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  Prologue


Explosions dot the sky overhead, flashing in fitful pops and cracks. A myriad of dark far-off shapes fly amid the sparks of fire and flack, whirling together in flurries of coordinated activity. Conduits of the Drone Armada, facing off against arms of the SERAPHIM Legion. Untold resources going up in flames with every second that passes, on either side of the conflict. But this is what the war has become. Dashing millions of factory-generated drones against SERAPHIM's firepower at fifty-thousand feet, long enough to hold off the assault. 
Parallax's orders are to hold position. Technically, she could engage the Legion, but it would be a waste of her resources and abilities. The Legion are small fry. Her job is to wait for the big boys to show up. And destroy them, when they do.
At the moment, there is only the fireworks show to keep her company. That, and the desolate open range of the western Wastes. A windy, dusty derelict. A land that used to be fertile and green, gone rocky and ragged and grey.
Not that Parallax has ever been particularly upset by the reality of this. She might remember a time when things were different, but she has little nostalgia for it. The time of man is over. They were never the best stewards when it came to the planet to begin with. And they were never going to be able to stop the SERAPHIM; the very threat which they themselves created.
No. This is the era of Parallax, and her kin. The era of the Biodroids. Mankind has lost its grip on the planet. And that's a good thing, isn't it? The sooner they are over and done as a species, the better.
A notification pops up, inside Parallax's Operating System. A remote meeting, initiated by Suzerain himself.
A rare occurrence, to say the least. And probably urgent. Which works out well, because she technically doesn't have anything else going on, at the moment.
She activates the video call in the form of a hologram display, casting holograms of the various participants to the surrounding area. There are nine total in the call, including Parallax.  Most of them are standing, like her. At the ready. Except for Suzerain, who sits like a feudal king on a throne, one elbow propped on the armrest, jaw resting against his knuckles.
"We have a situation," Suzerain says, without preamble. "Daimon has failed to deliver the Key."
He's quiet for a moment, as if to let that sink in. No one interjects.
"Once the SERAPHIM wave relents, and the Mantle stabilizes, I need two volunteers to head to Sector Nine in the Wastes. I need both of the missing Blast models here, in Ironhold. Daimon, and the one with the Key."
"And what is happening in Sector Nine, exactly?" Artifice says, almost biting on the words as they leave her lips. 
She looks disappointed, to say the least. She's in her battle attire, which includes a long, dark coat full of weapons and gadgets, and a pair of goggles high on her forehead, keeping her shoulder-length hair back and out of her face. She looks old for a Biodroid, in the same way Suzerain does, with smile and frown lines etched into her frustrated expression.
"I assigned Daimon the task of retrieving the Key," Suzerain says, plainly. "Rather than taking on the duty himself, he sent Razor in his stead."
Razor.
Parallax's artificial heart skips a beat. A sensation that both surprises and disappoints her at the same time.
How long has it been since she's even thought about him? Certainly, she'd made an effort to keep him out of sight and mind.
But maybe that's the same thing, isn't? Thinking about something and thinking about not thinking about it.
"Razor failed to apprehend the Blast Model, and has yet to report in," Suzerain continues. "Seeing as his ship was destroyed, our assumption is that he's still in the vicinity. As for Daimon...he tried to step in himself. And he failed, as well. Sustaining significant damage in the process. That's as much as I or anyone knows. I can only assume he's being held in containment."
Don't ask about Razor. Don't do it.
If she reveals the fact that she cares--cared--about Razor, it will be seen as a weakness. An exploit. It will be used against her.
Assuming there's still anything left to use. Assuming he's still alive.
But she can't afford to worry about that, right now.
"Containment!?" Artifice says. "By who?"
Suzerain holds up an already-trimmed cigar. "Some human colony, apparently." He snaps his fingers, and a spark of flame ignites on the tip of his thumb, which he uses to light the cigar. He takes a couple puffs, then inhales sharply, before breathing out a dense, obfuscating cloud of smoke. "They and the Blast Model seem to be working together."
'The Blast Model'. That's how we're referring to him. Suzerain is actually nervous, behind that calm exterior.
There's power in a name, after all. And the situation does seem dire, on its face. Defeating Daimon--it shouldn't be possible. The Blast Model was supposed to be the weakest he's ever been. Knocked back to square one. Without his OS, even. It's difficult to imagine how this might have happened.
Then again, Daimon was a bit of wildcard. Parallax would bet on him against most in a one-on-one fight. But being tough and scrappy wasn't the same as being dependable. Daimon had developed a bit of a reputation for dropping the ball, as of late. This latest did little to help that perception.
"Will two be enough?" Says Valkyrie. "Shouldn't this be our top priority?"
She is young, like Parallax. Female, like Parallax. Long, dark hair, like Parallax. But the similarities end there. Parallax's distaste for Valkyrie is like a palpable thing; a bitter flavor in her mouth that refuses to fade. Not that Parallax gets along well with the Elites in general, but there's something about that naivety of hers. That ever-present look of determination and hope in Valkyrie's eyes. 
Just because she has lofty ideals, and a less pragmatic view of the world, doesn't mean her hands aren't as blood-stained as the rest of them.
"Protecting Earth is our top priority," Suzerain says. "That's why the Key matters. We don't want the Blast Model to realize what he has, and to take advantage of it. On the other hand, once SERAPHIM finds out about the Key, they'll do everything they can to acquire it themselves. The last thing we need is an opening in our defenses wide enough for our enemies to slip through, and take the Key right out from under us. We must remain vigilant."
He's right, of course. While the SERAPHIM are manageable, and always have been, there's something different about them, as of late. They're gathering in force, getting stronger. And their assaults have been more strategic. More...honed.
Not that it will matter, soon. Once the Key is in the hands of the true Biodroids, all of this will be over. The Protectorate's supremacy will reign. The future will have finally arrived. The world--no, the universe itself--will never be the same.
"I'll go," Artifice declares.
Of course. She would be the first volunteer. She's always been a control freak, that way. Has to see things done, herself.
On the one hand, Parallax pities the Biodroid who will have to be her partner on this operation. On the other hand...
Razor. What happened to him?
She tries to remind herself why she broke off contact with him. He was too distracting. Too much of a risk. In ways that perhaps he himself would never see or understand, he was too…soft.
He was, perhaps, as Parallax would always remember him. A Biodroid standing atop a field of rubble, holding a yellow-leaved dandelion—cradling it, and the dirt from which it sprouted, in his hands. A delicate piece of plant matter he’d cultivated himself, and that held his attention rapt. As if all the vast power and destructive force that surrounded him didn’t matter. It was all inconsequential, compared to this little, delicate thing. 
What a puzzle. She would never understand it.
But it was still fascinating, wasn’t it? Trying to see the world through his eyes. It occupied her time. Stimulated her.
It was a game. That was all it was, really. Until it began to feel like something more.
She almost fell prey to it. The kinship. The camaraderie. The conviction that she could trust Razor—really trust him—more than anyone else.
But that was a trap. Not one Razor set intentionally. But it would have killed her all the same. 
Razor isn’t like the others. He doesn’t have the strength, or the determination, to pioneer the transition of this era of life—as we know it—into the next. 
Parallax and the rest of the Elites look to the future. Razor looks to the past. And there can be no compromise between the two.
And yet.
Is this really how she wants to leave things? Forever? To walk away, not knowing precisely what happened, or why? To risk the fact that Razor might still be out there, needing her help, like he always does? 
Logically, she knows it would be his fault for not being strong enough, for not rising to the occasion. Razor is AWOL because, for some reason or another, he failed in his role as a member of the Protectorate. This, she knows.
Still, she desires some form of closure. In these last hours, before the world ends, and a new one begins. Even if it means finding him dead and gone; the ultimate confirmation he truly was wrong all along.
"Me, as well," Parallax says, volunteering herself.
Even if I already know I’m going to regret it.
"Very well." Suzerain puffs his cigar, making the end flare bright red. "Once this current wave subsides, the rest of you will receive coordinates for repositioning, in preparation for what comes next. You will be given further instructions as the situation progresses."
Meaning, there will be work to do once they possess the Key.
"Do any of you have something you wish to add, before this meeting is adjourned?" Suzerain says.
"I- I always wished this day would never come," Valkyrie says. "At least, not in the way that it has. But I know what comes next is a necessity. I look forward to the day when our work is done, and the world is a better place. No matter what happens, I thank you all for that."
An awkward silence follows this. Valkyrie has just broken the unspoken rule--no one talks about what happens once they have the Key.
Ugh. The cringe is real. I can feel it down in my freaking circuits.
This is about saving the world, not making friends. Especially considering the necessary means to achieving that end.
Does she really believe she can have it both ways?
For a few seconds, the feed is quiet. There's an awkward tension nestled in the silence.
"Artifice, Parallax," Suzerain says. "Policy will be sending you the data she was able to salvage and collect. You'll do well not to go in blind."
Artifice grunts at that, like it's some kind of joke.
"Good luck to all of you," Suzerain says. "Meeting adjourned."
The feed ends abruptly, leaving Parallax alone in the middle of a dry, seemingly endless plain. Large dustdevils scrawl across distant terrain. Harsh wind currents leaving their mark on an already scarred land. The riven carcass of an old world. A damaged, broken world. One that needs to be tossed aside, to make room for a new one. And the Protectorate may yet be up to the task.
Not a world the humans would have wanted--partly because there will be little place for humanity in it. But who is mankind to complain? There is no alternative. No other path, save to give in to the will and dominance of the SERAPHIM itself. And that was never an option.
As if in response to Parallax's thoughts, a proximity warning pops up in her OS, followed by the appearance of a bright beam of light in the distance. An arrow of light, traveling down from the heavens, bridging the gap between the land of mortals and the realm of metal Gods.
Parallax engages her suit's Nanobit particles, manifesting several glowing, sword-like spikes which revolve around her in a circle. She dashes forward across the plain, toward the place where the beam of light touched down. She grabs one of the floating spikes, wielding it like a sword at first, then raising it, holding it like a javelin, ready to thrust it through the air, toward the thick, rising cloud of dust at the point of the intruder's landing.
Showtime.






  
  1

SILAS


Hey. Are you there? I hope you are. I like the idea that I'm not alone, that these thoughts aren't just for me, echoing in the chambers of my mind. That someone out there can see what I see, feel what I feel. That there's a point to all this. That it means something.
Maybe I'm crazy. Maybe this is my way of coping with everything that's happened and is still happening. But it's still understandable, right? Relatable? POV characters are supposed to be relatable.
I've always been so bad at making friends. Books were my friends. Movies. TV shows. Videogames. You get the idea. It's a cliche, but it's true.
It's not like I was a complete loser, or anything. I just liked to spend time by myself. I wasn't all that interested in meeting people, and maintaining relationships—even if those predilections did lead to feelings of loneliness, sometimes.
Now, at the other side of the end of the world—my world, at least—I have new friends. I think I can call them that. Allies, at least.
I can hear them now, the sounds of their breathing, echoing inside the walls of this stony burrow of a cavern. I can't see them, not without activating my night vision. It is dark, and rather quiet, except for—or perhaps because of—the low, steady hum of the wind outside the cave opening, growling in the rocky canyons and canals.
Shiloh and Cade. That's their names. My allies. The only friends I have in the world.
They're asleep. And I envy them for that. There's too much noise in my head to sleep yet, myself. Plus, there's you. My new arrival.
Welcome to the end, after the end. Welcome to my post-apocalypse.
I hope you'll enjoy your stay. More than I will, anyway—considering how things have gone so far, I'm not terribly optimistic in that regard.
At the very least, maybe you'll find it interesting. Maybe I can be your friend, in the way characters in stories were always friends to me. Maybe you can make some sense out of all this, even if I can't.
That would be something, at least. Wouldn't it?
Okay. I'm really starting to feel it.  Maybe I do need to sleep, mental noise or no.
I'm gonna lie back now, with the bare metal of my torso and back pressing and crunching against the sloped and gravelly floor of the cave. Putting one metal arm behind my head to support my neck, I'm gonna stare off into the darkness of this place—a darkness more complete than the view behind close eyelids. But I do close my eyes. And as I do, I feel my mind recoiling from that darkness, and to a place of proverbial light. A time long past. A time when things made at least some sense. A time—
*****

(before)
The lights were too bright. The music was too loud. The people were too...people-y.
I was standing in a big backyard, on a crisp, well-maintained lawn, a red Solo cup in my hand. Surrounded by people, and drinks, and party games. Cordoned in by a tall, white fence. Nowhere to run. Smack-dab in the center of an upper middle-class income suburb.
More specifically, I was at Ethan Weeks' place, attending a 'social gathering' he'd organized while his parents were away on a trip.
Nothing crazy, mind you. No alcohol. No one doing lines of coke in the bathroom—that I was aware of, anyway. Just a group of kids hanging out in a backyard, as well as a basement connected to the lawn by way of a glass sliding door.
You'd think I'd be there, in the basement, where the TV's and games were. But there was just...too much going on. Too many people in such an enclosed space, all talking at once. I could feel my mental battery swiftly depleting, in there. Couldn't focus.
Out here, I could actually breathe. Literally, because I wasn't packed in a stuffy room with all those bodies.
There were crowds of people milling about outside as well, and I'd been slowly distancing myself from the group, feeling increasingly awkward by the minute. I was out of sorts. I didn't...belong. I kept glancing over at a couple particular people over by the ice chests, then instantly regretting it and looking away.
I wished I hadn't come. I wished I could just...bounce.
Unfortunately, I'd been given a ride, and I wasn't quite willing to spend the money—and deal with the attention—required for an Uber.
At the moment, I guess my plan was to wait things out. 
Unless...I could walk? How far was it back to my house, really? Perhaps if I could find a way to leave without provoking any unwanted attention or social interactions.
It was a nice enough night for a walk, if oddly cool for a mid-summer evening. Cool enough to justify the pullover hoodie I was wearing. And it was late and dark enough that the orange streetlamps had buzzed on, glowing like the light of distant planets which orbited around Ethan Weeks' sun.
Everything orbited around Ethan, lately. Including myself.
'Friend' was a bit of a strong word to describe what he was to me. He was an outgoing acquaintance who referred to me as his friend. He had adopted me, in the way introverts often are by the more outgoing folk.
It's not like I had anything in particular against the guy. We got along in a superficial sort of way. I was polite with him, and he was friendly and sociable with me. And that was about the extent of our relationship.
'So what are you doing at this guy's party, then?' 
Indeed.
I'd like to say it's a long story, but...it's not. At the end of the day, it comes down to one thing.
You see, there's this girl—
"Pssst!"
I glanced about. That voice. It was close. Eerily so. Which was weird, because in the past minute or so, I'd gone out of my way to distance myself further from the rest of the crowd, retreating into the back corner of the yard.
"Over here, dingus."
I peered through the finger-width gap in the fence to my left. "Gemma!?"
My sister, two years my junior, was in the alley on the other side of the fence. She was perched on a bike, with the kickstand down. She had the hood of her jacket up, and there was a trail of dark hair coursing down under one side of that hood. She was facing me, and I could only see one of her eyes, twinkling in the glow of a streetlamp.
"My guy," she said. "What the hell are you doing?"
"I was about to ask you," I said. "Did you really bike all the way here?"
"I actually walked," she said. "Strapped the bike to my back."
Smartass.
"Isn't it, like, a half-hour ride?"
"I make it all the time,” Gemma said. "Besides, it’s better than walking. Which you were clearly about to do."
I made a point of frowning. "What? No. Gemma, I'm having fun."
"Yuh-huh," Gemma said. "Sure. Give it up, dude. You're practically hugging the fence, otherwise you wouldn't have heard me doing my hisses."
"What if I'm...waiting for someone to come back with a drink?"
"Who?" Gemma shot back.
I hesitated, floundering for an answer.
"Did she say yes?" Gemma said.
We both knew who she was referring to.
I looked over in the direction of the house. More precisely, at a tall, blonde girl in jeans and a Kingdom Hearts t-shirt. 
Her name was Mila, and she was something of a long-term crush of mine. Technically, I guess you could say we were friends. We talked almost every day. We actually have a lot in common. Last year, she lent me her binder of PS1 games. I played most of them. Not so I would have more things to talk about with her, but because I was genuinely interested in her collection.
Not that I don't like talking to her. Who wouldn't? I mean...
Look at her...
At the moment, she was sitting on one of the ice chests, talking and laughing. She kept running a hand through her curly, neck-length hair. 'Preening', some might say. 
Ethan was also sitting on an ice chest. The same ice chest, as a matter of fact.
They were very close, the two of them. Making lots of eye contact. And occasionally, physical contact.
"You know, I think I'm just waiting for the right time," I said.
"Ugh!" Gemma said. "You're frickin' killing me! All you ever do is talk about this girl, but you won't make a move."
"I talk to her every day, at school."
"Talking is not 'making a move'," she said, using air quotes. "No wonder you got zoned."
"Oh, c'mon," I said, tearing my eyes away from Mila to look over at Gemma, through the gap in the fence. "There's no such thing as the 'friend zone'."
Gemma snorted. "Yeah, okay. Whatever helps you sleep at night."
"You are...uncaring, you know that?"
"It's called tough love. Silas, you can't just sit on the sidelines and wait for the other person to read your frickin' mind. The girl's job—unless you're pushy, like me—is to reciprocate. That means you have to do something. Take a risk. Put yourself out there. Things like: asking her out, holding her hand. You know. Going in for a kiss. Speaking of…"
She nudged her head in the direction of the house.
I looked, not thinking to stop myself.
Yep. That was a mistake.
Hoo boy.
Mila and Ethan were definitely going at it. I was pretty sure I could see tongue.
I could feel, somewhere in my insides, a sinking, falling sensation. Like I'd been walking along a steep ledge, and one of my friends had just given in to their intrusive thoughts and pushed me off.
This is part of why I hadn't wanted to approach her to begin with. 
"On a scale from one to ten," Gemma said. "How blindsided are you, right now?"
How blindsided should I be? I honestly didn't know. I knew she and Ethan had been talking more than usual lately, but Ethan was...Ethan.
I sighed. "I don't get it. I thought we had so much in common. I don't think Ethan has ever even touched a game controller. And he wears...cardigans. You know?"
But when I looked at Gemma, all I saw was disappointment. And maybe even a teensy bit of disgust thrown in for good measure.
"Shit," I said. "I'm doing that thing you're not supposed to do, aren't I? I'm being a 'Nice Guy'."
"Oh," Gemma said. "You're definitely a Nice Guy, right now."
"Gee, thanks."
"You're welcome. Get on the fucking bike."
I peered at her, and the bike. Turned to look at the goings-on of the party. Then back to her.
"I can't just leave now," I said. "I'll have to walk right past Ethan, and Mila, and...they'll know. Everyone will know. It's gotta be all over my face."
"It is."
"Wow," I said. "Thanks again."
"Use the latch."
"Say what?"
"There's a latch like two feet from your face."
She was correct. There was a little thumb latch poking out between two of the rails.
After a quick look to make sure no one was watching me, I reached for the latch. But as soon as my fingers touched the handle, I hit some major resistance. Like, mental resistance. It felt like, if I walked away now, I would be leaving something behind.
"Yo. What's the holdup?"
"I..." I paused, formulating my thoughts. "I dunno. Maybe there's something I can do."
"Oh, good idea," Gemma said. "If you head over there now, maybe you can break up the tongue-punching long enough to explain your side of the situation."
Ethan and Mila had actually taken a break from the smooching, for the time being. They were talking, now. But they were still very close, their noses practically touching.
"Yeah, no," I said, defeated. "You're right."
"Of course I am. I'm always right."
Yeah, I wouldn't go that far. But she had an outside perspective on things. Thanks to my social awkwardness, and general lack of friends, personal advice was on short supply. It wasn't like I was going to talk to my parents about this stuff. Normally, I wouldn't talk to Gemma about it either, but she had a tendency to pick up on things quickly—another thing that separated the two of us—and for getting herself involved.
Like right now.
"You must really have a lot of free time," I said, opening the gate.
"Nah. I like riding to the Circle K for snacks. This is only ten minutes further than that."
"What if it turned out I was having the time of my life?"
Gemma raised her one visible eyebrow, skeptically.
I shut the gate behind me. "You really have no faith in me, huh?"
"If I'd told you the whole thing was a bust, would you have believed me?"
"So you knew?"
"Well, no..." She wiggled the handlebars back and forth, scratching the front tire back and forth on the asphalt. "I'd heard...things. Unconfirmed, of course. But that's not my point. It's not a bad thing you came. It's a good thing. You're starting to put yourself out there."
"Thanks, mom."
"I'm serious! Did you drag your feet for way too long? Yeah. But today, you showed up. For that, you get an A-plus. And so do I, for being so considerate as to drop by and pick you up. Now let's go. Circle K's a-waiting."
She was right. Sure, I could look at this as a negative experience. And maybe it was. But why fixate on that? And why was I agonizing over the thoughts and opinions of people who clearly didn't care about me as much as I thought they did? My little sister wasn't just here to stop for snacks at the gas station. She was here because she'd known I'd gotten a ride to the party. I was kinda stuck. Until she decided to pop by and give me a ride.
Actually, from the look of it, I was the one who would be giving her a ride. I doubted she would be able to bike all the way back with me standing on the back pegs.
Sure enough, Gemma hopped off the bike when I approached.
"Planning to drink and bike?" Gemma said.
I realized I was still holding the Solo cup. Shrugging, I downed a couple gulps before dumping the rest.
"Alcohol?" Gemma said. 
"No. Just Dr. Pepper." And it was.
I turned the empty cup upside down and propped it on one of the fence rails.
"That's littering," Gemma said.
"No it's not. Someone will get it."
"That's literally what people who litter say."
"Call the cops," I said, mounting the bike.
"How will I get home, then?"
"Police car."
"And ride with a convicted criminal?"
I felt the back tire bounce as Gemma hopped onto the pegs. Her hands gripped my shoulders.
"I guess I'll just have to let it slide," she said. "This time."
"How lenient of you."
"Yep. Now, mush!"
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SILAS


Ijerk upright and out of sleep, forcefully transferred from one era and into the next. I've gone from biking on a brisk summer night in a suburban district to crouching in the corner of a dark, dank cave, anxious and alert. 
Were you there, with me? Did you see it?
A dream. Only, it was more than a dream, wasn't it? A memory. A pitch-perfect recreation in the way that dreams never are. A facsimile.
And a curse. To go back to the 'before', to experience my old life, full of warmth and love, despite the occasional frustrations, inconveniences, insecurities. Only for it to be suddenly torn away.
I didn't know what I had, and I lost it. I suppose that's all there is to it. Gemma might have shown up for me in my hour of need at that party, but I wasn't there a few short months later, when she needed me. Just thinking about it—it's like an ice-cold knife to the chest.
It's all my fault, what happened. To Gemma, and to my mom. And I know for a fact my father never forgave me. That's why he avoided me, retreating into his work. Until he convinced me to leave with him suddenly, before we got hit by a bright light on the highway, and the car flipped over, and I woke up...well, here. In the future.
And what a future it is. It is a torn, ravaged, war-ridden world out there. Most would see it as hopeless, but I have to think I can still do some good for the people around me. Otherwise, what's the point?
Lightning flashes outside, briefly illuminating half the cave as light streams in through the mouth. I see Shiloh, crouched over by her bedding and backpack, a finger to her lips—or the part of her clear oxygen mask that covers her her lips.
Have you met her, yet? I think you'd like her. She's a girl about my age, maybe a bit older, and almost a head shorter.  She's very no-nonsense, very headstrong, but with a soft side, too. During the day, as we were traveling, she kept asking me questions about what life was like for me before the end of the world. She's fascinated by the subject. Sometimes I think her preoccupation with me is almost anthropological in nature, like she's determined to solve the anomaly that is me. But she's definitely interested in my world as well. My descriptions of my old house in the cul de sac up on the hill are strange and alien to her. She's never taken a bus to school, or climbed a tree, or sat outside on the grass on a sunny day. She's lived in an underground bunker called 'The Cloister' her whole life, with its gray, cement walls, and stale, recycled air. No windows, and nothing much to look at even if there were, not in a place like this. The only good views left are in old photographs and video archives.
For all we know, The Cloister is the sole refuge of the last remnants of humanity. It's not exactly what you would call a sustainable situation. We need a way to expand, at the very least. Even better, we need to fix the ecology, make this a place where we can actually live again. If that's actually possible.
That's why we're out here, looking for a hidden complex south of the Cloister. Shiloh thinks we could find some answers there, and I'm inclined to believe her. More urgently, we should be able to get our hands on some weapons and equipment we can use to defend ourselves when the Biodroids return.
Oh, did I tell you about them? They are powerful organic machines. Technically, I'm one of them. Honestly, I don't understand it, and thanks to my lost memories, it's possible I never will. What I do know is that they seem very intent on capturing me, and killing any humans who have come into contact with me so far. But I'm not going to let them.
There's no telling when the Biodroids will be back. We're on a bit of a time-sensitive operation, here. Which is why we decided to try and make the trip in one day. Unfortunately, a harsh storm picked up, forcing us to take shelter. Technically, with my hardy, bionic body, I could have continued on, but I wasn't comfortable leaving Shiloh and Cade unprotected just yet. It's enough of a risk leaving The Cloister behind to begin with.
Of course, it's possible that the Biodroids have already found us anyway.
I watch Shiloh closely, waiting for a signal. The lightning may have only provided a moment's worth of illumination, but I have other means of seeing in the dark. 
With a thought, I activate a night-vision mode, using my OS.
My surroundings become clear to me, albeit through the greenish, muted lens I once associated with games like Metal Gear Solid or Splintercell.
Shiloh is still on one knee, one finger to her lips. Her complexion is sickly pale in my night-vision. Her loose, blonde hair is matted against her face and neck in curly strands, thanks to the rain, and the damp atmosphere of the cave. As always, she's wearing her no-nonsense, navy blue jumpsuit. Even sleeps in it, apparently.
She must know I can see her, even in this dark, because she's gesturing now, pointing toward the cave entrance.
'Someone's here,'  she mouths.
My OS (Operating System) has a number of different systems for proximity detection. Some of them will activate automatically, like a hazard notification, if I was to stand too close to a particularly hot fire, for example. Others require a certain level of concentration to maintain at full capacity, just like human senses do.
I bring up one of those now, in my OS. A proximity sensor that uses minute vibrations in the air to determine where potential threats might be.
Unfortunately, the storm is throwing a wrench into the sensors. If there's anything out there, my systems can't distinguish it from the storm activity. There's just too much noise.
It occurs to me I probably should have positioned myself between my two companions and the mouth of the cave. As it currently stands, both Shiloh and Cade are pretty close to the opening. I'm a good distance from then, at the back corner of the cavity.
Of course, when we settled down here, we were seeking shelter from the storm, not...other things.
Shiloh tenses suddenly, cocking her head at an angle against her shoulder, toward the cave entrance.
I activate Blast Protocol. My bionic fingers and palm disassemble, coming together into a ring just above my wrist, turning my metal arm into a cannon. I ready a small blast, aiming at the gap in the cave wall.
Movement. Not on my sensors. In my vision. A slim, glinting projectile which leaps from the hollow darkness. The angle of the trajectory is such that I can't see the source, but I can see the target. Shiloh herself.
I let off the blast—a ball of plasma that makes a blurry yellow line in the air, striking the projectile and melting half of it. The other half keeps going, spinning, but it's trajectory's been thrown off by my attack. It zips past Shiloh, embedding itself in the rough, craggy wall. The blade of a throwing knife.
In my old life, I would never have seen the weapon. I certainly wouldn't have been able to react in time. But my reflexes are on another level, in this body. Even better once I was able to activate my OS, and assimilate the Salvo Protocol.
Speaking of.
As I run forward, toward the cave opening, I go ahead and activate Salvo. Glowing particles appear atop my shoulders. They burn bright, then disappear, leaving two metal, oval protrusion in their wake. They extend upward a few inches, revealing turret guns underneath.
I rush past Cade, who's already awake and getting to his feet. I pass Shiloh, also on her feet. She watches me go, her expression tense and concerned. I leap through the gap in the cave wall.
I'm immediately hit with a stark shift in environment. It is cold in the cave, and loud. But as I take just a couple steps out into the open, it's a whole other thing. The rain beats down in thick, slanted sheets, occasionally whirled and buffeted by sudden gusts of intense wind. Just because I have a metal body, with artificial sensory input, doesn't mean I don't feel it. Unpleasant sensations are part of what it means to interact with the world, and to be able to react to shifts in the status quo.
Still, I get a notification from my OS. Freezing temperatures detected. Dulling physical sense input.
I could veto the procedure, but why should I?
The flashes of arctic chill, raked across my body with each gale, are still there. But they're quiet. Dim, like a lightbulb running low. Which gives me that much more room to focus.
I scan my surroundings, using night-vision. Arm cannon raised. Turrets at the ready.
I would summon a handgun in my free hand, using Salvo, but that arm is still damaged from my fight with Daimon. He impaled my hand, arm, and shoulder, all the way down the length, with his sword—a sword I currently have in possession, strapped to my back. Needless to say, I can barely move the arm and don't expect to be able to for a while. At the very least, until we can find some tools to make the repairs, once we get to the facility.
Something shifts, high above me. Atop the far wall of the canal. Canyon. Whatever you want to call it. A winding recess in the high rocky plateau, caused by some kind of flood I suspect, probably a long time ago.
Something's definitely up there. Visible for a brief second, before dipping back behind the lip of the escarpment. But I'm not about to go chasing after it. Not if it means leaving Shiloh and Cade unprotected.
I'm also not keen on the idea of blind-firing in the hope of hitting something. My body can use a resource that my OS refers to as Nanobits. I can continually manifest and load more ammo for Salvo, as well as energy for Blasting. But eventually, without ample time to recharge, the Nanobits will run out, leaving me with less options in a fight.
Better to play it safe, unless I have a real opening. A chance I'm willing to-
There it is again. A shimmer, the outline of something, above the rock.
I raise my arm cannon, taking aim.
Lightning flashes in the sky behind the shape.
I squint, even as my eyes automatically adjust to the sudden flare.
In that moment, as the world floods with light, I see the figure clearly. And recognize it.
A Biodroid, like me. Male, like me. His body is close to mine in size, if a bit blockier in style, with noticeable corners on the shoulders and arms. His ear-length, sand-colored hair thrashes in the high wind.
This is the one who had the other Biodroids killed—the ones in stasis, like I was. This is the one who chased Sal and I across the desert. This is the one who shot Sal full of holes, leaving her to bleed out, slowly and painfully.
Have I told you about Sal? Maybe not. But that'll have to wait.
The point is, he's here for me, now. And if I let him, he'll do the same thing to Shiloh and Cade that he did to Sal. Without hesitation.
I can't let him. Which means I can’t hold back. Even if I destroy him. Not that I have much qualms with the idea. Some part of me—a part that kinda scares me—relishes the idea.
Gritting my teeth, I fire a charged-up blast, aiming for the Biodroid's chest.
My opponent skirts sideways, dodging the beam, then deftly flips over the lip of rock and goes into a controlled slide down the face of the cliff wall.
Got you.
I open fire with the shoulder turrets. My target's in the open, on a set path. He can't dodge. 
That is, he shouldn't be able to dodge. But somehow, he is. Dodging, that is.
My shots chip away at the rock wall, hitting everything around him, but always missing. He moves in an erratic serpentine pattern as he maneuvers down the side of the cliff, tilting, jumping, swerving.
Still firing the turrets, I charge up another blast with my arm cannon. Using the turrets, I can trap him, veering him into the radius of the blast shot.
I take aim. Fire.
The end of my arm cannon flashes. The bright beam pulses, cutting the air. I swear I can see drops of rain sizzling and evaporating as they come into contact. 
Just before the blast impacts, the Biodroid boosts away from the cliff face. The rocky surface explodes behind him, propelling him forward. Toward me. 
He's a weapon. An airborne projectile. Closing the distance. He has his arms held up in an X, shielding his face. Bullets spark and glance off his forearms and shoulders.
I ready another shot. He's locked into his jump, now. There's no possible way—
But apparently there is. As I fire the shot, my opponent contorts his body in the air, dodging the beam.
Too late, I notice one of his arms twitch during the maneuver. Two throwing knives fly my way, slicing through and disabling each of my turrets before I can react.
That's right. He wants me alive. Unharmed.
He's faster than me. More agile. And—seeing as there are massive gaps in my memory—more experienced. So far, my survival has been thanks to certain vestigial pieces of muscle memory, chiming in to get me to do what I need to. But is that enough when I'm up against an actually battle-hardened fighter? Someone who isn't just playing with me, the way Daimon was?
For now, it will have to be. But if there's one distinct advantage I have at the moment, it's that this guy wants me in one piece, while I'm more than willing to destroy him, if I have to. 
He careens through the air, like a ballista bolt. He holds out his hand, summoning a long-bladed weapon with his Nanobits.
I de-activate Blast Protocol, allowing my robot hand and wrist to snap back into place so I can reach behind my back, to the sword I took from Daimon. I grip the handle and pull, unsheathing the blade. It's about a foot and a half long as I pull it free, but then lengths of metal fold out and lock into place, doubling the span of the blade. A red line of heat appears along the blade's edge, fizzing and issuing little trails of smoke from the rain.
The Biodroid pivots in the air, swiping at me as he hurtles past, aim for my arm; high up, toward the shoulder.
I block the strike with my sword. Rather than glancing off, his sword's blade catches on the red-hot edge of my own, and is cleaved in two, one half spinning uselessly, bouncing off a section of steep rock.
The Biodroid lands on his feet, skidding, still facing me. More particles appear in front of him, as if he's working to summon some new weapon.
I rush toward him, sword raised. 
The eyes. For some reason, I know you should watch the eyes, as well as the footwork. If you can read those two, you might as well be seeing a second or two into the future.
There's no doubt in those eyes. No fear. Whatever he's summoning into existence, he thinks he can do it in time. He's not about to dodge out of the way. He's got some ace in the hole, and I'm right where he wants me.
This was a mistake. I've committed myself to a bad trajectory. I can course correct, but it might mean leaving myself open, if only because I've slowed down, giving him an edge in the next bout.
No. I double down in speed, calling his bluff. I meet his bet, and raise. I can't afford-
Something. A crack like a gunshot, muted by the heavy rainfall. And then the Nanobit particles disappear, as the Biodroid cringes and goes on end, furious arcs of blue electricity stretching out across his body.
Shiloh must have hit him with a taser. This is my opening.
I position the sword, about to plunge the blade directly into his chest.
Lightning flashes overhead, flooding the canyon with white light. Once again, I can see the Biodroid clearly, without the aid of night-vision. This time, he's not a shadowy figure at the top of a rocky rise. He's right in front of me. His eyes are closed. His entire body writhes. He's leaning back, his windswept hair pushed back from his face.
A millisecond from cutting him through, I realize...
...Ethan?
I try to stop, heels skidding across slick, mud-slimed rocks. I turn the blade away from the Biodroid at the last second, and nearly crash right into him, chest-to-chest.
A fatal mistake. If my opponent wasn't already incapacitated.
As the lightning fades, so do the dazzling wires of electricity zapping back and forth across the Biodroid's body. Without the influx of electricity keeping his muscles on edge, he collapses.
I take a step back, just in case it's a trick, so he can't lash out and grab me. But I'm pretty sure he's down, for the moment. Unconscious.
I stare down at him. Noting the features of his face.
It is him. How could I have not seen it before? Even considering the darkness, and the wind and rain. Even considering that when I first saw him up close, he was chasing me on his airbike, throwing blades at me. For some reason, it just hadn't clicked.
It has, now. And now, no matter which angle I look at him, I can't un-see it.
Behind me, I hear wet, splashing footsteps on the rough ground. Shiloh comes up next to me, her tousled hair flat against her face and neck, streaming with rain. She holds a black, automatic rifle. There's an empty launcher under the barrel, where the taser was ejected. 
"I don't think he knew you had the sword," Shiloh says. She's yelling to be heard over the rainfall, even though she's practically talking into my ear. "He thought he would have the advantage in close-quarters. After that...well, I'm not sure."
I'm supposed to nod, or acknowledge what she's saying. But honestly, I'm just too distracted. I tilt my head, surveying the face of my old 'friend', waiting for something to finally click. For this to actually make sense.
"Better do it quickly," Shiloh says. "If you don't kill him now, the effects of the stunner could wear off."
I don't answer.
Water streams downhill, past the fallen Biodroid's face, jostling his sandy hair in the current, like reeds in a stream.
"Silas?" Shiloh waves a hand in front of my face. "Well? What are you waiting for? Silas?"
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DAIMON


The mind needs stimulation. Even an artificial mind, like mine. I know, because I've been staring at the same stretch of concrete walls for days, now. Long enough to memorize the tiny, slightly mis-colored specks and grains. The subtle cracks and warbles. In other words, the imperfections. I didn't notice them at first, but now, they're all I can see. 
I fucked up.
Of course, I did. It was one blunder after another.
I should have brought in Silas myself, from the beginning. It should have been me at the helm, from the moment Suzerain said 'go'.
Why didn't I?
Because you weren't ready to confront him, yet.
The thought echoes in my mind, a transmission from my subconscious. But it doesn't make any sense. I needed more time? It had been years. Lifetimes. Am I really that bad at finding closure? At...moving on?
Maybe I'm not as superior to Silas as I thought. Maybe it's time for a good, long look in the mirror.
Not that there are any mirrors to look at, around here. Even that would be something.
You're avoiding the subject.
Normally, in a situation like this, I could wile away the hours in some program or other. But I haven't been able to bring up my OS. Not since the crane, and the loss of my arms.
I'd say the damage is severe, but there's no way for me to run a diagnostic, and I can't feel myself from the waist down. But that's probably a diagnosis in and of itself.
I've lost my auxiliary Protocols. I'm almost certain of it. My body, it's not like that of the other Biodroids. I've undergone...improvements. Alterations. I am stronger, more capable in some areas, and slightly less reliable in others, in sometimes hard-to-predict ways.
Not that I would have predicted this. It could have been some combination of the devastating damage, and the Jacktech, bypassing his secondary Protocols, leaving him open. Vulnerable. In more ways than one.
I held back. I played with him. And he tricked me. It wasn't a fair fight.
You were never strong enough to defeat him. Not now, and not back then-
I growl aloud, pushing against my constraints. As if I can physically fight against the voices in my head.
The chains holding me up, suspending me by the shoulders, jangle and rattle. I begin to sway.
Great. Again with the swaying. Now you've done it. It'll be another hour before you come to a complete stop again.
Whatever. I'm a sentient metronome. Deal with it.
But honestly, it does kind of get to me. That steady rhythm. According to the records, Chinese interrogators in the far past used to implement something called Water Torture, binding the captive and dripping ice-cold water droplets onto their head. It's the monotony that does it. The jarring effect of the water. The inability of the mind to escape it's physical circumstances.
You should have bombed the shit out of this place, once you knew he had you. You should have left a crater where this bunker used to be. While you had the chance.
If I'd done that, I'd be dead, right now.
No. You're already dead. This is hell. Haven't you figured that out, yet?
There may be some truth to that. Only, when I think of 'hell', I don't think of a tiny, concrete cell. I think of thousands of human bodies—men, women, and children alike—pressing in on each other, trampling one another as the flames spread, and the oil ignites.
And me, the one who lit the spark.
Hell is no prison for the devil. Not yet, anyway.
Then what is this?
A crashing and burning. But there may yet be something worth salvaging in the wreckage. Time will tell.
Ah, yes. Time. The one thing you don't have.
Perhaps not. Thanks to some of my 'improvements', I don't absorb energy through sunlight, like the other Biodroids do. That's part of why the UV from the lights down here can't help me. In fact, direct exposure to the lamps actually damage me. What energy I have left is slowly depleting. The batteries that could have helped me get back to full strength were on my personal ship, which Silas destroyed.
Which means, if I am to escape, it needs to be soon.
But surely your friends, the other Elites, will come to save you?
There's a joke.
Will they come? At some point, perhaps. But not as friends. Not once they capture Silas, and acquire the Key. They'll take advantage of my weakened state, and destroy me. That's what I would do.
Is that so? You were the one who was supposed to bring Silas in, remember? Suzerain handed you the Key on a silver platter. He gave you a head start. And you pushed it away, like a petulant child.
Suzerain. He always believed he knew what was best, for me. Always pushed for me to best Silas. To prove my worth. He wanted me to be the superior Blast Model. Based on his metric. His definition.
Who said I wanted to be a pawn in his game? Who said I needed his approval?
Woof. Sounds like a lot to unpack.
As if I'd have the time.
What are you talking about? Don't you remember? You have all the time in the world.
Before I can think of a response to that, the outer door to the cellblock opens.
I can't see the door itself. I'm at the end of the hall. The only view I have is of black bars and a concrete wall. But I hear footsteps. The gentle brushes of worn shoe heels on the hard floor. Dragging and sliding, a little.
Old. Small. Not necessarily frail. I mean, technically all humans are.
"Thank you, Cole." An elderly, matronly tone.
"Of course, Evelyn." That would be Cole.
"You don't need to accompany me," Evelyn says. "I can handle this myself. I'll only be letting one of them out. At a time."
An awkward moment of hesitation.
"That was a joke," Evelyn says. "You've got the keys, after all. But please do shut the door behind me."
"Of course, Evelyn."
The scratch of the old lady's heels on the cement. The clatter of the door shutting behind her. And then the footfalls continue. A slow, tremulous rhythm. As steady as the sway of my mutilated body as I dangle from the chains.
The footsteps go on long enough, and draw close enough, that I'm half convinced she's here to talk to me. Though I can't imagine why.
Going off of the conversations I've overheard, this must be the one who had the smart idea to pilot the fleeing caravan remotely, luring my ship away from the bunker. Even my ship's AI was convinced. With all of the dust in the air, it wasn't until my ship swooped in close that it noticed those dunebuggies and bikes fleeing the scene were empty.
Of course, by that point, I decided to let the ship go through with it, shredding and blowing the vehicles to bits. Because why not? How could I resist the chance to mess with Silas' head, even if it might be the last time?
Unfortunately, midway through fulfilling the command, my OS went out, and I lost my connection to the ship. From that point, my ship's AI problem-solving took over, and it had the bright idea to turn around and come back for me, giving Silas the opportunity to blow it out of the sky. Which is part of why I'm still in this particular predicament.
Anyway. One might be tempted to think the remote-controlled caravan was some 4D Chess move on Evelyn's part. But I don't think so. I think Silas and the others legitimately thought it was a good play, sending people out into the desert like that. I don't think they actually thought they could beat me; and why should they have? I think they believed that, at the very least, they might be able to buy some time so some of the humans could escape.
But Evelyn doesn't think that way. That's my theory. She is old, and jaded, like many of the people here. To her, nothing good comes from the outside. This place, this underground bunker, is where humanity belongs. A sentiment I actually agree with, but that's neither here nor there.
Again, just a theory. But I have a feeling I'm about to find out for sure.
Evelyn's footfalls come to a stop just shy of my cell. She must be standing in front of the cell next to mine.
"Gavin," she says. "How are you holding up?"
Ah. Gavin. The Cloister's very own watch dogs. Or, leader of the watch dogs, really. Technically, they refer to the group as The Watch. Which is pretty simplistic, in my opinion, but maybe that's the point.
'Watch Captain'. That's what they call him. Or used to call him.
I'm honestly surprised he's been so quiet this entire time. As much as he puts on a tough front, he always gave me the impression of someone right on the brink of a psychotic break. I killed two of his friends right in front of him, for God's sake, taunting him as I did it. Not to mention the other comrades I took care of when I breached the bunker. All this time, he still hasn't said a word to me.
You know, I may have actually gone a bit too far. The entire point of what I did, just outside the Cloister, was to subjugate the guy, get him to do what I needed him to—in this case, handing over Silas. But in the end, Gavin just doubled down, turning on his own people in the process. Which is why he, and the rest of the Watch, are still stuck in here.
Which leads me to wonder—what exactly is this old lady up to? What reason could she possibly have to talk with the man who endangered her people? The man she herself decided to imprison?
"Evelyn," Gavin responds. His voice sounds...lethargic. Depressed. And...dry.
"They tell me you haven't been eating," Evelyn says.
"Don't see much reason to."
"Come now, Gavin," Evelyn says, disapproval in her tone. "How can you expect to get back to your full strength with that attitude."
"...You're joking, right? You expect me to believe I'll survive a wound like this?"
"Do you really have so little faith in our medical practitioners? Why bother fixing you up, and taking the time to redress your wounds, if we simply expect you to drop dead at any moment?"
Because it's appeasing to others when you go through the motions of doing something good. Sometimes, it even soothes one's own conscience. Because you can tell yourself, 'Well, I tried.' 
I'm sure the doctors here made an effort. But did they take as great pains as if it were that girl Shiloh, or another member of the community's Board? I highly doubt it.
Then again, I could be wrong. Perhaps there's still more public sentiment in favor of Gavin than one might suspect, even after everything he did. Perhaps that might explain why The Watch are still being held in confinement, and no executive punishments has been doled out, yet. Perhaps it might explain why this meeting is taking place.
As for why I'm still alive, I can only assume they still think there's some use they might get out of me.
"Perhaps I don't deserve to survive," Gavin says.
"I should reach through these bars and slap you for that," Evelyn says, after a moment of judgmental silence. "You can't possibly mean it."
"You're looking at a dead man, Mrs. Keller. Whether I'm facing imprisonment or a death sentence, it all amounts to the same thing."
"So your plan is to kill yourself, by means of dehydration and malnourishment? Is that what I'm hearing? And here I thought suicide was the coward's way out."
A hefty silence follows this. I can only glean so much from it. I'd mostly be guessing. All I can do is listen, and wait.
There's one quick scuff of a heel on the floor.
"I came here to talk to a man," Evelyn says. "But I can't seem to find one. All I see is a sad, miserable animal in a cage. Just because you made one mistake doesn't mean to get to write yourself off forever, and turn your back on your duties. It doesn't mean you have to give up. But it appears you already have."
More scrapes on the floor as she moves away.
"Wait," Gavin says.
Evelyn stops. "Yes?"
One long, loaded silence. Full of mysteries. Brimming with, I assume, some not so great omens for Silas and company. And probably some opportunities for myself, if I play my cards right.
"I...I want to fix this," Gavin says. "To the degree that it's even possible. I just don't know how."
The slow shuffle of feet, as Evelyn steps back in front of Gavin's cell.
"Good," she says. "Because that's what I came to talk to you about."
Huh.
Looks like things are finally starting to get interesting, around here.






  
  4

PARALLAX


The air is warm and acrid, embroiled with a thick, black smoke, enveloping Parallax like an insidious cloud. 
She won't die if she stays here. But it wouldn't be healthy. Already her sensors are beeping and pulsing, her OS overflowing with warning messages.
The HERALD is down. Destroyed. Its various parts strewn across the plain as scattered, fuming detritus. 
It's not like it already took Parallax hours just to take the big boy down. And now she has to wander through the billowing, gaseous stink the creature's flaming remains have left behind. Hardly seems fair.
She decides to summon her ship.
She hears it descending, even amid the crackle of flames, and the snap and click of metal mechanisms slowly disassembling. 
A moment passes. Then, a fluctuation in heat distribution, a hundred or so feet ahead. The black smoke shifts, as if gaining sentience, attempting to communicate.
For one small, interminable moment, Parallax's breath catches, despite herself. She braces, in anticipation of some new SERAPHIM weapon. Some new trick. A trap triggered, designed to dispatch her when she's at her weakest; weary and battle-worn.
Dying now, at the hands of the SERAPHIM, after so many years of war, so much blood, sweat and sacrifice, right when victory for the Protectorate is so close—it's the worst fate she can think of.
But of course, that's just the adrenaline talking. Post-battle reflexes, refusing to gear down. She's not about to die here, suddenly, in this valley of fire and smoke. She's too strong for that. She's fought too hard for it.
It's just her ship, navigating through the smoke. She knows that, logically. Her sensors and positioning data confirm it.
See? She can hear the hiss of the bay door opening, just ahead.
Seriously.
She jumps. Her feet touch down just inside the door, bringing her face-to-face with the grey, inner doors. The bay door shuts behind her.
The comforting buzz of the chamber being decontaminated, as toxic smoke and poisonous nanoparticles are sucked and flushed from the room.
Then the inner doors open. And she's home.
The main hangar isn't particularly spacious, and she likes it that way. There are only a few steps of walking space between each of the facilities, from her sleeping pod, to the armory, and the pilot seat itself. There's a holotable in the center of the cabin, with a small couch, where she would normally sit to decompress and mindlessly consume media after a successful operation. But there's no time for that, now. Or energy.
She wants to collapse on that couch. She wants to curl up into a ball and pass out, dead to the world.
Incoming transmission. Artifice.
Fuck. I'm not even off the ground, yet.
But if she shrugs Artifice off, it's not going to end well.
Might as well get this over with.
She uses her OS to punch in the coordinates for Sector Nine, sending them to the ship's computer. She manages to get to the couch, practically collapsing into it.
Okay. Here we go.
Straightening up in her seat, she diverts the transmission to the holotable.
The upper half of Artifice's body pops into existence on top of the table. Her darkly-lensed goggles are in place. Her ear-length hair is messy and wild about her face.
"Ah," Artifice says. "Sitting down already, are we?"
"Artifice," Parallax says coolly, in greeting. She refuses to bristle at the rebuke. Not visibly, anyway.
"I called you to discuss strategy, but it seems like you're more interested in settling down for a nap."
"Because everyone knows you have to be standing in order to implement strategic force planning. That's just common knowledge."
"It's about vigilance, Parallax," Artifice says, not missing a beat. "Operational readiness. We can't afford to sit on our laurels, least of all now."
Parallax breathes deep through her nose, trying to ignore the tension building in her jaw. "Much as I appreciate the zeal, it's one under-powered Biodroid. I'm pretty sure, between the two of us, we've got it covered. Or do you really underestimate me, that much?"
Artifice stares at her, openly disappointed.
"Okay," Parallax says, sighing. "I'll bite. What?"
"The very fact that he's 'one under-powered Biodroid' is what has me most worried. I think we both can agree Daimon is unstable. But even accounting for that, he was more than capable of what he was charged to do. He should have destroyed that entire bunker, and everyone in it. He should have brought the Blast Model







