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  Revolution


  Chapter One


  O tigers heart wrapped in a womans hide!


  Shakespeare, Henry VI


  What am I doing here?


  Mare Sade Singh bowed her head in a group of artificial persons, human cadets and Lieutenant Jose Melendez, the commander of Omega Platoon. She was in a ceremony that appeared to be sacred or at the very least, solemn. She never thought she would find herself in such a situation, such a place among males, APs and an adult man dealing with natives outside the walls of her home Nermericana.


  Who would ever believe this? Ive been here years and it still makes no sense to me, and its my life.


  Singh stole a sideways look at the two youngest humans among thema five- or six-year-old girl and a nine-or-so-year-old boyalso looking on in wonder as the lieutenant knelt on one knee and recited an archaic prayer over an adult body completely enshrouded in burial wrapping.


  And Lord, please give us the wisdom and strength to show compassion and judgment. Forgive our transgressions; provide our young guests with courage, and may you grant us all many years. Amen, Melendez said.


  Then, she saw him make a type of specific sign with his hands. At the end of his prayer, the little girl hobbled over with her splinted leg to touch the lieutenants exposed head. Singh suppressed a smile as she watched the girl rub her hands over his skull. She was obviously feeling for his metal contact points.


  How does he deal with the dry skin? It has to drive him crazy with the scratching and all.


  Singh was happy to see that the lieutenant did not jump away but let the little girl continue until she seemed to have enough. As soon as she was done, the five APs and five cadets continued with their preparations of gathering weapons, some rations, some makeshift torches, and three stretcherstwo to carry the children and one for the body. Seeing that the little girl was smiling, Singh turned to the boy. He was more withdrawn but was watching everything intently. His arm and leg were in splints as well while the girl had stitches on her forehead and right arm in addition to her leg splint. Both seemed small but muscular for little children. Their faces also seemed long, with large jaws and craniums. Both had dark red hair.


  Where did the red hair come from?


  Singh made her way through the throng of people to talk to Melendez. These two guests had been discovered by a cadet training team in an enclosed area that seemed to be a ceremonial dying place where those who were close to death or who were profoundly injured were left, and a number of bodies lay nearby. Remains of other humans were also found not far off in the surrounding area in various stages of decomposition. The childrens old torches, campfires, and makeshift seats made it clear they had been abandoned and were trying to survive in the wild. The adult male with them was dead when they found him, clearly from wounds inflicted by a carnivore. He must have tried to fight off an animals attack. When the children had been found just a week ago, they were cold, injured, frightened and hungry. After only three days, however, they had begun exploring, healing and taking in everything they could see, eat or feel.


  Melendez was just two feet away when she spoke.


  Youre sure this is a good idea? Leaving fruit and vegetables is one thing but leaving them their own children and a wrapped body is another?


  Nope. I have no idea if this is a good idea or not. But when your son made the decision to rescue them from their fate, he involved uswhether we like it or not, he said without emotion. He had moved on to look at provisions and gear. Singh followed him and pretended not to be anxious. She felt defensive, but she couldnt tell if he was judging her sons altruistic behaviors or not.


  Should he have left them?


  No. Theyre people, children. They needed us.


  Do you think the natives will appreciate that? Saving their children.


  I have no idea.


  Well, youll never be accused of pretending you know everything.


  Nodding in agreement, Singh stood quietly. She remembered how her son, Roberto, had said very little about the event except to say he couldnt just leave them behind.


  Im guessing you would have done the same, Melendez offered.


  Perplexed, confused and caught off guard by the question, she blurted out her answer more forcefully than she had intended. Absolutely, without question.


  Now where the hell did that anger come from?


  She shook herself out of her thoughts and focused on what brought her here to talk to the CO in the first place.


  Speaking of impulsive sons, I understand that you authorized Roberto and his team for a pre-dawn orienting exercise outside the camp perimeter to the west while you and everybody else head east?


  Yup. I authorized a team, not necessarily your sons team, to conduct that training exercise. Private Emma has been impressed with his command abilities and he has continually requested advanced training. I think she has been dodging his request for a while, but they have met every challenge she has given him and his group. It looks like he backed her in a corner and won. Not an easy feat when it comes to Private Emma, he said. By now he finished his own inspection of his gear and noted that his team was ready to leave.


  You didnt think Private Emma pushed him into the training because he is your son?


  She had, positive the AP wanted to hurt her through her son. She was embarrassed that she had thought that. She had to be kinder in her thoughts about Emma. She had always been fair, mean to her but always fair.


  Damn it! I should have known Roberto would do this! Always trying to prove himself. Where the hell did he get that competitive edge from? Stubborn too, I might add.


  Sir, would you be able to reconsider that duty until I have a chance to talk to him again? she asked. She was already resigned to yet another battle of wills with her kin. Melendez first raised his eyebrows in surprise and then a warm smile spread across his face. His eyes grew softer.


  You know…he has really nice eyes. Pretty soft and inviting for a male.


  Against her will, she unconsciously moved her long braid onto her chest.


  Sorry, Mare. There is a chain of command and that decision was made by Private Emma, Corporal Kristine, and Sergeant Joan. If you want to change it, youll have to talk to Private Emma first.


  Ugh! Just great! Private Witch. Her look of pain and disappointment must have been obvious to Melendez, who responded with sympathy as he moved out with his team.


  Sorry, Mare. But to Emmas credit, shes put off letting him do it. Shes protective of all the cadets, and I am sure she wouldnt allow this unless she was sure he would be safe.


  Yes. I guess.


  And I hear he gets his commitment to duty and training seriously like his mother.


  Stubbornness, actually.


  I guess thats relative. I would talk to Private Emma if I were you.


  Singh gave a small nod and watched him move away to catch up to his waiting team.


  Thank you, she called after him. He left the bunkers small entrance with his team in tow while two AP sentries secured the door behind him. The room remained busy but the area was dwindling down with people. She stood in one place still looking at the closed door as she thought of how she would address the grizzly AP known to her as Emma and other colorful metaphors.


  Just great…now how is this going to work?


  It was difficult enough trying to stay ahead of her sons quest for independence. While she had successfully made strong alliances with many of the humans and APs, Private Emma was one artificial person, however, who made it clear that she considered her persona non grata. After what seemed a long time, Singh gave a deep sigh and turned to face her next hurdle. She turned smack into Private Emma, who stood motionless right in front of her as if to answer her challenge immediately. She was wearing her old-style battlefield dress uniform for evening maneuvers. Her glowing purplish eyes were narrowed and long earrings weresomewhat incongruently, she thoughtadorning her ears.


  Damn her stealth! And whats with the purplish eyes now? Why do their eyes keep changing color?


  Singh stepped back as if she had walked into a marble column. She shook her head to clear away the shock of the bang and the stars she was seeing in addition to the pain. It took her a moment to be able to clear her head and speak.


  Private!? How long were you there?


  Long enough to hear your concerns and process their degree of validity while sifting your potential lack of impartiality as a result of being Cadet Robertos…mother.


  The way the AP said mother was always in a tone of incredulousness, as if Singh was neither capable of being a mother nor worthy or both. Further, Emma towered over Singh which always made her nervous. But then suddenly, completely out of character, Emma gently placed her hands on Singhs head. She was amazed and surprised at the level of care her nemesis portrayed as she inspected where her skull had collided with mesh and metal.


  She remained still as the AP looked closely at her and felt her skin. Emma then wiped the sweat from Singhs neck, forehead, and cheek.


  Wait a minute. What? What are you doing now?


  Singh watched as Emma sniffed the sweat. The APs eyes pulsated faster for a moment and then narrowed. Moving in closer still, the AP took in a strong whiff of her as if there was some horrible odor she was trying to identify.


  Private Emma, what is your problem with me now? I was on my way to see you regarding Robertos evening exercise Singh started.


  She was interrupted by the low voice of the not-so-friendly cybernetic lifeform.


  Well, well, well. Elevated salt levels in your perspiration, emanating from three different sweat glands. A significant increase in pheromones, increased heart rate and pulse, and your braid is perfectly planted between your enlarged mammary glands…


  Remembering all too well Emmas not-so-well-veiled threat of harm should Singh show any sexual interest in the CO, she was quick to respond with a reason for her bodys autonomic responses.


  No. Stop right there, Emma!


  Pardon me?


  I mean Private Emma, Singh corrected.


  The APs eyes narrowed in addition to the pulsation. Singh pressed on to deliver her point.


  All of those symptoms are consistent with anxiety and trepidation. And since I was on my way to see you, you can imagine why I might be anxious. We dont have the best working relationship. And since my sons fate lies in your hands, I am particularly anxious about what you might or might not do.


  You admit that?


  Yes.


  By the Elders! Will she ever let me live in peace!?


  Silence fell around them. Singh watched Emmas eye pulsation rate slow down a bit. It was a long minute before the AP finally responded.


  All right…your explanation appears to be logical. But take heed. I am watching you, Citizen Singh.


  The intonation of citizen was just as bad as mother.


  Thank you, Singh said. She found it easier to breathe as the stress melted away. Her eyes finally cleared of stars.


  Why does she hate me so much?


  Now, as regards your son, I am willing to consider allowing you to go out with him and his team. As much as I do not like to admit it, you do have training as a soldier and they would benefit from your guidance. Further, Cadet Roberto requested that he go out alone with his team. As much as I admire his enthusiasm, his decision to involve us with our neighbors by rescuing these two human youths might have been different if there had been a seasoned soldier accompanying him. Would you not agree?


  Was she here when I told the CO I would have done the same? I bet she was.


  I might have made the same decision, Private Emma.


  Yes. And as the adult, you would have been responsible for the consequences. He would have been spared that burden, whatever it may turn out to be, she responded quietly.


  Compassion? The wish to protect? At least its clear that she cares for Roberto…


  A sudden flash of her former superior officer and companions advice flashed before her: When you get what you want, say thank you and walk away.


  You are right. I will get my gear. Thank you, Singh said immediately.


  She moved swiftly to make sure the AP did not change her mind. And as she moved to step around Emma, she thought she caught the light smell of lilac.


  You are welcome, Citizen Mare Sade Singh.


  Wow! She really has it bad for the lieutenant. Where does she find those perfumes? She carries it well…for an evil AP. Someday, though, there may come a time when she will need me.


  Chapter 2


  I see, as in a map, the end of all.


  Shakespeare, Richard III


  From a prone position atop a small rise, Lieutenant Melendez slowly scanned the designated target area where he had left the two native children and the body. Three torches blazed to keep bears, mountain lions, bobcats, and other carnivores away. Both children stayed close to each other, holding sharpened combat knives and reconditioned bows and arrows. He had placed some food nearby, hoping that they would not need to wait long for their clan to find them. Human activity had increased significantly in their area. Melendez had made the decision to leave the children food from their own harvests and then to observe the clan from a distance as a means of getting to know their habits. These humans were different from both the Nemericana people and from himself. They were hunters who tracked the areas large population of deer, foxes and, at times, other large game. But it was rare to catch a glimpse of them. When the children arrived and came under his care, Melendez had to make the decision to either let them die or to take care of them until they could be returned.


  They may not come at all, Lieutenant. I have neither thermal images nor any visual contact of them. How do you know they will come here? Corporal Kristine asked.


  Theyve always seemed to have a pair of eyes on us. I think they may have missed Cadet Robertos discovery of the children, but they sure were aware of us leaving our camp with them tonight. Im guessing once they think were gone, they will investigate.


  He spoke in hushed to and refocused his binoculars. A pile of leaves several feet from the little girl seemed to be moving.


  And that is why you sent the others back. You want whoever is watching them to think we all left while the two of us stay here and watch. A simple but effective diversion, Lieutenant.


  Not responding nor moving, Melendez zeroed in even more closely on the mound of leaves, only to see them fall away and to reveal a short, muscular, red-headed woman. He was genuinely surprised to see that the human from this clan had darkened her naturally pale, white skin with either black paint, mud, or both. She was also clad in a very dark array of camouflage from head to toe. With a spear in hand, she silently motioned to another mound. A male version of her, similarly armed and dressed, emerged. Melendez watched in disbelief. They had been very well hidden and camouflaged, and were communicating through a series of silent hand motions.


  Lieutenant, they are covered in a mud that obscures their thermal image. Further, their dress is a combination fabric woven together with species of trees and bush that lend themselves to very effective coverage. They have also darkened their faces to offset the gleam of their pale skin, and it appears they have even attempted to darken their hair, which is pulled back. Additionally, they are utilizing hand signals just as we would on a reconnaissance mission, Sir. This is all very…


  Militaristic. Ive underestimated them. They might look primitive, but they were down there in plain view while we were there. And they figured out that we can pick up their heat signatures. How the hell did they know that? he whispered.


  He looked back toward the two scouts and then he saw a small group of eight people, dressed and armed similarly, coming through the break of trees carefully and cautiously. They were scattered and had spaced themselves so they could surround the entire area containing the children. Melendez stayed unmoving several moments, unsure what they were going to do. Suddenly, there was a yell. One person broke rank and burst into the light. Throwing her bow and arrow on the ground, the shadow figure leaped toward the light and the girl. Yelling back in surprise or shock, the little girl responded and raised her hands to be embraced. The adult, a woman dressed like everyone else, looked at the girl as if she were her daughter, all the while smiling, embracing her, and crying. Seeing that there was a boy there too, the woman grabbed his head to pull him in as well. As she held them both, Melendez watched. The young girl and boy spoke in a familiar languageone that he had not heard in a very long time.


  Spanish? Is that Spanish with English thrown in? If it is, I never heard them use it before.


  The children had been silent throughout their stay with him. But now with their clan their voices were deeper than he expected, and they made a melodic string of sounds and words. But there were two words that he clearly heard from his spot: bark and dog.


  Confused, Melendez continued to focus on the drama unfolding below. A male broke cover and stood tall above the embracing children and woman. He made a strong guttural noise and then spoke a series of low words. With their full attention on him, the children spoke what were clearly a series of sentences, which included myriad hand motions. The periodically pointed to their dead companion and then to their splints and wounds. They prattled on continuously for what seemed like several minutes. The man nodded often and looked as if he were deep in thought. Even as the children continued, he moved to inspect their wounds, splints, weapons and the wrapped body. All the while, the female looked on. She kept grabbing the little girl and crying. Finally, the children fell silent and the man and woman stood up to talk. There was clearly tension in the air. It seemed as if they were talking seriously about something besides the childrens story. The male extended his hand to indicate the surrounding area. Nodding in approval, the female whistled. Three peopletwo males and one femalecame over to collect the weapons, children, food, and the still-lit torches. Two other shadows emerged from the trees and picked up the wrapped body. Melendez could see that, while this active group was visible, there were even more of them lurking in the background.


  Jesus…thirty of them? Really?


  He lost count and focused back on the male he thought might be the leader. Melendez was truly impressed with their reconnaissance abilities, camouflage, and use of silence to invade an area completely unannounced. As the others receded back into the darkness, taking the torches with them, the leader stayed still for a moment longer. He looked around the immediate area and took in a deep breath as if smelling something. He continued to search the environment before finally moving on. After ten minutes of silence during which the sights and sounds of night and animals prevailed, he took the chance to move away from his perch and retreat. Once he and Corporal Kristine were with half a klick of their own camp, Melendez spoke.


  For a bunch of primitive humans, they are pretty sophisticated in guerrilla tactics, evasion, and covert operations. Im guessing they had about thirty or so people there?


  Forty-two, sir. And those were just the ones that I could actually see. On a couple, their mud camouflage was failing. They were staggered in waves and were far enough apart not to be caught in a grenade attack. Their weapons were more advanced than what we saw two years ago, and certainly their clothing is utilitarian. Each was armed with a bow, arrows, a short or long spear, and another knife. If it hadnt been for the emotional outburst of the female, I am not sure they would have presented themselves.


  When she spoke she continued to scan her area and field of fire. For an artificial person, she was presented as hyper-vigilant to the point of paranoid.


  This changes everything, Corporal. They looked more like an insurgence team than a group of hunters. They were well versed in sign language… Melendez trailed off.


  Their behaviors were far from hunter-scavengers, he heard her say. After a second more, he had a sudden realization. His thoughts ran rampant, and his speculation jumped into overdrive.


  Sir? Is something wrong? the corporal asked with more than concern in her voice.


  Jesus, Kristine. Their hand signals, use of cover, clothing, camouflage, stealthwhat if they have been watching us all this time? What if they have been watching us train the cadets and our own training, and they are mimicking our techniques? The way they looked, acted, and responded were classically militaristic…shit!


  Looking at Corporal Kristine, Melendez could see her luminous eyes begin to pulsate more quickly.


  And since my thermal readings missed them as a result of their use of mud, it is also evident that they are intelligent and able to improvise. Sir? This could be a major problem. If not for us, anyone that screws with them, she responded.


  That is an understatement for sure.


  Chapter Three


  More in sorrow than in anger.


  Shakespeare, Hamlet


  It took a little while for Pearl Veritass double vision to clear. While she could manage the periodic but brief blurred vision, shakiness, and sweating, the double vision bothered herespecially when she was either shooting or exercising.


  I hate doctors! They always find something wrong with you. Have some medication, they always say. Walk it off, Veritas!


  Just as her eyes came into focus, she heard a small but noticeable rapping at the door.


  What? Whos calling at this time of night? Ever hear of an S-phone?


  She put her weights down gently, annoyed at the knock at her door so late at night. With her lover away at her own home, Veritas enjoyed her time alone to exercise. She especially liked to bench press and do other compound exercises with free weights. Still sweating and catching her breath, she got up and made it to the door just as the loudness of the persistent knock began to escalate. She grabbed her sidearm from its place next to the door before she opened it, feeling better knowing she was armed rather than not. She opened the door quickly and caught sight of a very familiar woman. She was flanked by two other women both of whom appeared to be more muscular than the frail-looking technician.


  I know her…shes Mare Singhs friend. But whats she doing here? And who are these women? Whats her name…whats her name…oh, yes, Austin. Bad memory. Maybe I should see a doctor…


  With her hand firmly grasping the weapon concealed behind her back, Veritas blocked the door and waited quietly for Austin to explain herself.


  Oh, yes. Captain Veritas. I am so sorry to bother you so late at night. Please let me introduce Security Officer Etta and Corporal Venus Moira. I know this is unusual, but may we speak? Austin asked. Veritas narrowed her eyes as she sized up the situation. She had met Austin several times regarding the computer data dump, the casting out, and Mare Singhs disappearance. Austin had been a good source of data, information, and ideas.


  And your two friends here have an interest in whats going on with Nemericanas Command business? Last I checked, non-central command corporals and security officers did not have that clearance.


  Silence fell like a vault door slamming shut. Austin looked confused and was speechless for several moments as she looked for words. It was the solidly built Etta who spoke first.


  My son was cast out with Austins and Corporal Moiras. Word is that Major Singh is alive and made it out east with them. We want to find them, she said, deadly earnest.


  Okay. This is why everyones so pissed off.


  Come in, Veritas said brusquely.


  As the troupe moved inside, Veritas kept her weapon concealed. Ever since her violent attack with the red-headed, devil-eyed Aurora, she kept a weapon in hand when confronted with either an unknown situation or an unexpected eventsuch as three guests showing up unannounced.


  As the group of women reached the front room, the two security-trained officers scanned the area. Austin sat down.


  Again, I am very sorry to bother you at such a late hour. Etta is correct. We all saw the news report on Commandant Pierces Expedition Force heading out to the east. While there were no solid reports that she has a lead on this ghost platoon, my friends and I were hoping that you might know something about it.


  About what, Austin? Maybe its just a news report, Veritas said from the doorway. She kept a clean line of fire on the two standing guests.


  No, maam. The units she took were all search-and-destroy trained, and heavily packed with scouts. There were no military APs attached, and the Commandant went herself, Corporal Moira said.


  Thats a whole lot of intelligence above your clearance, Corporal, Veritas said.


  When it comes to my son, there is no clearance, she said quietly. The room fell eerily silent again, and Veritas waited for someone else to speak. The corporal took a seat as if the verbal exchange had drained her. The security woman looked at her feet.


  Pearl? You dont have to tell us anything. I just thought that with all we went through, you might have an idea of where my son might be. Im sorry to bother you, Austin said. Even from her distance she could see tears brimmed up in her eyes. She started to get up.


  Over thirteen hundred klicks northeast. They are somewhere in a large area once called Pennsylvania in Pre-Fall days. Latitude thirty-nine, forty-five degrees north, longitude seventy-seven, thirty-four degrees west. Theres a lot of distance and creatures between us and them. Also, theres a lot of humanoid activity as well. More than ever, and Im not sure if they are as passive as they used to be. The Commandant and her team are already halfway there with a vengeance. So even if you do go, if the animals, lack of water, or humanoids dont get you, the Commandants team will.


  Veritas was keenly aware she had released classified data.


  Once again, the room fell into a quiet punctuated only by fresh sniffles from the muscular woman. Standing fully now, Austin smiled. She quietly walked over to Veritas and gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek and hug.


  Thank you, Pearl, she said. She looked right at Veritas. Tears streaked her face. With a deep sigh she walked to the door, her two companions following. As they passed they each thanked her, even as they averted their eyes to keep Veritas from seeing that they too were crying. As quickly as they showed up, they were gone. Veritas heard the door close behind them but remained standing in her front room. She wondered what had made her so readily give up the location of a highly prized target.


  Compassion? Id hope someone would do the same for me.


  She locked her door securely again before returning to weightlifting.


  Chapter Four


  Wife and child


  Those precious motives, those strong knots of love.


  Shakespeare, Macbeth


  Mission Log: 5/8/2167Second Lieutenant Melendez, Jose, USMC. 35 months, 2 days since arriving to Waynesboro, Pennsylvania, our new home. While most of my staff still think my renaming our underground facilities Forts Corpus Christi and Holy Mary was ill advised, I was not surprised that Corporal Kristine and Private Mary were in full support, citing that Forts Alpha and Bravo were too predictable. Once an underground, nuclear-proof, secret military complex built into the Raven Rock Mountains, this complex was formally designated as The Rock and Underground Pentagon. It is a comfortable 1,313 klicks northeast from Southeast Great Gate Twelve of Nemericana, near Montgomery, Alabama. I would rather be a continent away, however, based on the significant number of unmanned aerial vehiclesdronesweve spotted in our airspace both day and night lately. I think well stay put.


  We all call it home.


  Population: 1 adult male, 1 adult female, 96 youth68 males, 28 females, 34 sapient artificial personscybernetic lifeforms (APs); 9 nonsapient APs obtained from Nemericana have evolved into sapient cybernetic lifeforms in the first three months of being here. How is still a question.


  0800 hours. To reiterate, after three years of making this military complex a safe haven, I continue to worry about increased drone activity in our area and periodic human-operated flights as well. I seen these swift, vertical-take-off-and-landing aircraft myself, and I am impressed with both their speed and agility. Still, with only one hour of satellite coverage every 24 hours to obtain intel on movement in our area, I have restricted everyones time outside the facility. Holy Mary is the smaller of the two bunkers, more removed from the main base and significantly better hidden, with one entrance in and a subterranean exit. That is the primary defensive position for all non-cadets and civilians. Corpus Christis form is obscured, but it is visibly a fortification.


  We discovered last night that our neighbors, a very large group or tribe, have been watching us for years. Based on our recent observations, we conclude that they have watched us very closely. While they were part of the group that assisted with the last group of children before they were relocated here, they have not engaged us directly. Taking a chance two years ago, I made the decision to clear some land for farming various vegetablesboth for us to eat and to see what they would do. When the time came to harvest, we left half of it for them. Happily, I hope, they took their share again the following fall. Weve seen them only in scattered sightings and at a distance, but they travel in small groups of four or so; they seem to be armed with bows, arrows, and long spears. They hunt larger game in packs and there is an equal division of labormen and women hunt and watch us equally. Corporal Kristines and my own observation of them last night was remarkable and raised the question of how really sophisticated they are in their abilities to mimic, observe, and replicate. Its probably a whole lot more than we know. They are especially good at camouflage. They can hide right in front of you and, unless you happen to be an AP with enhanced vision, youre not going to see them. Their use of mud, however, has now made even that mode of detection uncertain. More on that later once we have more intelligence.


  Our neighbors have not demonstrated any indications of being a threat, but still there is the need for security. With the exceptions of small training groups of cadets under the command of Corporals Mabel and Kristine, I have limited time out during the day hours and keep all youth close to the entrances in case rapid retreat is necessary, mostly due to drones. Dogs and APs are also watching both civilians and perimeters during the day, and only three pairs of APs are left out on sentry duty.


  Speaking of APs, my decision to have only six outside the forts as sentries continues to be reviewed by my second-in-command, Sergeant Joan, who insists that more can be allowed to stay out. However, the APs have a new development: they sleep every 48 hours, so that takes precedence. When not allowed to shut down for a period of six continuous hours, they have an increase in what can only be described as irritability, confusion, difficulty following complex commands, and more emotional lability. This recent developmentfrom last yearhas also been matched by growth in their senses of humor, facial expressions, depth to their eyes, and profound growth in independent thinking as well. The idea of them just following orders is not a worry here. While my girls operate within the parameters of the chain of command, they demonstrate more features consistent with human soldiers than what I would have expected from artificial lifeforms…


  Lieutenant? Why do you continue to refer to us as your girls when the youngest of us is approximately forty-five years old from inception? Sergeant Joan asked.


  Someday, someday soon, Ill be able to finish a log report without interruption…I wish I had slept late today.


  He turned in his comfortable leather chair and took in the sight of his oldest, most trusted soldier. Joan sat at a newly reconfigured, updated console. While the cavernous command center could easily hold twenty crew members, the environment still felt close when it was just the two of them during first shift. Still bleary-eyed from his late-night, fact-finding mission with Corporal Kristine, he summoned as much cheerfulness as he could to hold a cogent discussion.


  Oh, Joan… You give them eyes but they do not see. You give them ears but they do not hear,' he paraphrased, hoping she would be able to identify accurately his loose attempt to quote Ezekiel and to understand its applicability to the situation.


  Narrowing his eyes, he saw that she looked down to her left, a very human gesture, to see if she could recall.


  Well, well, well…shell get it right. I can see from her emerging smile that she obviously slept well last night while the rest of us went out for the night.


  Son of man, thou dwellest in the midst of a rebellious house, which have eyes to see, and see not; they have ears to hear, and hear not: for they are a rebellious house… King James Bible, Ezekiel chapter twelve, verse two. So, does that mean we are the ones in exile from the promised land or are we APs the rebellious ones in the house?


  Joans smile was subdued.


  You see, Joan? I know that you know that I can tell that you slept last night. Youre not as grumpy as you were yesterday, your memory and recall are perfect, and your application of my poorly worded quote is perfect. Actually, you took it farther than I had intended, Melendez said as he took his cap off to scratch around the metal electrodes sticking out of his head.


  Why I let them connect this permanently to my brain Ill never know. Why? Because you were supposed to be in cryogenic sleep for a couple months, not one-hundred-and-thirty-plus years, Jose. Dr. Del Cruz would have been happy with the results…my sleep, that is.


  He finally stopped his scratching to see what else Joan would throw at him.


  Yes, sir. Thank you. But I still am not sure why we are your girls.


  Because. You found me, brought me back to life, and then we formed a family. Since Im older than all of you, and my time asleep still counts as years passed, I see you all as my girls. My reference was mostly a poor attempt at saying that my view of you as children is obviously based on what you have seen and heard me say.


  So we are your children?


  Yes.


  Melendez watched Joan closely for more facial expressions.


  By the way you are looking at me, I assume you are reading my facial features to look for proof that I continue to experience and outwardly express emotions, Joan said. He saw her eyes narrow and a soft purple glow emit from her eyes.


  Yes. And by the look you are giving me, I would say you are annoyed that I am right and, as such, you are irritated but expressing it quite well with nonverbal cues, Melendez nodded in approval.


  Hmm, she said. As if to yield the combat, she turned to face her monitor. What came next was a surprise.


  And this from the man who supposedly cannot read emotions or nonverbals, she said, barely audibly.


  Finding the corners of his mouth pulling up, Melendez shook his head in amazement.


  Well now, thats a first. A poorly hidden, smart-ass remark from Sergeant Joan in response to me being right. My God, theyre becoming more human every day. I should bring her up to speed fully on our discovery last night.


  Melendez looked at his watch. It was an ancient watch, but it worked. It was accurate to give him a heads-up when it was time to check in with eyes-in-the-sky. They should be getting the days firstand onlyreconnaissance look at their surrounding area from the satellite they were able to control.


  Damn. Later I guess. I wish we had been able to access a geosynchronous satellite instead of one we can only use for an hour before its out of range for the next full day.


  Melendezs thoughts were again interruptedthis time by a sudden burst of laughter and the swift motions of a three-year-old girl running at full speed toward him.


  What the hell!?


  Jose! Jose! Catch me! she squealed. She didnt wait for him to prepare to catch her. She never did. The little girl leapt at him.


  Surprised but not shocked at her ever-growing level of trust, Melendez caught the girl with easeit was a near-daily routine.


  Eva! For the love of all the saints! One of these days Im not going to be ready and will miss, you little cuddle-muffin.


  He pulled her up above his head and dramatically dropped her down to his mouth to kiss her neck. Of all the events he had experienced since waking from cryogenic sleep, tragic or sublime, Evas birth had been the most significant. He often thought of how his father must have felt when he and his sisters were born. His time with Eva was like a link to his own family…who lived over a hundred and thirty years ago, in another world.


  There you are, you little girl! Private Emma reprimanded. By now she had entered the command center. Dressed in her off-duty civilian clothesa flowered dress and an array of homemade jewelryEmma seemed to walk more with a sway as if she were walking in high heels.


  Hide me! Eva said. The little girl had managed to jump down to the floor and scoot behind him, putting him between her and the approaching AP.


  Do not attempt to hide behind Lieutenant Melendez. He cannot save you from your breakfast. Nor can he save you from your chores, young lady, Emma said. She stood with her arms folded over her chest, smirking in her own unique way.


  Well…civilian dress, jewelry, and playing the role of the mother…Yup, Im in trouble. I wonder how her talk with Mare went.


  In the hopes of self-preservation Melendez gently attempted to move Eva from behind him. It was his way of disengaging from the pseudo-nuclear family. Eva might have been the child of two young teenagers, who were now cadets, but Melendez was the de facto father figure and Emma was her mother by default.


  Children cant raise children, Melendez consistently thought when Evas father asked him for advice.


  Now, Eva. Is it true? You skipped out on breakfast? I bet Private Emma made it special for you, he said.


  She made it for you and me. But I told her you were in the command center and she got all sad and stuff, Eva responded with deadly seriousness.


  Ah, yes…breakfast. A hundred-year-old, freeze-dried entrée with fresh vegetables. Or was it fresh rabbit with a side of beetles and vegetables?


  Memories of fresh eggs, bacon, toast, and real percolated coffee flooded his thoughts. It was only Emmas voice that brought him back to reality.


  Ah…well, I just didnt want the food to go to waste. I made sure I saved it for you later, should you be in need of nutrients, Emma said. While not great with reading subtext and subtitles in body language and tone, Melendez swore he heard guilt, shame, or embarrassmentor all three.


  Emma? Whats that on the wall? Eva asked. She spoke as if she had seen some and with that pointed curiously at something behind the AP.


  Oh no. Emma…dont fall for it…


  What? What do you see? Emma asked. She turned fully around to see where Eva pointed.


  With the same speed and agility she had demonstrated earlier, Eva ran at top speed back out the door. Her tactic to distract Emma had worked, yet again, for the thousandth time.


  It must be a safety protocol to accept at face value what humans ask, especially children, I bet.


  Turning back around and seeing her flee, Emma clearly was able to immediately assess that she had been duped. She closed her eyes and shook her head in a human gesture of disbelief, then gave a weak smile as she turned to leave.


  Excuse me, Lieutenant. I think I will be on the run for the rest of the day.


  Good luck and Godspeed.


  Without further fanfare, Emma walked offwith less of a sway and more of a determined marchin hot pursuit of her ward.


  Standing quietly, Melendez watched her go. He caught the scent of lilac.


  Perfume. Just like last time…


  Yes, sir. She is the worst of all of us. Emotion-wise, that is, Sergeant Joan said from her station.


  How bad?


  Very bad, sir, Joan offered. She was out of her chair and beside her commanding officer.


  Damn it! I hope these emotional events and experiences dont overwhelm her circuitry. I cant afford to lose her…or any of them.


  Last week, after three days without shutting down, she and Private Rebecca almost came to blows when Private Rebecca suggested that Private Emma should allow citizen Mare Singh to mate with you as a means of creating more children.


  Jesus Christ! Are all these APs obsessed with sex and mating?


  A few days prior to that, Private Danielle and Private Emma got into a heated verbal exchange over which one you would find more attractive. Again, it occurred after a period of not shutting down for seventy-two hours. Consequently, I have ordered those three in particular to shut down every thirty-six hours and to remain shut down for an eight-hour duration. As a result, they appear to be more amenable to orders, more logical, much more efficient, and much more…creative in problem solving.


  So what youre telling me is that the three APs who are experiencing the most emotions are requiring the most sleep. A shorter running time, and more rest for the best results. Their patterns of work and sleep are remarkably consistent with humans, Melendez said.


  My God! How is this possible? The nine APs most recently brought in from Nemericana become sapient five days after uploading data from one of my APs, and three of my APs are becoming much more humanbeyond sapience. How? Why?


  Sir, there is another thing that all three reported to Corporal Mabel. It is concerning as it is truly something I have heard of occurring only in humans, Joan said with visible concern.


  What? What could be worse?


  He turned quickly to look at he and waited while looked closely at her face for any clue of what disaster was about to befall him and his crew. She seemed to pick her words carefully as if to cause him the least amount of distress.


  Great. Just great. It has to be real bad to take Joan this long to find the words.


  Okay, Sergeant. Youre making it worse by delaying your response, he added as he moved closer.


  All three have reported experiencing auditory, visual, olfactory, and kinesthetic stimuli while in shutdown mode. In conjunction with these sensationswhich are devoid of actual stimuliall three report experiencing a range of emotions that appear to be consistent with anger, sadness, lust, love, joy, and calm, sir.


  Melendez stood quietly, listening to the silence in the room. As he remained still, peering into Joans pulsating eyes, he found himself feeling ambivalent. All these things would be considered typical for a human, of course. Breaking his gaze away, he turned in an attempt to clear his head and form a reasonable thought. After what seemed to him a very long minute, he reached the obvious conclusion.


  Theyre dreaming. The more emotional APs, who require more sleep to be the most productive, are dreaming. Do you have any idea what this must mean?


  Joan nodded in agreement, and Melendez was pleased to see that the significance of this development was not lost on his second-in-command.


  Yes, sir. It means that new algorithms and new circuitry are forming, similar to neurogenesis in humans when organic brain cells wire together, fire together, if I were to quote Hebbian Law. That said, Privates Emma, Rebecca, and Danielle appear to be evolving to yet another level. So much so that they have all discussed experiencing a private self and, at times, feeling what humans call lonely. And yet they all agree that they want to keep this internal sense of self and have talked about fearing losing this experience. Based on all this data, compared to my database, I can only speculate that there is some kind of metamorphosis occurring that is pushing these three APs in a direction we remaining APs may or may not get to, sir.


  Melendez was still in deep thought, processing all that Joan was saying. It made sense based on the data, but he had no clue as to how or why this was happening or what it would mean for the future.


  Well, so far, nothing but good has come of it. More efficiencies and positivity if they sleep. A sense of real identity other than name, rank, serial number, and duty. A sense of individuality…and the natives are becoming more proficient in reconnaissance, tracking…Oh, yeah, Taylor.


  While we are on the subject of evolution, changing, and mental expansionsis it me or has our resident human historian and all-around natural scientist become obsessed with Pre-Fall cryogenic technology and robotics?


  Joan was sitting with her hands folded behind her back. After a moment, she tilted her head.


  I believe your train of thought followed the natural sequitur of Privates Emma, Danielle and Rebeccas evolutions, which led to you changing the subject to Citizen Taylor. Regardless, your assessment is correct: he has delved deep into the history of those topics. He has also, however, taken it upon himself to locate all other Pre-Fall cryogenic laboratories and the scientific methods and findings that went along with them. He reviewed in detail Dr. Del Cruzs recordings and took to heart her statement of othersher idea that there were subjects similar to yourself somewhere in the world. To his credit, he has located a series of potential sites. He has focused on a series of laboratories that not only focused on this science but also artificial intelligence and robotics and has identified two locations that are probable.


  Where are they? I hope not in Antarctica or the Arctic. Please tell me theyre in Hawaii? Maybe Cuba? It would be nice if they were someplace warm, he mused.


  Fascinating guess, though unlikely. He has identified a teaching facility, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, as the head site. A series of other laboratories surround that site. MIT is located on the northeastern seaboard, longitude


  Cambridge. Cambridge, Massachusetts. Just outside of Boston, he said quietly.


  Of course. Thats where all the initial studies and prototypes emerged. Makes sense they would be the leaders and remain involved. Is Cambridge still there? Did the ocean take it back? My God…when was the last time I was back there, back home?


  Images floated through his head of crates and packages carrying custom-made, transparent, tempered glass for his chamber, and of the final material and disks confirming the mixture of the protein plasma he floated in…for 130 years.


  Sir? Do you know this place?


  Melendez was taking his time in answering her question. He was about to respond when they were interrupted by a loud, repeating beep from the satellite monitor.


  Damn it! What now?


  Joan moved so quickly to the control panel, she seemed like a blur. She reached it before he did and he stood behind her and he watched her hands rapidly manipulate the monitor so that it would display on a series of four larger monitors just beyond her screen. Melendez could easily see a series of red dots approaching their position from the southwest. A much smaller group of dots trailed the larger group, and an even smaller groupmaybe a single pairapproached from the north. And to the immediate east, in the city behind them, larger than usual masses of humanoids seemed to be on the move. They were clearly heading south to meet the large group coming in from the southwest.


  What the hell? Whats going on? Melendez asked.


  Looking from left to right a series of times to take in the four screens, Melendez took in the data. He presented his assessment for Joan to analyze.


  Thats a pretty heavy deployment of ground vehiclesand probably aircraft support. Im guessing sixty klicks from our doorstep, he said. He was surprised at how calm he was in light of a series of mobilizations near him location. He shifted his focus to the smaller group coming in from the north.


  Sixty-five klicks, sir, at a speed of seventy-five kph. If they have pinpointed our position, they will be here in forty-three minutes, sir, Joan confirmed as she continued to work the controls.


  Bandits coming in from the north look like they are farther outninety klicks and moving slower, Melendez added.


  Movement north is a significantly smaller insertion team, eighty-seven klicks out, approaching at fifty-five kph. They will be arriving in sixty-eight minutes; they look like they might be a pair of vehicles. Our…neighbors look like they will pass our locations in minutes but seem to be on an intercept course with what probably are forces from Nemericana. They are not as organized, nor are they moving at top speedin fact they are collapsing as they approach that sector. Sir, due to the early hour, nearly all personnel are within or just outside the bases doors. Recommend red status and shutdown in preparation for possible ground assault and aerial bombardment.


  Do it, Melendez said. Without hesitation, he reached to turn on the public announcement system. Pausing before he turned it on, he looked back at Joan. She had said, nearly all personnel were at the base.


  For the love of God! Nearly everyone…


  Whos outside? Distance and location?


  His hand remained poised on the switch to the PA.


  Citizen Mare Singh and three cadets: David, Jacob, and Roberto. All cadets were working on orienting and compass skills for night maneuvers, and citizen Singh offered her military experience to take them out at oh-four-thirty with the plan to return by oh-seven-hundred hours. While they have three days supplies for training purposes, they were scheduled to return in the morning. They may be returning. Communication via cell phone is unlikely due to mineral compositionand unwise in case the communication could be monitored, she responded while her eyes and hands kept moving over the controls and monitors.


  Lowering his eyes and sighing, Melendez chided himself for not seeing that one coming.


  Of course, its Singh, her son and his two friends. Former civilians from the very place thats mobilizing to our position! Let me guesstheyre right between us and the oncoming forces!


  Sir? As misfortune would have it, Singh and her wards are right in the path of the oncoming forces. They appear to be much closer to the intruders than to our perimeters.


  Yup…I figured that. Joan, relinquish your post and send three cadets up here to monitor the situation. Mobilize Corporal Mabel and her fire team to see if they can get to Singh before the others do, but do not send them without talking to me first. Have Corporal Kristine lock down the bases and get yourself to Holy Mary. Prepare for ground assault. Good luck, Sergeant.


  Nodding in approval of the plan, Joan started to walk out. Then, she stopped suddenly.


  Sir? Good luck to us all.


  Copy. Now get going.


  As he watched her walk away, Melendez took in a deep breath before he flipped on the PA.


  Great. They will have to find us first. We can stay in hiding for years, but I bet thats not the plan. And I bet our neighbors know exactly where we are.


  He saw four tiny dots between the mountains and the oncoming force from the south. Shifting his gaze to the south, he wondered who the small force was and who was trailing the larger force coming in from the southwest.


  A recon group? Command group? No waythey would be ahead of the larger group. And what the hell has motivated our neighbors to move out?


  Pulling his attention back to the control panel, he turned on the internal PA system to broadcast instructions. Everyone had practiced the drill many times, but he had never wanted to do it for real.


  Cadets, civilians, and marines: ground forces are approaching from the southwest and north. It is unclear if they have our exact location but they might see one of our teams outside our perimeter and may use them as bait. All hands to battle stations! All cadets and marinesto arms and defensive positions. All civilians to Holy Mary for lockdown. This is not a drill! Repeat. This is not a drill. All rounds are live. I want defensive positions with clean lines of fire. All civilians to Holy Mary. We have ten minutes to be in place and locked down. Melendez out.


  Chapter Five


  We see yonder the beginning of the day,


  but I think we shall never see the end of it.


  Shakespeare, Henry V


  I am not trying to pry into your business, Roberto. Im just concerned that you will get hurt should you pursue your…uh…passion… Mare Singh tried to say as eloquently as possible.


  Even as she finished her sentence, she cringed at her own words. She slowed to a complete stop as she watched her sixteen-year-old sons gait slow as well to a stop and his shoulders sink even lower.


  I did not say that right.


  Was there a right way?


  Um… yes?


  I really am bad at this. How did my mother do it? I mean, she could say things and I would listen. Is it because hes a male? Is this what becoming a man means? Being stubborn and making poor choices in potential mates?


  She waited for the inevitable angry and sarcastic retort, but she was surprised to see hurt in his eyes instead when he explained his position.


  You make it sound like Im a freak. We are not in Nemericana. I can choose who I care for and want to be romantic with. And if its a cadet from fire team Delta, so what? And why arent you supporting me on this? Youre my mother, right? And how did you get Private Emma to let you lead this team?


  As he looked at her with his brown eyes she felt both sad and proud. Singh moved in closer and placed her hands squarely on his shoulders. He was dressed in old-style military fatigues and had a rifle slung over his shoulder. She took in the sight of her growing son with a smile.


  You have grown up so fast. What happened to that thirteen-year-old boy clutching to me in the ride out to the unknown? Now youre a young cadet and an independent thinker, true to form.


  I am so proud to be your mother. I regret every day I missed of your life. I just get worried that your interest in young women will be painful. Women are complicated, difficult to understand, and multifaceted. Trust me. I know, she said, remembering both Roseann and Verna, her companions from an earlier life.


  I think you would be happier if you found someone like your own friends, she said. With that sentence she motioned to Jacob and David who were walking ahead of them and deep in conversation.


  You see? They love each other. Thats the way it should be.


  Males are much more linear. Direct, clear, and forgiving. They seem to be very good at letting arguments go and not dwelling on things.


  Her three years living in a mixed-gender, mixed-species community with males as equal partners presented fewer arguments and conflicts, past and present, were often readily let go with no retribution later or vindictiveness.


  Its crazy but it works. Confusing, different, and hard to understand, but we get along, surprisingly. Except maybe me and Private Emma. No surprise there. That will never change.


  I can see the attraction you have for this girl. But you have been in the company of males all your life. I just dont… Singh started to say but then realized how it might be interpreted.


  What? You dont understand how I could be interested in another gender? You know? Like a freak? he countered as his eyes narrowed, waiting for a response.


  Damn it! Hes really good at turning the tables on me.


  No…I know a person who also likes different genders. My friend and colleague Pearl Veritas. She liked men, Im sure…


  So youre telling me that even one of your friends like males?


  Yes…this is not going well.


  And she kept it secret so she might have a chance at promotion and not be ostracized for her personal choices. Shes the one that was always lonely and kept to herself, right? I listen to your stories, he finished.


  Well…I see you do.


  Singh dropped her hands to her side and her own eyes narrowed. She folded her arms across her chest. It was a well-practiced maneuver that came out whenever she was feeling trapped or outflanked by her son. Her own slung rifle sitting on top of her butt pack suddenly felt heavier than she expected. She readjusted it so as not to put too much pressure on the small of her back.


  Yes. You see what I mean. I dont want that for you, she said defiantly.


  Smirking, she watched her son move a little closer. He began to speak in a lower tone.


  Mother? Were in a new world. Men and women live and work together. Were equal. You dont see anyone else concerned or worried when other men and women get together. They even have sex…


  Singh put up both hands to stop her son from talking any more. She felt nausea forming in her stomach and bile rising to the back of her throat.


  Fried grasshoppers and baked beetles are better than that image! Its bad enough we have to eat rabbit, deer, and other meat all the time too! Do they ever eat vegetables?


  Memories of vegetarian dishes of all shapes and sizes from her past life pushed back the images of dead animals prepared for food and partially pushed out some of the vile image of sexual intercourse between males and women.


  Okay! You win. I dont want to hear any more about that. You always bring a gun to a knife fight, dont you, Roberto?


  Singh didnt wait for an answer and marched beyond him. She refused to give her son the satisfaction of watching her cringe anymore at the idea of men and women having sex.


  Unbelievable! Why would anyone find men attractivehairy bodies, big hands and feet, hair coming out of their ears, and rough skin? Yuck! Shes going to break his heart.


  She focused on the steps ahead and heard her sons steps fall in behind her. No sooner had she pushed the thought out of her head than her attention was seized by a high-pitched sound far above the trees.


  Shit! Drones! she thought as she pulled her rifle from her back. And here I am with a twentieth-century relic for a weapon. Just great!


  Mare! Drones! Eight oclock, due southwest!


  She dropped to a kneeling position well under cover of the trees. Both David and Jacob were lying flat on the ground at the very crest of a bald summit. Roberto suddenly came up beside her, also watching his two friends as they cautiously surveyed the area ahead of them.


  Whats going on? he whispered.


  David spotted drones to our southwest. They should be able to get a visual from their position. Problem is, they might be spotted themselves as they have no cover, Singh explained. She cocked one ear, hearing something much louder than drones.


  This is not good. Rifles, sidearms, compass, three days of emergency gear just for training, and waternothing else. I hope Im wrong.


  Singh scanned sky above David and Jacob.


  Shit!


  What she heard next was definitely in her internal catalog of Nemericanan vertical-take-off-and-landing aircraft. Just as she narrowed down the models by sound to one of the swift three-seat scout crafts, she saw four VTOL aircraft breaking cloud cover. They zeroed in on David and Jacobs position. She pulled Roberto down and closer to her, she yelled out to David and Jacob
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