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Closing from the Author

This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s broad and genius imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living, dead, augmented, or cybernetic, or any actual event is highly unlikely... and purely coincidental.
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"The only way of discovering the limits of the possible is to venture a little way past them into the impossible." - Arthur C Clarke

To the ones who look up at the stars and see home, to those who break the boundaries that divide us, and to the brave souls who reach across time, space, and history to forge a unity beyond differences. May we one day come to recognize that, in the vastness of the cosmos, every life, every heartbeat, every dream carries equal weight. And may we never stop reaching, together, for the light just beyond our grasp.
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Calder's heart thundered in his chest, sending a palpable thump up his neck and into his temples. Cooper's words hung in the air, his admission shattering the tranquility of their current refuge. The revelation of Kumi's true identity plunged Calder into a whirlpool of conflicting emotions of betrayal and loyalty, threatening to consume him whole.

His suspicions, now validated, gnawed at him. But as the pieces of the puzzle fell into place, a fresh surge of unease swept over him. The impossible choice loomed like a specter in the dimly lit room: Should he place his trust in the enigmatic android who had been Cooper's unwavering savior and ally, or surrender to the chilling dread that GenMed's insidious influence had infiltrated their team?

With a deep breath, he broke the silence that hung heavy in the air between them. 

“I appreciate your honesty,” he began, his voice a steely undercurrent to his words, “but we can’t ignore the truth. Kumi is a creation of GenMed, and she carries a danger that can’t be dismissed. It’s nearly impossible for me to believe she isn’t tied to their agenda somehow.'"

Cooper’s expression shifted, caught between his love for Kumi and Calder’s valid concerns. He understood the weight of the situation and the potential implications it held.

“I know this sounds sketchy,” Cooper replied, his voice filled with conflicted emotions as he shifted his feet.  “But Kumi has repeatedly shown me her dedication. She’s risked her very existence to protect me.  I believe she’s fighting against them in her own way.”

Calder’s brows furrowed as he considered Cooper’s words.  He couldn’t deny the evidence of Kumi’s recent actions, yet deep-rooted skepticism still lingered.

“I want to trust her, for your sake, but we can’t afford to be naive,” Calder asserted.  “We can’t let our guard down, especially when the stakes are still so high.”

Cooper nodded. “I understand. And I owe it to the rest of the team to be honest about this.”

“For now, let’s keep this under wraps.  Tensions are high enough as it is and we don’t need any more missteps in our plans than we’ve already had.  I’ll speak to Sierra in due time and we’ll have to decide how to handle things moving forward.” Calder offered.  “But for now, I’m glad to have you back.”  

He pulled Cooper into a hug, slapping him heartily on the back.

“Thanks man,” Cooper smiled, accepting the embrace wholeheartedly.  “I didn’t think I’d ever be back here in one piece.”

“Just glad you are.”

With some extra slaps on the back, they took a deep breath then returned to the party, but their minds were still consumed with the underlying tension of the moment.  Exchanging subtle glances, they knew their mission had taken an unexpected turn.  The celebratory atmosphere felt overshadowed by the cloud of suspicion Calder just could not shake and Cooper knew it.

“Everything OK?” Sierra asked, leaning into him as he sat next to her.

“Yeah, everything’s good.  He’s just shaken after everything that’s happened, you know?”

“And Kumi?” she asked hesitantly.

Calder gave her a shrug and leaned down to grab a beer, taking a long drag to silence his mind for a moment.

“Cooper and I discussed her presence here.  There are some concerns, but we can discuss it later.”

Sierra looked him in the eye trying to translate his words and her brows furrowed.  Calder took her hand and gave it a squeeze, reassuring her.

“Not here, we can talk later.”

“You’re scaring me,” she whispered and he could feel the tension in her body.

“It’s fine.  Trust me, we can talk later when we’re alone.”

Sierra eyed him warily before her gaze shifted back to the fire and the revelry surrounding them.  Calder took another swig of his beer, his eyes shifting to catch Cooper's glance in his direction. He gave a nod then allowed his gaze to drift back to the fire, the blaze seeming to echo the emotions roiling through his body.  Just once, he thought...just once he'd like a day when nothing went wrong.
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Four days later and not a day too soon, they made their way back to headquarters, splitting into small groups so their arrival wasn’t noticed by scans. After some close calls at the wall, they  finally congregated in the newly refurbished lobby of their headquarters.

“First of all, I want to thank everyone for holding down the fort while we were away.  It was a great help for all of us and made coming back that much easier,” Calder offered and heads nodded around the team.

“And a huge thanks to Becca and her design team for our new space,” Sierra added and the team burst into applause and hoots of approval.  “It’s really beautiful and the design is truly organic to our use.  Flow here should be much easier, and security much tighter.”

“Just so you’re aware, there are some unopened packages that came while you were away, they’ve been sorted and put in each of your offices,” Saskia offered helpfully.

“Thanks for that,” Calder said, giving her a genuine smile.  “We’ll get to those as soon as we get done here.  That being said, there are a number of things we need to discuss moving forward.  For now, you can go back to your stations while Sierra and I talk and then we’ll meet up to discuss everything so we’re all on the same page.  Everyone OK with that?”

There were nods and words of approval around the room and once everyone cleared out,  Calder was alone with Sierra for the first time in nearly a week.  It was time for him to tell her.

Watching the last of his team disappear down the hallway, he walked her to his office, closed the door and took a seat next to her on his new couch.

“So now we need to talk,” he said, lacing his fingers as casually as he could on his lap.  He heard Sierra inhale at that and she turned to face him.

“About Kumi?’

“Yeah,” he said, taking a deep breath of his own.  He had to carefully plan his words so it didn’t instantly freak her out, but there was no way around it.  “Cooper and I had a long chat about her.  About her involvement as a GenMed employee.”

“And?”

“Well, it was obvious I had my concerns about where her loyalty lay, if perhaps she was just another GenMed plant to screw us. We can never be too careful.”

“I could see why you’d be concerned.  What did Cooper have to say about it?”

Calder let out his breath slowly.

“It went a bit deeper than I was comfortable with,” he said plainly, but Sierra didn’t say a word, she just stared at him, waiting for him to continue.  “She’s not... human.”
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Chapter Two
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In the quiet of Calder's office, Sierra felt the ground beneath her reality shift, tilting on its axis as the words sank in. 

“What do you mean, she’s not human?  What is she?” she asked, but in the dark recesses of her mind she knew what the answer was.

“She’s... an android,” Calder finally admitted.

“Come again?” Her voice, when she spoke, was tinged with a note of incredulity. The Kumi she just met —vibrant and full of life—seemed worlds apart from the cold, emotionless machines she associated with Androids.

Calder nodded solemnly, his gaze never leaving hers. “She revealed this to Cooper on their trip back.”

Sierra felt a strange cocktail of emotions bubbling within her—fear, betrayal, but also a strange sense of curiosity. Sierra furrowed her brows then and tilted her head.

“Again, what? Are you sure?”

“She’s an android,” he said slowly.  As his words hit her for a second time, her face blanched and she leaned away from him.

“Are you kidding me?”

“No.” he stated firmly.

“She’s an android... that GenMed built?  You do know what that means, don’t you?  She’s gotta have some agenda of her own.  She may even have a bomb built into her system to kill us!”

As ludicrous as that sounded, it wasn’t something he would put past GenMed, but he felt it was highly unlikely.

“Be that as it may, Cooper trusts her and says that she’s on our side. Otherwise, why would she have helped him escape?”

“Maybe that was part of the plan to get him back to us, get us all in one place,” she said, but he reached out to take her hand, trying to calm her.

“Why would they kidnap him, take him into space, millions of miles away to another planet just to hook him up with her to send him back?  That would be pointless.  They could have just unleashed her here on Earth and have been done with it.”

Sierra exhaled and seemed to relax for a moment.

“OK, you have a point.  Still... there’s no way we can trust her, you do know that, right?” Sierra asked.

“For now we have to act like we do.  Cooper and I are going to perform some tests on her, give her a scan or two to make sure she’s not harboring anything destructive and then we can go from there.”

“And then what?” Sierra asked incredulously.

“We just have to see how it goes day by day.  My question is, do we tell the team?” he asked.

Sierra sat in silence for a long moment and he could practically hear her brain churning through all the new info in her mind.

“We have to tell them.”

“OK, but what are your reasons?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“If we keep this from them and they find out on their own, they’d never trust us again.  We need to come clean from the start so there are no secrets.  Isn’t that what you said when you took over after Gage?  No secrets?”

“It is, and I’m glad that’s the conclusion you’ve come to.  That was my thought too but as my second in command, I wanted you on the same page.”

She gave him a succinct nod.

“But when?” she asked.

“Now?  I mean, we can’t keep it a secret, especially with our tech team.  They’ll figure it out, surely.”

“You’re probably right.”

Calder stood, gave her a thankful kiss and went around to his desk where he sat.  He quickly tapped his comm and asked for Cooper and Kumi to come to his office and then sent a team-wide message to meet in the war room.  After a few moments, there was a soft knock and Cooper poked his head in the door.

“You rang?” he asked.

Calder stood from his desk, waving Cooper and Kumi into the room, gesturing for them to take a seat on the couch as he closed the door.  Then he moved toward them and sat back against his desk, looking at Kumi. He still couldn’t believe how lifelike she was, how utterly remarkably she passed as human.  He could see how Cooper would see past it.

“Cooper has informed me of your true identity,” he said and Kumi nodded and quickly looked to Sierra, then to Cooper. 

“It’s OK.  I know as well,” Sierra added and Calder could see she was trying to give her a warm smile but it looked far more nervous than he knew she’d intended.

“We need to tell the team,” Calder went on.  “We can’t risk what would happen if we kept it a secret and they found out on their own. I mean, it would cause a riot and we don’t need that kind of tension with the team, not with what we’re facing.”

“I agree,” Cooper said with a nod, looking at Kumi.  “It needs to be done.”

“I understand, and I’m willing to accept whatever punishment you see adequate,” Kumi offered.

Calder nearly let out a chuckle.

“There’s no punishment.  You are who you are.  I don’t know what went on when you were out there, but Cooper trusted you and grew to love you.  That’s all I need to know.  I only ask that you cooperate going forward.”

“I will help the team in any capacity I can,” Kumi affirmed.

“And that means you will allow us to test and evaluate your systems as well,” Calder added.

“As expected,” Kumi agreed quickly.  “If I may suggest, Saskia would be the best person for that.  She’s familiar with my coding and the inner workings of GenMeds systems.  And of course Cooper.  He is a brilliant engineer.”

“Thanks...” Cooper said with a blush and she smiled warmly at him.

Calder rolled his eyes.

“I was actually going to suggest Saskia for this task for that reason, beside the fact that you two will have a lot in common.”

“We’re both from GenMed,” Kumi said.

“And you both have to deal with the team not trusting you. She seems to have won them over to some extent so perhaps she can help with that going forward.”

“She and I will have a lot to discuss,” Kumi offered and gave Calder a genuine smile, one that immediately made him wonder how she did it.  How did she know to show emotion?  Did she have emotion?  But those were questions for another time.

“I’ve asked the team to gather in the war room so we can divulge this little tidbit of yours.  Are you ready?” Calder asked and Kumi, without hesitation, stood and faced him.

“I am.  Is there anything you wish me to do or say?”

“Sierra and I will tell them.  I am sure, after a brief freak out, they will have some questions and I am not sure they will be entirely civil.”

“That goes without saying.  I’m sure it will be a huge shock to them,” Kumi offered.

“I just think its a good idea to let them have their say and answer them honestly,” Sierra offered, standing.

“I will answer any and all questions they have,” Kumi said and took Cooper’s hand as he stood with her.

“I will too,” he said.  

“All right,” Calder said with resolve.  “After you,” and he gestured them all out the door before him.
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The room fell into a stunned silence as Kumi’s revelation hung in the air, each word echoing in the minds of the team members seated around the conference table. 

Jordan’s face was a mask of shock and then slow curiosity, his eyes wide as he stared at Kumi, seemingly unable to process the information. There was a slight smile on his lips which further spoke of his need to find out literally what made her tick.

Becca, always the empathetic one, looked to Kumi with a mix of sadness and understanding, her eyes filled with unspoken questions and concern.

Saskia, on the other hand, leaned back in her chair, her expression contemplative. She understood Kumi’s place in all this and how they would eventually work together, as Calder requested. She had to see Kumi as more than just another project.  More than just another task.

And then there was Donovan. He sat motionless, his face an unreadable mask. He had always had a knack for machines, and now his mind raced, analyzing and dissecting Kumi’s revelation, trying to understand how she could have come into their team without the merest inclination of her true nature. It boggled him.

In the center of it all, Calder, the glue that held them together, looked around the table at the faces of shock, concern, and contemplation. He knew this revelation would test the bonds of their team, but he also knew they were resilient. They had faced adversity before, and they would face it again, together.

“Does anyone have any questions?” he asked cautiously.  He expected everyone to start shouting, but they didn’t.  After a few moments, Jordan raised his hand hesitantly.

“When and where were you made?” he asked and all eyes suddenly looked to her for the answer.  And she didn’t hesitate.

“I was designed and built in a lab at UCLA in 2048.  At first I was made as a hybrid project, integrating animatronics and AI.  The team had been trying to build a more humanoid form for me, though that’s not how I started.  I have to admit I started rather clunky and mechanical. Over time as technology advanced and techniques became cleaner, as with the invention of my skin, I began to take shape as something that would pass as a human.”

“What is your skin made of?” Cooper asked and the looks he received from his team were one of shock.  “I mean, we’ve been very... close for months and it feels real to me.”

“It’s called dermotex. It combines thermoplastic elastomers and collagen fibers to create the elasticity and feel of real skin.  Over the years, the recipe has been perfected and advanced to allow microfilaments and sensors to be embedded to mimic warmth and allow me to feel.”

“Feel?” Jordan asked as he leaned forward.

“Yes.  Just like human skin, when I am touched, the filaments respond and send signals to my sensors that note the touch, location, pressure, temperature... any number of variants that inform how I react.”

“So cool,” Jordan said giddily as he looked her over and Kumi gave him a smile.

“I’m glad you think so.  If you’re interested we can discuss it later,” she offered and a smile erupted on his face as if he were a kid in a toy shop.

“How do we know you’re not here to kill us?” Donovan asked and Calder gave him an incredulous look, though he wasn’t surprised by the question.

“Cooper and Saskia are going to work in tandem to analyze her systems and make sure we’re all safe in her presence,” Calder offered.  “Saskia is well-versed in GenMed coding and I’m sure she can sniff out anything that’s out of place.”

“And how do we know Saskia isn’t part of her plot to take us down?” Richard blurted out and Donovan’s expression changed immediately.

“You need to watch your mouth,” Donovan ground out, staring a hole through Richard’s head.

“Calm down,” Calder barked, stopping them both.  “We’ve given you all this information in good faith.  I expect you all to carry on as usual.  Saskia has nothing to do with Kumi being here.  Once Kumi’s systems are checked out, I’ll make sure you all find out what we come up with, if anything.”

The tension in the room shifted, as if Calder's words had recalibrated the atmosphere, reminding everyone of the trust they had built within these walls. Donovan's posture relaxed, but his eyes still held a spark of defensiveness as he glared at Richard.

Kumi stood then, her movements fluid, almost too perfect to be human. "I understand the concern," she said, her voice holding a note of synthetic warmth. "Transparency is important, and I'm willing to be as open as needed." She paused, casting a glance around the room. "I was designed to assist, not to harm. My primary directive now is to aid in the dismantling of GenMed's unethical practices."

Sierra watched the exchange, the weight of suspicion and fear palpable in the room. She remembered the countless times Kumi had been there for Cooper, the humanity she'd shown him. Was it all programmed? The thought left a hollow feeling in her chest. 

"We should be focusing on GenMed, not on tearing each other apart," she finally spoke up. "Let's not lose sight of who the real enemy is." Her gaze settled on Kumi with a silent apology.

Calder nodded in agreement, though his eyes remained fixed on Kumi, his suspicion not fully abated. "Sierra's right," he said, his voice tense. "We can't afford to lose focus now."

Kumi returned Calder's gaze with a serene expression, her synthetic features betraying no emotion. "I'm here to help in any way I can," she reiterated, her tone calm and composed.

Sierra forced herself to push aside her doubts for the moment, focusing instead on the task at hand. "We need to stay united," she said, her voice steady. "Together, we can bring GenMed down."

As the tension in the room eased slightly, Sierra couldn't shake the feeling of unease that lingered in the air. Despite Kumi's reassurances, doubts still gnawed at the edges of her mind, casting a shadow over their fragile alliance. With a heavy heart, she wondered if they could ever truly trust the android in their midst.
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Chapter Three
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In the subdued glow of the lab, a hive of quiet activity had taken root. Saskia’s fingers danced over the keyboard, sequences of code cascading down the monitor unraveling the intricacies of Kumi’s programming. Cooper loomed close by, his eyes squinting as he scrutinized the readouts that flickered across the various monitors, their displays painting his face in shades of blue and green. Jordan, meanwhile, circled Kumi like a satellite, his fascination with her construction apparent in his wide-eyed, childlike wonder.

Kumi, for her part, stood at the center of it all, her figure still, betraying none of the nervousness a human might have felt under such scrutiny. She had willingly submitted to this dissection of her capabilities, understanding that trust was a commodity she had to earn. 

“So, do you have any insight into how we can disable GenMed?” Jordan asked her.

"The defensive structures GenMed has put in place at their facilities are not invincible," Kumi began, her voice devoid of hesitation. "Their overreliance on certain technologies is their Achilles' heel—specifically, the perimeter sensors are vulnerable to a cascade failure if hit with a precisely calibrated electromagnetic pulse."

As she detailed the vulnerabilities, Donovan, from his vantage point against the cool metal wall, took notes with a furrowed brow. There was a cautious optimism growing within him, a sense that maybe, just maybe, they had a fighting chance. The skepticism that had clouded his thoughts earlier began to dissipate. If Kumi’s intel was accurate, and truthful, they could devise a plan not just to penetrate GenMed’s defenses but to turn their own systems against them. It was the kind of edge they needed, and it came from a most unexpected source.

“An EMP would be easy to design, but it would have to be large,” he started, but she shook her head momentarily.

“We would need more than an EMP to take down their perimeters,” Kumi offered, and she outlined the EMP challenge with a level of detail that made it clear this wasn't your everyday electronic disruption. "A standard EMP, even a sophisticated one, would be detected and countered by GenMed's adaptive shield algorithms," she explained, pausing to ensure her next words were fully absorbed by the team. "We need to create a sequential pulse EMP — one that operates on a shifting frequency spectrum. It must be dynamic, adapting its pulse pattern to bypass the shield's learning parameters."

She continued, her gaze moving across the team, gauging their reactions. "This EMP needs to be fine-tuned to GenMed's specific shield frequencies. We're not just knocking out their power — we're blinding their sensors, confusing their diagnostics, and slipping through their defenses in a moment of chaos."

Donovan, already sketching ideas on his tablet, looked up. "So, we're creating a ghost signal? Something that feels like a glitch, not an attack, to keep them off balance?"

"Exactly," Kumi affirmed. "We'll be giving their system a puzzle that it can't solve, at least not quickly. In the meantime, that gives us our window to strike." 

Her words hung in the air, a mixture of challenge and opportunity, and the room hummed with a new, urgent energy as the team began to envision this crucial piece of their strategy.

“This can’t be some quick build,” Cooper stated, marking his own notes on his tablet.  “This is something that will take slow preparations and diligent mathematics.  We would need to double and triple check our work before we even attempt to launch an attack.”

“You’re right, but between us we have the intelligence and the know-how to get it done,” Saskia added with a determined look.  “We can outsmart them.”

“We can, if we work together. And I can help,” Kumi affirmed.  She turned to the keyboard then and began typing out information dotted with code.  Her fingers flew with the inhuman speed she was capable of then she turned to Cooper.  “This can get you started.”

They each got a ping then as her information loaded to their personal tablets. Donovan swiped at the info, looking at the pages in quick succession, then he looked to Saskia and gave her a nod.

“When you’re done here, come to the rig bay.  We can get started on the hardware for this beast.”

“I’m just about done,” Saskia said, scrolling through the last few bits of her analysis of Kumi’s internal systems.  “She’s clean.  No threats detected and no malevolent coding.  She’s good to go.”

Cooper beamed and pulled Kumi into his arms.

“I told you guys, she’s on our side.”

“That’s awesome news,” Jordan said.  “Then why don’t we stay here and start working on the EMP code and Saskia can go help Donovan in the garage for the time being.  If we need her input, she can always come back and help us.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Saskia agreed and quickly followed Donovan out the door.  As they headed to the rig bays, she stopped by Calder’s office to give him the news.  “Kumi is clean.  She’s cleared to stay with us.”

“That’s great news,” he offered, looking up from his desk.  

“She also gave us some incredible information regarding GenMed’s defenses and we’ve split into groups to start working on a system to defeat it.”

“Even better news,” he beamed.  “I’m glad to see you all working as a team again.”

“Same,” she smirked, gave him a nod, then headed to the bays.

“Well,  that’s a relief.  One less thing to worry about,” he said, leaning back in his chair.

“Seriously,” Sierra said with a sigh.  “I can’t imagine what would happen if the opposite were true.”

“Don’t even go there,” Calder sniffed.

The atmosphere in Calder's office shifted subtly from trepidation to cautious optimism. As Sierra stood and lingered in the doorway, her gaze went to Calder, who now wore a pensive expression. She knew the wheels in his head were already turning, plotting the next move in a game that was perpetually three steps ahead of them.

Calder leaned forward on his desk, the intensity in his eyes softening as he regarded Sierra. 

“We’re on the edge of something big here, something that could change our future,” he said, his voice lowering to a confidential hush that filled the space between them with an almost tangible sense of purpose.

He stood and approached her, the distance closing as he spoke with a rare vulnerability.

“Whatever happens, I need you to know that our choices now... they might very well define us. For better or worse,” Calder confessed, the weight of leadership and the unspoken bond they shared hanging silently in the air. “We need to navigate this together, every step of the way.”

“Wow,” she chuckled nervously as he wrapped his arms around her. “That almost sounded like a proposal.”

He lowered his gaze and shook his head slowly.

“You know how I feel about you and how I feel about that, at least for now.  We’re in a vulnerable position and we need to keep thinking straight.”

She felt her laughter ebb away, replaced by the thrum of something deeper. 

“I do know,” she said quietly, finding a somber truth in his eyes. “And you’re right. With everything teetering on a knife's edge, clarity is our only ally.”

Calder released her, a rueful smile touching the corner of his mouth. “We've got a world to save first. Let's focus on the fight ahead. We'll have all the time in the world to figure us out after that, whatever that may be.” His words, meant to be reassuring, hung between them, a promise of hope amidst the chaos.

Calder leaned against the doorframe, his silhouette casual but his tone carrying the weight of his words. "Speaking of personal futures," he started, catching Sierra's attention, "Becca and Nayati are heading back to Colorado soon."

"Really?  Is his tribe in trouble?" Sierra arched an eyebrow, piecing together the timing.

He shook his head, a wry smile on his lips. "No, for a more... ceremonial reason. They're getting hitched—tribal style. Seems like they want to tie the knot sooner rather than later surrounded by the old traditions."

Sierra's eyes sparkled with unspoken emotion. "Well, I suppose for them love doesn't wait for wars to end, does it?"

"I guess not," Calder admitted, his expression tightening just a touch. "But I'd be lying if I said I wasn't worried about their trip. With everything that's going on at the wall, security's been unpredictable. They'll have to be careful to get out  safely."

Sierra’s eyes mirrored Calder’s concern, a shadow of trepidation crossing her features. 

“I hadn’t considered the wall... It's gotten so much worse lately. Do you think they'll make it through without any trouble?” 

Calder shrugged, a casual tilt of his head belying the sharp glint of concern in his eyes
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