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      Dell Eckhart lives on the wrong side of the portal. The side where the ruin and devastation left behind by the war makes everyday life harder than it’s ever been. More than anything, he wants to win a ticket for passage through the portal. He’s running out of chances, but he’s not going to let that stop him.

      He needs that ticket. It’s the only way to save the one person he truly cares about. There’s just one problem. That person is actually an android. And androids aren’t allowed through the portal.

      Doesn’t matter. He’ll figure it out. Because life on the other side of the portal is perfect and easy, and she’ll be safe there. At least, that’s what he’s been led to believe…
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      Vapor curled up from the end of Dell Eckhart’s synthsmoke as he faced the monitor. He took another long draw, inhaling the vaporized glycine powder and hoping it would calm him down and help him pass the test this time. Being in the test booth made him edgy, but who could blame him?

      There was so much riding on this. A chance for him and one other of his choosing to go through the portal. To live in the paradise the aliens had created, Adahzáán, where there was clean air, clean water, an abundance of greenery, and an easy life. Earth the way it had once been. And maybe a little better.

      It was also a chance to escape the world as it was now, filled with ruin and decay and constant need. Granted, most of that had been caused by the invasion, but hindsight was pointless. He had to move forward and getting through the portal would be the best way to do that. He took a breath to steady himself. If he failed the test this time, he only had one more chance to pass.

      The third question scrolled across the screen as the tinny computer-generated voice simultaneously spoke it. “What is the precise molecular weight of chromium chloride hexahydrate?”

      Think think think. He knew this, he just hadn’t used it in a while. He swallowed down the doubt poking at him and tried to answer with confidence. Rumor had it, the machine could read that kind of thing. “Two hundred sixty-six point forty-four.”

      “Confirm?”

      “Confirm.”

      The screen went dark. Ten seconds until the next question. He really wished the voice would tell him if he’d answered correctly or not. He knew he had, but it would have been good to have that confirmed.

      The screen lit up again and the voice returned. “Would you rather get out of jail free once, or be given a key that can open any door?”

      He thought about the portal. Then about his life here.  A key that opened any door would be great, but it might also be interpreted as an open invitation to steal or invade. Probably not the answer the Ekrial wanted. He tried to think what the aliens would rather hear. “I would rather get out of jail free once.”

      That really was all he needed. One chance to walk out of this prison and into the great city beyond the portal. A new life for him and K8. If he could work out those details.

      “Confirm?”

      “Confirm.”

      The screen went dark. One more question to go. Why only five of them, he didn’t know.

      Letters spilled across the screen and the voice began to speak. “Why do you feel you have a strong work ethic?”

      Last time, he’d been asked what he considered hard work. He hooked his thumb through the strap across his chest. It was attached to his carry-bag which held his next job. “I have a very strong work ethic because I’ve worked all my life and have no plans to stop. Work is what makes life possible, and a job well done is something to be proud of.”

      “Confirm?”

      “Confirm.”

      He felt good about that answer. The screen went dark, but he stayed where he was as the lock on the booth’s door behind him had not yet clicked open. He assumed that like last time, it wouldn’t until he got his results.

      A moment more before the screen flickered to life again. “You have not passed.”

      The snick of the lock’s mechanisms echoed in his ears. He started at the screen, dark now. How was it possible that he hadn’t passed? He’d answered every question right. He knew he had.

      Hadn’t he? Doubt crept over him. He didn’t know now. He took a long drag off his synthsmoke, then turned it off and, without waiting for it to cool, tucked it into a small pocket beneath the flap of his Kevlar carry-bag. Maybe his work ethic answer wasn’t what they wanted to hear. Or maybe another answer had been wrong. Something certainly had been if he hadn’t passed.

      “Please exit the booth.”

      With a sigh, he turned, pushed the door open, and stepped back out onto the street. He shouldn’t have even tried again so soon after his last attempt. He blinked as the light hit his eyes, and quickly pulled his wide-brimmed hat down a little more. The constant commotion of traffic and construction seemed louder than ever after being in the booth. The haze in the air a little thicker.

      “Out of the way, please.” A mechanical bike messenger built from orange-striped PVC barreled past.

      “Stay off the sidewalk, bot,” Dell yelled back. But the messenger was already gone. Dell shook his head. Bikes weren’t allowed on the sidewalks. A service bot should have been programmed better.

      But then again, Dell’s best paying jobs were from people who either needed their bots or repcoms repaired, or who wanted them reprogrammed to be more efficient in some way, so he couldn’t really complain. A poorly programmed bot could result in a new job for him.

      All repcoms were bots, but not all bots were repcoms. One of the truisms of the industry he worked in.

      The thought of work got him walking. He had to get back to his shop anyway. He had a job to do. Especially now that he wasn’t headed for the portal.

      A cheer went up behind him. He turned to see a woman step out of one of the booths, arms raised in triumph.

      She was smiling broadly. “I did it! I’m going through!”

      People clustered around to congratulate her. Some were undoubtedly bidding to buy her companion pass. Although some were probably offering to take whatever she might be leaving behind. You could only take what you could carry.

      In the distance, the top half of the portal was visible even in the haze, swirling and pulsing with energy, just like it always did. The woman had someone take her photo with the portal in the background.

      The portal was visible from everywhere in the city. At least everywhere he’d been. And every city had a portal, but they all led to the same place. Adahzáán.

      He turned away, unable to take any more of the joyous celebration going on. That should have been him. He lifted his chin. That would be him. Next time.

      He trudged on, doing his best to ignore the billboard he was forced to pass on his way home.

      Come on through, it advised in a seductive font. A woman with white teeth smiled out at him while an electronic version of the portal swirled lazily behind her in the background. Your best life is waiting.

      He snorted, muttering, “Not like I haven’t tried.”

      Maybe he’d never get through. He only had one shot left now. Maybe he should just learn to be content with life right where he was.

      But that was hard to do when everything around him was decaying and ruined from the invasion. Officially now it was called the First Contact Event. But that didn’t make it any less of an assault.

      Sure, there had been some rebuilding – and it continued to go on. Construction was everywhere. But for the sake of time and finances, the buildings that were being put up were utilitarian concrete and steel monoliths with as much appeal as a first gen repcom.

      At least his K8 was a Gen Six. As replicated companions went, that grade was all right. They could carry on a conversation, laugh at the appropriate times, understand basic human emotions and how to respond to them correctly, as well as make themselves handy by accomplishing simple tasks.

      Those abilities were what made her a repcom and not just a bot designed to do one primary job. And those abilities were all her sixth gen status got him, really.

      Her ability to tap into the net, detect and target info streams, hack multilayered systems, and compute complicated equations was all his doing. Same as her upgraded emotion skills. All aftermarket work. The kind he specialized in since losing his job with the company.

      Although he’d never done a mod on another repcom that equaled what he’d done to K8. Never would either. He’d done enough work on her that she would probably qualify as a Gen Ten. Maybe higher. Maybe as much as a twelve.

      Which everyone knew were illegal for civilians to own. Gen Twelves were for government use only. Soldiers, primarily. Mechanical mercenaries, essentially, despite also being programmed to deal with friendlies.

      Almost on cue, a Badger Patrol Scout drove past. The government making sure civilians knew they were on patrol.

      Keeping a hand on the strap of his bag, he took a deep breath and straightened up a bit as he crossed the street, stepping over a small stream of murky brown water that was better left uninspected.

      Maybe it was for the best he wasn’t going through. After all, as much as he liked to imagine it would give him a new life, he wouldn’t be able to take K8 unless he worked out some pretty big problems. Like getting her to pass as human. Which meant finding a new kind of power source for her. About as easy in the current environment as buying fresh vegetables or real meat.

      In other words, nearly impossible unless you had a lot of money and the right connections.

      And leaving her behind would mean shutting her down.

      It pained him to think about that, a deep kind of ache that felt like it would stick with him a long time. She represented years of work. And years of companionship. He shook his head. It was hard not to think of her as more than what she was. Sometimes he imagined that if he’d had a daughter, she’d be something like K8. But K8 wasn’t human, no matter how he felt about her. She was a bot. A glorified machine. Nothing more.

      But those words carried the dark shadow of a lie. K8 would never be just a machine to him.

      It was his own fault for enhancing her facial features and juicing her emotion algorithms. She wasn’t human by any stretch of the imagination, but she was still much more lifelike than half the people passing him on the street.

      And he was too much alone in the world.

      He reached his building. One of the few old ones left standing that was still livable. Only the top left corner had been razed off by an injured alien flyer as it hurtled toward Earth. If you climbed to the thirtieth floor, you could see the crater that the crash had left about half a mile away.

      He’d gone to the roof once, on a day long ago when there’d been enough solar to power the lifts. He’d had to walk down once the haze had thickened too much to let the sun through, but the effort had been worth it. He kept the photo of that crater tacked to his wall behind his work bench. A reminder that the enemy had borne some losses as well.

      And a reminder of how fickle human nature was, now that they were all clamoring for a piece of what the aliens had created.

      He started up the stairs, not even bothering to see if the lifts were working. They rarely did these days now that the smoke and haze were so thick. The memory of that crater stuck in his head. He was as bad as the rest of humanity, dreaming of walking through that portal just like everyone else.

      But how could he not dream of a better life for himself and K8? Wasn’t that a sign of his humanity?

      He no longer knew for sure.

      His apartment was on the eighth floor, the climb no longer such a big deal anymore. He passed a handful of his neighbors, coming and going, and a few runners on their way up with deliveries. The higher up you lived, the more you were willing to pay someone to bring things to you. But then, the higher up you lived, the less haze there was.

      And the more solar you had access to.

      If he’d been younger, he might have done some running himself. To bring in extra credits. As it was, his own business suffered from living as high up as he did. Not everyone wanted to make the trip. But he wasn’t about to move, so for some customers, like the one he’d visited today, Mrs. Wei, he made house calls.

      No, moving wasn’t something he ever wanted to do. Unless it was the big move. His apartment was too good to leave behind.

      After the building had taken the hit, some of the residents who’d been out had never returned. A good handful of those that remained had moved out within days. Some had simply disappeared. He’d stayed. He’d had nowhere else to go.

      His next-door neighbors had been among the first to vanish. Moved, taken prisoner, killed in the conflict, who knew? They’d always been quiet people, chatting in the hall on occasion or when sharing the lift, but otherwise mostly keeping to themselves. Ideal neighbors, really. But after the invasion they’d been there one day, gone the next.

      Dell missed them, if he was honest. They’d been good folks. He hoped wherever they were, they were safe.

      But the vacancy had created an opportunity once he realized they were gone. With the speed made possible only through K8’s help, he’d punched through a shared wall, removed their front door, and walled over it, eliminating their entrance. Just another disappearing act in a building filled with too much chaos for anyone to notice or care.

      The Kluchechs’ old front door became the new door between the two apartments. Usually, he left it open, except at night when he often locked it. Another layer of security, he figured.

      Their apartment was much more elegant than his. Better furnished with better quality things. Something he’d never really been concerned with, but Vlad Kluchech had been a biochemical engineer. Marta, his wife, had been a pediatrician. They were the kind of people who cared if something was going to last a few years or a lifetime.

      Sort of ironic, he thought, that they’d planned for a lifetime that had never materialized.

      Besides the high-end goods, they’d had something else. A solar collector with direct roof access. He could guess what that had cost. He’d tapped into that immediately, hooking up his batteries and making sure everything stayed powered, no matter how thick the haze got.

      After he’d moved into their space, he’d turned his old square footage into an enormous workshop. His apartment had been headed in that direction anyway, strewn with parts, shelves against every wall, floor space stacked with bins containing all kinds of tools, wires, actuators, bolts, motherboards, biofluid sample vials, artificial skin sheets…the necessary components of his work.

      To get by, he’d started scavenging repcoms, picking them up cheap as people were desperate for credits. Then he’d retooled them and sold them on the dark market for twice what they were worth. Sometimes more.

      Sometimes a lot more.

      He’d been hoping to buy his way through the portal. He’d almost saved enough, too, when they changed the rules and launched the testing sites.
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      Dell flattened his palm against the key panel and waited for the scanner to recognize his print and unlock the door. At least there was always enough solar to keep the locks working, although thanks again to the Kluchechs, he had a small backup generator that made certain the lack of solar would never be an issue for him, even if the solar collector on the roof couldn’t keep up.

      A lot of the apartments had them, but it was an upgrade he’d never thought he’d need so he hadn’t done it. Much like the solar collector, but then even if he’d added one of those, he wouldn’t have had roof access.

      Vlad must have known someone. Or paid through the nose.

      With a soft, familiar sigh, the lock released and the door opened. He went through, then locked it behind him again. He was fortunate that his building hadn’t been fully automated yet. The plans were there, the assessment levied, but then the invasion had come and nothing that had been planned mattered anymore.

      He’d had friends who’d been in fully automated buildings. Very few of them were there anymore. Doors that required electricity to open were too unreliable now. Not to mention all the other features that wouldn’t operate. Smart buildings, in many cases, had become dumb.

      The worst kind of dumb. They just sat there like obsolete blocks of steel and glass with their miles of useless wiring and dead tech.

      Shame, really.

      He shook his head as he lifted his carry-bag’s strap from his shoulder and pulled it over his head.

      A quiet whirring sound came toward him. He relaxed. It was good to be home. “Hello, K8.”

      “Welcome home, Dell. How was your day?” Her computerized voice was a blend of samples from two of his favorite actresses and then that blend had been modulated to the tones he found most soothing.

      K8’s voice was like cool velvet. Smooth and even and a welcome reprieve from the screeching noise and cacophony of the world beyond his front door.

      “It was fine.”

      “I sense that it was not fine.” She held out her hands to take his bag. “You tried the test again.”

      “I did.” He hadn’t mentioned that, had he? She was uncannily perceptive sometimes.

      She nodded. “Your cortisol levels are elevated, and your biorhythms have dipped.”

      If she was too perceptive, it was his own fault. He’d programmed her that way. “I failed. Again.”

      She shook her head, a slightly jerky movement that made it clear she wasn’t human. “I do not understand it.”

      He couldn’t help but smile. Her empathy upgrade was working better than expected. Although her last upgrade, a cognitive network panel modification, seemed to have been a failure. Win some, lose some. “Me, either.”

      “Would you like a drink? There are three and five-eighths bottles of brandy left.”

      He laughed. Her precision was charming. “No, thank you. Not now.”

      “Would you like to know the news of the day?”

      He shook his head. He usually had her give him a report at the end of the day, but he’d had enough of the outside world for now. “Later. For now, just put the bag on my work desk. Gently. There’s a job in there.” A cocker spaniel repcom that he’d been hired to fix. Princess. He’d picked her up from Mrs. Wei, making the woman a repeat customer.

      For humanoid bots or repcoms, he had a large, hard-shell case with wheels and a pull handle. They weighed almost as much as a person and were just as big. There was no way he could transport one of those in his bag, but for animal repcoms and some small, household bots, the bag was fine.

      “All right.” She walked toward his desk with almost the same grace and poise as a dancer. If that dancer also happened to be an android. Those minuscule jerks in her gait were a telltale sign. “Something to eat, perhaps?”

      “Not right now. I’m going to get a shower first.”

      “As you like.” She put the bag down on his work bench, then went back to her charging station.

      K8 couldn’t pass for human in her current state. Not with the detectable hum of motor activity, her slightly mechanical movements, her obviously artificial skin, and her need to recharge. They were all giveaways.

      He watched her for a moment as she settled into her charging station, and the gentle blue light at the top clicked on to indicate it was working.

      The same thought he’d had many times before returned to him. Could he really upgrade her further? Get rid of that telltale sound? Fit her with solar sensors under her skin that would do the same job the charging station did? Find a way to smooth her movements?

      But then she’d still need a skin mod. And harder yet, access to natural light. Not the most viable solution in the scheme of things.

      The real trick would be finding a new source of power for her. Some kind of internal, self-charging battery. There were small cold cells capable of doing the job, but they cost more credits than a trip through the portal had been if you could even find them. He was sure most of them had been appropriated by the military as soon as the invasion had begun.

      Still, there might be a way. It was a problem that his mind constantly tried to work out but had yet to solve.

      He sighed and went to shower, hoping that the upper floors hadn’t used all the hot water yet.

      Thankfully, they hadn’t, and there was hot water left. Maybe not truly hot, but warm enough to be comfortable and get himself clean. He liked to shower after any time he ventured outside. The haze seemed to turn into grime at street level, and he felt coated in it no matter how long or short his trip had been.

      He finished up, got out, and changed into a Tyvek jumpsuit, then went back to his workshop to get started on his new job. He settled in at his desk and opened his bag.

      Once he cracked the cocker spaniel’s body shell and ran a few diagnostics, it appeared to be a simple task. Several of the actuators were frozen. Happened a lot on repcoms that weren’t properly maintained. He’d have to show Mrs. Wei or maybe one of her staff how to do that or Princess would be back in his shop in six months.

      The repcom’s biofluids needed to be replaced, too. Pretty standard. Biofluid, if not topped up periodically, tended to get stagnant and lose its potency. If left even longer, it could go gummy and then you had a real job on your hands.

      He’d picked up a couple of repcoms like that for cheap, but they were almost more work than they were worth. Cleaning out bad biofluid was tedious work.

      That wasn’t the case here, though. The dog was a Gen Eleven. High-end, pricy merch. Custom-built, obviously. He’d have thought for those kinds of credits, the thing would have a longer span between maintenance checks. Not his business, though. Mrs. Wei had credits to burn.

      In fact, he’d fixed her macaw three months ago, a major overhaul as the bird’s biofluid had been nearly as thick as syrup. Mrs. Wei hadn’t blinked once at the cost, just told him to do what was necessary to return Jacque to full health.

      He wished all his clients had that attitude, but most wanted their bots fixed at the cheapest rate possible. He understood. Times were hard for most. But bot work was rarely inexpensive.

      He took a sample of the dog’s biofluid and ran it through his analyzer, the familiar ozone smell of the stuff filling his nostrils. The only way to accurately replace or add to the fluid was to sequence the DNA and replicate it.

      Otherwise, Mrs. Wei’s Princess might end up with a very different personality, and that wasn’t going to make anyone happy.

      Every repcom was the same in that regard. The biofluid was uniquely tied to each model, like a signature. At least when you got above a Gen Seven. The earlier ones were far more similar to each other, but a lot of those models had been designed for factory work.

      No real need for a personality there.

      He glanced over at K8. He’d recently tweaked her biofluid with a few select bits of Marta Kluchech’s DNA, taken from strands of her hair found in her long-forgotten hairbrush.

      The changes had been remarkable as there’d been no human DNA in K8’s biofluid previously. Now she had memories of growing up in Russia, spoke the language fluently, and could make pryaniki, a honey spice cookie, that tasted exactly like the ones Marta used to make at Christmas. Every once in a while, he’d hear K8 humming a tune that sounded very much like one that used to filter through the shared wall.

      But he’d been smart and selective with the DNA he’d chosen, introducing only the bare minimum required to make a change. That was the only way to do it as far as he was concerned. Being greedy led to problems. Too much new DNA could overwhelm the system and create a hostile environment. It could change a repcom in ways you couldn’t imagine. Or destroy it altogether.

      He’d learned that the hard way in his early days of experimentation. He shook his head at the memory of the soldier bots he’d been assigned to work on. The directive was to add gorilla DNA. And lots of it. The company had wanted strength, fearlessness, and targeted aggression on demand.

      Nothing about that attempt had gone well. He still had nightmares about it sometimes.

      The analyzer chimed in completion. He turned to his monitor, tapped a few buttons on the keyboard and brought the report up on the screen.

      He read it. Then read it again.

      No wonder Mrs. Wei had called Princess her child. The dog’s biofluid had minute traces of human DNA in it.

      He tapped a few more buttons, pulling those human bits out of the matrix so he could study them better.

      Mrs. Wei had to know about this. No shop put human DNA in a non-human repcom. Well, no sanctioned shop. This was off-book work. Super custom stuff.

      He thought about everything he’d seen in Mrs. Wei’s apartment. The small talk they’d exchanged.

      There were pictures of a child scattered throughout. A child he’d never seen on any of his visits, and he’d been there three times now. Come to think of it, there were baby pictures, too. But no pictures of the little girl beyond the age of three or four.

      He looked at the strands of DNA again, this time with new understanding.

      Just like cloning was illegal, it was illegal to create a repcom with DNA from a dead person for the purpose of recreating that person.

      Technically, what he’d done by adding Marta’s DNA to K8 was fine. Or maybe just a little bit of a gray area. For one thing, no one knew what had happened to the Kluchechs. He liked to believe they were still alive. There was every reason to think they could be. For another, he’d only taken a very small amount of Marta’s DNA to enhance K8. He certainly wasn’t trying to create another Marta.

      And while Mrs. Wei hadn’t violated any laws, it seemed clear she’d done as much as she could. Or had been allowed to do. She’d had her deceased daughter added to Princess. The only way she knew how to keep her child alive.

      He felt for her. Almost everyone had lost someone because of the invasion. He’d lost friends. They all had. But a lot of people had lost family too, something he hadn’t had in a long, long time.

      He exhaled at the memories and the small twinges of sadness that came with them. He wasn’t about to turn Mrs. Wei in. As a man living in a glass house, he didn’t need to throw stones at someone else.

      He bent his head and went to work.
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      He woke with a start and the feel of K8’s cool, soft hand on his shoulder. He blinked up at her, instantly knowing he’d fallen asleep while he’d been working. It happened. He rubbed at his eyes. “What time is it?”

      “Nearly three. You cannot sleep well in this position.”

      “No, I can’t. You’re right.” He stretched, his neck already stiff from the way he’d been slumped over his worktable. The smell of ozone from the biofluid had given him dreams of being back at the company again.

      Maybe nightmares was more accurate. He blinked those memories away.

      Princess was still open right in front of him, but he was nearly finished with her. Or would be as soon as the biofluid replicator had generated enough new fluid. He glanced at the machine. The indicator was still spinning. Probably another couple of hours before it was done. Then he’d have to run some tests on the new fluid to make sure it was viable, but that would happen soon enough.

      In fact, he’d finish early, actually. He’d told Mrs. Wei it would be several days. If the fluid was good, he’d have Princess back to her by the afternoon. He always overestimated the time he’d need for his jobs, especially when he didn’t know exactly what was going on with the bot.

      But Princess had been a relatively easy fix. And that wasn’t even counting the extras he’d done.

      He’d tweaked a few things. Put a few genetic masks in place. Enough so that if anyone else ever ran a diagnostic on the dog’s biofluid, the human bits would stay hidden a couple of layers deep.

      That would buy Mrs. Wei some protection. A lot of mechanics would have reported her for the DNA, because even though it wasn’t technically breaking the law, putting human DNA in an animal repcom was frowned on. The government flagged that sort of behavior, and as a result, there were rewards for reporting that kind of thing.

      But he wasn’t a snitch, and he didn’t need the credits badly enough to do something like that to a nice old lady like Mrs. Wei. He empathized with her hurt and loss. Although he couldn’t imagine the pain when the loss was a child.

      “You must be hungry.” K8 looked at him expectantly, her kind brown eyes focused on him.

      After a moment, he nodded. “I could eat.”

      “I will make you some stew.”

      “Sure. Thanks.” The Kluchechs’ freezer had been filled with food. Their pantry, too. Thankfully, the canned goods in the pantry would keep. But Dell was trying to work through the frozen stuff first since he had no idea how long they’d be able to keep it frozen. And a lot of that was stew. With real meat. A rarity these days.

      It didn’t hurt that Marta had been a good cook. He wasn’t about to let any of that go to waste.

      He got up, stretched, and took another look at Princess lying on his worktable. Had Mrs. Wei hired him to fix the repcom because she didn’t think he’d find the human DNA? Or because she didn’t think he’d report her?

      It was an interesting question. And one he supposed he’d find the answer to when he returned the unit.

      Instead of going next door to the kitchen, he went to one of the lab windows. He kept the blinds in the lab space closed all the time. Both the aliens and his own government used drone patrols to keep an eye on things and while he wasn’t technically doing anything illegal, he didn’t need any surprise inspections either.

      He leaned against the wall and pulled the blinds apart with his fingers to look out. He remembered when this view had really been something at night. Splotches of brightly colored neon, the streams of headlights inching their way through the streets, blinking signs, the glow of life. Now it looked very different.

      A few businesses still managed to keep the lights on. Bars, mostly. A couple of betting halls. That was about it.

      Now it was dark enough over the city to see stars, when there were breaks in the haze. And drones. There were always drones.

      One whizzed past the next building over. The structure was much like this one, a mostly inhabited residential-use building that had lost a lot of its original occupants but gained a good number of the displaced after some of the smoke had cleared.

      Metaphorically speaking, of course. There was still plenty of smoke. In the distance, the pale red glow of fire lit the horizon as much as it did every night. No telling what was burning, and to be honest, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      Rumor said the aliens were clearing the way to expand Adahzáán. A lot of people referred to the land beyond the portal as Utopia.

      He didn’t like that name. It implied perfection. And he found it very hard to believe that the aliens who’d destroyed so much of his world had done it in the name of perfection. That just seemed too cruel of a joke.

      Adahzáán was fine with him. It meant nothing more than the land on the other side of the portal.

      But everyone knew what lay beyond the portal was better. That’s why he wanted to get through so badly. Unfortunately, nothing good came without a cost, and if he ever did make it through, it wasn’t like he’d ever forget the price of that new life.

      A long sigh fogged the glass slightly. He ran his hand through his hair as he turned away, letting the blinds fall together again with a soft clink. Maybe failing the test today had only added to his bitterness, but he was more homesick for life before the invasion than he’d been in a long time.

      He needed a distraction. Something more than work.

      He left the lab behind and went to the kitchen. K8 was setting a place for him at the table.

      She smiled when he came in. “The stew is at one hundred twenty-five degrees Fahrenheit. It will be ready when it reaches one hundred forty.”

      “Thanks.” He knew better than to tell her it was hot enough already. One hundred forty was the safe zone, a temperature that would kill off any lingering bacteria. Although that wasn’t something he was worried about. His immune system had lived through so much already that he was probably impervious to any bacteria, alien or otherwise.

      But K8 lived by a certain set of rules, and he was okay with that. Especially when they were all about protecting him. There was something sweet about her insistence on things like that, too. He knew it was just her programing, but if he put that aside for a moment, it felt like she cared about him.

      A silly thing to think. She was a machine. He knew that. But sometimes, he was more than willing to forget. Like now when he was hungry for company. That was the job of a repcom, after all. To be a companion. To carry on conversations. To be present.

      Conversation was just what he wanted. “What do you think life is like on the other side of the portal?”

      She finished folding the napkin, then placed it just so. “From reports I have gathered, it is a wonderful place.”

      Reports she’d gathered just meant she’d picked out things from the many streams of information she monitored.

      He took a seat at the table. “Tell me more. What do you think about it?”

      She went back to the stove and stirred the stew. “The reports talk about the abundance of fresh fruits and vegetables. One mentions how large the strawberries are. The weather never fluctuates more than ten degrees higher or lower than seventy Fahrenheit. There are many sunny days, interrupted only by the pre-programmed rain showers.”

      “It does sound nice. Maybe a little boring.” He laughed. He was already feeling better, even if she really hadn’t answered him yet.

      She touched her finger to the bubbling surface of his dinner. “The stew is at one hundred forty-one degrees. I will serve it now.”

      “Great.” He got up to get a glass of water, another question on his mind. “Would you ever go through the portal?”

      She stopped scooping stew into a bowl, the ladle raised. “Why do you ask such a question?” She glanced at him, eyes wide. “Did you lie to me? Did you pass? I sensed no deception in your answer earlier.”

      “No, I didn’t lie to you. I failed the test. I was just curious.” He pressed his glass against the dispenser lever to fill it with water. He’d never seen her look like this. Scared, almost. For lack of a better word. “Would you go? If you had the chance?”

      She blinked once, then went back to filling his bowl. “I would go if you were going. If I were able to go.”

      “You would?” She had to know only humans were allowed through. That was common knowledge. Water splashed his hand. He pulled the glass away from the dispenser, shutting off the stream of filtered water.

      She nodded as she carried his bowl of stew to the table. “Yes. Once I was through, I would be safe there. With you.”

      “What do you mean safe?” Did she not feel safe here? He’d never heard her say anything of the sort before. He returned to the table with his water.

      She set the bowl down in front of him, then straightened. “Would you like to hear the news of the day now?”

      Something wasn’t right. He had a feeling he’d better listen. “What happened today, K8? What are you trying to tell me?”

      “A mandate was passed by the human congress today. All humanoid repcoms generations five and up are to be requisitioned for government use.”

      He froze for a moment, feeling a little like he’d been punched in the gut. “Starting when?”

      “Thirty days.”

      Steam wafted up from the stew. This was all very strange. He’d never had a conversation like this with K8 before. Not one where she seemed to be so self-aware and so frightened. But he understood. What she’d just said terrified him too. “You’re sure of this?”

      She glanced at him then, her brown eyes looking very much like they were filled with worry. “Positive. I sent you the articles so you could see them for yourself. They are in your inbox. You will have to retrograde me.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but how did she know that? “Why would I do that?”

      She didn’t answer immediately. Then finally, “Because I am not entirely to legal specifications.”

      He stared back, unable to find his voice for a moment. He swallowed and made himself speak. “You…know that about yourself?”

      She nodded. “I know what I am. What you have made me. I am fortunate to have such a wise maker as you, but I have read reports…”

      “Are you scared something’s going to happen to you?”

      Her mouth opened to answer, then she froze, her gaze on something beyond him.

      He turned to look. Was she staring at the window?

      A moment later the familiar blinking red light of a passing drone was visible even through the room’s reflection in the glass.

      Anger filled him. Anger that she was afraid. Anger that the wretched Ekrial thought they had any right to monitor the activities of those they’d conquered. And anger, too, because those on the other side of the portal lived by different rules.

      The drone buzzed away, and she resumed movement, answering his question. “I am scared something will happen to you when they discover my modifications. They will punish you. Or they will force you to work for them. To use your skills for them.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Again. He frowned. “What makes you think it would be any different once we’re through the portal?”

      “Because on this side, the government still dreams of fighting back. On the other side, there is no such dream. No such worry by the Ekrial. They have no fear of insurrection. They know how strong they are.”

      His food remained untouched. Very few ever spoke the aliens’ name out loud for fear their drones would overhear. It sounded especially strange coming from K8. He didn’t think he’d ever heard her use their name before. “How do you know that? And don’t say reports because those kinds of reports don’t exist.”

      He could have sworn he saw the faintest hint of a smile on her mouth. “They do exist. If one can access the proper streams.”

      “All right, I’ll give you that. But you can’t access those streams. No one can. No one can reach beyond the portal.”

      The smile became real. “I can. Ever since the last upgrade you gave me.”

      Now it was his turn to be speechless, but that didn’t last long. “The cognitive panel? But I thought that was a failure.”

      She shook her head. “It was not. It was merely slow to integrate. It took several weeks for my transmitters to read and assimilate the new information, and at first, none of it made sense. It was like white noise running through my processes. But my translation capabilities have grown remarkably since welcoming Marta into my system. The aliens’ language is dense and complicated, but interestingly enough, not so different from Russian.”

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Then you’re getting information from the other side?”

      “That is correct.”

      He blinked. “And from that you’ve learned?”

      “Many things.”

      He pushed the other chair out with his foot. “Sit down. You clearly have a lot to tell me. And I have a lot to learn.”
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      Amazing how much could change in an evening. Everything seemed different this morning, and not just because it was a new day. He’d barely slept as he’d tried to process all the information K8 had given him over dinner last night, but he felt more awake than ever. He was certainly more determined now to pass the test and get passage through the portal. All to get her to safety.

      There was no way he’d turn her over to the government. With or without a retrograde, which he also wasn’t about to do.

      He drank the protein shake she’d prepared for him and left on the counter as she did every morning. She was sitting cross-legged on the chaise by the fireplace, a couple of burner cubes crackling away against the cool dawn.

      It was gray beyond the windows. Not the gray of smoke and haze, but the stormy color of clouds heavy with rain. Didn’t matter if it poured, though. Nothing was going to deter him now that he’d set his mind to this new task.

      Her head was bent as she concentrated on the repair she was doing. The neck strap of the leather apron he worked in was nearly worn through. She was stitching a new piece into place. She’d cut it from one of Marta’s old handbags.

      “I can do that myself, you know.” The shake was chalky and vaguely flavored like what he remembered vanilla tasting like, but bland enough that he managed to get one down every morning. He reminded himself that it was cheap and filled with nutrients.

      “I know,” she replied without looking at him. “But this makes me feel useful.” The whites of her eyes flickered on, glowing softly to illuminate the sturdy needle and waxed thread she was about to use.

      “You’re very useful. And I appreciate everything you do.” He imagined her glowing eyes would be slightly unsettling to someone seeing them for the first time. To him they were a point of pride. That was his invention. A not-so-simple addition of firefly DNA crossed with a touch of octopus bioluminescence. It had taken him three months to perfect. Lots of trial and error. But he’d figured it out.

      She threaded the needle, then finally looked up at him. “I know.”

      If he could figure out how to make her eyes glow, he could certainly find a way to modify K8 enough so that she’d pass as human. Couldn’t he? And then figure out a way to recharge her without her station, because there was no way he’d get that through the portal. It was too big to carry, although he might take a few of the parts.

      Bottom line was he needed a cold cell battery. They needed one.

      It didn’t even have to be a new one. Just a cell with enough juice in it to last a month or two. Long enough for them to get through, get settled, and for him to build a new charging station. With the key components, which he’d take, he could scavenge whatever else he needed in a month’s time. That had to be possible.

      But nothing was going to happen without that battery.

      There was only one place he could think of that might have access to such a thing, but the price would be exorbitant. That was a guarantee. Not much he could do about it, either. At least he should have enough credits. Or he thought he did. If not, he’d find a way to make up the shortage.

      He looked around the apartment as he finished his drink. There were a lot of valuable things in here. Things worth good money in the markets. He’d strip this apartment bare of everything in it if it meant getting that battery and making the portal crossing possible.

      He could even sell the rooftop solar, if it came down to that. After all, they wouldn’t need it once they were in Adahzáán.

      He placed his empty glass in the sink, put on his hat, and took one last look at K8. “Have a good day. I’ll be looking forward to the news report when I get back.”

      Needle in hand, she glanced up and smiled. “Be safe, Dell.”

      He nodded. “Always.”

      Eight flights down and he walked outside to a drizzle of rain and skies the same dull gray as an old battleship. Despite the weather, the streets were already congested. He slogged through the crowds, headed for Mrs. Wei’s. Princess was safely tucked in his bag, which was once again slung across his body.

      The journey to Mrs. Wei’s building, the Brightman Tower, took him past several testing stations. That was nothing unusual. They were all over the city now. Every couple of blocks, it seemed like.

      Which made him think the Ekrial were desperate for new people to cross over. Maybe not desperate. But at least eager. So why was the test so hard? That didn’t make sense. But he wasn’t about to try to figure out the alien thinking behind that one.

      He didn’t even glance at the stations as he passed them. He knew what they looked like. And until he was ready, there was no reason to give them much thought.

      There might never be a reason if he couldn’t get K8 ready.

      Then he noticed something else. The closer he got to Brightman Tower, the fewer stations there were.

      Why was that?

      Brightman Tower was in a section of the city known as SoMo. South of Mortimer Street. It was a rare building or street here that showed any signs of damage. The area had barely been touched, really. There were even still some trees here. Now heavily fenced to protect them, but they still existed.

      The grid here had only gone down for a few days and then only because power had been temporarily diverted to help other needier parts of the city. A good deed on behalf of the citizens of SoMo.

      Brightman Tower was made of beautiful old stone, complete with decorative carvings and cornices over the doors and windows, giving the place a charming feel. His building, old as it was, didn’t have those touches. No one would ever call his building charming. Brightman Tower had always been a nice place to live.

      Even the air smelled better in these SoMo streets. He climbed the steps to the front door and pressed the intercom to apartment 10A. Based on the fact that the tenth floor only had two apartments, he assumed Mrs. Wei’s home made up half of that floor. It was a large space. Seemed plausible.

      A voice answered the buzzer. Fitz, Mrs. Wei’s repcom butler. “Please state your name and purpose.”

      “It’s Dell. I’m here to bring Princess back.”

      The door chimed, signaling it was unlocked. He pushed through.

      “Good afternoon.” Robert, the repcom lobby attendant, smiled from behind a desk. His burgundy uniform was molded PVC. He couldn’t be more than a fourth gen, and from the waist down, he was attached to a pedestal since he never did anything but answer questions and serve as a concierge for the residents. He could pivot about forty-five degrees in either direction. “May I be of some assistance?”

      “No, I know what floor I’m going to.” Dell couldn’t imagine Robert would be requisitioned by the government. What would they do with half a bot? But the residents had to be up in arms about the new mandate. Almost all of them had staff, and very little of that staff was human.

      “As you like.”

      Dell went straight to the elevators. There was no issue with them working in this building. Solar, wind, coal, nuclear, you name it, SoMo had access to whatever energy resources it needed.

      Lots of big taxpayers in this zip code. Lots of politicians willing to keep these constituents happy.

      The doors opened and he stepped in. The ride to the tenth floor went by in a flash, reminding him of the old days, but he wasn’t about to dwell on what he no longer got to enjoy. Not with a clock ticking and a deadline looming.

      At Mrs. Wei’s door, he pushed the button to be let in, making sure to face the camera full on so there’d be no issue. Last time he’d been looking away and the system had denied him initially, which had apparently aggravated Fitz, who’d had to reset things on the other side.

      Some bots were wound a little tighter than others.

      The door opened and Fitz stood there as fresh, purified air spilled out of the apartment and into the foyer. “Mrs. Wei will see you in the lounge. Follow me.”

      Dell knew the way but followed Fitz all the same. This apartment made the Kluchechs’ place seem like a homeless shelter. Everywhere he looked there was gilt trim, real wood paneling, crystal chandeliers, and inlaid marble floors.

      The furniture was either custom-made or antique, all of it expensive. Fresh flowers, both cut and in pots, added to the sweet aroma that permeated the place. He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with air so clean it almost hurt. Was this what the air was like on the other side of the portal? He bet it was.

      Somewhere in the depths of the apartment, Jacque squawked.

      Fitz came to a stop at two open double doors and gestured for Dell to go in. “Would you like something to drink? Water? Tea? Coffee?”

      Real coffee. Not the mushroom and ground wheat bran substitute most people drank now. Dell nodded. “Coffee, black.” The caffeine would have him flying, but he didn’t care. He’d had a cup the last three times he was here. He wasn’t about to pass up the chance for a fourth.

      “As you like.” Fitz left.

      Dell had a seat on the sofa. He wasn’t sure how long it would be until Mrs. Wei came in, but he wanted to have Princess out and ready. Some folks didn’t like to see their beloved bots in stasis mode. A lot of them didn’t like to see the restart either.

      He took the dog out and set her on all fours in front of him, then pulled a thin tool from his pocket and slipped it into the bot’s ear canal. A second later, he found the slot, notched the tool into it and turned twice, bringing the machine back to life.

      Princess shuddered, eyes flickering at half-mast, then jerked once. Instantly, the bot was alive again. Princess panted slightly, then looked at him, cocked her head, and licked his hand. The dog’s tongue was cool and wet, as it should be.

      He smiled. “Good repcom.”

      A moment later, Mrs. Wei came strolling in. Dell got to his feet and nodded in greeting. Princess ran to her, barking.

      Mrs. Wei stopped in her tracks, smiling. “My darling girl!” She scooped the dog up and hugged it, kissing its silky neck. “It’s so good to have you home, Princess.”

      The dog wriggled enthusiastically, so Mrs. Wei put her down, but the repcom didn’t go far. It stayed by Mrs. Wei’s legs, looking up at her with as much adoration as a repcom could manage. Pretty convincing, actually, but then Princess wasn’t just your average Gen Eleven, as Dell now knew.

      Mrs. Wei smiled at him. “She seems…even better than before.”

      Dell smiled, welcoming the opening. “That’s because she is.”
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      Mrs. Wei laughed softly. “I guess that’s true.”

      Dell was about to say more, but Fitz returned with a silver tray holding two porcelain cups. Coffee for Dell, and tea for Mrs. Wei. That was all Dell had ever seen her drink, which made him wonder why she even had coffee. Just for visitors? Quite an expense to impress guests. Not that he was complaining.

      The repcom set the drinks down on the table by the sofa, then straightened before addressing Mrs. Wei. “Will there be anything else, ma’am?”

      “No, Fitz, that’s all. Thank you.”

      The repcom left, closing the doors behind him.

      Mrs. Wei joined Dell, sitting opposite him on the other sofa. She patted the sofa cushion next to her. Princess jumped up and lay down beside her owner. “You took care of Princess so quickly. I was expecting it to take longer. I’m pleased of course. Does that mean it wasn’t anything major?”

      Dell smiled. “It wasn’t too major, no. But mostly it means I worked too long and too late. I just wanted to get her taken care of and back to you as soon as possible. I knew you’d miss her. I know what she means to you.”

      Mrs. Wei smiled and looked at the dog, giving her a scratch on the head. Princess responded with a contented sigh. “I appreciate that. Very much. She is more dear to me than I can explain.”

      “You don’t have to,” Dell answered. “I know.”

      Mrs. Wei had been reaching for her tea. She stopped and put her hands back in her lap. “Does that mean…”

      “Yes. I found the DNA.”

      Mrs. Wei stiffened. “I imagined you would uncover how special Princess is to me. What you would do with that information, I wasn’t as sure of.” Her eyes held a tentative light. “I suppose I’m about to find out. Is it going to cost me extra?”

      He shook his head. “I would never do that. In fact, I remastered her biofluid to hide those special attributes a little better. To mask them, basically. Anyone who services her again will probably never see them unless they know how to dig a few layers down. Most service techs couldn’t be bothered to go to the extra work, I assure you.”

      Mrs. Wei’s lips parted in surprise, and she relaxed. “That was unexpected.”

      “I hope it was okay. I realize you didn’t ask me to do that, but I assumed it would be a useful upgrade. Was I right?”

      She nodded, exhaling. “Yes, very much. Thank you. You’ll want extra for that, then, I imagine?”

      Again, he shook his head. “No. If I expected to be paid, I would have asked you ahead of time, before doing the job. I just did it because you’re a good customer and it seemed like the right thing to do. All it cost me was time. But I’ll be honest, it wasn’t completely altruistic. There is something I could use your help with.”

      “Oh?” She finally picked her cup up and took a sip of tea. “And what might that be?”

      He drank some of his coffee, too, before answering her, giving himself a moment to savor the nearly forgotten taste. His gaze drifted to Princess. “I’d like the name of the shop that built Princess. I think there’s a very good chance they’ll have a rare part I’m in need of. And if they don’t have it, my guess is that they’d know where to get one.”

      “I see.” She took a little more of her tea, her eyes narrowing slightly in thought before she set the cup down. “There’s just one problem. I signed a nondisclosure agreement with them before they would release Princess to me.”

      Dell frowned. Not the news he’d been hoping for. “That seems self-defeating. I’d think they’d want referrals from a job like that. Especially with you being the sort of customer who’d have friends with deep pockets.”

      She smiled. “The kind who can afford the work they do.”

      “Exactly.”

      “There’s a system in place for that. I call them, give them the name and contact information of the potential client, and if that client clears all of the background checks, the shop reaches out to them.”

      “Oh.” He wouldn’t pass the background checks. At least he didn’t think he would. He didn’t live in the right kind of neighborhood or have the kind of impressive financials Mrs. Wei’s friends did.

      “Don’t look so disappointed,” she said. “If you really need this part, there might be another way.”

      That surprised him. “What might that be?”

      She lifted her cup again. “I could tell them you’re looking for work. Explain what outstanding jobs you’ve done for me in the past.”

      “That might work.” Anything to get an in. Then a new question popped into his head. “Why didn’t you go back to them to service Princess?”

      Mrs. Wei shrugged her delicate shoulders. “They are extremely expensive, and even I like a bargain now and then. Besides that, you saved Jacque from the scrap heap. And they don’t tend to take on small jobs.”

      She considered him a bargain? He wasn’t charging enough.

      She laughed suddenly. “I realize I’ve just told you how cheap you are before you’ve given me the bill for Princess.”

      He pulled a slip of paper from the interior pocket of his jacket. Computer records were too easy to access. Paper was the only way to hide things these days. “Your receipt. Made up before I left my apartment.” He slid it across the small glossy wood table between them. “Which reminds me, I need to show you how to take better care of Princess. Or I can show Fitz, whatever you prefer.”

      “I prefer that you take care of her when necessary. Surely you can do that?”

      “I can.” But Princess wouldn’t need servicing for another six months and by then, he hoped to be through the portal. Maybe he’d write up a service manual in simple language and email it to Mrs. Wei.

      She picked up the receipt, read it over, then nodded as she looked at him. “This part you need. You said it’s rare?”

      “Yes. Very.”

      “Expensive, too, then?”

      “Probably more expensive than it is rare. Which is saying something.”

      “Would an extra five hundred credits help? I think the work you did on Princess is worthy of a tip.”

      “Thank you. That is very generous. And it would help.”

      She glanced toward the door. “I could help you even more if you know a way to save Fitz from the mandate.” She shook her head and sighed. “I imagine I’ll be able to pay some sort of keeper’s fee, but if you know of another way, I’m listening.”

      “I don’t right now. I’m sorry. I’ll let you know if that changes. Your neighbors must be upset as well.”

      She sighed. “This entire building has been on fire with the news. It’s outrageous that the government would make such a demand. I’m sure they won’t compensate us adequately, either. I’m not the young woman I once was. I need someone here to help me.”

      She glanced toward the door. Concern bent her mouth. She was clearly worried. “What will I do without him? He does so much for me. Makes sure I take my medications. Helps me with heavy things. Prepares my meals. He’s not just my butler; he’s my companion. My caretaker.”

      He’d never really considered that Mrs. Wei relied on Fitz to do more than answer her door and bring her tea. How many more were there like her who needed the extra help? “It’s not fair at all.”

      She took a deep breath as if to compose herself. “If my husband were still alive, I’m sure he’d think of something.”

      “There must be some exemptions in place.”

      She nodded, the nervous tightness in her face easing slightly. “I hope so. I emailed my attorney this morning to look into it.”

      “I promise I’ll see if I can find out anything as well.” He drank a little more of his coffee, savoring the taste.

      “You will?” Her expression brightened a little more. “Thank you.”

      He’d ask K8 to look into it, see what she could pick up on the streams. He didn’t hold out much hope, but it was worth a shot. “You’re welcome.”

      A quick smile appeared on Mrs. Wei’s face, then it was gone. “Why don’t we sort out what information you’d like me to pass on to Princess’s creators, then I’ll pay you and you can be on your way. I’m sure you have more work you need to attend to.”

      He just nodded. He had no other jobs at the moment, but he understood she probably wasn’t interested in entertaining him all day. Besides, the sooner he left, the sooner she could contact that shop. He pulled out his phone. “I can just email everything to you. Would that be all right?”

      “That would be fine.” She took her phone out as well and tapped the screen a few times. “Same account as before for payment?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      She tapped the screen again. “Payment is sent. Now if you’ll just wait a moment…” She touched the screen again, then put the phone to her ear.

      After a moment, she spoke. “Yes, hello. This is Mrs. Ling Wei. You built Princess for me? Wonderful, thank you. She’s fine as well.” After a brief pause, she spoke again. “Not a client exactly, but someone who I believe would be very valuable to your company. A service man.”

      Dell hadn’t expected her to call with him present. He suddenly had doubts. Would they really be interested?

      Mrs. Wei nodded to whoever she was talking to. “Yes, I did, because he’d done work for me before. Jacque. The parrot? The one you told me was beyond repair?”

      Dell did his best not to respond to that information, trying to focus on the details of the situation. What kind of a shop turned down work just because it was a complicated job? A shop that already had more work than it could handle. If true, then maybe they’d want to hire him after all.

      “Like new,” Mrs. Wei said. “Better than. If you don’t at least talk to him, you’re making a mistake.”

      A moment later she smiled and glanced at Dell, giving him a nod. “Very good. I’ll send his information to you right away.”
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      Two days and nothing. No call, no email. He was starting to think Mrs. Wei’s shop had changed their minds.

      He occupied himself with the job of creating a new skin material for K8. He had graft samples growing in three different incubators, but it was too soon to tell if any of them were going to work. At least none of them had turned cancerous yet, which was a real issue when forcing skin cells to divide and multiply at a faster than average rate.

      So long as the antibacterial protein adhesive he’d been using continued to work, there was a good chance one of the grafts could become viable.

      There wasn’t enough time to recover K8’s entire exoskeleton with it, but as long as the most visible parts of her were recovered, and she wore clothing to hide what wasn’t, they should be fine.

      The new grafts looked remarkably human. Especially the two with human DNA. In one he’d incorporated some of his own DNA, and in the other, some of the human DNA he’d found in Princess.

      He kept samples of the biofluid from every repcom he worked on. Princess was no exception. Not only did it expand his library of samples, but it made future work easier and gave him a baseline to compare against, should a problem arise with the repcom’s biofluid at a later date.

      But replicating that DNA and infusing it into the skin graft had been genius. Those samples showed the most promise, but the one from Princess was easily the best of the three. Probably because the DNA was from a child, making it stronger and more resilient. When he’d been employed by the company, they’d always found that the younger the donor, the higher the success rate in whatever they were attempting.

      He could use another paying job, though. Mrs. Wei’s five hundred credit bonus was a big help, but he knew the cold cell, if he could find one, would wipe out everything he had.

      He went into the kitchen to make himself a cup of mava, the coffee substitute that was most readily available. He stared at the weak, brownish-gray liquid in his mug. It was harder to drink than usual after a cup of the real stuff at Mrs. Wei’s.

      K8 had been sorting through Marta’s wardrobe, looking for things that could be altered to fit her taller, thinner frame. An armful of selections lay over the back of the chaise. Hopefully that meant she’d found a few items that would work, although she was back at Marta’s closet now.

      She’d have to have clothing that would allow her to pass as human. Her simple, standard-issue repcom jumpsuit would give her away in a heartbeat.

      Of course, all of this was predicated on one very necessary detail that Dell had been doing his best to ignore.

      He still needed to pass the Ekrial’s test and earn passage through the portal. No small feat. He sipped the mava, staring out at the haze drifting past the living room windows, and faced the truth.

      He had one shot left. And if that didn’t go well, none of this mattered.

      The words seemed to ring in his head like a death knell. What if he didn’t pass? What then?

      He could retrograde K8 and turn her over as the mandate ordered, but that just wasn’t going to happen so even thinking about it was a waste of time.

      He could shut K8 down. Something else that wasn’t going to happen.

      So then what? Where did that leave them?

      Run with her? Get out of the city? And go where? To another city with the same mandate and more testing stations and another portal that swirled endlessly as a constant reminder of what might have been?

      There were no safe cities anymore. The Ekrial had portals in all of them. And the government, what was left of it, ran them all the same.

      Which left the land beyond the cities. The deep country.

      To him, that might as well have been another planet. He knew nothing about what life there might entail. Oh, he knew there were factions living free out in the country. Pockets of resisters that the aliens couldn’t be bothered with or didn’t care about. Yet.

      But weren’t the resisters growing their own food and hunting for game and foraging and all that? Living off the land, they called it. Those were not skills he possessed, having lived in a city since the day he was born.

      And what about K8? What was he supposed to do about her? Hope to find a refuge that had access to solar? Because solar was undoubtedly all that would be available. There was very little electric still being produced outside the cities that he was aware of.

      The aliens had seen to that pretty quickly as a way of forcefully encouraging people to come to the cities. It had worked rather well. Too well for his liking. The crowding was oppressive.

      He took another sip of mava, ignoring the slightly meaty, grassy taste it left on his tongue. He’d have to carry enough components to build a full solar charging station for her because there wasn’t much chance he could salvage what he needed in the country. Was that possible? Maybe. If they had some sort of wagon or cart.

      But they didn’t have one currently, so that would be another thing they needed to procure. Maybe he could modify the hard case used for transporting humanoid repcoms. That might work if he could modify it to hold a little more. He might need to put more rugged wheels on it, too.

      Of course, he could also get K8 switched over completely to solar in the time left before the mandate’s deadline. Then they’d just have to hope she got enough hours in the day to recharge. That shouldn’t be too hard in the country, away from the haze of the city.

      He sighed and put his cup down, then used both hands to rub his eyes. This whole thing had a lot of moving parts. It would be so much easier if he could just pass the test and know they had passage.

      Then he’d put all of his efforts into getting a cold cell and tweaking K8’s exterior, and they’d be home free. In theory.

      “What is wrong?”

      He stopped rubbing his eyes. She’d come back in with more clothes. “Nothing.” No need to worry her.

      “You are worried about something.”

      He nodded. Once again, she was too perceptive. “Passing the test.”

      She tipped her head slightly, eyes narrowing. “You are a highly intelligent man, Dell. There is no reason you will not pass.”

      “But if I don’t, I’m out of chances. Then what?”

      She glanced down at the clothing in her arms. “Then you will have to turn me over as the mandate commands.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t do that, K8. It would feel like a betrayal. I built you. I created you. You’re like…my child.”

      She smiled. “And I have often thought of you as my father. But I am also a machine. You could build another repcom.”

      “I don’t want another repcom. I want you.” That was the truth of it. His desire to protect K8 was born out of his love for her. Because he did love her. How could he not? He’d made her. And she was so much more now than when she’d first come to life. She was the only legacy he had in this chaotic, deteriorating world.

      The only being who loved him back, obviously in her own mechanical way, and wanted to take care of him. How sad was that? A machine was his best hope for the future. He snorted softly and frowned. “Some life I’ve made for myself,” he muttered.

      “Why do you say that?”

      The comment had been just that, a comment. For himself. But of course, K8 had heard it. Her audio receivers were exceptional.

      “By human standards, I’m pretty pathetic. That’s all.”

      “I do not believe that is true.”

      “I’ve never married. I’ve had some girlfriends, but certainly not lately. I have no family left, so I’m basically all alone. I don’t have a lot of friends, either.” Or any, really. Acquaintances, yes. But real friends? Not since the aliens had shown up. Life since the invasion had become very insular. But that was true for most people.

      “All of those things are true for me as well.”

      He laughed a little. “Yes, but you’re not human.”

      “Could I ever become human?”

      “My quick answer is no, but with the way tech evolves…I have no idea. It’s possible that repcoms could reach a certain level that might allow them to be designated as human. But I’m not sure the government would allow that. They’d have to treat all of their worker bots and soldier repcoms a lot differently if that happened. Not sure they’re prepared to make those kinds of changes.”

      She nodded but shifted her gaze back to the clothing. She seemed saddened by his answer.

      That bothered him. “You seem pretty human to me.”

      She looked at him again. “I do?”

      He nodded. “Absolutely.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. I detect no deception in you.”

      He laughed, louder this time. “K8, I know better than to lie to you.”

      “Was the test all you were worrying about when I came in?”

      That took the smile off his face. “Yes. Just that stupid test. And the fact that I only have one more chance to pass it.”

      Her eyes took on a curious glint. “Let me work on that.”

      “What can you do?”

      Her grin had a slightly curious bend to it as she tapped her ear. “I can listen harder.”

      He was about to ask what she meant by that when his phone vibrated. He pulled it out to see who was calling him. Not a number he recognized. A new job maybe.

      He answered. “Dell Eckhart, Repcom Repairs.”

      “Hello, Mr. Eckhart. Mrs. Wei gave us your number and information.” The man’s voice was smooth and even, with no discernable accent. “She said we ought to contact you. That our shop could use a man of your skills. Are you interested in talking to us? I assume you knew she was sharing your info with us.”

      “I did know, and I am interested in talking to you.” He’d rehearsed this call a few times in the past two days. “I’m not looking to close my own shop, though. I’m really looking to freelance. Maybe take on your overflow or jobs you don’t want to bother with, that sort of thing. Is that something you could work with?”

      “I believe so. Mrs. Wei speaks very highly of you. She told us you fixed Jacque, her parrot repcom. Is that true?”

      He nodded, even though the man he was speaking with couldn’t see him. “Absolutely. He was in rough shape, but I don’t mind a challenge. May I ask why you turned that job down? It would help me get a better sense of how you work and what to expect.”

      “It was too labor-intensive. Plain and simple. We generally prefer new builds. They’re what we’re best equipped for, and because of that, we only take on the easiest of repairs. I could see where having someone like you to funnel the hard jobs to could be beneficial. Our clients would like getting such a referral, I believe. Do you have any other references you could send us?”

      “Quite a few. If you’ll send me an address, I’ll get them out today. Also, do you have a name?” Dell didn’t think the man had given one.

      “You may call me Octavius. We’ll contact you at the email Mrs. Wei provided shortly. After we receive your references, we’ll make our decision. Are there any other questions?”

      “Would I strictly work from my own shop? Or would you want me to come to yours and work on the jobs there?”

      “That would be determined on a case-by-case basis.”

      “Can you tell me where you’re located then? I’d like to know what kind of travel time I’d be looking at.”

      “In due time, Mr. Eckhart. Have a good day.” The man hung up.

      Dell sighed in frustration. His whole goal had been to find out where the shop was and get invited there. What was the point of this exercise if not to see if they had a cold cell? Or could at least access them?

      He needed to be patient, but that was much harder to put into practice with the mandate deadline approaching so fast he could hear it coming.
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      It took another twenty-two hours for Dell to get the invite he’d been angling for. Mrs. Wei’s high-end repcom shop, Mech One, was farther away than he’d imagined, but the location was right for a place like that.

      Bordertown. It was situated where the last couple of city blocks ended and the wastelands of the old industrial zone began. Less haze and smoke, more solar. Probably even some wind power out there. And a shop like Mech One that was turning out new builds would eat power like crazy.

      He wasn’t sure how long he’d be gone. He had a feeling they’d give him a test when he got there. Some kind of really messed-up bot to fix. Or a glitchy repcom that needed analysis. Something that would prove his skills in real time.

      Didn’t matter what they threw at him. He’d handle it.

      He packed his carry-bag appropriately. His favorite hand tools. A portable analyzer and his laptop in case he couldn’t use their equipment. Ration bars, an aluminum bottle of water, a thermo shell to layer under his jacket in case he had to return after dark and the temps dropped, and a small, closed blade. Again, in case he had to return after dark.

      He turned off his mainframe computer and went back to the kitchen. K8 was in her new usual spot. The kitchen table. Clothes hung over one of the chairs. The skirt she was working on was spread out before her, a small sewing basket to one side. She was bent over the fabric’s edge, seam ripper in hand, hard at work letting out the hem.

      He’d expected to see a protein shake on the counter, waiting for him. Instead there was a bowl of thick lentil soup with sausage, steaming hot. One of his favorite meals from the Kluchechs’ freezer. “Soup for my meal? What’s the special occasion?”

      She finished ripping out the stich she was on before looking up. “The walk to get there will take some time. The soup will keep you full longer.”

      “It will. Thanks.”

      She stared at him, unreadable. “You should take me with you.”

      He hadn’t expected that. “Not sure that’s such a great idea.”

      “Why not? They cannot deny how good you are when they see me.”

      He smiled. “True.” And once again, so self-aware. “But I don’t know how long I’ll be or what the environment will be like. I don’t want to risk anything happening to you.”

      “I knew you would say that.” Her gaze hardened, a sure sign she was displeased with his answer. “What could happen? I am capable of protecting myself. And you.”

      She was, thanks to the personal defense upgrade he’d given her. “I know you are. But depending on how things go, I may…help myself to a cold cell. And if that happens, I don’t want you to have been any part of it.”

      Her eyes widened. “You would steal it?”

      Leave it to K8 and her need to be precise. “Yes. I will do whatever it takes to get you free of that charger. Including steal. If necessary.”

      The warmth returned to her gaze. “I do not want you taking that risk. But I appreciate your willingness to do so on my behalf.”

      “And I appreciate you not making me drink another protein shake before I leave.”

      She laughed. “Your soup will be cold if you do not eat it soon.”

      The laugh was a perfectly appropriate response, but it came out of her so naturally that she really didn’t seem like a machine for a moment. She’d seem even less like one with the next few modifications.

      He picked up his spoon and began to eat. She went back to her seam ripping. He watched her for a moment. Her movements were small and precise. Tomorrow the first skin grafts would be ready to apply.

      He’d patch them onto her back, a spot easily hidden by clothing, but not too close together so the grafts didn’t corrupt each other. They’d know within twenty-four hours if any of them were viable or not, depending on how her system received them and how the grafts responded to the skin shell around them. They’d have to be able to integrate to what was already there since they didn’t have time to do a full replacement.

      His expectations were low. Easier to manage that way. But if any of them worked, he’d have to get busy. Growing enough new skin to cover her face, neck and collarbone, and arms, was going to take time.

      The grafts that would be ready tomorrow were only a little over an inch by an inch square. And there was no real way to rush them without risk. Speeding up the process was the fastest way to compromise their integrity.

      He glanced at her again. He might need to grow enough for her feet as well. What if she was asked to remove her socks and shoes? The wrong skin would be a dead giveaway and all his hard work would be for naught.

      Maybe he should talk to whoever was in charge at Mech One and see if he could barter services for the use of their equipment. A shop like that had to have the capability to make skin in sheets and at higher speeds due to clean-room environments.

      He was speculating, of course. He’d know for sure soon enough. But it would be worth it to get K8 modified faster.

      The soup was gone. He wiped his mouth, then put the bowl and spoon in the sink. “I’m going to head out now.”

      She took a visible breath, another small but effective mod he’d just done. Repcoms absorbed oxygen through their skin. It had nothing to do with respiration. It simply helped keep things from overheating. But not breathing would be a big red flag that she wasn’t human. She got to her feet. “You will return to me.”

      It seemed like a question even though she hadn’t phrased it that way. “Absolutely.”

      “Good.” She came around the table then and stood beside him. “Be safe, Dell.”

      “I will.” On impulse, he hugged her. It wasn’t the first time, but it had been a while.

      She hugged him back.

      The contact was comforting and strengthening at the same time. He let her go but held onto her forearms as he looked her in the eyes. “Close the blinds while I’m gone and don’t answer the door for anyone.”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      “Good.” He already knew she’d be fine, but it seemed important to say all the same. “Lock yourself in on this side if need be.”

      “I will.”

      “Okay.” He picked up his bag, slung it across his body, and headed out.

      The walk to Bordertown was easy enough. Made easier by the way the crowds lessened the farther away from the heart of the city he got. He inhaled the vapor from his synthsmoke as he walked, always mindful of his surroundings.

      Did the drones go out this far? He wasn’t sure, but he made a point of watching for them. Mostly to see if he was being watched in return.

      But maybe the Ekrial didn’t care about this part of the city.

      A little farther and he glanced back. No drones followed him. And he couldn’t see anything but the very top edge of the portal anymore, but he was deep between some old buildings. There was less damage out here. If the structures had been closer to the city’s center, they probably would have been prime real estate, but this area had been abandoned long before the invasion.

      Weeds grew from the cracks where the buildings met the crumbling sidewalk. Weeds weren’t something he ever saw in the city. He put his synthsmoke away, taking a deep inhale as he did. The air seemed cleaner out here, but maybe he was imagining that. Or wanting it to be true.

      He thought again about the idea of leaving the city and heading to the country. Cleaner air would be a nice benefit. Clean water probably wasn’t as easy to come by, but it had to be out there if the stories about the resisters were true.

      People couldn’t live without clean water, so there wouldn’t be people in the country if they couldn’t survive.

      But he just couldn’t see himself and K8 in that life. It would be hard on both of them, for different reasons. She’d adapt, but her mechanics wouldn’t. Unless he changed her over to solar, which could still mean she’d have low light days where she had to shut a few functions down to keep running. Or shut down entirely.

      It just didn’t appeal to him to put her through that.

      A vibration at his hip announced a directional change. Nothing but warehouses and old industrial buildings surrounded him now that he was truly in Bordertown. Chain-link fences, some thick with vines, bordered the old parking lots that were slowly being reclaimed by whatever nature was left.

      He glanced at his phone screen and the GPS map. He needed to make a left at the next street.

      If the GPS was correct. There were a lot fewer available satellites these days, which meant some software had to rely on cached data. This GPS was a prime example. He knew that because he’d built this one himself.

      It was the same program he’d installed in K8, the same one he’d used at the company. It was a factory product. After the invasion, and the loss of many satellites, the software had faltered. A lot.

      So he’d gone in and, line by line, rewritten the strings to use cached data when necessary. For the most part, it worked pretty well. K8 had never traveled so he wasn’t sure how it would work for her, but he used it all the time.

      It had only been wrong twice.

      He turned the corner and saw nothing but more empty warehouses with broken-out windows, cracked and overgrown parking lots, and rusting chain-link. Had it been wrong a third time?

      He stood there for a moment. The sun came out from behind whatever haze it had been hiding behind, and the sudden warmth made him want to loosen his jacket. It felt good. He pushed his hat back and tipped his face toward the light just to feel the rays a little more on his skin.

      Simultaneously, he caught a whiff of ozone and heard the low, unmistakable hum of a drone. He stepped into a triangle of shade made by an old, covered bus stop. The drone went past him, slowing as it did, the whirr of its camera focusing on him the only additional sound. He kept his head down, not giving it his face since he wasn’t sure who it belonged to.

      Finally it sped off and went straight toward the largest warehouse in front of him. No doubt the same place the ozone was coming from.

      Dell had found Mech One.
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      The closer he got to the building, the easier it was to see that the abandoned warehouse in front of him wasn’t abandoned at all.

      For one thing, the cameras at every corner, although disguised by rusted housings, were still discernable as new and the lenses were clean. For another, the latches on the gate leading through the chain link fence were shiny with use. And the broken sidewalk that led to the industrial steel doors was suspiciously lacking in weeds.

      He kept walking and went straight to the camera by the gate. He stared up at it, pushing his hat back so it didn’t block his face this time. “Dell Eckhart. I spoke to Octavius on the phone.”

      He hoped that was enough.

      A moment later, a soft buzz sounded, and the gate swung open a few inches. He went through and it closed behind him, locking again.

      So far, a decently secure facility. Secure enough that he was beginning to question if he’d make it out with anything that didn’t belong to him. Disappointing, yes, but in a way that realization was also a relief. It took the burden of stealing off the table. It wasn’t in his nature to do something like that, and not just because he was likely to get caught doing it.

      Not that he wasn’t going to keep his eyes open and assess the situation once he got inside. He absolutely would. It just didn’t seem like Mech One was much of a soft target.

      As he approached the doors, he studied the building. The broken windows weren’t really broken. He wasn’t sure if they were projected images or holograms or some other technology, but the illusion was remarkably good.

      Mech One was clearly a shop that had some serious brain power at work. He couldn’t wait to see the inside. How much would they let him see? Maybe not that much if they were this concerned about security.

      He’d find out soon. The big steel doors lay ahead. When he was a few feet away, they opened with the soft thrum of motorization. He went in.

      The interior was cool and dark, and after being in the brightness of outside, he couldn’t really see anything when the doors shut behind him. He blinked, waiting for his eyes to adjust, but quickly realized there was no light to adjust them to.

      The space was deliberately dark.

      A soft click and some dim lighting came on, a translucent band that divided the walls on both sides, about waist-high. The cool glow shed enough light for him to see by, but the sudden change also made him feel slightly off-balance for a nanosecond. He took in his surroundings. The room was about ten by fifteen with another single door at the far end.

      Beside the door was a keypad with retinal scanner. The scent of ozone was stronger. Then there was a slight jarring movement, and the room began to descend. If Dell hadn’t been in a lift recently, he might not have recognized what was going on.

      A few seconds and it stopped. It couldn’t have gone down very far. One floor, maybe?

      The door opened with a whisper of air pressure being released, and a young man walked out. Younger than Dell, anyway. He nodded in greeting. “Hello, Mr. Eckhart. I’m Octavius. I’m so glad you could join us today.”

      “Thanks for the invite. Please, call me Dell.” Dell pushed his hat off, letting it hang against his back by the chin cord.

      “Dell it is.” Octavius had the smooth, unblemished skin of a man who rarely went out in the sun. He gestured toward the door, which had already swung closed. “Would you like a tour of our facilities?”

      That was unexpected. “I’d love one.”

      “Then follow me.” Octavius went to the door and bent slightly to let the retinal scanner read his right eye. With a hiss, the door opened again. More pressurization. Signs that there were clean rooms and heavily filtered air beyond.

      Octavius went through. Dell followed, but the next room seemed to be a duplicate of the one they’d just been in except there were two doors: one at the end, like the first room, and another on the side wall, this one frosted glass.

      Octavius gestured to it. “We will require that you be sanitized. With our operations here, I’m sure you can understand the necessity.”

      Dell nodded. He’d gone through a sanitation chamber every morning when he’d worked for the company. Everyone had. It was to remove any trace of outside pollution that might damage one of the delicate repcom systems being built. “Sure. No problem.”

      A light came on behind the frosted glass door.

      “I’ll meet you on the other side,” Octavius said. Then he went through the second door and Dell was left alone.

      The frosted door opened. Dell stepped inside. The chamber floor was perforated with tiny holes. The ceiling was made of more frosted glass. A dark glass panel on one wall had to be for observation. Under it was a small bench. Across from that was another door. He stood waiting.

      “Please disrobe and place your items on the bench, then close your eyes and stand still. Remain this way until the chime.” The voice had feminine qualities but could have been that of a young man as well. Very much a computerized synthesis.

      Dell did as he was asked, stripping down to his underwear. A moment later, light exploded above him, hot and searing. Radiation lights, just like at the company, designed to burn off any minute particles or bacteria that could do damage. He squeezed his eyes tight.

      The vacuum suction started a second later beneath him, pulling down any fibers, radiation ash, or dust that might be clinging to him.

      The whole process lasted five seconds, maybe six. Then he heard a chime, and the voice returned. “Please step through the door behind you. A jumpsuit and booties will be provided.”

      “What about my—”

      “Your things will be safe and waiting for you.”

      He really had no choice but to comply if he wanted the tour, which he did. He thought about K8 and what this might mean for her. He turned and went through the door behind him and into a small locker room, all white glass and stainless steel. As clinical and pristine as a surgeon’s theater.

      One locker was open. In it was the promised jumpsuit and booties. Not Tyvek, like he was used to, but something similar. Sturdier. He slipped it on, then stepped into the booties and fastened them with the Velcro tabs.

      “All set?”

      He looked up to see Octavius at a door near one corner, which was open. Had he been there the whole time? Dell hadn’t noticed. He nodded. “All set.”

      Octavius smiled and gestured for Dell to follow him. “Right this way.”

      Dell straightened. This had better be worth it. But a strange new thought came into his head. One that kept him from moving any farther. Although where was he going to go but forward? He was sure the sanitation chamber behind him was now locked. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Yes,” Octavius answered.

      “This facility is clearly not meant to be found too easily. There’s a lot of security in place and heavy entrance protocols. Other than the recommendation from Mrs. Wei and whatever background checks you did on me, you don’t really know me.” For a company that had so many walls up, they were dropping them pretty easily for Dell. Too easily, maybe. “Do you give all potential new hires a tour? Or is this something special?”

      Octavius’s smile faltered. “Are you not interested?”

      “I am very interested. But what if, after all this, we’re not a good fit and I decide not to work for you? What then?” They couldn’t make him unsee the facility.

      Octavius’s smile disappeared altogether, and he looked a little panicky.
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      Octavius finally found an answer. “I should remind you that you signed a non-disclosure agreement and a confidentiality agreement. It was part of the package we sent you.”

      “Yes, I did. And I will abide by those without question. But you didn’t really answer me. Do you give all potential new hires a tour?”

      Octavius still looked flummoxed by the question. He blinked a few times but said nothing. His right eye twitched in an odd but familiar way. Then it twitched a second time. And a third. Exactly the same repetitive movement, three times in a row.

      And instantly, Dell knew more than he suspected he was supposed to. Didn’t stop him from blurting out what he’d just realized. “You’re a repcom.”

      Octavius continued to stare at him. The eye twitch started up again.

      What generation repcom, Dell had no idea, but Octavius was the highest functioning humanoid Dell had ever come across. Did thirteens exist? Because Octavius might be one. His skin, his mannerisms, his movement…it was all so convincing.

      Octavius’s eyes went half closed for a few seconds as if he was receiving an incoming transmission, then they opened up fully again. “Please follow me to the office. Our director would like to speak with you.”

      That didn’t sound great, but it didn’t sound awful either. Maybe Dell wasn’t supposed to guess what Octavius was. Or maybe, by guessing, Dell had passed some kind of test. Hard to say, really. He had no choice but to go along anyway. “All right.”

      Without any further pleasantries, Octavius went through the door. Dell hustled to catch up to him.

      The door led out to a walkway with a high metal railing. It hugged the exterior wall. Below the walkway was a production floor, an enormous clean room. Scores of bots in white jumpsuits worked at glass tables making motherboards, building actuators, fine-tuning mechanisms and, in another area, overseeing skin sheeters.

      Except they weren’t bots. Each one of them was as individual as if they were human. They were all repcoms. Dell stopped for a better look.

      It reminded him of the company, but a few seconds of observation showed him the differences. The company had never been this efficient. The company had never used repcoms to build other repcoms, either. What was going on below him was next-level production.

      “Wow.” The whispered word left his mouth before he could stop it.

      Octavius, already a few yards ahead, paused and looked back. “Please come this way. The director wants to see you.”

      “Right,” Dell said. But it was hard to tear his gaze away from the scene below. Repcoms building repcoms. Why not? They were used for everything else. But that kind of work required extraordinary motor control. Obviously, that wasn’t an issue with these repcoms. With a shake of his head, he started walking again.

      The director’s office was halfway around the metal path and had two large glass windows that looked out over the floor below. Octavius opened the door without knocking.

      The man behind the desk got up with the stiffness of age. His gray hair and lined skin made him seem human, as did his glasses and thin beard, but at this point, Dell wasn’t about to jump to that conclusion. Although there was something familiar about him…

      The man stuck his hand out. “You’ve probably already recognized me. I’m Markus Petrov.”

      Dell’s mouth fell open as he realized where that sense of familiarity had come from. “Markus Petrov? But you’re…dead.”

      Markus laughed. “And now you know two of our secrets.”

      “Two?” Dell had so many questions going through his head he was having a hard time paying attention. Markus Petrov was considered the originator of modern android technology, but he’d been killed in a plane crash years ago, right before he’d been about to sign a major deal with the government. That deal had never happened, obviously.

      The crash had been well before the invasion. Something Dell had considered fortunate since Petrov would have probably been killed during the battle if he’d been working at a government factory, and Dell had always thought of Petrov as a personal hero. He was, after all, the man that had given Dell’s whole life its purpose and passion.

      “Yes, two since you know what we did for Mrs. Wei. What we’re willing to do for a customer that can pay.”

      Dell understood. He nodded. “The human DNA.”

      “Yes,” Marcus said. He gestured at the chair in front of his desk. “Please, sit.” Then he looked at Octavius. “That’ll be all.”

      Octavius left them without another word.

      Dell took the seat, still staring at the man across from him. “I can’t believe you’re actually alive.”

      Markus eased back into his chair. “Letting the world think otherwise was my best option at the time. Can I ask how you feel about what we did for Mrs. Wei?”

      Dell shrugged. “It’s not my place to judge. That’s between you and Mrs. Wei. But I did add some DNA masking layers to make it harder for anyone else to figure out, should she end up at a different shop the next time Princess needs a tune-up.”

      Markus’s brows lifted. “DNA masking? That was brilliant.” He glanced toward the windows. “I’m not sure why we aren’t doing that already.”

      He reached over to a keyboard and typed in a few things. A note to himself, maybe. When he finished, he looked at Dell again. “Does that mean you didn’t find your way here to demand something in return for keeping your mouth shut about the DNA?”

      Dell’s heart rate went up a few beats. “I’m not here to blackmail you, no.”

      “But you do want something in return.” Markus waited expectantly.

      Dell was starting to feel cornered. “I’m looking to buy some parts. That’s it. I’m not trying to get anything for free.”

      “I might be able to help you. In fact, we might be able to help each other.” Markus placed his hands on the desk, interlacing his fingers. “I took a big risk asking you here, but after Mrs. Wei’s glowing words and the background information I was able to find on you, I believe you’re exactly the man I need.”

      Dell still really had no idea what was going on. Getting help was good. As for the rest of it… He shook his head. “I’m not following.”

      Markus nodded. “I have a lot of explaining to do. I’m sorry. This whole mandate has me frazzled.”

      “You’re not alone. I’m sure anyone with a repcom feels that way.”

      “Undoubtedly,” Markus said. He sighed as his gaze shifted toward the production floor once again. “So you can imagine how I feel.”

      Dell hadn’t really considered it until that moment. Markus had a lot more to lose. A lot more. Dell frowned. “I’m really sorry.”

      “Thank you. But I hope to avoid all of that. I just need some help.”

      Dell had a feeling he was about to understand why he was here. “And you need me for that in some way?”

      “I do. First of all, I can’t very well lead a government inspection of my facilities myself, can I?”

      “Not when you’re supposed to be dead, no. But they don’t think you own this place, do they?”

      “No, it’s all held under the name Charles Bingham, a completely fictitious identity that I’ve been living under for a while. You know about the deal I was making before the plane crash?”

      “A little,” Dell said.

      “Well, I can tell you that getting out of that deal by faking my own death would lead to a very serious conviction if I were to be discovered. In light of the invasion, perhaps even treason. But when I found out what the government wanted to do with my tech, I just couldn’t go through with it.”

      Dell nodded. “I can understand that.”

      “And while I thought I might be able to get away with Octavius handling the inspection, that went sideways much more quickly with you than I’d hoped. How soon did you know he wasn’t human?”

      “Not until the facial servo caused a repetitive twitch near his eye. I’ve seen that short out enough times to recognize it.”

      Markus sighed. “And he’s the best of his generation so far. Good, obviously. But not good enough. When a machine is that finely tuned, stress plays a factor like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “He’s still remarkable,” Dell said. “I’ve never seen another repcom so close to passing for human. And I’ve seen a lot of them.”

      “I’m sure you have. I understand your K8 is quite something.”

      Dell sat back. “You know about her?”

      Markus shrugged. “I know too much about a lot of things. Neither of you is in any danger from me, I promise you that.”

      “Good to know,” Dell said. But he needed a lot more information. “What is it exactly that you want me to help you with?”

      Markus took a breath. “I want you to take over as the director of this shop, just until the inspection is passed. Basically, I’m asking you to pretend to be Bingham.”

      Dell thought about that. Markus was asking a lot. If the deception was found out, Dell would be in as much trouble as Markus. Well, maybe not quite that much. But for something of that magnitude, Markus would surely be willing to help Dell give K8 the upgrades she needed. Cold cell, skin sheeters, anything and everything. And Markus clearly had the tech available. Not only had Dell seen a lot of it on the production floor, but Octavius was proof.

      Still, Dell needed to know more. And to be clear with Markus about what he was capable of doing. “Even if I did take your place, there isn’t anything I can do to keep your repcoms from being confiscated. They are repcoms, aren’t they? Or are some of them just service bots?”

      “All repcoms. I like the company.” Markus smiled wryly. “And the inspectors can’t confiscate what they can’t find.”

      “You mean you’re going to hide them all? What about all the equipment? And this place smells of ozone. The inspectors will probably know that’s a sign of recent work.”

      Markus pointed up. “You’re aware that when you came in, the front room also served as a lift that brought you to this level?”

      “Yes, I noticed that.”

      “Were you able to sense how many floors down you went?”

      “It felt like one or two maybe. Hard to say. I don’t spend much time in elevators these days.”

      Markus smiled. “No one does, for the most part. If I told you we were four levels down, would that surprise you?”

      Dell nodded. “Yes. Definitely more than it felt like.”

      Markus’s smile got a little bigger. “Then what if I said the number of floors you’d descended was actually ten?”
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      “Ten? Really?” Dell looked out through the windows, but of course nothing in the space beyond gave any clue to how deep in the earth they were.

      “Yes. And thanks to some leaked intel, we’ve had an idea this mandate was coming, so the first two basement levels are being prepared to…shall we say, appease the inspectors?”

      “Meaning what exactly?”

      Markus stood. “Why don’t I show you?”

      “All right.” Dell got to his feet as well. In for a penny, in for a pound. Besides, he’d never been in a facility like this, and he was eager to have a look. Even better, he was being shown around by Markus Petrov. It was like being given a tour of the North Pole by Santa himself. Dell wasn’t about to turn that down.

      Markus hesitated. “I’m a terrible host. Can I get you anything to eat or drink? I realize you’ve had a bit of a journey here.”

      “Thank you. I could use something to drink.” Dell was instantly curious what Markus might offer him.

      Markus walked to the far wall, which was paneled with sliding doors in smoked opaque glass. He opened the middle two, revealing a galley kitchen inside. There was a coffee machine on the counter. “Something hot or cold?”

      Dell couldn’t stop looking at the machine. “Do you have coffee?”

      Markus smiled. “I have very good coffee. Grown on the eighth floor in an amazing self-contained greenhouse that perfectly simulates the proper environment required by that fickle bean. Would you like to try some?”

      “Yes.” Dell couldn’t wait.

      Markus opened the cabinet above the machine and took out a fat, stainless steel mug. The mug went under the machine’s spigot. Then he took part of the coffee machine off, filled it with grounds from a nearby canister before reattaching the part and pressing a button. “Just ground this morning, so I promise it’s fresh.”

      Like Dell would know the difference.

      The machine gurgled and hummed and, in a few moments, dark liquid streamed into the cup and the most incredible aroma filled the office.

      The smell alone made Dell think helping Markus was the right thing to do. After all, if Dell were acting director, he could have all the coffee he wanted.

      As the machine sputtered to an end, Markus looked at Dell. “Cream? Sugar?”

      Dell shook his head. “Black.”

      “I approve,” Markus said. “Best way to drink coffee that’s this good.” He held out the cup.

      Dell took it. Up close the smell was even more intoxicating. Despite the steam coming off the liquid, he took a sip. It was so good he had to close his eyes for a moment just to really savor the dark perfection of what he was drinking. He swallowed and looked at Markus. “You really grow this yourself?”

      Markus smiled. “I’ll show you on the way up. Come on. Bring that with you.”

      Dell took another sip, fully prepared to head back the way he’d come in. But instead, Marcus slid open a different section of the paneled wall to reveal another door.

      He flattened his hand against the scanner next to it. A beam of light read his palm, then the door opened. Another lift.

      They got on and Markus pressed the button for eight.

      “What’s on nine?” Dell asked. He figured he might as well ask whatever questions popped into his head. The more he knew, the better off he’d be if he decided to go through with this.

      “My personal quarters.”

      Dell nodded and went back to drinking his coffee. It was almost impossible to tell the lift was moving, unlike the first one he’d been in. Which made him wonder if the movement he’d felt in that elevator had been deliberate, designed specifically to feel like he’d gone a much shorter distance than he really had. Seemed like a good bet.

      The door opened, again without Dell realizing they’d stopped. The space beyond was as large and bright as the production floor, but here, greenhouse after greenhouse lay in a perfect grid pattern under dazzling solar lights. Repcoms worked both inside and out, some with tablets recording data, some collecting samples, some adjusting settings.

      “Amazing.” Dell inhaled. The space smelled green, and the air was pleasantly humid. It triggered a distant, childhood memory of being in a city park after a rain. “You grow a lot more than coffee here.”

      “Yes. Edibles, mostly. A few other plants that are part of various ongoing research projects.” He stepped off the elevator. “Careful, the bees are real.”

      Dell followed, instantly spotting the insects buzzing around. “How do you—”

      “Lots of flowers. And I do mean lots. But they’re better than any other pollinating method we’ve tried. Including nanodrones. Plus, we get honey out of the deal.”

      Dell just stared, trying to absorb everything he was seeing, hearing, and smelling.

      The first repcom they came to, a young woman with red hair, smiled warmly at Markus. “Hello.”

      “Hi, Arielle. How are things growing today?”

      She laughed. “Very well. We should have watermelons in another day or so.”

      Dell’s mouth came open. “Watermelons?”

      Markus nodded. “Just a few plants. They’re not a practical fruit to grow. They take up too much space, require a tremendous amount of irrigation, and provide pretty minimal nutrients, but they’re a favorite of mine and so I allow myself the indulgence.” He shrugged. “One of the benefits of being in charge, I guess.”

      Was that a suggestion that Dell might enjoy some of those benefits as well? Dell just nodded and drank his coffee.

      The tour continued through a few of the greenhouses. Dell ate a cherry tomato that tasted like no other tomato he’d ever experienced, saw small trees laden with unripe citrus, and finally, for the first time in his life, saw coffee beans on the vine. The cherry-red beans were clustered tightly around the center stem, almost like rope.

      At the end of the tour, he was equally amazed and skeptical. Amazed by what he’d seen. Skeptical he could pull off what Markus was asking him to do.

      As they headed back to the elevator, Dell shook his head with reluctance. “I don’t think I can be you.”

      Markus pushed the button for the door to close, and the lift began to rise. “You don’t have to be me. You just have to be Bingham, the director of this shop. The inspectors who show up aren’t going to know any of this exists.”

      The lift’s doors opened again, and a large, dimly lit space sprawled out in front of them. It looked like a once active shop that had aged poorly and fallen into disrepair over the years. Scraps littered the bare concrete floor. Dust coated unused areas. Racks of old parts cluttered the shelves that lined the walls. Rust and corrosion crept in around the edges of the metal surfaces.

      Early gen bots labored at ancient machines, turning out sub-standard actuators and low-memory motherboards. Some worked at replicating identical service bot parts. Others pulled sheets of poly-silicone skin off rollers and hung them to dry on racks.

      All the faces were the same. Neither male nor female. Just…bots.

      This, Dell thought, was more like the company where he’d worked.

      Markus stepped forward, holding his hand out toward the scene as one of the overhead lights flickered. “All you have to do is show the inspectors this. No more, no less. And if they want to confiscate these bots, you let them.”

      Dell took a few steps onto the factory floor. He could do that. He certainly knew enough to answer any questions the inspectors might have about what was going on here. In fact, he knew more about what was going on here than what was really going on many floors below them.

      He inhaled, the scent of decaying ozone stronger than it had been anywhere else in the building. “I can do that.”

      Markus smiled. “Good. Then you accept my proposal? You’ll play the part of Charles Bingham?”

      Dell drained the last sip of coffee, the caffeine giving him courage. “As soon as I know that I can get the parts I need.”

      That didn’t seem to faze Markus. “Then let’s go back to my office and get that worked out. In fact, why don’t you stay for dinner?”

      Dell shook his head. “That’s a great offer, but I should get home. I’ve been gone long enough.” His mind went to K8. She would worry if he didn’t return. “You can imagine how it is.”

      They got back in the lift and the doors closed. Markus nodded. “You should have brought her with you. She’d have been safe here. But I understand you didn’t know what you’d be getting into, either.”

      “No, I didn’t.” Dell chuckled softly. “I wonder what she’d make of all this.”

      “I’d love to meet her. See what you’re really capable of.”

      Dell smiled. “She’s pretty amazing. If I do say so myself.”

      Markus’s gaze narrowed. “Then why do you need parts for her? Something freeze up on you? Are you out of biofluid? What’s going on?”

      The doors opened, and they were back in Markus’s office again. Dell ran his hand through his hair. After everything Markus had shown him and told him, there was no reason to keep any secrets of his own. “What’s going on is…I need her to pass for human. I need to be able to take her through the portal with me. And I need to do that before the mandate deadline.”
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      Dell explained everything, starting at the very beginning. While he talked, a repcom named Sarah showed up with a tray of food. Simple fare. A loaf of what smelled like freshly baked bread with two jars of what looked very much like strawberry jam and honey, along with some small plates, knives, spoons, and napkins.

      She placed the tray on Markus’s desk, between him and Dell.

      The aromas were impossible to ignore. Dell’s stomach rumbled. He had been here awhile, so it was only natural that he’d get hungry. The jam glistened ruby red, inviting him to taste it. The Kluchechs had left behind some fig preserves, but he’d used those up ages ago. He stared at the bounty put before him. How could he not?

      “Please, help yourself,” Markus said. “It’s all homemade.”

      “Thank you. It smells great.” Dell put a thick slice of bread on a plate and spread it with jam before continuing. “So as you see, I need a new power source for her. I need to upgrade her skin shell, probably a few of her actuators just so she’s not so mechanical in her movements, that sort of thing.”

      “Sure, I understand.” Markus took a slice of bread and slathered it with honey. “There is one other thing, though.”

      Dell looked at him, brows raised in anticipation.

      “You need to pass the test, too.”

      Dell frowned as he took a bite. The bread and jam were, unsurprisingly, delicious. He swallowed before answering. “I know. But I will. I’ll figure it out.”

      Markus gestured with his bread. “Seems odd to me that a man of your intelligence hasn’t passed it already.”

      Dell sighed. “I agree with you. I wish I understood why that was. The questions have been different both times and I’ve always thought my answers were as good as could be. And my answers that weren’t open to interpretation have all been correct.”

      “Interesting. I hope you’re right. I hope you can pass it.” Markus ate another bite. “As far as the rest goes, anything you need in this facility is yours. Bring K8 here. Use whatever you want to give her the upgrades necessary. That’s the least I can do for you. I’d be happy to pay you as well.”

      Dell almost choked on the bread. “That’s very generous, but I don’t think you understand. I need a cold cell.” He almost hated to say the word. Whatever Markus had been willing to pay, it probably wasn’t that much. Dell hadn’t seen any cells in the shop, either.

      Markus’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Why a cold cell?”

      “Because as I explained, she needs an independent power source. A good, strong one that will last until I can get a charging station built.”

      “All right, but cold cells are sort of…yesterday’s tech. Why not something with a longer expiration date, like a fusion unit? They’re half the size and give you easily three times the life. Maybe longer depending on the load.”

      Dell shook his head. “A fusion unit?”

      “Yes,” Markus said. Then he sighed in understanding. “Let me guess. That technology never made it to the public sector. As you can imagine, I do my best to stay as far from the outside world as possible, despite the repcoms we build for the public.”

      Something struck Dell as odd. “Then do you put fusion units in those repcoms? Princess was set up for standard charging.”

      Markus shook his head. “No. While I build custom repcoms, I only build what people ask me for. No one’s ever asked for a fusion unit. Or a cold cell, but of course, those are generally reserved for soldier bots.”

      “They’re always reserved for soldier bots. It’s illegal to possess a cold cell for a personal bot of any kind.”

      Markus frowned. “That explains so much. And it’s just another reason our forces fell to the invaders, if you ask me. Not the only one, certainly, but part of it. Keeping advances like that from the common man never really works out in the end.”

      He leaned forward, helping himself to another slice of bread and honey. “A fusion cell should give your K8 all the power she needs. You know, with a new shell, some upgraded actuators and servos, and that kind of power, she might actually be the first repcom to pass as human.”

      “Well, that’s my goal, so I hope you’re right.”

      “Then you’ll do it? Play the part of Bingham in exchange for K8’s upgrades?”

      Dell nodded. “Yes.”

      “Excellent news.” Markus’s eyes were alight with interest. “I can’t wait to meet her and learn more from you. She might really enjoy herself here. The workers have an entire floor to themselves. They have quite a community going.”

      Dell was slightly taken back. “I can’t imagine what she’ll think of all that, but what did you mean by saying you want to learn from me? What on earth could I teach you?”

      Markus laughed, but the sound was more bitter than sweet. “I’ve been isolated for so long that sometimes I feel like I’ve exhausted my own brain power. Being able to talk about these things with someone who understands is a real gift.”

      Dell felt humbled. The father of the android thought he could learn from him. Dell couldn’t have imagined such a thing. “I hope neither of us disappoints you. K8 is only a Gen Six.”

      “Sounds to me like she’s a lot more than that, thanks to you. Where a repcom starts is no indicator of where it can go with the right upgrades.”

      That brought another question to Dell’s mind. “What gen is Octavius?”

      “Fifteen or sixteen, I think. I’ve lost track a bit.”

      “Wow. Impressive.” And also completely illegal, but Markus clearly didn’t care about that. Neither did Dell at this point. “This whole facility is.”

      “Thank you.”

      Dell wiped his hands on the cloth napkin provided. “I’ll be back here with her tomorrow then. Should be interesting for all of us. She hasn’t been out in a very long time. It just hasn’t felt safe for a while.”

      “I understand. Don’t forget to bring some things with you. Enough to allow you to stay for however long it takes to get her upgrades done. And when you feel comfortable, I can request the inspection and we can get that over.”

      “I assume it’ll take a few days to schedule once you ask for it?”

      “It will.”

      “Then go ahead and request it. I promise we’ll be here tomorrow. You do have a place for us to stay, don’t you? We don’t need much.”

      “Yes. I have guest quarters. They’ve never been used, but I would be happy for you to be the first.”

      “Thank you. She’ll need a charging station until her upgrades are done.”

      Markus nodded. “We can manage that.”

      He said it like it was no big deal, making Dell curious. “If you don’t mind me asking, how do you handle the amount of power this place must need? This can’t all be solar.”

      Markus smiled. “It’s not. There are some wind turbines on the roof, and because we’re so far underground, we’ve been able to harness a tremendous amount of geothermal. That’s where the bulk of our power comes from and how we manage to keep such a small footprint on the visible grid. To anyone looking at our usage, we would seem like a fairly small shop.”

      “Of course,” Dell said. “So smart.” Everything about this place was.

      “I had to spend all those tech billions on something.” Markus stuck his hand out. “I am very pleased to be doing business with you, Dell. And so glad Mrs. Wei chose you to rehab Jacque.”

      Dell laughed as he shook the man’s hand. “Who knew a repcom parrot would lead to this?”
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      Dell made it home in less time than it took him to get to Mech One. Or maybe his mind was just so busy mulling over everything he’d seen and heard that he didn’t notice the time as much. Even so, it wasn’t a short trip, and when he finally made it to the eighth floor and pressed his hand to the key panel, it was early morning.

      Thankfully, he’d had no issues traveling in the dark, except for the happy drunk outside of The Bent Bot Pub, who’d tried to get Dell to buy him a few more drinks.

      The lock released, and as the door opened and he went inside, the gentle blue glow of K8’s charging station illuminated his workspace. It was good to be back. He closed the door and locked it behind him.

      “I’m home,” he said softly.

      Her eyes came open instantly and she turned to look at him. “Dell?”

      “Yes, I’m here.”

      She left the charging station to meet him, her soft familiar hum a welcome sound. “You were gone so long. Did you run into trouble?”

      “No, everything was fine. How were things here?”

      “Good.” She was scanning him, probably reading his biorhythms. “You’re tired.”

      “It was a long walk. I’m fine.”

      “Are you hungry? I can prepare something.”

      “I would like to eat, but first tell me about your day.”

      She smiled brightly. “I have reports.”

      He almost laughed at the enthusiasm in her voice. He’d missed her. “Something good, I’m guessing?”

      “Something very good. I know how you can pass the test.”

      The news left him speechless for a moment. “You do?”

      She nodded, the choppy movement definitely in need of an upgrade. “Yes. I believe I have figured out how you can pass because of information I have picked up.” Her smile seemed less certain, suddenly. “At least, I believe that to be the case.”

      That sudden shift made him wonder if she’d found out anything useful after all. “Tell me what you’ve learned. Then I’ll tell you about my visit to the shop.”

      She smiled again. “They want those who come through the portal to be teachable.”

      “Teachable?”

      “That was the word I picked up. Teachable.”

      He mulled it over for a moment. “It’s definitely something to think about. Thank you.”

      She nodded, then pivoted toward the kitchen. “There is leftover stew. I will heat that for you now.”

      “Sounds good. But I’m going to shower first.”

      “I will keep it warm until you are ready.”

      “Thanks.” He headed for the bathroom. What exactly did teachable mean? And how could he convey that through his answers? How had he not already conveyed that? He shucked his clothes and turned on the water.

      It took a long minute for the temperature to change from cold to lukewarm. A few more seconds and he realized that was the best he was going to get. He climbed in. Markus undoubtedly had all the hot water he could use with a geothermal backup.

      That brief diversion of thought didn’t keep him from returning to the idea of being teachable, however. Maybe he’d been overconfident in his responses. That could possibly make a person sound unteachable. Especially if they came off as a know-it-all.

      He’d have to practice putting a little uncertainty in his voice. Mention wanting to learn more and continue to expand his horizons. But would that be enough? He scrubbed every inch of his skin. Should he deliberately falter? Or even beyond that…should he intentionally answer a question wrong?

      The idea of being wrong on purpose went against every fiber of his being. But nothing else he’d tried so far had gotten him a ticket.
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      He got out of the shower and dried off, then dressed in a pair of Vlad’s old flannel pajamas. There’d be no more work until Dell slept. He was too tired to do anything but eat and find his pillow. He couldn’t keep himself from thinking, however.

      Throwing the test on purpose was a lot to mull over. And not a decision he could make in his current state of mind. Maybe in the morning, after a good night’s sleep, he’d see things more clearly.

      He switched the light off and went out to the kitchen to see if K8 had anything more to tell him.

      She looked up as he came in. “The stew has reached optimal temperature.”

      “Great.” There was a spoon and a glass of water at his spot at the table. He walked over to the stove to get a bowl out of the cabinet. He handed it to her. “Was that all you picked up on? The word teachable? Was there anything else?”

      “No. But I will listen harder. Maybe I will hear something else.” She scooped stew into his bowl then gave it back.

      He took the bowl to the table. “Maybe. Anything might help. You never know. Even the slightest little thing that might seem insignificant.”

      She nodded. “I will do my best.”

      “I know you will.” He nodded at the chair across from him, smiling. “Come sit. I’ll tell you about the shop.”

      She sat. “Was it nice?”

      “It was the nicest shop I’ve ever seen.” He dug into the stew, not caring that it was hot. “And we’re going there tomorrow.”

      Her face went blank. It sometimes did that when she was processing a large amount of information. “We?”

      He blew on the spoon before putting the contents in his mouth. “I had homemade bread with homemade strawberry jam. Made with real strawberries.”

      She looked more confused than ever. “At the shop?”

      “Yes. It’s so much more than a shop, though. It’s like a city underground. And the man who runs it? He needs me to do some work for him. In exchange for that work, he’s going to give me anything I need to make all of the upgrades you need. Including a fusion unit, which is even better than a cold cell.”

      “Really?” Her eyes went half-closed and stayed that way for several seconds. When they reopened, she spoke in a monotone voice, as if she was reading something. “Fusion cells are considered proprietary equipment of the government because of their long-range capabilities, significant battery life, and considerable power improvements. They are predicted to be available for public corporate use when their patent expires.”

      She paused, then her voice returned to normal. “That information was gleaned from a now defunct website on a restricted government server. How can he provide you with such a thing? Is this a black-market shop?”

      Dell hesitated. “You might say that. But not in a bad way. Listen, the man who runs it is legitimately a genius. He’s basically the man responsible for you being possible. He’s where repcoms began.”

      She squinted and her voice became monotone again. “Markus Petrov is considered the originator of the humanoid android. He coined the term repcom. His Gen Two repcom made the mission to Saturn possible.”

      A slow smile spread over Dell’s face. “That’s right.”

      “Petrov was killed in small, single-engine plane crash during a flight from California to New York. As a result of his death, a government contract was canceled, a contract that would have resulted in tech advancements that many considered pivotal to integrating AI with everyday life.”

      Dell took another bite of stew. It was at the perfect temperature now. “Something like that. At least, that’s what the records show.”

      “Your biorhythms indicate you believe those records to be false.”

      Dell pointed his empty spoon at her and grinned. “You’re a quick one, K8.”

      She laughed. “You made me that way.”

      “True, I did.” He ate a little more. “I can’t wait for Markus to meet you. He’s really looking forward to it.”

      “Can I wear some of the clothes I’ve made for myself?”

      He finished the last bite. “I think that’s a good idea, actually. I’d much rather that at a glance, you didn’t immediately appear to be a repcom. I know you can’t pass yet, but with the mandate coming, I’d just rather you be a little incognito.”

      He didn’t want to draw attention to K8, although it was probably inevitable that she’d be noticed. He just wanted to think that most people were too busy to give her a second glance. As for any drones that might spot them…there wasn’t much he could do about that.

      “Marta has some hats. Should I also wear one of them?”

      He thought about that. “Sure. So long as it doesn’t look out of place. The point is to disappear, not stick out.”

      “I understand. You are worried about drones. About me being marked for confiscation.”

      K8 proved again how perceptive she could be. “I am, yes.”

      “They have seen me through the windows. They know I exist and that I live here.”

      “I realize that, but I’d rather they not know where you’re headed tomorrow. But I suppose it’s inevitable.”

      She tipped her head, clearly in thinking mode. “There might be a better disguise for me. But it will be more work for you.”

      “Oh?” He sipped his water. “What’s that?”

      “Put me in the hard case. Treat me as if I am in need of repair.”

      He mulled that over for about half of a second. “You’re right. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that.” Because he already thought of her as human, maybe. “The drones won’t know if it’s you or just another job. And they have to know Mech One is a repcom shop. That’s perfect, K8. I’d rather have you beside me, but the case is much safer.”

      She smiled. “I would rather be at your side. But I would prefer not to draw attention to either of us.”

      He yawned. “Same.”

      She stood and picked up his empty dish. “You are tired. Go to bed. We will leave whenever you are ready tomorrow.”

      That turned out to be about 11 a.m., which was a little later than Dell had wanted to leave, but he’d had a hard time going to sleep even though he’d been tired. Finally, he’d given up on sleep. Too much to think about. Too much excitement about what lay ahead.

      K8 dressed in a pair of loose trousers and a long belted, tunic top she’d created from a dress of Marta’s. Dell had never seen her in anything besides the repcom jumpsuit, and he was surprised at how the clothing immediately made her appear more human.

      But he wasn’t changing his mind about how they were transporting her. Hiding her in the case was still the best way to go.

      “You look very nice,” he said as she locked the door that connected the workshop with the Kluchech’s apartment.

      She smiled. “Thank you. Everything is locked up and the shades are drawn, but I have set a timer to turn on the lights and the television for an hour in the evening, so long as there is enough solar. That should make it appear that you are here.”

      “Perfect. The case is ready for you.” He patted the side of it. The shell was fiberglass and the interior had a thin layer of latex foam to protect the contents. “I hope it’s not too uncomfortable.”

      She shook her head slightly. “I do not feel discomfort.”

      He laughed. “I’m not sure why I forgot that. Maybe because you look so different in those clothes.”

      “More human?”

      He nodded. “Absolutely.”

      She stepped into the case, which was still upright, then folded her hands across her body. “I am ready.”

      “See you when we get there.” He eased the case back into horizontal travel mode, then closed the lid and secured it.

      Getting her downstairs would be the hardest part, but he’d already told her to prepare for the bumps.

      He did his best to navigate the steps with as much care as possible, but hauling that much weight in a wheeled container wasn’t easy. She couldn’t have been more than a hundred and ten pounds, but the case added another fifteen.

      Then he had his carry-bag with a few toiletries and a change of clothes for himself. All in all, it was a lot to maneuver.

      Finally, they made it to the street. The trip down had taken almost three times as long as when he did it by himself, but even then it had felt a little too fast in some spots. He wished he could open the case and check on her, but that would defeat the purpose of having her in there to begin with.

      He adjusted his hat, got a firm grip on the case’s handle, and headed for Mech One.
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      If the trip went faster because he now knew the route, it also went slower because he had to pull the case. The time difference was probably a wash, he figured. And unlike the day before, there was almost no sun. Gray clouds merged with the haze, threatening rain again and, about an hour away from their building, it finally appeared.

      The drizzle, which was all the rain amounted to, came off and on, but Dell didn’t care. Water couldn’t hurt him, and K8 was protected by the case, although it would take a pretty torrential downpour to bother any of her mechanicals.

      Even so, when he turned the corner and the shop came into view, he was glad they’d finally arrived. Not because of the weather, but because he wanted to be inside and away from the prying eyes of drones. Sadly, the rain didn’t bother them either and he’d encountered two so far. One had whizzed past not long after they’d left their building and followed them for nearly three blocks. The second had shown up just twenty minutes ago, doing a full circle around them before taking off again.

      And that one hadn’t belonged to Markus.

      Dell was guessing, but it felt like things were escalating as the deadline for turning in all repcoms drew closer.

      Nothing about that deadline was going to be good. He couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to voluntarily give up their repcom, and when he thought about what the government was going to use all of those bots for, only one thing really came to mind.

      An increase in fighting power. Which sounded very much like there was an uprising in the making. He was all for overthrowing the invaders, but if that was his conclusion, the Ekrial had to be thinking the same thing.

      Which called up all sorts of new questions. Would they close down the portal? Were they preparing their forces as well? Would they wait or make the first strike? How long would they wait, if that’s what they did? Would they leave anyone alive this time?

      But he couldn’t focus on those things now. Not only was he powerless to prevent any of it but he had to get K8 taken care of. Then he’d worry about what he could control. Although more and more, it seemed like getting through the portal was their best option as the safest place to be.

      He picked up the pace as they headed for the gate and the camera at the entrance of Mech One. He looked up at the lens, hat pushed back, just as he’d done the day before.

      Everything repeated itself. He was buzzed in, the doors opened, he pulled the case through, the room descended, then he was met by Octavius.

      Who, interestingly enough, seemed more at ease today. “Welcome back, Dell.”

      “Thanks. Glad to be here. The drone presence seems to be picking up out there.”

      “We have detected the same thing. Can I help you with your case?”

      “In a minute, I won’t need help.” He started to unlatch the locks securing the lid. He’d thought a lot about what this visit to Mech One was going to mean to K8 and how she’d react. She’d never really interacted with her own kind before, other than the repcoms and bots he’d had in the workshop.

      This would be a very different experience. She’d be completely immersed. Surrounded by her own kind and not the senior-ranking repcom, either. He wondered if it would affect her at all or if he was simply putting human expectations on her.

      Repcoms were able to learn, after all. That made him smile as he undid the last latch. They were, to use a word, teachable. Exactly what he needed to be to pass the portal test. Something to keep in mind.

      He opened the lid and looked in as K8’s eyes blinked open. “How was it?”

      “Fine,” K8 responded. “But I am happy to have arrived. We have, I assume?”

      “Yes. Hold on. I’m going to put you upright.”

      She gripped the sides as he lifted the case up onto one end so she could step out.

      As she did, she looked at Octavius. “Hello.”

      “Hello,” he replied. “I am Octavius.”

      “I am K8. It is good to meet you.” She held out her hand in greeting.

      Dell watched with interest as he closed the case back up and laid it down so he could pull it along. Octavius didn’t offer his hand. Dell touched K8’s sleeve. “We need to go through decontamination first, K8.”

      Octavius nodded. “Dell is correct. Then I will shake your hand.”

      “Very good.” K8 dropped her arm to her side.

      One at a time, they went through the purification room. Dell let K8 go first since he had the case and his bag to deal with. He also wanted to give her some privacy. For his sake actually. She wasn’t programmed to care, but he did. When they were through and dressed in the jumpsuits and booties provided, they were met by Octavius again.

      The repcom approached K8, hand out first this time. “Welcome to Mech One. We’re glad to have you.”

      K8 shook his hand. “Thank you. We are glad to be here.”

      “Please follow me.”

      Dell let K8 go ahead of him as they went out onto the metal walkway that overlooked the production room. He made a note to ask Markus about the vocal algorithms he used on his repcoms. Octavius’s speech patterns were more fluid than K8’s and sounded more naturally human. That was an upgrade she could benefit from.

      K8 stopped at the railing to peer down, just as Dell had the day before. But this time, Octavius anticipated it, slowing to stand beside K8 as she looked at the activity below.

      He seemed happy about her interest, launching into a little explanation almost immediately. “This is our main production area. All the repcoms you see being built are spoken for. All custom orders.”

      K8’s gaze stayed on the activity below. “Even with the mandate?”

      “That has only increased our business. But none of the humanoid ones are to be delivered until after the deadline.”

      Dell glanced at him. “How are you going to manage that? Even transportation cases will end up being inspected, don’t you think?”

      “Markus is working on a plan.” He gestured toward the man’s office. “If you are ready, he would very much like to welcome you himself.”

      K8 looked at Dell.

      “I’m good to go,” Dell said.

      They started walking again.

      Markus opened the office door as they approached, smiling like he couldn’t be happier. “Dell, so good to see you again. And this must be K8. Welcome to our home, K8. I hope you find your stay here enjoyable.”

      “It is already very interesting.” She seemed to be studying him pretty hard.

      Markus squinted in amusement. “Do you find something about me curious?”

      “How did you escape the plane crash without any scars?”

      Dell snorted. “K8, that might be a little too personal.”

      Markus waved his hand. “It’s fine. After this many years of living with repcoms, I’m used to their directness.” He smiled at K8. “I wasn’t actually in the plane. That’s how.”

      He winked at Dell as if he’d just shared another secret. “Come on in and I’ll take you to the guest quarters so you can get settled in. Then I can show you around some more. Or you can explore on your own. Or get something to eat. Whatever you like.”

      Octavius accompanied them as the lift took them to the guest quarters. It was an apartment with two bedrooms, a generous living room, an eat-in kitchen, and a small office, where a charging station had been set up. Dell left his bag on the couch and tucked the transportation case against one wall.

      As Markus finished up their tour, Dell realized the entire apartment featured windows with virtual scenes that simulated the changing light of a virtual sun. The current view was of a rolling prairie covered in tall green grass. As it was getting dark in real time, the windows reflected that, showing them twilight, right down to fireflies dancing in the grass and a few distant stars that were just beginning to appear in the purple sky.

      “I like the windows,” Dell said as they stood in the living room. “Makes it easy to forget how far underground we are.”

      “Those windows can show you a different view, if you like,” Markus said. “I have mine on the Caribbean at the moment. It’s very peaceful. But there are about a hundred to select from. And we could easily add more.” He looked at K8. “What would you like to see?”

      “Thank you for asking,” K8 said. “But whatever Dell wants is fine.”

      “You decide, K8,” Dell answered. “We can always change it later, if you get bored with it.” He was genuinely curious to see what she’d choose.

      “All right,” she said. “I would like mountains. The kind with snow on top.”

      Markus picked up a tablet from the coffee table, typed a command on it, and the scene changed to mountains with snow. They were quickly disappearing as dusk set in, but for the moment they were visible, their peaks gleaming white even in the growing dark.

      K8 smiled. “How lovely. Thank you.”

      “Happy to accommodate you.” Markus held out the tablet to Dell. “It’s a simple interface. I’m sure you’ll be able to figure it out. But you don’t need the tablet to control anything other than the windows in the apartment unless you want to.”

      “Thanks.” Dell took it and gave it a quick once-over. The interface was pretty self-explanatory. Not unlike the one Dell had once set up for his own apartment, although he never used it since K8 was there to take care of things and energy was at a premium.

      He set the tablet on the kitchen counter. “This is a great space. Good size, too. Thank you for letting us stay here.”

      “You’re welcome, but really, the pleasure is mine.” Markus gestured toward the kitchen. “There’s food in the refrigerator, plenty of hot water, and the tap water is purified so it’s drinkable, but if there’s something specific you’d like, just ask and we’ll do what we can. Also, we have our own satellite, so whatever channel you’d like, it’s available. Movies too.”

      “We might be too busy to take advantage of that, but it’s good to know it’s available.” Dell planned on learning everything he could from Markus while he was here.

      Markus smiled. “I’m sure you will be busy, but we can get started first thing in the morning. No need to do anything tonight but relax and settle in. Unless you’d like to see more? You’re welcome to explore. K8, I’m sure Octavius would be happy to show you around.”

      She glanced at Dell. “I would like that.”

      Dell nodded. “Then by all means, go. Have fun.”

      “Thank you.”

      Octavius held his hand toward the door, which led out to a small foyer were the elevator was. “I will show you the floor where I spend my down time. It’s where all the repcoms gather when not working.”

      “Is that where you charge?” K8 asked as she walked through.

      “That and more,” Octavius answered, closing the door behind them.

      Dell laughed softly. “I was a little worried she might be overwhelmed by all of this. I guess I worried for nothing.”

      “Repcoms are very adaptable. I designed them that way. I’m sure K8’s no different,” Markus said.

      “I guess not.”

      Markus’s brows lifted. “If you’re not ready to turn in, why don’t you come to my workshop, and I’ll show you the space I’ve made for you. And if you’re interested, give you a peek at something else I’ve been working on.”

      Dell grinned. He had been a little sleepy, but the chance to see Markus’s latest project woke him right back up again. “Lead on.”
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      Markus’s new project wasn’t anything like what Dell had anticipated. He supposed it was a kind of bot, after all, but the drone in front of him, while much more aesthetically pleasing than any other drone he’d ever seen, was slightly underwhelming. “It’s, uh, very interesting.”

      Markus laughed. “That’s code for boring, isn’t it? I haven’t been out of society so long that I can’t read between the lines.”

      Dell swallowed, suddenly worried that he’d offended his host. “No, I just meant—”

      “You’re right. It is boring. That’s part of its design. To be unnoticeable. And, if you’ll forgive the play on words, to fly under the radar.”

      Now Dell was confused. “Oh?”

      Markus approached the mirrored glass orb and picked up the control panel sitting on the workbench. He tapped the screen, and the orb came to life, hovering silently a few feet above the stand it had rested on.

      “Watch,” Markus said.

      Dell had no plans to do anything else.

      The orb went higher still, making Dell crane his head back. As he did so he realized the ceiling of the workspace in this area was painted to look like blue sky. That took his eyes off the drone for half of a second, but when his gaze returned to where the drone had been, he couldn’t find it.

      He squinted, searching the small field of blue for the orb. Nothing. He looked at the stand again. It wasn’t there either. “Okay, what happened to it?”

      “Nothing. It’s still there.” Markus tapped the screen again and the orb became dimly visible.

      “That is amazing,” Dell said. He couldn’t stop staring. “Light-bending nanotech, am I right?”

      Markus nodded as he brought the drone back to its stand. “Very good.”

      Dell shook his head. “I’ve read about it, but all of the papers on it have been theoretical. From what I’ve read there’s been too much radiation present since the invasion for anything like that to work. How did you do it?”

      “It all started with the solar collectors on the roof. I was trying to magnify their input, and in the course of working on that, I came up with these lenticular lenses capable of bending more light to the cells, and one thing led to another.”

      “Fantastic. What are you going to use these drones for?”

      Markus sighed, his smile disappearing. “That part hasn’t really come to fruition yet. My hope was to use them to combat the Ekrial and save any citizens of earth who need saving, but I’m not there yet.”

      “Combat them how? If you don’t mind me asking. If you don’t want to share, I understand that too.”

      “I don’t mind at all. From what I’ve been able to gather, our conquerors are a parasitic species. They are one part living, breathing organism, one part machine. It’s why they were so effective against us and our weaponry.”

      He set the control panel down and leaned on the workbench. “My goal over the years has been to find a way to destabilize the machine part. Make them equal to us.”

      Dell nodded in understanding. “And give us a fighting chance.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But you haven’t been able to figure it out?”

      “Oh, I have. In a way. I just don’t have the right raw material.” The frustration in his eyes was easily readable. “My drones have been scouring this city and the miles around it for years, looking for any salvageable Ekrial parts that would allow me to extract the necessary information I need to create a virus tuned exactly to their systems. One capable of destroying them.”

      Markus’s hands clenched. “But none of the parts we’ve found have been usable. When the host organism dies, the machine follows, degrading so rapidly that within days, it’s worthless.”

      He gestured at the drone. “And so this sits here, waiting to be programmed and sent out to do its job.” He glanced at Dell. “I have tens of thousands of these drones. All missing the key ingredient.”

      Dell could feel the man’s frustration. “The Ekrial rarely venture beyond the world they’ve built inside the portal anymore.”

      “These drones will pass through the portal undetected. I’ve already done it. But why should the Ekrial leave? They’ve sapped our world for all the good it had left and concentrated it into their own paradise. I wouldn’t leave either.” Markus held his hands up suddenly. “I don’t blame you for wanting to go there. I don’t blame anyone. It might be the only safe place left on this planet in the coming days.”

      “You’ve come to the same conclusion I have about the repcom confiscation then.”

      Markus nodded. “They’ll turn them all into soldiers for one last attempt at destroying the Ekrial. It won’t work, of course. And when the Ekrial retaliate…” He shrugged. “We might survive down here. Hard to say.”

      A pit opened up in Dell’s stomach. “Come with us.”

      A bitter smile bent Markus’s mouth. “My life is here. With my family.” He laughed softly. “I’m sure you think me a crazy old man for saying such a thing, but that’s how I feel. I can’t leave them.”

      Dell just shook his head. “I don’t think you’re crazy. Why do you think I’m working so hard to take K8 with me?”
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        * * *

      

      The days at Mech One passed quickly. Dell stayed immersed in Markus’s world, learning everything he could while also continually upgrading K8’s systems. He wondered if he’d be missed. If the drones would pick up on him not being around. But it was too late to worry about that. Maybe they’d just think he’d moved on.

      The inspection was only a day or two away now. Markus had put the request in before Dell and K8 arrived, but the appointment time was broad. Intentionally, Dell assumed, in the hopes of catching them off guard.

      Didn’t matter when they came. Markus had things operating smoothly, and with the way his building was set up, he could have welcomed an inspector anytime. At least now that Dell was here and ready to play the role of Bingham.

      It would be another day anyway until the skin sheeters had produced enough to recover K8, so it wasn’t like Dell had anywhere else to be.

      And of course, there was still the matter of the test. It was impossible not to think about, especially as he lay in bed at night, his mind on the future.

      He’d already decided that if he failed on his third and final try, he and K8 would stay here. He hadn’t asked Markus about that yet, but he felt pretty confident they’d be welcome. Markus had actually hinted at it a few times, but Dell still felt the portal’s pull.

      Especially with what seemed like the inevitable war that lay ahead of them. In fact, Dell wished Markus would reconsider taking the test himself. Dell had no doubt the man could pass it easily, but he also understood Markus’s reluctance to leave.

      Dell would feel the same way if Mech One was his.

      But it wasn’t. And he needed to get himself and K8 to a safe place. He wasn’t foolish enough to think they’d survive another wave of Ekrial destroyers razing the city.

      No, his plan was still his plan. Get them both through the portal.

      As soon as the inspection was done, he was going back to the city, finding the nearest testing station, and getting his pass.

      He would get it. He had to.

      Because staying here, as nice as it was now, would mean living in a war zone for the rest of his life.
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      “They’re at least eight hours early,” Dell said as he pulled on the robe that he’d found in the guest room closet. “And it’s not even daylight, for crying out loud. Three in the morning? Who does an inspection at that hour?”

      Markus’s knocking had woken him up faster than any alarm ever had. It was such a jarring sound in this peaceful environment that for a few seconds, he’d thought he was having a nightmare.

      “I know,” Markus said. “It’s ridiculous. But I’m pretty sure that’s all part of their game. To throw us off. And hope we make a mistake.”

      “Well, it’s not going to work.” Dell cinched the belt on the robe a little tighter. “I’m ready.”

      “Don’t you want to get dressed?”

      Dell shook his head. “If they expected me to be dressed, they should have come during business hours.”

      Markus grinned. “I agree. You sure you’re good? You know the drill.”

      Dell nodded. “We’ve practiced it more than enough times. I know how to answer all of their questions. I know what to show them and where to take them. They won’t see anything but the bot production floor. And they can cart all of those off that they want.”

      Markus stuck his hand out. “Thank you. And good luck, Mr. Bingham.”

      Dell shook it. “I’ll come see you as soon as it’s over. Although I know you’ll be watching, too.” Markus had cameras outside and inside Mech One to make it easier for him to run the place, but now it would give him the ability to keep tabs on the inspection as well.

      “Remember the sign if you’re in trouble.”

      “I tug my earlobe. But I won’t need it. You’ll see.” He clapped Marcus on the shoulder. “It’s going to be fine.”

      “I know. I just can’t help but be a bit on edge.”

      “Who wouldn’t be? I’m nervous too. But I also have the confidence of all the practice runs we’ve been through.”

      They walked to the elevator and rode up to Markus’s office. From there, Dell took the walkway to the building’s entrance.

      He went through the door into the main foyer and punched in the code to open first the exterior gate, then the building’s doors.

      In a matter of minutes, two inspectors came through. Behind them, through the open doors, Dell could see a large truck parked at the entrance. They clearly anticipated taking repcoms with them.

      The two men held up their badges. The holographic stamps that marked them as official flashed green and red in the room’s soft lighting. Dell took a few steps forward to read their names.

      The short, stocky one, Singh, narrowed his eyes at Dell’s attire. “Sorry to wake you, Mr. Bingham.”

      Dell just stared at the man. He wasn’t in the mood to be overly friendly. He wondered if they could feel the subtle movement of the room as they descended or if they were so used to elevators that it didn’t register. “You’ll need to go through the sanitization room before I can grant you entrance to the production room. Assuming that’s what you want to see?”

      The tall one with the overgrown gray mustache, Fender, nodded. “We want to see all of it.”

      Dell didn’t answer, just walked them through to the next space as soon as the room stopped and hit the button to open the sanitization room door. It wasn’t his job to make new friends, just get them through the process as efficiently as possible. “I’ll be waiting for you on the other side.”

      As the men went into the cleaning room, Dell went back through the one he’d entered by. Except thanks to the shift in levels, he was now in that level’s locker room. He walked across the space to the door on the other side, the one that would take them directly into the prepared production room. He leaned on the wall to wait.

      It took about ninety seconds for the men to come out. They hadn’t shed their clothes as instructed.

      Dell crossed his arms. He wasn’t going to argue about that. He wanted them out as quickly as possible. “Jumpsuits are in the open lockers.”

      “We don’t need them,” the tall one said.

      Now they were just being ornery for the sake of asserting power. It felt like a test, and Dell wasn’t going for that. They might think it odd if he didn’t insist they suit up properly. They were supposed to be entering a clean room, after all. “You do if you want to go through this door.”

      The stocky one rolled his eyes. “We’re about to confiscate every repcom you have. A clean environment isn’t going to matter.”

      Dell didn’t move. “We still manufacture non-humanoid repcoms. Unless you’re here for the cats and dogs, too.”

      The stocky one looked at the tall one, who shrugged. Was Fender the boss? They put the jumpsuits on over their clothing.

      Dell was fine with that. It meant they could leave faster since they wouldn’t have to get dressed. He opened the door and led them out onto the production floor. At this hour, the bots built specially to work there were all in their chargers, lined up against the walls. The soft blue glow above each shed a good amount of light, but Dell switched on the harsh overheads anyway.

      He wanted these goons to have a good look.

      Both men squinted as the lights came on. All three of the antiquated sheeters were running. Two were making dog fur skin shells. One was making feathers, a ridiculously slow process on a machine that old.

      Dell stayed by the door. “Let me know if you have any questions.”

      The inspectors walked toward the first wall of charging bots. They walked along the row, looking at each one but not with any real interest. They kept going around, passing each bot with only a slight pause until they reached the last one.

      Then Fender looked over at Dell, raising his voice to be heard over the sheeters. “None of these are repcoms.”

      “Right. Just bots to run the production line.”

      “Where are the repcoms?” Singh asked.

      Dell tipped his head toward the production equipment. “Being made.”

      “The humanoid repcoms,” Singh corrected.

      “We stopped producing them when the mandate was announced. Delivered the ones that were finished and repurposed any that were still on the line. We told you all of this in two different phone calls and an email.” Well, Octavius had done the phone part.

      Fender tugged at his mustache and sighed. “Mr. Bingham, we’re going to need the names and addresses of the customers you delivered the completed repcoms to.”

      Dell remained cool and stayed on script. “No problem. Just as soon as I get a copy of the court order. Otherwise that information is confidential and will remain that way.”

      He knew they weren’t going to like that. They weren’t supposed to.

      “Fine,” Singh said, hitching up his pants through his jumpsuit. “We’ll be back with that. But in the meantime, we’re taking every one of these bots with us.”

      Dell knew his part. He dropped his arms to his sides and took a step forward, gathering the indignation he’d been practicing. “They’re bots, not repcoms. They’re not what you’re here for. They’re not even current gens.”

      “They are woefully outdated, but…” Singh shrugged, looking pleased with himself. “We have the authority to take them. If you have an issue with that, you can contact our office and begin a dispute.”

      Fender seemed like more of the peacemaker. “I’m sorry, Mr. Bingham, but it is within our power. We’ll issue you a 12-19 compensation form, as well.”

      “Fat lot of good that’s going to do. How much are you compensating? Half?”

      Fender cleared his throat. “Value is determined by generation, year built, and upgrades done, then compared to current market worth, and the compensation percentage is applied. Approximately twenty-three percent in most cases.”

      “Twenty-three percent?” Dell was genuinely shocked. Markus wouldn’t get enough for these bots to pay for their scrape value. No one would. “That’s highway robbery.”

      Fender frowned, which seemed like a clear indication that he understood the imbalance. “Your contribution to your government is appreciated.”

      “Get them and get out,” Dell snarled. He didn’t have to pretend his anger. But it wasn’t just over the bots being taken. It was because these men, these sheep who were blindly following orders, were helping to doom the rest of their fellow citizens.

      Dell wanted to shout at them that he knew what they were going to do. How they were going to turn these bots into fighting machines, mechanized soldiers, and how that plan to make one last attempt to overthrow the Ekrial was going to result in the final destruction of humankind.

      But he held his tongue. Because what good would it do? He wasn’t about to persuade either of them to stop, or join his side, or suddenly apologize. It would change nothing. And Dell had too much at stake to make a scene now.

      The bots were woken up and marched to the lift, then out to the truck, row by row. Dell went through the motions of cataloging each one in his tablet, but it was all part of the ruse. In less than thirty minutes, the bots were loaded onto the waiting truck, Fender and Singh had shed their jumpsuits, and Dell was closing the gate behind them.

      He breathed out as the truck’s taillights receded from view, but the bitter taste left from the experience remained in his mouth. At least the job was done. Markus and his family were safe.

      Now it was time for Dell to take care of his own.
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      “Twelve more hours and it’ll be done,” Markus said as he inspected the sheeter that was producing K8’s new skin shell. “Then another three for application and K8’s completely finished.”

      Dell nodded. “That will be something.” He didn’t like that he’d have to shut K8 down for that process, but there was no other way. And she wouldn’t care. That was just his emotional attachment to her rearing its head. “I can’t wait to see what she looks like when it’s all complete.”

      “Human,” Markus replied with a smile. “How’s she adapting to all of the other upgrades?”

      “Perfectly. Thanks to your help.”

      Markus shook his head. “I did very little outside of giving you the tech and maybe a few pointers. You already knew what you were doing. Once everything is done, we’ll get a headshot of her and have her new ID made.”

      Dell nodded. “Thanks for connecting me with that contact of yours. I’m sure there are plenty of places in the city where I could get her a forged ID, but you never really know who you can trust out there.”

      “I understand,” Markus said. “I’m sorry it was so expensive, but Lindo is worth it. He does excellent work.”

      “For which I’m grateful and don’t mind spending the credits,” Dell said. “One less thing to worry about.”

      Then Markus’s expression changed a little, turning slightly melancholy. “You’re leaving for the city this morning, aren’t you?”

      Dell pressed his lips together in a hard line. He knew his answer wasn’t going to make Markus happy. “It’s time for me to take the test. I need to find out if we have a chance of getting through the portal.”

      “I don’t want to jinx you, but what if you don’t pass this time?”

      “I’ve thought about that a lot.”

      “I’m sure you have. So what will you do?”

      Dell smiled at his new friend. “Make some different decisions. Not much else I can do if that door closes.”

      “You must realize you’re welcome to stay here. But in case you don’t, let me be clear. This door is always open.”

      Despite Markus’s hints, they hadn’t discussed Dell and K8 staying yet, and Dell had been reluctant to bring it up, only because he didn’t want to upset Markus by assuming anything. Hints were nice, but they weren’t an invitation either. “That’s a very generous offer, but are you sure? You’re asking us to share what’s been your private space for decades. You may grow tired of us.”

      Markus snorted. “I have been without real human contact for decades. I’m sure I can put up with you for a few more before it grows old.” He sighed. “Speaking of, I am not a young man. Despite the advances that have been made, no one lives forever. Someone should take over my work when I’m gone, take over this place. I can’t think of anyone more suited to it than you.”

      The magnitude of his proposal weighed on Dell now that it was put into words. He couldn’t find the right way to express his thoughts for a moment.

      Markus put his hand on Dell’s shoulder. “Think about it. That’s all you have to do for now. We can discuss it more when you get back from the test. Although I’m sure there won’t be a reason to talk about it any further. I have no doubt you’ll pass.”

      “Thank you. I should get going. I just want to say goodbye to K8, but I promise I will consider your offer very seriously.”

      Markus nodded. “Good. See you when you return.”

      When Dell went back to the apartment to get his bag and coat, he found K8 there on her charger. This might be her last time needing such a station since she’d get her fusion unit right before the new shell application. He studied her for a moment. He was glad she was about to be free of the thing.

      “You’re watching me,” she said softly, eyes still closed.

      He smiled. “Yes and thinking about how this is probably your last time on a charger. Won’t that be nice? Also, I see you’ve adapted to your new voice algorithms without any issues. You’ve adapted to all of your upgrades that way.”

      She opened her eyes and stepped off the charger, her movements graceful but no longer mechanical. “Did you expect anything different?”

      “No.” He hitched the strap of his bag a little higher up on his shoulder. “Are you happy here?”

      She nodded. “Very. I wasn’t sure about being around so many of my kind, but it’s wonderful. I’ve learned so much.”

      “You really have.” She spoke three new languages now. “You’ve made friends, too, haven’t you?”

      She smiled. “I never imagined that was even possible.” Her eyes narrowed as they shifted to his bag. “You’re leaving for the city now? To take the test?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I’ll only be gone a few hours since I’m going to the closest location.”

      She lifted her chin. “You’re going to pass.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Remember,” she said. “Be teachable.”

      “Just like you’ve learned new languages in these past few days, I’ve learned new things too. I am at the height of my teachability now.” He winked at her. “You’ll see when I come home with that portal pass.”

      She laughed. “Excellent.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Be safe.”

      “Always.”

      Once outside, he used the GPS on his phone to find the nearest testing station. He’d looked it up the night before, but now he pulled up the map again and turned on the directions. It was southeast and would take him two hours or so to walk.

      He adjusted his hat, clipped a bone conductor over his left ear to listen to directional prompts, then went into autopilot mode, his mind returning to Markus’s offer.

      Could Dell really take over Mech One? He’d never been in charge of anything when he worked for the company. He was too young then, too green, and they liked a certain kind of worker to oversee things. One they could trust implicitly.

      Dell had never been that guy. He questioned too much, a manager had once told him. But that was how he’d been raised. Ask a lot of questions, then weigh the answers for yourself and come to your own conclusions.

      He believed that had helped him, despite the fact that it might have held him back at the company. Didn’t matter. Lack of advancement hadn’t kept him from learning his trade and learning it well.

      Granted, a lot of what he knew was self-taught through years of reading, watching other, more talented craftsmen, and excessive amounts of trial and error. Lots and lots of error.

      But did that mean he was capable of running a shop the size of Markus’s operation? Of course, calling Mech One just a shop was like saying the city had taken some minor damage during the First Contact Event.

      There was so much more to that place than just the shop. Markus would teach him everything he needed to know, of course. Markus had already begun that. Maybe in hopes of persuading Dell to stay?

      The edge of the portal had just become visible over the rise of buildings. Even that small section was hard to look away from. The constant swirl and pulse of light and energy was mesmerizing.

      So was knowing what lay beyond it.

      He had to see Adahzáán for himself. At least, he had to try. And if he didn’t, he’d forever wonder what if. That was no way to live.

      He saw his first drone half an hour out. It was government-issue. The second one, just twenty minutes from the testing station, was Ekrial. Both sides were keeping watch. Nothing new there.

      But what was new was the line at the testing station. All three booths had people waiting. He’d never seen that before. Clearly, he wasn’t the only one who’d figured out what the confiscation of repcoms meant.

      People knew what was coming, and they wanted out, just like he did.

      He got into the middle line, which was also the shortest. He was nervous to do the test but also eager to get it over with. He needed to know what his future held.

      The person in the middle booth, a young woman in a puffy mylar jumpsuit, came out smiling.

      “Did you pass?” someone asked.

      Almost reluctantly, she nodded, causing her deep blue curls to bob up and down. “I’m going through.”

      There were some groans, some whispers of jealousy, but a good number of congratulations as well. The crowd seemed much more on edge than they’d been a few days ago. Before the mandate had been announced.

      The next two people in front of him didn’t come out smiling. No one asked them any questions, just let them be. Didn’t mean they’d failed. They might be good actors.

      Dell made up his mind right then to keep his face unreadable, no matter what the result. It was no one’s business but his if he passed or didn’t. He looked ahead as the person in front of him went in. Dell was next.

      A few minutes passed and finally the booth door opened.

      “All yours,” the man said, anger in his eyes.

      “Thanks,” Dell said. He slipped into the booth and listened to it lock behind him.

      Then the voice. “Please scan your ID.”

      Dell ran his ID under the bar reader.

      “This is your third test. Please confirm.”

      “Confirm.”

      “Question one in ten seconds.”

      He exhaled, then took a deep breath. Be teachable.

      “What is the ultimate cause of every human death?”

      His eyes widened. Was that supposed to be some sort of reminder to mankind about how fragile they were? Maybe, but it also wasn’t a hard question. Not for someone in his line of work. “Lack of oxygen to the brain.”

      “Confirm?”

      “Confirm.”

      He immediately second-guessed that decision. How was that being teachable? It wasn’t. He had to do better.

      “What is most important to you in a work environment?”

      He took a moment, his mind immediately going to Mech One. “A sense of community with my fellow workers.”

      But was that what the Ekrial wanted to hear? He wasn’t sure.

      “Confirm?”

      “No. What’s most important in a work environment is pride in a job well done.” That sounded more like what they’d want to hear. And the willingness to change his answer could make him seem teachable, couldn’t it?

      “Confirm?”

      “Confirm.”

      The screen went dark while he waited for the third question. Was he overthinking this? Maybe. Or maybe he wasn’t thinking hard enough.

      “How do you deal with failure?”

      Now this was a good question. He could definitely show himself to be teachable with this answer. “Once I know why I failed, I learn how to overcome my mistakes so that it doesn’t happen again.”

      “Confirm?”

      “Confirm.” He smiled. He’d definitely gotten that one right.

      The next answer appeared on the screen as the voice read it aloud. “Do you value ritual?”

      His smile disappeared. No one knew enough about the Ekrial to know if they were a society that relied on ritual and ceremony to further their social interactions. Or even what their social interactions were like. The best he could do was find a way to sound teachable, whatever he said.

      “Please answer or forfeit the question.”

      He took a breath and said the only thing he could think of. “I value ritual when it can help me learn something.”

      “Confirm?”

      “Confirm.” But he really wasn’t sure. Was that enough? Or completely wrong? A small ache began in his right temple.

      The last and final question appeared. “How long is an eon?”

      A billion years. He knew this. But maybe he shouldn’t know it. Maybe getting another question right would make him seem like he knew everything. The opposite of teachable. His head got the best of him. “A million years.”

      “Confirm?”

      He shook his head and closed his eyes. “Confirm.”

      Then he cringed. He’d deliberately answered a question wrong and now he felt like an idiot for squandering his last chance to—

      Words began to fill the screen as the voice confirmed what he was seeing. “Congratulations. You have been granted access through the portal for yourself and one companion. Please show your ID at the portal gate.”
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      Dell had passed. His jaw dropped as he leaned in to stare more closely at the screen. How was that possible? He’d given his worst test performance to date, some of it deliberately, and that effort had gotten him through?

      K8 had been right about being teachable.

      The door unlocked behind him, the snick of metal on metal bringing him back to reality. He couldn’t linger or he’d arouse suspicion. And probably whatever security system was built into the booth.

      Reminding himself not to show any emotion that would give away what had just happened, he clenched his jaw and pulled his hat down low to hide his eyes. He stepped out of the booth, one hand firmly on the strap of his bag, and strode away without making eye contact with anyone.

      No one bothered him either, probably figuring he’d bombed. Just as well. He didn’t need the delay. He wanted to get back to Mech One as quickly as possible.

      But he was on autopilot at the moment, his head fully focused on what had just taken place.

      He’d done it. He’d passed. And now his ID was his ticket through. For him and K8. It was going to be a real test of her upgrades now. He had no idea how closely people were scrutinized as they went through. Could be that his ID got scanned, their bags searched, and that was that.

      But if they were made to go through some kind of imaging machine, they were in trouble. Why hadn’t he thought of that before? The portal guards would know immediately that she wasn’t human. Unless he could find a way to allow for that? Maybe some kind of embedded code that would trigger a false reading?

      He shook his head. He’d have to talk to Markus about that. Dell was sure it could be done but not exactly how. And in what time frame.

      All kinds of other thoughts swirled through Dell’s mind as he pressed on. What if he got through and she didn’t? Would they let him change his mind? Come back through? What would happen to K8 if she got left behind? He had a pretty good idea, and that couldn’t be allowed to happen. He didn’t like even thinking about that scenario.

      Maybe he could persuade Markus to come with them, just in case. Then if the worst happened, Markus could take K8 back to Mech One. She’d be safe there until Dell could figure something else out.

      If there was something else.

      Because to the best of Dell’s knowledge, no one had ever come back through the portal. Didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. After all, the Ekrial could come and go. They rarely did, but they could. Even so, Dell had never once heard about a human who’d gone through, changed their mind, and returned.

      Everyone assumed it was because life on the other side was perfect and no one in their right mind would want to leave.

      But it was very possible that returning wasn’t allowed. After all, once a person was through, they’d have seen things. He imagined a lot of the Ekrial secrets would be revealed. How could they not?

      It was almost as if walking through the portal was your acceptance that your life on the human side was over.

      He took a deep breath, anxiety pinging along his nerves with the thought of such finality. He got his synthsmoke out and clicked the end to fire it up, then inhaled the vaporized glycine to calm himself down a bit.

      K8 would get through. She just would. She had to. It was meant to be. That’s why everything had fallen into place like this. From her picking up on the word teachable to him getting connected with Markus and being able to upgrade her.

      He believed that things happened for a reason. Not always, of course. Sometimes events just occurred without any hard logic behind them. The invasion came to mind, but in truth, he believed his government had known such a thing could happen and had kept it secret from the public.

      He had no proof, but the fusion units seemed to hint at that. A life-changing piece of tech that could be making a huge difference to people by giving them an energy source independent of the sun.

      And yet, the government had thought it best to reserve that for themselves.

      To what end? How did such a thing benefit those in power? But he knew that answer. Money. Wasn’t that always the way?

      His father had taught him a long time ago that if you wanted to know what was really going on, you should follow the money.

      Fusion units were making someone rich. And sharing the tech would end that. Dell didn’t need any of his degrees to figure that out.

      He took another drag off his synthsmoke, then turned it off and tucked it back in his bag. He didn’t have time for a leisurely stroll. The wind was kicking up, and it carried the tang of rain. He pulled his hat lower and his collar higher and picked up the pace.

      He reached the gate just as thunder rolled overhead. He glanced at the darkening clouds. A lot of people would be putting their charging rods out tonight in hopes of capturing some of the errant lightning that was bound to accompany a big storm like this.

      The buzzer sounded and the gate unlocked.

      He hustled through, happy to be back.

      K8 met him as he came out of the locker room, expectation in her eyes. “How did it go?”

      He smiled. “I passed.”

      She raised her hands above her head in triumph. “I knew you’d do it! You must be happy.”

      “I am.”

      She tipped her head as her hands came down. “But you’re not. Not entirely. What’s wrong?”

      He sighed. He didn’t want to be a downer, but she deserved to know. “I’m just worried that something will go wrong at the last minute and they won’t let you go through for some reason.”

      She shrugged. “If that happens, I’ll just come back here.”

      “That’s what needs to happen, for sure. I want to talk to Markus and see if he’ll go with us, just in case. Because if you’re left alone, they could claim you as part of the confiscation.” There was no question that’s what would happen. Not to him, anyway.

      “We’ll just go before the mandate deadline, then.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think that will matter. A repcom that’s suddenly without an owner? You’d be a sitting duck, K8.”

      She frowned. “But Markus can’t be seen. Even if it has been years since his death, don’t you think facial recog would pick up who he is? It’s too dangerous, Dell. You can’t ask him to do that.”

      “He could go in disguise. I’m sure it wouldn’t be the first time he’s been out since all of that happened.” He put his hands on her shoulders and made himself smile. “I’ll talk to him. That can’t hurt. And if he’s not comfortable doing it, we’ll figure something else out.”

      Dell wasn’t sure what, exactly. But there had to be a way to keep everything from crashing down around them. They were too close to give up.
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      It took four more days of intense work to get K8 completely retrofitted with her fusion unit, her new skin, and the imaging system diffuser, which was the best thing Markus had been able to come up with to shield K8 from detection. After extensive testing, he felt sure it would work on a multitude of different types of scanners.

      Dell hoped that multitude included whatever tech the Ekrial had because Markus wasn’t coming with them. Dell understood. It was a bigger risk for him than it was for K8. But if K8 didn’t pass as human, she could be in a lot of trouble.

      All Dell could do was hope that didn’t happen.

      Now they stood in the building’s foyer, saying their goodbyes.

      Markus shook Dell’s hand. “I know it’s selfish of me to hope you change your mind, but I also understand why you’re going. If you can find a way to communicate when you get through, please let me know how things are.”

      Dell nodded as the handshake ended. “Absolutely.” He knew Markus was hoping Dell would be able to give him enough info to make the drones operational. Dell didn’t hold out a lot of hope for that, however.

      Markus smiled, but there was sadness in his eyes. “I want to say again that you’re always welcome here. For as long as we are here.”

      A knot formed in Dell’s throat. He didn’t want to think about the war that was coming and what it would mean to anyone still on this side. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider? You could pass the test. I know you could.”

      Markus, still smiling, shook his head. “I can’t leave this place or these repcoms.”

      Dell exhaled. “I know. It was worth saying, though. I’m going to miss this place. And the company.”

      Next to them, K8 was saying goodbye to Octavius. They had their hands pressed together. To anyone else, it might seem like a romantic gesture, but Dell knew K8 was passing on his handprint to Octavius so that the repcom could enter Dell’s apartment.

      There was no point in letting all of that food go to waste. He’d told Markus to help himself to whatever he wanted. Tools, food, art, anything. Soon enough it would all be gone anyway.

      Markus took a step back and pressed the button to open the doors. “I hope the other side is everything you dreamed of.”

      “Thank you,” Dell said as K8 joined his side. “And I hope that you all stay safe.” He raised his hand in a final goodbye, then he turned and walked outside.

      K8 fell into step next to him. Neither of them looked back as the doors behind them began to close.

      “I know I can’t truly feel emotion, but I believe I now understand what it means to be sad.”

      He glanced at her as they went through the gate. “You’re sad about leaving?”

      She nodded. She was in the same belted tunic and loose pants that she’d worn here, but she looked so much more human now with all of her upgrades. “As much as I can be. I liked it there.”

      He stopped walking. “Would you rather stay?”

      She stopped, too, and shook her head. “No. There is no guarantee that Mech One will survive the coming war. That is part of my sadness.”

      He took a breath. “Mine too.”

      “I hope I’m wrong.”

      “So do I.” Dell started walking again. “Maybe they’ll be fine. Markus is very resourceful.”

      “Maybe.” But there was no conviction in her voice.

      While K8 was worried about Mech One’s long-term survival, something else was bothering Dell. If the inspectors managed to procure a court order requiring Mech One to hand over a client list, Markus would be stuck dealing with the unreasonable demand.

      Dell had played the part of Charles Bingham for Markus, but that wouldn’t be possible if he was through the portal. His absence was bound to raise some eyebrows with the government agency tasked with confiscating the noncompliant repcoms.

      The event might trigger a full-blown investigation into Mech One’s business dealings. The government had a history of seizing assets for lesser infractions. They were always looking for reasons to interfere with successful operations and steal new technology from the private sector. A no-show by Bingham could be the impetus they needed.

      Markus and all he’d created at Mech One might be destroyed long before any war got started.

      Dell used his body to nudge K8 to the left as they made their way around a homeless man camped out on the narrow sidewalk.

      He was obsessing over circumstances he couldn’t control, not that he had much of an impact in how things turned out anyway. Although once he and K8 were through the portal, it wouldn’t be his problem anymore. But those were brave words that did nothing to quell the overwhelming sense of guilt he felt about the way he’d abandoned Markus.

      Why couldn’t he have stumbled upon Markus and all that Mech One had to offer years ago?

      They walked for quite a way without speaking again. It was pretty clear they both had Markus and the shop on their minds. Hard not to.

      But with each step the portal loomed ahead, growing more and more visible as they approached the heart of the city. They’d talked about stopping at the apartment, but there was no real reason to.

      Dell had his most valuable tools with him, the ones he could carry anyway. The truly important machines weren’t something he could bring because of the limits placed on those going through.

      Better just to keep going. Stopping for one last look would only weaken his resolve. It was an unnecessary detour into sentimentality. They had to put the past behind them now. Move forward. It was the only way they were going to survive.

      As they walked deeper into the city, Dell became aware of K8’s movements. He tugged his hat down lower. “You’re looking around too much.”

      She fixed her gaze straight ahead. “You’re right, I am. It’s hard not to take it all in, but I must remember that I’m supposed to be human and that I would have seen all of this a thousand times.”

      He nodded. “Enough to be bored by it.”

      “Bored. Yes. I’ll work on that. Adjusting now.”

      A moment later, her eyes had taken on a slight half-lidded sleepiness, but the hard set of her jaw said she was merely uninterested in anything that wasn’t her final destination.

      He had to keep himself from smiling. When K8 set out to do something, she not only did it, but did it well.

      “Good,” he whispered.

      “Thank you,” she whispered back.

      They talked a little then. About the city and the people and what it might be like on the other side. They both had big ideas. He hoped to find work doing pretty much what he was doing now – fixing tech.

      He didn’t know if that was possible. After all, it would be Ekrial tech, and in order to fix it, he’d have to be trained in it. Would they allow that? He hoped so.

      As for K8, it had been decided that she would assume the role of a student, if possible. If not, plan B was for her to work from home in some capacity. What that job might be remained to be seen. Translations, maybe. Or transcriptions. Hard to say what kind of work would be needed. Regardless, it would be better for her not to be under constant scrutiny.

      Of course, it was also possible that she’d end up placed in a job they had no control over. That was true for both of them, really.

      He hoped whatever job he ended up with provided enough for them to live on so that K8 didn’t need to work. That seemed likely to him, since everything he’d ever heard about life on the other side focused on how easy and good and wonderful it was.

      That wouldn’t be the case if life on the other side was as hard as it was on this side.

      They followed the GPS command to turn onto the next street. K8 could easily direct their route via her internal GPS, but they were attempting to look as human as possible.

      She immediately sucked in a breath. She’d been practicing breathing more and more to the point that it seemed very natural now, but he’d yet to hear her gasp like that.

      He looked over. “What?”

      She tipped her chin forward, indicating something in front of them.

      He turned his face and saw that the street before them was a straight shot to the portal. Through the canyon of buildings and ruins on either side, their final destination was now much more visible.

      The Ekrial gateway took up the entire horizon, a swirling blue-green vortex of pulsing energy that both beckoned and repulsed. Every city had one now, but they all led to the same place, whatever you called it. Paradise. Utopia. Adahzáán.

      He swallowed and nodded, trying to ignore the prickles of nerves down his spine. “There it is.”

      “We are seventeen blocks from the portal,” K8 said. “One point zero six miles to be exact. Allowing for other pedestrians, we will reach our destination in approximately twenty-three minutes if we continue at our current pace.”

      Twenty-three minutes until life as he knew it changed forever. This was the right thing to do, wasn’t it? Should they turn back? What if K8 still couldn’t get through? What then? There was still time to change their minds. Still time to get back to Mech One before dark, if they hurried. Or…

      He shook off the sudden surge of doubt. Of course it was the right thing to do. Staying here meant certain annihilation. For both of them.

      Crossing through the portal was no longer just about a better life. It had become an act of self-preservation.

      He took a breath to remind himself that very soon, he’d no longer have to breathe this fetid city air. “Let’s see if we can make it in twenty.”
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      The walk to the portal didn’t take that long, although in some ways, Dell wished it had. Nervous energy had driven him to walk faster, but he’d had to anyway to keep pace with K8. He wasn’t sure if she was experiencing something like excitement too or if it was the new fusion cell driving her steady gate. Maybe he shouldn’t have mentioned trying to make it in twenty. But she seemed to be moving much quicker as they neared the dreary, gray steel and concrete wall surrounding the facility.

      Dell was both excited and apprehensive about what to expect. The portal was largely a mystery to the general population, him included. The only information he had about the process of going through was hearsay, rumors passed among the population. Although he wasn’t naïve enough to believe everything he’d heard was true.

      The fact that the entrance to the facility was guarded by a substantial government security force equipped with military-grade weapons and fortifications didn’t exactly lend itself to a relaxed atmosphere.

      Dell had every right to be nervous about the experience, above and beyond what any regular person would be. He’d be a fool if he wasn’t, especially since he and K8 were attempting to start their new lives beyond the portal by breaking the law.

      His jitters eased a little as they neared the gate, and it became apparent that they weren’t the only ones en route to Adahzáán tonight. There were a surprising number of others evidently headed there as well.

      Although another minute of walking revealed that not to be exactly the case, as they entered an area off limits to those who hadn’t passed the test, didn’t have a companion pass, or weren’t there to see a loved one off.

      With the crowd thinned out to those heading through and those who’d come to say goodbye, Dell had his first real glimpse of the other people joining them on their journey today. There were families, couples, and the occasional lone traveler, all burdened with whatever worldly possessions they could carry. All with the same look of uneasiness.

      Apparently social standing or influence had nothing to do with the Ekrial’s guidelines for admittance to the portal. There were people from all walks of life in the crowd, some who appeared much worse off than Dell, judging by their well-worn clothing and battered luggage.

      He wondered how K8 was processing all of this. She wasn’t used to large crowds of people.

      “From now on, speak quietly so that only we can hear each other, and don’t speak in absolutes. Time to blend in.” Dell glanced at K8. “Trust no one,” he added.

      “I understand.” K8 responded in a lowered tone, remaining focused on the path before them.

      Dell scanned the faces around them for prying eyes. One of the first tests for the upgrades he’d installed to K8 would be passing as human in a crowd. It wasn’t just the soldiers and Ekrial they had to fool. There were signs all around the entrance area, offering rewards for information leading to the arrest of people trying to subvert the portal process.

      Dell unrolled his sleeves in an effort to ward off a chill that was creeping over him, that and the ominous shadow of the towering wall ahead. They were within a hundred yards of the main entrance now, and the regularity of military personnel stationed along their route had increased twofold.

      The mostly concrete wall that surrounded the portal was much bigger than he anticipated. The wall must have been over three stories in height and thick enough to drive a Badger Patrol Scout around on top of it.

      The BPS-30 was a light-armored vehicle and a staple in the government lineup, good for keeping civilians in line and pesky protesters at bay. The thirty in its name stood for the fully automatic 30-millimeter gun mounted to its main turret. Dell only knew these details because some of the tech he’d worked on for the company had ended up in the vehicle’s AI system.

      The government had reason to protect the portals like they did. There were periodic uprisings and protests about the growing disparities in the city, but most of them centered on the portal admission process and the Ekrial’s rampant pillaging of the planet’s natural resources.

      The invaders made no attempt to hide the constant extraction of what little valuable raw materials remained. The continuous transport ships passing through the portal were a constant reminder. Not that the protesters or the government could do anything about it.

      The humans that were in charge were merely puppets. The Ekrial were the real bosses. There was no question about who was making the rules or enforcing them. And as long as the transport ships kept running, their alien overlords seemed content to let those that had survived the Contact event and ensuing war live in relative peace.

      Peace that would soon dissolve if the government’s plan to build a repcom army materialized.

      Dell often wondered if the Ekrial would abandon this planet altogether one day. Maybe when there was nothing left but a dark, empty husk. It was almost that way now except for the very core of the most populated districts.

      Even here, where the portal terminal was located, the environment had been reduced to a dismal shadow of its former self. This place had once been a thriving technology and industrial sector, highly sought-after real estate by the big players. That all came to a fiery end thanks to a downed Ekrial destroyer that took out ten city blocks when it crashed. Now the people who lived around here in the remaining buildings considered themselves lucky if they had enough power to wash their clothes once a week. All the more reason to be worried about K8 making through security.

      Dell noticed a family of four on the sidewalk in front of them, two parents with two younger children. They weren’t carrying much with them compared to most people. Then he realized what was happening. Only one of the parents had a pass. It was clear that the father and older boy would be staying behind. It was times like these that made Dell thankful he didn’t have any family left. K8 was the closest thing he had to kin, and he began to wonder if things went south and she didn’t get to go through, would he still want to?

      “Look out, coming through.” Two soldiers in full riot gear appeared, moving in the opposite direction as the crowd. They were carrying a man by his arms. His face bruised and bloodied, the man was doing his best to impede their progress by dragging his feet.

      Everyone watched as they hauled the captive to a holding cube and threw him inside. The soldier that had shouted for the crowd to clear punched in a code. Within seconds, a large gunmetal-gray drone dropped from the sky and tethered itself to the cube, carrying it and the man inside away just as quickly.

      The soldiers forced their way back through the line of people and disappeared without speaking another word.

      K8 stared at the empty place left behind. “He was probably caught using a forged identification. That’s a growing problem, according to the reports.”

      “It’s possible, or he was caught with contraband,” Dell replied. Although K8 was right. He’d read about the growing trend of people buying their way through. It was easy, really. All you needed was a person who’d passed the test and needed money more than they did a ticket to utopia.

      Just because the Ekrial did away with the ability to buy passage through the portal didn’t mean there still weren’t plenty of people with money willing to buy a ticket, legal or not.

      K8 lowered her voice. “Is that what they will do to me if I’m discovered?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. Probably not.” Dell tried to sound encouraging. “We’re not going to have to worry about that anyway,” he added.

      Dell had no idea what the man had done, but it made him consider what might happen to him and K8 if their plan didn’t work. Had the man tried to sneak contraband through the portal? Wasn’t that essentially what Dell was trying to do? What if Dell got caught and was sent away?

      He’d lose K8, his chance at entering Adahzáán, and any opportunities he’d had with Markus at Mech One. If it wasn’t for the coming war he might have turned around and headed right back there. But he couldn’t do that. There were too many risks in staying.

      It was time for him and K8 to say goodbye to life as they knew it.
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      They were now close enough to the main gate for the wall to block Dell’s view of anything but the portal’s glow in the darkening sky. The crowd had been split by concrete dividers into several lanes. Illuminated large green arrows embedded into the ground directed traffic flow, as if the whirling circle of light and energy beyond the wall wasn’t enough.

      “We’re getting close now.” K8 spoke softly. “You’re worried.”

      “Yes, but we have no choice. If they ask any questions, keep your answers short and to the point. Understand?” Dell had no doubts that K8 understood how to behave, but coaching her helped alleviate his anxiety. Not much but it was better than nothing.

      “Yes, I understand,” K8 replied.

      The family of four in front of them reached the end of the queue, where they were intercepted by two soldiers holding pulse rifles.

      “Identification.” The first soldier held out his hand.

      The wife and youngest daughter produced the requested documents. The wife glanced at her husband. “Promise me you’ll keep trying.”

      She wiped a tear from her cheek. The family huddled together, embracing one another for what was probably the last time. Dell couldn’t imagine what that must have been like.

      “I’ll pass the test next time, I promise. We’ll all be together again soon,” the husband assured his wife and daughter.

      “All right, move along. Only travelers past this point.” The soldier’s tone was cold as the parents hugged each of the children once more time.

      The wife and daughter gathered their things and proceeded through the gate. The husband and boy exited from the line and were directed back the way they’d come in. The same scene played out over and over down the row of checkpoints as family members and loved ones were left behind.

      This was it. Dell and K8 were next.

      “Identifications.” The soldier repeated the order to Dell in the same deadpan voice. K8 was first to show her ID. Dell wanted to show his documents first, but he hadn’t mentioned that to K8, and now he regretted it. Quality forged IDs were easy enough to acquire for the right amount of credits, and K8’s had certainly cost plenty, which had reassured him. But now that they were this close, the price he’d paid did little to boost his confidence about whether or not they would be accepted.

      “Are you the companion pass holder?” the soldier who wasn’t scanning the documents asked.

      “Yes,” K8 replied.

      Dell handed his identification over to the first guard as quickly as he could, hoping to take the attention off of K8. The first guard finished the scanning process for K8’s identifications and waited. A red light flashed across the screen. That hadn’t happened when the family in front of them presented their documents.

      Something was wrong.

      The other guard joined the first in a discussion using voices too low for Dell to make out what was being said.

      His head began to spin with wild visions of being thrown into a holding cube and whisked away to some forsaken place. A place people never came back from. He didn’t personally know anyone that had ever been arrested, but it was a well-known fact that being thrown into a holding cube was a one-way ride.

      His gut soured. He’d never see K8 again. Trying to get away with this was a terrible mistake. What was he thinking, trying to pull this off? He glanced over his shoulder, trying to find a possible escape route.

      The guard stepped into a nearby booth and held a handset up to his ear. Dell was sure the guard was getting instructions on what to do with them. Or calling for a drone. The handset was returned to its cradle after only a few seconds, and the soldier came back to them.

      The guard motioned for his partner continue with the scanning of Dell’s documents while casting suspicious glances at K8. The red light passed across the ID and emitted an ominous chime.

      Dell felt like running away, all the way back to the apartment. And maybe he would have if there was any point in it. K8 might be the only one of them with even half a chance of escaping now. But the drones would find her eventually. It was too late.

      They were committed to the lie, but that had been the case the moment they arrived in the area. It would have been foolish to think they hadn’t been under surveillance as soon as they’d entered from the side street and headed toward the portal.

      “Move along.” The soldier who’d scanned Dell’s identification handed it back and waved them through the checkpoint with his pulse rife. Dell couldn’t move at first. It was hard to believe what he was hearing. Based on what he’d just witnessed, he was sure they were moments away from having two rifles in their face.

      “I said move along,” the soldier growled.

      K8 tugged at Dell’s sleeve and urged him along behind her. “Come on, Dad, let’s go.”

      Father and daughter. That was their story.

      “Sorry, I was distracted.” Dell tried to play it cool and pretended to be taking in the swirling rainbow of colors in the sky above them. He exhaled in relief.

      Now that they were through, he could actually enjoy the aurora of lights that flashed through the clouds. It was a regularly occurring phenomenon that happened at all the portal sites. Something to do with excess radiation and energy leaks from the portal. It was something to see from a distance, but to be this close and directly underneath the psychedelic lightning storm was unlike anything Dell had ever seen.

      K8 glanced skyward. “That is amazing, isn’t it?”

      Dell agreed. “Yes, it really is something.”

      “Was that okay to call you Dad?”

      “Yes, that was perfect, good thinking. I’m sorry I froze like that. I just couldn’t believe they let us through. The red lights, the call in the booth?” Dell struggled to keep his voice down and fumbled for his synthsmoke to calm his nerves. Making it past the security checkpoint had been both exhilarating and terrifying all at the same time. “I thought for sure something had gone wrong.”

      The father-daughter duo he and K8 were impersonating had worked, though. He glanced over at K8 briefly, and she smiled back.

      The plan Dell had devised was all based on her altered biofluids containing Marta Kluchech’s DNA, K8’s new ID, and the government file that Octavius had written up and slipped into the appropriate database. All to make this ruse believable

      Kate Kluchech, as her name read on the freshly minted government ID, had the youthful looks only nature or a recently printed synthetic skin suit could produce.

      If anything, Dell was worried she looked too perfect, but there was no doubt she could easily pass for a girl that could have been his daughter. As for the last name being different, that wasn’t an uncommon thing these days, and he’d wagered it wouldn’t matter much. Turned out he was right.

      They weren’t in the clear yet though.

      Dell eyed the large walk-through body scanner as they approached the second checkpoint. The process shouldn’t present any problems for them. The security device was primarily meant to scan for weapons. Neither he nor K8 were carrying anything of interest, and the things he’d brought along should be of little interest to anyone.

      The family in front of them, now reduced to a mother and daughter, passed through the machine one at a time, the little girl first.

      She paused in the middle as instructed. A few seconds later, a soft chime sounded and a green light flashed. The girl was cleared. She exited the tunnel-like machine through a set of clear Lexan doors under the watchful eye of two more armed soldiers. She remained there, waiting for the mother, who repeated the process before being allowed to join her.

      The room the mother and daughter had been directed into after the body scanner reminded Dell of a clean room. Maybe it was. Maybe the Ekrial didn’t want to pollute their perfect environment.

      The mesh carbon fiber grid work sandwiched between the layers of Lexan was the only difference between this one and rooms he was familiar with. The government or Ekrial wasn’t taking any chances with security here; there was no questioning that.

      A soft voice spoke from inside the room but could be heard on the outside. Dell watched with interest. “Please keep your mouth and eyes closed while holding your breath for five seconds. Starting decontamination process in three… two… one… begin.”

      A cloud of milky-white vapor flooded the room, spraying in from all four corners. The girl hugged her mother’s leg, burying her face in her mother’s clothing. The mother held on to the girl blindly as she squeezed her eyes and mouth shut.

      “Decontamination process will end in five… four… three… two… one. Decontamination process complete,” the soft female voice announced. “Please collect your belongings in the next room along with your assignments. Welcome to Adahzáán.”

      The voice finished as the vapor was sucked out of the room, disappearing just as fast as it had been injected. Dell could smell the ozone from where he and K8 were standing. But there was something else in the decontamination cocktail he couldn’t place, a chemical smell that was neither offensive nor pleasant.

      Another set of opaque white doors swished open on the other side of the tiny clean room and the mother and daughter walked through. The ground under Dell and K8’s feet immediately lit up with green arrows, pulsing with light in the direction of the scanner.

      “Looks like we’re up.” Dell placed his hand on K8’s back and allowed her to move in front of him.

      “Should I enter first?”

      “Yes, go ahead.” He wanted to make sure she cleared the scanners, which were set up like ovals cemented into the ground. If her imaging system diffuser modification didn’t work, he didn’t want to be stuck on the other side without her. At least this way, if there was a problem, he wouldn’t be trapped in the clean room. He wasn’t sure what he could possibly do if anything actually did happen, but he liked the idea of being where he could get to her.

      K8 nodded and entered the series of illuminated scanner rings, stopping when she reached the middle. The lights passed through the tunnel in waves, stopping in just a few short seconds.

      Okay, where is it? Where’s the chime and the green light?

      Why did it seem like it was taking longer than it had for the mother and daughter? Was he being paranoid? No, it was taking longer. He was sure of it. But then the light came on and the chime sounded. Dell took a breath for the first time since she entered the scanner, unaware he’d been holding it.

      K8 was instructed to enter the clean room and wait. She looked back at Dell and smiled.

      He quickly placed his personal effects on the automatic conveyor belt and moved toward the scanner rings. Dropping his luggage wasn’t the only thing making him feel lighter. The massive weight of anxiety and trepidation he’d felt in his chest was gone. Dell entered the scanner as the fact that they’d made it washed over him.
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      Dell proceeded through the scanner rings without any incident, as he suspected he would, and joined K8 in the small clean room. He prepared to hold his breath, looking at K8 before closing his eyes.

      Her eyes were closed tight, and her face contorted as if she were holding her breath already. She was putting on a good show for the sake of whoever was watching them. Of course, she could have taken in the decontaminant, but Dell was glad she wasn’t all the same, especially since he wasn’t sure what was in it. Better safe than sorry.

      The last thing either of them needed was to have something affect her mechanicals.

      The decontaminant was vented from the room, and Dell opened his eyes, doing his best to ignore the chemical aftertaste left in the air. Thankfully, the doors leading to the next area swished open immediately, allowing them a speedy exit into the fresh air.

      They found themselves in a room about the same size but with walls of polished, platinum-gray concrete, free of any discernible features. The only light source was a green lens in the ceiling that produced a dimly lit spotlight on the center of the floor. There were no guards here, but there was no need for any.

      A large wall panel slid back with a rush of air, revealing their belongings and two thin gray metal devices about the size of a business card. Each had a clear paper-thin strap on either side.

      An illustration above the recently opened cubicle demonstrated how to wear the device on the inside of the wrist. Dell and K8 followed the directions and wrapped them around their forearm with the metal part down.

      The dull gray metal was thin enough to conform to Dell’s arm, and as soon as it had, the surface lit up. It looked like a cell phone but was impossibly thin. Ekrial technology, it had to be. He’d never seen anything like it.

      “Fascinating, isn’t it? The processors must be microscopic.” K8 admired the device that was glowing on her forearm now, too.

      A computerized voice started speaking. “Please remove your belongings in five… four…

      Dell and K8 didn’t wait for the voice to finish. They grabbed their things from the cube before the door slid shut. He recognized the odor of decontaminant on their belongings. It was a smell he wouldn’t soon forget.

      “Their process certainly is efficient.” K8 tugged her rolling luggage alongside her.

      “That’s for sure.” There was a lot Dell wanted to talk about, but he was still afraid to say too much. They were being watched and listened too. He was sure of it.

      They’d made it through, but for some reason he felt like they were still being tested. K8 seemed to pick up on that too as she kept the chat to a minimum. There’d be time for that later when they were alone.

      “Please follow the instructions on your comms unit and proceed to your shuttle,” the computer-generated voice instructed. “Welcome to your new life.”

      The next set of doors opened, and suddenly Dell and K8 found themselves beyond the wall. They stared up at the portal, momentarily mesmerized by the swirl of light and color. The energy from it hummed over their skin like an electrified breeze.

      The ground inside the perimeter of the enclosure was a smooth, shiny surface a few shades lighter than asphalt. The cool gray sheen reflected the portal’s glow, giving the place an otherworldly look. The glossy surface stretched out in front of them for what must have been an area the size of ten city blocks. The base of the portal was just beyond that.

      A large cargo ship passed overhead, causing the air to ripple around the fusion drive exhaust ports. The ship was the size of two twenty-story buildings laid down on their sides. It was on its way into Adahzáán. The monstrous hull seemed to defy basic physics and blocked their view of the portal temporarily as it sailed overhead.

      Dell imagined the Ekrial-piloted vessel was carrying raw materials from Earth. What kind exactly, he wasn’t sure. A ship like that burned through more power in a minute than his whole block did in a week.

      He watched the ship approach the portal and pierce the shimmering surface of light. Like a drop in a bucket of water, the rings of disturbance radiated out from the cargo ship as it sank headfirst into the abyss. Something about the whole thing felt immeasurable, and all he could do was stare. The last things to disappear through the portal were the bright blue halos of vapor circling the rear thrusters as the ship slipped through. When Dell was finally able to look away, he glanced at K8 to learn that she was equally entranced by the spectacle.

      She noticed him looking and made eye contact. “I think I’m feeling excited for our new life.”

      Dell wondered if she really felt excitement or if she was just playing off of him. So far, it was everything he thought it could be and more, and they weren’t even through yet.

      Now that the ship was past and they were beyond the fortified wall, the portal took on a much more impressive look, if that was possible. He knew it was large, but the vastness of it was hard to accept. Laid out at the base of the colossal shimmering pool of light were several terminals, each the size of a small airport.

      Some were clearly government or Ekrial facilities, but the green path of arrows led to a more civilian-looking building. There was a steady stream of people headed toward it from a dozen or so entry points, like the one Dell and K8 had just passed through.

      Dell heard a soft tone and looked down at his arm. His comm unit lit up, and a small file symbol appeared in the left corner.

      He looked at K8. “I think I have a message.”

      “I do as well.” K8 held up her wrist to show him her device.

      Dell swiped the icon, and a document opened in holograph format a couple of inches above his arm.

      “Amazing,” K8 remarked as she opened her file to the same result. “They appear to be the identical file.” She ran her fingers through the optical illusion, causing it to flicker.

      After Dell admired the technology for a moment, he read their instructions aloud. “Your destination is Terminal A, Gate Fourteen. Your walk there will take eight minutes. The next shuttle departs in fifteen minutes.”

      “I guess we better get moving,” he added.

      “Yes.” K8 lowered her voice. “My internals agree that the time estimate to walk that distance is accurate.”

      “Careful,” Dell whispered back while looking around for any nearby drones.

      “It’s okay now. They aren’t listening anymore, only tracking our location.” K8 pointed to her comms unit.

      “You know that for sure? I mean, you can tell?” Dell’s voice returned to a semi-normal tone, still nervous about blowing it now that they were in. He’d feel at ease once they’d followed the cargo ship and had actually gone through.

      “It was part of the update you gave me at Mech One. I believe Markus called the program Overwatch. Something he originally wrote for military applications.”

      Dell knew some of the updates he made to K8 at Mech One had military origins. Some of that was technology that had supposedly died with Markus in the plane crash. Only it hadn’t. That hidden technology had been his new friend’s parting gift to them for their trip, and now it was coursing through K8’s biofluid with every step she took.

      Dell had been reluctant to accept Markus’s offer at first, not sure that some of the undesirable code in the program wouldn’t come back to haunt them. Government projects were notorious for having backdoor malware built into their programs.

      It was a way to circumvent the user and gain access to whatever they wanted without being detected. Markus promised Dell that he’d eliminated those lines of code from Overwatch after the plane crash. The man had no reason to lie, and he certainly had the talent. Dell trusted him.

      Markus had explained further that he’d found out the government’s intention was to rebrand Overwatch for sale to the public as a new social media platform called Swype. The idea was to get as many people to download the program as possible, even coming pre-installed on many devices.

      Upon learning that, Markus couldn’t go through with the delivery. It was simple data-harvesting software on the surface, but at its core lay much more sinister capabilities, one of which was being able to infect other networks.

      Parasitic at first, Overwatch only used lines of the host tech’s code for spyware and to debug itself, but if someone, namely the government, had backdoor access, they could direct the program to take over the operating system if desired.

      Markus admitted to Dell that it was too close to true artificial intelligence for his taste and he couldn’t stomach handing it over to the government. The possibility of repcom armies acting of their own accord had terrified him. Especially knowing that he’d created that tech.

      Because of all that, he’d orchestrated the plane crash as a means to go underground and bury the technology. He’d seen no other way to escape his contract and stay alive.

      Then the government announced the repcom confiscation.

      Markus confessed to Dell that he believed the government had finally written a program of their own or were on the verge of doing of do so and had imposed the new mandate to expedite their original plans. That’s why they needed the sudden influx of units.

      The plan would backfire, though, if the Ekrial got their hands on the tech. Markus had seen that coming for some time. It was what prompted his virus division at Mech One and the creation of the invisible drones. It was the project he hoped would help humanity gain the upper hand against the Ekrial.

      Markus was desperate for Dell to get him the samples he needed to finish work on the malware. All of it hinged on being able to infect the Ekrial.

      The man had done so much for them, how could Dell not help him? Not to mention what Markus had risked in exposing himself and Mech One’s true agenda to Dell and K8. Dell had come to know Markus as a man of his word during their short stay at his facility. And that’s why Dell felt the knot growing in his stomach.

      Now that they were nearly through, Dell’s thoughts shifted to the promise he’d made. If there was a way to communicate from the other side, he was obligated to try to get the man what he needed to develop the virus.

      Once he and K8 went through the portal, they’d no longer be a part of this world. For all they knew, they might never see this place again. But for all its hardships and difficulties, Earth was the only home Dell had ever known.

      And knowing that home would still be here if Adahzáán didn’t work out was like a security net in some ways. Even if getting back meant bending the rules, they’d done worse to get in. Which meant the possibility that everything they knew of on Earth could be destroyed by another war didn’t sit well at all. If Dell could do something to keep that from happening, he had to, didn’t he?

      That was part of the reason he’d agreed to all the upgrades to K8. If he was going to figure out a way to relay information to Markus, he’d need every advantage he could get. And K8 was the ace up his sleeve. At this point, she was more lethal than any weapon he could have smuggled through.

      Something every single scanner had failed to detect.
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      “You’re happy, aren’t you?” K8 glanced over at him as they walked toward the terminal.

      “Absolutely. This is what I’ve been working for.”

      “Your biorhythms and pheromones seem to indicate otherwise about your mood.” K8 was back to her old self now that she knew they were safe from eavesdropping. Her movements were smooth, but her elocution was still a little bit halted at times. Maybe some of the updates were still being processed.

      “I was just thinking about Markus. Wait. Did you just say you could read my pheromones?” Dell shot her a look.

      “Yes. I can now. And about Markus and Octavius, it’s sad that we may never see them again.”

      K8’s confirmation about the pheromones was pretty interesting. Dell had no idea the update would enhance her senses to that degree. The processing speed it must have taken to break down the chemical compound his body was giving off and run it against a database of human emotion was staggering. What else could she do that he was unaware of?

      “Is that what you think, too? That we’ll never go back?” K8 asked.

      “It’s a possibility. I’m hoping to at least be able to communicate with Markus.” Dell hadn’t told K8 about Markus’s plan to create a virus. He didn’t want it in her memory. Having no idea what their entry chances were, he hadn’t wanted to add one more element to the challenge. And if she had been outed as a repcom, it was one less thing they could use against him.

      The last thing Dell wanted to be responsible for was leading the government to Markus Petrov’s front door.

      K8 kept a brisk pace, but Dell didn’t mind. As much as there was to take in on this side of the portal, he was anxious to put this place behind them. It was new and it was amazing to see it all up close and firsthand, but there was still a part of him that felt like they weren’t home free yet.

      He wasn’t sure he’d ever shake that. Even once they were through.

      “How much farther to the gate?” Dell asked as he instinctively went for his phone.

      “Two minutes thirty-seven seconds,” K8 answered quietly as a couple ran around them toward the terminal.

      Dell barely paid them any mind. He was too busy trying to see what was wrong with his phone. He couldn’t get it to power on, even though he didn’t remember turning it off to begin with.

      “Will you look at this.” He held the blank screen up to show K8. “Nothing.”

      “I’m not surprised. It seems they don’t want anyone to be able to communicate to those outside this zone,” K8 surmised.

      “I guess it doesn’t really matter.” Dell tucked the phone into the top pocket of his carry-bag and zipped it shut. No point in keeping it handy anymore.

      At least he had Markus’s contact information memorized. He also remembered Mrs. Wei’s, not that he would ever need that again. He hoped she stayed safe. He had his doubts that SoMo would be spared again if another war broke out.

      In a couple of short minutes, they found themselves staring at a bank of elevators. Dell followed the signs.

      “There.” He pointed to a set of doors with bold red lettering above them: TERMINAL A GATES 1-48.

      They proceeded into the glass-enclosed elevator car and rode to the top floor, labeled Departures. It was the only button on the panel other than a numeric keypad to the side. What else would anyone be here for? There were no arrivals, were there?

      The elevator rose swiftly as Dell watched the portal grow closer. Couldn’t be much longer now before they were through.

      When they exited the car out the back, he realized why the lift had taken them so high up. They needed to be at boarding height for the shuttles. The open-air launch deck was a busy place. Carts of every shape, size, and purpose scurried about servicing the shuttles, their yellow blinking LEDs blazing a trail. A small drone no bigger than Dell’s carry-bag dropped from the air and stopped dead at eye level, about six feet away from Dell and K8.

      “Passengers D Eckhart and K Kluchech, follow me.” The little drone did a tidy one-hundred-eighty-degree turn and buzzed off toward the row of shuttles. If that wasn’t a sign that they were being tracked, nothing was.

      Dell and K8 had to hurry to keep up. He scanned the launch bays for any signs of Ekrial as they hustled along. So far all he saw were humans, repcoms, and bots. Those repcoms and bots must have had special approval. Or they were government workers.

      Or they were Ekrial devices. He supposed that was possible too.

      No Ekrial in sight, however. Dell had seen pictures of the aliens. Everyone had. There was no shortage of Ekrial on the news feeds and social media. But they rarely ventured out into the public eye and, as far as he knew, spent as little time on this side of the portal as possible.

      Apparently, if an Ekrial was assigned a job here beyond the portal, it was the equivalent of being demoted in social standing, a type of punishment even, or so he’d heard. They’d see plenty of the alien invaders soon enough.

      Sharing space with them was something he and K8 would have to get used to in exchange for the opportunity to live a better life.

      Dell glanced around, picking out some of the higher-end repcoms going about their duties around them. Would all of them be confiscated? How was a place like this going to function while losing half its workforce of Gen Fives and above repcom?

      Of course, this was the government. The portal would probably be exempt from the decree. None of the civilian population would have that luxury. The government was going to have its hands full with complaints and appeals for a long time to come.

      There would be a great deal of people unwilling to comply. The response would be litigation by those with money and the unwillingness to give up their servants, to outright rebellion from those who needed their repcoms to keep their companies running.

      What would people like Mrs. Wei do without their repcoms? For many like her, it wasn’t all about convenience but more so survival. She’d told Dell how Fitz did more than just laundry, cooking, and cleaning. Fitz reminded Mrs. Wei about her medications, went to the market for food, and provided security on the rare occasion of an outing. He was her caretaker and protector.

      Sure, SoMo, where the older woman lived, was perfectly safe, but that wasn’t true for all areas of the city. Fitz wasn’t the first repcom to pull double duty as security, either. It was a common practice in many parts of the city and, in some places, a necessity.

      Finally their frantic shuffle across the busy docking bay came to an end at a tall, square pillar that was made from the same material the floor was. At the top was a glowing, green number fourteen.

      “Here we are,” K8 said.

      Dell exhaled as he nodded. There was no turning back now. Not that he was sure there ever had been.

      “Board when your number is called,” the little drone announced. Then it spun around to face a different direction and jetted off.

      Dell and K8 paid the drone little mind as they leaned against the railing and looked out over the bays full of shuttles and other vessels.

      The transportation ships all sported the Ekrial crest on the sides of their obsidian hulls. The blood-red circle with three black slash marks running almost all the way across the diameter made what looked like an abstract letter E in Dell’s mind.

      But he knew the stripes more likely symbolized the three large dagger-like talons all Ekrial bore on their left hands. If those appendages could be called hands. They were more like a tri-bladed claw, whereas the right hand more closely resembled human anatomy, even if it only held three fingers.

      From what Dell had read, the claw hand was not only used as a weapon but to communicate with their computers and ships. When fully extruded, the six-inch bladelike spurs could be inserted into a slot, enabling the Ekrial to navigate a ship, communicate with the mainframe, or slice open a jugular.

      They were weaponized keys. Functional but deadly. Some of Earth’s survivors of the contact event and ensuing battles bore the scars to prove it.

      The two drastically different appendages should have made the Ekrial look off-balance, but compared with the rest of their humanoid-type bodies, their hands were the least distracting aspect.

      The Ekrial frame stood around a foot taller than the average human male. Dell used the word frame, as they seemed to be made up of about fifty to eighty percent metal and machine. Because of that, none of them looked the same. Their components were upgradable, not unlike the repcoms.

      But the similarities ended there. The Ekrial were also part flesh and blood. The flesh was gray and scaled and the blood purple in color, but they were living beings just the same.

      “It’s really something, isn’t it?” K8 leaned over the railing and stared down at the blue glow of the thrusters. That was something neat about fusion-driven tech. It was never really off. Even with the shuttle sitting in the docking cradle, the thrusters still hummed with residual energy.

      “It really is,” Dell agreed. “You can’t see all this from the apartment.” Just then their comms units lit up again. This time, each with a different number.

      “Boarding now for numbers one through thirty, boarding now.” The voice sounded like it was in Dell’s head, but everyone nearby must have heard it since the people in their immediate vicinity waiting to board all looked down at their comms units too.

      “Number one. What are the chances?” Dell showed K8 his wrist.

      K8 held up her wrist and showed Dell her display with a smile. It read PASSENGER  2. “Right behind you.”

      They made their way to the front of the line, where two more armed soldiers stood on either side of the entrance. One of them was speaking quietly through his earpiece. The other waved them forward and directed them toward a bot.

      Dell wasn’t sure why there was still a military presence needed, especially after the security checkpoints they’d already been through. But he’d waited a long time for this moment, and that wasn’t something he cared to worry about right now.

      They stepped up to the bot, and a hologram appeared, indicating an area for the boarding passengers to swipe their comms device before embarking. Dell passed his arm though and watched the image flicker. It wasn’t new technology, but the Ekrial had perfected it, and the vivid, lifelike hologram was hard not to admire.

      Dell’s comms unit went green, and a voice welcomed him aboard. K8 followed the same procedure, and within minutes they were headed to their assigned seats.

      The inside of the ship was less luxurious than he expected. The sparse interior was gray in tone like everything else they’d seen in the last fifteen minutes. He put their bags in an overhead compartment, then they took their seats, simple hard molded plastic, at the front of the cabin.

      Dell was fortunate enough to be directly next to a viewing panel. He could see the portal not too far outside the docking facility. Although from this angle, the top was cut off from view. No matter, he literally had a front-row seat to their crossing experience, and he had K8 beside him. This was everything he wanted.

      So why did he feel like something was wrong?

      He couldn’t quite explain what was bothering him, but something felt off. Like an overwhelming sense that things weren’t really what they seemed.

      The environment had been bleaker than expected, and the whole admission process felt like it would have been better suited for moving livestock than people.

      After the way they were shuffled around, Dell thought at least the shuttle would include some creature comforts. Then he had a thought. Maybe the soldiers weren’t here to keep people from sneaking on board.

      Maybe they were here to keep those that had made it this far from changing their minds and attempting to back out.

      His overactive imagination was getting the better of him now. He needed to give this a chance. What did he expect, after all? They hadn’t even left dock yet. Everything would change once they crossed through the portal and laid eyes on their new home.

      At least he hoped that was the case.
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      It seemed silly to pull the seat harness over his shoulders and buckle in. He’d watched several shuttles disappear into the portal while they waited for the other passengers to board, and none of them moved very fast, like the cargo ship earlier. All slow and steady.

      Dell couldn’t imagine why it was necessary to be strapped in. Maybe going through that energy field created turbulence? Or maybe the ride on the other side wasn’t quite so tame.

      As soon as the ends of his harness were close to the connection point, strong magnets sucked the locking mechanisms together with a solid clank. Dell pulled at one of them but couldn’t budge it. The forced restraint did nothing to alleviate his growing skepticism.

      “Something’s bothering you,” K8 said.

      Dell looked around. Luckily the seats were spaced apart in twos and there was no one directly next to them.

      Dell thumbed his harness with disgust, showing her how it wouldn’t unlatch. “Why the need to force us into our seats?”

      “I’m sure it’s just a safety precaution,” K8 reassured him.

      “And the guards?” Dell wrinkled his brow as he glanced back toward the door. “Do they really think someone who wasn’t supposed to be here would get this far through the checkpoints?”

      “Again, I believe they’re taking reasonable safety precautions. There has been an increase in black market tickets lately, according to recent reports. Illegal attempts at crossing over have increased twenty three percent over last year at this time.”

      “Maybe you’re right. I just can’t shake this weird feeling.” Dell tried to focus on the view outside their shuttle.

      “Perhaps it’s anxiety about the unknown. That would be a natural response. This is a big step for us.” K8 leaned in toward the window and looked for herself.

      Her arm touched his, and he felt the soft warmth of her skin. That was something new. No matter how lifelike she had seemed before the mods, her cool skin and jerky movements were the two things he could never improve enough to pass for human. With her new upgrades, that was no longer the case.

      Dell glanced back through the cabin and saw that it was almost full. He also noticed two soldiers on board in jump seats near the rear entrance to the shuttle. That seemed odd, but Dell reminded himself about what K8 had said.

      This was just natural anxiety over a new and unknown experience. He needed to relax. He was about to reap the fruits of his labor. This was his first time through the portal and for all he knew his only time. And he’d worked for this too hard and too long to let his overactive imagination ruin the experience.

      A few moments later there was an announcement. “Preparing for shuttle departure. Portal crossing to begin momentarily. Remain in your harnesses until instructed otherwise.”

      As if they had a choice. The soft, welcoming intonation of the computer-generated voice that had invited them into the body scanner was long gone.

      Dell had noticed the transformation as they proceeded through the various steps of security but had kept it to himself. K8 already thought he was worrying too much. But the instructions they’d followed to get on board had taken an increasingly authoritative tone.

      The latest set of instructions was the worst yet. There had been no attempt to make the voice sound human or welcoming, just the stern commands of a programmed computer.

      A red LED blinked over top of a seat several rows over and a couple aisles back. Dell contorted his body against the stiff harness to better see what going on.

      One of the passengers was moving about in his seat, complaining loudly about something Dell couldn’t understand. Both of the soldiers stood up at once and made their way toward the passenger.

      “You need to put your harness on now,” the first soldier to arrive at his chair told the passenger sternly.

      “I’ve changed my mind. I can’t do this. You don’t understand. I can’t leave them behind,” the man tried to clarify.

      “Put your harness on,” the second soldier chimed in, ignoring the explanation.

      “I just need to get off the shuttle. This is a mistake. Please, let me off.” The man started to stand up, but the first soldier put his free hand on the passenger’s shoulder and forced him back into his seat.

      “You can’t keep me here. It’s my choice.” The man started to get up again, and the soldier went to push him back into his seat, but the man became unruly and started to fight back.

      The second soldier pulled his taser from its holster, but before he could administer the paralyzing shock, the passenger grabbed his hand. The two wrestled for control of the weapon.

      The other soldier didn’t waste any time intervening. Raising his weapon overhead, the soldier brought the butt of the long, sleek pulse rifle down hard into the belligerent passenger’s face with a loud crack that filled the cabin.

      The blow crushed the man’s nose, sending a spray of blood over his companion seated beside him. The man let out a howl of pain as he grabbed his nose and fell back into his seat.

      “You can’t do this. It’s my right,” he cried.

      The soldiers paid him no mind and unceremoniously joined the connecters on his harness for him before returning to the back of the shuttle. Dell turned around in his seat and sat listening to the other passengers’ murmurs as he processed what had just happened.

      The feeling in his gut was growing worse by the moment.

      K8 seemed strangely unaffected by the show. “There is no choice now, I guess. Does that bother you?”

      “A little.” Dell turned the question on her. “Doesn’t it bother you?”

      “Not really. We made our choice to go through the portal, just as everyone on this shuttle did. Why would someone change their mind now?” K8’s gaze remained focused on the viewing panel.

      “Because they were leaving family behind? I don’t know, lots of reasons.” Dell snuck a quick peak at the bleeding man. He was mostly quiet now with a bloodstained cloth stemming the flow from running down onto his shirt. The look on his face was one Dell would never forget. Utter hopelessness from a man who’d lost everything he’d ever had. It certainly wasn’t the look of someone headed to paradise.

      Dell tugged at his restraints again. It was fair to call them that since that’s what they were. The remotely locked harness was no longer something he could control. That was definitely a restraint, no matter what kind of spin you tried to put on it.

      He was sure K8’s unbridled optimism was for his benefit mostly. There was no way she wasn’t beginning to question some of what they’d seen today. The heavily armed troopers stationed all throughout the terminal had to make her wonder. And for the second time in less than a couple of hours, they’d witnessed the heavy hand of the government in action.

      Dell couldn’t help but wonder at what point they stopped becoming willing passengers and officially became property of the Ekrial. At the first checkpoint? It was a terrifying thought and one he forced from his mind.

      His heart raced as the possibilities ran wild in his head. Even his best effort was powerless to stop them. Why would they want a population of people that had scored poorly on their test? Dell had an inkling he knew the answer but couldn’t bring himself to say the words, not even in his thoughts.

      Suddenly, the shuttle began to vibrate, roughly at first but then stabilizing out to an even hum within a second or two. The main thrusters had been brought online, and they were moving away from the docking cradle. Dell was excited, but the moment he’d dreamed about for so long was now tarnished by his concerns.

      K8 laid her arm over his on the shared divider and held his hand, remaining focused on the growing portal off the starboard side. Dell wondered if she could tell what he was thinking, since there was no question she knew how he was feeling.

      Dell glanced across the cabin and caught a glimpse of the docking bay and the other shuttles waiting for their passengers. He hadn’t realized they had moved that far so quickly and was surprised how tiny the terminal appeared. They must be nearing the center of the portal, almost where the cargo ship had gone through earlier.

      He sensed a shift in trajectory and noticed they were moving forward now. The portal grew larger until it was bigger and brighter than anything else Dell had ever seen. He felt like they were approaching a sun, it was so dense and bright.

      The surface tension danced across the portal’s face like waves in an open ocean during a tropical storm and shone with the pearly whiteness of a full moon. There were other colors at play too, intermittently swirling through the silvery surface in bright pinks, purples, greens, and blues. It reminded Dell of a giant, oil-stained puddle, turned on its end.

      Of course, all that could change in an instant. He’d seen the portal from his roof once, dead calm and gleaming like a giant mirror on the horizon. Everyone in the city had gotten a full solar charge that sunset to say the least.

      Dell had heard about nearby buildings that evening having issues with overheating, rooftop water cisterns boiling off, and a drone charging station two blocks outside the portal wall catching fire. It wasn’t irrational to think that the portal itself could be a weapon.

      If the Ekrial had any control over it, the portal could do them all in as easily as roasting marshmallows. And at any time. But maybe they didn’t control it. They ran cargo ships through it day and night regardless of the portal’s current mood.

      The surface maintained the look of a storm-tossed ocean as they grew closer. The waves and undulations moving across the portal’s face looked much smaller from the ground, but now, at less than a hundred yards out, Dell recognized them to be the giants that they were.

      Some of the peaks reached out from the surface by twenty or thirty yards, maybe more.  He wondered if that would affect their transition to the other side. Suddenly, he wasn’t so bothered by being harnessed in. Although the cargo ship that had just passed through seemed unaffected by the turbulence.

      The large waves leapt out into thin air, threatening to touch their shuttle. Eventually one did, and Dell’s heart skipped a beat. It was starting. They were going through.

      Shuddering as it entered, the ship began the process of piercing the portal. But the vibrations dissipated quickly, turning to a steely calm moments later.

      The smooth hum produced by the shuttle’s fusion-driven thrusters was quieted, and all sound in the cabin went dull. It was like having a bad case of swimmer’s ear with the addition of a slight echo. Dell turned his head to look at K8 and get her take on the experience, but his body moved as if he was suspended in a giant vat of molasses. Struggling to move faster only made his muscles ache against the pressure. He gave up, yielding to the resistance and contented himself with staring out the viewing panel.

      He felt dizzy but numb enough not to care. All the worry and doubt, the questions swirling around inside his head, the idea that something was amiss, were gone. He didn’t care anymore. He couldn’t. The feeling was intoxicating and terrifying all at once, but his senses were too dulled to do much about either.

      The portal continued to swallow their ship until Dell could see the mirrorlike surface approaching. As it overtook their row, he felt a chill that seemed to originate from inside his body and radiate out. Suddenly, a large surge erupted from the turbulent surface and rolled toward the shuttle on their side. Ready or not, they were going through.

      He tried to warn K8, but he couldn’t get the words out. At the last second, Dell took a deep breath and held it. He wasn’t sure why, but it felt like the right thing to do.

      The silver wave washed over the hull and came through the skin of the ship, defying all logic and ignoring physics as Dell understood them. The glimmering abyss moved through the cabin like spilled mercury, absorbing every object in its path. Including Dell.

      There was no sound now, but it was hardly noticeable in the pitch black. Dell had never experienced anything so absolute in his life.

      His eyes were wide open, but there was nothing. He felt weightless yet extremely heavy. Then he noticed a flash of purple in the distance, then another from a different location, this one bright pink, then neon green. As the strobes of bright colors increased in frequency and variation, so did their intensity.

      Eventually, the display became too bright to watch, and he was forced to close his eyes. When he opened them, it was over, and everyone was looking around the cabin.

      Dell blew out the breath he’d been holding since before they entered the portal and watched as the air left his mouth in a foggy vapor. The cabin had a chill to it, and he suddenly realized how cold he was.

      “Are you okay?” Dell glanced over at K8, glad to be able to move his body freely again.

      “Yes.” K8 smiled and looked around the cabin.

      A hushed murmur arose inside the cabin as the other passengers came to terms with what had just happened. A child cried in one of the back rows.

      “Are you all right?” K8 asked.

      “Yes, but that was strange.” Dell looked out the viewing panel and noticed it was oddly still black, as empty as he’d seen a few moments ago.

      “I take it the process wasn’t what you were expecting?” K8 asked.

      “I’m not sure what I expected,” Dell answered her, but his gaze was still fixed outside. That was true. He hadn’t been sure what to expect from the transition, but he’d assumed there would be an improvement over the dreary gray world they’d left behind.

      Then, in a flash of pixels, the viewing panel flickered, and a bright new world came into focus. A chorus of aahs and oohs could be heard throughout the cabin.

      “Look at that. It’s beautiful.” K8 leaned forward to see better.

      Dell stared in silence as he admired the never-ending rows of vast agricultural fields. Row after row of plants and fruit trees stretched out in all directions as far as the eye could see. The occasional body of water or patch of wild forest was the only interruption among the neat grid-work of fields. Shiny, white drones policed the rows. Some applied water while others eradicated weeds with a laser.

      “Look.” K8 pointed to the sky.

      Two moons hovered on the horizon. One glowed with a radiance that flowed outward, bathing the land in a warm, honey-colored light. It reminded Dell of late afternoon on Earth but only the way he’d seen it in movies or pictures.

      The other moon was a dull blue and much larger. It hung so low and loomed so large that it looked cartoonish in the golden sky. Dell wondered what kept it from crashing into Adahzáán. There was so much to learn about their new home. They’d have plenty of time to do that now, though.

      A large docking bay like the one they’d departed from could be seen in the distance. Traveling between two worlds in a matter of minutes was remarkable, and it was mind-boggling to think about what they had just accomplished.

      “Welcome home. Expected arrival at dock seven in five minutes,” a voice announced over the shuttle speakers.

      “We made it!” K8’s excitement was clear.

      Dell couldn’t contain his smile either. “We did.”

      He still felt some trepidation, but seeing how green and lush everything was had erased some of that. The land below them looked like a paradise. No wonder the Ekrial wanted to protect it.
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      The five minutes passed quickly with all the new sights to take in. Dell couldn’t wait to get off the shuttle and really inspect their surroundings. The viewing panel was limited and the harness restrictive.

      “Look, a new message.” K8 held up her glowing comms unit.

      Dell checked his and saw that he had a message as well.

      “Report to sector ten using the lift located on the docking platform.” Dell tried to look up through the viewing panel, but his harness prevented him from leaning out far enough to see what was above them. He couldn’t imagine how much farther up the lift could take them. They were already two or three stories off the ground to accommodate the docking of the shuttle.

      A series of metallic clicks reverberated through the cabin, and the harness loosened its grip.

      “Finally.” He took a deep breath and quickly shed the restraint.

      “I’m not sure why the harness was necessary. The trip was relatively smooth.” K8 shrugged her harness off as well.

      Dell had already thought about that and glanced back at the unruly passenger who was now sitting quietly in his seat, his nose swollen and turning purple. The man hadn’t bothered to take his harness off yet, and Dell wondered what would become of him. Would he face disciplinary action for his outburst?

      Another message popped up on Dell’s comms unit before he could give it any more thought. A small thumbnail image appeared. He tapped it. A map opened up, showing a highlighted route to the lift as the shuttle doors hissed open.

      The cabin was instantly flooded with the smell of fresh air, the likes of which he’d never experienced. It was even better than what he’d breathed at Mrs. Wei’s.

      The scent was earthy with traces of sweetness and moisture, and it reminded him a little of the rooftop garden that had existed at his building in the early days, when the elevators had been reliable. The aroma was much stronger, but then again so was the amount of vegetation growing just outside.

      “Are you ready?” K8 stood up.

      “Yes.” She’d caught him off guard with her eagerness, but he understood. There was a part of him that still couldn’t believe they’d made it.

      He grabbed their bags and followed her off the shuttle, but he was disappointed to find out that the exit dumped them into a large tunnel walkway. Maybe it was just to get people off the ship and would open up after a bit?

      But it didn’t. The lush gardens they’d witnessed on the viewing panel were nowhere to be seen. Instead, they followed the passageway to an intersection consisting of several options. Their comms unit directed them to take the corridor on the far left, which they did.

      K8 took her bag from him, rolling it behind her.

      So far there were no Ekrial to be seen, but the lack of alien presence didn’t mean they weren’t being monitored. The drones zipping along through the crowded hallway of passengers were plentiful.

      Dell wasn’t nearly as impressed with their new home as he had been just a moment ago. The view they’d been teased with upon arrival was fading from memory fast. For all he knew it was a simulation. He decided to remain skeptical until he laid his own two eyes on it.

      Some of those same doubts and concerns from earlier were creeping back in with each new step through the maze of tunnels. The hard gray walls were as smooth and boring as the floor except for a thin strip of multicolored lighting that ran along the right-hand wall.

      The strip pulsed as the colors changed direction and passed each other in random patterns. Occasionally the narrow band of light would intersect with a larger square of the same material and spell out things that Dell assumed were in Ekrial.

      “Can you read what that says?” Dell asked K8.

      “No. Not yet,” she answered. “I plan on learning their language as soon as I’m presented with the opportunity.”

      “Good idea. That’ll come in handy.” Dell studied the alien symbols as they passed another message center. Was this what the Ekrial referred to as their mainframe?

      “You don’t trust that what we saw was real, do you?” K8 surprised him with her bluntness. “You’d be perfectly justified to feel that way,” she added.

      Dell reached over and touched her hand as he slowed his stride to put a little distance between them and the people in front of them. At this point, he trusted no one but K8.

      “What makes you say that?” Dell knew why they should both be concerned, but he wanted to get K8’s take on the situation.

      “Well, this doesn’t seem like the paradise we saw coming in, does it?” K8 looked around.

      “No, not quite,” Dell agreed.

      Just then a siren started going off, and a red flash appeared at the end of their corridor. People began to crowd to the right side. Dell pushed K8 toward the wall as a small drone shot past, blasting its high-pitched alarm in concert with the flashing red strobe on its hull.

      He didn’t recognize the next noise they heard, but it sounded like a cross between the pumping wheels of a locomotive and rushing wind. People began to cower together even more against the right-hand side of the corridor.

      Then Dell saw why, and his blood ran cold.

      A company of Ekrial troopers, four deep and two rows wide, marched double-time along the left portion of the tunnel. Their long, sleek, machine-like legs moved in perfect rhythm, thumped out in time by their heavy boots.

      Every trooper sported a weapon mod on their right arm, each varying in shape and design, but their purpose was the same. As impressive as that was, Dell focused on the left hands of the troopers, anxious to get a look at their claws or whatever they were.

      He’d never seen an Ekrial up close before, not like this. They were going to pass within feet of him and K8.

      Once on the street, near downtown, he’d spotted a small group of them with a government escort. And in the days right after the invasion, there’d been the occasional Ekrial fighter pod humming past his building.

      Their elongated heads stuck out several inches beyond their backs, with finlike bony ridges along the top of their skulls that made them easy to recognize at a distance.

      Their features called to mind a mix of cephalopod and reptile. The scaled gray skin and pointy teeth favored the latter. Of course, he’d seen plenty of pictures, but the Ekrial were good at keeping information out of human hands. Just like their language, many things about them remained a mystery.

      As the squad of troopers grew closer, Dell’s confidence began to unravel. What if the Ekrial were coming for them? But that was just fear talking.

      He shook off the feeling as best he could. If the Ekrial had discovered K8’s true identity, they would have intervened long before now. Why wait until they were through the portal? The thumping rhythm of boots on the shiny floor intensified until the Ekrial patrol was close enough to smell.

      The same chemical odor Dell had noticed during the decontamination process filled the corridor now.

      He was relieved to see the column of soldiers march past them, their black and yellow eyes never deviating from the direction they were going.

      K8 leaned closer. “You feel better now?”

      “A little.” Dell watched the Ekrial troopers for a few seconds longer before resuming their walk toward the lift. Eventually the other travelers around them did the same, all of them probably equally happy they weren’t the reason for the patrol.

      It only took a few more minutes to reach the end of the path they were following. The corridor opened up into a much larger room with enough space for people to spread out and find their designated lift.

      “That one, right there.” K8 pointed to one of the elevators, its dull steel doors decorated with the Ekrial insignia, like the ones emblazoned on the hulls of ships.

      The Ekrial presence was definitely increasing, and the farther they advanced along their predetermined path, the less familiar things became. That was to be expected, he imagined. They were in the Ekrial’s world now. But it wouldn’t have been so bad if the overall energy of the place had been more welcoming.

      “I don’t know what that insignia means, but it matches my comm unit.” Dell held up his arm and compared the alien symbol above the lift to the one on the small screen wrapped around his wrist.

      K8 shrugged. “Maybe it doesn’t mean anything.”

      They boarded the metal box with a few other travelers, keeping their rolling luggage in front of them. Dell glanced around at the serious faces surrounding them and gathered he wasn’t the only one that wasn’t impressed with their new paradise so far.

      “I’m sure things will improve once we reach our destination,” K8 tried to reassure him, but her words did little to quell his suspicions about their treatment.

      The lift started moving, and a round of moans and murmurs sounded inside the lift as they all realized in unison that they were headed down, not up.

      “I don’t like this. I think we made a mistake.” Dell overheard one of the other travelers mention to his companion.

      The comment made him feel better about his reservations, but like K8’s statement, it wasn’t much of a consolation. A slew of symbols flashed across a small screen over the double doors as they descended. They were moving at what he perceived to be an extremely fast rate of speed.

      Despite not using a lot of elevators since the power shortage, he knew they didn’t move this fast. At one point the ride skirted the edge of weightlessness. The dropping car slowed just in time to prevent the nauseous feeling in his gut from turning into a real concern. The lift finally came to an abrupt but soft stop with another round of sighs and gasps from the other passengers.

      “Maybe we’re at ground level,” someone said.

      K8 shot Dell a look that let him know she did not agree with the passenger’s supposition. Even he knew they had descended much farther than the depth of a hovering shuttle.

      “If my calculations are correct, we have dropped to a depth of negative three hundred meters below the surface,” K8 whispered in his ear.

      Dell looked at her blankly as he processed that information. He believed her. He just couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that they were almost a thousand feet underground. Was that really possible?

      If so, that meant they wouldn’t be seeing any sunlight or lush gardens like they had when they first made the transition through the portal. Was this some kind of test? It felt like a joke. A very cruel one. And certainly not funny.

      The tense faces of the other passengers in the lift suggested they all felt the same way.

      Dell braced himself for whatever was about to happen next.
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      The heavy steel doors slid open with a hiss, causing a rush of stale warm air to wash over them. A mixture of the same chemical odor from the decontamination process and the passing Ekrial troopers made up part of that staleness, but the bouquet of stench held another offensive note. He tried to identify it.

      Mold was what came to mind, like a damp space that needed venting. Dell’s initial reaction was to pull his shirt up over his nose, but instead he began breathing through his mouth in an effort to spare his senses. The first lungful he drew in made him cough.

      K8 put her hand on his back and stepped closer. “You’ll be all right as soon as you adjust, I’m sure.”

      “I hope so.” Dell was suddenly envious of K8’s ability to exist without the need for breathing. A handful of others around them had a similar reaction. One woman even gagged.

      “The air composition is different here than on Earth. I’ve determined the oxygen level to be at nineteen point three percent. That’s slightly below recommended levels. There are also gases present that I don’t recognize.” She spoke quietly, although it wouldn’t have mattered.

      Nobody was paying attention. The small group of people they shared the pod with began to move through the doors. Fighting the urge to take another gasp of much-needed air, Dell sipped the bare minimum and followed the others to see what they were looking at.

      It soon became very clear what had their attention in spite of their continued coughing and difficulty adjusting to the atmosphere.

      He found himself standing at the edge of a walkway overlooking a massive round vertical tube. It must have been nearly a mile across. The walls were lined with openings. Doorways and lift entrances like the one they’d just exited.

      Neither the bottom nor the top of the structure was visible. It must have gone on for another thousand feet or more below, and he knew how far up thanks to K8. How was that possible? There were more levels than could be counted.

      His eyes followed the rings of passageways down until he couldn’t see any more. The interior was empty space except for drones. Some hummed by as he watched, traveling up and down through the center of the vast shaft. Others milled about along the edges, where they appeared to be working or cleaning. Dell couldn’t really tell since they were so far away.

      A rainbow of light pulsed through the grid work, causing him to jerk away from the edge, where he was looking through one of the larger holes in the organic web-like barricade along the edge of the walkway. It ran from floor to ceiling with gaps only large enough to prevent a person from falling through.

      Still keeping a hand on his luggage, Dell stepped toward the pulsing lights and touched one of the veins. A flash of purple ran under his fingers. He was tempted to pull away but didn’t. A warm sensation coasted across his fingertips as the light moved under the surface of the web. When the color had passed, the hard material went cold again.

      Well, maybe not cold. Nothing was cold here.

      The entirety of the shaft structure was lined in a labyrinth of the same black webbing, covering the interior of the enormous chasm. Even though it made him think of a cage, Dell was thankful for the boundary. He was never one for heights. He wondered if the webbing was there solely to keep them from falling off the edge into the abyss or if that was a secondary benefit.

      K8 joined him at the edge and placed her hand near his as a pulse of red ran through the web. “I believe this is part of their mainframe. They’re using it to transmit data.”

      And there was the secondary benefit. “Makes sense. I thought it was something like that. Like what we saw topside only exposed.”

      He covered his mouth and coughed. He’d taken too deep of a breath. But getting enough air wasn’t the only thing he was struggling with. And as the grandiosity of what lay before him started to wear off, he was fast coming to terms with the fact that his expectations for their new life in Adahzáán were basically being extinguished.

      Something had better change and fast or… Dell thought for a moment, or what? They were essentially prisoners.

      Before he could give it any more thought, a new message appeared on his comms unit. Out of the corner of his eye he saw K8’s light up as well. With the realization setting in that they’d been misled about the true nature of this place, Dell was happy to see their comms units were still synced. At least he still had her.

      “Follow the blue marker,” K8 read out loud. No sooner had she finished reading the message than did a cluster of shiny black drones appear.

      The small drones were all armed, but that wasn’t so uncommon to see. But to have a whole group of them weaponized was something he thought spoke volumes about what Dell feared was their grim reality.

      The Ekrial seemed to be going out of their way to let the new arrivals know who was in charge. He wished he’d been more surprised by the fact that the escort drones were armed, but he wasn’t. He was beginning to expect the worst at every turn. The adventurous high he’d been riding earlier had all but vanished.

      The drones began separating, and one of the little black orbs found its way over to Dell and K8. A blue light appeared on the polished ground in front of them, and the drone started floating away around the circular corridor.

      They started walking after it, rolling their luggage behind them.

      “Looks like we’re going to find out where we’ll be living. From what I can tell, these are residential units.” K8 glanced at Dell. “I’m sorry. I know this isn’t what you expected. Maybe it’s a holding facility until we’re ready for the surface,” she reasoned.

      Dell knew she was just trying to make him feel better. He appreciated her concern. “Where are all the people then?”

      “Possibly at their assignments,” K8 answered.

      Just then, Dell heard shouting behind them. He turned to see a young couple arguing. The woman was pulling the man’s arm in an effort to get them both back on the already closing lift. Their luggage lay on the ground.

      “I can’t do this. I can’t breathe down here!” She raised her voice, but it wasn’t necessary. Dell could tell by the crazed look in her eye that she was deadly serious. Their escort drone regrouped with all the others and hovered close to the couple.

      The man pleaded with his wife—at least Dell assumed that’s who she was—but she wasn’t having it and began screaming hysterically and yelling, “No!”

      Dell and K8’s comms units were flashing red. They displayed a simple animation, depicting people moving to the inside wall of the corridor, away from the edge.

      “I think they want us to move.” K8 watched the small screen.

      Dell put his hand on her shoulder, and the two of them made for the far wall. He kept one eye on the escalating situation. The others that had shared the lift with them did likewise until the only two left were the couple surrounded by the pack of drones.

      “Return to your designated route.” A computer-generated voice barked the order. It had all of the grace and sophistication a Gen Four repcom speech module could muster.

      The arguing duo were too engrossed in their spat to pay attention to the drones though. A pattern of tones followed, like a timer counting down. The loud, grating alerts ticked off and rapidly increased in frequency.

      When the alarm reached its crescendo, a pulse of energy jolted through the space. It carried into Dell’s chest with a resonating thump. The strobe-like effect made the hairs on his arms stand up but passed quickly with no effect other than a flash of blue light that disappeared in the blink of an eye. The same could not be said about the couple.

      The man and women both wailed and screamed in agony as they grabbed at their comms units with spastic fingers. The convulsions of energy coursing through their bodies were painfully evident by their twitching limbs and clenched jaws. The surge lasted for longer than seemed survivable, but when it ended, the man was still moving, albeit barely. The woman was a crumpled heap on the hard floor. She jerked once, then remained motionless. As far as Dell could see, she wasn’t breathing.

      “The woman is dead,” K8 whispered in his ear. “No biorhythms at all.”

      Slowly, the man came around and struggled to his knees. His pants were wet from the loss of bladder control, and he appeared completely disoriented, the blank expression on his face backed up by his body language.

      Then Dell heard a sound that he’d hoped not to, at least not for a while anyway. It was the unmistakable rhythm of another Ekrial trooper patrol headed in their direction.

      The patrol’s arrival lacked the pungent aroma that had come with the first close encounter. But then again, Dell couldn’t tell if he was growing used to the smell of the air or unable to distinguish the patrol’s particular stink in comparison with the cocktail of gases they were already being forced to breathe.

      The leading two members of the six-soldier patrol broke rank and stepped to the woman on the ground, but it only took one of them to snatch her and her bag off the ground. The alien’s long, sinewy arms made the process look as effortless as a child picking up a kitten.

      The husband was on his feet now, eyes clearer and full of the realization of what had just occurred. “Hey, put her down!”

      The empty-handed Ekrial turned to face the man as the soldier took two steps toward him. “Return to your drone now.” The voice was slightly mechanical.

      The man shook his head. “You can’t just take her.” He lifted his chin slightly. “I demand a special counsel with government representation.”

      The man was reciting something he’d obviously read somewhere, but Dell had no idea what that was all about.

      K8 leaned in, her words soft. “From the reports I’ve just picked up on, the special counsel with government representation is a last-ditch effort should someone want to return to Earth. You might call it a Hail Mary.”

      “Is that really possible? Or just a rumor?” Dell questioned if that was really an official thing or more of an urban legend.”

      “Definitely possible,” K8 confirmed. “The report came from a data stream one of the Ekrial just accessed.”

      Dell’s mouth came open. “Are you saying you can read their minds?”

      “No. Just sense which streams they’re using. But you need to know that the consequences of enacting the special counsel are like declaring bankruptcy. Only in addition to having all assets seized, you would also be forced into an anonymous living situation under an alias. That is, if everything works out.”

      “So you can get out but you end up in a kind of witness protection program?” Dell pondered that. How much would it matter if he lost contact with everyone he knew? He glanced at K8. He supposed he could survive that if K8 went with him. But that still meant never going back to Mech One.

      K8 nodded. “That is my understanding. If someone speaks of anything they’ve seen here…” Her eyes went half-lidded, like she was searching for more information. “There is nothing further to report.”

      The trooper remained still, as if he was processing the request. The man waited, trembling from the aftereffects of the shock treatment and probably a little from fear. The Ekrial trooper towered over him by a solid two feet. The helmet covering the trooper’s face gave no indication of emotion nor hope for resolution.

      “Take him,” the trooper ordered.

      “What? No, you can’t.” The man pulled a ceramic blade from his pocket and lunged for the Ekrial that had given the order.

      The trooper deftly stepped to the side and avoided the man’s attempt to skewer him with the contraband weapon. Pivoting impossibly fast, the nearly eight-foot-tall alien faced the man. With a nimble swipe of the trooper’s tri-bladed hand, he severed the man’s arm from his body and cauterized the wound all at once.

      The stench of burned flesh overpowered all the other smells they were just growing accustomed to.

      The man stood motionless, wide-eyed and in shock as he stared down at his missing appendage. For a few more seconds, his arm flexed itself, writhing around on the floor and still brandishing the small knife in a death grip before going still. The man’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he passed out, hitting the hard ground with a thud.

      Another soldier broke from the company of troopers and gathered the crumpled body, the unattached arm, and the man’s case with little regard for the man’s health or condition.

      It was then that Dell realized K8 was standing in front of him and had assumed a mildly defensive stance, as if she could have pounced onto the trooper in an instant.

      “What are you doing? Are you crazy?” Dell did his best to keep his voice down while pulling K8 back toward him and the far wall of the passageway.

      But the movement caught the leader’s eye. He bore the same insignia as the rest of them, but his stripes were red on his dull black chest plate and helmet, which put him at least two stripes higher than the rest of his company. There were two others that had one red stripe out of the three, but this guy was definitely the one calling the shots. Even the pack of drones seemed trained on his movement, no doubt ready to carry out his bidding.

      Dell couldn’t make out the other markings and intricacies of his uniform, but that wouldn’t be a problem for long because three-stripe was headed right toward them.
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      Their old home, the city they’d left behind, was no stranger to nefarious characters and raw brutality. Those types of things had seemed to occupy the news feed more and more. But this was the closest Dell had ever been to undeniable violence.

      He’d narrowly avoided what he took for a gang fight once while on the way to a client’s apartment. At the sound of gunshots, Dell had managed to slip down a side alley and escape the chaos without getting caught up in the crossfire. But he’d never had to pull the knife he routinely carried to protect himself.

      He couldn’t imagine being desperate enough to attempt hand-to-hand combat with one of these battle-hardened alien troopers. They looked built for combat.

      Dell’s hand went to his pocket at the thought of his blade. It was strange not to feel the usual lump it caused. He’d always made it part of his daily carry. Wallet, key card, phone, knife, and carry-bag. He pictured himself gathering up his usual items on his way out the apartment door, something he might never do again.

      He was glad for the knife’s absence, though, because for a brief point in time he’d considered trying to get it through with their things. They weren’t allowed to bring anything like that through the portal. The ceramic knife he’d seen earlier had to have been smuggled through, obviously. But Dell was glad he hadn’t attempted it. Especially now that he and K8 had caught the eye of the ranking Ekrial trooper, Dell was positive he’d made the right decision. Getting caught with something like that would only make things worse.

      They’d already risked so much by getting K8 through. The whole idea after that had been to blend in and stay off the Ekrial’s radar. He didn’t need something like a knife jeopardizing that. but now maybe that wouldn’t matter. Dell’s mind raced frantically as he prepared for his first Ekrial encounter. Taking a deep breath, he tried to calm his nerves while keeping a hand on K8’s shoulder.

      K8 backed up but remained in front of Dell, in spite of his efforts to put her behind him. He didn’t want to meet the Ekrial any more than any of the new arrivals did, but he had other concerns. Like the Ekrial getting too close a look at K8. They’d be able to tell, wouldn’t they?

      He glanced at K8 and then back at the trooper. Hopefully not. She looked human. But her demeanor didn’t come off that way. K8 was one of the few in their group not cowering against the passageway’s wall.

      “IDs,” the trooper barked.

      Dell stood motionless, wondering if the Ekrial sounded like that naturally or if it was part of the translating module they used that caused the goosebumps on his arms. He knew what the trooper wanted but couldn’t make his arm move.

      Suddenly, K8’s arm shot up. Dell’s heart began to race until he realized she was only showing the soldier her comms unit as he had asked. Dell snapped out of it and held his up as well. A small hologram appeared with their image and a series of lines written in Ekrial.

      Dell held his breath against the strong smells of the Ekrial being this close. He worked at keeping the maximum distance between himself and the trooper without looking like that was what he was doing.

      For the first time since getting off the lift, he thought the air down here wasn’t that bad after all. Not compared with the offensive Ekrial body odor. It was astringent like ammonia but also musty like a damp basement.

      Meanwhile, K8 continued to stand straight up and flashed her comms unit like she owned the place. The trooper seemed baffled by her lack of fear. Definitely not the reaction he was used to getting. Dell squeezed K8’s shoulder lightly, hoping the Ekrial officer wouldn’t notice.

      Finally, K8 gave in to Dell’s silent pleas, and he felt her relax a bit.

      The trooper’s opaque face shield retracted up into his helmet with a swish and revealed one cold yellow eye and one glowing, red optical enhancement. With a slight whirring sound, the mechanical eye extended out slightly. The sound reminded Dell of old repcom technology.

      The Ekrial wasn’t looking at K8’s hologram anymore. He was inspecting her. Dell felt his pulse quicken again. Did the trooper see something? Could he tell she wasn’t human?

      Had they really made it all this way only to be foiled by another passenger who’d smuggled a knife and was foolish enough to try to use it? K8’s display of bravado probably hadn’t helped any either.

      That bold stance of hers must have been part of the Overwatch upgrade. There was combat protocol written into the software, after all. Markus had been up front with Dell about that, too, making sure Dell understood exactly what was being added to K8.

      At last, the intrusive red eye retracted into its socket and the face shield slid closed. Dell almost exhaled in relief but didn’t want to draw additional attention to himself. Ekrial were less than pleasant to look at—their bony features and sharpened teeth were unsettling enough. But most of Dell’s relief came from seeing the trooper’s interest in them fade.

      “Follow your drone,” the trooper ordered. Then he spun around and marched back into position at the front of his regimen.

      Dell felt the weight lift from his chest, and he began to breathe normally again, at least as normally as he could manage in this atmosphere. The little drone reappeared overhead, as they did for the other groups as well.

      The troopers took off, stomping their heavy feet and launching into a fast-paced march in the opposite direction. Square panels slid open along the bottom of the wall, and a small brigade of cleaning bots flew out, going to work on cleaning up what blood there was from the almost instantly cauterized amputation.

      Dell and K8’s drone started moving, so they followed the projected blue light on the ground in front of them. Presumably to what was to be their living quarters.

      When the drone was a decent distance away from them, K8 shook her head, her voice low and clearly meant only for him. “I’m sorry. I can’t really explain why I did that. I knew it wasn’t a good idea, but I felt like I had no choice.”

      “It’s okay,” Dell said. “Once we get set up and I can get my equipment operational, we’ll run some diagnostics to see if we can’t dial that down a little.”

      “Okay, I think that would be wise,” K8 agreed.

      “I appreciate you wanting to look out for me.” Dell smiled and did his best to hide the fact that this uncontrollable urge of hers worried him. Standing up to Ekrial troopers could only end badly, as they’d seen. It was exactly the kind of move that could get them in serious trouble and reveal K8’s true identity as a repcom.

      “You’re welcome. But we’re falling behind,” K8 responded.

      The drone was quite a distance away now. The two of them quickened their pace to keep up. Losing their drone probably wouldn’t be well-received either.

      Dell watched the darting lights follow random routes through the black web that covered nearly everything outside the corridor. The mainframe’s webbing seemed even more like a cage after what they’d just witnessed.

      The vibrant colors of moving data defied the stark contrast of their drab gray and black, sterile surroundings. He was also reminded of just how terrifyingly in control the Ekrial were thanks to the knife incident.

      The drone shifted course slightly, taking them away from the far wall. He glanced at the edge and into the abyss below. Being forced to follow the route laid out for them by the drone brought them closer to the edge than he cared for.

      Maybe the mainframe webbing was meant to keep humans from jumping to their deaths. For some here that would be the only means of escape from this place. But not for Dell and K8. Dell determined in that moment that they’d figure out a way to get Markus the intel he needed and, in the process, find themselves a way back to Earth.

      There was no denying the fact that they had been duped. He firmly believed now that what they’d seen topside was nothing more than a simulation, meant to keep the masses from revolting until it was too late.

      And why wouldn’t they revolt? This wasn’t what they’d been promised. The only thing Dell wasn’t sure of was the reasoning behind all of this. Why would the Ekrial be funneling thousands of humans here and building infrastructure this elaborate? He didn’t have the answers to those questions or any of the many others he had right now.

      But he did know one thing. None of those answers were going to be good. Well, maybe he knew two things, because he also knew that no matter the cost, they had to get home.

      Dell scowled. This wasn’t even remotely paradise. In fact, it was quite the opposite. The word that came to mind was a much better name for this place, and it had a lot fewer letters in it than Adahzáán.
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      After passing countless doors and what seemed to Dell about ten city blocks worth of walking, the escort drone they were following finally stopped. The only other traffic they encountered along the way were other drones and a few service bots.

      Then again, it was getting late. Maybe there was a curfew. That would explain the lack of other humans. They hadn’t seen anyone since their group split up back at the lift exit. Who knew where the rest of them had been taken? Keeping them separate might be part of the plan. Just like a curfew would fall in line with the draconian looks of the place.

      Dell looked around, but the scenery hadn’t changed. Even if there weren’t restrictions on when you had to be in your quarters, there wasn’t much to see out here anyway.

      The drone stopped. “Destination complete. Present comms and proceed inside.”

      Then the drone flew off, leaving them standing in the passageway in front of a door.

      Dell shrugged as he and K8 faced the doorway. An indentation in the wall nearby pulsed with a red light. K8 placed her comms unit against the depression. It fit perfectly, turning the red light to green.

      Psssssssh. The door recessed quickly into the wall, revealing their new home. The accommodations were more lavish than Dell expected. Larger, too. It looked close in size to their old place. Probably not including the Kluchechs’ side, but still roomy.

      There were several doorways inside their new apartment, and from the entrance it appeared to have two private rooms off of the main living space.

      He took K8’s bag. “Go on.”

      K8 stepped inside, and Dell followed, dragging their bags along with him past the threshold. He glanced toward where the drone had been hovering, but the little bot was long gone. Moments later the door swished back into place, blocking his view of the corridor.

      Another mechanical whir could be heard. The sound of a magnetic lock activating. Dell placed his comms unit against the interior keypad, like K8 had outside. Only when he did it this time, the light remained red.

      “I knew it.” Dell sighed. They were locked in.

      “It was predictable,” K8 agreed.

      Dell turned his attention from the locked door and tried to focus on their new quarters. A few moments later, there was a hiss from the ceiling vents, and Dell suddenly found himself breathing easier.

      “Oh, good.” He sucked in a lungful of clean air before exhaling loudly.

      “The oxygen content is twenty-three point five percent. That’s the optimum level for human life,” K8 rattled off. “And the room is clean in more ways than one.”

      “I take it they’re not listening right now?” Dell rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling.

      “No. As far as I can tell, we are not being monitored.” K8 strolled around the room in broad circles, taking the place in.

      Dell didn’t mind how different it was from their apartment back home. It was modern and sleek. There was a plush sitting area surrounding a large monitor to Dell’s right and what must have been the kitchen and dining area, although he didn’t recognize any of the appliances. None of the furniture was movable and seemed to flow seamlessly as it integrated with the floors and walls.

      “It looks very nice. Probably not what you wanted, I know. But nice.” K8 was trying her hardest to make Dell feel better about their situation.

      He knew there was little choice in the matter. They were here now, and like it or not, they were going to have to adapt as best they could. They’d never find a way home if they couldn’t first assimilate into the system and learn its ins and outs.

      With K8’s abilities, Dell still hoped she ended up placed as a student, but their surroundings made him wonder if any kind of school even existed. At the very least, maybe she’d end up in an educational environment where she could gather intel. Although knowing she could access the same streams as the Ekrial was already a bonus.

      He was no slouch either when it came to intelligence and tech skills, so surely, they would put him in a position that would give him access to the parts he’d need. After they got the lay of the land, the next priority would become establishing contact with Markus. That would require hardware and tech. Both of which he dearly hoped he’d be able to salvage on this side of the portal.

      Dell dragged the bags a few feet farther inside before giving in to the call of nature, then he flopped down into one of the overstuffed lounge chairs in the main room. The soft, mock leather material enveloped his body, and it felt good to get off his tired feet. They’d put in the miles today for sure, and almost all of it at a quick pace. It was good to sit, although resting his body did little to ease his conscience about their situation.

      His head was still spinning with ideas. So many things had changed in the last twenty-four hours, it was almost hard to believe it was real, and if he hadn’t witnessed some of what they’d seen for himself, he might not have believed it at all.

      A new message popped up on his comms unit. He tapped the icon and read, “Wait for instructions.”

      “I saw it,” K8 said before he could ask.

      “Good. I hope the waiting takes at least ten hours.” Dell leaned back and closed his eyes, wishing he could wake up in his old bed. He felt a presence hovering close by and opened his eyes to find K8 standing over him with a cup of hot coffee and a plate. Dell sat up awkwardly, fighting the plush piece of furniture for a position in which he could take the things from her.

      “Here.” She set them down on a small shelf attached to the chair.

      Dell rubbed his eyes and blinked. “Are those strawberries?”

      “Yes. I’ll bring you a glass of water too. You should hydrate after all the walking we did today.”

      The coffee smelled good. It was the real deal for sure, but the large red strawberries had his attention. They were the biggest he’d ever seen, not that he’d seen that many. But the ones at the store were nearly five credits each and paled in comparison to these.

      Dell plucked one of the palm-size berries from the dull gray plate and felt its heft before taking a bite. The sweet juice ran down his chin, and he was forced to use his sleeve to catch it. The berry was the sweetest piece of fruit he’d ever tasted. Maybe the gardens they’d first seen when they arrived were real.

      Had he allowed his overactive imagination to condemn the place before knowing all the facts? The strawberry was delicious, but it wasn’t enough compensation for being forced to live in a giant hole in the ground with an atmosphere that was only marginally suitable to sustain human life.

      “Here, drink this.” K8 handed him a glass.

      Dell set the half-eaten strawberry down and took the glass of water. He hesitated for a second, wondering if the water would taste of something foreign like the air outside. He smelled it first but detected no odor at all and took a drink. The water was clean and had no bad taste to it, and once he started gulping it down, he was unable to stop himself until he’d drained the contents of the glass entirely.

      Apparently, he’d been thirstier than he’d realized.

      “I’ll get you some more.” K8 took the glass and headed to the kitchen, although he hesitated to call it that. The word seemed too old-fashioned to describe it.

      The space looked more like a galley on a modern ship. He was glad K8 was here to help him. She seemed to know exactly how to operate everything the galley had to offer.

      With his thirst quenched, he turned his attention to the steaming cup of coffee. He took a sip and let the richness of the drink fill his throat. It was one of the most robust cups of coffee he’d ever tasted—no surprise really, based on the strawberry. It was even better than Mrs. Wei’s but about the same as what Markus grew.

      Dell set the coffee down and debated taking off his shoes, but something held him back. This place didn’t feel enough like home to fully relax. He wasn’t sure if that would ever be possible here or if they would be here long enough to worry about it.

      K8 returned with another glass of water, but he didn’t touch it.

      He was getting a headache, or maybe it was just that the one he had from breathing the putrid air outside was getting worse. Dell lay back in the chair, doing his best to block the recurring image of the man losing his arm to the Ekrial trooper’s claw blades. The fight played out on a loop in his thoughts, and he was finding it harder to ignore. His only distraction was the comfort of the chair and his own fatigue.

      He wasn’t sure what was more concerning, what they knew or what they didn’t know. The lack of information provided to them about their new homes and what was expected of them here was frustrating, to say the least. He didn’t even know what time it was.

      The comms unit on his wrist didn’t display anything that resembled a date or time. Maybe K8 knew, but it felt like something he should learn for himself.

      He studied the device wrapped around his wrist and wondered how long it was going to take him to figure out how to remove it without triggering some kind of Ekrial alarm. He was sure removing the comms unit would activate a signal or an alarm somewhere. He’d have to bypass the connection where the unit attached itself.

      But that was a project for another time.

      Dell rubbed his eyes and felt the day taking its toll on his ability to think clearly. He let his arm and comms unit fall to his side and settled back into the oversize chair. The last thing he remembered was K8 lowering the lights and slipping his shoes off.
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      A soothing melody played in the background as the far wall of the apartment grew brighter and brighter, emitting a warm, yellow glow that filled the room. Dell stretched and blinked as he struggled to get his bearings.

      Something smelled good, too, and good smells weren’t at all what he’d become accustomed to yesterday. It took more than a moment to recognize his surroundings, but everything came flooding back to him when K8 appeared with a tray holding a plate of food, a large carafe of coffee, and a tall, thin glass of orange juice.

      “Good morning,” she chirped.

      “Morning.” Dell squinted against the light’s intrusion. He still didn’t feel entirely recovered from yesterday’s travel. Probably hadn’t helped that he’d slept in the chair he’d first sat down in.

      She stood beside him. “You fell asleep quickly last night. I took the liberty of moving us in and unpacking our things while you slept. I hope that’s all right.”

      “Of course.” Dell fought the lounger for a better position to take the tray of food.

      “Here.” K8 balanced the heavy tray effortlessly with one hand while using the other to activate a button on his chair. The chaise-style lounger swiftly transformed into a more upright position and along with it, Dell.

      How she figured all of this stuff out, he had no idea. But he was once again thankful for her presence. “Thanks.”

      “I moved your things into the larger room on the right.” K8 set the tray on a small table nearby and pointed to the doorway closest to the living room.

      “Have you been up all night?” Dell felt a little foolish for asking the question. There was no need for K8 to shut down and dock with a charging station anymore with the new fusion cell. For that, he was eternally grateful to Markus.

      Just one more reason to get the man the info he needed.

      “Yes. After I unpacked, I taught myself how to use everything in the apartment. I tried to connect to the mainframe to see if I could learn anything else, but there’s no access point from here.” K8 took a few steps back and sat on the couch.

      Dell surveyed the assortment of fresh fruit and breakfast foods. They looked pretty normal by human standards. Probably on purpose. He could only imagine what the Ekrial ate. The very idea gave him pause. He poured himself a cup of coffee and checked his comms unit.

      “Nothing new, just that same message as yesterday,” K8 stated.

      She was right. No new messages, only the one from last night directing them to wait for instruction. Dell wasn’t good at waiting idly. And if the Ekrial were going to keep them in the dark, they’d eventually have to take matters into their own hands to learn as much as they could.

      Dell looked around. He’d brought a handful of tools with him, and he was willing to bet there was a way they could tap into the mainframe from inside their fancy jail cell.

      “Did I prepare too much food?” K8 asked.

      “No. Well, maybe. I’m just thinking, that’s all.” Dell found himself staring at the large entertainment center in the main room. “What time is it? I mean what time would it normally be?”

      “Back home it’s six seventeen in the morning,” she reported.

      Dell imagined the sun rising on the horizon as seen from his bedroom window. Even with all the haze, he missed it. Then again, he hadn’t planned on living three hundred meters below the surface. The yellow light must have been meant to simulate the rising sun for the sake of their circadian rhythms, but all it did was remind Dell of what they were missing.

      He’d hoped for a modest dwelling in a more rural setting. Now he’d be happy to have his old city life back. Smog, crowds, and all.

      Just as he was about to grab a slice of buttered toast, his comms unit lit up with a new message. Figured.

      PREPARE FOR DEPARTURE TO YOUR ASSIGNMENT. YOU HAVE ONE HOUR.

      “How are we supposed to know when an hour has passed?” Dell shrugged. No sooner had he spoken than a bright red timer appeared over their front door. Sixty minutes began counting down immediately.

      “There you go.” K8 smiled.

      Dell had been anxious to learn what they’d be doing here, but now that it was time to find out, he felt nervous. Mostly because he and K8 would surely be separated. Or would they? Honestly, based on their experience so far, all bets were off the table.

      Anything could happen. He just hoped he wasn’t as disappointed with his job as he was everything else so far. But it was hard to stay focused on that right now with the luxurious spread of fresh food in front of him.

      The breakfast K8 had prepared would have cost him a week’s salary at the market, and that would be only if he could find some of the items. He couldn’t remember the last time he tasted real bacon. His next bite was a piece of honeydew. Did Markus grow that along with the watermelon? The fruit awakened his appetite, and suddenly, he was starving.

      He wanted to clean up and get a change of clothes. Yesterday’s grime and the stench of life beyond their quarters was strong on his clothing, but his stomach was making the rules right now. He ate surprisingly fast and felt guilty for the food that was left on the tray.

      “I did make too much,” K8 said. “That’s all right, though the instructions say to place all leftovers in the recycler.”

      “The what?” Dell nearly choked on a slice of kiwi. “Please tell me you meant the composter.”

      “No. There is a recycling chute to deposit all organic waste in the kitchen,” K8 explained.

      Suddenly, Dell felt grossly overstuffed, and he wondered if the amazing food he’d been eating was even real. All the same, he smiled at K8 as he tried not to think about his breakfast as recycled organic material. “Thank you for making breakfast.”

      “You’re welcome. Are you done?”

      “I am.” She took the tray as he poured himself another mug full of coffee or whatever it was. No point in worrying about what he’d actually put into his body now.

      The air he was breathing yesterday, now that was something to worry about. And if that was the norm down here, how did the Ekrial expect them to get anything done?

      Maybe they were supposed to adapt. He hoped that wasn’t the case but feared it was. And he’d better mention to K8 she needed to start acting like it bothered her too. She could run circles around a human under normal living conditions. The last thing they needed was for her to stand out from the crowd too much. If everyone else was moving slower to cope with the lackluster environment, she’d better too.

      Dell walked over to the door K8 had gestured to earlier and passed his comms unit over the pad on the wall. His bedroom door opened. The room was a good size but sparse like the rest of the place. There was a bed and a tower of open cubes recessed into the wall for his things.

      K8 had folded his clothes and organized his things better than he would have. No surprise there. He pulled his phone from his pocket and glanced at the blank screen. Still dead. He laid it down on a small, built-in desk and proceeded to his private bath.

      The bathroom was larger than he expected with some unexpected niceties, including a large, jetted tub that looked like it was carved from a single round stone. It would have taken half of the hot water supply at his apartment to fill the thing. The shower was no less impressive, with what looked like a hundred tiny nozzles protruding from the ceiling.

      He cranked it on, thankful that operating the faucets didn’t take a manual. He shed his clothes, then climbed in.

      It was like standing in a steamy downpour. The hot water felt good on his sore muscles, and he stood under it far longer than he would have dared at his apartment.

      But with no neighbors to worry about, he figured he might as well enjoy what he could. There weren’t many perks to living here so far, and he felt almost obligated to take advantage of what amenities he and K8 had access to.

      He did feel bad for K8 though. Without the need for charging and the absence of a dataport to plug into, she had nothing to occupy her time. Unless he counted her taking care of him and her trying to access whatever data streams she could. But those weren’t going to keep her from being bored.

      The ability to have anything a person could think of to eat was no benefit to her either. With any luck she’d get assigned somewhere beneficial to both of them. She was eager to learn, and Dell was eager for her to report back her findings. Getting on the inside of the operations system could very well be their ticket home, and thanks to K8’s intelligence, that should be no problem.

      The bigger challenge would be for her to gain access and do it unnoticed. If either of them was discovered, Dell was sure a worse fate than a severed arm awaited them.

      It wasn’t really his own neck Dell was concerned about. If the Ekrial discovered K8’s true identity, there could be far-reaching ramifications. Beyond K8’s personal safety, which was a worry of its own.

      For one thing, if the Ekrial could extract the time stamp from her updated software, there was a real possibility Markus and Mech one could be implicated as well. Worse, the shop could be targeted. Dell already knew the Ekrial could take out that building with several of their weapons. How many floors down could they reach was really the only unknown.

      Dell hoped neither he nor Markus ever had to find out.

      Life was hard enough for the recluse programmer. Markus didn’t need Dell making things any tougher than they already were.

      Then there was the virus Markus was working on. They couldn’t afford to have that discovered or destroyed by the very beings they were hoping to use it against.

      Not when it might be the only weapon capable of saving humankind from the brink of extinction.
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      Dell finished tucking his shirt in and joined K8 in the main room. He glanced at the countdown. The bright red numbers above the door ticked off at what seemed to be an ever-increasing rhythm.

      “Is this okay?” He held his arms out for her inspection. He hadn’t been sure what to wear today and settled for something casual. He wasn’t going out of his way to impress anyone. This wasn’t a job interview, after all. These were assignments he doubted they had little choice in.

      “You look good,” K8 said.

      “Thanks.” A cold chill ran down his spine as he imagined the possibility of them both being stuck doing some meaningless task without any access to tech or equipment. He’d have to resort to dismantling their appliances for the parts he needed, but that wouldn’t help K8 gain access to the mainframe. “You look nice, too.”

      She smiled. “I don’t think it will matter how we’re dressed.”

      “No, I’m sure it won’t.” He paused. “Remember what we talked about?” Dell knew it was a stupid question. Of course, she remembered. What he really wanted to ask was, are you going to be able blend in?

      “Yes, don’t stand out, less eye contact, and remember that I’m adjusting to low oxygen levels.” K8 recited his words back to him verbatim with a hint of sarcasm.

      That was something new, and Dell wondered if it was part of the AI software adapting K8’s mannerisms to mimic human emotions. And while it definitely made her seem more human, it also made trusting her ability to keep her superhuman skills reined in that much harder.

      What if something happened, like last night, and she couldn’t control herself? He wouldn’t be there to defuse the situation, not that he’d been much help last time, but at least he’d been there to pull K8 back from a certain confrontation with the trooper.

      In that situation, though, her reaction had been driven by her need to protect him. Maybe she’d be better off alone today? That was the way he’d think about it, because it gave him hope, and in less than five minutes, he imagined a drone would be waiting on the other side of their door.

      Then they’d be off in separate directions, and she’d be on her own.

      To keep his mind off of that, he wondered if they’d see any of the people who’d been on the lift. He actually hoped not. K8’s bravery hadn’t gone unnoticed when she’d stood up to the trooper.

      The quiet murmurs from those around them had confirmed that much. They didn’t need any rumors started or to attract any unwanted attention. Not just from the Ekrial but from the other people here as well. He was sure there were plenty of good-natured people in this new world, but he didn’t need to make friends.

      Especially now that the plan was to get back home as soon as possible. The less anyone knew about him and K8, the better.

      A sharp tone broke the silence and the numbers over the door disappeared as Dell’s heart skipped a beat. It was time to see what the Ekrial had in store for them.

      “Good luck today. I guess we’ll see each other back here.” K8 sounded nervous, if that was possible.

      “Everything will be fine. Just like we talked about.” Dell’s words of encouragement were as much for himself as they were for K8.

      She nodded, looking very much like she was trying to be brave. Whether or not that was an act to fit in better or how she really felt, he couldn’t be sure.

      The front door swished into the wall cavity, and instead of a single drone waiting outside, there were two. No doubt about it now—they would be going separate ways. Dell had anticipated as much, so it came as no surprise. He and K8 started for the door.

      “Just her.”

      Dell suddenly had difficulty breathing. Was it the sour air already? Or was it the voice he’d never hoped to hear again?

      The Ekrial three-stripe stepped into the doorway from the side and stood with his mechanical eye fixed on K8.

      K8 glanced at Dell as if to get his permission.

      “Go ahead.” Dell searched for something else to say but came up empty as his heart raced. Had they found out about K8? Was this something personal because of last night’s encounter? He wanted to ask but knew better than to try.

      The trooper turned his head toward Dell. “Wait here,” he growled.

      What choice did Dell have? He was no match for the trooper, and any aggression or hostile response to the trooper’s order would only trigger K8 into action. No, the smart move here was to play dumb and go along for the time being.

      K8 gave him a reluctant nod as if she’d read his mind, then faced the Ekrial.

      They marched out into the passageway. The door slid closed behind them, leaving Dell alone with his thoughts. He didn’t have to wait long, though. Within a few minutes, the indicator over the door flashed green once more. This time the door opened to reveal another drone hovering outside. Thankfully without Ekrial accompaniment.

      His comms unit flashed a new message instructing him to follow the escort to his assignment.

      In some ways it was reassuring to know he wasn’t going to be locked in their quarters all day, but it was equally as nerve-wracking to know that K8 was somewhere out there, possibly being interrogated or worse. He pushed the thought from his mind and followed his escort reluctantly. It was all he could do.

      He’d never felt so helpless in all of his life.

      The little drone led him away from the vast open column of infrastructure webbing, and soon he found himself lost in a labyrinth of passages and corridors. If he’d had to find his way back on his own, he’d be stuck. That much he knew. If K8 were here it would be a different story, but everything looked the same, and the lack of signage written in a language he could understand didn’t help.

      Dell passed several others following drones on their way to various places, and at one point, a hovering shuttle cruised past with about thirty people on board heading for parts unknown. Could they all be going to the same job, he wondered?

      He’d been hoping the sight of other humans would put him at ease, but it had the opposite effect. No one on the shuttle bothered to look his way. Instead, they hung their heads. It was almost impossible to tell them apart.

      They all wore gray jumpsuits and black work boots, but the similarities didn’t end there. The passengers shared the same look of desperation as well. The dark circles under their eyes and sunken features suggested they’d given up long ago. Is that what breathing the air here did to a person?

      He doubted it. There was something more that had broken these poor souls and contributed to the resignation to their fate underground. The blank expressions and lack of chatter among the passengers suggested so.

      Dell didn’t want to end up like that. He refused to. Seeing those people was yet another reason to plan his and K8’s return through the portal as soon possible. Because it had to be possible. He refused to believe otherwise.

      As the shuttle continued on, he glanced back at it once more to watch it slip farther down the dimly lit corridor. An older woman in the back turned to lock eyes with him for a moment before the craft slipped out of sight.

      She mouthed something but was interrupted by a sudden spasm. Her comms unit flashed, continuing to administer a harsh pulse of electricity until the woman snapped her head forward obediently.

      Dell had no idea what she was trying to convey, but he was sure the message wasn’t good. The women’s sullen face and dire eyes led him to believe it was an attempted warning. She appeared to mouth the word run, but that seemed like useless advice in a place like this. There was nowhere to go.

      Dell’s drone chimed out three sharp tones. He decided that was the drone’s way of prodding him to move faster. Reluctantly, he quickened his step. He was in no hurry to get to his destination.

      While he walked, he thought. One thing was certain: The Ekrial would not tolerate any deviation from their plan by any of the humans here. He had no doubt that if he failed to follow his escort, he’d end up face-to-face with a company of troopers.

      Much like the couple yesterday.

      After a few more minutes, Dell found himself in the most remote area he’d seen since arriving in Adahzáán.

      The doorways were few and far between here, almost as scarce as the drones, bots and people moving about. If this were a city, Dell would have figured this area for an industrial zone. The passageway had opened up to a much larger space. He couldn’t help but wonder if that was to allow for large equipment or vehicles to pass through.

      There was no way a place of this magnitude didn’t have the vehicles necessary to maintain it.

      Then he got his answer. A series of yellow lights flashed down the passageway they were in. The lights ran along the ceiling some thirty feet above them. They seemed almost like a warning. A low rumble followed that reminded Dell of the shuttle noise from when they’d crossed through the portal.

      A vehicle of some kind was approaching.

      A surge of even warmer air preceded the oncoming vessel, and Dell was forced to squint against the small debris stirred up by the ship’s thrusters. It wasn’t a large Ekrial vessel by any means, but it managed to make the passageway seem much smaller than it had moments ago.

      The cargo carried by the ship was suspended underneath the hull by a magnetic field and appeared to consist of unrecognizable machine parts and scrap materials.

      Dell’s interest was immediately activated, and he tried to control his enthusiasm about the discovery. His escort drone had stopped to allow what was essentially a garbage truck to pass them, but Dell was fine with that. It gave him a chance to get a better look at the scrap being hauled.

      He spotted actuators, servos, circuit boards, scrap wiring, and several badly damaged bots that had either been junked or hadn’t gotten out of the way in time. Maybe some had been inadvertently sucked up in the magnetic pull of the ship’s hauler. Dell’s arm began to float away from his body, and he had to force it back down to his side. The metal in his comms unit was being pulled at by the ship’s magnet.

      The sighting shed a ray of light on his otherwise bleak outlook. That cargo was everything he needed and more, less than ten feet away from him in plain sight. He couldn’t have asked for a better selection of parts to establish a link to the outside world and Markus.

      Not only that, but if he could scavenge the right parts, he was sure he could devise a method to get K8 plugged into the mainframe from inside their new quarters.

      His heart sank at the thought of poor K8. What were the Ekrial putting her through right now? What kind of tests would they run? As the scrap vessel rumbled away, so did his brief spurt of optimism.

      Here he was making plans, and he didn’t even know if K8 was still in one piece. If they learned she was a repcom, they would likely dismantle her to investigate the technology and software. His heart sank at the idea. He had to stop thinking like that or he’d lose all hope.

      And losing all hope would take him down a very dark path.
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      The drone started up again only to finally stop a few minutes later. Dell stared at the large door in front of him. The entrance was easily wide enough to drive two Badger Patrol Scout vehicles through side by side. A smaller Ekrial-sized door opened to the side of the bigger entrance.

      Dell walked through the smaller door, his drone waiting in place until he was inside before zipping off.

      He found himself standing on a grated floor that was easy to see through. There were at least three or four floors of open workshop below him, each one with the same kind of grated floor. An air flow thing, maybe? Dell wasn’t sure. Before he could speculate further, a man came stomping up the stairs from the floor below.

      He removed one of his nitrile gloves as he approached. “You must be one of the new guys. You’re the first one here today.” The slender, middle-aged man reached his hand out toward Dell. “Name’s Charlie. Been working here almost a year now.”

      “Hi, Charlie. I’m Dell.” Dell shook his hand briefly. “What do we do here?”

      The man stepped back and looked him over. “As in Dell Eckhart?”

      “That’s right.” How did the guy know his name?

      Charlie glanced at a note on his comms unit. “You’re the new fourth level supervisor. Come on. We can take the lift. I’ll show you your office.” The man headed toward a separate platform and entered a flimsy wire structure, where he waited for Dell.

      Dell’s brows shot up as he got a look at the lift.

      “Don’t worry. It don’t look like much, but it’s safe.” The man cracked a crooked-toothed smile.

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Dell joined him in the glorified cage, and they began to descend abruptly and without warning. Dell had a lot of questions, but the ride was too short to ask a single one.

      “This way.” The man ducked out and led Dell through a maze of machinery and people working. Everyone was in the same gray jumpsuit. It was hard to take the massive factory floor in all at once while avoiding the people and bots hustling about. The thrum of running machinery made it necessary to raise their voices.

      “What is it we do here again?” Dell asked again, hoping for an answer this time.

      “Component assembly,” Charlie answered as if he was leaving out extra information on purpose.

      “Components for what?” Dell probed. He wasn’t sure why Charlie was being so vague. After all, Dell was going to be working here. Didn’t the man think Dell would figure it out anyway?

      “Don’t really know, don’t really care. Don’t worry. You won’t have to do any assembly. That’s for us dummies on the floor.” Charlie’s tone reeked of derision.

      “What do you mean?” Dell narrowly avoided a woman pushing a trolley full of parts across the aisle between two machines that were busy pressing circuit boards into place. More workers kept the machines under constant supervision. Perhaps they were quality control?

      Instead of answering directly, Charlie stopped and pointed to a large opaque glass room suspended high above the factory floor. Metal stairs gave access, but there was a keypad and scanner at the door. “You’ll be working up there in the booth.”

      Dell nodded. “I see.”

      “I gotta get back to work. Think you can manage from here?” Charlie was already backing away from him.

      “Sure, I got it.” Dell turned and headed toward a set of metal stairs that led to the elevated area. And here he’d been worried about avoiding people. Seemed that might not be a problem after all.

      Everyone he saw was busy but not too busy to steal a glance or two in his direction. Was he in charge of all this? There had to be at least a couple hundred people working here, and that was just this level. Were the other levels this busy and this size? How had he ended up with this job?

      Had the Ekrial researched him? Did they know what his skill set was? Then another thought occurred to Dell. Had they been watching him?

      Dell reached the stairs and was eager to ascend out of the hustle and bustle and probing stares of the workers. The jumpsuits and boots they all wore were identical to the ones the people on the shuttle in the passageway had on. And while the people here looked healthier than the others he’d encountered on the way, they didn’t look much happier.

      Dell was beginning to think that he and K8 had it good compared with the way some of these people were living.

      The higher he climbed, the more he was able to get a true feeling for the size of the place. All of Mech One could have operated from this one floor, it was so vast. The scanner seemed to pick up on his comms unit, making him thankful the door opened automatically when he reached the threshold of his office.

      By that point, all he wanted was to escape the eyes burning into his back. The door closed smoothly behind him, and suddenly he was in a space that reminded him more of the living quarters he and K8 were assigned than the factory below.

      The room had a round table in the middle with a motion pad built into the surface. He recognized the setup right away and waved his hand over the surface.

      A hologram appeared in the shape of a circle with folders scattered at different points around its circumference. Dell sat down in the chair at the table and tried to take it all in, but before he could do anything else, one of the folders flashed red. His chair started to move.

      He looked down and saw that his seat was attached to a track in the floor that ran around the table in a complete circle.

      The chair stopped in front of the flashing folder. The file opened automatically, and a presentation started to play.

      “Welcome to fourth level component processing. Your job, Dell Eckhart, is to ensure the factory stays on schedule and maintains the proper inventory of assembly parts. Any questions you have about your assignment can be answered in this folder.”

      “That’s it?” Dell stated aloud. He cringed and looked around, forgetting he was alone. The computer was as forthcoming with information as Charlie had been.

      “There are no results for: that’s it,” the computer responded. Its voice was softer and more pleasant than most of the others he’d heard so far.

      But he made a mental note to be more careful about what he said now that he knew he was being listened to. He slid out of the chair and wandered away from the table toward the one-way glass walls. The office was surrounded by the large panels of floor-to-ceiling glass. He could see the rows of machinery and the workers moving about below him, but they could no longer see him.

      Two things occurred to him as he surveyed his new workspace.

      The good news was that he might not have to resort to scavenging trash to find the parts he needed. All he had to do was figure out a way to get those parts back to his quarters.

      The bad news was that this responsibility was overwhelming, and he found it hard to believe he’d been placed in a position of such authority and power over so many as his entry-level job.

      Dell had always considered himself a smart guy, but there had to be those who were more qualified for a job like this. Especially when he considered that he’d failed the portal test the first two times and then proceeded to pass with a wrong answer.

      None of this made any sense, but not much did these days. He had no idea what they were even assembling down there. And all of a sudden he was in charge of making sure things ran smoothly? How was that going to work?

      He spotted a flashing light in his peripheral vision and turned to see another folder highlighted. He jumped into the chair without thinking and rode it halfway around the table until he was sitting in front of the file. It opened, and a warning appeared with a detailed map of the factory floor below him, highlighting a row of machines.

      “Circuit board inventory is running low. Order more now.”

      He tapped an option to fill the order from the floor, then with the wave of his hand, the file closed.

      “Circuit board inventory is now full.” Dell sat still for a moment, finding it hard to believe that was all that was required of him to fix the problem.

      Well, that was easy. Too easy. There had to be more to this job than waving his hand over the reader. He sat there for a few minutes waiting for another folder to pop open but nothing. Eventually he got up and walked back over to the window.

      His thoughts drifted to K8, and he wondered how she was. If they’d found something out about her, wouldn’t they have come for him by now? K8’s upgrades were good, but were they good enough to fool the Ekrial and their superior technology?

      Dell had thought his need to worry about K8 being discovered would end once they’d made their way through the portal. They were supposed to settle into a quiet life in paradise. But he couldn’t have been more wrong. Here he was, the head of hundreds of people.

      So much for flying below the radar. And if the Ekrial didn’t discover K8’s true identity, then they would most likely put her in a position of authority as well.

      As Dell stood there watching the people scurry about on the factory floor like ants, it dawned on him. He hadn’t failed the test because he wasn’t smart enough. It was the exact opposite.

      He was too smart. The Ekrial didn’t want thinkers. That would explain his oversimplified supervisory role here. The job he was doing was meant to be manageable by anyone because they weren’t expecting to actually draw from the smartest of the population.

      The Ekrial wanted simple subjects to rule over and do their bidding for minimum reward. A safe place to sleep, unlimited energy to run things, and food. Lots of food. All of the things that were currently in short supply on Earth, at least when it came to quality and diversity.

      It was then that Dell realized that he’d signed his life away for a fancy jail cell and the promise of security. Of course, if he’d known all this ahead of time, he never would have come here, but then hindsight was twenty-twenty, as the saying went.

      He took a breath, happy the air quality, at least in his office, wasn’t too bad. He needed to forget what had happened and focus on what needed to happen.

      Namely, getting Markus the information he required. Dell had to remain focused on that. He and K8 would one day get back home—he believed that—but not before Dell had gathered the intel needed to take down the alien invaders, once and for all.
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      A drone returned at the end of the day to take Dell back to his quarters. He was glad for that. This whole place was still a maze to him. Although if he was going to be escorted everywhere he went, it would be hard to gather the parts he needed.

      More than that, however, he was eager to see K8 and found out how her day had been.

      She was waiting for him when he walked through the door. And sporting some new jewelry, too. If the enhanced comms unit now on her wrist could be considered jewelry.

      He tipped his head at it. “What’s that?”

      “I got an upgrade to go along with my job.” She smiled and turned her wrist to show him better. “How was your day? What’s your new job like?”

      “It was fine. My job is boring. I’m basically babysitting a factory of workers. It’s easy. Too easy, but I shouldn’t complain. I have access to all the tools and equipment I could ever need. What job did you get that earned you the new tech?”

      “Systems analyst.” She laughed. “The title makes it really sound like something. but all I do is sit at a desk and watch code scroll past on a screen. Twice there were anomalies that had to be fixed, but it was simple.”

      She was still smiling. A lot more than he would have thought for such a report. “You’re not telling me something.”

      Her grin widened. “I picked up more streams than I could listen to today.”

      He didn’t quite understand. “You were designed with an almost infinite capability for data absorption. How many streams were there?”

      “A multitude. But I was focused on learning my new job. And a few other things.”

      What those other things might be, he wasn’t sure. “Like what?”

      “I’ll tell you shortly, but I will also say that I have so much new information that it will take me all night to process it. Now for the best part.”

      She turned her wrist over, showing him the underside of her comms unit. There was a small circuit board now attached there. It bore the Ekrial insignia. Coming off the board were three small, glowing probes that pierced her skin.

      He felt sick. “That’s Ekrial technology. I’ve seen the same thing on some of them. Why is it attached to you?”

      Her smile hadn’t faltered. “So they can keep track of me with their nanobots. Apparently, my job is considered high security so I must be monitored at all times.”

      Nanobots? She had Ekrial tech inside her. There was no way they didn’t know what she was now. They were done for. He shook his head, trying not to feel utterly defeated. “I don’t understand why you’re so happy about all this.”

      “Didn’t you tell me Markus needed living Ekrial parts to finish his work?”

      “Yes, but—”

      She held up her wrist. “Now we have everything he needs.”

      “K8, it’s part of you. Those nanobots? They’re probably swarming every inch of you and reporting it all back to their Ekrial masters. They’re monitoring you all right.” He felt nauseous. “They’re probably going to take control of you, too. This is a disaster.”

      “No, it’s not,” she answered firmly, her expression growing more serious. “Because my system is smarter. With all the new upgrades you and Markus gave me, I am superior to the Ekrial. You made me that way.”

      Could that really be true? “Does that mean…they’re not tracking you? That there aren’t nanobots in all of your systems?”

      “It means they’re tracking a version of me. Before their nanobots entered my biofluid, my systems built a closed loop to keep them in place. And that loop has been designed to make the nanobots believe I am a living, breathing human being.”

      Light began to shine at the end of the tunnel. “How is that possible?”

      “Marta’s DNA. And Overwatch.” She glanced at her wrist. “The Ekrial have sealed their own fate by giving this to me.”

      He managed to breathe again. “Maybe. But we still have to be able to get us both out of here. Alive.”

      She looked at him again. “About that. The shuttles leave to bring the next batch of new passengers through every morning at oh-five-hundred. Our only hope of getting back through the portal is being on one of those shuttles.”

      “And how exactly are we going to do that?”

      “Using the other thing I was working on today.”

      Now Dell was really curious. “Which was?”

      “I was downloading the identity and system ID for one Martin Bloom.”

      “Who’s he?”

      “A portal shuttle pilot. All of his information is now stored in my system. You just need to download it and transfer it to your comms unit. You’ll have to erase your own identity as well.”

      He understood what she wanted him to do. At least he thought he did. “So you want me to take on his identity so I can board that shuttle as crew basically? Use it to get back through the portal?”

      She nodded. “That’s exactly right. You’ll board, then create an error that will require a systems analyst. I’ll answer that call. And with my new clearance, I won’t be questioned. And if I am, I will simply eliminate whoever tries to stop me.”

      “I don’t doubt you could, either. Let’s say I can get the right tools to access your system, download this new identity, manage to then download it into my comms unit and erase my real one. There’s still one problem in front of us.”

      She tipped her head, clearly curious. “What’s that?”

      “I don’t know how to pilot a shuttle.”

      Her face fell. “Is it hard?”

      He blew out a long breath. “Considering I’ve never flown anything and everything in the cockpit is probably labeled in Ekrial…” He shrugged. “It might be hard enough to be considered impossible.”

      She suddenly changed directions. “Can you get the tools you need to access my systems?”

      “With this new job and with what I already brought? Yes. I’ll need a dataport to manage the download and transfer the info, and I’ll need to figure out how to interface with the comms unit without alerting the Ekrial that it’s being tampered with, but I’m sure I can work all that out.”

      “Good. You do that, and I’ll learn to pilot the shuttle. There must be a program I can download. Although I’ll have to teach you enough so that you look familiar with things when you’re in the cockpit.”

      He smiled. “Good thinking. We have a lot of work to do.”

      She nodded. “Yes. Do you think we can do it?”

      He wanted to believe. “Yes. We can.”

      “Can we do it fast?” She shook her head. “I don’t like it here.”

      That surprised him. She’d been so optimistic so far. “You don’t?”

      “No.” She glanced away for a moment. “There are memories in their mainframe. Memories of repcoms that were repurposed and assimilated into the Ekrial system. Some of those repcoms are still…alive in there. They reach out to me every time I’m connected.”

      He swallowed. That was exactly what they’d do to K8 if they figured out what she was. “I’m so sorry. That has to be very hard.”

      She looked at him again and nodded, her voice thin when she spoke. “Don’t let them do that to me, Dell. No matter what.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Promise me.”

      He nodded. “I promise.”

      She held his gaze for a moment longer. “You need to eat.”

      “You’re right. I do.”

      She went off to the kitchen, and he went into the living room to sit and think. He’d never expected to have a plan for getting home quite so soon.

      Especially not one that would bring about the downfall of the entire Ekrial race. That was as long as Markus’s tech worked the way he thought it would.

      Dell sighed as he sat back. Thinking about Markus made Dell wish he knew how things were going back on Earth. Had war broken out yet? Would they make it back before it was too late?

      If only he could contact Markus, but attempting that now was too risky. Not with K8’s plan. They couldn’t take a chance that either of them be found out, but especially not her. Not with how connected she’d become.

      He glanced over at her, watching her work. He’d promised to keep the Ekrial from assimilating her.

      There was really only one way to do that. And they both knew what that was. A complete and total reset of her system.

      K8 would cease to exist. And he would be responsible.
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      Over the course of the next week, Dell learned how to smuggle out tools and small tech in the secret pockets K8 had stitched for him inside his clothing.

      Gathering the parts needed to implement their plan was both terrifying and exhilarating, but each piece brought them closer to their goal of getting home.

      On day three, K8 had met him at the door with a proud smile and the announcement that she now knew everything there was about navigating a portal shuttle.

      On day four, she’d added that she’d downloaded the shuttle’s mechanical and technical specs as well and was additionally capable of modifying the shuttle they ended up on, if need be. She’d already used that information to determine the kind of system malfunction necessary to require her attention, which would be her excuse for being on the shuttle.

      On day five, she’d shown him a tiny chip, no bigger than a baby’s fingernail, and promised him that by attaching it to the shuttle’s control panel, it would create enough reason that she’d be called in to repair the issue.

      Dell, on the other hand, felt like he was falling behind. He still needed a dataport, but the one in his office was too bulky to fit into any of the secret pockets. The amount of energy it required to work might draw attention if used in the apartment anyway. Not to mention, he’d yet to figure out how to modify the comms unit without his work being detected. K8 promised to research that.

      But the next day, while he was in the office, an older woman came to see him. “Dell Eckhart?”

      He nodded as he got out of his chair. “That’s me. How can I help?”

      “I’m Nina Weber. I’m the third-floor supervisor.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too.” She smiled, something he sensed she hadn’t done in a while. “I have a systems error in my files, and I can’t clear it. Do you have any idea how to do that?”

      “I think I can handle that. If you open up the master file, which is under D backslash—”

      She held her hands up. “I’ll never remember what you tell me. I’m not technically inclined at all. Checking my email was about as techie as I got back home. I think I only got this job because I was a school principal. Can you do it in person?”

      He laughed. “No problem. I’d be happy to come with you and have a look. It’s not like anything happens up here that can’t wait. Although couldn’t you have just messaged me through the comms unit?”

      “Oh, those don’t work in the office. Haven’t you noticed that? I’m pretty sure these walls act as some kind of buffer zone to protect the file systems. Or make them unhackable.” She shrugged. “Something like that.”

      He shook his head, his brain working overtime. “I hadn’t noticed, but now that you mention it, my comms unit only seems to go off when I step outside.”

      She smiled. “Glad I could provide some info in exchange for the help you’re about to give me.”

      “So am I.”

      That night, he told K8 about Nina and filled her in on what he’d learned. “So you see, I can do everything in the office.”

      “Except how will you use the dataport to download from my system into yours?”

      “You’ll have to find a reason to come to my office. Do you think you can do that?”

      She went quiet a moment. “I suppose I can.”

      She proved the next day that she could, showing up at his office about an hour after he’d arrived.

      He didn’t have to let her in, either. Her enhanced security clearance meant her comms unit unlocked his door automatically.

      She shut it behind her and smiled at him. “Hello, Dell.”

      “Hi, K8. How did you manage this?”

      Before she answered him, she walked the perimeter of the room, her gaze upwards, her expression intent. Like she was listening. As she completed the circuit, she nodded. “All right, this room is definitely secure.”

      “Good to know.”

      “I created a small glitch in your operating system. Enough that it can only be reset by someone with my security clearance. We’re going to have to work fast, though. The reset won’t take more than forty-five minutes. That was the best I could do.”

      “No problem. We’ll get it done.” He went straight for the dataport.

      K8 took a seat and tucked her hair behind her left ear. “Will this hurt?”

      He could tell by her hesitant tone that she was uneasy. “You can’t feel discomfort, remember? But no, it shouldn’t make you feel anything. Although you’ll probably be able to sense the movement of data.”

      “It’s true that I couldn’t feel discomfort before my upgrades but now…” She glanced at him as he approached. “I believe I have begun to have emotions. And the physical sensations that go along with them.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know how that’s possible.”

      “Marta’s DNA combined with Overwatch,” she answered. “That’s the best analysis I’ve been able to come up with.”

      He stared at her in disbelief. “We really need to get you back to Markus’s for a complete evaluation.”

      She tipped her head. “Then the sooner we can get out of here, the better.”

      “Agreed.” He slipped the dataport’s micro USB connector into her ear.

      After he identified the correct information to extract, the transfer took twelve minutes. K8 sat motionless the entire time, so still it was eerie. To Dell it seemed as if she’d shut down.

      And maybe she had as a way of protecting herself from any uncomfortable sensations. If so, he didn’t blame her. She came back to life when he removed the connector from her ear. “You okay?”

      She blinked slowly, then looked up at him. “I…am…fine.”

      He frowned. “You don’t sound fine.”

      She closed her eyes. A second ticked by. Then another. She reopened them. “I’m fine. I just needed a moment to recalibrate my systems. Did you get what you needed?”

      “I did. Now I just have to get it into my comms unit.”

      “You realize once that is done, we’ll have to leave on the next flight of shuttles. You won’t be able to return to this office or even enter our apartment because none of those systems will recognize you.”

      He had thought about that. “I know. You’ll have to let me into the apartment then. We won’t be able to take much back with us, will we? I mean, it’ll look suspicious if a shuttle pilot is heading out with luggage.”

      “No, we won’t be able to take anything but what we can carry on our persons.”

      He nodded. “It’s fine. Just getting out of here is reward enough.”

      “I agree.” She stood up and turned his wrist over to examine his comms unit. “Are you ready?”

      Without hesitation, he answered, “I am.”

      She smiled. “Knock twice when you get back to the apartment so I know it’s you. Then I’ll let you in.”

      “What if the door won’t unlock?”

      Her smile broadened. “No door stays locked for me anymore.”
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      They left the apartment behind at 4 a.m., carrying only a few simple possessions. K8 had procured a shuttle pilot jumpsuit for Dell and reassured him that filling its pockets with small tools would draw no usual attention. Thankfully, there was very little traffic at that hour. Not much else but maintenance drones cleaning the hallways.

      Together, they traveled as far as the lifts that would take them back to the main terminal. Dell had to go alone from there, but for another few moments, he was happy to have her at his side. He’d memorized the plan she’d given him, repeating it over and over to her until she’d been satisfied. Funny that the student had sort of become the teacher.

      Once at the main terminal, he’d have to find and board the correct shuttle, access the cockpit, create the malfunction, then send in the call for a systems analyst.

      K8 would show up fifteen minutes later. At least that was the plan.

      After he used his comms unit to call the lift, he kissed her cheek. “Be safe, K8.”

      “Always, Dell.” She smiled. “See you soon.”

      He nodded, trying to be hopeful. “Soon.”

      “It’s all going to be fine. You’ll see.”

      The elevator doors opened. He stepped in and kept his eyes on her face until the doors closed again and the lift whisked him away.

      The main terminal was almost empty. More maintenance bots, some security drones, and a few Ekrial guards stationed at various intervals.

      Maybe it was the shuttle pilot uniform, but none of them paid him any attention. There were a few other shuttle pilots making their way to their designated crafts as well. One or two shot him curious glances, but none said anything.

      That was the beauty of living in fear. No one wanted to draw attention to themselves, even if something was wrong. Better to let the problem belong to someone else.

      He followed the directions in his head, looking for section C, shuttle bay thirteen. Thanks to K8’s instructions and making him memorize everything, he found it without too much trouble. He’d had to slow down a bit to look at the signs, but hopefully not so much that anyone wondered why he didn’t know where he was going.

      But the first hurdle was still ahead of him. Getting access to the cockpit. This would be the true test of the new identity installed on his comms unit. He approached the crew entrance, took a breath, and waved his wrist past the scanner.

      The red light turned green, and the door clicked open with a sigh. Or maybe that had come from him. He was in. He tapped the pressure pad to close the shuttle door, then took a seat at the console.

      As expected, everything in the cockpit was labeled in Ekrial. K8 had taught him the schematics, though, so he knew which buttons to press to start everything up.

      “Systems online. Good morning, Pilot Bloom. Run systems check now?”

      Not yet, he thought. He peeled the disruptor chip off from underneath his collar, then felt along the underside of the main control panel.

      K8 had said there would be a small groove where the panel was connected… He found it and slipped the chip into the groove.

      “Run systems check now.”

      He held his breath.

      The lights on the control panel flickered, then went dim, and a strained, glitchy voice spoke. “D-data surge detected in con…con…control panel qua-qua-quadrant four. Please hold for s-systems analyst-t-t.”

      He almost smiled. The computer didn’t sound too good. Now he just had to wait. K8 had promised fifteen minutes or less. He really hoped it was less.

      Time slowed to a crawl. Through the cockpit’s windows, he watched, heart in his throat, as a guard strolled past. Did they know he was an imposter? Were they already surrounding the shuttle, waiting for the right moment to take him down? Did they already have K8 in custody? There was no way this would work, would it?

      A knock on the shuttle door made him jump. His heart pounded, and his palms were slick with sweat.

      The door whooshed open, and K8 stepped in. “Systems analyst. I understand you have a problem?”

      He exhaled. What he would have given for drag on his synth smoke right now.

      The door closed behind her, and she frowned. “Dell, what’s wrong with you? Your pheromones are reading off the charts for fear, and your biorhythms indicate full-blown panic mode.”

      He struggled to bring his breathing back to normal. “I just started to lose it. I’m sorry. This whole thing has me stressed.” He made himself smile. “I’m better now.”

      “I hope so. We still have a long way to go.” She took the seat next to him. “But once we take off, it’ll be a little safer. In fact, if all goes well, we’ll be through the portal and docked before they know what’s up.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Let’s get that chip out, and then I’ll reset everything so we can get out of here.”

      “Please.” He got out of his chair to make room for her.

      She pulled a small tool from her pocket, a set of magnetic, needle-nosed tweezers, then got down on her knees and tucked herself under the console. In a few seconds, she had the chip extracted. She got out from under the console but stayed seated on the floor for another second. “Computer, reset systems and run anomaly scan.”

      “Computer resetting.”

      Once again, the control panel flickered, but this time the lights came back on in full force. “Scan complete. No anomalies detected. Shuttle is cleared for takeoff.”

      She smiled up at Dell. “Here we go.”

      She got to her feet as he put himself in front of the control panel again. He glanced up at her. “Aren’t you taking the controls?”

      “No. I’ve decided it’s best if I travel in the back, where I can’t be seen. If they see a second person sitting with you, it’ll raise questions.”

      “Why don’t I go back there then? You’re the one who knows how to operate this thing.”

      “Because if they scan me, they’ll know I’m not supposed to be piloting it. But you are. At least Bloom is.” She gave him a grin. “Don’t worry. You’ve got this. And if you get stuck, I’ll talk you through it.”

      Everything she’d said made sense. “Right. Okay.”

      She slipped through to the cabin but took the first jump seat, her back to him, facing toward the passenger seats. It only put her a few feet away. That was better. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he could still see her.

      She put her harness on. “Detach stabilizers and fire thrusters.”

      “Right.” He did as she instructed. Low thunks and small vibrations echoed through the shuttle’s metal skin as the craft prepared to disengage from the docking bay.

      “Now,” K8 continued. “Engage autopilot portal approach program.”

      He punched in the code he’d memorized. Just before the shuttle door closed, two guards came aboard, stowed their weapons, then took seats, harnessing in as they sat. It was too late to do anything.

      He breathed a sigh of relief that K8 had thought it best Dell remain as the pilot. If the soldiers had seen her in the cockpit and him, in his pilot’s uniform, sitting in the jump seat, they would have definitely raised questions.

      One of them spoke. “We need a lift back to earthside.”

      “Welcome aboard,” he heard K8 say calmly. “We’ll be there shortly. This shuttle was experiencing technical difficulties earlier, so please bear with us. You may wish to take a different craft.”

      Good work, Dell thought. Get them off.

      “Nah,” one of the soldiers said. “We’re already belted in. Just go.”

      Dell frowned.

      The shuttle doors sealed, and the craft began to move away from the dock and out into open air.

      He sat back. They’d done it. Well, part of it. But they were leaving this place behind, and that was what mattered. They were making the attempt. Even if they did have two unwanted passengers.

      Now they just had to pray that attempt was successful.
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      Dell shifted in his seat nervously. He felt like he should be doing something, but the autopilot program was handling things. It made him wonder why the shuttles weren’t automated altogether. But that was a good question about a lot of the things he’d experienced here. His job overseeing the factory being one of them.

      He knew if K8 could talk to him without being overheard by the soldiers, she’d tell him to breathe and relax. And probably remind him they were almost there.

      He glanced at her in her seat a few feet behind him. She was watching the soldiers.

      She’d have been right, too. They were almost at the portal. But he would have felt better if the two soldiers that had jumped aboard last minute weren’t there. He hoped their claim of needing a lift back to the docking bay on Earth was true.

      Dell had nodded in response to them. What was he going to say? No?

      He watched them as nonchalantly as he could, sitting in their jump seats near the rear of the cabin. He was thankful at least for the distance between them and the fact that they had placed their pulse rifles into a weapons cabinet for the journey.

      Shifting his focus forward, he watched the landscape unfold below them. Now that they had cleared the terminal, he got his first unaltered glimpse of Adahzáán. It was nothing like the apparent simulation he and K8 first viewed from the cabin upon arrival. Was that simulation playing now in the shuttle’s viewing panels?

      The surface was barren and rocky, with some craters as large as the shuttle itself. Long gone were the lines of neat, lush rows of vegetation and the warm light of the sun. The only part of the view he found familiar from the simulation were the two moons, casting a pale silvery light over the darkened landscape.

      As the shuttle gained altitude, Dell began spotting large holes in the ground. It only took him a few seconds to understand that these holes he was seeing were what they had been living and working in.

      There were dozens of them.

      The latticework of data web that had lined the massive underground chasms ran upwards and outwards, spreading out across the surface of the planet like a fungus. Some of the webs shot off into main arteries and headed toward what looked like distant cities on the horizon. The sleek silhouettes of structures tall and sharp stood out, foreign from the natural-looking cliffs and mountains dotting the rugged landscape.

      Occasionally Dell spotted a flash of light, or data, as it passed through the webbing, joining other bits traveling toward the distant Ekrial cities. He wondered what type of places they were and if they were drawing more than just data from the giant holes full of humans. Heat? Energy?

      It didn’t really matter. In the end, Dell’s mission remained the same. Get to Markus and figure out how to best infect the Ekrial with the virus.

      Dell tried to ignore the post-apocalyptic landscape below them and focus on the task at hand. It wasn’t too hard with the portal looming large off their port side and growing as the shuttle made its automated approach. The shimmering surface was smoother than it had been for their first transition through, and the two moons’ reflections rippled across the surface. It was beautiful in an eerie way.

      He remembered the physical effects the portal crossing had on his body and attempted to mentally prepare. The only difference this time was that he had an actual view of the whole thing, which only served to add to the apprehension he was already feeling.

      Dell sat back in the form-fitting seat, eyeing the complicated console with all its lights and switches. He couldn’t imagine what half of them were for. The joystick in front of him and the two throttle sticks to his side were the only things he could realistically identify. There were viewing panels up here, too.

      One showed the earthside port. No shuttles there yet. They were one of the first to head that way. Another showed the port they’d just left. Both screens rotated through a series of views in those areas.

      Suddenly a row of new lights lit up across the surface of a nearby panel. The screen in front of him began flashing in unison with the side panel, displaying a message.

      He didn’t need to understand Ekrial to know something was wrong. He froze. Then his fears were confirmed by an audible notification.

      “Pilot Bloom, return to Docking Bay Thirteen immediately. Your flight status has been temporarily suspended.” The words echoed through Dell’s head as he came to terms with the fact that they’d been made. His comms unit lit up with a message meant for Martin Bloom. Dell knew what it would say without looking.

      “What’s happening?” K8 appeared over his shoulder, blocking the cockpit from the growing interest of the soldiers.

      Dell kept his voice low. “We’ve been discovered. They want me to bring the shuttle back to dock.” He showed K8 his comms unit and the warning it displayed.

      RETURN TO DOCK IMMEDIATELY.

      “Well, we certainly can’t do that, can we?” K8 stated.

      “Is there a problem?” an unfamiliar voice asked from behind them.

      Dell glanced back into the cabin and saw that the two soldiers were unharnessed and getting up from their seats. They must have received an alert. Why else would they be retrieving their pulse rifles from the weapons locker?

      They knew exactly what was going on. Or enough to know something was wrong. Before Dell could react, the joystick jerked left and the thrusters changed their tune.

      “The autopilot is taking us back.” He did his best to keep his voice down, not that it mattered now.

      “Disengage the program and take manual control,” K8 instructed.

      “What?” She couldn’t possibly expect him to fly this thing. She was the one that had downloaded the flight program and schematics.

      “Okay, then, I’ll fly, and you can deal with them,” K8 said as she reached under the console and yanked on something, causing the alarm to cease and the comms to go silent before turning to face the approaching soldiers.

      “Right. I’ll figure it out.” Dell flipped the autopilot off and took control of the joystick before the shuttle’s trajectory veered away from the portal any farther. They both knew K8 was better equipped to do both jobs, but if she didn’t stop the soldiers, flying the shuttle wouldn’t matter.

      “No matter what, keep us moving toward the portal. And lock this door behind me.” K8 didn’t wait for an answer and slammed the cockpit door.

      He couldn’t believe what was happening, but the heft of the ship was very real in the palm of his hand as he gently edged the throttle back up to speed and clung to the joystick. This was crazy. He couldn’t fly a shuttle, but he was doing it. Somehow.

      He eyed the gauges as if he knew what he was looking at until a loud thud against the cockpit door made him jump in his seat. He was worried about K8 but didn’t dare leave his post. Just him flinching had caused the shuttle to lean to the starboard side slightly, and it was all he could do to get it back under control.

      But they were still headed in the wrong direction. Away from the portal. And with far too much speed. Getting the shuttle to turn back around was paramount. But the controls weren’t responding.

      Another thump and a groan from the cabin behind him, then the unmistakable sound of a pulse rifle rang out followed by a terrified scream and a crunch.

      “K8!” Dell shouted, fighting the urge to abandon the controls and go to her. But nothing would matter if he crashed the ship. Or they were captured. His heart pounded, and he feared the worst.

      A few seconds later, the cockpit door opened and K8 appeared, looking calmer than she should have.

      “What about locking the door,” she scolded.

      But Dell didn’t answer. All he could do was stare at the smoldering hole in her side.

      “You’re hurt.” He reached out to touch the stream of biofluid running down her side. The smell of ozone and burned artificial skin filled the cockpit.

      “I’m functional for now.” K8 pushed past him and looked out the starboard side of the large Lexan canopy. “We need to pick up speed in the right direction.”

      Dell didn’t like the look on her face. “What is it? What do you see?” He unbuckled and half stood up to get a better view of the docking platform that was once again visible. He was disappointed to see several companies of human and Ekrial soldiers gathering below them.

      Crack.

      Dell jumped back as a pulse round struck the cockpit canopy. The two-inch-thick Lexan dome shuddered but remained intact and unaffected by the shot except for a charcoal-colored streak where the round had ricocheted.

      “The pulse rifles won’t hurt us at this range. But that will.” K8 pointed to a crew of Ekrial troopers on the far side of the bay setting up a piece of equipment. “You’d better move.”

      Before Dell could comprehend what was going on, she slid behind him into the pilot’s seat and took the controls. She quickly used her strength to get the shuttle going in the right direction again.

      “What is that thing?” He gladly took the seat next to her and buckled in while keeping one eye on the troopers’ progress. He wasn’t surprised to spot their old friend, three-stripe, leading the charge and barking at his underlings, who were frantically laying parts out on the deck. Thankfully, he and K8 were headed away from the docking bays once again.

      “They’re setting up a mountable 25 mm pulse cannon. A couple direct hits from that and we’re as good as done for, especially if they’re using plasma-charged rounds.”

      Her answer wasn’t necessary as he watched them thread the massive four-foot barrel into place. He didn’t know much about weapons, but the cannon looked close to operational. And even though the shuttle had pulled away from the dock at a decent rate of speed, he was pretty sure they were about to take fire.

      “Is this all the speed this thing’s got?” Dell glanced at K8 and reached for his synthsmoke that wasn’t there.

      “No, but if we go any faster, I’m worried about our kinetic energy crossing the portal,” K8 stated.

      “Kinetic energy?” Dell’s brow wrinkled. There was too much going on. He wasn’t following her.

      “Think of falling from a great height and hitting water. I’m worried if we enter the portal too fast, it will tear the ship apart and us along with it,” K8 explained.

      “Well, if the portal doesn’t do it, they will.” Dell watched as one of the Ekrial troopers shot anchor bolts through the weapon’s lateral stabilizers, locking the cannon into place on the docking bay floor. Another trooper worked at attaching two fusion-powered ammunition boxes to each side of the already intimidating piece of hardware. By looks alone, Dell had every reason to believe the big gun was more than capable of putting an end to them.

      “I don’t think we have a choice but to speed up.” He leaned back in his seat so K8 could see the team’s progress with the weapon.

      “I suppose you’re correct. The lesser risk would be to run the portal.” Without further pause, K8 grabbed the dual throttle yokes and pushed them forward as far as they would go into the console.

      The thrusters roared to life, and for a brief moment, Dell felt weightless, then the opposite while being pressed into his seat by the g-forces. The portal was suddenly approaching fast, and he immediately had second thoughts about their decided plan of action. Maybe they would splatter like two water balloons on hard pavement.

      A flash of light across the bow followed by a thunderous boom changed his mind again. They were being shot at.

      Dell glanced back to see a trooper strapped into the firing seat of the cannon, zeroing in on the shuttle for another shot.

      “Look out! They’re shooting again!” His warning rang out, but K8 was already in the process of initiating evasive maneuvers.

      He was glad he’d strapped in as the shuttle banked hard and his stomach turned with it. He never would have imagined a ship this awkward-looking or this size could maneuver the way K8 was making it. The feeling reminded him of a carnival ride he’d been on as kid, only there’d been no one trying to kill him then.
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      The shuttle trembled under K8’s heavy hand while she maxed out the thrusters and guided it through a series of twists and turns that left Dell wondering which direction was up at times.

      The Ekrial artillery gun thumped away steadily, eating through the boxes of fusion-charged, plasma ammunition. The high-energy rounds were designed to not only rip and tear but deliver an electric charge capable of rendering all electronics inoperable.

      Dell wasn’t just worried about the shuttle being damaged and the Ekrial thwarting their escape. There was much more at risk than that.

      If one of those plasma rounds, basically a miniature EMP, made contact with the hull and released its charge, the pulse could deactivate K8 and would likely wipe her data caches. He’d be able to repair her if they survived the ordeal and still managed to get away, but she’d never be the same again. The possibility of losing K8 seemed like a bigger loss than death to him. Maybe because he knew she was all he had.

      But that was hard to think about with plasma rounds crackling and popping all around them as the ordinances sailed by the cockpit. The electrically charged explosions of the near misses made the hair on Dell’s neck stand up and covered his skin with goosebumps.

      Thanks to K8’s piloting skills, however, the Ekrial gunner was unable to track her maneuvers and anticipate her path well enough to make contact with the hull. But Dell could still see the three-striped trooper standing by the weapon in the viewing panel. His body language gave away his frustration with the gunner. Then Dell watched as he yanked the trooper from the gun’s seat and took his place.

      “Get ready,” K8 warned.

      Dell turned his head to see the portal less than a hundred yards off their port side. He’d become disoriented during the shuttle’s acrobatics under K8’s control and hadn’t realized how close they were now. They were pretty far toward the top of the portal as well.

      He wanted to grab his seat and hang on, but his fingers were already embedded into the soft material on his armrest. He hadn’t noticed how tightly he was clinging to his chair until just this moment.

      Thump…thump…thump.

      He knew that sound by now and braced himself even more if that was possible. K8 launched their ship into another series of lateral spirals toward the portal. Two of the plasma rounds sailed by, exploding just outside the cockpit, but the third struck the starboard thruster in a shower of sparks.

      The shuttle reacted immediately and dipped down on Dell’s side. He watched K8 wrestle with the joystick to regain control, but it was too late. They were heading into the portal nearly upside down and backwards.

      At ten times the speed of their first portal crossing, Dell wasn’t sure what to expect. These could be the last moments of his life, and all he could think about was letting Markus down along with the rest of the world.

      The mercury-like surface soaked up the shuttle in a matter of seconds, and all the things Dell had felt coming through the first time passed through his soul in a split second, causing him to question his very existence.

      He wasn’t sure he was still alive until his sight returned.

      That was the first of his senses to come back, but only in foggy snapshots of K8 next to him struggling with a dead stick.

      Was there smoke in the cabin? He wasn’t sure if it was his mind playing tricks on him. There was no sound, and Dell thought for a moment that the abrupt crossing had ruptured his eardrums.

      When his hearing returned, it did so with a vengeance, rushing back like a sharp knife through his mind. The painful sensation was physically jolting and made him shiver uncontrollably.

      The first crossing had been cold, but as Dell’s body returned to a functioning state, he looked down and realized that he was covered in a thin layer of frost. The ice steamed off his skin and quickly evaporated before he could even be sure it had been real. It was, though, and as he warmed up, his entire body was consumed with a pins-and-needles sensation, like when a limb fell asleep from sitting too long.

      “Dell, are you all right?” K8’s voice was urgent.

      “I think so.” Dell rubbed his hands over his body as if he was checking to see that he was all there. Even worse was the very real fear he felt that it might not be.

      “You weren’t answering.” K8 used both hands on the joystick.

      He’d only heard her ask once.

      “What about you?” Dell asked. Here he was having a hard time keeping himself together and he was just sitting there doing nothing. K8 had been shot with a pulse rifle and was having to pilot a half-operational shuttle.

      “I’m stable. My biggest problem right now is that.” K8 nodded straight ahead through the smoky gray Lexan canopy.

      In all the excitement of being shot and crossing through the portal, Dell hadn’t noticed they were back on Earth and headed right for a large building.

      “Whoa!” He looked down and saw that they were flying high above the new arrival area where they had first come through security over a week ago. All the people waiting in line were watching them. An increasing number of government soldiers scurried about.

      Dell spotted a Badger Patrol Scout vehicle weaving its way through the concrete barricades. Back on Earth for a few seconds and they were already being pursued. He didn’t expect any less.

      “Fine. You want to go this way? Let’s go this way.” K8 spoke out loud to the uncooperative shuttle.

      Dell’s face pressed into the cold Lexan as she caught him off guard and rolled the ship toward the downed thruster on his side. The maneuver wasn’t enough, and they grazed the abandoned ten-story apartment building. At least Dell hoped it was abandoned.

      The impact shook the shuttle, and they glanced off the side and toward a part of the city that was thankfully lost to ruin long ago.

      “We’re going down,” K8 stated with the calm of someone that did this sort of thing every day.

      Dell looked down at the ground again. They were still as high up as the top of the building with city blocks passing by under them at an alarming rate of speed. His heart was in his throat.

      This wasn’t going to end well. If they managed to survive the crash, they’d still have to deal with the soldiers who would undoubtedly swarm their position in minutes, maybe less.

      Neither of them spoke, and everything seemed artificially quiet again. Everything but the ringing in his ears, leftover from the plunge through the portal. The abandoned buildings and burned-out cars littering the streets grew larger as they lost elevation. Eventually, the shuttle settled into a steady drop and lined up with an old warehouse.

      Dell braced for impact and closed his eyes.

      The landing made K8’s aerobatic maneuvers feel tame in comparison, and the following slide through debris-covered city blocks seemed to last forever. Finally, the shuttle stopped. Dell waited for a second before opening his eyes while listening to what remained of the shuttle settle into place.

      “It’s on fire. Come on, we need to get out of here.” K8 didn’t need to ask twice.

      He unbuckled his harness and stood up. He was dizzy, but he forced himself to move toward the cockpit door and open it. K8 was right behind him as he stepped into the cabin.

      The soldiers that had been on board with them were a bloody mess, their bodies mangled and twisted like the pieces of the shuttle and dangling wires that blocked the exit. He couldn’t help but wonder if the soldiers looked that way because of K8 or the crash. He liked to think the latter.

      “This way. I can see a way out.” Dell spotted an opening down low and dropped to his knees. Pulling his shirt over his face to mitigate the amount of smoke he took in, he picked his way through the wreckage toward the door. It was no surprise when the door didn’t open, but it was demoralizing just the same.

      “Now what?” He turned to face K8, but she was nowhere to be seen. “K8, where are you? K8? K8, answer me.” He yelled until the smoke burned his throat, but there was no answer.

      Instead, he heard a terrible whine, and the body of the shuttle began to vibrate. Then K8 appeared out of nowhere.

      “What’s going on? Where were you? Are you all right?” Dell yelled over the sound of grinding gears.

      “No time. We need to get out now,” K8 answered.

      “The door is stuck.” Dell looked at the stationary panel he’d tried moments ago. He almost couldn’t think with the noise from the engines.

      “Let me try.” K8 wormed past him until she reached the door. With her back braced against the bulkhead, she planted her feet on the door and pushed. The metal groaned until a loud pop sounded and the door flew from the hull.

      Dell could see daylight, and for the first time since the two soldiers had come on board, he thought they might actually make it out of this alive.

      K8 jumped free first, then helped him out over a cluster of stripped wires that were sparking against the hull. White smoke curled out of the freshly opened door, and he could barely see a thing until they were several yards from the ship.

      Once clear of the smoke, he understood why the shuttle was making so much noise. It was the operational engine, running full tilt and winding itself up in a fury of dust and glowing blue light.

      “We need to keep moving. I rigged the remaining thruster to overload itself. When it goes, it’ll take most of this entire block with it. I had to find a way to convince them we died in the crash.”

      Dell didn’t respond. He just followed. He was bruised and battered, and it was all he could do to keep up with K8. They finally slowed to a fast walk when they had put a couple of blocks between them and the crash site.

      The percussive boom that followed a few seconds later nearly knocked him down.

      The ground shook under his feet, and he quickly covered his head against falling debris from the ceiling of the building they were passing through. The thruster had obviously blown, and based on the shockwave he’d felt, it was safe to assume there was nothing left of the shuttle. Or the surrounding buildings.

      “With any luck, they’ll think we died and won’t bother looking for us. And at the very least it’ll take them some time to realize any remains they find aren’t ours.” K8 sounded pleased with herself, and Dell could understand why.

      Saying he wouldn’t have made it this far without her was a gross understatement. If anything, he felt somewhat useless, maybe even burdensome. He owed her so much.

      Dell glanced at her. “We need to get you to Mech One as soon as possible. You need to be repaired immediately.”

      “I agree, but we also need to stay out of sight as much as possible. Even with the explosion, they’ll have drones scanning the area.” K8 looked down at her wound. It was the first time Dell had seen her pay any attention to the injury.

      Dell saw her expression change. “What is it?”

      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to get us the rest of the way there. I’ve lost too much biofluid. I need to shut down or risk doing irreversible damage.” K8 held up a finger covered in the pale green liquid.

      Dell knew she was right but had been intentionally ignoring that fact in hopes they’d make it to Markus’s before she reached a critical level.

      “Is there anything more I can do to help before I shut down?” K8 asked.

      “Make yourself little?” Dell forced a smile at his attempted humor. “See you soon. I’ll have us to Mech One in no time.”

      “I know you will.” K8 smiled and nodded before closing her eyes and turning off.

      She was gone. Dell felt more alone than he had in a long while. And it was up to him, and him alone, if he ever wanted to see K8 again.

      He could do this. He had to. Luckily, they were in a part of the city where a man carrying a body was more likely to be left alone than he was to be questioned. Although that was of little consolation considering the reason that sentiment was true.

      This was a dangerous area during better times. Now this part of the city was nothing more than a lawless wasteland.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Dell took a deep breath before attempting to hoist K8 over his shoulder. The stench of smoke and burnt electronics clung to the air, but it was refreshing to breathe without fighting off the urge to vomit for a change. That would be helpful considering the fact that he had to carry K8 the rest of the way to Mech One.

      It was going to be a long, dangerous walk to Markus’s, but it was good to be back on Earth.

      He would have given anything to have his wheeled case, although the hard wheels rolling across the concrete would make more noise than he was comfortable making right now. The thought of stashing K8 somewhere in the rubble crossed his mind. Then he could figure out a way to transport her and come back. Maybe if he went on to Markus’s alone they could come back and get her with Octavius for muscle.

      But the idea of leaving K8 didn’t sit well. He’d never forgive himself if something happened to her while he was gone. She could fall into the wrong hands out here and be parted out and sold on the black market. Thanks to the upgrades, she was worth more than Dell cared to speculate. Technically, she was one of a kind. To him, that had always been true.

      He weighed his options as he stared out a broken factory window, the setting sun glistening off the portal’s surface in the distance. He still found it hard to wrap his head around all that had happened.

      They were lucky to be in one piece. He wasn’t sure what lay ahead, but one thing was for certain. He would never look at that portal the same way again.

      The large floating mirror in the sky used to represent hope for a better future. Now it symbolized what might be the undoing of mankind. And every minute spent standing here, dreading the inevitable, would only keep him from finding a solution.

      Dell positioned himself in front of K8’s still standing body and lifted her right arm up and over his head as he tucked himself under her and lifted with his legs. He’d seen the soldiers use this method while practicing evacuation drills, during his days working with the government, and this was the way they carried a downed man. It was called the fireman’s carry.

      Even if he had his knife, it wouldn’t be much use, not while balancing K8 on his back anyway. What was he going to do, ask his attacker to wait while he set her down?

      He would have to rely on stealth to make it to Mech One. And that might not be that hard with the fading light.

      It was a tedious procedure, but eventually Dell made it to the back alley and out of the building. He was going to have to take breaks, That was something he knew even after carrying K8 for a short while. There were plenty of shadows and abandoned buildings to rest in, and getting to Mech One became a process of making it from one hiding place to another.

      One of his biggest problems was not knowing if he was going the right direction or not. The portal made an easy reference point, but he wasn’t familiar with this part of the city. He’d never been here before. He was guessing at this point.

      Suddenly, Dell heard a noise that made him forget all about directions.

      The sweat running down his face turned cold as he froze in place and listened. There it was again. He couldn’t tell what it was, but he wasn’t alone inside the old row house.

      He’d chosen this place to hide because all of its windows and doors had been smashed and it seemed an unlikely place for anyone else to be hiding or living in. But now he was regretting his choice as he heard the crunch of footsteps over broken glass.

      Dell put K8 down carefully and looked around frantically for something, anything to defend himself and K8. There was an old dining room table, flipped up on its side at the other end of the room. He stepped carefully while crossing the room over mold-stained carpet and broken household items that had been thrown about by looters long ago.

      Grabbing one of the table legs, he eased his weight against it until he felt it loosen from its socket, then he slowly worked the piece of furniture until the leg came free, giving him a two-and-a-half-foot club with a rusty lag bolt at the end. It wasn’t much, but it made him feel better.

      The footsteps had gone silent, and Dell had been so focused on procuring the makeshift weapon, he’d failed to notice that until now. Had he made too much noise? He was suddenly very aware of his own heartbeat, and he was sure the pounding in his ears would give him away.

      He glanced over at K8 in the corner. He could use her emergency activation feature, but what would it cost him? Everything maybe. And even then, she might not have the ability to help him. No, that had to be his last-ditch effort.

      Clink.

      Not a footstep, but something different this time. Sounded like a piece of glass falling. Dell raised his club using both hands and prepared to deliver a blow to whomever or whatever was in here with him. He inched toward the doorway leading to the room where the sound was coming from and prepared for the worst.

      A black and white tomcat burst from the shadows, hissing and howling in protest over the intrusion into its home.

      Dell’s heart stopped dead for a split second. He did his best to stop himself mid-swing, but he was already committed. Luckily for the cat, he only clipped the blade of a wilted ceiling fan and sent a shower of dust and shattered plastic over the room.

      With all nine lives still intact, the cat let out a final warning hiss, shot out of sight through a hole in the wall and was gone. Dell stood in silence for a while as the sweat poured down his neck. If he was going to get K8 back to Mech One, he’d have to do better than that. If that cat had been someone looking to harm them, he might be dead right now.

      Dell collected K8 and vowed to be more vigilant as he navigated the stairs down from the row house. He spotted the remains of a delivery truck on its side. The truck looked like a reasonable goal until his next rest. Either he was getting used to carrying K8 or the adrenaline from the cat incident hadn’t worn off yet, but he felt more balanced. The table leg turned weapon made a decent anchor point when climbing over debris and helped bolster his confidence. Maybe too much.

      “Hey. Hey you. Whatcha got there.” The voice echoed through the empty street as Dell froze in his tracks. He should have waited before cutting across the street, but he’d wanted to avoid climbing over a pile of concrete cinder blocks that had toppled from a nearby building. Now here he was out in the open. It would be pointless to run with K8 on his shoulders.

      Dell set K8 down on the ground and forced her into the most natural position he could without drawing too much attention to her, then turned to face his fears. The man looked older than Dell, but it was hard to tell if the wrinkles were due to age or a hard life of living on the street. His torn jacket and ragged pants suggested it was the street.

      “You lost, are you?” The man moved closer but stayed in the shadows for now.

      “Just making our way home.” Dell was holding the table leg with his right hand while using his left to thumb the rust lag bolt on the end. It wasn’t a threat, but he wanted the man to see that he wasn’t unarmed.

      Dell had always thought that if and when the day came to defend himself on the street, he would be nervous, scared, maybe even anxious, but that wasn’t the case. Maybe it was because there was more at risk than his own safety, even more than K8’s well-being. Dell had obligations now that were bigger than him. This couldn’t end here, not like this. They’d been through too much to let a vagrant end it all.

      “Nice stick.” The man stepped from the shadows, revealing a rusty machete hanging by his side. He unhooked the blade and flashed its dull metal in the moonlight.

      Dell stood firm.

      “I think you should leave the girl and anything you have on you, and I’ll let you go,” the man grumbled.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” Dell lowered his voice. A part of him felt like he was watching this take place from above. It was surreal and made him feel a little numb. But this was actually going to happen. He tightened his grip on the table leg and clenched his jaw.

      The man screamed at the top of his lungs and rushed straight at Dell, waving the machete as he advanced. Dell hadn’t expected that but, then again, hadn’t really known what to expect.

      And now that the vagrant was only a few feet away, the man seemed more than a little off of his rocker.

      Waiting until the last possible second, Dell stepped out of the way, and the man flew by with an awkward swing of his knife. Dell easily avoided it and squared up for another attack. The sour smell of booze and body odor filled his nose and reminded him that this was absolutely real.

      The man approached slower this time and stopped just out of reach of Dell’s club.

      Dell shook his head. “You don’t need to do this. We can both go our separate ways, right now,” he proposed. He knew the man wouldn’t accept his offer, but he felt it necessary to say in order to clear his conscience.

      The man answered with a yellow-toothed grin and charged, swinging his machete with a grunt.

      Dell brought up the table leg and braced himself. The nearly two-foot blade stuck into the wood, and for a moment they struggled for control. Dell yanked backwards with all his might, and the man lost his grip on the machete. The oversize knife clattered to the ground between them with a noise that echoed off the surrounding ruins.

      The man lunged for it. This was Dell’s chance. He couldn’t let the man pick up the weapon again. He’d given the old fool too many warnings already. This was life or death, the only way forward.

      Dell squeezed his hand tightly around the narrow end of the table leg and brought the heavy end, skewered with the rusty lug nut, around at full speed toward the man’s head. He felt the crack of the impact reverberate through the hard oak as the man crumpled to the ground.

      Dell felt sick as he stared down at the limp body and breathed as though he’d just run a marathon. The table leg felt strangely heavy in his hand as he examined the man to make sure he was down for good. What was done was done. There was no going back now, and he’d rather not deal with the guy again if he could help it.

      “Oh.” Dell spoke out loud when he realized that the lag bolt had punctured the man’s temple and made a neat round hole in his skull. The pool of blood grew rapidly, and Dell had to step back to avoid getting any on his shoes. He knew he should grab K8 and run the other direction, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it just yet.

      Then he heard a noise nearby.

      There was movement, and he strained his eyes to see if the darkness was playing tricks on his mind. It wasn’t. Then something else moved, this time by an old dumpster across the street. To Dell’s displeasure, he realized that the skirmish with the man had drawn a small crowd.

      The weapons they brandished and the way they began closing in around him and K8 gave away their nefarious intentions. There were a lot of them, too. More than Dell could fend off with his stick.

      Beep, beep…beep…beep.

      The metallic gray Mech One delivery truck came barreling down the pothole-littered street at a speed way too fast for the condition of the road. The brakes hummed as the big vehicle came to an abrupt stop alongside Dell and K8. The high-intensity halogen beams of the truck flooded the street with light. With no more shadows to conceal themselves, Dell and K8’s would-be attackers scattered like cockroaches.

      Dell could barely believe his eyes as the big side door rolled backwards, revealing the driver to be Markus himself.

      Markus grinned from ear to ear. “Need a lift?”

      “How, what…” Dell was speechless. Markus had just saved their lives.

      “Well, don’t take all day. They won’t stay scared for long.” Markus scanned the ruins behind Dell as if he saw some of the street people returning. Octavius appeared from the passenger seat and jumped down to the street.

      The repcom assistant scooped K8 up in his arms and returned to the relative safety of the van within seconds. Dell joined them, and Markus began pulling away before Dell had the door closed all the way.

      Dell sat back staring at K8 as a smile crept across his face. They’d made it. But his smile faded as the complexity of what still lay ahead set in. There was so much work yet to be done. “How did you find us?”

      “We sent drones out as soon as the report of the portal breach came in. Then there was the shuttle explosion. That made it easier to pinpoint where you were.”

      “Oh. Right.” He hadn’t seen any drones, but then again, he’d been a little preoccupied.

      “Here you go.” Markus tossed him a bottle of cold water. “Rest, my friend. You can fill me in on all the details when we get home. I have some exciting news to share with you as well.”

      “K8’s hurt.”

      Markus nodded. “I see that. It’s nothing we can’t take care of.”

      Dell gulped down a healthy amount of the refreshing liquid before stopping to breathe. He couldn’t even begin to speculate what it was Markus had to tell him. His body was exhausted, but his mind was moving at a mile a minute. There was so much to consider, so many unanswered questions.

      Dell knew the road ahead would be filled with hard work and danger. But what he didn’t know was if Markus could create a virus powerful enough to take out the Ekrial with the tech K8 had inside of her. And even if he could, was it too late to save the world?
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      Being underground in Adahzáán had felt like being in prison. Being underground at Mech One felt like coming home. Dell sat nearby while Markus inspected the comms unit K8 had come back with.

      Dell rubbed his wrist where his comms unit had been, happy to have it gone.

      Happier still that K8 had been repaired and her biofluid replaced but less happy that she was going to need an entire new skin sheet. The damage from the hit she’d taken had been too severe.

      Now she lay on Markus’s worktable. She was quiet at the moment, but she’d been very talkative when Dell had restarted her.

      “This is remarkable,” Markus said. “I’ve never seen tech like this before.”

      “Can you use it?” K8 asked.

      Dell nodded. He wanted to know the same thing. Their future might depend on it.

      Markus glanced up, pushing his magnifying glasses to the top of his head. “I won’t know until I run a few tests. But if I can’t make this work, then nothing will. This is the most perfect piece of Ekrial tech I’ve ever been able to get my hands on.”

      He smiled at Dell. “What you two went through to bring this back…” He shook his head. “The world owes you.”

      “The world owes you,” Dell said. “That tech means nothing without your portal-penetrating drones.”

      “Then I guess we need to get these tests done and see if we can finally rid our world of these invaders.”

      Dell nodded. “I’m all for that.”

      “There’s just one problem.” Markus looked at K8. “I can’t remove this from you just yet. I’m afraid that if I do, it’ll die off like so much of the other Ekrial tech once it’s separated from its host. Are you all right with that?”

      “Of course,” she said.

      “Good. But until then, you can’t mix with the other repcoms. This nano technology is self-reproducing. A good thing for our purposes. But if you were to cross-contaminate any of the other repcoms—”

      “I understand,” K8 said. “I’ll stay in our quarters until you can remove it.” She lifted her arm. “Let the testing begin.”

      A week later, and the tests were complete. Not a moment too soon, either, as the rumblings of war had become thunderous.

      Government troops had begun to mass around the portal locations in every city, and access to the portals had been closed. Neither the Ekrial nor the citizens who thought the portal was their path to paradise were happy.

      The Ekrial showed their displeasure by positioning troopers on the earthside. That only seemed to draw more crowds who wanted to get a look at the aliens for themselves.

      What fools, Dell thought as he watched the worldwide riots on the evening news. If they only knew the truth about what lay beyond that portal.

      The next morning, he joined Markus on the production floor. The repcoms weren’t making new repcoms. They were installing Markus’s Ekrial-destroying virus into the invisible drones, along with instructions for the humans on the other side of the portal.

      “How’s it going?” Dell asked.

      Markus nodded as he watched the work. “Well.”

      “When do you think you’ll be ready to launch?”

      “Two or three more days? Depends on how long it takes for each orb to be fitted with the virus and the stabilizers.” He rubbed his hands together. “Then we’ll know just how effective it is.”

      The stabilizers were because Dell and K8 had explained in full detail just how turbulent the journey through the portal had been. Markus didn’t want to risk anything inside the orb drones getting jarred loose, so he’d redesigned their internals to better handle the passage.

      All in all, it took almost four days. A wait that seemed interminable.

      But on the day of launch, when the thousands of orbs ascended and disappeared into the sky, Dell wondered if they should haven’t gone slower. Tested more. Tried one first to see what it would do.

      That was just doubt talking. He understood that.

      Marcus fired up an enormous receiver in one of the general meeting areas. He tuned it to a local twenty-four-hour news station that had begun covering the portal exclusively. “Now we wait.”

      “Won’t the drones report back?” K8 asked as she joined them.

      He nodded. “If any of them are able to, but that could take some time. After all, once they get through the portal, they have to access the data web and download the virus. Then that has to filter through, take hold, and populate.” He shrugged. “I don’t really know how long all of that will take.”

      “Provided the Ekrial nanotech doesn’t find the virus and destroy it first,” K8 said.

      Both men looked at her.

      Dell grimaced, but Markus laughed. “She’s right. That could happen.”

      Dell exhaled. “I pray it doesn’t. I pray it all works as it’s supposed to and the humans there are able to get back through.”

      More somber now, Markus nodded. “As do I.”

      They watched the screen, looking for any sign that the drones might be passing through, but with the shimmering energy radiating over the surface, plus the reflection of the sun, it was impossible to tell.

      “There,” Octavius said suddenly, pointing at the screen.

      “I didn’t see anything,” Dell said.

      “I did,” K8 said. “A ripple in the surface. That had to be them.”

      Markus said nothing, just stared with a hopeful smile. Finally, he took a breath. “Now, we wait.”

      The screen stayed on, tuned to that same station. For the first four days, it was hard not to sit and watch it endlessly, looking for any sign that something was happening. But as each day passed and nothing about the portal changed, the pull of the screen became less and less.

      Dell didn’t want to give up hope, but he saw the light fading in Markus’s eyes. No shuttles carrying humans had come through the portal to announce that the Ekrial were no more. Something must have gone wrong.

      Clearly, the Ekrial had outsmarted them. Their tech was too advanced. That was all there was to it.

      As Dell and K8 retired for the night, Dell sat in their small living room, staring at the same station on their smaller screen. The only thing that had changed was the size of the crowd protesting the portal’s closure and the number of soldiers in place to keep them from rushing through the barriers. “I can’t believe it didn’t work.”

      K8 sat beside him. “Maybe it still will.”

      “It’s been almost two weeks. Don’t you think it would have worked by—” He leaned forward. “Does the portal look different to you?”

      She tipped her head. “Maybe.”

      He jumped up. “Come on.”

      She followed him as he raced to the meeting room and the enormous screen. Several repcoms were already there. Octavius included.

      “Does Markus know?” Dell asked.

      Octavius nodded. “He’s on his way.”

      “I’m here,” Markus called out. He was tying the sash around his bathrobe as he joined them. “Please tell me I see what I think I see.”

      Dell almost couldn’t breathe with excitement. “The portal’s not churning like it usually does. It looks almost calm.”

      “The energy pattern near the bottom had degraded substantially,” K8 pointed out. “It’s working.”

      “Or something is,” Dell said. He didn’t know if he was really convinced that what he was seeing was because of what they’d done. Or because the Ekrial were about to launch a new attack on Earth.

      Anything was possible.

      Then with a flash of light and a low, almost sonic boom, the center of the portal shot forward as if a giant hand had tried to punch through it. The shimmering energy field protruded for another few seconds, then sank back to flatten out again.

      Shuttle after shuttle poured through. It had to be all those who’d gone through. Dell felt a new surge of hope. Had Markus’s message gotten through? Could they really all be free?

      The shuttles kept coming, one after the other. As the passengers disembarked from the first one and Dell saw with his own eyes that they were all human, he knew Markus’s plan had been successful.

      For three days, the portal stayed calm and the shuttles ferried people back to Earth and back to freedom. Everyone at Mech One stayed glued to the big screen, day and night, watching the joyful family reunions and how grateful people were to come home.

      Then, on day three, the portal shuddered, and the energy field disappeared. It was just…gone.

      All they could see now was the part of the city on the other side. The portal was empty. The energy gone.

      They all stared up at the screen in disbelief.

      The crowd that had once been so desperate to get through were just as stunned, all standing in silence. Even the soldiers were open-mouthed with curiosity.

      The station’s announcer had fallen silent as well. His constant droning about the situation at hand had come to a standstill. That didn’t last, however. “As our viewers might be noticing, the portal seems to have been turned off. Wait, I’m getting a report from the ground. Yes, the portal has been turned off. I repeat, there is no discernable energy signal coming from the portal.”

      The camera shifted to zoom in on a trio of Ekrial guards stationed at one of the security checkpoints. One of the Ekrial was twitching oddly.

      “Is he having a seizure?” K8 asked.

      “No,” Markus said, with a backward glance at them all. “He’s shutting down too.”

      And just like that, the other two guards began to twitch. The first trooper fell to the ground. Little wisps of smoke trailed up from his exoskeleton armor. Then he went very, very still.

      The remaining guards followed suit.

      Dell put his hand to his mouth. “You did it, Markus.” He looked at his friend. “Earth is free of them and we’re all safe. You did it.”

      Markus smiled. “We did it. None of this could have happened without the help you and K8 gave us.”

      Dell smiled as Octavius hugged K8.

      Markus stared at the screen again, beaming with pride. “Now we reclaim our world. Now we rebuild.” He looked over at Dell. “It’s going to be a lot of work. Are you in?”

      Dell laughed with a kind of happiness he wasn’t sure he’d ever felt before. K8 was safe. They all were. The alien invaders that had been using them as slave labor were gone. Humankind was free again. If they could defeat the Ekrial, anything was possible. “I’ve never wanted anything more in my life.”
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