered, almost in a panic.

      “It’s what you were implying,” George commented with a wicked grin.

      “You’re on their side?” Adams questioned his friend.

      “I’m on the side of not giving up on Humanity. Abby’s right. After the warning we’ve been given, the last thing O’Neil will expect is our headlong rush to Earth. And we’re going to need to pick up the pace if we expect to beat Wilson to Earth.”

      “How do we do that?” Samir asked.

      He hadn’t had much to contribute to the debate so far, but he was part of the equation. A very important part. If—and it’s a big if—we do manage to get to Earth, it will be up to Samir to tell us how to stop the Azincor.

      “We need a faster ship,” George continued. “And preferably something with some weapons. But I think speed is our most essential commodity at this time.”

      “And where are we going to find a ship like that?” Samir asked. He wasn’t being facetious; he honestly wanted to know. We all did.

      “Dansis Station.”

      “What’s Dansis Station?” Abby asked.

      I knew what it was. I’d even been there once.

      “It’s a general population service station near Farimor. It’s run by the natives who remain neutral in our war with the assholes. Even the Azincor leave them alone because they can get supplies and repair services there. Of course, if they win the war with Earth, Dansis Station will be taken over, just like every other so-called neutral facility in the Arm.”

      “How far is it?” Abby asked.

      “About twenty light-years,” George told her. “Luckily, it’s away from the Pegasus Gate, which both O’Neil and the Azincor will believe we’ve made a beeline for.”

      “And we can get another ship there?”

      “Not legally,” I said with a shrug. “But at the moment, I’m not too concerned with the details. There are a lot of ships there. We just have to steal the right one.”

      “It will have to be blistering fast,” Darren pointed out. “Even though destroyers aren’t that fast, after going to Dansis, Wilson will be even farther ahead, maybe by ten days or so.”

      “Is there a faster way of getting to Earth?” Samir asked.

      “Faster than Pegasus?” Darren frowned before a mischievous grin stretched across his lips. He looked over at George.

      “The Hell Hole?” the old Navy chief asked.

      The pilot nodded. “The Hell Hole.”

      “Okay, boys,” Abby said. “What’s the Hell Hole?”
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      “It’s another wormhole,” the pilot said.

      “I’ve never heard of it,” I told the pair. “Why haven’t I?”

      Darren smirked. “Because it’s not commonly used for transits.”

      “Again, why?”

      Darren leaned back in the chair and looked around the room as if he were sitting around an open campfire and about to regale an enraptured gaggle of children with a heroic story about dragons. I wasn’t one of them. We didn’t have time to waste sitting around listening to old star stories.

      “As all of us know—I assume—wormholes are created when two black holes manage to link with each other through a substrata of the space/time continuum. This isn’t unusual, and most of the time, the endpoints are fairly stable and relatively safe, except for the possibility of being pulled into the singularities at the ends. That’s why we have distinct entry and exit points, and no one stays in a wormhole for long. It’s simply in and out as fast as you can.

      “In the case of the Hell Hole, however, one of the anchoring black holes is very near a massive red giant star. In this case, the singularity is drawing in boatloads of white-hot stellar material that ends up swirling through the wormhole to the other singularity. You can imagine what this does to the environment within the wormhole. It’s literally hot as hell, and the coronal material creates gravitational eddies and currents that are nearly impossible to navigate.”

      “And people travel through that?” Abby gasped, disbelieving.

      “Some do, but not many. With the way the wormhole is configured, transits can take up to an hour, whereas with something like the Pegasus Gate, we’re only in there for a few minutes. Even so, the Hell Hole is a more direct route to Earth, and it’s even slightly longer than Pegasus. After dumping out of the P-Gate, we have two other short wormholes to traverse. With the Hell Hole, it’s one and done.”

      “And that can get us to Earth before Wilson?” Abby asked anxiously.

      Darren nodded.

      “But the catch is: We could die,” Samir noted.

      “Yeah, there is that,” Adams agreed. “I’ve never personally been through the Hell Hole, but I’ve known a couple of pilots who have. They swore they would never do it again.”

      “Fortunately, we only have to do it once,” I smiled.

      “Are we going to do it?” Abby asked enthusiastically. I was surprised by her sudden surge of courage. For some reason, she really wanted to save the Human race from extinction…

      Darren looked at each individual face, taking a silent vote by body language. Then, he shrugged. “I guess we are,” he said flatly. “But we certainly can’t do it in a shuttle. No way, no how.”

      “Then, I guess it’s on to Dansis,” George said. “And with no time to waste.”

      Darren scooted over to the pilot’s seat and spun up the particle accelerator. “As soon as we pull away from here, there’s no turning back,” he announced to the team. “Colonel O’Neil will issue the shoot-on-sight order. We have three days to get to Dansis, during which time anything can happen. Even at Dansis, the word may be out about us. So, speak now, or forever hold your peace.”

      When no one spoke, he turned to the controls. “Dammit, I wish someone had said something before my first marriage. That would have saved me a lot of aggravation … and money. Let’s hope this time it’s different. Okay, here we go.”
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      I felt better with us moving. Sitting stationary within the relay’s range sphere, I could almost smell the Azincor warships flaring in to find us. That was still a fairly large area to search, but the Azincor wouldn’t rest until they confirmed our status—either dead or alive.

      And now they had the Humans lending them a hand. Leona Wilson knew what she was doing. She had effectively turned the whole of the Human race against us, and not strictly on principle. She’d convinced Fleet Command that we were the existential threat to all mankind. There was no cost too high—or priority greater—than stopping us. That’s how we felt about Leona Wilson, enough that we silently acquiesced to risking our lives flying through the Hell Hole. The name said it all. It remains to be seen whether that was an exaggeration or not.

      But first, we needed another ship. I had every confidence that I would play a crucial role in the stealing of the starship. That’s just what cyborgs did, right? Along with every other grunt job in the galaxy. Even so, taking someone’s spaceship was tantamount to stealing a horse in the Wild West. It just wasn’t done. Space was huge, and to get stranded without your starship could mean certain death. That was why—just like four hundred years ago on Earth—posses of both law enforcement and civilians formed to hunt down ship thieves. That may be different in this part of the Arm, what with the region embroiled in a shooting war between two powerful forces. Nevertheless, an effort would be made, guaranteed. It may not trail out too far from Dansis, but there would be some pursuit. That’s another reason we needed a fast ship.

      And preferably one with a good supply of food. We’d only brought enough for about ten days, planning on a trip to a wormhole relay and then back to Manados. Because of that, we didn’t ration during the first half of the trip, and I certainly ate my share, maybe a little more.

      It seemed my new body craved energy all the time. I was never satiated, like a wild dog, always willing to eat since it had no idea if there would be another meal. Unlike in the early days of my cyborg existence, I hadn’t let myself get to the point where I felt like I was having an epileptic seizure, where food—any food—could calm my fits. But I knew we’d be running low by the time we got to Dansis, and that worried me.

      This brought up another point: I’m sure none of us thought to bring our credit cards to buy supplies. I know I didn’t. In fact, I had no money, no credit and no official job to speak of. Even a normal combat cyborg needed a recharge now and then. That was provided by the military … or any handy wall plug. I wasn’t so lucky. Fortunately, I can survive on things I catch in the wild. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come down to that.
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      We were nine hours out from the comm relay when we encountered our first contact.

      “Dammit, it’s a Human ship!” George said. “I can tell by the gravity signature.”

      “Why dammit, George?” Abby asked. “Isn’t one ship just as dangerous to us as the other?”

      “Normally, that’s true. But we’ve been at war with the Azincor for almost twenty years, and during that time, we’ve gotten pretty good at tracking their ships, even better than they can do it themselves. After all, why worry about tracking your own vessels? If it had been a Human ship that we encountered a couple of days ago, we would be stardust by now.”

      “It also means we’re going to have to run silent again,” Darren pointed out. “No more gravity drive.” The engines whirled down, and a thick silence fell over the shuttle.

      “The sensors on a Human warship are more sensitive than what the Azincor have,” George whispered, continuing with his explanation.

      “Why are you whispering?” I whispered. “I thought you said sound couldn’t travel through a vacuum.”

      “It can’t, but hull vibrations occur at a certain frequency. They promulgate around the ship several times before settling down, creating a micro-electric field that can be detected with the right equipment. Believe me, this is what I did for most of my time in the Navy. I ran equipment just like what they have aboard that ship.”

      Abby looked at me and then pointed aft, mouthing the word ‘Samir.’ He was in his bunk and had to be brought up to speed on what was happening. She slipped silently past me.

      I went to the navigation scope, where George was seated and crouched down. I had absorbed a crash course on navigation during our passage through the Accretion Cloud. Now, I wanted to see what a starship in an event horizon looked like.

      George had a grid pattern placed on the scope, and I could clearly see the distortion along the left side. It became more pronounced as I watched.

      George covered his mouth and leaned in close to me. “Hopefully, they’ll keep going. Even so, they may spot us.”

      I cocked my head, silently mouthing, ‘How?’

      George worked the controls, and the image was enlarged. He pointed to a series of deformities in the grid lines along the path of the starship.

      “Micro-drops,” he said. “Normally, when one singularity dissolves, another instantly takes its place. What they’re doing here is waiting a fraction of a second before creating another black hole. That way, they can collect data in real space as they pass through. The computers are fast. If the sensors are close enough and aligned properly, they could pick up our hull ionization—”

      The distortions suddenly shifted direction, aiming toward the lower quadrant and a little toward the center. Bottom line: They were coming our way.

      “Shit!” the pilot whisper-shouted. “How—”

      Just then, the lines at the bottom of the scope began to bend. Another ship was approaching from that direction. We were boxed in.

      Then, the distortion lines for both vessels vanished, and the boogies became solid objects that could be tracked by their mass signatures. Both ships had dropped out of gravity drive and were racing toward us at flank speed.

      George bolted to his feet, his gaze locked on the screen. “That’s an Azincor ship!” He didn’t bother staying quiet.

      “Which one?” I continued to whisper just to be sure.

      “From 180 degrees; the bottom of the screen. They’ve spotted each other. Darren!”

      “What the hell do you want me to do? As soon as I light off, both ships will see us.”

      “I don’t think they’re concerned about us at the moment. We’re about to be in the middle of a plasma beam space battle!”

      I watched the pilot to see what he would do next. With both of the warships now in normal space, their passage on the screen was much more subdued, creeping along but definitely on a collision course. If the shuttle was located at the center of the screen, then it looked as if the combatants would slip past us on our port side. I didn’t know what scale George had the scope set at, so I didn’t know if the gap would be ten miles or a thousand. Neither did Darren.

      I felt a slight tug to port, meaning we were moving to starboard. The pilot had activated one of the small maneuvering jets and had us moving—albeit at a snail’s pace—away from the danger zone. Then, the shuttle stopped accelerating, only to be moving up along our original course. Two more quick shifts and I saw the pattern of the pilot’s steering. There was no pattern. With each spurt of the jets, we could be detected, and with the number of short spurts he was making, we looked like a dozen tiny objects rather than one shuttle-size target. It would confuse anyone looking for us, but it wouldn’t deter them.

      Even so, with the headlong paths both warships were taking, I knew we were the last thing on their minds. Perhaps after the battle was over, they’d return to their original mission. And unless we bolted away in an event horizon, we would still be in the area, assuming either of the ships would be in any condition to come after us.

      I found myself rooting for a mutually bloody outcome in the battle, with massive losses on both sides, including the Humans. Was that wrong? Or was it just being pragmatic?

      Suddenly, the first bright flashes of the plasma beams shot out from the warships. They were close enough for the light to reach the shuttle and fill the cockpit with a stark white glow, like the light from an arc welder. Darren and George covered their eyes while mine adjusted automatically to the brightness.

      “How close are they?” I asked George, who did a quick glance down at his scope.

      “Fourteen hundred miles. That’s why the light’s so bright.”

      “That also puts us squarely in their operational combat zone,” Darren pointed. “If this turns into a dogfight, they could be spiraling all around us.”

      He buried his nose in the flight controls. “Screw it,” he spat. “We’re getting out of here. Neither of them can afford to turn away from the fight to chase us. Let’s just hope for a lengthy battle.”

      The accelerator disk began to hum, and a moment later, the image outside the ship shifted to a pastoral scene of black space and peaceful stars. The computer rendering only covered what space outside the shuttle should look like traveling at this speed. It didn’t display the battle that was taking place right next door.

      But I could still see it on the nav screen. As Darren had predicted, the battle had turned into a dogfight. The mighty warships twisted and turned, trying to outmaneuver the other. I couldn’t see the plasma bolts through the viewport anymore, but I could imagine them as one ship would jockey to an advantage before the other countered with a move of their own.

      Unfortunately, the image didn’t stay on the scope for long. We were now racing away in a bubble of contracted space/time, going … where? This didn’t seem right.

      “Which way are we headed?” I asked.

      “Essentially north, if that means anything,” Darren answered. “I know, it’s away from Dansis, but I don’t want to tip them off that that’s where we’re going. I’ll continue on this tack for a while and then change course again … several times. I’m sure both of those ships have already reported our position to their fleets. More ships will be coming, even if it’s not these two.”

      Abby and Samir appeared at the portal to the cockpit.

      “I take it there has been a complication?” Samir said.

      Darren flashed him a wicked grin. “Complication is my middle name.”

      Darren Complication Adams. Weird, I thought. But it fit.
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      With the convoluted route we had to take, another day was added to our trip to Dansis Station. I watched the shocked looks on the faces of Abby and Samir when they learned that Dansis Station was indeed a station … a space station.

      Surprisingly, there weren’t a lot of space stations in space. They weren’t needed, not with all starships having gravity drives. There were a few, like the ones at wormhole access points. But Dansis Station was in a class by itself.

      It was built two hundred years ago by a race called the Korel. They were one of the races who benefited from the visit by the Superiors where the secret to gravity drives was disclosed … revealed, whatever. As I’ve noted before, the Superiors didn’t give us star drive or the secrets of wormholes. All they did was show us what was possible using certain technologies. The rest was up to us to figure out. Some of the races did, some didn’t.

      The Korel did. But their world was off the beaten path, buried deep in the tumult of a star-birthing nebula. It was dangerous for outside ships to get there, so the Korel built Dansis Station as a waypoint for commerce with their species.

      Because the Station was essentially a surrogate planet, it was huge in scope, a thin floating disk thirty miles in diameter and a mile thick. I said thin because it looked like that from space. It was designed that way to accommodate the mass generator at the bottom of the station that created the artificial gravity. In truth, the generator was the largest gravity drive engine in the Arm, although it didn’t send the Station anywhere. All it did was warp space around it to create the gravity well that the occupants fell into. Anything thicker than a 1:30 ratio disk would have made the gravity variant between floors too great. Instead, the force was at a comfortable nine-tenths of Earth’s gravity, which appeased most visiting species.

      The war between Earth and Davas was a mixed blessing for the Station. On the one hand, it got a lot of military business from both sides. It was agreed that no fighting would take place at the Station, and on balance, that’s what happened. But the war did hamper normal commercial activities, including a once-thriving tourist economy. As I said, Dansis Station was big—huge—and everyone wanted to see it … if they didn’t have to risk life or limb to do it.

      Unfortunately, the Korel—just like nearly every other race in the Arm—would not fare well if the Azincor won the war. It may take time, but eventually, the assholes would get around to exterminating every race that wasn’t Azincor. But until that time, the Korel tolerated the Azincor while secretly rooting for the Humans.
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      As we approached the Station, George placed me in front of the comm screen and told me to get clearance and berthing information. The tower could tell this was an Azincor cargo shuttle, so it wouldn’t do to have a Human open the comm link. I could speak normally because the Korel operators would hear my words in their native language, not knowing I was speaking Human English.

      As it turned out, I was wrong: Everyone but me had their wallets with them. I didn’t have mine … because I didn’t have one. Cyborgs don’t need money … supposedly. It came as a shock that the docking fee was nearly a thousand standards, which would have tapped out everyone … except for Samir. It seemed that being a high-ranking virologist at the CMF paid fairly well. He reluctantly let the funds be pulled from his account.

      Darren then spun the shuttle toward the economy docks, which was the most we could afford. It was on the opposite side of the Station from the Premium mooring where the truly magnificent space yachts were berthed. Since I’d been here before, I knew that all military vessels of a certain class were anchored out. This was for security reasons in case they needed to make a quick getaway. It made sense, seeing that both Humans and Azincor were rubbing elbows at the Station. Tensions could escalate at the drop of a hat, and no one wanted to get caught locked in a commercial docking clamp if that happened. Cargo shuttles were a different story since they had to be restocked frequently.

      Before sliding into our no-frills economy slip, Darren skimmed over the Premium docks. We gawked out the viewport at the sea of luxurious yachts below us, marveling at how the one percent lived. Of course, some of these were cruise ships, but not nearly as many as before the war. Still, there were a couple, probably crossover traffic from civilizations located outside the Arm.

      Humans had been so busy exploring our little slice of the galaxy that we hadn’t gotten around to exploring the rest. After all, we’d only had star travel for a couple of hundred years, and the galaxy was a big place. It would take another five hundred years before we expanded beyond the Arm.

      If we survived that long.

      I shuddered, thinking how the future of mankind rested on the shoulders of the five of us, five insignificant creatures and without a hero among us. Where was Luke Skywalker when we needed him? Yes, I had watched old Star Wars movies dozens of times, and I tell you, we could sure use a little Force about now.

      I turned my attention back to the rows of docked spaceships below me. It was like window shopping at a gourmet pastry store. ‘I want that. And I want that.’ There were so many beautiful starships that I had trouble making up my mind. Since we planned to steal the ship, we didn’t have to worry about the cost. But there were other factors to consider.

      “In light of the precious cargo these ships carry, we have to assume all of them have very active and effective defensive systems,” Darren was telling us. “I’m sure no expense has been spared. That means just about any of these ships will suit our military requirements. But it also has to be small enough for George and me to fly. Also, it needs to be a long-range vessel, something that can carry a lot of stores in its holds. And, above all, it has to be fast. I did some calculations. If we can get to the Hell Hole in seven days, we should get to Earth three to four days before Wilson. That’s assuming she has no delays and gets there at flank speed. Still, that’s not a lot of time for us to come up with a plan to stop her. But I’ve also been thinking about that, too.”

      “About how to stop her?” Abby asked.

      “Yep.” The pilot grimaced. “You may not like it, but in a worst-case scenario, we ram her ship while it’s still in space. That will destroy the toxin, right?” He looked at Samir. “I assume it can’t survive in space.”

      “That’s right. But neither can we,” the scientist pointed out caustically.

      “As I said, that’s a worst-case scenario.” Darren grinned. “But if it does happen, hopefully, they’ll find enough evidence in the wreckage to know why we did it. I’ve always wanted a high school named after me.”

      “I’d settle for a bordello,” George remarked.

      “You know, I’ve never been to Earth,” Abby lamented.

      “I didn’t know that,” Samir said, sounding genuinely sorry for her.

      I knew because she’d told me right after we met. It was just another one of those nostalgic entries in my mental diary of Abby Kent.

      “It’s okay. I’ve always wanted to go, just not under these circumstances.”

      “There’s a nice one,” Darren said, pointing at his command screen. The rest of us were crowded before the forward viewport.

      “Which one?” I asked, knowing I would be responsible for acquiring the vessel and subduing any passengers and crew.

      “The shiny gold one.”

      “It looks like a damned dart,” I commented.

      George copied the image and ran it through the computer. He’d tapped into the Dansis internet system, so he had access to data from across the Arm.

      “It’s Human!” he announced. That would make it easier for him and Darren to operate. “A Copenhagen Nine-Fifty. I’m checking the stats.” After a moment, he whistled. “Yeah, this will do. It can reach speeds of two point five light per hour, or twenty-five per day. We have a few fighter-class starships in the fleet that can go that fast, plus some of the classified vessels. But for a commercial ship, this thing is top of the tier.”

      “Does it say anything about weapons?” Darren asked.

      “There’s a whole section on security options, and they’re all impressive. But if you need to ask how much the add-ons cost, you can’t afford it.”

      “How much does the whole ship cost?” I asked. I needed to calculate how long it was going to take for me to pay it off after I get caught stealing it … and then have to replace the damn thing.

      “Price quote upon qualified inquiry,” George snickered. “They’re embarrassed to give a price.”

      “They don’t want to waste their time with looky-loos like us,” Darren pointed out. “Note the berth: Green 140.”

      “Attention: Unauthorized vessel,” a voice suddenly rang throughout the bridge. “You are not cleared for the Premium Berths. Exit the area immediately.”

      Two small security ships slipped up on each side of the shuttle. I bet they didn’t have such security in the Economy Section, but here, the elites had to protect their assets. Too bad it wasn’t going to work, not against super-cyborg Alan Ashe.

      I didn’t respond to the challenge because Darren whipped the shuttle end-over-end and zipped away on chemical jets. A few minutes later, we pulled head-on into our slip—Brown: 83—between a derelict that looked as if it hadn’t been moved since before the war began and a Vanosh cargo hauler. I didn’t know hulls could rust in space, but this one was just about eaten through with a near-uniform reddish-brown patina, telling me it spent a lot of time on hot, wet planets. I didn’t worry too much about the neighborhood. We were abandoning the shuttle here, and honestly, I couldn’t wait to get aboard the sleek golden starship we’d targeted. I’m sure they would have a lot of gourmet food aboard … and I was hungry.
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      “Gather up all your belongings,” Darren ordered. “We ain’t coming back here, not if I can help it.” He patted the metal bulkhead. “Still, she was a good ship, a solid ship.”

      “She was an enemy ship,” George reminded him with a smirk.

      “That, too.”

      Darren looked at me and George. “The two of you have been here before, so you know what to expect. For Abby and Samir, here are a few words of caution. The Azincor are everywhere here, and though there are rules about fighting, they still break out. If you see anything erupt, get the hell away. Security doesn’t mess around. They have permission from both Earth and Davas to put down any of the violators, and I mean to kill them. And believe it or not, the Korel enjoy it when they do. It gives them a false sense of superiority. Now, we’re going to catch a ride to the other side of the Station. It’s thirty miles wide, so it’s going to take a little while and involve a couple of transfers. The Korel don’t allow through traffic.”

      “Why not?” Abby asked.

      Darren snorted. “Because they want the business. The more they can get people to walk past the shops and restaurants, the more money they make. They don’t let the cabbies make all the profits. That will put us among the masses. There should be a lot of Humans here, so we won’t stand out.” He looked at me. “But four Humans walking with a yellow-skinned asshole, that will raise some eyebrows. Alan, you’ll have to travel across the Station on your own. You say you’ve been here before?”

      “A couple of times, for shore leave. I know how the dynamic works here, although I’ve never seen it from this side.” I held up my yellow hands. There was another issue: I was wearing Human clothing, and there were no Azincor outfits aboard the shuttle. That could definitely cause a problem.

      Abby read my mind. “Maybe I can buy you some Azincor clothes.”

      “A Human walking into an Azincor clothing store?” George grimaced. “And especially a woman. Nothing misogynistic about that; it’s just that all the Azincor out here are males. Even on Davas they have very little contact with the females. You’d freak them out.”

      “Then you go,” Abby snapped back.

      “And that would be worse,” George smiled. “In fact, make sure you don’t get caught in an elevator or a cab next to an Azincor. Passing them in the concourse will be bad enough. And don’t make eye contact for too long.”

      “How the hell does this place exist with all this going on?” Samir asked. “It sounds like a powder keg about to go off.”

      “These contacts may not result in direct violence, but each party, both Humans and Azincor, are always trying to get the other one to react. Starting a fight is a capital offense. But defending oneself is allowed. Just make sure there are witnesses around before you start anything.”

      Samir shook his head. “Don’t worry about me. I’m not going to start anything. And neither is Abby.” He looked at me and shrugged.

      “Remember, I’m an Azincor,” I said proudly. “These are my people! Don’t worry. There won’t be any problems.”

      That’s when Abby reached out an arm and ran her fingers along the lapel of my black leather jacket, a jacket made in Vietnam on Earth. “Yeah, just keep telling yourself that, big guy.”

      Darren stepped toward the side airlock, which had mated with an access tube to the Station. “Let’s just get to the other side of the Station as quickly as possible and with the least amount of fanfare. Remember the mission. We still have a long way to go and very little time to do it in. Let’s not get distracted. In and out; a nice clean operation, and then we’re out of here. Understood?”

      We all nodded, although no one had elected Darren Adams as our fearless leader. I guess once an officer, always an officer, even if he had only been a WO.

      Darren looked out into the connecting corridor first, seeing if anyone was around. Then he waved Abby, Samir and George past him, and the four of them rushed down the passageway to the main connector. I stayed back in the shuttle for a couple of minutes to get some separation. There were cameras here that, if monitored, might raise the alarm about four Humans coming out of an Azincor shuttle. But this was Economy mooring, so security was virtually non-existent.

      I lost sight of the team as I entered the main corridor and wound my way around the various docks until I passed through an automated security turnstile. Weapons were allowed on the Station, and if I was wearing one—which I wasn’t—an invisible tag would have been placed on it that would track the device throughout the Station. If there were any discharges, the weapons would be immediately identified and security teams dispatched. Since I didn’t need a weapon, I passed through the station cleanly. Darren and George, not so much. At the moment, their movements were being electronically monitored.

      It had been about three years since I was here last, and frankly, I didn’t remember much about it. I was on leave, and after a particularly harrowing op where three of our Cys were lost. I just wanted to forget about the battle and drown myself in alcohol and female warmth. I did both, to the extreme. That was how it was back in the day until I got serious about my newfound profession. Once I developed ambitions for advancement, my attitude changed. Don’t get me wrong; I still partied like a Fleet Marine. I just made sure I didn’t overdo it.

      Abby passed me her credit card as we were leaving the ship, which would allow me to pay for the cab fare. I still had the issue of wearing Human clothing, but there wasn’t much I could do about that. I moved up to a line of three-wheeled transport carts that looked like motorized rickshaws with a single driver in the front and a double row of open-air passenger seating in the back. I climbed in, sensing the nervousness of the Korelian driver. The natives were dark-skinned bi-peds with two prominent arms and two minor arms they used to feed their stomach mouths. That always freaked me out, how they could be stuffing food into an opening in their bellies while carrying on a conversation with their very Humanoid heads and mouths. Hey, it worked for them, and they seemed to always be eating, something my stomach reminded me that I hadn’t done in a couple of hours.

      “Premium Docks,” I told the driver, already knowing he would amend my order.

      “I can only take you to District Four. You will have to transfer at that time.”

      I nodded. “How much?”

      “Ten standards,” the driver said nervously.

      When I was here last, the ride cost fifteen. I must be getting the Azincor Discount, a reduced rate, just so I wouldn’t get upset and not because the Korel favored the assholes. I passed him Abby’s card, and he swiped it. The cab sped off.

      For the first few minutes, I sat casually as we wended our way along the cab lane, past hundreds of people of a dozen different races. As predicted, there were mainly Korel, Humans and Azincor, along with a smattering of Criticali, Linon, Vanosh and Spores. I also saw a couple of Bac’eles. They were essentially a slave race of the Azincor, one of the few species that may survive an Azincor conquering of the Arm. For a hundred years or more, they cowed down to the assholes, literally licking their boots to clean them. They were disgusting creatures who feared everyone and everything. They stayed tucked under the wing of the Azincor for some false sense of security. I hated them. They were spineless and weak and would stab you in the back without a second thought if they believed the Azincor would like it.

      It was strange how longing eyes from the Bac’eles kept looking my way as I passed. I kept forgetting that, to them, I was an Azincor.

      The Station was a spiderweb of ultra-wide concourses with thousands of shops, restaurants and housing units. I had no idea what the permanent population was, but it had to be huge. And that went for all species. The Korel may have built the Station, but everyone was getting a piece of the pie from the venture.

      The concourse I traveled was one of the major thoroughfares and was about as crowded as I last remembered it to be. Just to the right, and down about five miles, was the redlight district where most of the Human sailors, Marines and others hung out. There were bars and nightclubs, along with an untold number of hotels that charged by the hour. Of course, the patrons and the street workers were all Human. We hadn’t gotten to the point where interspecies relations were accepted, let alone desired. That was a bridge too far if you asked me.

      This part of the journey only lasted about ten minutes and covered a tenth of the Station. I climbed out of the cab and looked around. While in the cab, I was overwhelmed by a plethora of incredible smells from the hundreds of eateries I passed. Now, I was at my wit's end. My stomach had set to rumbling, and if I didn’t get something in my stomach soon … hell, I might eat a rat.

      As expected, there was a hamburger joint within eyesight. I figured hidden fans blew the aroma into the concourse to hook vulnerable people like me. With a singular purpose, I set out for the restaurant.

      Faces turned pale as I entered, and a hush fell across the room. A quick glance around showed me the restaurant was populated exclusively by Humans. I couldn’t tell how many were civilians and how many were military since uniforms were forbidden to be worn within the Station—people in uniform made too inviting of a target.

      My stomach let out such a loud growl that I shrugged and patted my belly, letting the people around me know I wasn’t growling at them. And then it did it again.

      “Sorry,” I said sheepishly in English. “I’m really hungry.”

      “Then go eat in your own restaurants,” a male voice cried out from a nearby booth.

      “Yeah,” another man agreed. “What are you trying to do, start a fight?”

      “No, seriously,” I pleaded. “I don’t want any trouble. I just love hamburgers.” I almost said ‘Human’ hamburgers, but I held back. I stepped up to a counter across from a terrified redheaded woman looking to be about twenty. “Do I have your permission to order a hamburger?” I asked sweetly. “If you don’t want to serve me, I understand, and I’ll leave.” My stomach growled again. “But help a guy out.” I smiled. Sure, I was an Azincor, but damn, I had a gorgeous smile.

      The lady didn’t know what to do. She looked to her left at an older man wearing the restaurant’s vibrant yellow and red colors. He pursed his lips and nodded.

      “You’re going to serve this asshole?” one of the loud patrons shouted. He slipped out of the booth and took a couple of steps toward me.

      Humans and Azincor are about equal in strength. The only advantage we had over them was our millions of years of fighting amongst ourselves. The assholes never did that, so they were unskilled in hand-to-hand combat. However, they were fast learners and, since initiating the war with the Humans, had made quick and determined progress through extensive training programs.

      I ignored the loudmouth and placed my order, passing Abby’s card to the clerk. I wanted to be all paid up when my food came, just in case I had to make a quick exit.

      Then another man stepped up behind me, a much fatter man, making it two against one.

      I turned slowly and smiled. “Listen, guys, I don’t want any trouble, and neither do you.”

      I knew I would be screwed if a fight broke out. All the witnesses were Human, so naturally, they would say I was at fault. In a way, I was. I didn’t have to eat here. But I wanted to, and since I was having doubts about my own Humanity, I didn’t feel like backing down. I felt I belonged here, no matter how I looked.

      I could see in the eyes of my opponents that they also knew they were on safe ground. They could attack me and walk away scot-free. One of them flicked his finger on my jacket.

      “What the hell are you doing wearing Human clothes? Are you making fun of us? And you don’t talk like any asshole I’ve ever met.”

      “That’s because I’m not like any Azincor you’ve ever met. I’m a hybrid, at least philosophically.”

      Both of the men recoiled. “What the fuck does that mean?” the fat one asked.

      “I mean that soon there will be peace between our people, with the Humans having won the war. I accept that, and I’m attempting to imitate my masters. I accept that you are superior to me and that we should have never started the war in the first place. Really, I think Humans are great, so much so that I wish I were Human. That’s why I dress like this and eat Human food. You guys are the best.”

      I could tell by the confused looks on the faces of the people within earshot that I may have overdone it a little. But the message was so out of the ordinary that I saw a couple of heads nod. All I said was what I, as a Human, always wished the damn assholes would say to me. I was mirroring my own Azincor capitulation fantasy, one shared by most of the people in the restaurant, along with the rest of the Human race.

      “Well, eh, that’s good,” said the leaner and taller of the men, the one with muscles. “It’s about time you assholes came around. I haven’t heard of any peace talks. In fact, we know about Manados. Are you serious? Is the war over?”

      Anxious faces leaned closer to hear the answer. “Nothing formal, not yet,” I blabbered. “But we’re working on it. I, for one, can’t wait until Humans and Azincor can be friends. This war has cost too many lives. And for that, I’m sorry.”

      The second man frowned deeply. “You’re so full of shit I can’t believe it. There’s no peace. You’re just saying this so you don’t get your ass kicked. Don’t trust him, Amos.”

      I spread my arms out to the man. “You are wrong, my friend. I love all Humans. Please, let us hug. If you know of Azincor, then you know we are all loving people. Please, embrace me.”

      I was about eight inches taller than the man and with a proportional reach. I draped my arms around him and pulled him close, patting his back with my large, yellow hands, letting everyone around know that I meant him no harm. At first, the man resisted, but then he grew embarrassed and slowly brought his arms up to wrap around my back. That’s when I pulled him in closer and tighter—much tighter—while placing my mouth at his ear. I squeezed, almost feeling his ribs crack as I did.

      “Listen, you fucking jerk,” I whispered in his ear. “I’m a combat cyborg, and I could rip your spine out in a split second if I want to, and no one around here can stop me. Now smile and hold me tight. Then, I’m going to get my food and leave. If you cause any trouble, I’ll make sure you’re the first to die. Do you capisce?”

      The combination of my gangster Human words and the force of my embrace made an impression. I felt hands now pat my back—almost like tapping out in a cage fight. I released the man. Behind me, I heard the cute clerk tell me my order was ready. I turned, took the bag and a drink and walked toward the door. I glanced back, making eye contact with the traumatized fat man, his mouth still hanging open. Beads of sweat dotted his brow as he realized how close he came to dying.

      I grinned at the stunned crowd, a crowd that had just witnessed a Human and an Azincor hugging. I left the restaurant feeling I’d done my part for interspecies relations.

      I heard a saying once: If you can’t dazzle them with bullshit, then make sure they’re scared shitless of you. I’d never been that terrifying of a presence before … until now. I could get used to this.

      I took my bag of hamburgers, fries, and a soft drink and crossed to the other side of the concourse and out of view of the restaurant. All the benches had people sitting on them, but all it took was for me to stare down at the aliens for a few seconds, and they got up and left. I sat and tore into the bag, feeling waves of relief as the steaming meat-like substance passed through my artificial esophagus and into my artificial stomach. The results were immediate. My digestive system must be incredibly efficient because it didn’t take much to take away the cravings. Even so, the first burger was history, as were the fries, when I peeled back the wrapping on the second glorious burger, preparing to dig in.

      That’s when I noticed two Azincor walking the corridor. They spotted me and then said a few words to each other. Now, they were coming my way.

      Oh shit! My translator would convert their words to English, but they would be able to tell that I wasn’t speaking their language. I tensed, feeling trapped. This was not going to be pretty.

      “Brother, we are confused,” said one of the aliens—and I was shocked at what I heard.

      In my head, his words sounded different, more accented. The alien, whom I labeled scarecrow because of how emaciated his face looked, continued: “First we noticed your strange clothing, and now we see you are consuming Human food. This begs an explanation.”

      I wasn’t too concerned about getting in a fight with the assholes—they would never dream of attacking me—but this language thing was … confusing. My mind was firing on all cylinders, thinking of ways to get out of this. I could speak their secret language to them, but that was not done in public—ever. Even so, I felt a strange compulsion to speak, hearing strange words form in my brain.

      “My brothers, let me explain.”

      I nearly fainted hearing the words come out of my mouth. It may have seemed strange to the Azincor, but I frowned and pursed my lips. I knew what was happening: My damn cyborg brain had been programmed with the standard Azincor language, just as it had been for their secret language. Why didn’t I know this? It wouldn’t have taken more than a minute or two to tell me. Hell, even Samir could have told me in the basement, assuming he knew. That was close.

      With renewed confidence, I now made a presentation of setting my hamburger aside, and then I took a deep breath. “This is confidential. It could get me arrested and put to death if the Korel learn of what I have done.”

      ‘My brothers’ moved closer so I wouldn’t have to speak so loudly to be heard. There were other people close by. “I just killed two Humans in bare-handed combat.”

      The shocked look on the faces of the assholes told me they believed every word I said.

      “Where, how … why?” Scarecrow asked.

      I snorted. “Why? Because they were Humans. And to explain my clothing, one of my victims became so bloody that my own clothes were also soiled. I could not move about the Station with bloody clothing, so I changed with my second victim, who was not so … messy. After that, I hid the bodies. Their deaths have not yet been discovered.”

      The two Azincor crinkled their eyes at me and smiled. “It is approved that you have dispatched two of our enemies, and you did it without weapons. Impressive.”

      I laughed and held up my closed fists. “These are my weapons.”

      We all laughed even louder, causing people around us to move farther away. Laughing Azincor was not normal.

      “Now, my brothers,” I said, “please do not speak of the Human deaths. The deed took place aboard the Station, and you know the restrictions. Since I used my hands and not a weapon, the deaths have not been discovered. I have hidden the bodies, but eventually, they will be found. Let this be our secret.”

      “Of course,” said the other Azincor. “And you’re eating Human food. Is there a reason for that, as well?”

      I smiled. “Yes, there is. Feeling proud of myself in my confrontation with the Humans, I decided to make good on a dare from one of my cohorts that I could eat Human food without revolting. So far, I am winning the bet, although it is a chore.”

      Again, more laughter. “You are an Azincor to be admired. What is your name?”

      Having been placed on the spot, I thought of the only Azincor name I knew, that of Commander Drak from the Enclave. I killed him a little over a week ago. Twice, in fact.

      “I am Jalen Drak. Again, please do not speak of what I have done, either with the Human food or the killings. Killing is not allowed here, and betting is discouraged, as you well know.”

      “Be calm, brother. Your secret is now our secret. Proceed and complete your challenge, knowing we approve of what you did earlier. Neither of us has had the privilege of killing a Human. Perhaps someday we will be so fortunate.”

      After a quick bow, the two assholes sauntered away, still talking amongst themselves and laughing. My bullshit story had made their day. And for that, I was pissed.

      And now it was time to get back in a cab and stay there until I reached the other side of the Station. It was too dangerous for me to walk the streets of Dansis Station. Next time, I may not be so lucky.
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      I kept my head down and quickly shifted from one cab to another as I slowly worked my way across Dansis Station. With my stomach cravings in check, I had no reason to leave the cab. I still received strange looks now and then since the cab was open air and I was still an Azincor wearing Human clothes.

      When I reached my last stop, I quickly paid the charge and slipped into a pedestrian walkway that spiraled past some truly impressive restaurants, nightclubs and hotels. This section was called the Tenth District and was outside the Premium Berthing area, where most of the money was spent on Dansis Station. I’d never been here before, and from the look of the people around me, neither had too many Azincor.

      The assholes weren’t into wealth and flashiness, so they seldom came to the Tenth District. Most of the Azincor at Dansis were associated with the military. Even though there were wealthy assholes, they weren’t out to impress anyone except members of their own race. There were no Azincor yachts in the basin and no Azincor playboys out prowling the hot spots at night. That was left to others, and, as you can imagine, mostly Humans.

      I hurried along the boardwalk, ignoring most of the stares I received until I passed through the commercial district and to the mooring docks. At Section Green, I stopped and sat on a bench, looking out through the massive viewports at the wonder of the Korel nebula, only a tenth of a light-year away. It was magnificent, aglow with blues, reds, greens and yellows, along with wispy clouds of brown stardust, which towered high across my view and ended in rounded nodules where baby stars were forming. At the tips of some of these fingers, bright lights shined, marking the birth of newborn stars less than a million years old. The Korel homeworld was located on the other side of this cloud barrier in an older section of the nebula.

      A pair of Korel security guards watched me from their shack at a secure gate. Beyond that were a series of tubes radiating out from the station. I would be looking for row one hundred, slip number forty. Of course, for that to happen, I would have to get past the guards. We all would. Which speak of all, where was my team?

      Using my cyborg eyesight, I casually scanned the boardwalk going both ways with no sign of my friends. On the way here, I’d taken time to eat, so they should have beaten me here. If so, where were they?

      The damn guards never took their eyes off of me. They even got on their communicator twice; for what purpose, I didn’t know. Probably to call in backup. But like most things on the Station, the Azincor enjoyed a strange sort of privilege. They were given latitudes that others didn’t receive, not because they were liked but because they were feared. For that reason, I knew no one would question me sitting on the bench. Not unless a drunk and haughty Human with raging hormones wanted to make an example of me to impress his girlfriend.

      Just then, my sensitive hearing picked up the sound of laughter coming from the entrance to a nearby hotel. The female laughter and accented words were distinctive. They were Abby’s.

      I casually craned my neck toward the sound, not wanting to look excited about hearing her. Even so, I frowned when I saw what was headed my way.

      Darren was pulling a red, four-wheeled cloth cart with Abby inside, spread out on her back with her legs dangling. An empty wine glass was in her hand. She was giggling and snorting, grabbing at Samir with her free hand and pretending to splash wine onto a more subdued George Mandel.

      All of them were playing their roles to perfection: Four rich Humans returning to their ship after a night on the town, the young, glamorous heiress, and her three obliging companions, a combination of suitor, bodyguard and servant.

      I was confused, not knowing how this was going to get us through the gate. But it was obvious someone had a plan. I just had to let it play out.

      As they drew closer, Abby suddenly sat up in the cart and pointed at me.

      “Oh, look, it is an Azincor!” she gushed. “Please, let’s go talk to him. I’ve never talked to a live asshole before.”

      I glanced at the guards at the gate. They had tensed, anticipating all that could go wrong when Humans and Azincor mingled. Sensing a plan, I casually glanced behind me at a row of thick, flowering foliage that grew from ornate, concrete planter boxes. Yes, this would do nicely.

      The Humans came closer, and Abby struggled to climb from the cart. Both George and Samir helped her out. Without fear, she strode toward me.

      “You are an Azincor!” she declared boldly.

      I did my best to look forlorn. “You are correct. And you are a Human. What do you want?”

      Both guards were moving toward us, leaving their post, ready to head off any pending confrontation.

      “I just love your dark eyes and rich yellow skin,” Abby gushed. Then she came even closer. “But I hear you have the most magnificent smell, like lilac and roses. I want to smell you—”

      Abby fell toward me but was caught by the guards as they stepped between us. Abby squeaked in protest. “Remove your alien hands from me, you brute! Do you know who I am?”

      With their backs turned to me, it was easy to wrap my arms around their necks and squeeze gently. I didn’t want to kill them, but I also didn’t know how much pressure I could apply. The aliens squirmed and punched at my body. I ignored their hits and squeezed a little tighter. Eventually, the squirming ended, and they fell limp.

      Still holding onto them, I climbed a planter box and tossed the bodies—ever so gently—into the bushes. I could tell they were still breathing. I also had no idea how long they would stay unconscious, so there was no time to waste.

      Abandoning the red wagon, the five of us sprinted through the open security gate and down the tube that was dock number 100. At slip forty, we entered another tunnel that would meet up with the golden starship.

      George moved up to the entry security pad and began examining it. Darren, on the other hand, simply lifted the locking arm … and the hatch opened. Cocking his head with confidence, he pressed the doorway inward; it tilted up and away into a cavity in the hull.

      Without words, we silently entered the starship, with me in the lead. Darren then closed and locked the hatchway.

      We were in an airlock with the inner door open. I peeked around the threshold, looking both ways. Going forward, there was a leather-lined salon; aft, a corridor with gold-gilded doorways with shiny golden handles, undoubtedly leading to the ornate staterooms. And everywhere along the bulkheads, ceilings and walls, there was buttoned leather padding, all colored a light tan. And unlike the decking on most other starships, this one was carpeted in a thick, cream-colored pad that was spotless and showed no footprints. I’d heard of flooring like this before, so I placed a shoe on the carpet and then lifted it off. A soft puff of air shot up through the carpet, removing the footprint. I shuddered to think how much a system like that cost, and just so the carpet would always look new and unworn.

      And this was just from what I could see from the airlock.

      Darren poked me in the back, coaxing me to go farther into the ship. I obliged, turning left toward the bow of the ship where the cockpit was located. All was quiet, and the air smelled fresh and slightly scented. Jasmine? I wasn’t sure. It had been a long time since I smelled jasmine.

      The salon area was larger than I expected, knowing that the ship was long, narrow and shaped like a dart. To scale, the ship was three hundred feet long—about the length of a football field—but only about thirty feet wide. Even so, that still left a lot of interior space. I wondered where the accelerator ring was located since that was what powered gravity drives. The ship had to have one.

      We’d find out where it was soon enough. The guards would wake up and then sound the alarm. Video footage would be checked, and the authorities would know where we went. Because of that, we couldn’t linger. We had to depart as soon as possible.

      Beyond the salon was another spacious alcove where the galley was located. Like everything else, it was spotless and included every appliance and convenience money could buy, and that would fit in a starship. Beyond that was the pilothouse.

      There was no one inside, and both Darren and George pressed past me. Darren took the pilot’s seat while George located the engine controls. This was a Human-designed ship, so they knew their way around the cockpit.

      “Check the rest of the ship,” Darren ordered. “We’ve got this. George cut the mooring clamps.”

      I obeyed the order and moved aft. Abby and Samir were standing in the salon, nervously waiting for me to give the all-clear. From the quiet of the interior, I got the impression the ship was empty, the affluent owners somewhere on Dansis Station, probably spending more money on a meal than I made in a year when I was in the Marines … and alive.

      The first door along the corridor opened to a lavish stateroom with a king-size bed, dresser, entertainment center and a private head with shower. The room made me miss sleeping even more. It would have been a pleasure crashing out in a place like this.

      The second and third doors led to mirror rooms as the first. Toward the end of the passageway, before coming to a pressure door, was a double door entry that undoubtedly led to the captain’s/owner’s cabin. From the information we found on the internet about this model of starship, it could be manned by a single person with no permanent crew required. Because of that, there were no crew quarters. I had only moved about half the length of the ship when I came to the captain’s cabin, giving me some idea of how large the stateroom had to be.

      I froze, my cyborg hearing picking up a sound from beyond the doors. It sounded like running water.

      Cautiously, I turned a handle and pushed the door inward. A shower was running off to my right and beyond the open door to the head. Then the water stopped, and I heard someone fart. A moment later, a skinny kid, naked as the day he was born, came out of the head while vigorously running a towel through his long, blond hair. He didn’t see me at first, but as he lowered the towel and began drying the rest of his body, his eyes suddenly fell on me. To his credit, he didn’t panic. In fact, he continued drying himself until he was finished and then wrapped the towel around his waist.

      “I guess I should have locked the front door,” he said matter-of-factly. “But then again, I didn’t know Azincor were into breaking and entering.”

      Again, I’d forgotten I looked like an asshole. Now, his lack of surprise impressed me even more. Either he had nerves of steel, or he was dimwitted.

      “What are you doing here?” I blurted out.

      The young man picked up on the incongruity. “The better question: What are you doing here?”

      I heard people moving up behind me in the passageway. “Did you find someone?” Abby asked as she pressed open the door and stuck her head inside. Her eyebrows shot up at the sight of the nearly-naked man, his stringy hair now flowing limply past his shoulders and with a finely defined set of abs. Being skinny helped.

      “You look familiar,” was her surprise comment.

      “I get that a lot.”

      Just then, I felt the ship move. Darren had activated the maneuvering jets and was backing the starship out of the slip.

      “Are we going somewhere?” the kid asked nonchalantly.

      The first term that came to mind about the skinny kid was cabin boy, a young servant who was taking advantage of the owners being away so he could use the master’s shower.

      “Get some clothes on and meet us in the salon,” I ordered as I gently took Abby by the arm and led her out of the room. She hesitated a moment before obeying, her face slightly flushed.

      I deposited Abby in the salon before rushing to the bridge.

      “We have a passenger; it looks to be a cabin boy, about eighteen or so.”

      “Too late,” Darren said. “He’s coming along. We’ve already received challenges about moving. We can drop him off somewhere along the way. I’m trying to get us out as far from the Station as I can before we deploy the accelerator ring. Still, it’s going to be too close.”

      Through the narrow forward viewport, I could see Dansis Station. It filled the window, showing multiple levels of parked starships, their mostly disk-shapes forming what looked like scales on a fish.

      Then curiosity got the better of me.

      “Where are the accelerator rings?” I asked.

      George chuckled. “Quite ingenious, actually. They drop from the bottom and then unfold. In space, the ship will look like a gleaming golden statue sitting on top of a round stand. When we get into port, the rings refold and retreat back into their holds. It’s a really expensive way of keeping the ship looking sleek and impressive when coming into port or making landfall. I guess with enough money, you can get anything you want.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard,” I mumbled.

      “But it can’t buy you happiness,” Darren commented dryly. “And if you believe that, I have a bridge to sell you in Brooklyn.” He glanced back at me. “Keep our passenger comfortable. I’ll be back once we make the shift to light speed.”

      The kid was in the salon when I moved aft, wearing a simple pair of blue jeans and a white t-shirt. His hair was still wet and stringy, and he was barefoot. He looked at me, then over at Abby and Samir. Abby was still staring at the kid, her mouth hanging open slightly, yet with a frown creasing her forehead.

      “I may not know a lot about geopolitics,” the kid began, “but assholes—no offense—and Humans working together, that’s not right. Care to explain?”

      “Maybe later. Who are you, and what are you doing aboard the ship?”

      “You asked that before. I’ll tell you after you tell me what you’re doing here.”

      “Isn’t it obvious,” Samir said mockingly. “We’re stealing the ship.”

      “Why?”

      Samir recoiled. “Because we need a ship; why else?”

      “Ah-ha, you’re the brains of the operation.” He looked at me. “And you’re the brawn.” Then, his blue eyes locked on Abby. “And you’re obviously the beauty.” His smile was as perfect as his logic.

      I noticed the expressions on the three unaltered Humans change as the ship entered an event horizon. I didn’t feel the slight nausea as the others did, but I also knew we were far too close to Dansis Station for the shift to be safe. But who was I to care about public safety? By now, the guards would be awake and mad as hornets. Alarms would be going off all over the District: An Azincor—along with a group of Humans—had absconded with a prized starship, and from right under the noses of Korel security. People—aliens—would be pissed and out to make an example of us.

      A moment later, Darren came into the salon. He studied the confident kid, his eyes narrow.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing aboard the ship? Where are the owners?”

      The kid’s eyebrows raised in shock. “Why does everyone keep asking why I’m here? You’re the ones who broke in, not me.”

      “Answer me,” the pilot demanded. “Who’s the owner of the ship?”

      The kid puffed out his cheeks. “The owner—”

      “You’re Boz!” Abby blurted. “Boz Lipton! I knew I recognized you!”

      I looked sideways at Abby. She was absolutely gushing.

      Darren looked at Abby and then at the kid. “No shit? You are Boz!”

      I shook my head. “Wait, what, you know him, too?”

      Darren snorted. “Of course; I thought everyone did. This is Boz from Dangerous Places with Boz.” He looked back at the kid. “Don’t they call you a VidKid or something like that?”

      “That’s right,” Abby answered for him. “Internet influencers under twenty-five who have made it big.”

      “So, what happens when you turn twenty-six?” Samir asked, sounding genuinely interested.

      Boz stretched out a wide grin. “Well, by then, I better hope I have enough of a back catalog of videos to live on.” He laughed. “Honestly, the twenty-five-year label is more of a suggestion than a rule.”

      “What arrre you doing herrre?” Abby asked, her cute Scottish accent stronger than I’d heard in a while.

      “Wow, I love how you roll your r’s,” Boz said, taking a step closer to her. “It’s so unique. And if you have to know, the ship is mine. I actually have two others, but not of the same model, of course. That would be boring.”

      “How much does something like this cost?” Samir blurted.

      Even the scientist was caught up in celebrity worship. I’d never heard of the kid, so I wasn’t impressed. Not at all. So, he was some VidKid, making stupid little videos that people wasted their time watching. It seemed like an unserious way of making a living. But looking around the starship, I had to admit, the kid was doing better than me.

      “This one cost about fifty viral videos.” He snorted. “You should see the one that cost a hundred. It puts this old bucket to shame.” He winked at Abby. “I have a lot of viral videos.” Then he looked at Darren, identifying him as the leader of the group. “And now, you’re in the process of stealing my ship. May I enquire as to why?”

      “Regrettably, the stealing already is done,” Darren reported. “I have your ship kicked up to full well-depth. We need to put as much distance between us and Dansis Station as possible. Unfortunately, you’re along for the ride. Maybe somewhere along the way, we can drop you off. Just know that we don’t want to hurt you.”

      Boz looked at me, a sparkle in his eye. “And what about the ass—I mean, the Azincor gentleman? He doesn’t look pleased to see me. That must come from the fact that his planet doesn’t get my videos. They’re quite addicting if I do say so myself.”

      “I don’t care about you one way or the other,” I snarled. “You’re just a complication we don’t need. Our mission is too important to worry about minor details … like your welfare.”

      Boz raised his eyebrows. “And what is your mission?”

      “None of your business,” I snapped. I turned to the other team members. “I say we lock him in one of the smaller staterooms to make sure he doesn’t get in our way.”

      Darren looked hard at the kid, studying his blue eyes and the curl of his almost sinister smile. “You’re curious, aren’t you? You want to know why we’re risking our lives … and why Humans are working with an Azincor? I don’t blame you.”

      The pilot looked at me. “I don’t think he’s going to cause us any trouble.” Then, glancing over at Boz: “You’re not, are you? Alan is right; our mission is too important for us to jeopardize it because of one person.”

      “Now, you’re just teasing me,” Boz said. “C’mon, you know what I do for a living. If it’s dangerous, I’m all in.”

      I took a step toward the video influencer. He wasn’t much over five-eight and skinny as a rail. Besides, I was a cyborg. “And what is it you do exactly?”

      Boz grinned and then waved a hand. Instantly, a hologram appeared off to my right. So what? He has a ring controller. No big deal.

      The image was the beginning of a video, filmed in stunning 24K, making me believe I was actually there. The image was zooming into the fiery mouth of an erupting volcano with splatters of molten rock striking the lens. Then, the scene suddenly shifted to the distorted space surrounding a black hole. Time was contorted to such a degree that one side of the image showed a supernova explosion while the other side showed the star still intact yet puffing out prodigious volumes of stellar ejecta. Next came something I was familiar with. It was a battlefield, with exploding ordinance and bodies being ripped to shreds. But these weren’t Humans or Azincor. The race was called the Xios, and I knew of the internal war on display. Humans didn’t play a part in it, but it reminded me of how we used to war against each other until we found more enemies off world.

      And then came the promo.

      “Experience the awe and wonder of the galaxy’s most incredible locations in Dangerous Places with Boz Lipton. Go places that only the bravest—or the most fool-hardy—would venture, and all from the comfort of your sofa or desk. Let Boz take you to places you’ve only heard rumors of. Let Boz take you to places where nightmares are made. Subscribe and Like the video to make sure you never miss an episode. Also, join the Dangerous Places Passport Club for early viewings, special promos and exclusive behind-the-scenes videos. There’s nothing like Dangerous Places with Boz on the internet … or anywhere else in the galaxy.”

      The video ended, and Boz turned back to me with a shit-eating grin on his gloating face.

      “That is what I do,” the kid said. “And I do it very well. Wherever there’s something dangerous taking place, that’s where I go. I was here to transit the Korel Nebula … until the Indiana Jones was stolen.”

      “You named your ship the Indiana Jones?” Darren asked with a laugh.

      “It seemed appropriate. I just call it the Indie.”

      Darren waved a hand at Boz. “Okay, you can stay out here. Just don’t try anything. Unfortunately, we won’t be giving your ship back to you, at least not anytime soon. We need to take it all the way to Earth. We can drop you at Arogen or Landsport. If things work out, I’m sure there will be people who will let you know where you can pick up your ship.”

      “And you’re not going to tell me what this mission of yours is?”

      “’Fraid not. It’s classified.”

      “Ooh, that sounds mysterious. I love mysterious.”

      “This isn’t going to work,” I protested. “With him wandering the ship, we can’t discuss plans and strategies. I say we lock him away. It won’t be more than three or four days before we can drop him on a planet somewhere.”

      George Mandel appeared at the salon. He’d heard most of the conversation from the bridge, and he was coming back to add his two cents.

      “You’re Boz Lipton,” the old Navy chief stated. “If I recall, you made some videos about the Hell Hole—”

      “Holy crap, I sure did!” Boz exclaimed. “That was one of the most intense passages I’ve ever made.” He bounced his eyebrows. “I made a small fortune from those videos.”

      Darren took a step toward the kid, towering over him. “You’ve been through the Hell Hole? Why didn’t you tell us?”

      Wide-eyed, Boz answered, “Because no one asked me! Why? Is that where you guys are going? In that case, you can drop me off anywhere. I’m not anxious to make that jump again. And remember, I’ve got documented balls of steel.”

      “But you made it through.” Darren reiterated.

      “Yeah, of course I did. I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      “How did you do it?”

      “Fuck, I don’t know, one step at a time, I guess. What do you mean, ‘How did I do it?’ I planned it, I studied everything I could about the wormhole, and then I surveyed it from both ends. I may be fearless, but I ain’t stupid. Although a video detailing my eventual death would go mega-viral, it would be the last video I ever make. I’m not ready for that, not yet.”

      Boz looked over at Samir. “You asked what happens when a VidKid reaches twenty-six. I’ll tell you. Apparently, the brains of males don’t fully mature until around twenty-five. Until then, I guess we’re too stupid to realize how dangerous a lot of things are that we do. I take advantage of that immaturity by filming my crazy escapades. And I get paid really well for it. I plan to keep on doing it until my brain puts on the brakes. I haven’t reached that point yet. But let’s be clear: I do dangerous things, but I don’t do them in dangerous ways.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” I groaned.

      “What does an asshole know about such things?” Boz questioned. “You guys are just a bunch of hivemind eunuchs who have never been laid—”

      “I’m a Human, you idiot!”

      I immediately sensed the tension in the room as I revealed my secret, even though I could tell from Boz’s expression he didn’t believe me. Why would he? Even so, the cat was slowly climbing out of the bag. The kid knew we needed a ship to get us to Earth; he knew we were going to Hell Hole, and now he knew I was a Human who looked like an Azincor—if he believed me.

      George looked at Darren. “What do we have to lose? He’s been through the Hell Hole. None of the rest of us have.”

      Darren pursed his lips and nodded. I held my tongue. I’d already said enough … and I knew why. It was the way Abby was looking at the handsome young multimillionaire. I was jealous, plain and simple. And because of that, I was putting the mission in jeopardy. I said earlier that the mission was more important than one individual. It was also important enough that we needed all the help we could get. Boz Lipton was a Human. I’m sure he would do what he could to save the Human race from extinction. If not … well, I could deal with him at another time.

      When no protests arose from the team, Darren laid out the mission to the kid. He listened intently and respectfully until the end. Then, the most wicked grin stretched across his wrinkle-free face.

      “I’m in!” he declared. “As long as I can film it. Holy crap, this could be the biggest one ever. How an odd band of misfits—and one incredibly cute redhead—saved the Human race from the evil Azincor.”

      He looked at me and grimaced.

      “As I told you, I’m a Human,” I reiterated. “And if you want to know all the truth, I’m a full-capacity cyborg.”

      “What’s a full-capacity cyborg?”

      “It means I can think just like everyone else. My Human brain is fully intact and functioning.” I grinned with intention. “I also have all the physical strength and reactions of a normal cyborg.”

      “So, you are the muscle of the operation. I already had that figured out. But whatever. I said I was in, and I’m in. But c’mon, guys, you have to let me film this.”

      I thought back to Darren’s remark about evidence of our heroism … so high schools could be named after him. It might be wise to have some kind of record showing why we were doing what we were doing. Already, Earth thought we were the bad guys. It might be nice to have some video evidence to the contrary … to be played at our trial.

      Darren nodded. “But no release until after the mission is complete, and then we get input on the finished product. Promise me that. We can’t afford for you to plaster news all over the Arm about a potential species-ending virus spreading on Earth.”

      “Agreed,” Boz said. “Now, let me go get my equipment. I need some establishing shots.”

      The kid raced off to his stateroom while George briefed the rest of us.

      “At our present speed, we should reach the Hell Hole in about three and a half days, barring any unforeseen contacts we have to avoid. Fortunately, this ship—what did he call it, the Indiana Jones—has more speed than any normal fleet ship or Azincor vessel. The fusion reactor is fully charged, so we have enough to make it all the way to Earth if we make it through the Hell Hole.” He glanced down the corridor toward the owner’s cabin. “Luckily, we have someone who’s made the passage before and lived to talk about it. That’s our ace in the hole.” He looked at me. “So, be nice to the kid. We need him.”

      I grimaced. It wouldn’t be easy, but I would behave myself. Just as long as he and Abby didn’t get too close. I wanted to tell her that he was too young for her but figured that wouldn’t go over very well. So, on that note, I would also hold my tongue. After all, we may all be dead in a week, so what did it matter?

      Still, it bothered me. It would bother any cyborg in my position.

      A few minutes later, Boz appeared out of his cabin, wearing a wide headband with his hair sticking out the top and flowing out in all directions. He looked like a walking, talking blond water fountain. He came into the salon and activated the hologram again with a wave of his hand.

      It was one of the weirdest things I’ve ever seen. How do I explain it? The video showed a mirror image of the salon, of all of us standing around, gawking at the life-like image. It was hard to tell which one was real.

      Abby stepped up to the kid and waved her hand in front of the headband. Then she walked around him.

      “It’s a 360-degree camera,” Boz explained. “The lens is in the headband. It takes in all aspects of a scene, indistinguishable from any POV. I keep it on almost all the time to get B-roll footage. It doesn’t miss anything, front, back or sideways. Oh, and by the way, there are currently seven cameras focused on the salon and a dozen more throughout the ship.” He looked at Abby and smiled. “Don’t worry. The staterooms are dark, as are the restrooms. I’m not a pervert, after all.”

      I was pleased to see that the rest of us looked uncomfortable. None of us was used to this level of exposure. Boz noticed.

      “Hey, relax. Not all the cameras are on.” He raised his hands, showing thin rings on each finger, even his thumbs. “Controls. I can turn the cameras on and off when I want. Right now, I just wanted you to see the 360. It costs a small fortune but was well worth it.” He grinned again at Abby and winked … again. “Just tricks of the trade.”

      God, I wanted to smash in his smug, handsome face. Maybe someday…
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      I spent most of my time over the next three and a half days on the bridge, learning all I could about the controls. Not because I had to but because I felt more secure using my newfound cyborg learning capacity. I reasoned I was unique when it came to Human cyborgs, concluding that the learning combat cyborgs did was superficial at best. They could plot courses, execute flight plans and even target weapons. But they did it all under the command and supervision of Humans. I could do it completely on my own, choosing what to learn and to what depth. I nearly had the trance-learning perfected, able to lapse into a spell and bip back out at a moment’s notice. I wasn’t under any handicap while in a trance like I was afraid I would be earlier.

      Boz spent some time on the bridge but seemed content letting Darren and the autopilot steer the ship. I could tell he was an ace of a pilot—he had to be to do what he did in his videos. But still, he grated on my nerves. Talk about an overachiever.

      We found out he was twenty, although he looked to be seventeen or so. His parents were also in the film business, owning one of the largest redistribution companies on Earth. They were the ones who remastered the old classics and rereleased them. That upset me even more because I loved what they did. But that didn’t mean I had to like their kid.

      He grew up making videos from an early age and had been posting since he was seven. That’s right, seven years old. But his latest gig—that of intergalactic adventure seeker—came later when he turned sixteen. That was when he got a driver’s license. He also got his pilot’s license that same year—his space pilot’s license. Since then, he’d been hopping from one hot spot to another, from one dangerous place to another. I used Samir’s datapad to check out some of his videos. They were of premium quality and—I hate to admit it—addicting. I binged watched eight of them before forcing myself to close the ’pad. He told us he had a team back on Earth who did the editing, sound and marketing, freeing him up to ply the space lanes searching for the most dangerous places in existence.

      Don’t get me wrong; he also made videos about Earth. After all, the homeworld was a pretty dangerous place on its own. But since he was born just at the start of the Human-Azincor War, he spent most of his time in space, violating flight restrictions by getting into places he had no right to be. These were his most popular videos. He’d been hurt a couple of times, but nothing that knocked him out of the game. I also learned he had about a dozen competitors in the genre of dangerous lifestyle videos, which was a category unto itself.

      And now, the kid was about to get the exclusive of the century, maybe of all time. He had a front-row seat to the saving of Mankind.

      If we could pull it off.

      Being in Boz’s starship and having the kid around soon gave a little bounce to our mood. We had a top-of-the-line spaceship, a guide to the Hell Hole and someone with all the money in the world to help finance our efforts, if that became a concern. We were actually beginning to believe we could pull this off.

      That was until we approached the vicinity of the Hell Hole, and that’s when everything changed.
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      “You’re shitting me?” Abby said, surprising me with her graphic language. She usually didn’t swear. “We’re going into that?”

      Boz smirked. “Hey, they don’t call it the Hell Hole for nothing.”

      “And you went through that?” Her voice conveyed insanity rather than respect.

      “Just once. Oh, and I should have told you, I didn’t do it in the Indie. I did it in a specially-built starship with a triple-thick hull.”

      “And you’re just now telling us this?” Darren barked. “Can the Indie handle the passage?”

      “Other ships a lot lighter than this one have done it. It’s just that when I did it, I didn’t want to die.”

      “Well, neither do we,” I pointed out.

      “Then we just have to stay in the lane. The fire spirals to the outside of the wormhole. If you get caught in that, then you’re not even stardust. You’re star ash. It’s going to take longer to move through the wormhole than we’re used to since we have to be so careful. And that’s when it starts to get really hot.”

      “How hot?” Samir asked.

      “Hot,” Boz confirmed. Then, he looked at Abby. “The entry point is about a light-year from here, so we won’t be near the red giant. The problem comes with the timing. As I said, the star’s coronal matter is pulled along the wormhole in a spiral that coats the inner side of the hole with five thousand-degree starshit—for lack of a better word. That means we have to pass through this layer before we can enter the central channel. After that, we need some pinpoint navigation. And then comes the exit.”

      “How do we do that?” Samir continued with his questioning.

      “As fast as we can. We look for a slight thinning in the starshit and then blast right through it.” He grinned. “A piece of cake.”

      “And you know the entry point?” Darren asked.

      Boz shrugged. “I have an idea. It changes all the time. The Calcori send probes in all the time, searching for those thin spots. When they identify one, they send in a ship. Unlike with the Pegasus Gate, the Hell Hole only allows passage for one ship at a time.”

      “And there are people waiting to get into that?” Abby asked.

      “I know, crazy, isn’t it?” Boz said. “What motivates people to take such risks?” He was being sarcastic. “The trip cuts a couple of weeks off the journey to Earth. Some people are in a hurry. Others don’t want the scrutiny you get at the P-Gate and the others.” He looked around at the forlorn looks of our faces. “Other people want to save Humanity. Jeez, some of the wild excuses people come up with…”

      He winked. “By the way, this conversation is going in the video. It’s good stuff.”

      I kept forgetting he was filming everything. I did my best to stay out of frame, but it was a small ship, and we kept bumping into each other. Boz sensed my unease and gave me a little space. I appreciated that. I was the odd man out. The rest of the team was pretty straightforward. Five Humans out to save Humanity; my presence took a little more explaining.

      I wasn’t made to look like an Azincor to save the Human race. In fact, according to the documents we found, I was supposed to deliver a weapon to the Azincor homeworld. That was my original programming. What that weapon was and who I was to deliver it to; I had no idea. Of course, the mission was a complete bust; the Azincor invasion of Manados put an end to that.

      And now I was a cyborg without a cause. I appropriated the mission of saving Humanity, but that didn’t change the fact that I was an Azincor to anyone who saw me outside of the team. And now, I was on my way to Earth. Even among the diplomatic corps, there were no Azincor on the homeworld. None. Nada. That just wasn’t done. So, how was I going to be of help to the team if I couldn’t show my face?

      Well, the first thing … I needed a haircut.

      Abby helped me with that, using a gold-handled electric razor of Boz’s to cut off my curly black locks. The buzzcut certainly changed my appearance. But I was still yellow.

      Boz had a handheld UV tanning light—the top of the line—that did a fairly good job keeping him looking healthy and vibrant. I tried it on my skin, and all it did was turn my cyborg pigmentation a little darker. I was now the color of Dejon mustard, which was still within the range of Azincor tint.

      Abby had a little supply of makeup with her, but that was down to its last drops. Boz didn’t have any makeup onboard, not even anything left over from one of his frequent female guests.

      In the rear cargo section, George and I set about experimenting with various oils, lubricants and powders until we came up with something that might work. The problem: it never dried, so I had to be careful that I didn’t touch my face when wearing it. It would have to do until we could find an alternative.

      Of course, all of these precautions would only be necessary when—and if—we reach Earth. And at that moment, the infamous Hell Hole loomed before us, dominating the forward viewscreen.

      Normally, wormholes aren’t visible; weird gravitational readings were the only evidence they even existed. But with the Hell Hole filled with the superhot corona of a red giant star, it could be seen when close up. It glowed red, a long, twisting string that faded off into the distance.

      On Earth, in 2005, scientists first detected the odd structure in space but didn’t know what it was. Wormholes were just a theory at the time, so no one associated it with being a visible tunnel through time and space. Eventually, people lost interest in the intermittent signal and heat signature as even the smallest dust particles would obscure observation from Earth. Even if they realized what it was, no one could do anything about it until the Superiors arrived, and star travel soon followed.

      I often wondered what the Superiors were doing these days; a pair of ancient races so far ahead of Humanity that it was a miracle they contacted us at all.

      For a couple of hundred years, scholars have been speculating why they did what they did. And not only with us, but hundreds of other races throughout the galaxy, and all about the same time. After their brief visit, it became a race to see who could first decipher the technology of the Superiors. As it turned out, it was a tie between handfuls of species, which left none with any special advantage. Maybe that was why the Superiors contacted us all at the same time, just so no single race would gain an advantage and control the high ground of space.

      It made for an interesting theory. Maybe someday I’d ask the Superiors myself why they did what they did. I’m sure they would answer me.
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      The  Calcori race were the closest to the Hell Hole entrance and they had a small space station that monitored ingress and egress. The bastards also charged a pretty penny for the right to use their wormhole since anyone attempting passage through the Hell Hole had to be desperate. Boz made contact with the aliens, who gushed when seeing him again. His viral series of videos documenting his prior passage had made them famous. It also attracted others to try the run, if only to see if they could do it.

      A narrow chyron ran along the bottom of the screen as Boz paid the fee and took his place in line for passage: The Hell Hole had claimed twenty-nine ships and crew in the past hundred standard days … out of forty-one attempts.

      The odds didn’t look good. Seventy-one percent of all attempts ended in abject failure.

      I gained a little more respect for Boz as he assumed control of the Indie, positioning the ship at a point where the fiery red display filled the viewport. I knew it wasn’t possible, but I could almost feel the heat from here.

      Boz was now serious and stoic, calmly calling out commands to Darren and George, who were stationed at the navigation scope. I was manning the particle accelerator, having impressed the kid with how quickly I learned the controls. I would monitor and adjust heat and beam intensity within the singularities. This was critical since space was drawn in from all directions around the series of miniature black holes we were producing, meaning everything else within the wormhole would also be drawn in. That was why it would take an hour to make the passage. We had to go slow, using a very shallow gravity-well so we wouldn’t influence the major stream of stellar ejecta lining the wormhole.

      Abby and Samir didn’t have jobs during the transit, but they insisted on being in the cockpit along with the rest of us. Chairs and safety harnesses were brought in for them and bolted to the floor, damaging the luxurious beige carpeting. I snickered at how annoyed Boz looked when Darren and I drilled the holes in the deck for the bolts.

      Screw him, I thought. He volunteered to come along. Deal with it.
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      Then came our turn to attempt entry.

      I learned that it was during entry and exit that sixty percent of all the fatalities occurred. Either you died before making it into the wormhole. Or you died after having survived ninety-nine percent of the passage. Either way, it sucked.

      Was the risk too great, I wondered? If we died in the wormhole, there would be nothing to stop Leona Wilson from releasing the toxin. But if we didn’t take this risk, then there was no guarantee we’d either make it through the gauntlet to Earth or that we’d get there in time to stop Wilson.

      It turned out we had no choice at all. Either we live … or everyone dies.

      That also sucked.
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      “Heads up,” Boz moaned. “We’ve been given clearance. George, you see the white light? Keep your cursor on that. I’m letting the autopilot lead us in. When we reach the barrier, I’ll do some tweaking. Alan, we need to trim the accelerator dish by fifteen degrees. Do you see that—good.”

      I saw the numbers and was already making the adjustments. Boz nodded approvingly. I’d just gained an ounce of respect from the child-pilot. My cram-course education was paying off.

      Boz did a quick glance back. “All right … I’m going to kick it into high gear. If we don’t make it, it was a pleasure getting to know you all—even you, Alan. And if we do make it in, then remember, this is just the beginning. Don’t relax for a second. It could be fatal.”

      Boz barely turned his head when I felt a surge of acceleration. Then, it was as if we hit a wall … a wall in space. I’d been through countless wormhole entries, but none of them felt like this. The accelerator beams strained, and the focusing rings whined. We had surged forward momentarily, and then we rebounded as if having been thrown back by an invisible force. That couldn’t be good. The prudish Hell Hole was resisting our advances.

      We surged again, and this time, a torrent of white-hot flame flashed past the viewport. I wondered how anything could burn without oxygen, but this flame could. Everyone gasped as the temperature soared in the cockpit, everyone but me. I sensed the heat and tolerated it with ease. Not the others.

      Then the Indie rocked violently, again and again, before matching the gyrations with surges of forward momentum. It was as if we were pressing through something of actual substance, a semi-solid barrier a light-year in height. The gravity drive screamed, fighting against the countering force.

      We’d punctured a pin-prick in the side of the wormhole, and high pressure forced the roiling star matter through the tiny opening. We were going against this current. We’d watched this happen with other ships as they entered the Hell Hole. But then the breach would quickly heal itself, trapping the vessel inside and at the mercy of the wormhole.

      The turbulence lasted a full five minutes, during which we thought the Indie was coming apart. Boz closed the blast shield on the viewport when it reached a point when I thought the glass was about to break. I thought Abby was whimpering behind me until I glanced back to see it was Samir, not Abby. Abby’s pale skin was ashen, her eyes filled with tears and wide with terror. We were all watching death race toward us.

      But then the resistance suddenly lessened, and the ride became smoother, although a harmonic vibration still coursed throughout the hull before settling down. The blast shield was retracted, followed by more shocked gasps from the team.

      I’d never seen anything like it before. There was so much light, almost blinding light, and it pulsed all around us. I trimmed the accelerator disk some more, varying the angle slightly for better control. Boz felt it and gently tapped the control stick. On a screen before him, a solid white light led the way, sent over from where Darren and George sat.

      The cockpit was thick with heat so humid and pervasive that when one waved a hand through the air, the scene rippled slightly from distortion. It was like being underwater, but not really. Needless to say, breathing was a chore. Not only was the air so thick that it was like breathing steam, but it was also as hot as steam, scorching the lining of the trachea and the lungs.

      Boz beat on a control pad a few times before cooling relief flooded into the room. “Sorry about that; the vent must have clogged. This should help.”

      It did, bringing tearful relief to the Humans, the non-cyborg Humans. I felt the effects of the superheated air but didn’t suffer any of the discomfort. The others, however, weren’t so lucky. If Boz hadn’t gotten the a/c working again, that would have been the end of my team, as lungs would have been seared to a crisp. What a horrible way to die. Almost as bad as having your body blown apart in combat…

      But now the air was cooling, and people were breathing easier.

      “Watch that whirlpool on the left,” Boz told Darren and George. “It’s a little too close. It’s pulling me in. Alan, a little help.”

      I adjusted the starboard focusing ring, moving the stream of singularities we were producing a little to the right, helping pull the ship back on course. The chemical exhaust jets could do only so much to keep us on course. Most of the steering was done by moving the target location for the focusing rings. It didn’t help that the wormhole was more convoluted than any I’d experienced before. We’d been in the Hell Hole for fifteen minutes, which was the maximum time I’d ever spent in a wormhole. Normal passages only last five to ten minutes. And we still had forty-five minutes to go. This was insane. It would be a miracle if we survived.

      And then things got really screwy. Our path soon resembled that of a rollercoaster, spinning first to port, then to starboard before going up and over. I did my part with the accelerator disk and the focusing rings. But it was George and Darren on the navigation scope who impressed me the most. They were responsible for guiding the ship, anticipating our forward progress, and essentially steering around blind corners. All Boz and I did was react.

      And then it started getting hot again, really hot.

      “Can you do anything about the heat?’ Samir called from his seat behind me.

      “Sorry, buddy, but this is as good as it’s going to get,” Boz answered. “The vents are wide open, and the a/c is on max. Feel free to shed clothing if you want. No one is going to complain.”

      I didn’t look back to see if either Samir or Abby took his advice.

      “I don’t know if I can take this any longer!” Abby screamed.

      “Six more minutes,” Boz announced.”

      “And we’ll be out?”

      “No, that’s when we steer for the exit point.”

      “How long to get through that?”

      “Another two, if we make it. The exit point is a judgment call at best. Navigation: you’re looking for a pinkish glow within the hot white corona. That will be a cooler section. This is more of an art than a science. Please, hang in there, Abby. We’re almost through.”

      What he meant to say was we were nearing the end. The end of what was yet to be determined.

      “I see the pink!” Darren shouted from his station. “Is this what you’re talking about?”

      He sent the image to Boz’s screen. “Yeah, that’s it.” There was no enthusiasm in his voice.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I was hoping for something a little thinner. It’s still early for an exit, but I don’t think we have a choice. It’s getting too hot in here. Also, as we get closer to the end of the wormhole, the corona thins out more, but then we could get trapped in the well of the other singularity. Our own singularities only make things worse. And we can’t shut down our gravity drive because that will guarantee we get sucked in. Get ready; we’ll take what we can get.”

      The ship shifted course, steering to starboard. Before us lay a solid wall of roiling white. Again, the temperature in the cockpit climbed higher, something I didn’t know was possible. That’s when George passed out, followed quickly by Darren. A quick glance behind me confirmed that both Abby and Samir were already hunched over in their chairs, held in place by shoulder restraints.

      Boz’s face was beat red, and he looked as if he was having a heart attack.

      “I’m sorry, Alan, but it’s up to—”

      And then he also passed out.

      Shit! Now what?

      I knew I could steer the ship with the singularities that were under my control; what I didn’t know was where to point them. The target image was still on Boz’s screen, and I could see the lighter patch of pinkish light. It was barely discernible, but my enhanced eyesight could make it out. And that’s when I looked out the forward viewport at the blinding wall of light before me. Subconsciously, I was able to apply a polarizing filter to my eyesight, dimming the brightness. It also enhanced the color variations, making the thinner areas of gas appear almost neon pink in color.

      I adjusted the trim and tweaked the focusing rings, lining up on a particularly bright area of neon. And then I cranked up the well depth. More matter was fed into the focal point, which I also brought in closer to the Indie. I had no grasp of our speed, only that it increased exponentially. I’d been warned about going too fast and making the singularities too strong. Now, I saw why.

      A funnel cloud of white gas grew from the wall of the wormhole, twisting its angry way toward the ship, drawn in by the contraction of space in that direction. I didn’t care. We had to punch through the wall of the wormhole at some point, which meant barreling headlong into the fire.

      This point was as good as any other.

      And then we hit. It wasn’t exactly like hitting a brick wall, more like bellyflopping into a pool from the high dive. Yeah, water was soft, but not in this case.

      The ship let out a ripping groan as flames swept over the viewport. I didn’t have the controls to raise the blast shield, so all I could do was pray the glass didn’t shatter. I reasoned that if it did, I wouldn’t know. I—along with the ship—would simply disintegrate. I would only know if it held … if I lived.

      The Indie was now completely encased in the radioactive fire of a stellar corona. Luckily, we were still moving, and the hull hadn’t completely melted. Kudos to the manufacturer. This was above and beyond the required tolerances.

      I was handling the heat with little difficulty, which worried me; I had no idea how dangerous it was to my teammates or even if they were still alive. I had a sneaky suspicion that I would melt, along with the hull, before I died from the heat alone.

      And that’s when we shot out of the other side of the Hell Hole.

      It was bound to happen. Either the Indie survived, or it didn’t. There was nothing in between. I know that makes no sense, but at the moment, that was the best I could do. The ship survived, and I survived, but did my friends … and Boz?

      The temperature dropped rapidly, making it seem almost cold in the cockpit by comparison. I reduced the well depth and brought the Indie to a crawl, but still in light speed. Before checking on anyone, I unbuckled, stepped to the pilot’s station and engaged the autopilot. It wouldn’t pay for us to run into something rocky at this point.

      Ignoring the unconscious Boz Lipton, I went to Abby first. My sensitive sense of touch immediately felt a pulse, a very rapid pulse, almost too rapid, but it was coming down. Abby’s normally pale Scottish skin was beet red, yet she wasn’t sweating. That worried me. However, she was alive.

      Next, I checked on Samir. He wasn’t as old as George, but he was the most out-of-shape of the six of us. He was also alive, much to my relief. Then, a quick check of the others. Boz and Darren were coming to on their own. The young pilot took note of the others and unbuckled, rushing past me to the galley, where he soaked as many paper towels as he could carry with cool water. The water supply aboard the ship had also heated up, probably boiling at some point. However, using the cold of space to help quickly cool the water was an efficient system used aboard starships.

      Water loses temperature twenty-five times faster than air, so any amount of water on a person’s face would help, drawing away the heat. Boz began applying the cooling wraps to everyone’s face, his included. He looked up at me and shook his head while failing to hand me a wet towel. That was fine; I didn’t need one.

      No one spoke for several minutes; instead, we each reflected on our good fortune. We didn’t feel good about the passage, just relieved that it was over. Celebration would come later, maybe.

      Boz eventually stepped up to me. “Sorry about dropping the ball back there. I guess I’m not as invincible as I thought I was.”

      “You did great,” I told the kid. And I meant it. He’d lasted longer than any of the other Humans.  “I’m glad we had a cyborg along,” he continued, “and a full-capacity cyborg at that. Now, I know what that means.” He snickered. “In a little while, once I get my energy up, I’ll review the footage. I’m sure it will be award-winning. You might even get a Best Supporting Actor award for it.”

      “Supporting?”

      Boz grinned widely. “I think we all know who’s the leading man around here.”

      Then, he leaned in a little closer so no one else could hear. “I know about you and Abby. Don’t worry, she’s all yours. Honestly, I like my women a little less wholesome. Just be assured I’m not raiding anyone else’s refrigerator. I owe you that much. After all, I’m rich; I have a lot to live for.”

      He left before I could say anything. Honestly, it wasn’t Boz I was worried about. I still wasn’t sure if Abby would ever accept me as her reborn former boyfriend. I knew she liked and respected me, but beyond that, I wasn’t sure. So, the handsome, wealthy and macho young man may not have any serious designs on my girl, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have feelings for him.

      I sighed. Either way, I was screwed and not in a good way.

      The team recovered and moved from the cockpit. Once the water supply cooled down, everyone would be heading for the showers and even more soothing relief. Also, the place smelled like a men’s locker room. Gone was the pleasant fragrance of jasmine I first noticed when I came aboard.

      Yes, everyone needed a shower and a change of clothes.

      Everyone except the cyborg. After all, machines don’t sweat.
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      We survived the Hell Hole, and Boz seemed thrilled with the raw footage he got from the battery of cameras throughout the ship, although he didn’t show any of it to us. He said that was against protocol. Eventually, he would turn the footage over to his editing team, and they would splice it together to make a masterpiece, a multi-billion-view blockbuster that would make us all famous.

      Everyone except me. Remember, I look like an Azincor, the same species that was out to exterminate the Human race with a deadly toxin.  It would take too long to explain everything about my cyborgness and then why I was made to look like an asshole in the first place. Besides, the IC may not want that information made public.

      ‘We made him look like an asshole so we could deliver a weapon to Davas, a weapon that could conceivably do to that planet what the Azincor planned to do to Earth.’

      I had no idea if that was the case, but the word hypocrisy came to mind as I thought about it. But what the Hell, all was fair in love and war, right?

      In fact, I had no idea what type of weapon I was supposed to deliver and what the damage would be if I did. If we did manage to save the Human race, the Azincor would still be out there and fighting us. Perhaps the intelligence community didn’t want the assholes to know we were planning such an attack on their homeworld. Why would they?

      So far, we haven’t come close to launching an operation against Davas. The planet was several thousand light-years away, and there were no established wormholes—that we knew of—that could get us there without the Azincor knowing we were coming. The planet was pretty much walled off from the rest of the galaxy, making it invulnerable to outside attack.

      That’s why the only possible mission against Davas would come through subterfuge, an undercover operation carried out by someone pretending to be an Azincor.

      The plan had merits.

      Too bad it never got off the ground.

      But it did leave me wearing this Azincor costume, possibly for the rest of my life. But then, I am a cyborg. I was sure that with the right tools and expertise, my skin could be converted back to Human and somewhere within its wonderous variety of tints. That made more sense than anything, and it actually lifted my spirits a little. Of course, I could be modified. Hell, they might even be able to give me a whole new body, preserving only my brain. I wondered if I could be reborn to look like my old self, the short, pale, frumpy Alan Ashe—the original. Would that make Abby love me again?

      Damn, that was worth contemplating.
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      “So, where are we?” I asked as I entered the cockpit. Four hours had passed since we exited the Hell Hole, and people were just now getting back to normal. The Indie was still putting along in clear space with no one around.

      “You’re going to like this,” George said. The old Navy Master Chief had taken longer to get back to normal, longer than anyone but Samir, yet still, he looked dog-tired and with puffy black bags under his eyes. “We’re about twenty-five light-years out from Earth. We could be there in about two days. As expected, the Indie suffered damage during the transit, so she’s not as fast as she once was. But at this pace, we should still get to Earth three to four days before Wilson, assuming nothing has changed with her schedule.”

      “How are we going to know if it has?”

      “I have friends in fleet command, people I’ve worked with over the years. I can make some discreet inquiries and see what I can find out.” He raised his hand in caution. “I can’t promise anything. Information about Wilson—and about us—could be walled off in the IC so no one will learn about the toxin. Because of what happened on Manados, I can’t see anyone not believing there’s a deadly virus that can wipe out most of mankind, so this information has to be protected at the highest levels. My people may not know anything about it.”

      “How about getting to Earth? Do you see a problem?”

      “Not with the Indie, not after Boz called off the dogs about looking for his stolen starship. We’re in the clear. The only issue could come from customs and immigration. There could be alerts out for all of us individually, and we were never included on the Indie’s manifest. Boz is working on that. The kid has connections. We’ll see what he can come up with.”

      “How’s Samir?” I asked. “He’s not recovering as fast as the rest of us. Without him, we’re pretty much screwed. He may not know exactly how to stop the virus, but at least he knows what to look for. What we need to do is intercept the Tycho before it gets to Earth. Any idea how we can do that? I know the Indie has a nice array of defensive weapons, but I don’t think it can go up against a Fleet destroyer. Any thoughts?”

      “Nothing but thoughts,” Darren said. “We’ve been racking our brains over this very problem for days now. But until we know exactly what we’re up against, it’s all speculation. My failsafe plan was to ram the Tycho and destroy her in space. Of course, that’s a last resort. Besides, military vessels are berthed in secure locations, both in orbit and on the surface. We’re a civilian craft. I doubt if we could get close enough to do any actual ramming. It would be our luck to get shot out of space by other military warships before we get within a thousand miles of the Tycho.”

      “What did you say, George, two days to Earth?” I confirmed. “Once we get there, we’ll have a better lay of the land. In the meantime, call your friends. And you, too, Darren. Call in all the favors you can. This is going to be a team effort.”

      Darren reached out his hand and shook mine. “Speaking of that, we haven’t thanked you yet for saving our lives. We’re really glad to have you on the team. You certainly earned your water by getting us out of the Hole.”

      I laughed, a little embarrassed. “In all honesty, I was just trying to save my own ass. You guys came along for the ride.”

      George patted me on the shoulder. “Thanks, anyway. We owe you.”

      I was genuinely touched. I thought back to the dozens of times when the CST would return from a successful mission, and the cyborgs would quietly shuffle off to a corner and sit down, their faces passive. I never dreamed of going up to one of them and thanking him for what he’d just done. Sure, he wouldn’t have understood what I was doing; however, he would have taken my hand and then gone back to his passive, unemotional demeanor. There was no need to thank a combat cyborg. The fact that George thanked me told me I was in a different class. It felt good.

      George and Darren saw the emotions sweep over my face. They snickered. “Damn, dude, don’t get all mushy on us,” Darren said. “It was just a little attaboy. It doesn’t mean we want to date you or anything.”

      “I laughed. And here I’ve been dreaming of a three-way with you guys since the day we met. You sure know how to break a cyborg’s heart.”

      Darren got up from his seat and went aft, saying, “You had to go and ruin it, didn’t you…?”
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      Somehow, Boz got us past the outer beacon and into the interior of the Solar System. It had been six years since I’d been back to the homeworld, a year after I joined the Fleet Marines. I’d come back for a class on cyborg physiology, something that I didn’t worry too much about until eight months ago—right after I was KIA. I signed up for the advanced training as a way to get a reprieve from the daily grind of being an E-2 in the Marines. Like with other large organizations, shit flowed downhill, and the lower-ranking grunts got the brunt of the shit duty. Now, I had three months in beautiful San Diego, living in a semi-private dorm room while attending classes part of the day and then partying at night. It was fun … and I even learned a little.

      But then it was back out to the Fleet and directly into combat. Things didn’t lighten up until I got to Manados and made Third Sergeant. I had more time on my hands, and that’s when I met Abby. I know I keep bringing it up, but she really did change my life, a life I didn’t know needed changing. Perspective is a funny thing. You never notice it until you do.

      The Indie was waiting in the queue for the customs official and harbor pilot to board. Boz assured us that our presence on the ship had been properly accounted for and that we had no worries. We had no choice but to trust him.

      The ship was just inside the orbit of Mars when officials came aboard, their faces grim, if not shocked.

      “What the hell happened to your hull?” the harbor pilot asked. He was a crusty old salt of about fifty, with brilliant blue eyes and more wrinkles around them than his age justified. If he were an actual sailor, I would say it was from squinting into the glare off the ocean. But seeing that he steered starships to Earth’s surface left me wondering. Of course, I had no idea how long he’d been a space pilot. He may have cut his teeth as a sailing master on the open sea. At least, I hope so. I wanted my fantasy to have legs … and maybe a peg leg, at that.

      When it came to what the pilot said about the hull, I knew what he was talking about. I’d helped Boz take an external survey of the Indie on the way to the Solar System. It was shocking what we found: ripples of hullmetal, stripped down to the titanium shell, the gold paint having been blasted away, probably when we entered the Hell Hole. The ripples told me that the hull had indeed melted and that we were probably seconds away from a major rupture when the ship finally exited the wormhole. I thought it was close, just not that close.

      “We just made a passage through the Hell Hole, Boz said with pride. “I got some really good footage of it.”

      “Hell Hole? Why did you go through there?” The pilot’s name was Brandt, and he wrinkled his nose at the mention of the Hell Hole.

      Boz was wearing his headband with the erupting fountain of blond hair out the top. “Don’t you recognize me?”

      “Yeah, of course I do. You’re the kid that goes around doing dumb shit just so you can record it.” He snorted. “Looks as if you almost met your match with ’ell ’ole.” The accent was artificial, made to sound like Old English. “Trust me, kid, it ain’t worth it. A long life is more precious than a short, exciting one.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      The customs official stepped up to Boz. She was a female, about forty and rotund. “Don’t listen to him,” she smiled. “He’s an old curmudgeon. He only tells you to slow down because he didn’t when he was young. You should hear the stories he tells. Keep up the good work, Mr. Lipton. You bring a sense of adventure to a lot of mundane lives. Oh, and I’m going to want your autograph before I leave, and not just on the official documents.”

      We were all in the salon. I was seated in the back, partially hidden by the others and wearing the white-tinted oil from the cargo hold George and I had concocted. With my buzzcut hair, gloves and a hat, there wasn’t much of me to see.

      The agent now looked at us and grinned. “This is your production crew, I take it. Are they the people on your amended passenger manifest?”

      It was funny as all five of us nodded our heads in unison. “Good. Now, do you have anything to declare, any fruits, alcoholic beverages or luxury items found on List 1701?”

      “No, none,” Boz answered for us. “We weren’t on a shopping trip.”

      Honestly, I’ve never been through customs before. I was military; we didn’t do any of this when arriving at a planet. In fact, usually, the Marines just landed somewhere and started blowing shit up. It’s what we do best.

      “I will still have to do a cursory inspection. Shall we start on the bridge?”

      Boz led the agent away with the harbor pilot in tow. He would be the one steering the ship to the surface. Boz had a private landing strip near his home where his other ships were moored. It was incredible how much the kid made off his silly little videos. It made me question my life choices when I was younger…

      “You requested approach route Blue Four,” the pilot said to Boz. “May I ask why?”

      “Sure! I’m a big fan of the military. I like seeing the fleet mooring yard every time I return to Earth. If it wasn’t for our boys—and girls—in uniform, we wouldn’t be here enjoying the fruits of our labor. I take it you were in the military.”

      “Thirty-two years, boatswain mate … a hull pounder. That’s why I pissed a little when I saw your hull. You’re one lucky son-of-a-bitch. How did you keep from burning up in the Hell Hole? You’re the only person I’ve ever met who made it through.”

      “Actually, I’ve done it twice,” Boz corrected. “You’ll get a kick out of this last passage. With the first one, I did it in a bathysphere—you know, one of those thick muthers. I thought that was cheating, so this time, I did it in a standard yacht.”

      “Ain’t nothing standard about a Copenhagen 950, son. But I guess you already know that. You’re alive because of it.”
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      Half an hour later, with her precious personal autograph in hand, the customs agent left the Indie, leaving the harbor pilot aboard. She would return to Mars, while the pilot would call for a pickup once we made landfall.

      We set up operations in the owner’s stateroom to keep the pilot from hearing what we were talking about. We had two hours before landfall and a lot of things to sort out.

      George was talking. He was grim. “I had the nav computer run a best-case scenario for how long it should take Wilson to get to Earth based on her last known position, which officially was Manados.” He grimaced. “It tightened up the schedule, but we should make landfall about twelve hours before Wilson does. I thought we’d have more time, but the damage to the Indie has really slowed us down. Still, we should be okay as long as we have a solid plan for when we get to Earth. As it is, we only have part of a plan, sort of.”

      Keeping our voices low so the harbor pilot wouldn’t hear, George continued. “Darren and I have called in every favor we could for any news about Major Leona Wilson and the Fleet destroyer Tycho. Nothing so far, which confirms the computer’s time estimate. Our people are now watching the incoming roster of Navy ships arriving at Earth. A destroyer can easily land on the surface, and that’s what Wilson will want to do. That puts her coming in at one of nine Navy spaceports on the planet. She will have to be logged in well before that. We should know when and where the Tycho arrives at least a couple of hours before she makes landfall. Then, an hour—at most—to offload the cargo and then she should be heading out the gate.”

      “Wait,” Abby said, shaking her head. “Did you say two to three hours? And she could be landing at any one of nine different locations spread across the planet. Even if we knew where, how would we get there in time? How are we going to know when she leaves the base and where she goes if we don’t? There’s only six of us—”

      “You mean six hundred million of us,” Boz interrupted.

      All of us looked bewildered at the VidKid. He had a nasty habit of making wild statements out of nowhere that later made sense. It was a game he played with lesser mortals.

      “I’m talking about my subscribers. I can get them to watch the bases and be there when she lands, no matter which base it is.”

      “They’ll do that for you?” I asked. “What about the toxin, the danger?”

      “They don’t need to know about that. And even if they did, they still do it.”

      “Your fans are that crazy?”

      “About me, they are.” He waved his hands. “I’m not talking about the millions of run-of-the-mills fans. These are my Premium fans. Honestly, they’ll do anything for me just to be part of the process.”

      “So, what, you’d have them stakeout the Navy bases, and then when we know which one she’s coming in at, that team will track her when she leaves?”

      “That would be the idea.”

      I nodded to Boz. What other choice did we have?

      “Be sure to tell your people not to look too obvious while sitting outside the bases. The military gets nervous about things like that. And another thing: Wilson will probably be in the truck. I’m sure she’ll want to personally supervise the distribution of the canisters. Getting visual evidence of her in the truck would be the best we can hope for. Otherwise, your people will have to track every truck leaving the target base for around an hour after the Tycho lands. Do you see any problem with that?”

      Boz shook his water-fountain head of hair. “Nah, a piece of cake.  Most of my Premium members have helped with stock and b-roll footage for years. They know their way around cameras and drones. They also know about being discreet. A lot of times, I don’t have permission to film where I do. They understand that. Don’t worry; we got this.”

      I nodded approvingly. The kid’s confidence was contagious.

      “We still have the problem about us getting to the base,” Abby continued. “It could be anywhere around the world.”

      “I can help with that, too,” Boz grinned. “I have a couple of suborbital aircraft at my compound that can get us anywhere on the planet in less than an hour. All we need to know is where. Damn, I should be in charge of this operation. Without me, you guys would be screwed.”

      I would think he was kidding if I didn’t know he wasn’t.

      

      George pursed his lips. “Okay, I like it. We’re getting somewhere.” He then turned to Samir. “Assuming we can find the base and get there in time, can you give us more insights into what we’re looking for after she lands?”

      The virologist felt better than he had in days, at least physically; however, like the rest of us, pressure was building now that the inevitable clash between us and the Azincor was coming to a head. I could tell that mentally, he was about to break.

      “I estimate she’ll have two to three decent-sized crates of toxin. They’ll probably be in about fifty pressurized metal containers. The canisters could have either mechanical or electronic valves. Regardless, she’ll probably have a way to open at least one container if she gets backed into a corner, so we have to be careful.”

      “Damn, that’s right,” George said. “And we don’t have any hazmat suits.”

      Boz laughed. “Jeez, do I have to do everything around here? I have ten of the little buggers at my house.” He winked at Abby; I hated it when he did that. “Considering what I do for a living, it makes sense. And I can have my property manager round up another dozen or so if needed.”

      “What’s the best way to disburse the virus?” I asked.

      “Multiple locations that possibly overlap. Consider this: Once exposed, the subject is asymptomatic for around twenty-four hours. That means for a full day, a seemingly perfectly healthy person will be spreading the disease. However, once the symptoms appear, death follows within an hour or two. The virus spreads through touch and inhalation. It enters the bloodstream either through the skin or through respiration and affects the body’s ability to produce red blood cells. The subject will essentially asphyxiate as the cells can no longer absorb oxygen. And since death comes so quickly, there will be no time for serious medical care once symptoms appear.

      “Because of that, I can guarantee that an outbreak will be widespread. Then, as medical authorities rush in to quarantine an area and evacuate the unaffected, they could move them into another area that is about to explode. With nowhere to go, there will be widespread panic. People will break quarantines to get away, and when they do, they’ll carry the virus to new regions. That’s why having multiple flash points is important. It doesn’t give anyone a place to go to be safe.”

      “How is it disbursed?” George asked. “By drone, like at the Enclave?”

      “Or simply by driving around and spraying it into the atmosphere, as Alan did at Cygnus Station. Of course, with this virus, the driver would have to be in an environment suit. I would say Wilson will opt for drones primarily. They can cover more territory. It doesn’t take a lot of the toxin to cause a lot of fatalities.”

      “But she has a whole planet to infect,” I said. “I looked again at the hologram and the location of the Naval bases. “All the bases have a major airport nearby. She’s planning on flying the toxin.”

      Samir nodded. “She’ll need a staging area where she can divide up the canisters. Boz, your people should pay special attention to all the direct routes from the spaceport to the airport.”

      “That’s where we’ll hit them,” I said. “At the staging area.”

      “Hit them?” Abby questioned. “The six of us?”

      “I have five security guards at my compound,” Boz noted. “I can get them to help.”

      George laughed. “You think they will after you tell them what’s going on?”

      “That’s assuming I tell them what's going on.” He rolled his eyes. “This is some great footage. Keep it up, guys. You’re making me out to be the hero. I love it. But seriously, I’ll tell them. They’ll help; after all, we’re saving the Human race. Besides, I’ll make them an offer they can’t refuse … meaning I’ll pay them a shitload of money. They’ll like that.”

      Darren had sat quiet and tense during our ramblings. Now, he spoke up. “Alan, you said there were at least five Azincor cyborgs aboard the Tycho; in fact, there could be a lot more. You don’t know.”

      “That’s right, I don’t.”

      The pilot looked around the stateroom. “Look at us. The only real warrior among us is you, Alan.” He smirked. “And a very formidable warrior at that. But the rest of us, even counting Boz’s security team, hardly count as a strike force. I’m afraid that if we made some headlong assault on a building full of alien cyborgs, all we’d do is get ourselves ripped to shreds.”

      “So, what do we do?” Abby asked. “You know we can’t call the police or the military. All they would do is arrest us.”

      “I’ll go,” I heard myself saying. “I’ll go.”

      “What are you talking about?” Abby frowned.

      “I’ll go in first. The most important thing is securing the toxin. Hell, I look like an Azincor.” I grinned. “I even speak their language. I’ll work my way in, check out the building and then see if there is a way I can separate the toxin from the aliens. If I do, then we can call in the cavalry. With all the players on the stage, it may take a while to sort things out, but at least the virus will be in safe hands. Still, I wouldn’t mind having a little backup if need be.”

      “That could work,” Darren mused. “And Boz’s people, along with George and myself, will be waiting in the wings if needed.”

      “What about me?” Abby asked. “I can handle a weapon.”

      Of course, I wasn’t happy with that idea, although, if my backup was needed, that just means I failed … and we’re all screwed, Hazmat suits or not. And speaking of suits, I would play it by ear. If Wilson’s people are in suits, then so will I. If not, then I may find out sooner rather than later if I’m immune to the virus.
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      We had a plan, and with the VidKid’s money and contacts, we had an army, sort of. I had no false illusions that I would live through this. But if I did locate the toxin, at least then the military could take over. It may get a little messy on the planet Earth for a while, but if any outbreak could be contained, then I’d call that a win.

      The huge TV monitor was on in the owner’s cabin as we prepared to make landfall. The liquid makeup George and I had created was a piece of crap, and I’d wiped it off. That left me hiding out in the suite until after the harbor pilot left the ship. Even so, I was getting a bird's eye view of Boz’s fabulous mountain estate.

      I already knew about Boz’s parents, but I soon learned that the whole family was crazy rich. Boz had been born wealthy and only added to it as he grew older. Even so, it seemed obscene that a twenty-year-old would have such a place as this. It just wasn’t right.

      The estate sat in a wide valley outside of Telluride, Colorado, with snow-capped mountain peaks surrounding a pastoral meadow of lightly swaying grass. The main house was gigantic, even from the air as we descended, and had four outbuildings, including one that housed the security team. I thought it silly that he would need armed guards to protect him from his fans. The idea made me smile.

      To the west of the house was a rectangular landing field where his other two starships rested, along with a pair of squat aircraft featuring delta wings and what looked to be jet packs attached to their asses. These had to be the suborbital aircraft he told us about.

      Damn, money really could buy happiness. Just look at Boz. He was as happy as a lark … a very rich lark.

      The landing jets were firing, slowing our fall, and as we neared the ground, I gawked at the splendor of the VidKid’s lifestyle. If you had this much stuff, why would you risk your life doing dangerous things? Wouldn’t you just sit back and—

      I felt a small explosion, and then the TV went dark, as did the lights in the cabin. The ship lost power, including to the landing jets. My mind sensed vertigo as we fell toward the ground.

      It wasn’t much of a drop, not more than twenty feet, but the thud as we hit the ground was deafening. And then all hell broke loose outside.

      I picked myself up off the floor and ran to the porthole to see what was going on. What I saw turned my artificial blood to ice.

      

      The field outside the Indie was a sea of Army units, including tanks and halftracks. A hundred or more soldiers in Hazmat suits were setting up a perimeter around the ship. My bionic eyes took in the scene better than most, focusing on a series of huge canopies staked into the ground and from under which the troops had appeared. These were camouflage shelters, awnings with ridged roofs made of hi-def video monitors that had displayed the tranquil green grass of the meadow as if we were completely alone when we were anything but. I even knew why the ship lost power: an EMP line was shot at the Indie and attached to the hull. We had those in the Marines.

      Abby suddenly appeared at the door to the cabin. Her face was red, her eyes manic. “Please, Alan, don’t do anything,” she pleaded. “There are too many of them. You’ll only get yourself killed.”

      Did she care? Perhaps. At the moment, I was numb.

      “Don’t worry,” I told her with a sad smile. “I’ll behave.”

      People were yelling in the corridor outside the cabin, and Abby turned away. I strained to get to my feet, knowing that the lack of strength was only illusionary, something my brain was telling me was appropriate for the moment.

      The harbor pilot looked terrified as he was directed to exit the ship first. I came up to the others, a unified look of sadness on their faces. Now what? While the military was dicking around with us, Leona Wilson would land on the planet and execute her plan … along with all the Humans on the planet. That was a fun play on words.

      After Brandt, the pilot, left the ship through the port side airlock, the rest of the team was motioned outside by hordes of armed soldiers, all in heavy Hazmat suits. As far as I could see, everyone was wearing one. I bit my bottom lip. The bastards still think we have the toxin aboard. Well, surprise, surprise.

      I was the last person off the Indie and was greeted by a soldier in a suit of mechanized armor called an A-17. The single occupant was encased in a pointed grey metal helmet, while the rest of the suit was made of yellow and orange panels that covered his entire body. In his left hand was a Bendix laser pistol, and attached under his right forearm was a massive, multi-barrel Vortex railgun. And all this armament was aimed directly at yours truly.

      The A-17 was an experimental mech suit designed to fight alien cyborgs. It remained experimental because Humans had cyborgs, and the Azincor didn’t—until now. Because of that, the suits were never deployed to the fleet. It was nice to know they had one lying around just for me.

      Troops rushed in and shackled us, giving me extra attention before we were paraded off toward the main house. I glanced behind me and saw teams of specialists in white Hazmat suits and carrying equipment swarm into the Indie. I shook my head.

      Are they going to be disappointed.
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      After two hours, I had spent as much time as I could staring out at the incredible view from Boz’s living room window of the glorious Rocky Mountains. The rest of the team was huddled up to one side of the great room, seated on plush leather couches and lorded over by men and women with railguns. The troops had shed the Hazmat suits thirty minutes earlier, and now the officers, including Colonel Sam O’Neil, moved about the house with sour expressions on their faces.

      The military had me sequestered to the far side of the room with the A-17 close by. The operator had climbed out of the suit an hour ago and was replaced by his relief. And speaking of relief, I got a kick out of it when I told my captors that I needed to take a piss. They told me cyborgs don’t piss. I told them this one does. Eventually, they brought in a glass bowl from the kitchen, and after I was done, an E-1 was called over to remove it. Serves them right. They should have let me go to the bathroom.

      To be honest, I was in a weird mood. All our efforts to stop Leona Wilson had come crashing down, and now Humanity’s days were numbered. And for some strange reason, I couldn’t care less. Hey, we tried to warn these knuckleheads, but they wouldn’t listen.

      Colonel Sam O’Neil and a Marine general walked up to the team, which now included a fuming mad Boz Lipton. He was taking the occupation of his estate personally and was threatening to call everyone from the President on down as soon as they gave him a phone, which they didn’t. I was moved over with the rest of my friends … and Boz.

      “This is General Matthews,” the colonel mentioned, almost in passing. He didn’t give the man’s command or department, and from the interaction over the past two hours, it was obvious the man was there simply to observe. O’Neil was still in command of the operation.

      “Let me guess,” I said dryly.  “You didn’t find any toxin aboard the Indiana Jones.”

      We’d only met that one time on a comm link, but I already felt as if the colonel and I were old friends. I was being facetious, of course.

      “That’s right. Also, we didn’t find any aboard the shuttle. That’s how we tracked you here,” he volunteered. “We found the shuttle at Dansis Station and then watched the video of you stealing Mr. Lipton’s starship. We lost track of you right after that when, apparently, you made a detour through the Hell Hole. Kudos, by the way. That left us here on Earth waiting for your arrival. Even then, you showed up several days before we were expecting you.”

      “So now, sir, do you believe us?” Darren asked. “That it was Leona Wilson all along and that she is an Azincor cyborg.”

      The sour look didn’t leave the officer’s face. “We are coming around to that belief, although there is still no confirmation that she’s a cyborg. As I told you, I’ve talked with her.”

      “Trust me,” I blurted. “She’s a friggin’ cyborg … sir. When are you going to stop questioning us about things? And now,” I looked down at my cheap wristwatch. “Well, hell, it’s probably too late. The damage is already done.”

      O’Neil’s demeanor changed slightly. Not a lot, but he seemed to perk up. “And that is where you’re wrong, Sergeant Ashe. We’ve been tracking the Tycho for the past thirty minutes. The ship is in the Solar System but hasn’t made landfall yet.”

      “Then blast the bitch out of existence!” I shouted.

      O’Neil grimaced. “We don’t want to do that. She’s too close, and if she got wind of what we were trying to do, she could activate her gravity drive and crash the ship into the planet. It may not have the optimal effect she’s going for, but I’m told millions could still die. No, we’re going to wait until she lands in Rota and then take her there. We already have troops moving in.”

      I looked at George. “Rota, Spain?” I shrugged. “I’ve never been there.”

      “It’s nice, and I kinda like the music,” the old Navy master chief responded with a shy smile.

      No one understood why we started laughing inappropriately.

      I blew out a sigh of relief, as did the rest of the team. Finally!

      Abby lifted her handcuffed arms with a questioning look. O’Neil reluctantly nodded, and a soldier stepped up and began unlocking their shackles. He intentionally passed me by.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” O’Neil said. “It’s just because of what you look like. It’s probably better if we keep you locked up until most of the troops are gone. You know, itchy triggers fingers and all. I don’t think there’s been an Azincor on Earth for going on ten years.”

      “I’m not an Azincor!” I protested.

      O’Neil shrugged. “Tomato, tomahto.”
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      Eight minutes later, a sizeable hovercraft dropped down on the lawn outside Boz Lipton’s home. I watched with rapt attention as the core group of officers and civilians closed their computers and gathered up their gear. Moments later, the great room was nearly empty.

      “Dr. al-Bukhari, you’re coming with us,” O’Neil announced. “Don’t worry about any personal belongings; we’ll take care of everything you need.”

      Samir looked at the team with desperate eyes. “Where are we going?”

      “To Spain, Doctor, where else? We’ll need your expertise. This craft will get us there in ninety minutes.”

      “What about us?’ Darren Adams asked with urgency in his voice. The concern on his face mirrored that of the rest of us. We’d come this far; aren’t they going to let us be there for the finale?

      “I’m sorry, you’re to stay here. I’m sure Mr. Lipton will be a gracious host. Once this is over, we’ll make arrangements for everyone to return … well, I don’t think you want to go back to Manados, not until we reoccupy the planet. That’s still in the works, by the way.” He headed for the door. “I will be in touch.”

      And then he was gone.

      There were still a couple of dozen soldiers on the property, securing equipment and getting it ready to move it out, including the very expensive shield canopies out in the field. A bulbous cargo hovercopter had just landed in the back, and the military personnel were going about their jobs as if we weren’t there.

      I was eventually released from my shackles.

      I looked to the other side of the room. The now empty skeleton of the A-17 battle armor stared back at me mockingly. I could almost hear it say, So, you think you’re badass. You should see me in action.

      It wasn’t really saying that, but it could have been, considering its steely-faced stare and snooty attitude.
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      Boz came running from another part of the house.

      “Where the fuck did everyone go?”

      “To Spain,” George and I said in unison.

      “Dammit! I have my lawyer on the phone. Those assholes are going to pay through the nose for what they put me—us—through.”

      “Relax, Boz,” Darren said. “I’m sure you’ll be hearing from them again soon. After all, they’re going to want to see your videos before you release them.”

      Boz’s face suddenly became animated, and I could see the wheels turning behind his mischievous eyes. “Yeah, and I do have all of it on video. It’s evidence!”

      Relieved, Boz stretched out a wide grin and then rubbed his hands together. “It’s been a long day. How about something to eat? Let me get Beth to rustle up us some grub.”

      “Who’s Beth?” I asked. I hadn’t seen anyone else at the house except for the guards, who were still locked away in their cottage.

      “My android cook, housemaid and Bridge partner—not really—she’s a lousy Bridge player. O’Neil had her restricted to the kitchen. ” He looked at me. “I don’t think he likes robots.”

      I’m not a robot! I screamed in my mind, but I held my tongue. Boz and his robot were about to feed me, so … the whole don’t bite the hand thing came to the forefront.

      We all adjourned to the kitchen to check on the menu.
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      As we munched on a gourmet meal of burritos and tacos—something we didn’t have on Manados—I kept watching the clock. O’Neil said it would take ninety minutes to get to Spain—from Colorado, which was pretty fast no matter how you looked at it. The craft had to be suborbital, but I didn’t notice any rockets or ramjet engines on the hovercraft. Perhaps it was just a transfer vehicle, taking them to Colorado Springs or Denver. There, they would catch the SO flight.

      Either way, they would arrive just about the time the Tycho was scheduled to land. I tried to imagine the shitstorm that awaited that scrawny little cyborg biotch, as they used to say in the old classic movies. Speaking of that, what was that other saying that I loved so much? Oh, yeah: “Play silly games, win silly prizes.”

      Yeah, Leona Wilson was in for the surprise of her life…

      Until the phone rang.
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      Boz pressed the connect button without looking at the caller ID. Even if he had, I doubt the number would have been identified. Boz’s face went pale.

      “She changed ports,” came his chilling words.

      “What—” I gagged.

      Boz held up his hand for silence. “The Tycho called down just minutes before touchdown and said they were having chemical lifter problems and that they had to reroute … to San Diego. “O’Neil needs my help.”

      It had to be an illusion, but my knees felt weak. If Wilson lands and no one is there to check her, she could be in the wind within minutes. And then we wouldn’t hear another word out of her cybernetic mouth until people all over the planet started dying.

      Boz was nodding. “I’ll do what I can, Colonel.” He broke the connection.

      Five voices shouted at him simultaneously. He scowled and waved an angry hand at us. “Quiet.” He pressed a series of numbers. “Colin … where are you?” Relief washed over his face. “Good, stay there. It’s back on. The ship is coming into the San Diego Naval Spaceport on Coronado. It should be landing … now. Get all your people back on watch. She’ll be heading for the airport on the other side of the bay. Don’t lose her!”

      Boz had people stationed around the world at all the Navy bases. Apparently, they were still on site.

      Again, we all shouted questions, but then Boz’s phone rang again. He held up a finger, and we swallowed our words again.

      “Let me put you on speaker; that will be easier.”

      “O’Neil here,” said the now familiar voice. “We just checked with SAN, and they confirmed that twenty private jets are parked at the executive runway section on the east side of the airport. I’m told it’s unusual to have that many, and they all arrived last night within a couple of hours of each other. It looks as if her diversion to San Diego was planned. I don’t think she suspects anything. Let’s hope note. There’s no telling what she might do if she finds out we’re on to her. We figure she’s going to use the planes to move the toxin around the planet—”

      “Then shoot them down as soon as they take off!”

      Yeah, that was me talking nonsense.

      “Never mind,” I amended. “That would be a bad idea.” If the planes crashed, the toxin would definitely get out into the atmosphere.

      O’Neil ignored my outburst. “I have Marines from Pendleton heading to the airport as we speak. The problem is that they’re ill-equipped for fighting cyborgs if there really are cyborgs aboard the Tycho.” O’Neil quickly spoke before I could. “And to Sergeant Ashe’s point, I am going to assume there are. So, the Marines are going in with RPGs and heavier-caliber railguns.

      “Mr. Lipton, I need your eyes on the ground. As soon as you hear anything, call me. In the meantime, we’re tasking every satellite and drone in the area, but it’s a clusterfuck at this point. Most of our emergency response apparatus was heading for Spain, not California. Whatever we do in San Diego is going to be ad hoc.”

      “Which is Latin for half-ass,” I whispered.

      Even if the officer heard me, he chose not to reply. “Okay, I’m off the phone. We’re turning around now, but we won’t be able to get to San Diego for three hours. We’re in space somewhere over the Atlantic. When you get eyes on Major Wilson, let me know.”

      The line went dead.

      Darren studied our faces before speaking. “Look, I’m not one for running away from a challenge, but I’d rather be in space and watching from a distance when all this goes down. Boz, you have a couple of very capable starships out there. What say we take one and get the Hell out of Dodge?”

      Boz was shaking his head. “No, I’m not leaving. In fact, I’m going to San Diego!” The kid’s enthusiasm was electric.

      “San Diego?” George said aghast. “You mean target zero?”

      “We don’t know that,” the VidKid answered. “Wilson is planning to distribute her toxin all over the world. San Diego may not even be on her initial list.”

      Now, my head was shaking. “No way. The Marines are going to storm in there and start breaking things. Then, Wilson is going to panic and light off a few of her canisters, if not all of them. Because of that, I think this war begins and ends here—meaning in San Diego. Let’s face facts: If we lose Mexico and most of the West Coast, that’s better than ninety percent of the planet. I’m with Boz. We need to do our part to stop this.”

      Boz frowned. “Hold on there, Alan! I didn’t say anything about joining the fight. I’m talking about recording it. I have spaceships and Hazmat suits. I’ll be fine … unless I pick up a weapon and stand a post with you frickin’ hero types.”

      “Coward,” I growled.

      “No, just pragmatic. As I said, I do dangerous things, but not in dangerous ways. Besides, someone has to document the end of the world.”

      “What are we talking about here?” Abby screeched. “Are we going to San Deigo or not? And if we are, then we better get going.”

      I knew Boz and I were going, but for different reasons. We looked at Darren and George.

      “Hell, I’ve lived long enough already,” George muttered. “This might be a merciful way to go out.”

      Darren shrugged and gave a shy smile. “They name high schools after the losers, too, don’t they? Just as long as they tried to do good. Okay, let’s go.”

      We hadn’t asked Abby, but when she defiantly led us out of the kitchen and into the great room, we had her answer.

      And then I stopped—as did everyone else—looking at me. They weren’t going into harm’s way without their cyborg. “What’s wrong?” Abby asked.

      “Nothing,” I said anxiously. My gaze was fixated on the yellow and green markings of the A-17 battle armor unit sitting along the wall. “That might come in handy.”
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      We took one of the suborbital aircraft, one with twin ramjet engines on the back. The ramjets wouldn’t get us all the way into space, but they would get us to San Diego in only thirty-five minutes of flight time.

      But before boarding, we loaded Hazmat suits for everyone before Boz rushed off to an outbuilding to talk with his five-person security crew. After only a couple of minutes, the men ducked back into the cottage and returned a moment later with go-bags. And then we all loaded into the aircraft.

      “They’re going to help?” I asked Boz. We were the last ones to board after I loaded the A-17. “Did you tell them what they’re getting into?”

      Box nodded. “I did, and it cost me another million dollars. I’m expecting to bill the government for it.” Then, he grinned broadly. “And if not, then that probably means we didn’t survive. Either way, I don’t expect to pay the money myself.”

      We were airborne forty-five seconds later with Boz at the controls.

      Once we settled into our parabolic flight path, I moved to the back to survey the A-17. I knew what it was; hell, the CSTs were required to stay up-to-date on all emerging robotic technology. The suit wasn’t really a suit but more like a latticework of lightweight composite plates held together by fiber mesh. There were hinges, and with the press of a button, sections would attach to each other magnetically to enclose arms, legs, and torso in a type of contiguous armor. But the suit wasn’t hermetically sealed, meaning it couldn’t keep out the toxin should it be released. Also, I couldn’t wear a Hazmat suit and the A-17. Again, I didn’t know if I was susceptible to the contagion, although I knew I was destined to find out.

      I tested the fit of the suit, fully expecting to use it once we got to San Diego. If anyone was going to play a part in the taking down of Leona Wilson, it would be me. But then I got practical. Stopping Wilson was the goal, the only goal. Staying alive was secondary. Even if I was susceptible to the toxin, it wouldn’t manifest for twenty-four hours. If Wilson wasn’t dead and the virus recovered by then, then the world was in a world of hurt. I may not live to see it, but so what? If you gotta die, it might as well be for a good cause.

      On that cheery note, I looked at the rest of the passengers. We were all rushing headlong into a dark, unknown future and expecting to do what exactly? Sure, I would fight … if I could. But what about Abby? What did she expect to do to make a difference? That’s when I realized she wasn’t going to San Diego to help. She was going to pay her debt.

      She had finally come to the homeworld, the planet where her species had originated. This was Earth! I never thought of it from her perspective; in fact, I often wondered why she was so adamant about everything having to do with this mission. To her, Earth should have been just a name, a place she read about in books. She wasn’t born here, but still, she felt as if she had to give her life to protect a place she’d never been to.

      For her, it was more about the idea of Earth rather than the planet itself. For Abby, it was about what the planet stood for. This was where her species came from, the place where Humanity developed over millions of years, where all life originated that would eventually become dogs, cats … people; life that would eventually become her.

      I doubt she felt the same about McKinna’s World, her birthworld. Even though she was born there, the planet didn’t have the same history—the genetic ties—with the Human race as Earth did. I was just beginning to see why Abby was aboard the aircraft. She was here for nothing more than to go down with the ship if need be.

      Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever loved her more than I did at this moment.

      As for the others, who knew what their motivations were? Some were here for the money, like the security guards. George and Darren were soldiers—sailors, to be more exact—and they would join in the fight if they could because that is what they did. Boz said he was here to document the end of the world. He may get his chance. But I felt it went deeper. He wanted to witness history in the making, be it a glorious salvation or a tragedy. Either way, he had this manic desire not to miss anything. And that’s why he had his cameras, so he could prove to himself that he didn’t.

      Don’t get me wrong; I still didn’t trust him around Abby, but that was another issue.

      We were somewhere over Arizona when Boz received a call from his team in San Diego. “They got her!” he called out. Then, he quickly amended the statement. “I mean, we have eyes on her, not that we caught her. They’ve tracked her to a warehouse between the freeway and the airport. It’s right across the fence from the executive airstrip. Loading the planes should be easy, too easy.”

      “Any sign of the Marines?” Darren asked.

      “Not yet; literally just told O’Neil where she is—hold on! All right! The Marines have landed. My people see them swarming all over the place. This may be over before we get there.”

      That statement could have been taken two ways. I would reserve judgment for the next seven minutes.
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      The aircraft swept in over Mission Valley toward the airport. I spent time in San Diego, both as a kid and then in the Marines, when I went to school here for Cyborg Anatomy. Actually, the school was in Miramar, just north of here, but I knew the rest of the area fairly well. We screamed over the city, and then Boz pulled up as the airspace at the east end of the airport was jammed with other aircraft, both military and civilian. It was a mess.

      Boz took us up and then zoomed in with the aircraft’s cameras. Of course, the plane had a whole array of sophisticated cameras attached to it; the craft officially belonged to the Dangerous Places with Boz corporation. The images were broadcast on a dozen small monitors located throughout the passenger compartment. What we saw made our hearts sink, be they living or artificial.

      The images show a chaotic scene of devastation around a fairly small stand-along warehouse a couple of blocks west of Kettner Boulevard and Laurel Street, abutting the fence to the airport. Over the centuries, the borders of the airport had changed, including its use and designation. From straight airport, to spaceport and then back again to airport. Most of the commercial spaceport operations were now done out of the Campo facility while SAN returned to a planetary air service hub.

      I could see the rows of private air jets that Colonel O'Neil had spoken of on the other side of the fence. And, yes, it would be easy for Wilson to load the planes and then send them ferrying the toxin around the world. No one would even notice … until we raised the alarm. Now, her plans were changing by the second.

      If she could get the toxin to the planes and get them airborne, then the plan would still be operational to a degree: keep the aircraft over inhabited areas—and not the ocean—and they would be safe. Shooting down one of the planes would be as bad as dropping a nuke on the population below. That meant all of America, the Mexico Federation and down into South America were in grave danger. Wilson’s plan for a staggered release at multiple locations was off the table, replaced now by a plan to use the planes themselves as delivery vehicles. Crash them into the most-populated regions and let the contagion spread from there. It wouldn’t have the same reach as before, but it would impact the financial and industrial heart of the planet. Perhaps not as many people would die as originally estimated, but the impact on the Human race as a whole would be catastrophic.

      And all Wilson had to do was get the canisters of toxin out of the warehouse, past a wire barrier and onto the planes. And by the look of things, that would come sooner rather than later.

      The Marines had come equipped with rockets and other heavy armament, but what they hadn’t counted on was the thirty or more armed defenders at the warehouse. Where all these ‘people’ came from, I had no idea. From the hi-def images, I saw they all looked Human, but that didn’t mean much. I breathed a sigh of relief, realizing they weren’t all cyborgs. Some hid behind cars and fired back at the Marines using heavy armament of their own. Sixty-cal railslugs ripped everything apart, including the Marines. Not only that but a phalanx of hopping ‘people’ was spreading along the military lines, tearing into the Marines with razor-sharp attachments on their hands. I’d seen this tactic before. These were combat cyborgs—Azincor combat cyborgs—running a kill line. They moved at incredible speed and used their cat-like reflexes to avoid incoming gunfire or screaming rockets. As I said, not all the defenders were cyborgs, but as I watched, I saw that most of the surviving defenders were.

      The first detachment of Marines was nearly gone. Others would be coming; there was almost an unlimited supply of military personnel in and around San Diego. But Wilson didn’t have to defeat the enemy. She didn’t even need to hold the warehouse for more than a few minutes. Already, a channel was being cut through the twisted wreckage of cars and crumbling buildings, opening a path from the warehouse to the waiting planes. Wilson would begin moving the toxin at any moment, a deadly cargo no one dared rupture.

      I studied the battlefield with a dispassionate eye, noticing that the center of all activity was the warehouse. The warehouse with the toxin inside it.

      I bolted to the cockpit.

      “I need to talk to O’Neil … now!”

      Boz didn’t question my order. He pressed a button on his phone and then handed it to me.

      “This is Ashe. Listen to me. You need to do just what I say and don’t question anything. Got it?”

      To my surprise, he did.

      

      After talking with the colonel, I sprinted to the back of the aircraft and began fastening the A-17 onto my body. Abby, George and Darren joined me.

      “What are you doing?” Abby questioned. “Are you going down there?”

      “This thing has a parachute. The Marines need my help. Besides, I have a plan. Get the side hatch open. I’m going out that way.”

      They could tell by the tone of my voice that I wasn’t messing around. They also knew what I was capable of. This is what I was made for—combat.

      The A-17 was designed to be worn by a normal Human, so for me, the armor was light as a feather. I easily moved to the doorway, hearing the rush of the wind. I already had the helmet on, so no one could see my face. I reached out a hand and placed it on the back of Abby's head.

      “If I don’t see you again, just remember, I love you, no matter what form I take.”

      I didn’t wait for a reply, nor did my eyes linger on her face. Instead, I turned and leaped from the plane.
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      My Human mind sensed me falling and sent the appropriate never responses throughout my body. The fear only lasted a moment until I oriented myself and sighted the target. I had a Vortex railgun attached to a slide under my right forearm and a Bendix laser pistol in a holster across my belly. The railgun was nice to have.

      The weapon had triple barrels and could also fire a package of compact pencil rockets, tiny RPGs that could take out a car or a tank … and, if it hit right, a cyborg. What I wondered was the capacity of the railgun. The slugs were three hundred grams, or about two-thirds of a pound, and could be fired at a rate of four shots per second. The bandolier wrapped around the back of the suit and could carry up to fifty pounds of slugs. That was a capacity of eighty slugs or about twenty seconds of firing. That wasn’t a lot. I could have carried more ammo, but the suit was built to be worn by normal Humans and was used to mimic the deadliness of a combat cyborg. In this case, it was better to have the real thing on site. Even so, I would have to watch my rate of fire.

      With arms extended and my legs slightly bent, I guided my fall toward the warehouse. Plumes of black smoke shielded the area from view, but my bionic eyes cut through the haze. At about a thousand feet, I released the parachute.

      The gull wing deployed, but I didn’t slow as much as I should have. Then I realized I weighed more than the standard Marine, probably twice as much. Still, I was in a controlled fall, bending the wing to guide my descent.

      I brought the Vortex around and flicked on the weapon from a control at my fingertips. I could clearly see a line of five cyborgs leaping over cars and moving through a group of Marines who were woefully outmatched. Using uncanny precision, I lined up on the cyborgs, using the heads-up display in the helmet. I lit off a series of shots that tore through three of the cyborgs before they knew where the shots were coming from. The rail slugs were effective, ripping through cyborg metal and composite with little resistance.

      And then I discovered a problem.

      Shooting the weapon while dropping by a parachute caused a wicked recoil that spun me around like a top. The cords to the parachute twisted, and the sail lost most of its purchase with the wind. I dropped like a rock from about one hundred feet above the ground.

      I crashed onto, and then through, the roof of a cargo trailer at the airport before embedding myself in crates of vegetables, avocados to be exact. Instantly, the back of the trailer turned into a ton of mushy guacamole dip, which seeped into my helmet as well as every other part of the A-17 and my clothing underneath. But I was alive and still fully functional.

      I barreled out the back of the trailer and sprinted into the maelstrom, this time firing the Vortex with no problem. Three more cyborgs bought the farm, which prompted cheers of victory from the Marines around me. They cheered because I was killing the enemy … and also because they couldn’t see what I looked like without the A-17. If they could, they might have turned their weapons against me.

      I sighted the warehouse about fifty yards away and sprinted toward it. I shot at every enemy cyborg I could see until the Vortex ran dry before releasing my store of pencil missiles. There weren’t too many defenders around by the time I reached the warehouse, although four or five cyborgs still bounced around the battlefield. There was only a handful of Marines left, and unfortunately, the next wave hadn’t arrived yet.

      I couldn’t help that. I was running out of time.

      Then came the first thump-thumps of the cargo hovercopters coming up from the south. There were three of them, and they were nearly upon us.

      The roll-up door was open at the warehouse, and my eyes zoomed in on three flatbed trucks with crates resting on their beds. The toxin was loaded and ready to be moved.

      I shot through the opening before pulling the Bendix and firing precise red beams into the cabs of the trucks. Luckily, none of the drivers were cyborgs; otherwise, the laser beams would have been ineffective. Instead, three Azincor died. Yes, Azincor, no disguises, just plain old Azincor.

      And then it began to rain outside the warehouse.
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      I turned to watch a waterfall of ugly brown sludge fall past the open door. As soon as it hit the ground, it began to solidify, which caused more of the sludge to pile on top. Seconds later, the doorway was covered, and a creepy mound of cream-colored foam was working its way toward me. It didn’t go much farther before coming to a rest.

      Then I looked up at the vent windows along the top of the warehouse forty feet high, watching as they were coated over from the outside, darkening the interior of the warehouse. Within a minute, the warehouse was encased in a still-hardening cocoon of sealing foam, the same foam used in every starship to seal hull breaches. I’d told O’Neil to douse the warehouse in the polyurethane, and seeing that the Naval Spaceport had stockpiles of the foam in dozens of fifty-five-gallon barrels, it was easy for him to get three hovercopters loaded with the foam up in the air and on its way to the warehouse in a matter of minutes.

      There were lights on in the warehouse, so I didn’t have to use my bionic eyes to see. I scanned the interior, feeling good about myself. The building was secure, and all the toxin was inside.

      I thought myself to be mighty clever, having thought of the sealing foam. But it made sense. Keep the toxin from escaping by forming an airtight barrier around the warehouse. I knew the foam would turn rock-hard almost instantly, but it could still be cut through or removed completely with the right chemicals.

      I didn’t worry about that at the moment because, just then, my sensitive hearing picked up the stereoscopic hissing of escaping gas from multiple sources. I pinpointed the location, seeing five of the toxin canisters lying on their sides and not far from the once-open warehouse door. The hissing sound was decreasing, telling me the tanks were almost empty.

      I cringed, wondering when the valves had been opened. Was it before or after the sealing foam was dropped?

      Not only that but I was now contaminated, even if no one else was.

      Well, hell. Now what?

      Simple. I have to wait a day to see if I die from the toxin. When O’Neil and his people eventually enter the warehouse, they will either find me dead or alive.
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      I sensed a movement. Turning, I was shocked—no, thrilled—to see Major Leona Wilson standing about twenty feet away. Her robotic eyes were locked on me, and her bionic mouth wore a sickly grin. She may look like a Human, but she didn’t smile like one. But I smiled—a very Human smile—knowing that I’d at least I’d get a chance to rip her to shreds before I died … again.

      Then, I sensed another movement, this one off to my right. Keeping one eye on Wilson, I cocked my head slightly.

      I sighed while pursing my lips.  This was just great. Add insult to injury, why don’t you?

      By the time I’d made a complete scan of the room, I had three—count ’em three—Major Leona Wilsons staring at me, and each with that same shit-eating grin.

      One Leona would have been bad enough. But three? I ran through my options. If I fought them … and lost, then the cyborgs could simply rip into the foam and open a passage to the outside. The toxin inside would then filter out and kill thousands in the immediate area. Or, the Leonas could get the canisters out of the building and to the jets, in which case billions could die.

      I was out of ammo with the Vortex, but the weapon was still attached to a rail below my right forearm. Also, the Bendix laser pistol had a low battery charge. Besides, it would do nothing against a cyborg, especially three of them. The armor of the A-17 was still pretty much intact, so that was an advantage. Even so, it was coming down to a hand-to-hand contest with the alien cyborgs.

      I flicked a switch and slid the Vortex loose from under my arm. Then, gripping the barrels like a baseball bat, I pulled back and assumed a batter's stance.

      I firmed my resolve before stretching out a shit-eating grin of my own. If this is how it was to go down, then—

      “Bring it on!” I yelled.

      In unison, all three alien cyborgs attacked, each coming from a different direction. They moved with remarkable speed, although by then, I had already transitioned into my trance-like state, where I placed my mind on hold and surrendered to basic cyborg instincts. I was able to take in the entire battlefront in one glance, instantly gauging which Leona would reach me first. I shifted my stance to bring the metal bat to bear on the approaching target.

      I uncorked the swing, moving the heavy weapon in a blur. The alien was quick and sensed the attack, ducking under most of the swing. Unfortunately for her, I swung down and not level. I caught her on the back of the neck, sending the alien cyborg to the concrete floor. She wasn’t down for the count, but she was down.

      Unfortunately, the premature arrival of the first cyborg distracted me enough for the other two to plow into me. Although I was much bigger than they were and enclosed in a skin of composite material, the combined force of their hit threw me backward. I cocked the Vortex again, but before I could swing, one of the Leonas had my arm held firmly in her arms, pulling away with all her unnatural strength. I had more mass on my side and was able to pull her around, even though I was blinded by the other Leona, who was now draped over my head and pummeling me with bunched-up fists that felt like hammer blows … if I could have felt them. That was both a benefit and a curse of my cyborg body. I could sense hits and injuries, but they didn’t hurt, meaning I had no way of measuring severity. It took a physical inspection of a wound to know how bad it was. I suppose if the injury was severe enough, I would lose some of my abilities. So far, that hadn’t happened yet.

      I managed to toss the alien holding my right arm over to my left, where I ripped at her fake Human hair, coming away with a handful of the stringy stuff, which I then shoved into the face of the Leona on top of me. That temporarily blinded her. I bent over and raced toward the nearest concrete wall of the warehouse, lowering my head just as I crashed the barrier. The Leona on top of me was caught between my pointed helmet and the wall. I heard things break, knowing it wasn’t the wall but some of the metal parts of the cyborg instead. The Leona slipped off of me, falling to the ground. In the split second before I moved, I saw her get to her feet, shrug heavily and then rejoin the fight.

      The first Leona—the one I hit with the bat—wasn’t down for long either; in fact, she had scooped up one of the metal tanks holding the virus and now came at me with it, swinging it from the end with the release valve. She caught me in the helmet, splitting it apart and exposing my vulnerable head. The skull contained my Human brain. If that went, I was toast.

      That was just what the Leona was thinking. She wound up for another hit, aiming at my exposed head. The shiny metal tank hit hard against my temple, sending me staggering to my left. I dropped to a knee as my vision winked out for a moment, and then the whole room began to spin.

      Before I could recover my senses, the three wild banshees were on me, this time working as a unit. I fell onto my back as one of the Leonas took my legs in her hands and pulled. For leverage, she slammed a foot into my groin. My simulated genitals were crushed, which made me wince, if from nothing other than muscle memory.

      And then the other two Leonas took my arms. Pressing their feet against my torso for leverage, they stretched me out like a starfish, my legs fully extended and my arms out to the side. I struggled to pull my arms inward, but each arm was fighting the full strength of an alien cyborg. I wasn’t going to win this contest.

      For a moment, there was a stalemate with no one able to release our grips or stop resisting. I wondered how long this could go on. It could last for hours—

      But it didn’t.

      Suddenly, I felt a strange sensation, and I looked to my right. The individual slabs of the A-17 were popping off the mesh frame as the limb was bulging out. But that wasn’t right. It wasn’t expanding as much as it was moving in a direction it was not designed to move. Halfway along my bicep, the artificial skin separated, and the dull yellow composite material that made up my bones was being exposed. A moment later, my arm gave way.

      The Leona with my severed arm now rolled away, freeing up my right side. Without thinking about my crippling injury, I was able to roll to my left and onto the other Leona. Normally, I would have hammered her with my right fist, but I no longer had a right fist. Instead, I continued to roll over her. The cyborg holding my legs was tumbling with us while still holding tight. Then she lost the purchase of her foot in my groin, and I was able to bend my legs at the knees. I continued to roll until she released my legs to get her balance. And that’s when I wrapped my legs around her torso.

      I squeezed with all my might, feeling the alien’s metal frame bend and deform. An odd squeal erupted from her mouth, either a scream or simply from the air being squeezed from her collapsing lungs. She was now at my mercy, and with one extra squeeze, I released the body and kicked it away.

      So far, the entire fight had taken less than two minutes, including a full thirty seconds as I lay splayed out on the concrete with the three cyborgs pulling on me; cyborg battles took place at high speed. I now spung to my feet, pulling the Leona still holding my left arm up with me. I swung the arm, taking the lighter cyborg with me. I slammed her against the side of a truck, and she released her grip.

      I was finally free of all three of them, and with one potentially down for the count.

      Until I caught a movement out of the corner of my right eye.

      Something metallic and heavy slammed into my face. At first, I thought it was another tank of virus. But it wasn’t. It was my severed right arm. The damn Leona had taken it up and was now beating me with it … beating me with my own arm.

      Using my free left arm, I attempted to block the blows but with little success. The strikes were mere blurs in my still wonky eyesight. Apparently, the virus tank had done more damage to my face and skull than I thought.

      I staggered back. I was in pretty sad shape and with two Leona still to kill. One of my eyes looked more to the right, taking away my stereoscopic depth perception. And now, one of the Leonas was wailing away on me with my own severed arm. The hits weren’t doing a lot of damage, but they did keep me off balance and more on the defensive than I wanted to be.

      The second Leona now had another metal cylinder in her hands and was racing toward me. I couldn’t withstand both the Leonas pounding me with foreign objects. I needed a foreign object of my own.

      Between hits from my arm, I jumped away, falling onto my chest and sliding on the smooth concrete floor of the warehouse. My slide ended at the fallen Leona. I jumped to my feet and took up a leg in my left hand. Cyborgs don’t have dominant hands, so it didn’t matter which arm I was left with; they were both the same. I whipped the inert body off the floor. The Leona cyborg wasn’t much more than five-foot-three, and because of the diminutive build of the master frame, she was pretty damned light, as well. I now had my own cudgel. And mine was longer.

      I moved in, driving the two Leona back across the open expanse of the warehouse as I swung the corpse around me. All around, silver virus tanks were strewn about. Earlier, they’d been taken from their carrier crate and sat bottom down on the floor, ready for separation into individual lots for the jets. Now, they’d been knocked over, forming an obstacle course for the Leonas as they backed away from my wild swings with their companion’s body.

      The Leona with my arm tripped over a tank and fell onto her back. I was on her a split second later, bringing down the full length and weight of my larger cyborg onto her. More metal cracked, and the bionic eyes of the cyborg grew wide. I straddled her and grabbed a nearby virus tank by the release valve, whipping it around with a twist of my wrist. The edge of the tank’s base impacted the middle of the alien’s face, indenting it by a good three to four inches. That was more than deep enough to reach the flesh and blood brain that controlled alien cyborgs, just as they did Human cyborgs.

      Splash two, as Navy pilots used to say. Now, all I had was one more—

      The base of the metal tank grew in my vision until it slammed into my face. Instantly, my right eye winked out, while the sight in my left eye was partially obscured by what I figured was a flap of loose skin. I accepted the fact that I no longer had the handsome face of a young Antonio Banderas. I probably resembled a leper by now.

      In reality, what I looked like was very low on my list of priorities. The hit to my face had miraculously thrown me backward and over another virus tank. I kicked at the cylinder, and it rolled away… and into the legs of the last Leona. She tumbled forward, dropping her own tank. She fell right at my feet.

      Surprisingly, my legs were the least damaged of my body. I took advantage of this to sweep a foot across the head of the Leona, throwing sideways. Then, I was on my feet again.

      The Leona was crawling away and at incredible speed. But I was faster. I caught up with her with only a couple of quick strides and then dropped onto her back. Gripping her head, I pulled it back before pressing down hard, smashing her face onto the concrete floor.  The alien’s body still resisted, trying to lift off the floor. I slammed the head into the floor again and felt a slight lessening of the resistance.

      Then, something fell across my vision and rolled on the floor. Distracted, I picked it up with my left hand and brought it close to my face. It was my right eye. I fumbled around in my shirt for a pocket, where I deposited the eye. I may need it later.

      The cyborg under me heaved up with her legs and arms. I rode her like a bucking bronc while forcing her head into the concrete for a third time. This time, something gave. All the life drained out of her, and the body sagged to the floor.

      With one of my eyes missing, the room was spinning uncontrollably. I tried pressing the flap of skin from in front of my left eye, but it wouldn’t stay. And then my body twitched violently. Correction: It began twitching … and didn’t let up. I rolled off the body and lay staring toward the ceiling, my whole body lost in fits of convulsions. Then, slowly, a shadow came over my greatly diminished eyesight. It became darker and darker … darker.
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      I literally jumped when my vision returned, not a little at a time, but all at once and dramatically.

      I was staring into the face of a blue-eyed man who was only a couple of inches from my eyes, shining a light into my right eye. We bumped foreheads, and I jumped as he backed away, rubbing his skin and then checking his fingers for traces of blood.

      “Sorry,” he said to me. “They said they were taking you off the drugs.  I didn’t know it would be all at once.”

      I craned my neck, looking around. The room was much too bright to be the warehouse. Not only that, but I was on a bed with wires running to and from … everywhere. There were three other people in the room, and they were all working on monitors, meters, and other hospital equipment that I recognized but didn’t know their function.

      “Where am I?” I  asked. The words came out clear and distinct. I closed each eye in sequence, confirming that both eyes were working again. Good. Someone had found the eye in my pocket. That was encouraging.

      “You’re in a secure wing at Balboa Hospital,” answered the man with the flashlight, who was again looking at my eyes. “Can you tell me how your right eye is operating; any haloing or flares that you can see?”

      I shook my head. Nah, everything seems to be okay. Thanks for putting the eye back in.”

      “Oh, this is a new eye. The old was too badly damaged.”

      He signaled for the others to gather up their gear and to leave the room.

      “Relax, Sergeant Ashe; we’re through here. And, by the way, you have some guests waiting outside to see you. I’ll go tell them you’re awake.”

      

      I lay in the bed for a few moments before getting the courage to bend my head so I could see my body. I was covered by sheets, all except my arms—my yellow arms.

      “Son-of-a-bitch!”

      I looked around the room and found—of all things—an unused bedpan resting on a cart to my right. I rolled and reached over until I caught the edge of the cart and pulled it to me. Taking the shiny metal pan, I turned it over and looked at the slightly distorted image of my face in the makeshift mirror.

      I shook my head in disgust. More correctly, a yellow-skinned Antonio Banderas look-alike shook his head in disgust. Yep, I was back to my old-new self, if that makes any sense. Even my once buzzcut hair was long and curly again, reaching to my shoulders as it had before.

      How long had I been in the hospital? Either it had been long enough for my hair to grow back, or I was given a new crop of insta-hair, cyborg style.

      I didn’t really care. I was a damn Azincor … still.

      The question now was, why?

      Evidently, I didn’t die from the toxin. I shrugged. I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure of that statement. I’d died once before and been brought to life. Who’s to say it didn’t happen again?

      To most people, surviving the toxin might seem like a good thing. But I wasn’t feeling too thankful. In truth, I kinda wished I’d died—
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      My morbid feelings of self-pity were suddenly washed aside when the door to the hospital room opened, and my team—including Boz—entered the room. My artificial eyes welled up with tears, especially when I saw Abby again. But what really turned on the waterworks was when Abby came to the bed and draped herself over me. She even gave me a kiss. Nothing passionate, but a kiss nonetheless.

      With flashing smiles and laughing eyes, everyone came to my bedside, with Darren, Samir and George on the right while Boz and Abby stayed on my left. I studied Boz and Abby, trying to see if there was any significance in the arrangement. There didn’t seem to be, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “So, I survived?” I asked rhetorically. “Who would have thunk it?”

      “You mean the toxin or the fight?” Darren questioned.

      “I guess both. Honestly, I wasn’t expecting to wake up. This is pretty shocking. But I’m glad you’re all here.”

      “We came over from Colorado this morning when they told us you were going to be revived,” Abby said.

      “Revived?”

      Abby’s face turned sad. “Alan, you’ve been in a medically induced coma for thirty-one days.”

      I stared hard into her eyes, then cleared my throat. “I knew I was beaten up pretty bad, but thirty-one days of recovery. That seems excessive.” I raised my arms. “And look … I’m still a friggin’ Azincor.”

      “Yeah, that confused us, too,” Darren said. “No one has given us a good explanation for that.”

      I wanted to change the subject from me to something more important. “So, tell me … what happened with the virus? Did any of it get out? Is there still a Human race?”

      Abby’s face remained troubled. “At last count, over one hundred twenty-nine thousand people have died, but the spread has been contained,” she said quickly. “Most of the dead were in northern Mexico, Southern California and even a few in Las Vegas. Luckily, no one on any flights out of San Diego caught the virus. Considering how dangerous the outbreak could have been, one hundred twenty-nine thousand is a bargain. We’re considering it a win.”

      “So, a little did get out of the warehouse,” I said, cutting to the chase.

      “But not as much as would have if you hadn’t done what you did,” Samir said. “That was a genius move, having the building coated in polyurethane sealing foam. That act alone probably saved a billion lives. And if you hadn’t stayed in the building to fight the cyborgs, they would have cut through the foam, and we’d be right back where we started. You did it, son. You saved the Human race.”

      Darren snickered. “And here, I wanted all the high schools back home named after me.”

      “There are still the bordellos.” I winked at George. “So, everything is cleaned up?”

      Samir nodded. “I supervised the decontamination efforts myself. All the virus has been retrieved, and only a small amount for research was saved. The rest was placed in a capsule and cast into the sun.”

      “That’s … effective,” I said. “Besides Samir, what have the rest of you been doing while I was taking my thirty-day mental vacation?”

      I turned my gaze on Abby and Boz, hoping not to see a glint of guilt in their eyes. I didn’t see any with Abby, but I did see a lot of anger on Boz’s face.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked him.

      “Those bastards confiscated all my footage.”

      I recoiled. “Really? I didn’t think they were going to do that. I thought they just wanted some say in the final product.”

      “That’s what I thought, too. But they lied. They took it all, at first saying they needed to screen it for classified information. Then they came back and said they were keeping it all.” He held up his hand with his middle finger extended. “However, the bastards did say I might—might—be able to cut a short video about the passage through the Hell Hole. Of course—thanks mainly to you—all the footage with you in it is verboten. That means forbidden.”

      “I know what it means. I’m sorry about that, Boz. I was really looking forward to being a star.”

      George laughed. “We all were. Now we’re just a bunch of heroes no one will ever know about.”

      “We’ll know,” Abby said.

      “What about Manados?” I asked. “I thought by now you would all be back home. Where have you been staying?”

      “We’re all shacked up at Boz’s,” Darren said.

      He didn’t see the tightening of my neck at the mention of Abby shacking up at Boz’s. That was good. I really had to get over this stupid jealousy. But I knew what the issue was: I thought Boz was pretty exceptional, and I’m a guy. Or a male. A cyborg. You know what I mean. I could just imagine how enamored women would be around the young, handsome and wealthy Boz Lipton. And now he and Abby were spending a lot more time together, shacked up at his palatial mountain estate.

      As if reading my mind, Abby clarified. “I’ve been staying in the guest cottage where the security team used to live. Darren and George are in the other guest house, and Samir—well, they have him flying all over the world on all sorts of super-secret missions. Boz brought in another prefab for the guards. Overall, everything is going well. You asked about Manados. Colonel O’Neil told us that the first securing force has made it to the planet. It’s not a full reoccupation, but it’s giving the Azincor second thoughts about another wholesale invasion. Apparently, they had a fleet on the move toward the system, and it turned around when the Navy showed up.”

      “Sounds as if we can all be going home soon,” I said with fake enthusiasm. The team would be going home, but I didn’t have a home, not really., not anymore. Sure, my mind had a home; that was anywhere Abby was. But my body wouldn’t allow that. I was as much in limbo as the day my body was blown in half on the planet Insubri. Honestly, I had no idea what kind of a future I had in store.

      A nurse came into the room.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “but Mr. Ashe needs another treatment regimen. He will be unavailable for the rest of the night. I’m told you can check with the front desk tomorrow for when you can see him next.”

      I was ambivalent about them leaving. It wasn’t like I was going to be released from the hospital anytime soon and allowed to walk the streets of Earth looking the way I did. I could tell everyone knew that, too. The sour looks on the faces of my friends and former lover spoke volumes.

      This was a goodbye visit.

      I was surprised they’d stuck around Earth this long. They only did it out of courtesy. Damn, this was like dying all over again. I pursed my lips as my bionic eyes glossed over.

      Abby gave me another quick kiss, tears in her eyes, just like mine. Then, everyone left, including the nurse.

      I lay there for a few moments, feeling sorry for myself, until the anger welled up. I had so many questions again flooding my mind. I was completely alone and at the mercy of powers greater than me. What was to become of me, Alan Friggin’ Ashe … Human?

      Yeah, sure, I was classified now as a cyborg, a machine. But I’d often wondered about paraplegics. So, they lost their legs and replaced them with prosthetics. And what about people who lost both their arms and legs? Hell, we had replacement parts for the entire body, for everything except the brain.

      So, my question: At what point does a person stop being a Human and become a machine?

      And if cyborgs were still a classification of Human, then shouldn’t we have a voice of our own, a kind of union … a Cyborganization, that would champion the rights of cyborgs everywhere? A fair wage, paid time off and a health plan. I mentally shrugged. I already had a health plan and a pretty good one at that. But what about retirement? A pension plan of some kind. Yeah, I could see this going somewhere…
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      Fifteen minutes after Abby and the others left the room, a new parade of people came streaming in, seeming to know exactly what they were doing. And what they were doing was unhooking me from the monitors.

      I asked what was going on but was ignored, that was until someone I recognized strode authoritatively into the room and up to my bed.

      “Good evening, Sergeant Ashe,” said the Marine general. I’d only heard his name mentioned once, at Boz’s house. He was the ranking officer on-site but was only an observer, deferring to Colonel Sam O’Neil at the time. There was no such hierarchy here. The General—Matthews was his name—was in charge.

      “Excuse me, sir,” I began. “May I ask who you are?”

      The general snickered. “Son, I’m the man who made you.”

      “Sir?”

      “I’m the CO of the unit that designed and built you, and I must say, considering your recent activities, you have exceeded your specifications.”

      I pursed my lips. Again, with that condescending ‘he’s just a machine’ attitude.

      “And what specifications are those, General?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      He waved for a couple of the men in suits to help me to my feet.

      “I can stand,” I snapped. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Off planet, to Sanlos Station, Sergeant. When the assholes invaded Manados, we thought you were killed, along with the others. Imagine our surprise when you showed back up on the radar during this whole toxin debacle. But now, it’s time to get you back in the saddle, back to the mission you were programmed for—your ultimate mission. Now, let’s go. The ship is waiting.”

      “What about my team—my friends?”

      “What about them?” General Matthews asked, a deep frown on his tanned forehead.

      “Aren’t they coming?”

      Matthews recoiled. “Why would they? None of them has anything to do with your mission; you know that.” Then his countenance turned dark. “You didn’t tell them about it, did you?”

      “How could I, sir? I don’t know anything about my ultimate mission.”

      The general looked at me for a long moment before poking a finger at my chest.

      “It’s simple, son: You’re going to win the war for us.”
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