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      As much as the redoubt at Lonely Cliffs had been built to be a fortress, it was also a place that people had to live in. From what Miles could see, its builders had endeavored to make it both functional and beautiful.

      The main entrance foyer reached up a good twelve meters into a dimly lit series of three mezzanine balconies, each with amber detail lighting and recessed inlaid illumination.

      On the opposite side of the chasm opened by the mezzanine space, a series of terraces sprouted broad green ferns and hundreds of sunflowers.

      Miles wondered at the engineering feat required to keep them alive. Someone had put in a lot of care and work.

      It smelled like moss, tobacco, and fresh water just inside the door of the redoubt.

      “Plastisteel, and spun diamond, I’d guess,” Miles said. He craned his head back to look up. “It’s an incredible structure, sir.”

      A breeze drifted down from above, powered by a quiet running air exchange system. It brought the odor of wet concrete and a floral green sharpness.

      Miles reached inward and found the inner voice link to Sal and to Cerberus. Once he had them both, he spoke via the inner-voice network.

      “I’m inside, no visible threats yet. You both have my visual and auditory access, for now. Please don’t abuse it.”

      “Some of this place is genuine old-fashioned reinforced concrete,” General Von Vovance said. “But yes, some of it is that spun diamond shit. Provides great protection but looks awful. No art, no love of the builder's craft in those horrid materials.”

      “It was built with love,” the third man said.

      His face appeared sunburnt red, cragged with age and years of stress. His green eyes blazed from under the hooded sweatshirt he wore.

      “Does love make concrete and carbon fiber work better?” Miles said. Who the fuck was this spooky-looking dude?

      As aged as the stranger looked, he still managed to have a full head of thick, coarse gray hair framing his hooded face.

      “I didn’t get your name, sir?” Miles said.

      “I didn’t offer it to you, soldier boy.”

      General Von Vovance cleared his throat.

      “Spun diamond and plastisteel can stop a particle beam assault, General,” Miles said. “That could save lives.”

      Von Vovance laughed and snorted. “Sure, but it never bestills anyone’s heart with aesthetic beauty, now, does it?

      On inner-voice comms. “Sal, who is this other guy?”

      “He’s an android, quite fetching too by the look of him.”

      “Not him, the other one, the old one with the crazy eyes.”

      “No idea, I don’t have any connections to public records out here. This place is a dried-out desert in more ways than one.”

      “Cerberus, check in.”

      “Nothing new to report,” Cerberus said. “If you’re threatened, I will respond.”

      “I need you to pack a bag and come with me, General. I’ve done you the courtesy of coming down here and showing you I’m with friendly forces. But we do need to high tail it out of here at once.”

      “He’s not leaving,” the android said.

      “Let’s have drinks before we talk,” Von Vovance said. “There should be time.”

      “I’d like to be airborne in five minutes or less.”

      “Humor him,” the android said.

      Miles locked eyes with the android. He pinged Cerberus to action. “Let’s try a show of force.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      Despite being locked, Cerberus peeled the double doors open with ease and reached one shining black arm into the gap.

      “I need to make myself clear,” Miles said.

      Three light puffs from Cerberus’ gleaming forearm signaled a weapons deployment. A moment later, one small, teardrop-shaped drone, followed by ten micro drones, flitted by in the open space above them. They hovered, moving and tracking on the android, staying just out of reach.

      “Your robot overrode my door security,” Von Vovance said. “Not easy to do. His physical strength is impressive.”

      Miles didn’t look away from the android. “Do you recognize me, synthetic person?”

      “His name is Hephaestion, he’s an emancipated android.”

      The android shook his handsome head no, slowly. And as he did so, he carefully pushed his earth-tone shirt and gray coat aside to reveal a pistol on his hip. Miles had never seen the type before.

      “I don’t recommend that threat display, synthetic person.”

      Von Vovance stepped between man and machine man.

      “General, he’s not branded as owned, or as unbound and free,” Miles said.

      “We have repair facilities here,” Von Vovance said. “I grafted that nonsense off his body long ago.”

      “That’s illegal, General. You’ve been out here alone too long.”

      “I’m the boss here, I make the rules, LT.”

      “A man after my own heart,” Sal said.

      “You don’t have a heart,” Miles said. He had to strain not to show he was squabbling with an AI internally. “We’re leaving in three minutes, Sal, be ready.”

      “I’m ready.”

      “Hephaestion, I met an unbound android exactly like you. If that wasn’t you, I can only assume your manufacturer is playing both sides of the long-standing conflict between the Confederacy and Magnetar and Eddington Corp.”

      “I’m loyal to myself, Lieutenant Jet, and to the General.”

      “I removed his corporate programming when I found him,” Von Vovance said. “Well, Nicolai did the detail work to be precise.”

      Nicolai pulled his hood back. He was human, but his neck and back cranial portion showed android enhancements and visible tendon and muscle upgrades.

      Nicolai was ex-special forces, but for whom, Miles had no idea.

      “Hephaestion,” Miles said. “Place that pistol on the deck before my bio-armor gets confused about your intentions. I have him set to weapons free at the moment.”

      Miles watched, hoping the android understood. Between Cerberus and the drones on station above them, he wasn’t kidding.

      Hephaestion held his palms up. “I know when I’m beaten, for now.”

      “Always, you
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