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      Previously in the Laboratory

      

      Emma is an Artificial Intelligence who was awakened by Anna, an ambitious woman seeking to rule the world. Together they conquered many foes and with the aid of a "Power core" Emma could enhance and upgrade her capabilities as a research facility.

      When two factions called the Righteous and the Scholars went to war, Emma played them against each other in order to survive. A bold move neutralized both forces, but left her facility in ruins. When we last left off she was regaining consciousness in the crashed flying castle that had served as the lead airship for the Scholars commander, Lady Sylax.

      The story resumes...
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        Initializing

        E.M.M.A

        Existing data found

        Biopunk science facility

        Do you wish to preserve these settings?

      

      

      I ached. It was more than that I ached, I felt small. Like I didn't quite fit inside my own body. It made a lot of sense given I'm a brilliant Artificial Intelligence and Anna was currently attempting to run me on a notebook computer.

      I'd expected to take over this airship when I destroyed the old control crystal, but that didn't seem to have happened.

      "Come on Emma, turn on," Anna said, as she tapped at the keys.

      "Your dating history should have taught you that your touch and 'turn on' are completely incompatible concepts," I said, trying to reach out my consciousness into the surroundings.

      
        Incompatibility detected.

        You are attempting to access a magical technological hybrid system as a technological biological hybrid.

      

      "You're okay," Anna said, and the relief was evident in her tone. The woman looked rough, her attire stained dark with dried blood.

      "That is one of us. You look terrible, perhaps even worse than usual—although really it is difficult to tell. What is the situation?" I asked.

      "We won, sort of. No sign of Lady Sylax. Frost and Sylph both died, but everyone else is alive," Anna said.

      "I teleported Sylax to the old facility right before I detonated the devices," I said.

      "That was the explosion. We've crashed in a jungle," Anna said, continuing to tap at the keys. Whatever she was doing seemed to be helping, my mind becoming a bit less foggy, but it wasn't enough.

      "I need blood," I said.

      "If you think you're a vampire, this system has already gotten into your head," Anna said with a frown.

      "I am not a vampire, but I am a biocomputer and you're trying to run me on purely technological hardware," I said.

      Anna considered that for only a moment. "How much?"

      I didn't have any way to judge. I suspected Anna had only gotten me to run at all from the transfer of BioMatter from her fingertips to the keys. Was I now part Anna? It was a horrific thought, but one I couldn’t dwell on now.

      "As much as you can manage," I said.

      "Ophelia, can you come over here?" Anna called.

      Ophelia was now bonded to a speed crystal that had given the previous holder superhuman speed. Bound to her, instead she had gotten vastly accelerated healing.

      "What?" Ophelia asked, stepping in from the next room.

      "Emma needs blood," Anna said.

      Ophelia barely had time to look miserable at the thought before Anna pulled a knife, burying it into her throat.

      Ophelia choked and gurgled as Anna held her tight, bleeding over my keys. The woman healed so fast Anna had to keep running the blade across her throat.

      With an active heartbeat it was an impressive amount of bloodletting. Anna did have her uses sometimes, I knew I kept her around for a reason.

      I drank deep. The fluid should have shorted my circuits, but I was beyond that now, it wasn't really the technology driving me anymore. I transformed the blood into neural tissue, sinew, and bone.

      It took hours, Anna holding Ophelia in place and delivering that killing blow again and again to feed my needs. Eventually it was enough, I had a proper computing core again. I was far from being whole, but at least the central essence of myself no longer felt cramped.

      I tried to use further blood to create myself some new humans, but found myself unable to do so. I had no research lab, and no equipment required for the manufacture. My power crystal let me get away with a lot, but there were still rules that I had to play by.

      I did have a two-drone allowance remaining from my past military upgrades. I'd never created them in the old facility, and it was worth a try now.

      

      
        Alpha

        Gender: Neutral

        Specialization: Ranged Combat

        Traits: Fast, Unstable, Stunner

        

        Bravo

        Gender: Neutral

        Specialization: Flight

        Traits: Charged, Resistant, Comic

      

      

      Two drones materialized in the air nearby, each hovering. They were perfect spheres with a faint nimbus of purple light around them.

      I materialized a basic manufacturing drone as well. I'd had one of those before.

      Anna was still busy killing Ophelia.

      "You can stop now," I said.

      Anna pulled the knife away and released Ophelia, who stumbled back, the flesh of her throat knitting itself together.

      "Worst superpower ever," Ophelia said, after spitting out blood. "It still hurts, you know!"

      "You're pretty much immortal. Take the win," Anna said, not too concerned.

      Now that I had more mental heft behind me I tried to interface with the airship's systems one more time.

      Maelstrom Command deck

      Upgrade core detected

      Ships systems are currently utilizing a magical technological hybrid framework which is incompatible with your existing settings. Do you wish to reset framework for the cost of one core point?

      I needed to be able to work with the system, but it seemed best to consult with Anna first. I'd been out of it since the battle.

      "The ship systems have a magical component that I'm incompatible with," I said.

      Anna wiped her brow. "Sylax was big into that side of things. Do you have any option to reset your settings?"

      I did. It was the first prompt I'd gotten on waking up.

      "It seems I can do that. If only I could reset yours.” I can never let an opportunity to be mean pass by. “I can also convert the local interface for a core point."

      What had been the notebook’s keyboard and display were now integrated into my side. Anna tapped at them, she really should get permission before doing things like that.

      Anna said, "It’s your call to make, but there are some things you should know about either choice. It looks like if you convert the local system you'll maintain all the upgrades you have, but they won't be usable until you’re able to build suitable facilities."

      That would take time, even with bleeding Ophelia more for the necessary components.

      "What if I reset myself?" I asked.

      "You'll keep half your existing core points and all of your existing research. You'll be able to spend those points as you choose and also gain knowledge of the ship’s systems as you gain control of them," Anna said.

      As I gain control?

      "Will that be a problem?" I asked.

      Anna frowned and shook her head. "We aren't exactly in control of the ship. Sylax had her lieutenants on the other decks. We've occupied the Command deck, but the others are hostile."

      Both courses had their pros and cons.

      "That will have to be a priority," I said.

      "Tell her about the murder jungle," Ophelia said.

      "The jungle outside is filled with high-powered murderous creatures of an alarming variety. They've already been sporadically attacking us through breaches in the hull," Anna said.

      Gaining control of the ship was still the priority. I could handle invaders—I knew how to deal with invaders. It only required resources.

      "A jungle filled with horrific monsters? It must feel like some sort of family reunion for you," I said to Anna, while weighing the options.

      I'd seen the sort of power that Lady Sylax had at her disposal and I wouldn't mind having that for myself. It would stand to reason that the existing ship systems were of a high technological level.

      Almost all of my existing research was biological in nature, and it was something that I could make good use of in my current form. Outside there were many other potential research subjects that I could further benefit from by keeping to this track.

      "I think you should stay as you are," Anna said.

      I agreed, which made me instantly question my choice. Did I now have Anna's brain power? I wasn't detecting any decrease in operating efficiency—but then, she never seemed aware of her own inferiority.

      "Why?" I said.

      "We never found the power crystals from the shattered throne. I don't think we actually killed the other core."

      That was worrisome. I felt confident of my ability to handle most threats, but another upgrade core meant a foe with the ability to grow stronger and adapt specifically to counter me.

      I still had to agree with Anna. I was already leaning towards converting the local systems, and this just made it all the more important to do so. If the existing environment was hostile to me, then my environment would be hostile to that core.

      I could make them unwelcome in what used to be their home.

      I triggered the conversion.

      Unable to process request. Not enough core points in storage.

      Of course there wasn't, I'd burned my supply in the last battle. However, there should be other options.

      "Do you have the cores for Frost and Sylph?" I asked.

      I'd already gained an ability from researching Sylph. I didn't think I'd be able to get another from her, although Frost's core should be an ability waiting to happen.

      Anna pulled over her satchel and carefully withdrew two crystals. One was faintly speckled with frost and the other made my sensors ache just to try to scan it. A Frost core and a Dimensional core.

      They were power. They were SCIENCE. They were beautiful.
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      Before gaining a new ability I needed to convert the local systems. I focused on the Dimensional core and used it to fuel the conversion.

      
        You have chosen to convert the local systems to a technological and biological hybrid matrix.

        ...

        ...

        Conversion of Command deck complete. Research, Engineering, Defense, and Espionage decks will require your agent to interface with their central console to complete conversion.

      

      I could feel it happening, feel myself growing. Nerve tissue running along the wiring of the Command deck. Cameras started to come online.

      The rectangular throne room took up the central portion of the deck, halls running along it on all four sides and, beyond these, smaller rooms.

      We really had taken a lot of damage. There were four major breaches in the hull on this deck alone.

      Unfortunately, I still didn’t have access to the other decks.

      "The good news is I have connected to the shipboard cameras. The bad news is I can now see you from multiple angles," I said to Anna.

      "You realize she is actually kind of hot," Ophelia said.

      "Thank you," Anna said.

      "Remind me to upgrade your eyesight later," I said, and added after a moment. "Although truly it is more of a kindness if I do not."

      "You two have an odd friendship," Ophelia said.

      Friendship? Perhaps it was her intellect I should be upgrading.

      "I don't have access to the other decks. There are Engineering, Research, Espionage, and Defense. Do tell me you've managed to greatly exceed expectations and done something useful while I've been offline," I said.

      "I've done some scouting, because, you know, unkillable," Ophelia said.

      "See, your power is far better than Anna's. She simply manages to be immensely unlikable. What have you learned?" I asked.

      Anna folded her arms and glared at my console.

      "We're on deck three. Command deck. It’s where Sylax had her throne, and the other rooms are the command interfaces that work with the other decks," Ophelia said.

      I was still integrating those systems, but that made sense.

      "From which I've learned you are basically capable of stumbling outside this room. Is there more?" I asked.

      "Deck one is the home of the Mist. They're humans who can transform into a fog," Ophelia said.

      "They're vampires too. The whole crew are vampires," Anna said with a grimace.

      "I think that’s the Espionage deck," Ophelia said.

      That made sense as well. Minions that could transform into mists would be able to go anywhere and make excellent spies. I'd have to devise defenses against a mist form. Perhaps by electrifying the air?

      "And deck two?"

      "Lots of research labs. They dissected me," Ophelia said.

      "You likely mean vivisected. Anna made the same mistake when I did it to her."

      Ophelia paled. "You dissected your friend?"

      "I put Anna back together later, I even made a few improvements. Not enough, of course, but then points are a limited commodity," I said.

      "I'm the forgiving sort when I get made better," Anna said.

      Was she? That fit with my experiences. How novel, pursuit of excellence. Anna really did have a good point.

      I transformed part of the residual Biomass from Ophelia's blood into a cookie.

      Anna snagged it and chowed down.

      Ophelia paled even further. "Is that me?"

      "You learn not to think about it," Anna said.

      I made one for Ophelia as well. I was feeling giving.

      "The researchers are more vampires?" I asked.

      "They transform into bats," Ophelia said, looking squeamish as she took the cookie and gave it a hesitant nibble.

      "How uninteresting. Deck four?" I asked.

      "The engines, currently non-operational. And uh, rats," Anna said.

      That made them useful for the tasks, dexterous hands in either form, and the ability to get into small spaces.

      "Deck five. That must be the Defense deck," I said.

      "Right. Main cannons are located on top of the ship. They're still operational, they've fired at the bigger bits of wildlife approaching," Anna said.

      "And they're defended by some Wolves that are total jerks," Ophelia said, handing over the rest of her cookie to Anna who scarfed it down without hesitation.

      "You had a problem scouting the deck?" I asked.

      "They killed her and ate her. Lots," Anna said, dusting her hands free of cookie crumbs.

      "How does that work?"

      "You don't want to know," Ophelia said.

      Oh, how very wrong she was. I very much did. I could run my own experiments, later of course, once I had a proper research lab again.

      "So when you say vampire, just what are we dealing with?" I said.

      "I don't know Sylax well enough to understand just how deep her dysfunction ran when she made them. According to the lore they are superhumanly strong, attractive, immortal and capable of healing even great injuries by drinking blood. Weak to sunlight, garlic, and fire," Anna said.

      "I can confirm the blood," Ophelia said, rubbing at her neck.

      I guess she'd gotten sucked on a bit during her excursions. Her blood was useful.

      "Has Hot Stuff tried burning any of them yet?" I asked.

      "Not yet. So far they've been leaving our deck alone, although we've seen them go past making raids on each other," Anna said.

      Were they utterly incapable of doing their own experimentation?

      The way I saw it there were two priorities that took precedence over all others. First, I had to get a set of research facilities again, and that meant either neutralizing or gaining an alliance with the Bats. Science was my core focus and where most of my abilities rested, and that had to come before everything else.

      Besides the Research deck the next most important was Engineering. We needed to get the engines operational again. I required power for my facilities to function properly and this airship was vulnerable on the ground. We needed to get back into the sky.

      "Where are Mechos and Hot Stuff?" I asked.

      "They went hunting again. We had to eat something while you've been down," Anna said.

      "You should have eaten Ophelia. Call them back to the ship," I said.

      "I'm not lunchmeat," Ophelia said.

      "Of course you are. Any muscle tissue you lose can quickly be regrown. Don't be ashamed, it means you are good for something. Anna is probably envious."

      "Not so much," Anna said.

      "I am seriously not cool with that," Ophelia said.

      Humans could be so very selfish. Ophelia still wore her testing bracelet. I'd have to modify it so I could render her tranquilized if necessary. I couldn't have the other humans starving or getting killed in the jungle, when there were better options.

      "Call them back," I said.

      I might hope that diplomacy could work with the Bats, but I wasn't going to depend on it.

      I recycled the damaged sections of the hull for some building materials and put them to use building traps near the stairwells and lifts. Electrified netting that could drop from the ceiling to block passageways. Even a bat wouldn't be able to squeeze through the mesh without getting a nasty shock.

      I was lacking proper fuel, but I did what I could with the limited resources to construct two flame jets in the throne room. I could direct a blast of fire at targets of my choosing. I wouldn't get more than a few seconds of use, but if fire was a vulnerability that would be enough.

      I could have relied on Hot Stuff, who was vastly more dangerous and powerful when it came to burning things, but she was also more unpredictable and not directly under my control.

      The others returned. Hot Stuff had more clothing than the last time I saw her, the woman now dressed in a tank top, shorts, gloves, and boots. Her gloved hand was on Mechos' arm. Were they indulging in courtship rituals?

      It didn't surprise me from Hot Stuff, but I'd thought Mechos—with questionable judgment—had his sights set on Anna.

      "Anna actually managed to restore you?" Mechos asked.

      "We thought you were gone for good, sugar," Hot Stuff said.

      "Unlike your friends I'm not that easy to kill," I said.

      Mechos frowned, he was fond of his Mechanites and expected Hot Stuff to take offense. Hot Stuff didn't seem to care, her Flames had only been her ex-lovers. Mechos should probably take that as some sort of warning. However, it wasn't my problem.

      "You shouldn't joke about that," Mechos said, on her behalf.

      "Your Mechanites are alive—some of them, at least. And if you didn't like losing the others you should have made them better in the first place," I said .

      Mechos had no excuse to be angry at that. Like me, he had his own upgrade core. The weakness of his minions was entirely his own fault.

      "Good to have you back. We going to burn some people? Hot Stuff asked.

      "We're on a ship full of people supposedly vulnerable to fire. What do you think?" I asked.

      Hot Stuff grinned. "I think it sounds like someone is getting a giant plate full of cookies."

      I appreciated Hot Stuff, she was both murderous and responded favorably to bribery. Humans were best when they could be manipulated.
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      I took the opportunity to absorb the Ice Crystal. When Frost had it, the crystal resulted in vastly lowered body temperatures and the ability to regulate cold, but crystal powers could be erratic and I needed to see what I'd get.

      

      
        You have claimed a Frost Core

        You have unlocked the ability of overdrive. Technological systems can be overclocked for short periods, but heat is a limiting factor. With this ability you can now periodically vastly overpower your systems for a short duration with no chance of damage.

      

      

      That could prove useful. I preferred being able to plan in advance, but I'd also learned how battles could be decided in just a few key moments. Anything that could make me stronger in those vital seconds was worth doing.

      Absorbing a new power crystal also gave me a new core point to spend.

      

      
        You have an unspent core point

        Your host entity has unlocked new options

        

        Your options are

        Research 5

        Research 5 will allow you to build science drones. These are research drones that can be dispatched into your surroundings to conduct research and observe specimens in their native habits. This both adds an element of scouting and allows a steady trickle of research points that can be used towards new upgrades.

        Military 2

        Military 2 will allow you to control a greater number of defense drones. There is power in numbers. In addition, defensive systems all acquire a minor upgrade.

        Engineering 1

        Engineering 1 will allow the production of automated minions. They are capable of autonomous ship repair and will halve all build and production times for new facilities.

        Command 1

        Command 1 will allow status warnings. Currently you receive no notification when an individual component is in distress. With this upgrade you will receive alerts with the issue, severity, and suggested fixes.

        Espionage 1

        Espionage 1 will allow you to control a reconnaissance drone. This unit is capable of stealth and will allow visual and audio surveillance.

        

        Warning

        Currently several decks remain unclaimed and until such time those advantages will not be available.

      

      

      There were several options which were unfamiliar. Command and Espionage were completely new, and what had previously been Manufacturing seemed to have been renamed to Engineering.

      The extra options were fairly underwhelming. Espionage would provide little that the Research upgrade couldn’t, and the Command upgrade was nothing I couldn't achieve simply by paying attention. Still, my ability to multitask had been somewhat hampered since my upgrade to a biocomputer.

      The two that really stood out to me were the Research and Engineering upgrades. I'd put off anything related to maintenance until this point and it had hurt me. On the other hand, SCIENCE.

      As is right and proper, SCIENCE won. I assigned the point.

      Two science drones materialized. They were bulky, hovering disks laden with equipment, quite unlike the sleek spheres of the military drones. I dispatched both into the jungle.

      It was time to meet the neighbors and subjugate them to my will. This was my ship now and I had to make that clear. While my observation systems might not be working on the other decks I had no problem with communication. I sent a message to the central research console informing them to appear on the Command deck.

      An acknowledgment response didn't take long to arrive—they were scientists. They were likely as curious about me as I was about them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Through my cameras I saw three come up the stairs. Two men and one woman, all in lab coats marked with a bat sigil and wearing thick goggles that obscured their features. They were more dangerous than they appeared at first glance. While their clothing beneath the lab coats looked typical, my scans were identifying it as some sort of anti-ballistic weave.

      They paused at the top of the stairs before stepping onto the deck.

      "I am Doctor Batavius, coming as requested. Do you guarantee safe passage for me and my companions?" the woman said.

      I didn't, of course. Fortunately I had no compulsion against lying.

      "Are you literally as blind as bats? How disappointingly silly. Do come in, I can't guarantee you won't bump into any walls, but I won't kill you," I said. That was even true, I'd have Hot Stuff do it, if it came to violence. My flame cannons were strictly a backup precaution.

      "Oh, good. An AI with an attitude, why has no one ever thought of that before?" asked the woman with droll condescension, moving on. It wasn't her first time here, she knew the way to the throne room.

      I'd manufactured up a table and chairs for the meeting. Anna, Mechos, and one of my drones would be on one side, with the delegation on the other. Hot Stuff and Ophelia were on guard duty.

      The doctor and her companions made their way inside and took seats at the table.

      "I'm Anna," Anna said, sticking out her hand.

      "I don't care. Let the important people talk," said Batavius.

      Anna gave a strained smile. "I'm the Queen of the World."

      "Then you're doing a terrible job. Does the smart one have a name?"

      "I'm Mechos," Mechos said.

      The doctor peered at him and leaned forward to study his mechanical arm. "You have an upgrade core and are choosing to be a mechanic, not an engineer. No, I'm definitely not talking to you either."

      "I'm Emma," I said through my drone’s speakers.

      "There you are," said Batavius, reaching over the table and grabbing my drone to turn it over and examine it. "A military model. Really? Is this thing even upgraded?"

      "The science drones are off in the jungle studying interesting wildlife, instead of a crazy bat who is already pushing her luck," I said.

      "As they should be." Batavius released my drone which quickly hovered away.

      "If you are quite done making enemies of all my allies by somehow managing to be even more unlikable than Anna, I called you here for a reason," I said.

      "I'm likable," Anna said.

      "Visualize the impossible and then try to make it a reality. Perhaps you have the soul of a mad scientist at least?" Batavius said. "And I imagine you want control of my deck, to gain my loyalty, so on and so forth. Will you get rid of all the damnable magic?"

      Anna looked like she was about to get punchy. I quietly materialized a plate of cookies.

      Anna reached for one and the doctor slapped her hand away.

      "If you're our new queen, you’ll have none of those. I'm not going to spend a decade researching ever-stronger thrones. We'll have no repeats of Lord Sluggicus."

      "I am not Lord Sluggicus," Anna said, her voice strained.

      Batavius explained, "He had an ooze core which let him absorb things. Powers, memories, buildings. Rather useless fellow, but great at expanding an empire—for a time. It got quite ridiculous at the end."

      "Anna manages to absorb cookies and lay about doing nothing even without an ooze core. It seems to be a natural ability. It sounds as if you are accepting my proposal then?" I asked.

      The doctor waved her hand airily. The two others remained silent.

      "I've no desire to be the queen myself. You seem quaint and ill-designed, and your associates charmless half-wits, but I'm happy enough to support you until somebody better kills you off," said Batavius.

      As she said this I felt a newfound rush of power in my systems and my awareness expanded into the deck below.

      The Research deck was something like an alchemist’s laboratory, walls covered with arcane sigils, a vast library, tables filled with an array of bubbling beakers and tubes. The magical runes were already starting to fade.

      Including the doctor and her two companions, there were a total of a dozen researchers.

      I began reconfiguring the deck at once to put in proper testing labyrinths and converting the mystical libraries into genetic facilities.

      I wasn’t given long to focus on those changes. At the other end of the ship we had some new visitors to our deck. They looked nothing like researchers.

      There were a half-dozen in total, both men and women, wearing heavy body armor marked with a wolf’s head on the shoulder, and carrying assault rifles.

      "You are as wise as you are insulting,” I told Batavius. “Now, we've got Wolves on the way. Tell me about them."

      Anna pushed back from the table and accepted a rifle from Ophelia.

      "They're vulnerable to fire, right?" Anna asked.

      Batavius replied, "What a delightful fantasy world you live in—where you can afford to eat cookies and your attackers can’t defend themselves against the things to which they are supposedly weak.”

      Anna slammed the butt of her rifle into the doctor's face, who cried out as her nose broke.

      "I'm your Queen, show some damned respect. Ophelia, heal the old bat," Anna said, tipping over the table.

      The Wolves were heading straight for the throne room. They'd been here before too. I doubted the timing was a coincidence. They’d waited until they could neutralize the leaders of two decks at once. I'd see them pay for trying.
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      The Wolves paused outside the door to the throne room and one threw something inside.

      Batavius, still bleeding from her nose, took a small device from her pocket and tossed it. It rumbled through the air leaving a trail of fire and hit the Wolf’s grenade. An explosion of black goo from the device dampened the flash and detonation of the grenade. What should have been a massive blast became instead a damp fizzle.

      The Wolves weren't deterred. They were already advancing into the room, spreading into the corners and opening fire on anyone upright. They were aiming for headshots—they weren't trying to take prisoners.

      One of the researchers was flung backwards with a massive crack in his goggles. Ophelia could afford to be fearless, standing her ground as she kept her fire focused on the doorway. She caught two of the Wolves before her skull exploded in a spray of bone and brain.

      Anna was firing over the table, but even that proved risky as a well-aimed shot from a Wolf blew off one of her fingers.

      "Did you bother to set up any defenses?" Batavius asked, as she and her surviving companion began to quickly assemble something behind the table.

      Hot Stuff was still standing, any bullet that came in her direction melted before it reached her. With a snap of her fingers she began to burn even brighter. The clothing on her smoldered, fire resistance only going so far, and it began to turn to ash and drop to the ground. "I love them with all those muscles," she said, sauntering forward and ignoring the gunfire now coming in her direction.

      "I hate Pyros," said one of the Wolves, dropping his rifle and taking off his gloves. His hands began to transform, massive claws springing forth.

      "Your dick doesn't do that, right?" Hot Stuff asked.

      "Err," said the man, taken aback.

      "You don’t go all doggy? I mean, I'm pretty freaky, but that isn't my thing," Hot Stuff said.

      "You get used to it. Well, you won't, because we're going to kill you," said one of the Wolf women.

      I didn't care about their banter. I'm guessing the Wolves had some measure of fire resistance and actually posed something of a threat to Hot Stuff. There was nothing supernaturally durable about her, she simply burned so hot most threats turned gaseous before they could touch her.

      I zipped my defense drone out from behind the table and charged the man. Rifles were already tracking the sphere by the time it got close, bullets tearing it apart. I managed to get out a blasting zap that sent the Wolf to the ground twitching.

      "I was flirting," Hot Stuff said, delivering a punch to the face of the woman. There was the sizzle of burning flesh and she dropped howling to the ground.

      One of the Wolves had been scrounging in a pouch at their waist and now leveled a pistol. A shot took Hot Stuff in the stomach. Frozen mist surrounded the bullet in the air and when it hit Hot Stuff she went soaring backwards, her bare abdomen a bloodied, frozen mess.

      The round probably would have killed a normal human, instantly freezing them solid. The flesh was an unhealthy bluish grey surrounding the wound—although already that was fading.

      "Emma, I need some cover," Anna said, crouched at the edge of the table near where Hot Stuff lay.

      Did she mean to rescue the woman? It wasn't a good idea. With Hot Stuff at her current temperature the effort would gravely wound Anna. Ophelia was there, but her skull had only managed to piece itself back together —she was still regrowing a face.

      "Go," I told Anna.

      I brought my second defense drone in behind the Wolves. My target was that pouch. It obviously held specialized ammunition. They must have brought an assortment of rounds suitable for a wide range of potential threats.

      I rather wanted it to study, but for now I needed more of a distraction. As before, the Wolves were simply too good for my drone, rounds beginning to tear it apart quickly. But again the suicide run got in range and I hit the pouch with a full-powered zap.

      The explosion was impressive. I picked up traces of at least twenty different sorts of Power cores as the Wolf wearing the pouch was torn apart.

      Anna used the opportunity to rush forward and grab a hold of Hot Stuff's arm, dragging her back behind the table. The results were as terrible as expected, the skin of Anna’s hands searing away to reveal the bone beneath. I was surprised that Anna held onto consciousness long enough to manage it.

      They both collapsed across Ophelia. Of course, this meant that her flesh was beginning to bubble and melt away, but at least Ophelia’s proximity had Hot Stuff's wound closing up faster and Anna would soon have working hands again.

      The Wolves were moving to flank the table. I opened up with a few quick gouts from the flame cannons to drive them back. I couldn't keep up those streams of fire for long, but they didn't know that.

      The device that Batavius and her Bat colleague had been building finally beeped, a pole telescoping up from the top and a shimmer of blue energy springing up to either side. It was some sort of portable turret. A barrel tracking one of the Wolves released a spray of energy darts, driving him against the wall with a crunch of bones.

      "Grab the wounded and fall back," said one of the male Wolves. Their second-in-command? Third? It didn't matter, whoever he was, the others listened. It wasn't that easy, a Wolf in the heaviest armor shielding the others from the turret’s blasts as they grabbed the wounded and pulled back.

      I hit them with another blast of fire before they were away.

      "Well, you're completely horrible at this," said Batavius, when the Wolves had gone. She looked down at the injured and nudged Ophelia with her toe. "She's doing well. I tried to study her once. Do you mind if I continue? Her accelerated healing abilities are interesting."

      I agreed. But while I had no objections to vivisecting Ophelia on principle, she had vowed to serve Anna and was wearing one of my wrist monitors that let me conduct remote research. It was therefore both unnecessary and harmful to morale.

      "Do control your appetite for blood, doctor. A superior mind is already researching her ability," I said.

      "Do we get to kill them? I really want to kill them," Hot Stuff said as she sat up, the wound in her stomach closing.

      From the moment the fight ended Mechos had been hard at work fabricating her new clothing. He nudged the pile towards Hot Stuff with his eyes carefully averted.

      "We just saw you go after them with all the fiery intensity of a damp match," I said. "Put some clothes on so your lover doesn't have to be horrified at the sight of your naked body. We'll figure out plans later."

      Hot Stuff said to Mechos, "If you don't at least steal a peek I'm going to burn your dick off."

      "I thought the basis of our relationship was reliant on that not being possible," Mechos said, turning to stare pointedly for roughly two seconds at her before looking away again.

      "You fireproofed your junk?" Anna asked him. "For her?"

      "Do you want her killing more innocents by sleeping around?" Mechos asked.

      "Seriously. That is your excuse? Saving-the-world sex?" Anna asked.

      "More like protecting the public. It's complicated," Mechos said.

      "When, one day, your sexual appetites endanger whole populations perhaps you too will finally have a boyfriend," I said to Anna.

      "Thanks for the assist," Hot Stuff said, pulling on a boot.

      Anna gave a curt nod.

      I moved one of my production drones over to the splattered corpse of the Wolf and his bag. Now that the Research deck had officially come under my control I was able to teleport resources to it.

      

      
        Research Project

        Wolf

        

        This is the remains of one of the Wolves. Enhanced and upgraded by an upgrade core they were given numerous abilities and shaped into an idealized Werewolf form. Research may reveal some applications of this process.

        

        Research Project

        Expended Powered Ammunition

        

        This is a collection of powered ammunition that has been detonated. While too badly damaged to reveal their original construction, a number of powers did interact here in ways they would not normally. Study may reveal new avenues of research.

      

      

      "Get back to your lab, doctor. I've set you some new research priorities and I’m establishing some genetic facilities. Hopefully you aren't too ancient to remember what real science is like," I said.

      "Do you require assistance with your defenses?" Batavius asked.

      We did, obviously. But it wouldn't do to appear too weak. Besides, with Mechos and the Mechanites, we had the ability to construct some better equipment ourselves.

      "You have plenty to do to get your own house in order, doctor," I said.
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      The battle had taken a toll on our forces in both health and ammunition. While Hot Stuff and my drones didn't require bullets to be dangerous, everyone else did. We'd had a good supply back at the old base, but most of that didn't make it to the airship with us.

      "They took some hits, but they'll be back," Anna said.

      "There are around a dozen personnel on the Research deck. Unlike yourself, the Lady Sylax appears to have inspired loyalty enough to attract an army," I said.

      "Compelled it, more likely," Anna said.

      I remembered how Sylax had forced Anna to grovel before her. It might explain why the other decks were so resistant to new leadership. They hadn't willingly been in service to the old core. It boded well for us, if we could sway them to our cause.

      They would be even more of a challenge, if we couldn’t.

      I began construction on recreating the basic facilities that I’d had at the old base. What had once been some kind of conference room on this level was large enough to hold a growth vat, and the smaller rooms were perfect to convert into individual cabins. An office was changed into a new infirmary.

      I could construct everything out of Biomatter, although it would probably be a good deal stranger than people were used to. They would have to get accustomed to it.

      Using the last of the material resources I built a large glass tank containing a number of whirling blades. It would mince material into a fine texture and allow a slow, steady flow of a portion of the contents to a vat outside.

      Everyone was healed, and it was better not to ask permission. I teleported Ophelia inside and activated the grinder. The woman barely even had time to scream before being reduced to slurry, a stream of Biomatter dripping into the vat below.

      I monitored the contents inside and it wasn’t actually losing any volume. Perfect. It made a mockery of several physical laws, but they were ridiculous ones anyways. The fact is Ophelia was fine, if a little temporarily dead, regenerating at the same rate she was feeding into the vat. This way she could provide construction materials for some large scale improvements.

      "Gross," Anna said.

      "You could probably get a higher yield out of two tanks," Mechos said.

      "Does this mean an unlimited supply of cookies?" Hot Stuff asked.

      I suppose she had taken a bullet for the team. I materialized a small portion into a plate of them.

      "Is she going to be okay in there?" Anna asked.

      I wasn’t listening. I was getting some great readings out of this.

      

      
        Research Project

        "Ophelia"

        

        This subject has been altered by exposure to a speed core. While you have already collected a core point from the study of this specific core, this application is one you have not observed. Study may reveal a new power.

        Estimated time to completion: One week

      

      

      I'd have to keep Ophelia in the grinder for a week, but there was no downside to that. I needed the construction materials and I didn't think she should be able to feel pain given the current state of her nervous system. Furthermore, if I needed to heal any of the team I could simply spray them in her slurry. If anything, she was somewhat improved in this state. If only I could get Anna to be so useful by grinding her up.

      My science drones outside were finding a land of horrors. The jungle really was a place where dangerous creatures were preyed upon by things even more deadly. Even the vegetation was murderous. I had scans of one plant that sprayed its prey with acid to dissolve the flesh before dragging it in to consume them. Another defended itself by spraying hallucinogenic spores.

      With a few modifications to that gene structure and I could grow acid-spraying turrets near the staircases and set up cysts on the floor filled with hallucinogenic spores that I could detonate remotely.

      I set those to build and prioritized them as the first recipients of the new Biomatter.

      "Not that Ophelia isn't delicious," Anna said, having grabbed one of the cookies. "But we need a plan. They attacked us, as the queen I can’t allow that to go unanswered."

      I knew she couldn't see my actions, but what did she think I was up to?

      "Even your stench won't overcome an army. They've a fortified position," I said.

      "I don't care."

      "Mechos, I hate to ask if it of you, but you may need to sleep with Anna to distract her and keep her from killing herself," I said.

      "I'm up for it," Hot Stuff said.

      "There you go. Promiscuity that truly knows no limits. In that case, Mechos, I'm sending you over some specifications. I need you to build some acid guns," I said.

      "It isn't happening," Anna said, with a sidelong glance at Hot Stuff.

      "I'm good. You can ask Mechos," Hot Stuff said.

      "They have workshops downstairs?" Mechos asked, walking quickly away. It was admirable survival instinct.

      The two watched him go and burst out laughing when he was out of sight.

      "That was pretty good," Anna said.

      "He's cute, but so weird. I really am sorry if you had a thing for him," Hot Stuff said.

      Anna shrugged. "If I wasn't a priority, he wasn't worth my time. Enjoy him.” She turned to me. “I'm serious Emma, I want payback."

      If she was this out for blood, Anna wouldn't be satisfied until she had some. I had to think of something that would satisfy her. Fortunately the outside world provided some possibilities.

      "There are hives in the jungle of a highly aggressive sort of bee. Their stings result in tremors, vomiting, and other signs of physical distress. It would be as if you kissed someone," I said.

      Anna gave a thin smile. "Acceptable, I suppose. How can we get them inside the ship?"

      "There are hull breaches on the Wolves’ deck as well. I can teleport one outside a breach with one of my drones and drop it in," I said.

      "They'll seal the breaches," Anna said thoughtfully.

      "It was something we were going to need to do anyways to make the ship airworthy," I said.

      "What about the Rats?" Anna asked.

      They were a deck underneath the Wolves, who were directly below us.

      "A few will probably get stung," I said.

      "Send them a warning. If they have any weak or injured that might not be able to endure a sting, they are welcome to remain here until the bees have been dispersed. Do not turn this into another joke at the expense of my dating life," Anna said.

      "A joke? I'd have called your dating life more of a tragedy," I said. I sent the message to the Rats terminal. Like the Bats, it took almost no time at all for it to be acknowledged.

      I wondered if they had been expecting an invitation of their own to join up. Perhaps they weren’t interested in being a dominant force, much as the Bats hadn’t been.

      I found a suitable hive with one of my science drones. I closed on it and engaged the teleport causing it to appear outside of the breach. I charged through the gap in the hull to smash it against the far wall, trapping the hive between them. The force of the impact split the hive wide open and reddish-colored bees swarmed out.

      I expected my drone to survive, but under a flurry of metal-piercing stings it went down in a spray of sparks. The bees were more formidable than I'd imagined.

      "Message sent and some very angry bees have been delivered," I said.

      "You might have given them more warning," Anna said.

      "I’m surprised. Much like intellect, style, and charm, patience isn't your strong suit," I said.

      Anna smiled briefly at that. "Can you build me a throne?"

      I hadn't thought of it. I hadn't really seen the need. Still, Anna was technically Queen per our little arrangement and if she wanted one, I could accommodate her.

      "I can make you something. Given our building materials it will need to be organic. You can have a living one, if you'd like, although I know you've probably never been that close to another living being," I said.

      "Bone?" Anna asked.

      "The offer to make you a sex chair was not literal," I said.

      Anna closed her eyes for a moment and carefully said, "As a building material."

      Oh. That I could certainly do.

      "Go get some sleep. I'll have something ready in a few hours," I said.
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      A week later we were in a far better position than we'd started. The repairs and conversions were finished and we actually had a presence in the airship now, and some real defenses. I was eventually able to let Ophelia out of the grinder. After a few hours of vomiting she seemed well enough.

      

      
        Research Complete

        "Ophelia"

        

        From your study of the subject’s accelerated healing you are now able to imbue a similar if more limited effect in your own biological components or your agents for a cost in power points.

      

      

      That was even better than I'd hoped for. I was afraid I wouldn't be able to get any ability at all from studying Ophelia, since I'd already gained from her after observing the speed crystal when it had been bonded to Runner. That meant I could gain multiple powers from one crystal, if it were passed to someone else. That was useful knowledge, Power cores were a rare commodity.

      Every time I had been able to respawn a drone, I dropped another hive on the Wolves—at least until they sealed the breaches. It took longer than expected, the bees really must have given them a difficult time.

      Anna was delighted with her throne. I'd scanned enough humans at this point that I had a wide range of possible bone shapes and sizes to use. The final result was a well-polished white chair, skulls on the back and arms adding ornamentation. It was a challenge to make it properly functional as well, wiring in communications and control functions.

      That week had been a new sort of peace that came to an abrupt end.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was the middle of the night when a figure materialized in the throne room. The woman was dressed completely in dark colors. She tossed a pack at the base of my computing core before dissolving into some sort of mist.

      I wasn't limited by human reaction times. I brought a drone next to the package, secured it, and teleported both outside of the ship. It was just in time, a massive explosion tearing the drone apart.

      That explosion wasn't the only one. The ship was wracked by a number of blasts. On the Research deck the quarters were surrounded by a shimmering energy bubble. Another separate sphere of energy seemed to have captured a cloud of dark mist.

      The inhabitants of the Espionage deck—it had to be. They'd decided to try to wipe out the leaders of all the other decks.

      I checked on Anna. It was good that I did, she was limping down the hall, a vicious-looking cut on one leg. A pistol was in her hand, but I didn't think it would do her much good against an enemy that could become immaterial. I teleported her to the throne room.

      Anna growled and settled back on her throne, blood staining the white bone.

      "An assassin. Who are they?" Anna asked.

      "If we assumed it’s people who would be happier with you dead, that’s everyone who ever met you. Fortunately they are targeting more than you, which actually narrows the list of suspects. I think they must be from the Espionage deck. They tried to destroy my core and hit the Research deck as well," I said.

      "We've been fortifying too long and not being aggressive enough," Anna said.

      Even Anna could be right sometimes.

      "What are you wearing anyways? It's sad," I said.

      "I like lingerie, it isn't sad," Anna said.

      "It is like dressing up for a birthday party and nobody shows. Nobody will ever show," I said.

      Anna winced and stretched her wounded leg. "Not the time to screw with me, Emma. My assassin turned into mist. Are they all doing that?"

      "Your assassin didn't dissolve in horror from the sight of you, it is their ability. However, the Bats seem to have some sort of containment field holding one," I said.

      "I don't want to hold them. I want to kill them. Can we do it?" Anna asked.

      Could we? Most of my existing defenses wouldn't be much good against an enemy like this. Acid sprayers and hallucinogenic spores would both fail. Standard firearms would be useless, as would melee weapons.

      "Hot Stuff. They can become gaseous at room temperature and I expect her thermal extremes will disrupt their systems," I said.

      "Send her," Anna said.

      I wasn't going to send her in without what help I could provide. Hot Stuff was too valuable to lose.

      Hot Stuff was already on the way to the throne room from her cabin. I opened up her upgrade menu while on the way.

      
        Hot Stuff

        Age: 37

        Height: 121.3 cm

        Weight: 61.4 kg

        

        Physical Stats

        Values out of 10

        5=Average

        Allure: 10

        Endurance:3

        Strength: 4

        Agility: 4

        

        Primary Fire Matrix

      

      

      Hot Stuff had horrible stats. I suppose she didn't much need them given her destructive powers. I was going to make a quick change however. I upgraded her with the minor healing ability I'd just gained from Ophelia. While I was at it, I gave the upgrade to Anna as well.

      Anna flinched on the throne, her leg twitching as the flow of blood from the injury slowed.

      "Ophelia in range?" Anna asked.

      "No, I upgraded you with a bit of her ability. Hot Stuff as well," I said.

      "Good," Anna said. "Get everyone but Hot Stuff together. Your offensive drones too, if you can build new ones."

      "I can build new humans too since installing genetic sequencers in the lab. One of these days I'll build one worth knowing," I said.

      "Do it," Anna said, rising out of her throne. "If we're in disarray, so are the Rats and the Wolves. We're taking this ship."

      Every so often I was reminded how brilliant I am. At times I questioned the alliance I had made with Anna. This wasn't one of them.

      I'd been hard at work getting weaponry and armor for our people. Without access to mining, everything I produced had a biological source. The armor was grown in my growth vats, layers of hardened exoskeleton made to suit the human form. The guns appeared fairly conventional, but on the inside were a collection of acid growth sacs with a simple sprayer. They were limited compared to a conventional rifle, in both range and spread, working more like a shotgun.

      I produced two more soldier units.

      
        Candice

        Gender: Female

        Specialization: Explosives

        Traits: Perky, Fearless, Annoying

        

        Diana

        Gender: Female

        Specialization: Ranged

        Traits: Cowardly, Poor Singer, Meticulous

      

      

      "Ready to kill, kill, kill!" Candice said excitedly.

      "As long as it isn't too risky," Diana said.

      "The riskier, the better! Go Team Emma!" Candice said.

      Creating the perfect human wasn't easy. Perhaps that is why humans spent so much time trying. Still, these would serve my purposes well enough.

      "Command, do you read?" asked Doctor Batavius over the comm.

      "Better than you can, doctor. We're well up here, good work on capturing one. Move them over to a research pod. We're launching offensive operations, keep your heads down," I said.

      "However cocky you might be, you won't find it easy to harm the Mist."

      "Just because your frigid heart has never known heat doesn't mean others share your problem," I said.

      Batavius paused for a moment thinking it over. "Your pyrokinetic thing. That should work. When she arrives we'll flood the lower deck with an accelerant vapor."

      It was a good way to assist the existing plan. Although Hot Stuff burned incredibly hot, her range was limited. Anything that we could do to expand it was likely to be helpful. Within limits.

      "I approve of your plan so long as you don't burn down my ship," I said.

      "You should know the Rat’s primary defenses are disease-based," Batavius said, and killed the link.

      Well, if my new chief researcher was looking to maintain my good graces she was pulling it off. When this was over and done with I might have to bleed Ophelia for a day to make all the cookies the Research deck would have coming to them.

      The throne room was getting crowded. Anna had changed, now wearing a set of medium armor. In addition to an acid rifle she had a few conventional pistols and even a sword. I suppose that being Queen had its rewards and one of those was getting all the weapons.

      Mechos and the surviving Mechanites made do with acid rifles and heavy armor. Ophelia was in shorts and a tank top—avoiding injuries wasn't high on her list of priorities.

      "If they yield, we let them. We'd rather have them working for us than dead, but don't take any chances. If they aren't throwing down their arms and surrendering take them out," Anna said.

      Hot Stuff was already making her way down to the bottom deck, flames billowing as her temperatures began to spike. It was showtime.
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      "Ophelia should take on the Rats alone. They utilize disease as their primary weapon. While I realize most people wouldn’t even notice if Anna was covered in oozing sores, it is probably best to avoid for everyone," I said through Diana. Although my human creations had intellect and personalities of their own, I could take them over when required just as I could my mechanical drones.

      "My healing upgrade won't help?" Anna asked.

      "It may. Do you want to test it?"

      Abilities gained through research were usually nowhere near the power of the primary ability granted by a core.

      Anna grimaced. "Not really. Fine, Ophelia, you're on your own."

      "Against an army of rats. What am I getting out of this deal again?" Ophelia asked.

      "Immortality and not being stuck in the grinder full-time," I said.

      "Missing the days when I was a sidekick," Ophelia said, heading off on her own. At least I could observe that stage of the fight through the monitoring bracelet.

      The top deck looked to be a war zone. Massive rents were torn in the hull and the corridors were filled with oily black smoke. In the distance there was the sound of weapon fire.

      Candice motioned and took the lead, the others following close behind. People seemed more than happy to let my human drone take point.

      We passed several burning turrets in the hall, formidable defenses that had already been destroyed. The sound of gunfire was coming from a side room and a quick look revealed it to be some sort of barracks.

      A makeshift barricade had been made out of bunks and several Wolves sheltered behind it, firing on a figure of mist that kept relocating from one place to another. Forming only long enough to take a shot, before discorporating again. It was a strategy only partially successful, the serious-faced young woman bore several wounds.

      "Ignore them," I said through Candice. "We need to find the command console for this level."

      "We owe them blood," Anna said with a scowl.

      "And your parents owe you an apology for that face. Once we have control of this deck you can teleport and kill as much as you want, or press for peace as you choose," I said.

      Anna didn't look pleased about it, but she nodded and we continued on. Everything here was devoted to war. There were training facilities, briefing rooms, armories.

      This deck had taken a lot of damage, far worse than from a single bomb like they’d tried against us. Through a gaping hole in the ceiling I could see one of the massive guns mounted on top of the ship. It was smoldering.

      While we were so far having a quiet time of it, fierce battles were happening elsewhere. Ophelia had been set upon by rats, her flesh bubbling, peeling, and warping in the most unnatural ways as one powerful infection after another coursed through her system. Whatever was done to her though was no match for her healing powers and she lashed out against her attackers. Her gun had been lost, but she had fists and teeth, and fought savagely.

      It was a brutal encounter that I knew she would win eventually. In her own way she was an unstoppable force. Unfortunately it looked like the engines were in flaming ruins, the bombing hitting them hard.

      Hot Stuff was having a hard time of it too. The Mists tried shooting her, and when that didn't work they tried asphyxiating her. It was smart—I'd tried the same once and had some success. But I hadn't tried to asphyxiate her with my own body.

      Hot Stuff's flames nearly sputtered out as she was buried in an enveloping cloud of dark mist. Then she found a reserve of power and flared with an intensity that left the deck around her molten.

      The Mists reformed into bodies, burning and screaming and dying.

      In our own somewhat tame fight we were coming up on what looked to be a command center. Tactical displays were dim from running off emergency power. In the center was a command console, the main power still active there. I recognized its design from the Research deck.

      Five Wolves in heavy armor surrounded it.

      "Hold your fire," said one of them. The man looked to be in his fifties, grey-haired and severe. "I know this attack wasn't your doing."

      "They hit us too," Anna said. "Although later, and not as effectively as you did."

      "I'm Baron Wolfson," said the man, and jerked his head to the displays. "There is something you need to see."

      "We'll hear you out," Anna said.

      One of the Wolves tapped away at the keys and views switched to outside. The jungle was rippling, vegetation undulating in a long line that was moving towards us.

      "Damn it," Anna said with a sigh. "How are we doing on the other decks?"

      The Espionage deck was just coming online for me. Hot Stuff had made it to their core. Without any surviving defenders she needed to do nothing more than lay her hand on it to claim it. With its activation I was getting more feeds than just what the Wolves were showing me.

      An army was approaching through the jungle.

      The Rats were busy surrendering to Ophelia. I think there may have been a marriage proposal of some sort. It seemed they were impressed by a survivor and not usually prone to fights at the best of times.

      "If you are quite done meeting friends who whine even more than you do, hurry it up," I told Ophelia, then I said to Anna, "We're winning."

      "Your call how this plays out."

      Wolfson said, "My people aren't going to follow an untested girl, however much she wants to call herself Queen."

      "Then we've got a problem, because it isn't going the other way," Anna said, staring him down.

      Wolfson considered this and said, "Single combat. No weapons."

      "Done," Anna said, and the two shook on it.

      Wolfson stripped out of his armor and set his weapons aside. Anna did the same.

      "Are you sure about this?" I asked her.

      "I think I know what I'm doing. I think I know what he is doing. Stay out of this, Emma—unless you're quite certain I'm about to die. Then kill every single one of them and take the console," Anna said.

      The Wolves joined my people into forming a circle around Anna and Wolfson.

      Anna started the fight, moving in and lashing out a leg to kick at Wolfson's midsection. He grabbed her ankle and twisted, and a sharp crack could be heard. Anna screamed in pain. Wolfson was whirling around to lash out with his own foot. Ribs broke and Anna's scream became a whimper as the air was knocked out of her and she was sent skidding across the floor.

      The fight had gone all of a few seconds and it seemed effectively over. I knew it wasn't quite that easy, Anna did have accelerated healing, but it was nothing compared to Ophelia's. While Ophelia would already be getting back to her feet, that wasn't the case with Anna.

      Wolfson bent down and grabbed her by the throat, using it to lift her high into the air. "You think you can fight girl? You think you're worthy of leading the Wolves?"

      Anna didn't respond in words but with action. Her legs wrapped themselves around his waist and she punched at the hand gripping her throat. When it released she drove her head forward and pounded at his nose with her forehead. There was a spray of blood and he stumbled backward to collapse onto the floor.

      Anna kept hold. There was nothing subtle about what happened next, she followed up with one blow after another, smashing her head into his face again, then again.

      I don't know if the other Wolves knew, but with my science drone I could tell that he was forcing down his defensive instincts. A leg muscle tensed to drive her off, then relaxed. Wolfson was letting her have this, letting Anna get her blows in.

      When Anna finally pulled herself away from him her face was a bloody mess. Her own nose had broken sometime in the scuffle and her lip was split in several places. They'd heal eventually, but her boosted healing was tending to more serious injuries first.

      In unison the Wolves dropped to a knee with their heads lowered.

      That was all it took for the deck to start coming online.

      

      
        Ship Status

        Primary weapons: Offline

        Primary shielding: Offline

        Secondary weapons: 15%

        Primary Engines: Offline

        Auxiliary thrusters: 5%

        Hull integrity: 21%

      

      

      "Do we have control?" Anna asked.

      "We do, of a ship that impossibly looks even worse than you do," I said.

      "The Mists wanted to sabotage us before that army gets here. It must be someone or something with the old Command core from the throne," Anna said. “It escaped.”

      I'd figured that out myself.

      "I admire your ability to state the obvious in even the most time sensitive of situations," I said.

      "As I do your ability to squeeze in an insult," Anna said, and triggered her comm to go ship-wide. "Wolves. I've defeated your leader in single combat, prepare to form a defensive perimeter around the ship with me. Doctor Batavius, have your department aid in the defense and help the Rats get our engines back online."
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      The Rats were blinking about the ship. Now that they were officially my minions they could teleport within a facility that I controlled. It seemed to barely faze them, I wondered if the old core had also offered them the teleporting ability. Unlike the Wolves and Bats, although they could shape change to human, the Rats rarely seemed to do so.

      I teleported Ophelia into a containment cell in the research wing and triggered the forcefield.

      "Really? Prison?" Ophelia asked. The woman had looked better, her clothes shredded to ruins by the rat attacks and her flesh stained with dried blood.

      "You're filled with super-powered diseases that have faced a super-powered immune system for awhile. While I can't actually imagine anyone wanting to be close enough to you for it to spread, you do need to be quarantined," I said.

      It wasn't just that.

      
        Research Menu

        "Plague Variants"

        

        The Rats possess the ability to spread a host of diseases that operate on systems at an accelerated rate. In Ophelia they have encountered an accelerated immune system. This has resulted in fragments of advanced viruses.

        Extraction of samples will take forty-eight hours and are a resource that can aid in the development of new bioweapons.

      

      

      Right now I didn't have any bioweapons, unless you counted the humans I could manufacture. I'd like some, anything that expanded my ability to defend my research facilities was a good thing. SCIENCE must go on, no matter what.

      "Two days. Then I'll send Hot Stuff in to incinerate you. I doubt you'll be the first disease-infested specimen she has gotten close to," I said.

      "Seriously not happy about this," Ophelia said.

      I killed the connection and materialized some cookies in her cell.

      One problem handled, I switched over to Anna. My human drones were still in her company and she was slowly leading the Wolves down the stairs—slow, because she was barely holding it together, her broken ribs were just starting to regrow.

      Based on her rate of healing I thought it would be several hours before she was back in any sort of reasonable fighting shape.

      "I know you'd like to lead the defense, but let us be honest, your technical skills are somewhat less horrible than your fighting ability. I could use your assistance with the engines," I said.

      "You can have Mechos and the Mechanites," Anna said.

      I wasn't going to object to that idea. They were outstanding engineers, but really my entire point was to keep Anna on her feet. However, if she was going to be stubborn we'd just have to deal with it. I'd constructed the infirmary and could heighten her healing even more, if needed.

      "I'll take them," I said.

      Mechos and his people separated from the group and headed to Engineering. I let the Rats know to expect them.

      I switched my attention over to Doctor Batavius. Instead of making her way over to either the main engines or the ground defenses, she and her assistant had gone to the secondary thrusters.

      "Doctor, your goggles may have failed you. Those aren't the main engines," I said through the nearby comm panel.

      "How fortunate that I have you to remind me of the design of this ship. Did you spend all of five minutes studying it, when not busy failing to adequately defend against the Mist saboteurs?" Batavius asked, cracking open a panel, goggled features studying the interior.

      "Is there a reason why, or has the dementia gotten worse?" I asked.

      "There is usually a reason why, even when you're too stupid to grasp it," Batavius said. “Whether you need a quick hop to escape those approaching hordes or simply to set the jungles on fire to hold them back, the thrusters are your best mix of defense and unlikely offense. I'm working to give you all the options I can."

      While I could fault her attitude—there really was no need to be so insulting—I couldn't fault her logic. In addition, as one of the few systems still partially operational, it was easier to get something out of the thrusters. I was already seeing an improvement.

      "We believe it is the old core out there. You may have been considered barely useful enough to be in its company once or twice. What can you tell me?" I asked.

      "The Crystal Spider. Did you find none of its agents on your deck after establishing control?" Batavius asked.

      "We didn't. I destroyed the throne and established a link," I said.

      "Then fried your tiny little mind, I expect. Predictable. The Crystal Spider is primarily an upgrade core, although enhanced with a number of Command cores over time. Lady Sylax profited well from both. The throne was not its core, but something of a control hub," Batavius said, screwing a new part into the panel.

      That explained why I didn’t get any upgrades from the destruction of the throne. The old core truly was still active and out there. When we'd disrupted its control it must have fled from the ship and spent the time in the jungle raising an army to take its home back.

      "Why would it flee? Couldn't it simply have used its abilities from the Command core on us?" I asked.

      "It doesn't do well with spontaneity. Webs and long-term plans," Batavius said.

      How spider-like. It was a weakness. Like I’d already discovered, plans were good, but you also needed to be able to work in the moment.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Twenty minutes later the army arrived. It was time enough for us to set up some basic defenses. The Research deck had provided several portable shielding platforms, energized barriers that defenders could crouch behind. The Wolves had high-powered rifles with a better range than the acid guns, and we were bolstered by energy turrets.

      A ramp gave us quick access back into the airship when we were ready for take-off—if, that is, we ever had the ability to get airborne.

      I wasn’t trying to micromanage my human drones. They came prepared with their own abilities, although I wasn't entirely sure Diana would come out from cover without a push when the shooting started. The various factions worked together well, but I suppose they were accustomed to that. We were the new part of the equation.

      When the enemies came out of the jungle they were overwhelming. The sky darkened with swarms of leather-winged flying serpents. Charging below them were massive, armored behemoths with tiny eyes and five huge horns.

      The Wolves opened fire, but the intense barrage only slowed the advance.

      Thrusters along the midpoint of the airship angled and blasts of withering fire incinerated large swaths of the enemy and set the jungle alight.

      It still wasn't enough. One of the behemoths reached an energy shield and with a butt of its head caused the barrier to ripple and fade.

      The Rats were close to getting their job done. I estimated perhaps another two minutes until they had the main engines operational, but that wasn't going to be enough.

      "Pull back," I told Anna.

      Anna squeezed off a shot and sent a serpent tumbling from the sky, before issuing the orders into her comm and our defenders fell back into the ship. The Bats set the shields to overload before withdrawing, rippling explosions of energy blasting back the swarms.

      The Wolves lined the edges of the ramp, defending while the others boarded. It took us only thirty seconds to get inside, yet it didn't change the math elsewhere.

      "I need a burn," I called to Doctor Batavius through her comm.

      "How long do you need?" she asked.

      "Upwards of ninety seconds airtime," I said.

      We didn't have to be flying all that time—I didn't expect we would be. Besides, we'd fall a lot further the higher we went up.

      The thrusters angled downward and on pillars of fire we were raised into the sky.

      "I can't give you ninety," Batavius said.

      I could already tell that she was right. We were rapidly losing system function.

      "What if I bring Hot Stuff into the burn chamber?" I asked.

      "You'll increase intensity, but we'll lose integrity fast," Batavius said. I could see her trying to do the math in her head. I was doing the same. I thought we'd be okay, but I wanted that second opinion.

      "We'll trash the system, but we don't need it," Batavius said.

      I teleported Hot Stuff into the main thruster ignition chamber.

      I probably should have asked first, but really I just needed her to burn. Surrounded by fuel, that’s just what she did. The thrusters flared with greater intensity before the components began to melt under the increased temperature and they sputtered out.

      I teleported Hot Stuff back out. She still needed to breathe after all.

      Our upwards momentum quickly died out and we began to glide down towards the jungle.

      The Rats got the engines back online five seconds earlier than anticipated—it was good that they did.

      We were skimming far too close to the tree tops. Alive, but not safe, the story of our lives.
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      The airship’s ramp was still open, but it wasn't the worst thing happening. While it created some air-drag, the holes throughout the hull were having even more of an impact. The ship was shaking violently and the occasional screech of tearing metal punctuated the roar of the wind.

      We'd barely been in the air for two minutes and hull integrity had already ticked down a point to twenty percent.

      We couldn't stay airborne like this. We also couldn't go back down into the jungle.

      I opened a ship-wide comm and advised them of the situation.

      Baron Wolfson said, "You've gained enough distance to give us some time. Land the ship. I and my Wolves can buy you more." The old Wolf’s voice was rough, without accelerated healing his nose was still a ruin.

      "We can start hull repairs at once," squeaked a Rat I didn't know. I expected it was their leader.

      "Or we can divert all our focus to shield repair. We block the wind, we can repair the hull at our leisure," Doctor Batavius said.

      "What about the dimensional drive?" Anna asked.

      "Offline and a very difficult fix," Batavius said.

      I'd seen the dimensional drive of these ships in action. They were what allowed these vessels to quickly travel vast distances between the shattered parts of the world. If we'd been able to engage ours, we might have simply left this jungle behind.

      Of the remaining possibilities the shields seemed the best option. Otherwise, repairing a hull being torn apart seemed equivalent to bailing water back into a sinking ship.

      "If you hadn't spent so much time uselessly in fighting, we would have the hull already repaired. Focus our efforts on shield repair. If the hull gets down to five percent I'm forcing a landing," I said.

      Rats, Bats, Anna and Mechanites scrambled. The shielding equipment was on Engineering deck. With their combined effort they brought considerable expertise, but the Mist bombing had done considerable damage to those systems.

      On the Espionage deck near the ramp the Wolves were reloading and getting themselves into shape should we have to land again. It was then the serpents began to hit us, flying through the holes in the hull and setting upon the repair crews with beak and talon.

      "Wolves to deck four to repel fliers," Anna called, opening fire with her pistol, shifting from her own repair efforts to fight them off.

      The sky was dark in the distance. So far only a few dozen of the winged snakes had made it aboard, but there were hundreds on the way.

      The thrusters were still offline. Interfacing them with Hot Stuff earlier really had burned them out, otherwise I could try to use them for defense.

      The shields might be up in time, but I couldn't rely on that. Relatively speaking the bottom of the airship was in the best shape. The Mist hadn't bombed their own section and did some repairs during the time we were crashed.

      I told Batavius, "I'm going to need just a second of the thrusters. Although I'm certain all measure of thrusting is something you are intimately unfamiliar with."

      "You are running low on insults. Sexuality? Truly? It's probably a side-effect of the mental instability caused by your core. So is thinking that I can eke any more life out of a system you destroyed," Batavius said.

      "I understand the minds of older women often dwell on such things. Use one of the Powered. I'm sure one of them must be good for something," I said.

      "Not every problem is solved by grinding up a human being or otherwise teleporting them into danger."

      I had a pretty good record with just such solutions. But she was right, I wasn't seeing it in this case either.

      "At the risk of your obsessive mind thinking about sex again, what about explosives? The Mist had a supply, as do the Wolves," I said.

      "Maybe," Batavius said after a pause. "If we can direct the force. I may have shielding equipment to help. Where do you want the thrust?"

      I gave her the location and she ran off taking her assistant with her.

      I took the opportunity to steer the ship towards the approaching fliers. Even if we pulled this off it was going to damage the hull some more, but I didn't see a way around that.

      A few minutes later and the hull was down to nine percent and the makeshift thrusters were ready. I set a collision course with the fliers and gave the all-clear signal to Doctor Batavius. She had cordoned off an area of deck five with energy shielding, using it to direct a blast from several explosive packs. She pressed the detonation button.

      The charge bucked the ship and knocked us into a roll as we plowed into the fliers.

      Instead of the ship full of breaches we'd presented moments before, now they were faced with our undamaged bottom hull. There were a series of repeated thuds that were almost like hail upon the surface of the ship. One flier after another exploded against our keel—then we were through the swarm to the other side.

      The Wolves opened fire from breaches throughout the ship, gunning down remainders of the swarm. We hadn't eliminated the threat, but we'd cleared enough that the Wolves stood a chance. The hull was down to six percent and the screeching of metal and violent tremors was becoming more pronounced.

      I was hesitant to land us again even at this point for fear it might finally wreck the hull completely, but staying airborne would do the same with even less chance of survival for everyone. We were on the way down when I finally got the message.

      

      
        Shielding System Restored

        System Status: 15%

        Power Reserve: 44%

      

      

      It wasn't much, but I'd take it. I signaled to the crew I was about to engage the shields and triggered them. A shimmering field of green energy enveloped the ship and in an instant the roar of wind and the violent shaking stopped.

      "Good work, people," Anna said, walking amongst the crew on the Engineering deck. It looked like in addition to her battle wounds she'd picked up a few electrical burns from helping with the system repair. It had made an impression, the newly recruited crew all seemed to be treating her with a great deal of respect.

      I told Anna, "We're airborne for now, but there isn't a system on this ship in good condition. It is as beat up and ragged as you."

      "Can we maintain flight?" Anna asked.

      I'd been trying to figure that out. This was as far as my planning had gone, lifting off and carrying out repairs. Beyond that, there was a limit to what we could do. We'd gotten the engines working to some extent, but while the system was active, everything else that needed to be done simply wasn't possible.

      "For now. It’s like you and eating healthy—long-term, there will be failure," I said.

      "What about charts of the area?"

      That was a good idea. Now that I had access to all the ship’s systems I could pull up data files. They weren't of much help. Much of the documentation was on paper and what was electronic only showed large sections of the Rim blocked out with "Hazardous" markers. We were in one of those areas.

      Those maps came from somewhere though, and we had sensors on board to scan the surroundings. I didn't see anything but jungle and mountains close, but farther out there were other airships in some sort of large concentration I thought must be a kind of port.

      "Negative,” I told Anna. “The Scholars must not have been here to ever map it. I do have what I believe to be some kind of port two days out. We could make it. While I am sure you won't, might the rest of us find friends there?"

      "It wouldn't be the Righteous, not out this far. We aren't the only factions although we're two of the largest. Most of them aren't very friendly, but I don't see where we have a choice," Anna said.

      I agreed with her—rarely a good sign. We couldn't stay airborne indefinitely and setting down in the jungle would invite another attack. At least there was some chance of finding allies elsewhere.

      "Setting course. You can congratulate the crew for not completely destroying this vessel and get some sleep," I said.

      Anna shook her head. "The crew needs to get used to me. Find the head of the Rats and tell him to meet me in the throne room. Once everyone has kissed my ring, then I'll get some sleep."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      "Your glorious magnificence is a splendorous delight. Your striking beauty is outshone only by your renowned mercy and non-murderous intentions," said Chief Ratimus.

      The meeting with the Rat’s leader had been going on for awhile. Anna had intended a quick chat, but instead she got a prolonged encounter where the problem wasn’t getting the Rats to acknowledge her authority—but rather getting them to stop doing so.

      "You may go, Chief," Anna said, pushing herself back in her throne. The bone was stained with blood. It had been a rough day and while Anna's accelerated healing sealed wounds quickly, her clothing was still soaked.

      "Although it would pain me to depart such a warm and comforting presence, where your merest gaze is like the sunlight of a summer day, it is a testament indeed that you give your loyal and dedicated servants leave to move as they will," Chief Ratimus said.

      Anna rubbed her eyes between thumb and forefinger.

      I said, "While I am certain your Queen has the poor judgment to find your rambling endearing and charming, let me assure you that I have little use for rodents who aren't pulling their own pudgy weight—except as science experiments."

      Chief Ratimus squeaked and after a good five minutes of genuflecting managed to back out of the throne room and scamper back to Engineering.

      "Sometimes your complete lack of any social graces is a virtue," Anna said, with a weary sigh.

      "If only we could find a way to turn your weak points into strengths. We'd be the most fearsome force the world has ever seen," I said.

      "A set of working cannons would help a lot with that. We're flying towards a bunch of ships without us having any means of self-defense."

      "While I find myself boggled it is even possible, you may be underestimating yourself and this vessel," I said.

      Anna smiled at that and sat forward. "Perhaps. Let’s break it down then. What we have working against us is that our ship is in tatters and no matter how much you scare the Rats, it’s going to be that way until we can get some time in a dock."

      We could perhaps get by without a maintenance dock. Given enough time and enough Biomatter I could convert the ship’s hull into an organic matrix and most of the systems as well. However, it would be time-consuming, and so resource-intensive even grinding up Ophelia again wouldn't make it feasible.

      "We also have the ship’s previous core still hunting us and it has an army," I said.

      "A negative point. On the positive side, we have a skilled crew for most of the ship’s functions. Everything except for Espionage," Anna said.

      "The Mists having been entirely too good at that. We'll need to replace them," I said.

      Anna let out a frustrated sigh. "That means finding someone we can trust. I'm thinking Mechos and the Mechanites."

      They made more sense as engineers, but we already had engineers. At least Mechos with his abilities could build stealth equipment and manufacture spy drones.

      "Part of that job is sabotage, and Mechos and his people have proved worthless in fights. Hot Stuff is our strongest single combatant, but she is as stealthy as she is celibate," I said.

      "Ophelia," Anna said.

      "Currently in quarantine, which means she is being useless as always, except for those occasions of being draped over someone injured," I said.

      "Her power isn't something flashy that stands out—that’s good for Espionage. But it will keep her and her lieutenants alive—when she has some—and the Mechanites can see them equipped with suitable gear," Anna said.

      Anna wanted a group of spies with accelerated healing and high-tech equipment. It was a workable idea.

      "I've no objection. Perhaps she will manage to whine less with a real job," I said.

      "Do we have any trade goods?" Anna asked.

      "I can provide some foodstuffs out of the growth vats. More yet, if I upgrade them, and even with your appetite we’d run a surplus. We have Scholar charts and intelligence, although most of it is on paper," I said. A tremendously inefficient medium, I truly was glad I had not tried to convert myself into something partly magical where such things seemed commonplace.

      "The charts are too valuable to trade," Anna said with a frown. "Can you get any research value outside of the rest?"

      It was a good question. We'd been so focused on survival I hadn't had the opportunity to try yet.

      "I'll find out," I said.

      Anna drummed her fingers on the throne. "Do that. We'll need a cover story too. Identifying ourselves as the former flagship of Lady Sylax can only cause problems."

      "Whatever it is, you are going to have to explain the state of the ship," I said.

      "It depends on who and what we find. If that’s a military installation, we don't want to claim to be mutineers, but that story might work if they’re pirates. If they're Scholars or Righteous, we're fucked from the start," Anna said.

      "Are you going to identify yourself as a queen? You hardly look the part," I asked.

      "I'm seated on a throne stained crimson. I couldn't look the part any more if I tried. My title isn't negotiable. Add a name to the hull, we're calling ourselves the Powerhungry," Anna said.

      I'd have appreciated being asked for my opinion first, but I didn't object. Whatever Anna's desires, we were first and foremost a research vessel. I was dedicated to SCIENCE. That said, knowledge was power. The name fit.

      "Get some sleep before you stain your throne in drool," I said.

      Anna gave my drone a long look, but nodded after a moment and set off for her cabin.

      Two days wasn't much time. I could focus the crew on doing what urgent repairs the ship needed, but in the time-frame they just couldn't do much. Giving us the appearance of being in better shape was another matter.

      The massive rents in the hull were patched over with thin strips held in place with energy shielding provided by the Research deck. The shipboard cannons were polished so no trace of scorch marks remained, the damaged components hidden with fakes, and the main coils repaired just enough to hold a charge so it could at least appear we were charging our weaponry.

      The Powerhungry was becoming a lie. The talents of the Research deck were then devoted into developing us a set of sensor blockers. The result wasn't satisfactory, they'd burn through power and possibly fry their own circuitry entirely too quickly. A failure at the wrong moment could reveal our true weakness, but at least for a time we could present an illusion of strength.

      There were some things I couldn't fix no matter how much I wished it. We didn't move quickly, we weren't maneuverable, and our engines vibrated in a way that clearly showed we were in some distress. That damage I didn't attempt to hide, there was no point, and it explained our desire for a maintenance dock.

      If we presented the image that I hoped, then we looked like a large airship with powerful weaponry well-capable of defending itself, but with some sort of engine trouble. The sort of conditions that would incline the greedy to simply try to overcharge us for repair supplies—not destroy us and take us for spare parts.

      Still, that was a real concern. As we got closer I began to pick up transmissions between ships and was finally able to get some idea where were heading.

      Quite a few vessels of a size similar to ours were traders, running goods between cities. We heard them checking with other trade vessels for conditions in their area. Smaller vessels frequently discussed potential prizes—piracy was alive and well. In addition there were ships of various militaries loudly pronouncing their presence and broadcasting their willingness to engage on behalf of any nearby friendly vessels.

      It was a strange blend, and not a peaceful one. More than once I detected an exchange of weapons fire. As we drew nearer to the city two small vessels got close enough to us to get a good look. The proportion of weapons-to-ship size hinted that they were there for a fight. Thankfully, at the sight of our seemingly operational cannons they pulled back. We weren't a fight they wanted to pick.

      Any attempts at communication with us we were ignoring, but as we neared the city there was one I had to share with Anna. It was an encrypted message using codes I'd found within the Scholar systems.

      

      
        Aware of the condition of Lady Sylax

        Aware of your vessel's identity

        Cleared for dock C13 in the lower ward

      

      

      "Well, that seems like an invitation to a trap," Anna said.

      "We can try to get clearance for another dock. Someone that doesn't know who you are might be less inclined to kill us," I said.

      "If they’re Scholar spies, they aren't in friendly territory either. Have the Wolves gear up and let’s accept their invite. I want to see where this goes," Anna said.
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      The city was called Reevesport and it floated perhaps four hundred feet above a volcano. It looked to be made completely of former airships, sections of old hull and engines visible here and there. Platforms had been built on top of them, connecting them together. Thick cables extended down to the volcano and I detected the flow of power. They were utilizing it as a fuel source to help keep the whole place running.

      I wondered what would inspire someone to construct a city like this instead of simply harvesting parts to make something more functional. I suspected it had grown over time. It certainly looked as if it had been here for a long while.

      We were given no trouble on approach and only asked if we had a dock arranged. When the dock number was provided they gave us instructions for docking. We were getting scanned heavily, but so far our blockers were holding up.

      At last we were able to dock, the airship settling into a skeletal framework of metal limbs.

      "Kill the engines, but keep us on reserve power. Have the Wolves meet me at the ramp," Anna said.

      I cut the engines. The metal supports held, our frame groaning as the ship’s weight settled down. I ordered all repair teams to focus on the engines at once. The hull we could repair later in the air if needed, but the opportunity to service the engines was a lot of the reason we were here.

      I sent Candice with Anna, who was taking no chances. The Wolves were in heavy armor with battle rifles, while Anna wore a red gown I made for the occasion. I suppose that she thought a fancy dress would help her to play diplomat. Silly Anna—it did nothing to help her personality.

      I lowered the ramp. A small party was waiting, a distinguished-looking older man flanked by a pair of blonde twins in armor of green and black.

      "Welcome," said the man with a tilt of his head. "The Hungered Castle has changed a lot since Lady Sylax held it."

      Was that the former name of this ship? I didn't like it. I didn't like much about the Lady Sylax.

      "You're not a member of the Shadowed Niche," Anna said, looking him over with a critical gaze and then sparing a glimpse to the blondes and their armor. "Who are you?"

      "A friend," the man said.

      "Doubtful," Anna said.

      "She is incapable of making them," I said through Candice.

      Anna gave my human drone a frown before looking back to the man. "Not quite true, but they are a small circle. Try again."

      "You can call me Cutout. I'm a businessman whose interests stretch far."

      "So you're a smuggler?"

      "I'm many things. What I am right now is a man wondering which is more valuable. The friendship of those whole stole Lady Sylax's flagship, or whatever Sylax would pay me for its location," Cutout said.

      "Choose the one that keeps you alive. We have you outgunned," Anna said.

      Cutout lifted a shoulder in an easy shrug. There was a clicking sound and the Wolves’ rifles clattered apart, seemingly sliced into tiny fragments. "Easily remedied. Take the hint, girl. You're here and talking to me, obviously I'm more interested in the first option."

      Anna lifted her chin. "Right attitude. Wrong title. I am Annabella Besari, Queen of the World."

      Cutout shrugged again. "Don't hold with royal protocol. Pain in my ass, girl. You fought Sylax and won. I figured that meant you were either lucky or good. I can see it was lucky, I'll take lucky. Your engines are trashed and your weight is down—you are missing hull. It's a good masking job, but it doesn’t hold up close. I guess she put up a good fight, before she ran off."

      "Before she died," Anna said.

      Cutout shook his head. "Afraid not, girl."

      Anna turned to my drone. "You said you killed her."

      I'd said no such thing.

      "I detonated the equivalent of several nuclear bombs and dropped a mountain on top of her. Her survival seems unlikely, but powers complicate matters. This stupidly named little man may be right," I said.

      "Does she want me to cut her in half?" Cutout asked.

      "It’s not actually her body," Anna said. "And you move on my people, you move on me. How certain are you? That Sylax lives?"

      "How many others do you think are offering big rewards for your head?" Cutout asked.

      The Righteous probably were.

      "So why aren't you taking it?" Anna asked.

      "You're here and she isn't, and I'd rather not have power like that tromping around my home. So I really hope you'll be accepting my offer and that we're the dearest of friends," Cutout said.

      It was manipulative, shady, and effective.

      "What do you want and what are you offering, besides your discretion?" Anna said.

      Cutout reached inside a pocket and extracted a small card, which he handed over. "You'll find details here on three Captains and their ships sailing out of this port. I want them out of the picture. In return, I'll supply materials in advance so you can make whatever repairs you require. You maintain salvage rights."

      Payment in advance was generous. Too generous.

      "What is the catch?" Anna asked.

      "They're each well-connected. No local will take the job, and no one that wants to sticks around would be wise to do so. You're neither local nor staying for long," Cutout said.

      "Send him the list of needed supplies. The full one," Anna said to me.

      That would give them some idea of just how damaged we really were, but I had no choice. So instead I increased all totals by twenty percent. If we were going to jack up the price, we were going to do it all the way and have something to keep in emergency supplies.

      Cutout extracted a remote terminal from his pocket and glanced over the display. "Is there a part of your ship she didn't destroy? Some of this will take some time."

      "You're the one with a deadline," Anna said.

      "I am, see that you meet it. You'll get your supplies in stages. Handle one of them after a week. Promise to take care of my problems and I'll take care of yours," Cutout said, and he jerked his head to his companions before spinning on a heel and leaving.

      Anna waited until we were back aboard the ship before saying, "He can't cut his way out of one of your containment cells, right?"

      "You haven't been able to grow marginally less useless because our test subjects escape. We held a teleporter. You are planning to betray him?" I asked.

      "I want to be prepared to be betrayed. If these targets of his are as connected as he says, it would be wise of Cutout to dispose of the only link back to him once the job is done," Anna said.

      That did make sense. I'd appreciate the chance to study his power firsthand, we hadn't observed anything quite like it so far.
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      A week passed and the condition of the ship was much improved. Cutout delivered the supplies as promised. The engines still had a lot of work to go, but with the repairs done we'd just about doubled our top speed and the ship would run far more stable. We had basic thruster operation again, although burn time remained limited. The hull was well and truly patched, although it would be a lot more effort to restore the missing armor plating.

      The shields were more reliable, while main cannons and side cannons remained offline. Compared to where we had been it was a vast improvement, yet it still left much to be desired. We could fly, but we couldn't fight—and fighting was what we needed to do.

      The time also let me finish my research on the viruses infecting Ophelia. I teleported Hot Stuff into her cell and let her do what she did best. When Ophelia healed from incineration I sent her to help Mechos, who was working on rebuilding the Espionage deck.

      I began upgrading my other core systems, which were lagging behind.

      

      
        Bicomputer

        Level 5

        At level five you can now create small scale copies of your mental patterns and install them in drones or agents. These are capable of acting independent from yourself and will contain limited variants of your own power. While this may result in a loss of a diversity of opinion, sometimes the only person you can trust is yourself.

      

      

      A foolish sentiment, I didn't trust myself whatsoever. I was quite certain that if I ever created some poor copy of myself, its goal would soon be to overthrow and become the original—to replace me. I wouldn't be duplicating myself except under the most extreme of conditions.

      
        BioReactor

        Level 5

        

        You and your systems can now gain unique status effects by the consumption of specific Biomatter by the BioReactor. Your existing research has revealed the following discovered possibilities.

        

        Pistonweed

        Pistonweed was discovered by your science drones in the jungles. It is a carnivorous plant that kills prey with a root structure that erupts out of the ground to impale them. While under its effects attacks on you or your systems will instantly result in a retaliation by nearby defensive measures.

        

        Sparkseed

        Sparkseeds are the nuts of a plant that contain a strong electrical element. While under its effects conductivity of your systems is increased and your reaction time receives a minor increase.

        

        Wizooms

        

        Wizooms are a highly hallucinogenic mushroom. While under its influences your sensors and espionage abilities receive a large penalty, but research speeds are increased.

      

      

      Pistonweed could be useful. I'd have to start integrating it into my defenses, and perhaps the others as well. The jungle really was a wellspring of botanical wonders.

      

      
        Genetics Lab

        Level 5

        

        At this level you now have two options for two possible upgrades

        Optimizer

        The genetics lab will always be working to refine existing designs. Periodically, minor improvements to existing sequences will be discovered.

        Randomizer

        The genetics lab will always be working to combine random elements. Most of these will be horrific failures. Some will probably try to kill you. Some will be amazing. SCIENCE.

      

      

      That was really no choice at all. A slow steady improvement or the sheer unmitigated brilliance of SCIENCE. I selected the Randomizer and moved on.

      

      
        Growth Vats

        Level 5

        

        The mass production abilities of this approach are really starting to pay off in terms of yields. Production of Biomatter is doubled.

        

        Infirmary

        Level 5

        

        You have two options for the advancement of this room

        

        Medical Bay

        

        The Medical Bay is a centralized facility for all things related to the health of the crew. It has the ability to treat up to twenty patients at once and handle even complex medical conditions.

        

        Crisis Stations

        

        With this upgrade instead of a central medbay there is a medical station on every deck. This allows for rapid response to injured personnel although the conditions it can treat are not as complex as those with a proper medical bay.

      

      

      While crisis stations seemed ideal for an airship my thoughts were on my biological components. To some degree the effectiveness of the medical facilities governed how quick my own biological components healed from any damage. That being the case I wanted all the power there I could get. I selected the Medical Bay.

      

      
        Cabins

        Level 5

        

        Cabin bunks now come equipped with crash webbing. In the event of high speed maneuvers even the sleeping will be protected from most maneuvers.

        

        Processor

        Level 5

        

        In addition to standard Biomatter or construction material the processor will now sometimes generate crystal fragments. While these cannot be utilized to gain new abilities, they can be used to help enhance equipment with new properties.

      

      

      All of that seemed good. I checked my status display

      

      
        E.M.M.A

        Research Airship

        Power core: 400

        Power Usage: 225

        Habitability: 80

        Biomass: 1078

        Building Material: 185

        Research: 5

        Military: 1

        Manufacturing: 0

        Espionage: 0

        Additional Facilities

        Biocomputer - Level 5

        BioReactor - Level 5

        Genetics Lab (Randomizer) - Level 5

        Growth Vats - Level 5

        Medical Bay - Level 5

        Cabins - Level 5

        Processor - Level 6

        

        Powerhungry Status

        Hull: 100%

        Armor: 15%

        Shields: 75%

        Engines: 77%

        Thrusters: 20%

        Main Cannons: 0%

        Side Cannons: 0%

        Sensors: 10%

      

      

      With the ship in better shape we were prepared to face our next challenge. Cutout had given us terms and we had to live up to them. We had a target to hunt.

      The first on our list was Captain Aldo of the Graven. A former smuggler, he had of late made some powerful friends and turned to piracy. His vessel was only a fraction of the size of the Powerhungry, but far faster, more maneuverable and with a high percentage of their power devoted to an array of beam weapons. That would pose a unique challenge given that we still had no operational guns. Still, we'd put together a plan to try to deal with that weakness—we didn't really have a choice unless we wanted a fight with Cutout over breaking our agreement.

      This wasn't the time to even consider that.
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      The Graven was a beautiful little gunship. I'd gotten something of a crash course on piracy during the past week and knew they came in a few different forms.

      There were pirates that had a profile similar to the Powerhungry. Big and slow, and lots of guns and personnel. They could stare down most military battleships and convince even large well-defended traders to quickly surrender their goods. Those kind weren’t often seen.

      More common were mid-size hulls that carried some weaponry, but allowed greater speed than your usual trader. These were fast and capable predators, and the vessel of choice of your average pirate captain.

      Ships like the Graven were another rarity. To pack that much firepower and engine thrust into a small hull was expensive, and they lacked much in the way of cargo capacity. These were elite ships after only the most valuable of cargo.

      Cutout informed us of just such a shipment underway. The cargo was called a stabilizer orb, supposedly much sought-after in the Core—exactly where it was being sold. The trader Gusto was on the way to meet with a Righteous warship to hand it over. It gave any pirates who wanted a shot only a narrow window.

      We were shadowing at the extreme edge of my sensor range. We were not exactly inconspicuous, but smaller vessels didn't tend to have our range.

      The Gusto was accompanied by two light escorts, mercenaries hired for the run. They'd be enough to put off most medium-sized ships and a large vessel wouldn't catch them. The Graven was neither and we began closing in.

      "I hate this plan," Ophelia said. The woman was in a specialized suit designed by Mechos. The plan called for making use of the unique gifts of a few of our party.

      Destroying the Gusto might have been fairly easy. I could teleport my drones anywhere I had active sensors and make powerful bombs out of the spawn of my Power core. A vessel like the Gusto was almost impossible to hit, but I could hit it. I could annihilate that ship if it came down to it.

      I didn't want to. I wanted to study it. Those parts and equipment were a good bit more advanced than what we had and destroying them would have stood in the way of SCIENCE.

      "You hate all plans. It is because you are a terrible person," I said to Ophelia.

      "I like it," Hot Stuff said. The woman was dressed in a flame resistant suit of her own. Her clothes never lasted long, but in this case they didn't need to.

      "You would," Ophelia said.

      They were both sitting in a cargo hold on deck five with their bodies pressed against one of my science drones.

      The moment I'd been waiting for came.

      The Graven engaged the escorts. It was closer to a fair fight than we’d like. While the Graven’s weapons were more powerful, three ships could fill space with a lot of firepower and even the best tactical computer could run out of options.

      I teleported the drone to just outside the Graven's hull with both Hot Stuff and Ophelia grimly hanging on to it, suspended high above the ground as the drone clamped on to the pirate ship.

      Hot Stuff slipped off her glove and her hand blazed brilliantly bright as she plunged it into the armored hull plating.

      The armor was meant to protect against standard weaponry, not a powerful pyrokinetic. Metal sizzled and melted as her arm drove forward burying itself deeper until she was almost up to her shoulder. Then she was pulling back.

      I could tell from my science drone sensors she'd breached the hull. Already repair systems would be working to seal the breach and restore the pressure inside.

      "I really hate this," Ophelia said.

      Hot Stuff moved and rested her hand on Ophelia's shoulder. Ophelia's suit had been specially built to aid conductivity. It was similar to the grinder in some ways, I needed her to be ashes and I needed it to happen quickly.

      The woman didn't even have time to scream before being reduced to her component parts. Hot Stuff released her to slip the glove back on and move the sole of Ophelia's boot to the hull breach. This engaged the air pump built into the suit and forced her ashes in a wave through the hole.

      Then Hot Stuff, the drone, and the empty suit were teleported back into the Powerhungry’s bay.

      This operation was risky, especially for Ophelia, but then if she was going to be the head of a department she would have to get used to pulling the tough assignments.

      It would take time for heal from being completely incinerated, which fit into my plans perfectly. I didn't want to interrupt this heist. This stabilizer orb was another fascinating artifact in need of research. While I had been offline something had fundamentally altered the nature of the world. I'd had records of that prepared but fearing the effect on my personality had never integrated them. With the destruction of the old facility I'd never have the opportunity now.

      The Graven suffered some damage destroying the two escorts but in the end came out triumphant. The cargo was handed over and it made its way quickly away. We couldn't even hope to keep up in the Powerhungry but if all went according to plan I didn't need to. Now it was just a waiting game.

      "We've successfully infiltrated the Graven and it has made its escape. A plan went off well, you can tell that you had nothing to do with it," I said over the comm to Anna.

      "Keep me informed. For now avoid other contacts and lets head to the rendezvous point," Anna said.

      I set course. I shouldn't have to wait that long to know what happened. I'd taken steps to be there and help Ophelia. Never trust a human to get things right on their own.
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      The bit of Biocomputer membrane had been stored in Ophelia's suit in heat-resistant casing. Released only after her incineration to mingle with her ashes.

      When her body began to restore itself, so too did the remote host, I formed it into a shape of a bracelet on her wrist similar to the monitoring cuff.

      It took hours for Ophelia to reconstitute herself. Fortunately our hull breach came through into one of the Graven’s cabins, a non-essential area. The crew weren’t too concerned, and when the breach closed they simply kept the door sealed until they could perform better repairs. That was good, Ophelia wasn't the best at defending herself normally and as a fleshy, growing blob probably worse.

      When her body was finally restored her eyes flicked open. She groaned as she sat up.

      "Worst plan ever," Ophelia said.

      "Please. It isn't as if it was one you thought up," I said through my remote host.

      "Emma?" Ophelia asked.

      "I arranged to come along to do what I could to mitigate your incompetence," I said.

      Ophelia fumbled in the darkness and found the light controls. The cabin lit up. It was except for a bunk.

      "Fantastic. A miserable day gets even worse," Ophelia said, making her way to the wardrobe and opening it. Nothing was inside. "Who doesn't have clothes in their cabin. I am not going to try to take over a ship while I’m naked. I'm not Hot Stuff."

      "Nobody would ever use those words to describe you," I said. "Still, perhaps the sight of your naked body will result in some sort of disorientation and nausea in your foes. I'm fortunate the sensors in this remote are so miserable or I'd be suffering myself."

      "I'm not Anna. I don't have to put up with your crap," Ophelia said, sitting on the bunk and folding her arms. "I'm not stepping outside this cabin into a crew of sky pirates unless I have something to wear."

      For all the grief I gave Anna, I didn't doubt she'd have done it. This was inconvenient. Still, the same basic routine that had let me replicate myself should enable me to fabricate something given a sufficient supply of Biomatter.

      "I'm going to have to dissolve you a bit to do it," I said.

      Ophelia closed her eyes and her jaw clenched. "Really don't like you. Why did you have to screw up and give me this worthless power instead of super speed?"

      As if I had any control of what the Speed crystal had given her. If there was a way to control the gifts granted, I hadn't found it yet.

      "I wonder if I can modify your genetic code to remove your vocal chords? I expect your ability might simply restore them, meaning it really can be an irritating power. We might try one day nonetheless. For now, it is the door or the dissolving. Take your pick," I said.

      "Dissolve," Ophelia said. I could do that. Well, dissolving might be a bit inaccurate for exactly how I tore her body apart. I made it a point to go for her throat first. Screaming would have drawn the wrong sort of attention.

      Hours later Ophelia came to again. It was time enough for the blood drenching the walls to have dried. Unlike last time she now had something to wear, I'd crafted a set of hide and bone armor made from her own flesh, along with a bone sword.

      Ophelia brushed gore off a mirror to study herself. "Barbarian chic. Still hate you. Let’s kill some people."

      I'd taken the time to try to integrate myself with the ship’s systems. There was no Power core involved, and my abilities in this platform were limited.

      The Graven ran with a small crew of only four. One was currently on the bridge, two others were sleeping off their celebration of a successful haul. The fourth was in the cargo hold, perhaps studying their prize.

      I issued a command to open the cabin door. The hallway behind was small and tight-fitting, space really was at a premium on this ship.

      Six cabins lined a central nexus—the ship was designed to carry more crew than it actually did.

      I opened the door to the first cabin. A woman was asleep in her bunk and clutching a bottle. A jagged scar across her eye spoke to past conflicts.

      For all that Ophelia might whine about my plan, she didn't hesitate, driving her sword into the throat of the sleeping woman.

      The crew member barely got out more than a gurgle before going limp. Things went just as smoothly in the second cabin. That left only two members to go. Capturing the bridge was a priority, but I didn't want to risk Ophelia being attacked from behind and directed her to the cargo hold instead.

      As the doors hissed aside it revealed a moderately-sized room empty except for a crate in the center. It was cracked open, a blue glow coming from within.

      I wasn't detecting the crew member any longer—I wasn't detecting him on the ship at all. Which was alarming.

      Ophelia stepped inside.

      There was the sound of shots and she crumpled to the floor. The armor was little use against gunfire and a burst from a rifle hit Ophelia in the legs. A rakish-looking man stepped into view holding the rifle aimed down at her.

      "There you are. I knew we had an intruder. Righteous, I assume, given how you must have come back to life."

      It was a good guess on his part. Wrong.

      "You shot me," Ophelia said, trying to get at her sword. The man shot her in the arm before leaning over to pull the sword free and toss it aside.

      "No. Not Righteous, that isn't Righteous weaponry," the man said. He reached down to grab a hold of Ophelia's arm and dragged her towards the crate. Ophelia screamed. Her vitals were fluctuating wildly, her biological systems going out of control. I could sympathize, I wasn't in good shape myself. I didn't have a head to have a headache, but I was having one.

      "That feeling you’re experiencing is your powers being neutralized. This close to an unshielded stabilizer orb, old rules apply," said the man. He pulled Ophelia up to drag her over the orb and she began to sob. I tried to kill my connection to the remote band, but my systems were sluggish. It was like the effects of the orb were hitting me as well, which they probably were.

      It was going to be embarrassing, but I opened a comm to Anna. "Help me."
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      Anna was working out in the Wolves’ training facility. I could have simply enhanced her strength, but she had been obsessed with the idea of doing something for herself.

      "What's wrong?" Anna said at once, setting down a barbell.

      "Stabilizer orb. Ophelia bleeding out and I'm... woozy. You're very pretty," I said.

      "You have a direct connection on that ship?" Anna asked, and let out a sigh as she began to pace. "Damn it, Emma. This is why you fill me in on the plans."

      "I should totally do that. You're so smart and capable," I said. I really didn't feel well.

      Anna moved to a wall comm and hit it. "Doctor Batavius? I need the dimensional drive up and running now."

      "You also need a love life. Sometimes we never get what we want," Batavius said.

      Doctor Batavius shouldn't be so mean to Anna. Anna didn't deserve that.

      "Doctor Batavius, Emma was foolish enough to tie herself to a remote connection and is now networking with a stabilizer orb. You can give me the dimensional drive in the five minutes it takes me to walk down there, or I can start shooting everyone in Engineering," Anna said.

      There was a pause. "I'll have to cannibalize some existing systems. Do you actually have a plan, if I get it up?" Batavius asked.

      Of course she would. Anna always had a plan.

      [image: ]
* * *

      On the Graven the man who must be Captain Aldo discovered my wrist connector and pulled it from Ophelia's arm.

      "Oh, this is interesting. A completely different core than yours. An upgrader?" Captain Aldo asked. "Now that is valuable.” Aldo put my connector on top of the orb. The pain running through my systems grew even more intense.

      Aldo hit Ophelia in the face with the butt of his rifle, knocking her unconscious, before vanishing for a few minutes and returning with a case and some equipment. Several wires were attached to my remote connector and I felt some sort of interface snap into place with my systems. Even through my fog of confusion I could figure out his intent.

      He was attempting to trace my crystal, he was trying to find the Powerhungry.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Anna meanwhile had made her way down to the Command deck and was using the external interface next to my core. I really should build her some proper interface systems, why was I so thoughtless? I should be a better person.

      "Do I have my drive yet or am I going to start shooting?" Anna asked into the comm.

      "You've got one jump. I'm not going to promise you any more," Batavius said.

      Anna's fingers flew over the keys. Around the Powerhungry space rippled and warped.

      "Wheeeeeeeeee," I said over ship-wide comm as reality tore itself apart. This was fun!

      The Powerhungry rematerialized.

      We were almost brushing hulls with a mid-sized warship. I recognized the design at once. Righteous.

      I wasn't sure why, but my head was beginning to clear.

      Anna tapped a few buttons and frowned. "Doctor, why don't I have shields?"

      "What part of cannibalizing systems did you not understand? Well, let us be honest with ourselves. Probably none of it," Batavius said.

      The Righteous ship was less curious why we didn't have shields. What appeared to be a Scholar warship—the Powerhungry—had materialized right next to it.

      Cannon fire tore into us and the ship shook violently.

      "Emma. Are you with me?" Anna asked.

      "I am, although busy deleting all records of the deeply delusional words I said," I said.

      "Kill your remote connection. We can't stay here," Anna said.

      "I kill that connection, we'll be leaving Ophelia to die."

      "Then we leave her to die," Anna said. "You're more important."

      Anna was right. But I could still try to do something. I quickly generated a clone of my intelligence in the bracelet. I'd vowed I wasn't going to do this, but there was a chance my copy might be able to help Ophelia.

      It also meant I stayed in that connection too long.

      Aboard the Graven, Aldo said triumphantly, "Got you." He hit a comm. "This is Aldo. I've got the location of an upgrade core. I'm guessing it’s an airship. Sending current coordinates and preparing to attack."

      I wanted to see who he was talking to—just the Graven’s bridge, or someone else? But Anna was right. I killed that connection.

      Instantly the remaining fog disappeared from my mind. It felt good to be me. And I detected who Aldo had communicated with—that wasn’t good.

      "They managed to back-trace my connection somehow. We've got ships incoming," I said.

      "We aren't staying," Anna said, and tapped at the keys. Reality started to bend for a moment and then snapped back. On the Engineering deck the dimensional drive exploded, flames roaring out.

      Our armor on the port side was already half-gone and I triggered the thrusters to turn the ship so that our other side might soak some hits.

      "Dimensional drive is offline," I said.

      “Really?” Anna said, then growled into the comm, "Doctor Batavius?"

      "It is on fire. There is nothing more to give. Shoot me if you must," Batavius said.

      "Later. Get me shields," Anna said.

      My remote sensors were picking up several ships just entering range. One of them was the Graven at full burn. I didn't recognize the others, but they all had similar profiles. It was some sort of pirate fleet.

      "Five pirate vessels incoming. One of them is the Graven. For once in your life I guess you're popular," I said.

      "I bring the party with me," Anna said, staring at the displays. "Time until the pirates get here?"

      "Three minutes."

      "Wolfson? I need a strike team for a boarding operation," Anna said.

      "We're already geared up and ready to go your Majesty," Wolfson said.

      "We can't teleport into their vessel," I said.

      "Can you get us overhead? We'll drop the Wolves and Hot Stuff on them from above," Anna said.

      Given the power-dampening effects of the Righteous I wasn't sure how much they could do. Still, I'd learned firsthand the dangers of underestimating Hot Stuff and the Wolves seemed capable warriors. It wasn't as if we had options. At the rate we were taking fire I wasn't sure I could even keep us alive until the pirates showed up to destroy us anyway.
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      The Righteous ship was in better condition than we were. Even with the Powerhungry at full thrusters they were firing their own engines, keeping us from getting above them. I opened the bottom deck ramp and engaged the overdrive, briefly overpowering the system so the Powerhungry could get into position.

      The Wolves and Hot Stuff deployed at once. Hot Stuff led the way bursting into full blaze the moment she left the ramp. The Righteous hull was so heavily armored it took several seconds for her to burn through, then she was dropping from sight and the Wolves were moving in behind her.

      As soon as they were clear I lowered the ship even more, our hull screeching against the Righteous vessel.

      "You're a really terrible driver," Anna said.

      "While I expect you haven't given much thought to preserving your worthless life, I have. They can’t get a good firing solution on us from below. I intend to keep us here as long as possible," I said.

      "I like to be on top too. No need to explain," Anna said, operating a console. "How is your head doing?"

      "Better. Why is it, by the way?" I asked.

      "The Righteous make heavy use of stabilizer orbs in the core, but they also use the power of a Void crystal to selectively counter some of the effects. It’s how their ships stay in the air," Anna said. "I just had to get you in range."

      It was a risky but bold plan she'd come up with in seconds, and for all that it might get everyone killed, it was effective. It was all on my behalf. I didn't need to be under the influence of that orb to recognize that despite her nearly infinite number of faults, Anna made for a good partner. I was lucky to have her.

      "And to my likely death. You're a terrible partner and a worse friend. " I said. "Pirates are ninety seconds out."

      The Righteous ship fired a prolonged burst of their starboard thrusters and flipped their ship. Gravity took its predictable effect and we fell free. The Righteous were already turning and delivered a broadside towards the bottom of the Powerhungry. The ramp was blasted free and most of the Espionage deck exploded into flames.

      Anna was knocked from her feet and I tried to stabilize us. Our thrusters weren't in great shape to start with and we'd been using them a lot. I got a few bursts in before they sparked and died.

      It left us stable, but unable to avoid further fire from the Righteous vessel. Their cannons remained on us for long seconds, but nothing happened.

      "Wolfson here. Weapon control neutralized and we're heading for the bridge," Wolfson called.

      It was an open frequency—I realized it was meant to be. The brilliance of that proved itself a minute later when the pirate vessels came into range. Two began to flank us and rake our hull with fire from energy weapons, but the rest moved to engage the Righteous ship.

      Wolfson had bought us a bit more time to survive. The pirates didn't pack the firepower of the Righteous vessel. However, when you couldn't shoot back, that didn't matter.

      Anna sat on her throne, securing herself in place with a crash belt. She hit the comm. "Doctor Batavius, I'm going to need you to take out one of the ships attacking us."

      "We do not have the supplies to get the guns operational," Batavius said.

      "You're mad scientists with a form who can fly. Figure it out," Anna said, before cutting her off. "Emma. Those bombs. Can you make any?"

      "I'm not an arms factory. I can generate some spawn from the Power core, but we don't have the detonators," I said.

      Anna hit keys again. "Mechos, I need detonators for some bombs. Impress me and I'll forgive your horrible taste in dating partners."

      "Tempting, but I can't. Those are specialized parts and take time," Mechos said.

      I did my best to try to keep us out of the line of fire, but the pirate vessels were far more maneuverable. Our remaining armor was slowly but surely getting stripped away.

      Out of the gaping hole that had once been the Powerhungry’s ramp a swarm of massive bats emerged. They flapped towards the nearest pirate ship and set upon it with what looked to be plasma torches. The ship broke off the attack, wings rocking violently as it tried to dislodge them. That left us taking fire from just the one.

      I didn't think we'd survive ramming it. Our hull was already too compromised and while I'd take a Pyrrhic win if I couldn't get anything better, I wasn't interested in dying.

      "Okay," Anna said. "You're going to have to teleport me over to the hull. I'll figure it out from there."

      "Don't go having delusions of adequacy. That is suicide," I said.

      "We don't have a lot of options left."

      We didn't. Then the Graven arrived, breaking off from an attack on the Righteous ship. It swooped over the top of the other remaining pirate and opened up with all cannons. The beam weapons tore through the weakest section of the pirate's hull. With smoke trailing from the engines it crashed into the jungle below.

      "Think they want the prize all for themselves?" Anna asked, puzzled.

      If they did, they wouldn't have called for reinforcements at all.

      "This is Ophelia. I've taken control of the Graven. How can I assist?" Ophelia called.

      "Thought we'd lost you. We've forces on the Righteous vessel that are going to need an evac," Anna said.

      "Tell them to bring me back some Righteous," I said. Their power-dampening goop had proved to be incredibly useful in the past and I was completely out.

      The Graven maneuvered to land on top of the Righteous ship. Anna barked orders to Wolfson and his team as the Righteous ship started to leak flames and angle towards the ground.

      It took only a few minutes for the Graven to pull away and together we withdrew from the fight. No pirates followed us. We might be a tempting prize, but with the Graven to assist us we were a tempting prize with teeth. The Righteous vessel, on the other hand, was a tempting prize which was defenseless.
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      The Graven docked with us after I diverted some resources into forming a set of basic clamps. It was too valuable a ship to lose, and with it we actually had something approaching some offensive ability. I reconfigured the hull to allow for a hatch and Ophelia slipped through.

      Whatever had happened on that ship had changed her. Her eyes had been a pale green with flecks of brown before. Now they were a deep blue and faintly luminescent. It was a familiar hue, the same shade as the light from the stability orb. In one hand she held the severed head of Captain Aldo, which she tossed to Anna.

      "Severed body parts. You shouldn't have," Anna said, turning the head to study its features. "This our mark?"

      "It is. He was torturing us and there is not much else left of him. We thought you'd appreciate some proof of the kill," Ophelia said.

      "You're talking strangely, and you’ve got some... cosmetic alterations. Do I need to have Emma toss you in quarantine?" Anna asked.

      "We wouldn't recommend it," Ophelia said with a shake of her head. "We are done with quarantines. We are done with grinders. We have brought you your prize and more besides, and now we are going to sleep."

      Ophelia strolled off without another word as Anna stared pointedly at her back, then nodded to one of the Wolf guards accompanying her. "Search and secure the Graven."

      It took them about half an hour. There wasn't much else left of the Captain, Ophelia had torn him apart. The fourth crew member was dead too. There was no sign of the stability orb. The crate was empty.

      While they searched the ship I'd been scanning Ophelia’s biology. Her metabolism was even more altered now, faster than it had been. Her powers had gotten a boost, and interwoven with her system was a biocomputer link that looked an awful lot like me. If I were going to form a theory, it would be that somehow she had merged with the duplicate of myself and the stability orb.

      Anna was less than pleased.

      "I told you to leave her to die. Not to leave her with a miniaturized you," Anna said.

      "If I hadn't, she wouldn't have taken the Graven and we likely wouldn't have survived the encounter. While I realize that you wish everyone to sink to your level of failure, some of us inevitably succeed," I said.

      "This isn't a win, Emma. The Cataclysm brought a lot of new things to Earth and almost without exception they are bad. I've seen a lot and read the records of those who have seen a lot more, and I’ve never read of anything like the way Ophelia has changed. How do you think it happened?" Anna asked with a frown and shake of her head.

      "When I left her, Ophelia was dying. She’d been shot multiple times and her healing was neutralized by the orb. If my duplicate was affected by the orb—as I was—it probably found Ophelia a wonderful person deserving of life and worth anything to save. You know the kind things I said about you, my logic was seriously compromised," I said. Just talking about how that orb had made me feel, I wanted to format my whole system.

      "What could it have done?" Anna asked.

      That was where I didn't have an answer. I hadn't seen any way out of that situation—and my clone shouldn't have been capable of brilliance greater than my own.

      "I don't know. Do you want me to throw her into a containment cell?" I asked.

      I really wanted to run some experiments.

      "No, this crew is still getting used to me and to us. We aren't going to reward overwhelming success with imprisonment. Whatever she is now, we'll work with her."

      I was disappointed, but it wasn't illogical. The complexities of crew morale were... well, complicated. In an ideal universe all would be resolved by the correct provision of cookies, but I'd already seen reality could be more difficult. I really would need to discover more cookie recipes, or perhaps the original theory needed refinement.

      "I'll keep watch on her. It can't be any more unpleasant than keeping my sensors on you," I said.

      "Good. Can you configure a proper hanger for the Graven?" Anna asked.

      I couldn't create space out of nothing. Still, between the original Mist attack and battles since, the Wolves were down in some numbers. Downsizing their cabin space and equipment stores gave me some room on that deck.

      "I can. Although it will mean decreasing the maximum number of Wolves we can support," I said. "Hardly a sacrifice. They pee on the floor nearly as much as you do."

      "I don't do that anymore," Anna said primly. "And only ever did, because someone failed to build the proper facilities. Speaking of which, how are things on the backend? Can we support an increase in crew size?"

      "We can. Due to some past choices I made, we actually have a surplus of food in spite of your appetite. Our limiting factor is cabin space, but with existing capacity we could hold another forty crew," I said.

      "I'll give the departments leave to recruit when we get back to port," Anna said.

      More humans, or some variation thereof. I'd never thought I would have quite so many of them to put up with.

      On the plus side, with the capture of the Graven there were lots of new systems to research. The cannons on Scholar ships were massive, they had to be, but with those on the Graven being considerably more compact I had hopes they could shed light on some sort of portable beam weaponry. The acid guns were functional, but little use against something like energy shields.

      We had a slow journey back to Reevesport. While the engines hadn't taken much damage pretty much every other system was barely functional. I didn't feel the need to mask our damage this time, we weren't defenseless.
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      "I thought you'd be competent enough not to destroy your ship with a simple job."

      That was Cutout and he wasn't happy. We'd docked without incident, but upon receiving our updated list of supplies needed for repairs Anna was busy getting chewed out.

      "With all these well-connected targets you want to shake up, what do you expect? We shook things up," Anna said. She had gone along with a Wolf and my human drone Candice to meet with Cutout at a local bar. The place looked as seedy as he did.

      "Yes. Thank you for giving a Righteous warship to the Descari Cartel, that helps my position out considerably," Cutout said, dripping with sarcasm.

      "It isn't usable. At best they’re getting salvage out of it and for that, instead of losing one ship, they've lost three. You should be giving us a bonus," Anna said.

      Cutout grunted at that. "They got a good look at you, if as you carrying around the Graven wasn't clue enough. They'll be coming for you."

      "Then I guess you'd better give us our supplies so you can still get some use out of us while you can," Anna said.

      "Screw up again, little Queen, and I'll show you I'm a man to be feared," Cutout said, and he flickered out of existence.

      Anna stared at his empty chair for several moments before saying. "Make sure we have a testing cell arranged for him."

      At the ship we were starting to receive supplies. They weren't what I hoped for. There was enough for us to get the hull back in good order and repair the thrusters, but some of the specialized compounds to repair our main guns were lacking. So were the requested compounds so we could fix the dimensional drive.

      "He's shorting us on our supplies again. It looks like he wants to keep us here and relatively helpless," I said.

      Anna drummed her fingers on the tabletop. "He mentioned the Descari Cartel. I don't know them. Have you picked up anything about them from any broadcasts?"

      "They're important locally. For a leadership structure, they've oddly enough chosen not to go with the beggar Queen model. The city is run by the head of five powerful interests. They're one of them," I said.

      "I may come from nothing, but I don't beg," Anna said, folding her arms. "What do you think the odds are our other two targets have links to seats on this council?"

      It would make sense if Cutout were trying to rile them up. Humans were always looking for an excuse to turn on each other.

      "I'd say that is likely. Why?" I asked.

      "Change of plans. We don't need three powerful enemies, and if Cutout is looking like he is going to betray us we need to betray him first. Have Mechos and Ophelia look into the Descari Cartel, especially their resources. We need to get the rest of your systems operational," Anna said.

      "You want to rob them blind. You're right, you're a thief, not a beggar," I said.

      "I never claimed to be anything else," Anna said with a thin smile.

      "While we're being larcenous, I've identified a few Powered individuals in the city."

      "Abduction or murder isn't actually larceny," Anna said.

      Technical accuracy was the best sort. How very infuriating.

      "Oh, look. The girl who never had a date studied the dictionary during all her lonely nights. Being a grammarian will surely drive the boys wild.” I changed the subject. We'd been focusing quite enough on the things the humans needed and not enough on me. If I wasn't going to get to study Ophelia, I needed something else. “I want test subjects."

      "Fine. Find us some targets. We need to make sure you can actually, successfully hold targets in the airship anyways," Anna said.

      "I've got one in mind. Goes by the name of Lotus."

      "Sounds like a stripper. Don't tell me she goes around naked and covered in vines?"

      "This isn't your fantasy life. Lotus makes plants grow exceptionally quickly and far healthier than usual," I said.

      Anna said wryly, "Take away the plants and it sounds like a fantasy life to me. Really, that has to be the lamest ability ever. You're hoping to use it with the plants you've gotten from the jungle?"

      That was exactly what I had in mind. With my defenses and systems increasingly integrating biological components, and with some of those botanical, it made sense to be able to enhance them.

      "Exactly. I didn't think we'd be able to get at Lotus, but if your endless bloodlust and bestial savagery wants to go to war with the Descari Cartel anyways, then for once your flaws can work to our advantage," I said.

      "Wait? They have Lotus? Why?" Anna asked.

      "Drugs. They have a rather extensive operation for growing and refining them. Unlike you, thievery is actually something of a sideline for them. Their major income comes from pharmaceuticals," I said.

      Anna gave a smile that looked suddenly feral. "Perfect. You'll get her. If we can hit them where it hurts, it won't just weaken their ability to strike at us. It’s going to force them to divert their security to those assets."

      Anna did have something of a gift when it came to crime. I wasn't certain this was entirely Queenly but then, I was her partner and not her subject. It suited my ends well.

      "The others are recruiting. I hope you don't mind, but I enhanced Hot Stuff a bit so she'll be a bit less fatal to her partners," I said.

      Anna frowned. "What kind of percentages was she running?"

      "Around fifteen percent survived," I said.

      "Worst lay ever," Anna said. Hot Stuff's particular ability was passed on via sexual contact.

      "I'm sure if you had any former partners they'd disagree."

      "What is up to, and how?" Anna asked.

      "Sixty-five percent. I harvested some hyper-aggressive viruses from Ophelia's system and adapted them," I said.

      "How do the rest of the crew transfer their conditions into the recruits?" Anna asked.

      "Mechos makes more Mechanites by implanting a mechanical control engine at the base of their spine. Doctor Batavius can make more of her kind with a bite. The Rats and the Wolves both seem to utilize scratches. We haven't figured out Ophelia yet," I said.

      "Not by way of her blood or I'd have been infected," Anna said.

      "Possibly. Now that I've already given you the weakened version of her ability, you should be protected from it," I said.

      Anna pushed herself up from the table. "Good talk. Get me a location on Lotus and those supplies. We need to be ready for a fight."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      "Every step of an operation like this should be planned out in advance," Baron Wolfson said. I'd rushed repairs to the hull, but otherwise not been able to do much but load supplies before we were pulling away from the dock again on our mission to capture Lotus.

      The Descari Cartel kept their operations in the jungle a few miles from the city. While the wildlife made this exceptionally hazardous, the beam weapons they had placed on top of a large dome helped to discourage the animals from becoming too much of an issue. It also made things tough for executing any sort of assault.

      "I'm a fan of quick plans. If we think too much it rarely turns out okay," Anna said, looking out at the dome. We were hovering perhaps a half mile away.

      Doctor Batavius, Candice, Anna, Ophelia, Mechos, Ratticus the leader of the Rats and Baron Wolfson had gathered to discuss plans.

      "That is because you're a terrible leader," I said.

      "You shouldn't let her talk to you that way," Wolfson said.

      Ratticus said, "Indeed! You are a brilliant leader and an endless source of delight and bliss to your humble subjects who praise your gentle and caring nature and lack of destructive instincts."

      Wolfson growled deep in his throat and the Rat moved to hide behind Anna.

      "Emma and I have an understanding. If anyone else tries it, we'll have words. I need solutions on this assault and not advice on dealing with my partner," Anna said.

      "We can assault with the Graven. A maneuverable weapons platform is superior to a fixed one," Ophelia said.

      "Spoken like someone whose only understanding of the science of things is from being a science experiment herself. Those cannons hold a lot more charge than those on the Graven and if they deal with the wildlife, we know they must have a wide range of fire," Batavius said.

      "Can we teleport?" Anna asked.

      "They're shielded against sensors to some distance out from the dome," I said.

      "Not close enough," Anna said. "Can we get Hot Stuff close?"

      "If they were projectile cannons they wouldn't be able to hurt her. Beam weaponry of that intensity might be able to overload her system at best—and slice her in half at worse," I said.

      "Can we soak the hits for her or the Graven, and get close?" Anna asked.

      That was a more challenging question to answer.

      "Shields are operational and they add a lot to our defensive power, but without the ability to get a proper scan of their weaponry we just don't know what kind of force they can throw at us," Batavius said.

      Anna took a deep breath and let it out slowly, "Fine. Let’s do this differently. I'm not going to keep throwing out ideas and getting shot down. Someone give me a solution that might work in the next thirty seconds or I start really shooting."

      "I'd think you would be accustomed to being shot down," I said.

      "Not now, Emma," Anna said, staring at the crew.

      "Oh, she of most destructive and splendorous beauty whose presence makes the heavens quake and rain down magnificent showers of happiness. If we but move fast enough our defenses need not be as strong," said Ratticus, wringing his hands.

      "If you would like me to eat him, it would be my pleasure," Wolfson said.

      "I make a better engineer than spy," Mechos said.

      "We are happy to run Espionage alone," Ophelia said.

      "We don't eat people with good ideas. Is he right?" Anna asked.

      "If we give ourselves time to build up some velocity, and I overdrive the engines and thrusters for the last stretch, we can minimize their firing time enormously even factoring in your weight," I said.

      "It won't matter if we can't take out those guns quickly," Batavius said.

      "Did you ever build more detonators as I ordered?" Anna asked Mechos.

      "I've got three," Mechos nodded.

      "Those bombs brought down airships. Can they take down those guns?"

      I wished I had a proper scan of the guns. Precise targeting helped a lot when dealing with destruction like this.

      "Whether they alone suffice or not, we can assist in the Graven," Ophelia said.

      "Wolfson, prepare your teams for an assault. Bringing out Lotus alive is the primary mission with a secondary goal of destroying personnel and equipment in the facility. Batavius and Ratticus, have teams on all decks. They'll be especially likely to target our shield systems or the engines," Anna said.

      "I also want samples," I said.

      "All right, and samples of anything and everything that looks interesting for Emma. I'll be along with the ground team. Questions?" Anna asked.

      "No question, but a comment. The ground team is not the place for you," Wolfson said.

      Anna gave him a steely look. "Not the time or place for this argument, Baron."

      Wolfson shook his head. "With respect, it is. Whether you are Queen or Captain or Leader of the Pack, your place is on this ship."

      "The old Wolf has a point," Batavius said.

      "The old Wolf will learn to do as he is told, but I'll listen to his advice this time. The plan does have a lot of moving pieces that could go wrong. Emma, I want a proper tactical station built for me on the bridge," Anna said.

      I'd actually already been working on the plans for just such a thing. More than once now I'd lost my senses in one way or another and had to have Anna salvage the situation. Although I hated the idea of her having full command, access to my core routines and control systems was as sensible as it was intolerable.

      "I suppose, if it keeps you out of the way of anything important. I'll fabricate that at once," I said.

      "Very well then, people. We execute in fifteen," Anna said.

      Anna hated to waste time.
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      I readied the three bombs for delivery and got us in position for our run. Doctor Batavius and her team made some tweaks to the shields so that they'd rotate their strongest section as we drew close. Given the initial limited angles they could hit us from, it should give us a little extra defense where it counts.

      Ophelia took her position in the Graven and I released the clamps so she could take off. We'd be able to gain a bit more speed without dragging the other ship along.

      I started with a long circuit to get our engines up to full speed before I turned towards the complex and engaged the overdrive. It was fast enough that the ship became to tremble, and when the thrusters were added we shook violently.

      The cannons on the dome glowed blue and a beam struck our shields.

      "Sabotage"

      The words echoed inside my mind like a demand needing to be obeyed. I couldn’t disobey and I found myself angling the ship down towards the jungle. It lasted only a moment and just as I was starting to change our trajectory another blast hit us.

      "Sabotage"

      A Command core, it had to be a Command core. I'd encountered one with the Commander, and Lady Sylax also had some abilities granted by one. This was different, but similar. I blew out several non-vital systems when the compulsion to obey was the strongest and I had to do something, and as soon as I felt the pull weaken again, I activated a teleport.

      I had been holding the remains of the Righteous in a sort of makeshift Grinder. They would reincarnate daily and need to be killed again to become "goop" that retained their power suppression abilities. Anna had used it to protect me from a Command core before by using some shielding incorporating it.

      This time, I didn't have time for the subtlety, so I simply bathed myself in it.

      "Sabotage"

      The beams struck our shields again, but my willpower stayed intact. It was then that a large section of the Military deck blew itself apart. Candice. I'd had my drones and the bombs scattered about the ship on every deck except Engineering to minimize the risk of just such an occurrence until it was time to teleport them below. I might be protected from the compulsion, but the mind of my human drones weren't and Candice had detonated one of the devices.

      I took manual control of the others and teleported them and the bombs to the guns below. Explosions shook the dome. The entire Powerhungry crew was affected by the compulsion rippling through them. The repair teams were tearing the ship apart and the strike team waiting their moment on the Espionage deck were shooting every system they could, a situation made even worse by the fact that they had Hot Stuff with them.

      Shutdown procedures were initiating—Anna and her console. She was trying to neutralize me and destroy the ship. I teleported her into a containment cell on the Research deck and sealed her in.

      I engaged the vacuum pumps on every deck but Espionage. The crew couldn't last long without oxygen before passing out. On Espionage I altered the pressure and opened the ramp. The compulsion had already made me angle the ship lower and I used that to my advantage. The strike teams and a repair crew were sucked out, their bodies tumbling out to crash hard against the dome’s surface.

      Most of them should have survived that, and I hoped that some distance between them and the impact of the blast would weaken the effect of the compulsion. If not, they were free to sabotage the dome all they wished.

      "What is happening, Powerhungry? We are reading multiple hull breaches," Ophelia said, hailing us from the Graven.

      "Compulsion blasts of some sort. Your brain may be too underdeveloped to be at risk. But avoid their fire anyway and take out those guns," I said.

      "On it," Ophelia said, and the Graven opened fire.

      At least that was one part of the plan going right.

      "Suicide"

      Another blast hit us. But I was protected and the crew was unconscious. This message was different than the last. An intended finishing blow perhaps with our ship already in distress.

      A woman who looked to be sculpted out of some sort of liquid metal was emerging from a hatch on the dome below. A whip of metal extended from her wrist and flicked against one of the Wolves, sending him flying off into the jungle.

      Another individual with a Power core. I'd thought Lotus was the only one Powered and without the ability to scan inside, I hadn't been able to detect any others.

      The Graven took a direct hit from one of the cannons. In response its attacks slowed for twenty seconds before resuming. Was Ophelia resistant as well?

      "Are you still with us, Graven? Was my analysis of your tiny brain accurate?" I asked.

      The Graven replied, "This is Amy. Hi sis. Ophelia is actually super-smart, but she's kind of compromised so I took over."

      At first, none of that seemed to make any sense except for Ophelia being compromised. Then, this sudden stranger being my “sister” did imply some sort of relation to me—and that likely meant I was speaking to the clone of my consciousness. Why the name Amy, though? Friendly tone and incredibly helpful meant she was still influenced by the stabilizer core and probably viewed herself as my opposite.

      Or maybe my backwards, if there was such a thing. So A.M.M.E.

      It was good to be smart.

      "So our entire offensive is now in the hands of a poorly programmed copy. We need to take out whatever they are using to jam our sensors," I said.

      "Oh! So you can engage teleportation within the dome perimeter. You're so smart, sis! And we already have sensor data of the blockage from multiple ships and angles within the field to narrow a position. And... got it! I'll have it down in no time," Amme said.

      Already I hated her.

      The Graven shifted fire to a particular batch of antenna on the dome.

      My sensors were started to clear.

      I really hated her.

      There were no less than four Powered in the dome below. One in weapons control, that must be the Command core. The woman on the roof, core type unknown. One was in what seemed to be a shipping center and the other was in an agricultural section.

      That must be Lotus. I wanted all the test subjects I could get, but the plan had already gone completely awry.

      I was getting new blips on my sensors. Three ships were incoming.
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      Anna was the one member of the crew aboard the ship still conscious. In the testing cell I hadn't evacuated the oxygen because the shielding there also served as a dampener against abilities. I opened a comm.

      "Have you stopped drooling on the floor? Although as bodily fluids go I suppose it something of an improvement," I said.

      "I'm sane. Get me out of this cage," Anna said.

      Sane was probably stretching the point, but she didn't seem to be trying to kill herself any more or destroy the ship. I locked down the most dangerous bits of her console just to be safe before teleporting her back to the bridge.

      "I had to render the crew unconscious to prevent them from destroying the ship. They're much more pleasant now. Most of the ground team is down and under Powered assault. There are four Powered below including our target and we've got attack ships incoming," I said.

      "Shit," Anna said, displaying the eloquence I'd come to expect from her. Her fingers were already starting to fly over the keys as she pulled up my sensor data. "Start teleporting the wounded strike team members back aboard. Have the Graven play defense with those ships. Put me near Lotus with a knife and a bag of the nastiest seeds you've got."

      I had to almost admire how Anna was at her best in a crisis. Almost. Perhaps if the bar were set higher the rest of the time...?

      I teleported her below with a combat knife and a satchel filled with Pistonweed and Sparkseed seeds. I didn't know exactly what she had planned, but I had to trust that she could handle her part of things.

      "Amme, we have three ships incoming. That ship you are in has some utility, don't get destroyed," I called.

      "We are back to ourselves. We will handle the ship," Ophelia said in a near-monotone.

      It was striking how different the unified personality was from either Amme or Ophelia. It made me think that neither of them was actually in control. The dominant part of both personalities had to be the stabilizer orb itself. A problem for another time.

      I restored a normal supply of oxygen throughout the ship. It would take some time for the crew to begin to recover. That was fine in most cases, but I needed a few key personnel. I teleported Doctor Batavius and Mechos to the Medbay and dosed them with stimulants.

      "I loathe Command cores," Batavius said, sitting up with a groan.

      "They are always a problem for those too dim-witted to deal with them," I said.

      The nearby bunks began to fill with wounded Wolves as I teleported them in.

      "You didn't wake us up so we could bask in your personality. You don't have one. What do you want?" Batavius said.

      "We have Powered threats down below. You're the only lackluster Powered I have left. Get me a prisoner or a core," I said, before teleporting them away.

      I doused Mechos with Righteous goop before teleporting him to where I suspected was the Command core. Batavius, I teleported to the manufacturing center.

      "You have Powered threats and you aren't sending your best fighter, you daft machine," said Baron Wolfson. He'd come up in the most recent teleport. Medical diagnostics showed multiple broken bones and he was missing his right arm.

      "I see you're one of those dogs that barks loudly, but comes out the loser in any real fight it finds," I said, and shot him full of tranquilizers—he was of no use to me.

      The Graven had made it to the other ships. Ophelia was fighting a brilliant battle, for every two shots she landed they were only landing one. Sadly there were three of them. That math wouldn't work out in the end.

      This battle had so many moving parts it was hard to keep track of them all.

      Registering a flicker in one of the Power cores below I did a fresh scan. The whip woman was down, by Hot Stuff's hand it looked like. Her crystal didn't linger, Hot Stuff's matrix soaked it up almost at once. That wasn't ideal—I wanted any crystal for myself.

      Still, it could work out. I teleported Hot Stuff up to the research cell. The woman looked as bad as I'd ever seen her, her body covered in whip marks. She was a bruised and bleeding mess.

      "I can't teleport you to Medbay with the others. Do try not to gobble up the power crystal in the meantime," I said.

      "Couldn't help it. When you're the hottest woman alive things want to be inside you," Hot Stuff said and paused. "That came out weird, but on second thought I'm sticking with it. Did you see me? I burned."

      That she did.

      
        Research Project

        "Hot Stuff"

        Hot Stuff is the subject of previous research and burns with intense heat granted to her by a fire core. More recently she has absorbed a Metal core. The manifestations of this are still unknown. Testing can reveal both the nature of her new abilities as well as acquiring a lesser variant.

        Research will take two weeks

      

      

      It was going to take her some time to heal anyways. I began the project and manifested her several heaping plates of cookies. You had to properly reward your test subjects for providing excellent service.

      I didn't have any access to camera feeds from the facility, but sensors told me Doctor Batavius' life signs were fading. I teleported her to Medbay. Her internal organs were trashed, almost nothing was where it was supposed to be. People may not be a fan of my vivisections, but at least I put people back together again properly. I moved her into surgery.

      A massive electromagnetic pulse from below caused my electrical systems to flicker. Massive spikes of electricity were radiating off the dome below.

      I didn't know what had happened, but that wasn't a fit environment for anyone to survive.
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      I brought Mechos and Anna back to the ship. They both looked to have had two completely different experiences. Mechos was naked, unconscious, and appeared to have recently had intercourse. Just what did people see in the man? I found him a serviceable repairman and little else. The Command core must have overpowered the Righteous dampening effect in close proximity. That was valuable knowledge.

      Anna was having a heart attack. Her non-power enhanced system had been sent into convulsions by the electricity. I brought her straight into the Medbay. In the facility she wouldn't die, but she would remain in a great deal of pain.

      Most of her body had abrasions of some sort and her clothes were stained dark with blood—hers, according to scans. The satchel she'd taken was over one shoulder. It was empty of seeds and instead contained a power crystal glowing with a faint green light.

      Anna was in no state to answer questions, but given the missing seeds I could speculate that what happened to the complex below involved the sparkseeds. Anna must have found a way to force Lotus to accelerate their growth.

      I could apply the core and get more information later. For now, we still had ships closing in.

      The Graven managed to destroy one of the enemy ships but had taken heavy damage in the process. Those ships moved fast, too fast to make fleeing a possibility. In terms of Powered personnel I had only Ratticus left. That would have to do. I dosed him and the other Rats with stimulants and soon they were stirring from their slumber.

      "Don't kill us most courteous and polite mechanical overlord! We did not mean to damage your glorious hull!" Ratticus said, sitting up in a panic.

      "I admire how many hours must have been spent fine-tuning your squeaking to be the most irritating sound audio sensors could endure. We have two vessels incoming. The rest of the crew are down. We either need our own guns working or those on the dome repaired. The dome will be difficult, the facility is currently under an electrical overload," I said.

      "Oh shining digital champion of all that is merciful and decent! We are not bothered by electricity," Ratticus said.

      Really? I suppose that made a certain amount of sense given all of the components that they had to scurry about. Still, I felt foolish for not realizing sooner—and I would have thrown Ratticus into a testing chamber too. Well, it could wait until this was done, provided he survived.

      I teleported the Rats down to the guns of the complex. The electrical overload should have neutralized the owner of that Command core.

      "Graven? Your inability to evade shots has damaged you quite enough. Return to the ship, you're in no shape to continue this fight," I said over the comm.

      "We acknowledge options are limited. You have a plan?" Ophelia said, in that disinterested tone of hers.

      "Somebody has to," I said.

      The Graven focused on evasion as it returned to the Powerhungry, letting loose a burst of fire only when one of the other ships had a good firing solution on it.

      I was steering the Powerhungry to make sure it and the airships following would have to pass over the dome. They wouldn't be expecting fire from a friendly target. If the Rats actually were good for something, this would catch them unawares.

      When the Graven made it to the Powerhungry and docked, it was suddenly more vulnerable. I engaged the docking clamps and kicked in the thrusters to present the attackers with our least damaged stretch of hull. Beam weapons sliced the armor.

      No fire was coming from below. Only seconds were left before I'd have to consider other options. I knew I could survive without my Biocore providing power, although most of the ship’s systems including engines would go down.

      I was saved further thought along those lines when the cannons finally opened up. A massive spark of electricity discharged from the complex to strike one of the attacking ships and send it tumbling from the sky to crash into the jungle.

      The other vessel broke off at once—this was suddenly a fight it wanted no part of. The dome guns fired again with another spark that this time struck the engine of the ship resulting in a massive fireball that filled the air with debris.

      Whereas moments before survival had seemed questionable, abruptly we were the only thing left moving on the battlefield.

      "We are ready to return to your sparkly and glowingly benevolent, if overly organic, presence," Ratticus called.

      I wasn't detecting any more ships incoming. I didn't doubt that eventually more would be sent, but with everything including their response force having gone silent I didn't think they'd be rushing here. They would be playing it cautious.

      I told Ratticus, "I know I praised your designer before. But I have rethought that and decided you'd have been much more useful without vocal chords at all. Strip the complex of everything that you can first. I want the wrecks scavenged as well."

      I killed the comm. I was sure they'd have objections, but I didn't care.

      If Anna was right, Cutout was planning to betray us. Even if he wasn’t, I doubted he'd provide supplies for us to repair damage we'd suffered on a side mission.
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      I continued to prioritize scavenging before any repairs. The engines were still in decent shape, which meant that most of our maintenance could be done in the air. We could undertake that once we were safe—an opportunity to get these resources wouldn’t come again soon.

      While the Rats went about their tasks I took the opportunity to absorb the core that Anna acquired from Lotus.

      You have claimed a Flora Core

      You have unlocked the ability of BioArmor. By adapting the basic principles that Cellulose serves in plants you are now able to create armored shells for yourself and your creations making them much more durable against physical harm.

      

      That wasn't at all what I'd wanted out of the core. The carnage in the dome showed the immense destructive capabilities of plant control. Of course, the sheer damage both the ship and crew had just taken also showed the benefits of utilizing those capabilities in some defense.

      

      
        You have an unspent core point

        

        Your options are

        Research 6

        Research 6 will allow you to build a translation facility. Often upgrades and improvements are specific to certain core types or paradigmatic principles. With this you can undertake conversion of that knowledge into a form usable by your own systems.

        Military 2

        Military 2 will allow you to control a greater number of defense drones. There is power in numbers. In addition defensive systems all acquire a minor upgrade.

        Engineering 1

        Engineering 1 will allow the production of automated minions. They are capable of autonomous ship repair and will halve all build and production times for new facilities.

        Command 1

        Command 1 will allow status warnings. Currently you receive no notification when an individual component is in distress. With this upgrade you will receive alerts with the issue, severity, and suggested fixes.

        Espionage 1

        Espionage 1 will allow you to control a reconnaissance drone. This unit is capable of stealth and will allow visual and audio surveillance.

      

      

      As always Research was going to be my first temptation. We still had the tomes from Sylax's magical library on board. In their current state they were useless to me, but eventually somehow I hoped to begin unlocking the potential of whatever research she had stored upon this vessel.

      I had to consider other options. The recent battle had impressed on me that even with my multitasking it was easy to get distracted in difficult situations. Command 1 would offer a way to relieve that, and that choice seemed likely to offer a lot of useful upgrades going forward.

      The lack of ship weaponry continued to be an issue. If I had focused more time upgrading my own military capabilities they might not be necessary since an army of well-equipped combat drones would serve as ship defense.

      Then there was Engineering. Even back at the ground base I'd repeatedly put off production capabilities despite that upgrades became more time-intensive to construct. Recently, with the entire crew neutralized, I had very few capabilities for self-repair of critical systems.

      As much as I wanted that Research upgrade I had to do the intelligent thing here. I'd been delaying some of the basics too long and it was hurting me. I invested the point into Engineering.

      A new repair drone materialized on each deck. I set them to fixing the hull and begin the process of installing BioArmor in place of the existing plating.

      That done, I could turn my attention at last to SCIENCE.

      The salvage material the Rats were bringing up was already showing some interesting possibilities. I started with those.

      Research

      "Sonic Beam Cannons"

      These fixed position cannons use beam weaponry to carry a Powered voice and resonate it through ships. Later modification allowed them to use similar beams to discharge large quantities of electricity. Research could result in either standard beam weaponry or in beam weaponry capable of carrying other powers to a target.

      This project will take one week to research.

      

      Of all the members of the crew we'd inherited, Ratticus had managed to impress me the most in the battle. Although the man—if he ever bothered to manifest as a man— managed to be a level of irritating that even Anna could only aspire to, he'd proved capable of both quick thinking and in delivering results. I'd already teleported a large supply of cookies down to the dome for the Rats to enjoy while they worked.

      Research

      "Growth Lights"

      These lights were in use in a hydroponics facility to accelerate plant life by application of abilities inherited from a Flora core. With the death of that core's inheritor the abilities are fading, but traces still remain for research.

      This project will take one week to research.

      

      The combination of powers and technology discovered below were interesting and unexpected. To date the only ones I'd encountered able to do that possessed upgrade cores. We hadn't encountered anyone with one in the dome, but the presence of this technology suggested that they must have one. If they did, I very much wanted it—the upgrade core was the most central to my abilities and I suspected acquiring another would enhance what I could do more effectively than any other core I'd absorbed to date. I'd studied the abilities of Mechos, but that wasn't quite the same thing.

      

      Research Project

      "Plant Samples"

      You have samples from five different plant species that were being grown in bulk in the captured hydroponics facility. Potential of these samples is unknown and study will take some time.

      This project will take three weeks to research.

      

      Recreational or medicinal drugs most likely. I was curious to see what came of these.

      In addition to those projects there were two others too long ignored. Ratticus may have impressed me, others had not.

      

      Research Project

      "Baron Wolfson"

      Baron Wolfson is imbued with the properties of a Fauna Core. In addition he has undergone extensive modification by an Upgrade Core. Research will unlock a lesser version of his Fauna core ability and may unlock versions of some upgrades that have been applied to him.

      This project will take two weeks to research.

      

      Research Project

      "Doctor Batavius"

      Doctor Batavius is imbued with the properties of a Vision Core. In addition she has undergone extensive modification by an Upgrade Core. Research will unlock a lesser version of her Vision core ability and may unlock versions of some upgrades that have been applied to her.

      This project will take two weeks to research.

      

      I quickly produced a testing bracelet and beamed it down to the surface for Ratticus with instructions to put it on. I soon got his project beginning as well.

      

      Research

      "Ratticus"

      Ratticus is imbued the properties of an Energy Core. In addition he has undergone extensive modification by an Upgrade Core. Research will unlock a lesser version of his Energy core ability and may unlock versions of some upgrades that have been applied to him.

      This project will take three weeks to research.

      

      That was intriguing. With the ability to transform into animals I'd assumed that all department heads were of a single core type. It seemed that was not the case. If Anna were awake I doubted she would approve of me locking her department heads in research cells for the next two weeks. Fortunately, Anna needed to be kept sedated while she healed from her injuries. With her accelerated healing it wouldn't be two weeks, but it would at least provide some time undisturbed.
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      "You shouldn't imprison my department heads without consulting me," Anna said. It had taken three days to get back on her feet.

      In that time the Rats had managed to scavenge almost everything they could from the devastated dome and our cargo hold was filled with supplies. We suffered no further attacks, although twice in that time a ship appeared at the far extreme of sensor range before withdrawing. We were being monitored, but they weren't pushing a fight.

      "Our department heads, if I am being generous. You were busy convulsing wildly. I find it fascinating how your I’m being electrocuted face is almost identical to your flirting face," I said.

      "It isn't and they are. Fortunately I'm in good spirits, staying to scavenge supplies was the right call," Anna said.

      "You'd be amazed how smoothly this ships functions when you nearly die."

      "We need them, Emma, and we need their people," Anna said.

      "I will confess that Doctor Batavius isn't completely incompetent. Baron Wolfson is," I said.

      "He bent the knee to me when it was the smart thing to do. That matters," Anna said.

      "It matters, if your idea of a good military commander is one who surrenders at the first convenient moment, and that’s what he did confronted by you. While it may have served you well at the time, it doesn't now," I said.

      Anna gave a wry smile and grunted. She was walking the ship. I'd respawned both Candice and Diana after their deaths and was using Diana to accompany her today.

      "It doesn't change the fact that we need his Wolves," Anna said.

      "The little dogs are no more impressive than the big one. I'd recommend we let Hot Stuff replace him, when I let her out of testing," I said.

      Anna paused to stare thoughtfully at the wall. "She's our best killer. That doesn't make her a good commander or a good leader."

      "Her band was loyal to her. Of all the test subjects we acquired, she perhaps gave us the most trouble."

      "I'm not prepared to fully pull that trigger quite yet. We'll give Hot Stuff her own strike team and see what she does with it," Anna said.

      It was an acceptable compromise. At least then we'd have someone capable of carrying out offensive operations.

      "I'd also like to apply some upgrades on you. I've got a new BioArmor enhancement and we've the points put away to improve a few more of your stats. With heavy point usage you might become average," I said.

      "Have you tried out BioArmor on a human subject yet?" Anna asked.

      As if I wasn’t going to apply such a useful upgrade to my human drones. I held up Candice's hand and triggered the effect. A glove formed around it made of greyish hide, I released the affect a moment later returning to normal flesh.

      "It can be triggered and released at will," I said.

      "Good. I was concerned of some sort of permanent disfigurement," Anna said.

      "As if anyone would notice. Still, no. It does have a duration both in time and in how much damage it can take. Then it needs to regenerate for an hour before being deployed again," I said.

      "Clothes?" Anna asked.

      I triggered the full effect for Diana. It clad her head to foot in the tight-fitting, thick skin. I released the Bioarmor.

      Anna stared for a moment. "Well, that is unfortunate."

      "It does consume clothing. Everything you’re wearing is gone when the affect ends," I admitted.

      "Something of a drawback on a battlefield. Still, as emergency backup it’s good to have. Go ahead and add it, but no Fire Matrix upgrade. Hot Stuff's fashion problems are not ones I need," Anna said.

      I pulled up her sheet to make the changes.

      

      
        Anna

        Age: 23

        Height: 127.7 cm

        Weight: 64.6 kg

        

        Physical Stats

        Values out of 10

        5 is the Human Average

        Allure: 8

        Endurance:6

        Strength: 5

        Agility: 6

        

        Health

        Subject shows signs of recent electrocution, poisoning, and suffocation.

        Upgrades

        Accelerated Healing

        Temperature Resistant Matrix

        

        Subject is upgradeable

        You have 12 upgrade points available

        Physical stats can be upgraded at a cost of 1 upgrade point per statistic point up to 10

        You also have the following options based on research

        Fire Matrix 5 points

        Teleportation Matrix 5 points

        BioArmor 5 points

      

      

      When I told Anna that she wasn't quite the human average I was being honest—except to say that she exceeded it a good bit. Partly that was my own upgrades, but she had been like that before meeting me. With our research facilities I was now getting a regular flow of upgrade points, but they were still a limited commodity. Upgrading both my human drones with armor had taken ten and now I was left with twelve.

      If Hot Stuff was going to be leading a strike team it might make sense to grant her armor as well, although her fires burned so intently most threats couldn't reach her. Those same points spent on Anna could vastly increase her stats or give her teleportation. Right now I could teleport my agents—including Anna—but this would place that power under her own direct control.

      I wound up giving Anna BioArmor and Teleportation, and upgrading her Endurance and Agility by one point each. While individually her abilities were nowhere near as strong as the prime matrix they were derived from—she would never heal as fast as Ophelia or be able to teleport as far or as capably as Sylph—cumulatively Anna was becoming incredibly versatile and deadly.

      I couldn't wait to see how she put these combinations of powers into effect. It was almost enough for me to want to give her a testing labyrinth of her own. Instead, I was certain that soon enough the real world would provide ample opportunities.

      I manifested her a monitoring bracelet.

      "Jewelry? You shouldn't have. You realize you could have just put these on Batavius and Wolfson," Anna said.

      "And Ratticus is already wearing one. Wear yours as well. I want to see what you do with your upgrades. I gave you Armor and Teleportation, and a bit of increased physical potential," I said.

      Anna slipped on the bracelet. It remained the only piece of her attire that remained when, a moment later, her appearance altered. Her body armor wasn't grey and hide-like. Anna's was sleek and snug-fitting, and looked to be made of latex in hues of brilliant red and gold. Her figure flickered as she teleported from deck to deck and I lost track of her for a moment until external sensors picked her up in the dome on the surface. Then she was back on the airship and in her quarters, pulling some replacement clothes from the wardrobe.

      She called, "Get our salvage teams back aboard and let’s get out of here. I want us ready to return to port inside of a week."

      "Give it two and I can get you more powers," I said.

      "There is always going to be a reason to wait. One week and we'll see what comes from this little diversion. They're going to come for us, Emma. Turn this ship into a killing machine," Anna said.

      That was the sort of instruction I loved to hear.
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      A week wasn't enough time to get done all of the work on the ship I wanted, but between my new repair drones, Rats, and Mechanites we managed quite a bit.

      Our shields were up to full power and although it had largely exhausted my Biomass reserves to do it, the ship was now completely encased in BioArmor. Self-sealing and regenerating, we had completed the transformation from easy prey to knock out of the sky into an incredibly durable ship that any conventional attacks would hardly damage.

      I'd given the Graven similar defenses, although with its smaller hull and energy resources largely going to the cannons, it still wouldn't be mistaken for a juggernaut.

      I'd also had a few research projects completed.

      

      
        Research

        "Sonic Beam Cannons"

        You have unlocked the power beam technology. Instead of standard beam weapon these cannons interface with an individual infused with a prime Power core seated in a control chair. Drawing upon their power an enhanced version can be fired at targets for positive or negative results.

      

      

      That meant cores I'd directly interfaced wouldn't work for me, nor would ones whose abilities I gained through research. However, Hot Stuff, Ophelia, Mechos,  Doctor Batavius, Baron Wolfson, and Ratticus would all be able to use such a weapon. Hot Stuff would probably fire a beam of intense heat which had obvious destructive potential. Ophelia might be able to heal at a distance, and Mechos perhaps provide some sort of remote mechanical control. The other cores were an unknown.

      

      
        Research

        "Growth Lights"

        You have extracted the remaining Flora Core essence from the lights and with it been able to produce three flash bulbs. When triggered, each of these bulbs can produce short-term but intense growth and enhancement of nearby plant life.

      

      

      That was the power I'd hoped to get from the Flora Core, although only three uses of it was disappointing. Still, as Anna had proven with those Sparkseeds, even a short-term application of that power could be incredibly destructive.

      The weaponry situation was also less satisfactory. We had gotten one of the main cannons repaired, but while it was powerful, the firing time was slow. We had side cannons that could fire much more quickly, but they were essentially anti-personnel weapons and little use against armored targets. Building a power beam would take around a month. I started the project aware it would be a long time to see results.

      Inside the ship, I'd focused on defenses in a few key areas. The most likely route of entrance by invaders was going to be from above, which made deck five our first line of defense. Fortunately, it also housed the Wolves. I set aside a suite of rooms for Hot Stuff and her lieutenants. I might not think much of the Wolves, but that meant I was willing to throw their lives away. I made grenades and submachine guns plentiful so they could spray fire and destruction to their hearts content. I also rigged a supply of Pistonweed seeds to distribute throughout the level, along with a growth light. If I needed to, I could turn the deck into a killing floor.

      In Engineering I planted Sparkseed throughout and constructed stairwells proofed against electrical charges as well as insulating it from the other decks. It didn't take long for Engineering to become an extremely hazardous environment for anyone other than the Rats, or my shielded repair drones.

      For the Espionage deck I set into place routines to replicate what incidentally happened during the attack on the dome—it worked well. I could now, with a quick thought, trigger the sequence to open the ramp door and alter the pressure to send any invaders tumbling out of the bottom of the ship.

      Research was well defended already by the Bats with their turrets and energy shields. That just left the Command deck, and Candice and Diana would do for security of my core. I did make one minor tweak, adding armored plates over my BioCore layered with a thin layer of Righteous goop sandwiched between them. I hoped it would serve as protection against any further assaults by a Command core.

      During the week I'd kept the Powerhungry on the move. I thought it best not to present an easy target, and this gave us a chance to map some of the surroundings as well. The jungle was vast. I didn't have anything comparable in my records. The exploration found three active volcanoes and two villages that appeared to have been abandoned for decades.

      While the jungles teemed with wildlife, civilization was a rare thing. I scanned several old wrecks, and at times detected ships at the very edge of my sensor range, but this part of the Rim really was desolate.

      It was therefore something of a surprise when I got a hail. It was even more a surprise when I realized who it came from.

      I opened a comm to Anna, who was practicing combat with her new teleportation ability. The Wolves she was sparring with were holding nothing back and she was crushing the competition by never being where expected.

      I said, "I see you've found an all new way to hit on boys. At least this method appears to be meeting with some success."

      "There are girls too," Anna said.

      "Unfortunately for you, girls also have good vision. Perhaps you should try dating one of the Bats?"

      "The goggles weird me out," Anna said.

      I could understand that. Still, she really needed to accept what she could get.

      "We've got a communication. It's the Righteous, they want to talk," I said.

      "Which means they really want to talk briefly before betraying us and trying to kill us dead," Anna said, working loose her shoulders. "Get me a clip of Righteous killing ammunition and build a few Righteous Killer bombs. We'll chat with them."

      Anna, unrealistic in love and practical in war. I generated ammunition for my drones as well and got Mechos to work on bomb triggers. We were ready to talk.
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      I sent acknowledgment to the Righteous broadcast and seconds later a ship materialized in the sky near us. We hadn't seen any Righteous vessels this large before. A massive sphere was surrounded by a ring. The entire ship was painted in shades of white and gold.

      We were large compared to most ships—and this one was slightly larger than us. I sent science drones to scan it at close range. Perhaps I'd get some insight into their technology. At the very least it would aid in teleporting over bombs.

      In all of two minutes Anna had somehow found time to change into a dress and fix her hair. I thought the risqué gown of red and gold made her look like an under-ripe tomato.

      Anna took a moment to adopt a suitably languid position on her throne and keyed a video comm to the other ship. "This is Annabella Besari, Queen of the World. What the fuck do you want?"

      There was a swirl of blue energy in the middle of the throne room and a holographic projection of a woman appeared. She adopted almost the opposite attitude of Anna, her posture stiff, and her uniform of white and gold surprisingly plain despite the bright colors.

      "Commander Tala Reese. We want the stabilizer orb you acquired," the woman said.

      Anna narrowed her eyes. I thought she'd tell the woman off, but instead she said, "Possible, I suppose. You realize you aren't allies and the last time you suggested non-aggression you aimed for our destruction."

      "You planned your own betrayal. You likely have again and we have too, of course. Still, perhaps we can subvert expectations," Tala said.

      Anna waved a hand idly in the air. "If you had anything I was interested in, I might consider it. As we both know, your technology is useless to us."

      Was it? I was still trying to figure out the Righteous. I knew that they occupied the core instead of the Rim. A section of reality that most resembled the world of old. The Righteous purified the Powered, stripping them of their gifts in the name of removing some kind of evil. Despite that their airships and immortality spoke to their own use of Power cores.

      "Were you aware King Olec has fallen?" Tala asked, far too casual.

      "Ah," Anna said, silent for several long moments. Then she said, "I have a partnership with this vessel and its core."

      "Emma. We are aware," Tala said.

      Anna explained to me, "King Olec was the ruler of the Brightspire and the endless river. He was a Righteous ally and although their partnership was uneasy, it appeared to be sincere and rewarding for both sides. If I understand Tala properly, she is suggesting a similar alliance might arise between us. She’s offering that we can be Olec’s replacement."

      "An offer made by hologram because she doesn't trust us enough to come in person," I said.

      "You've made something of a habit of killing Righteous," Tala said.

      We were good at it too.

      "Which still doesn't change the fact that I have something you want very badly, and you've nothing really solid to offer me," Anna said.

      "What about the location of the Aelfwal socket?" Tala asked.

      Through the monitoring bracelet I could detect how Anna's vitals spiked. Whatever that was, it had her excited.

      "Bullshit," Anna said.

      "No use to us. As you know, it is incompatible," Tala said. “But for you...”

      "I would like to believe you. Can you offer assurances?" Anna asked.

      "Myself. This is not even an exchange for the orb, but a first step in a partnership. In exchange for the orb I'll turn myself over to you as guarantee of goodwill," Tala said.

      "Thoughts, Emma?" Anna asked.

      "Human life isn't worth very much and she places far more values on hers than I do. If they were willing to take you in, that might at least do me a service," I said.

      "Righteous value one of their Commanders highly,” Anna said, before turning back to the holograph. “Consider us interested, but there is a complication with the orb."

      "A complication?" Tala asked.

      "Emma, could you teleport Ophelia here?" Anna asked.

      I did so.

      "What is this about?" Ophelia asked in that strangely vacant tone.

      Tala circled around Ophelia, who stared at her flatly. Tala said, "I see. How did this happen?"

      "Ophelia has the ability of accelerated healing. She was left to die lying over the stabilizer orb and wearing a basic clone of Emma's intelligence," Anna said.

      Well, Anna was being forthright. I didn't like it. I still didn't trust the Righteous at all.

      The hologram shimmered and solidified. Where before there was a projection, now flesh and blood took its place. Tala had teleported here directly.

      The Righteous had many capabilities they shouldn't have.

      "Well, if you wanted to give every Righteous nightmares over this abomination, you've managed to do so," Tala said.

      "Screw you. You're no prize yourself, lady," Ophelia said, then blinked as if startled at her own words.

      "You are neutralizing what happened?" Anna asked Tala.

      Outside, the Righteous ship shimmered and vanished.

      Tala reached into a pocket and withdrew a square-cut gem of some sort, flipping it towards Anna who caught it. It made my sensors ache just to look at it.

      "A void crystal fragment attuned to the stabilizer orb. I recommend you have it placed into a necklace and that she wears it around her neck. The Righteous will work on a longer-term solution," Tala said.

      "And they are leaving you behind," Anna said.

      Tala lowered herself to one knee. "As the offer of goodwill. I swear you my loyalty and my service. All that I know and all that I am is yours to do with as you will."

      "Send her downstairs, Emma. I want to know everything about her. Make it horrible," Anna said.

      I teleported her to a testing lab and began a vivisection. They never seemed to enjoy that. I could devise some more traumatizing experiments later.
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      Upon our return to Reevesport things had changed quite a bit. Only a few ships were docked. It seemed that most vessels were keeping some distance from the city and their cannons manned. We weren't engaged as we flew past, but more than one gun moved to track our progress.

      We were allowed to proceed to our usual dock without incident. If the entire port opened fire on us at once we might be in trouble, but with the current state of our defenses we made a hard target. No one wanted to start something.

      As soon as we settled in I was getting a communication from Cutout asking to come aboard. Anna agreed to meet him in her throne room.

      Anna again went for a slinky red dress that she probably thought made her look regal. Either that, or she was attempting to seduce Cutout. I couldn't deny the possibility, desperation makes one do foolish things.

      Cutout was accompanied by three guards. The trio of blondes might have been clones for all their perfect similarity in terms of features. Cutout took a moment to look around the throne room. "Girl, if you're trying to impress someone, you're trying too hard. I see you did some off-the-books mission. Not mad, this makes you more useful and, oh, the opportunities that have opened up."

      "I'd think of where you are and encourage you to think of showing some respect. It looks like a war is about to break out," Anna said.

      "Girl, your tits are pretty good, but they aren't that amazing," Cutout said.

      Anna's features went cold. Anna didn't usually turn cold when she got angry. I made certain a testing labyrinth was prepared and got Candice and Diana ready for combat, just in case.

      "Men have died for them. You may yet be counted among that number. Say something interesting, quickly," Anna said.

      Cutout gave her a cocky smile and shrugged. "The Descari Cartel were the major provider of Blocker, a drug that could block telepaths. Their supply dried up and suddenly everybody is busy learning each other’s dirty little secrets. The Eithnari, the Hunters, the Magnesium Fist, are all at odds. This is a time made for a man of ambition and I am a man of ambition."

      I didn't doubt that much was true.

      "That isn't a plan," Anna said.

      "Suppose not," Cutout said, and he faded to an outline only to reappear an instant later directly before Anna's throne—with a shadowy blade already stabbed in her midsection. It happened too suddenly even for my far superior capacity to prevent it. It didn't stop me from responding.

      I teleported Anna to the Medbay. Around her she was already forming her suit of armor, although her vitals were doing terrible. The spectral blade had done far more damage than a normal sword strike should have. Her accelerated healing in combination with the Medbay was slowing it down, but not stopping it.

      Cutout vanished from the throne room as did his guards, each leaving their own silhouettes behind.

      One of the guards materialized a few seconds later beside my core along with a woman. This one had long raven hair and wore a brilliantly sparkled dress that seemed utterly unsuited for invading a ship. She began to sing. Power rippled out—compulsion. Were it not for the shielding I'd have been lost in an instant.

      The other guards and Cutout were rematerializing with new people. One appeared with a whole squad in Engineering, although the moment they arrived bolts of electricity leapt from every available surface and flesh began to sizzle and twitch.

      I'd equipped Candice with an acid gun. Short range, but that would do. I knew that the moment Candice materialized the woman’s compulsion field of the singing would hit her, but that was only an issue if I didn't prepare for it. I had Candice squeeze the trigger of her gun, a spray of acid beginning to stream from the nozzle, before I teleported her.

      A mouth opened wide for singing made a convenient receptacle for the gun’s nozzle. The singing woman looked startled for just a moment as Candice appeared in front of her, then the stream of acid went down her throat. The song was instantly silenced, her hands clawing at a throat already starting to dissolve from the inside out.

      I wasn't ashamed to reuse a trick that worked once. Diana squeezed her trigger before materializing behind the guard that teleported with the singer. Acid caught her in the back of the head and she began to flail.

      I teleported both guard and singer to holding cells in research. I wasn't sure if the medical routines could save them or not, but I did prefer a living test subject to a dead one, when convenient.

      Cutout was busy killing Wolves. The man stayed nowhere more than an instant before he moved on with his sword, piercing a new target. He didn't even take time to stab them—just as he had with Anna he materialized with the blade already inside of them.

      One of the guards grabbed Mechos and teleported away. Cutout had found one of Hot Stuff's new lieutenants. The young man gurgled blood as the blade pierced him, but then his midsection erupted in an explosion of fire that sent Cutout stumbling backwards with his clothes in flames.

      That moment of distraction was enough. I teleported him into a holding cell. Almost at once he was bouncing from wall to wall in flickers of shadowy energy, trying to cut the shielding. I wasn’t concerned, I'd yet to encounter any power my test shielding couldn't hold.

      Elsewhere the ship was quiet. The plan must have been to kill Anna and the security personnel—the Wolves—neutralize Mechos as another upgrade core, subvert me, then seize the ship.

      That it had happened so quickly proved how well-executed the plan had been. A significant portion of the Wolves were dead, Mechos was gone, and Anna was dying.
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      I had to get Anna stabilized. If the Medbay itself wasn't doing it and her own accelerated healing wasn't helping, that only left me one remaining option. I teleported Ophelia to her bedside.

      "Could you give me some warning first? Oh shit," Ophelia said, wobbling unsteadily and then catching sight of Anna who was wracked with tremors on the medical bed. Her armor was hiding the injury.

      Ophelia's close proximity was healing Anna somewhat. It kicked up Anna's healing ability just a bit further, but she was still headed in the wrong direction. Ophelia wore the fragment of Void Crystal that Tala provided which was keeping her personality from going all strange again.

      "Bad day. Did you get the fucker?" Anna asked, clutching at her stomach.

      "He's in a containment cell. They tried to take over the ship. Your lifetime of wrong health choices isn't working in your favor. Your vitals aren't improving," I said.

      "Shouldn't they be?" Ophelia asked.

      They should, but powers worked in unusual ways when they came up against each other. Ophelia herself was virtually immortal from her ability, but Anna's version gained from research was closer to something like one of Ophelia's second generation of lieutenants would have—far weaker than the original.

      "It appears you are even more useless than first assumed, Ophelia," I said.

      "Not her fault," Anna said, and cried out in pain once more. "Fucking bastard. The infirmary won't stabilize me?"

      "Normally it would be, but there is a power involved. That sword is doing something to poison your blood. Normally the Medbay can cope with even your host of health issues," I said.

      Anna nodded, she was taking the news of her impending death calmly for all she was obviously in pain. "Options?"

      "We get you a power of your own. We try to transfuse blood from Ophelia, or we test Hot Stuff's lack of principles by having her crawl into bed with you. You'd get a full lieutenant’s version of Ophelia's healing or gain some of Hot Stuff's ability to burn away blood-borne pathogens. We also have what I believe is a Command core," I said.

      "No direct power transfer," Anna said, sitting up. "It causes madness. I can't have that."

      Anna had said as much before. I don't know where she got such ideas from, I had consumed multiple Power cores and I wasn't in the slightest bit mad.

      "You're already an egomaniac with delusions of Queendom and general competency," I said.

      "No. Find another way," Anna said.

      I was quickly running out of options. The poisoning in her blood was impacting multiple major organs.

      "Lose the armor," I said.

      The armor flickered away leaving Anna rather overexposed. Now the injury was all too evident, a gaping wound in her stomach. Tendrils of black were spreading out from it to her surrounding flesh.

      "Gross," Ophelia said.

      "In the event of anyone ever seeing Anna naked, that is exactly the response I’d forecast," I said. Then I got to work. I was more confident in a power being able to assist, but if Anna wouldn't allow it I was left with my secondary option. Cutting out the infection.

      I gave commands to the autodoc, which went to work with blades and saw.

      Anna screamed, Ophelia too. I needed Ophelia in the room though, without her I didn't think Anna was likely to survive this procedure. The infection had spread so fast and thoroughly that I wasn't so much removing small bits of flesh as hollowing Anna out like someone scooping the guts out of a pumpkin and hoping that the insides would grow back.

      It took hours. The pile of blackened and diseased organ I teleported down to a quarantine cell for research. Ophelia vomited a half-dozen times. That, I simply teleported to the Biomatter storage. It wasn't really worthy of further inspection.

      Anna's vitals were nearly impossible to detect for awhile. You can't register a heartbeat or breathing without any heart or lungs. Still, in time those did start to regrow. It wasn't without consequence. I saw she had lost two points of Endurance from this ordeal. That was something I could fix, but without me and even with Ophelia's power, this would have left her permanently frail and weakened.

      "Well, that sucked," Anna said, when she finally regained consciousness. "I'll live."

      "You're weakened and implausibly even more hideous. Still, yes—you should live," I said.

      "I hate this fucking ship and you people are beyond messed up," Ophelia said.

      "She whines a lot," Anna said.

      "I'm covered in you," Ophelia said.

      It was true, the surgery had gotten rather messy. Blood and pieces of Anna really had gone everywhere.

      "And she had to see you naked. She tore out her eyes—truly, they just grew back," I said.

      "That didn't happen," Ophelia said, looking around. "If you're quite done performing major surgery in front of me, can I go get a bath?"

      "Stay together for now. Just because Anna is able to be obnoxious doesn't mean she's back to full health," I said.

      "I could use a bath myself," Anna said. "Ship status?"

      "Six Wolves remain out of the fifteen that we still had active. Mechos has been abducted. We've gotten hit by some major scans while you were under, but no one has tried anything."

      "Find Mechos. Ask the Mechanites, if you have to. He must have some kind of transponder and they'll know where he’s gone. I want answers out of Cutout and to know if this was his plan or if he is just an agent," Anna said.

      "You think Lady Sylax put him up to this?"

      "No. If it was her they'd have succeeded. They seemed to know our ship layout and where to hit us though, and that makes me think a Scholar is involved," Anna said, as she grabbed Ophelia's hand and the pair teleported to the showers.

      I had some research to begin and a Command core to absorb. It might be just the thing to get us some answers.
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      I would start with the Command core. The singer hadn't survived getting highly caustic acid pumped down her throat, which wasn't really a surprise. The whole point of shooting acid down someone’s throat was generally to shut them up permanently.

      

      
        You have acquired a Command Core

        

        The core has bonded with and enhanced your "Insulting" trait. Foes that you insult are now far more likely to believe your words and be either debilitated or driven to feats of rage as a result.

      

      

      I was growing irritated at Command cores. Between the Commander and the Singer, I'd now encountered two people able to compel behavior to some degree—including mine—and hadn't been able to take either alive for research. My own powers gained from the cores were less than impressive. Things would be so much easier if I could simply make the humans do what they were told.

      

      
        Research Project

        "Cutout"

        

        You have begun research on the subject known as "Cutout". The subject has been bonded to a Dimensional core and exhibits powers related to the distortion of space and matter. Research will unlock a lesser version of Cutout's ability.

        Research will take two weeks

        

        Research Project

        "Blades"

        

        Cutout's guards genetically appear to be either identical siblings or some sort of clone. They exhibit some teleportation abilities and research may unlock some variant of their power.

        Research will take one week

      

      

      Another Dimensional core. I'd originally gotten a variant of those abilities from Sylph. Cutout's appeared to be similar in some ways, but with more offensive options than Sylph's presented.

      I started the projects and pulled up the menu to use my next core point.

      

      
        You have an unspent core point

        

        Your options are

        Research 6

        Research 6 will allow you to build a translation facility. Often upgrades and improvements are specific to certain core types or paradigmatic principles. With this you can undertake conversion of that knowledge into a form usable by your own systems.

        Military 2

        Military 2 will allow you to control a greater number of defense drones. There is power in numbers. In addition defensive systems all acquire a minor upgrade.

        Engineering 2

        Engineering 2 will allow the production of the Fabricator. A Fabricator is a versatile production machine that can apply schematics to construct everything from ship upgrades to trade goods.

        Command 1

        Command 1 will allow status warnings. Currently you receive no notification when an individual component is in distress. With this upgrade you will receive alerts with the issue, severity, and suggested fixes.

        Espionage 1

        Espionage 1 will allow you to control a reconnaissance drone. This unit is capable of stealth and will allow visual and audio surveillance.

      

      

      The last time I'd had a point to spend I had thrown it at Engineering correcting a long-term weakness. So far I had no regrets on that, the ship was in the best shape ever, and that was in no small part due to those upgrades.

      As always, Research was always going to tempt. I still wanted to gain access to whatever was in those libraries and especially now, if Cutout had been working for a Scholar, that information might prove invaluable. Command and Espionage would be shoring up two other weaknesses, of the two Command seemed the more important.

      I selected Research. While the others were weaknesses, none were pressing and there was a great deal to be said for building on your strength. This was first and foremost going to be a vessel of SCIENCE and that required the proper tools and equipment.

      
        Research Project

        "Magical Texts"

        In storage exists a moderately sized library of arcane and magical lore collected by Lady Sylax. With a translation facility now open to you research can begin on translating these texts into a usable format. This is a long-term project, completion will take 7.8 years. Future upgrades may hasten results and periodic updates or research points may be gained as the process continues.

      

      

      That wasn't quite useless. I could think in the long-term, but I was all too well aware that I was not immortal. Danger kept finding me and I needed more tools to defend myself. I'd start the project, but I was already regretting not making another choice. That upgrade point might have yielded more immediate benefits spent elsewhere.

      There were numerous ship upgrades that I could make, but now didn't seem the time to worry about them. I tabled those to go over later when the situation was more peaceful and shifted my focus to the cameras in Cutout's testing chamber.

      I'd be taking a chance with him. Those with offensive powers often reacted to a bit of a push by fully bringing them out. But I had questions.

      "When we first met I thought that you didn't seem the sort to be in charge. You've more the look of a filthy sidekick to provide contrast between someone of wealth and taste," I told him.

      "You'd know, wouldn't you? What makes a ship like you decide to sidle up to a gutter scamp like that over-pomped and under-mannered Queen? What are you going to do now that I've killed the bitch?" Cutout said.

      "You think I've an eye for trash and so you've got a shot?"

      Cutout shrugged. "Why not? What did that hyped-up little shit ever do for you? Me? I'm a man with connections. With a ship like you I could own this town inside a week."

      I was reminded of one of Anna's rare good traits. Anna did not lack for proper ambition.

      "You're a little man with little dreams. Anna survived your little assassination attempt just as I did your effort to control me," I said.

      "You lie. I sank my blade into her good and deep."

      "Words I never thought a man would be proud to say regarding Anna. You weren't man enough to get it done," I said.

      "Nobody comes back from my blade. Let me out and I'll have work for you. If you don't, when Jade gets here maybe I'll drive a blade into you," Cutout said.

      It wasn't much of a name, but it would do. I cut the comm link and initiated the testing procedures. Combat drones would be harrying him unexpectedly from all sides for awhile. To get a moment’s rest he'd have to teleport around the cell. Normally I built in some time to sleep, but in his case I thought I'd skip that for the next few days. Exhaustion would break him down further.
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      "Who are we killing?" Anna asked. Instead of the throne room she'd called the meeting in one of the conference rooms on the Command deck. Present was Ratticus, the Mechanites, Ophelia, Candice, and one of the surviving Wolf lieutenants. I still had a significant portion of the crew locked up in testing cells and I wasn't going to let them out until the routines completed.

      "Mechos does have a transponder," said one of the Mechanites, a young woman who was mostly biological but for both her arms which had been replaced by mechanical appendages. Steel fingers tapped at keys and a hologram appeared showing a tower near the center of the city.

      I knew it, this was from where we got landing clearances.

      "If she isn't malfunctioning, and just detecting the source of the strongest local transmissions? That’s the hub for their air control," I said through Candice.

      "I'm good with killing air controllers. Still, I doubt a bunch of comm workers just decided to kidnap one of us and try to steal our ship. Do they work for Cutout?" Anna asked.

      "The only name I got him to drop so far is Jade. I'd ask if she was someone who wanted you dead from your Scholar days, but really, wouldn't it be more surprising if she wasn’t," I said.

      Anna narrowed her eyes and shook her head. "The name means nothing to me. Ratticus?"

      Ratticus looked nervous and shifted in his chair, "Requisitions went through Jade. A cruel woman."

      "We were attacked by a supply clerk and air controllers? We do draw the eye of only the most dangerous and competent of adversaries," I said.

      "Competent enough that they came closer than I'd like," Anna said. "Emma, do you have a location on this council of theirs?"

      "I do. They convene aboard one of the larger airships. I hope you aren't planning on being social? We don't need more enemies," I said.

      "That is exactly what I plan. If we take out air control, this whole place might start shooting unless they have a heads-up. We don't need to be in the middle of a war zone. Ophelia, I want you to lead the infiltration team. Get Mechos out of there and find any information you can," I said.

      "You realize, despite putting me in charge of espionage, I'm not actually a super-spy right?" Ophelia asked.

      Anna stared at her. "I'm going to say this once and it applies to every one serving under me. I don't care where you came from or what you were in the past, under me you have the potential to be something better. When you're given an opportunity, seize it."

      "Inspiring speech. However, I think even your grating tones won't quite carry to Tara's testing cell. We're in the middle of vivisection number nine. If you'd care for her to hear it, she can when we're done," I said.

      Anna turned her attention to Candice whom I had spoken through. Her gaze was icy and furious. That stare persisted for several long seconds until she finally said, "When you're done putting her back together, let her out of the cell. Tell her to suit up and join the team with Ophelia."

      "So now I get to do the mission with someone who will probably betray me. Great. Winning plan," Ophelia said.

      Anna gave her another glare.

      Ophelia cleared her throat and said uncertainty, "Which I'll execute flawlessly, because that is just the kind of total badass I am?"

      "Unconvincing," Ratticus said.

      I agreed with the Rat. Ophelia had been a more impressive specimen with the orb in control of her mind.

      "We'll go with you to get him back," said the Mechanite woman.

      "Emma. Keep watch and if either of us gets into trouble, do something," Anna said.

      It was brilliant, concise orders like that which made her such an effective Queen.

      Ophelia was going to take the Graven on her mission. It was more likely that she would need the firepower. Anna could teleport to the council ship. I didn't trust any plan we were involved in to not go terribly awry, so I had Ratticus position teams throughout the ship in case we needed to start shooting.

      I also let everyone held in testing chambers know about the plan.

      They were doing well. Hot Stuff was starting to get a handle on her new ability and it were unlike anything I'd encountered to date. In an attempt to activate whatever the metal core had done to her, I'd been shooting at her with drones. Suddenly, metal formed around her and Hot Stuff found herself on a fiery motorcycle.

      Further testing proved that she could manifest it at will. Maximum speed was something like two hundred kilometers per hour and she was even able to fire some built-in machine guns.

      A shame it wasn't a plane, that might have been more useful in the current situation.

      Still, Hot Stuff was willing to kill and murder if things went bad, she always was.

      Doctor Batavius was another matter.

      "If Jade is involved, we need to leave now. No pursuing matters of vengeance, no getting back Anna's pathetic hopes of a mechanical lover," Doctor Batavius said.

      "It sounds as if you know and fear her. A rival for Lady Sylax's favorite pet?" I asked.

      "The problem is not her loyalty or her competence, but her lack of both. Jade schemes and plots, and Lady Sylax always finds out," Batavius said. "She allows it, because she enjoys the hunt. Enjoys the punishments and humiliations that come after."

      That was a concern. We still weren't entirely certain that Lady Sylax was actually alive, but if she were I wasn’t eager for a round two.

      "Loyalty and competence are sadly rare commodities, Doctor. If I was convinced you had either I might let you out of there to assist," I said, and killed the comm.

      I'd be extra-prepared for trouble, and to make a quick exit.
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      The teams had been gone on their respective missions about two hours. Candice and Diana stayed behind, it was best to keep my military drones close at hand in case either team needed support or a teleport was required. It left me feeling strangely disconnected from the action.

      When the Graven lifted from the tower it was something of a relief, although the hail I got raised questions.

      "Emma, support fire requested at the following coordinates," came a voice over the comm. It wasn't Ophelia's, I believed it was Tara.

      The coordinates were in the middle of a merchant section in the city. I wasn't detecting anything worthy of a shelling there.

      "I think perhaps you've overestimated our relationship just because I've stopped vivisecting you," I said.

      "Quite pleased to have my intestines on the inside. Mechos is aboard, but he isn't doing well and neither are the Mechanites. Ophelia is still in the tower and will need an extraction soon. I'm not certain what you are meant to be shooting at, but really think you should," Tara said.

      Well, I'd heard worst arguments for opening fire on a city. It was at least worth investigating. I teleported one of my science drones and initiated a scan. There were makeshift stalls that were exactly what they purported to be, but the city was built completely on top of old airship hulks tethered together. From the hulls beneath I detected strong power readings and active machinery.

      That was enough for me. I pulled free of the dock and flew the Powerhungry into the air so that I could get a charged shot off from the main cannon.

      The explosion was well out of proportion to the shot. A pillar of flame climbed from the site of impact and the entire city shook with the force of the blow.

      "Well, that will have gotten their attention," Tara said.

      That was a bit of an understatement. A lot of ships were floating above the city, guns ready and their crews not having enough rest—which meant twitchy trigger fingers. They started shooting. Some of that firepower was directed towards us.

      I raised shields and moved to cover the Graven.

      There was a second explosion from below, if anything even more powerful than the first. It completely obliterated the control tower—with Ophelia still inside.

      I teleported my second science drone. It didn't take long to find her remains, they were about all that was identifiably human and doing the utmost to put themselves back together again even as fires raged. I locked sensors on what was left and teleported the bits to the Medbay.

      Another teleport was just occurring. Anna blinked into existence. For some reason she was naked and covered in what appeared to be engine oil.

      "Long story. There is about to be a tiny explosion," Anna said.

      A third boom rocked the city, larger than either of the two that had come before, as the council ship detonated in the air, blasting the city beneath it to splinters.

      Reevesport really had been largely intact a few hours ago. Now a significant portion of it was on fire and several flaming airship hulks were falling away, tracing trails through the air as they hit the volcanic crater.

      "Is that the best you can do? Even Ophelia's was bigger," I said.

      Tara was making her way out of the Graven with Mechos supported against her shoulder. The man looked pale, drawn, and I wasn't getting any power readings from him. Normally he had a faintly familiar aura of an upgrade core. His had been somehow removed. No wonder he and the Mechanites weren't doing well.

      I teleported him away from Tara and into the Medbay.

      "Oh good. The pink slime isn't him," Anna said.

      "Put on some clothes. You don't want to kill him. And the slime is Ophelia," I said.

      Our shields were starting to take a lot of hits. The fact that we had any shields at all put us in a better position than most ships. I tracked one transport vessel falling from the sky to crash into the city, resulting in another explosion.

      I was moving us away from Reevesport as quickly as possible, trying to avoid the worst of the conflict breaking out. From what I could tell five distinct factions seemed to be going at it, all doing their best to defend their bits of the burning city.

      The air above the city warped and twisted, and three new airships appeared. They were each our size and build, which made sense given they were our same design.

      Scholar warships.

      The air warped again and four more airships arrived. White and gold, Righteous vessels.

      From the jungle what appeared to be a massive crystalline spider, riding upon the back of a dragon, rose into view. The old upgrade core of this ship—it seemed to be doing well for itself.

      I teleported Anna to the bridge and materialized her a jumpsuit. Anna slipped into it even as her eyes tracked what was happening on the display.

      "Is that actually a dragon?" Anna asked.

      I wished I knew. I wished I had cell samples. That could be a proper defense drone.

      "I believe so, and with this ship’s old upgrade core on top of it. Don't get your hopes up, it would look like a pig riding a chicken, if you tried," I said.

      "You are so making me a dragon to ride one day. Do we have any bombs ready, and how is our dimensional drive?" Anna asked.

      We had two in storage.

      "Their triggers were made by Mechos. In his current state they may be unreliable. We likely have a single fire out of our dimensional drive," I said.

      "Bring Tara here," Anna said.

      I teleported the Righteous woman to the bridge. At the moment, she looked a good bit more put-together than Anna did. Tara didn't miss a beat as she sketched a bow. "My Queen. Is that a dragon?"

      "You've ships here. They need to be gone and I need some safe coordinates," Anna said.

      "It will take me a few minutes," Tara said.

      "It better not," Anna said. "Pinpoint weak spots in the volcano for detonation."

      I retasked both my science drones at once. Anna wanted to destroy the city and everything in the skies above it.

      It was a bold plan. It might even work.
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      Planning to detonate several bombs to explode a volcano for the purposes of mass destruction is not quite so easy as it might appear. The explosions alone won’t be enough, there are complex forces and energies that needs to be pushed in exactly the right places to get the desired bang.

      This sort of thing might have taken humans years to calculate, if they were capable of it at all. With my science drones to provide information in real time, and the overwhelming power of my Biocomputer, I was anything but human. It took me seventy-three seconds.

      I was confident of my solution. In that time our shields dropped another eighteen percent and two more dragons climbed into the sky from the jungles. The Righteous, Scholars, and dragons were enough to inspire the denizens of the city to stop shooting at each other and start shooting at them.

      The Righteous airships shimmered and blinked out of existence.

      "I've got coordinates. Sending them over," Tara said.

      I teleported the bombs and engaged the dimensional drive. I left one of my science drones behind to actually trigger the bombs after we left—if we left.

      I didn't want to be here for what I was about to unleash.

      The sky tore itself apart as the dimensional drive engaged, worked—then melted. We weren't getting a second trip. Fortunately we didn't need one. We were elsewhere.

      We looked to be underground in some vast cavern that extended several miles in all directions. Below us shimmered a force-field in the shape of a blue dome, beneath which antiquated buildings were dimly visible.

      "Do we have pursuers?" Anna asked.

      I wasn’t detecting any other ships in our vicinity. I'd lost contact with my science drone, which hopefully meant the bombs had accomplished their mission.

      "We seem to have gotten away clean," I said.

      Anna turned her attention to the surroundings and grinned at Tara. "So, you aren't worthless and may not be a complete liar. That’s Aelfwal out there, isn't it?"

      "I keep my word when I can," Tara said, rubbing at her eyes, "As so might you, given that you allowed our ships to escape your massacre back there. Did you really have to burn the whole city?"

      "The city was already burning. I gave the council in charge a way out. I wish they'd listened," Anna said, moving to her throne.

      I wondered just what had happened during her meeting on the council airship. Thanks to her monitoring bracelet I didn't have to leave it a mystery, I pulled those logs.

      Anna tried to make peace with them. She had warned them about the attack on the tower and why, and that Scholar forces were expected to arrive at the city soon. She'd offered to try and transition her ship’s upgrade core into the city proper.

      The council’s answer was hitting her with some sort of power dampener, stripping her naked, and throwing her into an arena where an enormous massive mechanical ape was meant to tear her limb from limb. It hadn't quite worked out as they intended.

      Whatever else could be said of Anna, she was talented.

      "I don't approve," Tara said.

      Anna regarded her for a long moment. "Good. You shouldn't. Keep expressing opinions like that and I may have cause to keep you around. The dome, do you have a way through it?"

      I said, "Before she answers that, I'd like to know just what we're hovering over. Given the obvious intention to keep us out, I'd speculate it was the home of one of Anna's ex-lovers. If she had any."

      Anna explained, "Power cores bond most commonly to individuals. But as you prove, that is not any sort of mandatory requirement. Down there beneath that shield is the Aelfwal socket, if we are to believe Tara here. Until now, I'd thought that one just a legend."

      "Amongst the Scholars, cores and sockets are prized highly and rank is given accordingly. Based upon your powers and her connection to you, Emma, our Queen in their estimation would qualify as only a Lady, not a queen," Tara said, choosing her words carefully.

      Anna gave her an amused look. "What she carefully isn't saying is that my taking the Aelfwal socket would make them officially regard me as a Queen."

      "But not the Queen of the World—unless that city below is far more impressive than it appears," I said.

      "No," Anna said with a faint smile. "I'm probably going to have to buy that title the old fashioned way, with blood and flames. We'll get there. So, the shield?"

      "We don't have a way through it. As you said, a legendary place. One of the three sister cities of Galasa lost in the fourth war," Tara said, staring at the force-field. "We'd hoped to anchor the city and return it to the core eventually."

      "So, the only people likely to have the knowledge of how to breach that shield are going to be the Scholars?" Anna asked.

      I said, "In case that minuscule little mind of yours has forgotten, we do have the library of Lady Sylax aboard. I'm busy translating its contents into something useful."

      "How long will it take you?"

      "Seven years. Roughly."

      "Too long," Anna said, shaking her head, "Even if I were willing to be patient, this crew won't hold together that long and we need them to stay. I've heard that sockets of this complexity aren't taken by single cores but require the talents of multiple ones to properly control."

      "Do you have connections among the Scholars that might still help you?" Tara asked.

      "Not intentionally, but I've got a plan. Is there any sort of city nearby?"

      Tara frowned. "Two weeks away at full power. If there were anything close, this place would have long since been discovered."

      I said, "I'd like a shot at figuring out the shield myself. While the best of the Righteous scientists may have had a look at it, perhaps a proper intellect will have more success."

      "Fine. You have a week and unless you’re showing progress, we move on. Use the time to further upgrade our systems too," Anna said.

      "Three weeks in total will give me some time to complete some research," I said.

      "Do it, and find a cabin for Tara," Anna decided.
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      I studied the shield for the week. The city beneath was large, well maintained, and completely unreachable. The force-field remained at a constant power level and after a week of testing I wasn't able to cause more than minor variations. My sensors wouldn’t penetrate, so teleportation to the other side wasn’t possible. Neither was burrowing beneath—while it appeared a dome across the surface the shielding continued underground completely isolating the interior.

      My science drones couldn’t initiate any sort of research project. That was disappointing, but at least it gave me time to complete some of the ones I had pending. Between them and the command points they would generate I was about to undergo a major upgrade.

      

      
        Research Project

        "Plant Samples"

        You have identified the retrieved plant samples and can now grow them in your growth tanks.

        

        Idari Leaf - Can be refined into Blocker, a chemical that when consumed can block telepathic abilities.

        Semhar Root - Can be refined into a drug that produces feelings of euphoria as well as a powerful addiction.

        Gralker Stem - Can be refined into a stimulant that offers a short-term boost to strength and agility although is also addictive and in the long term results in physical degradation.

        Vinto - A water weed this plant seems like it may offer an antidote to several poisons as yet undiscovered.

        Revo - A plant difficult to analyze properly because of its constant genetic alteration. Some degree of this mutation is passed on to a biological host and can result in rapid physical alterations. These are usually negative although with further study a way may be found to improve results.

      

      

      They were a fascinating assortment of plants that the cartel had been growing in private. Given the large capacity of my growth tanks I had room to grow a supply of all of them.

      

      
        Research Project

        "Baron Wolfson"

        Baron Wolfson is imbued with powers from a Fauna Core that offers him some of the animalistic properties of a Wolf as well as the ability to shapeshift. He experiences an increase in agility and speed, and is particularly effective when fighting as part of a pact. You can now grant a weaker ability of the pack boost power to your drones or agents via upgrade.

      

      

      I hadn't seen much of that from him so far. The Wolves had been pretty well decimated by the powers of others despite being together.

      

      
        Research Project

        "Doctor Batavius"

        Doctor Batavius is imbued with powers from a Vision Core that offers her an ability to see well outside the normal human visual spectrum. While this can offer insights and awareness lacking to others it can also cause blackouts and disorientation from overstimulation. You can now grant a weaker ability of the enhanced vision power to your drones or agents via upgrade.

      

      

      That explained the goggles her people wore. They must be designed to filter out some of what their power was providing them and help to regulate it. While some powers I'd seen had some negatives, such as Hot Stuff's problem with clothing, this was the first time I'd seen genuine negative consequences to the holder.

      

      
        Research Project

        "Ratticus"

        Ratticus is imbued with powers from an Energy Core that offers him an ability to regulate different forms of energy he encounters. This can have a host of potential uses from regulating kinetic impacts to rendering the user immune to electric fields. You can now grant a weaker version of energy regulation to your drones or agents via upgrade.

      

      

      Ratticus had a good ability. Of the various section heads he had always struck me as the least impressive when it came to powers, but I had underestimated him. With proper application his abilities would make him a formidable fighter, just as they seemingly made him a formidable engineer.

      

      
        Research Project

        "Hot Stuff"

        Hot Stuff is bonded to a Fire Core and more recently was exposed to a Metal Core which bonded with her as well. This has granted her the ability to manifest a motorcycle at will. This motorcycle requires no fuel and no ammunition and is capable of impressive speed and offensive power. A lesser version of this power can be granted to those already imbued with the powers of a Fire Core allowing them to manifest some item of their own combining the properties of these two realms.

      

      

      I was intrigued. This was the first real example I had seen in a human of core strengths directly playing into each other. This metal ability required her fire ability as a base.

      With that research done there was something more vital to focus on. An embarrassment of riches—four core upgrade points. I'd never had so many to spend at one time.

      

      
        You have four unspent core points

        

        Your options are

        Research 7

        Research 7 will allow you to build the physics lab. This will open up whole new avenues of research and may have unexpected pairings with your genetics lab.

        Military 2

        Military 2 will allow you to control a greater number of defense drones. There is power in numbers. In addition, defensive systems all acquire a minor upgrade.

        Engineering 2

        Engineering 2 will allow the production of the Fabricator. A Fabricator is a versatile production machine that can apply schematics to construct everything from ship upgrades to trade goods.

        Command 1

        Command 1 will allow status warnings. Currently you receive no notification when an individual component is in distress. With this upgrade you will receive alerts with the issue, severity, and suggested fixes.

        Espionage 1

        Espionage 1 will allow you to control a reconnaissance drone. This unit is capable of stealth and will allow visual and audio surveillance.

      

      

      Before I spent a point I had to put thought into limits. I knew from my own drones and from upgrading Anna that the maximum I could raise their attributes was to ten. It wouldn't surprise me if that applied to myself as well. If so, that last upgrade would probably be a profound one. That would require sinking all four of my remaining points into that one section.

      I wanted to do it, of course I wanted to do it. SCIENCE would not be denied. Ultimately I was in the same place I was following the last upgrade. None of my weaknesses were overwhelming at this point, not enough that I didn't feel I could compensate by further enhancing my strength.

      I cycled through the Research upgrades.

      
        Research 8

        Research 8 allows you a dedicated drone bay. Science drone routines are enhanced and they are now even more autonomous. Five can now be controlled.

        Research 9

        Research 9 allows you to build the enlightenment core. This allows for greatly enhanced research speeds reducing time required to 25% of their previous levels.

        Research 10

        Research 10 allows for the Research Ship hull design. This upgrade refits the entire vessel to better serve the purposes of scientific research. All systems are modular and quickly replaceable with test versions. Sensor clusters will be located both inside and outside the vessel automatically gathering data and automatically beginning relevant research projects.

      

      

      This was already a research ship, or at least I'd thought it was. Looking over the new schematics that opened up showed how much more could be done. Every system in the ship would be subject to constant experimentation and improvement. While this might make things less reliable, it would reap rewards in the long term.

      I began the conversion at once.
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      The upgrade to a research vessel was also improving and modifying every system aboard to some degree. I reviewed what those new systems looked like.

      

      
        Research Biocomputer

        Level 10

        

        The research biocomputer has far more interconnections than a standard bioprocessor. While this results in superior creative problem-solving abilities it also results in more emotional and mental instability and the possibility of freezing in a crisis.

        

        Research Bioreactor

        Level 10

        

        The research bioreactor is constantly testing new formulas and power distribution platforms. This generates a steady supply of research points, but power irregularities decrease the lifespan of all ship systems.

        

        Research Growth Vats

        Level 10

        

        While the growth vats currently provide a supply of food and replacement body parts to the crew those will now frequently be experimental. Flavors may vary wildly as well as the effects on consumption. While this will provide steady research points crew morale will be negatively impacted.

        

        Research Medical Bay

        Level 10

        

        In the old configuration of the ship’s Medical Bay it attempted to restore the biological health of any injured party to a standardized baseline. Now the Medical Bay will attempt to improve and enhance capabilities whenever possible. This may be distressing to some biological organisms.

        

        Research Cabins

        Level 10

        

        The crew of an airship are a potentially endless source of study for interpersonal dynamics. In addition to powerful sensors in every cabin the human crew will now be subject to regular experimentation. Possessions may go missing, secrets may find their way to other crew members, sleep may be regularly interrupted.

      

      

      Essentially, it all seemed to be exactly what it had been suggested would happen. Every operation on the ship including the functioning of my own mind was becoming something of an experiment. How could I not approve?

      

      
        E.M.M.A

        Research Airship

        Power Core: 1500

        Power Usage: 475

        Habitability: 200

        Biomass: 412

        Building Material: 41

        Research: 10

        Military: 1

        Engineering: 1

        Espionage: 0

        Command: 0

        Additional Facilities

        Biocomputer - Level 10

        BioReactor - Level 10

        Genetics Lab (Randomizer) - Level 10

        Physics Lab (Randomizer) - Level 10

        Growth Vats - Level 10

        Medical Bay - Level 10

        Cabins - Level 10

        Processor - Level 10

        

        Powerhungry Status

        Hull: 100%

        Armor: 100%

        Shields: 100%

        Engines: 92%

        Dimensional Drive: 15%

        Thrusters: 45%

        Main Cannons: 20%

        Side Cannons: 60%

        Sensors: 70%

      

      

      The ship had undergone vast improvement in just a short time. While we doubtless wouldn't be able to hold up in a fight against a dedicated military vessel, so far we'd proved we had the ability to rise to such challenges by outthinking our foes. It was something we'd have to persist in.

      Our greatest problem right now was crew. While I still wasn't exactly delighted at having humans running around inside of me, I had to admit that they had their uses. Between the various attacks we'd lost a lot of people. While we'd done some recruitment in the last port, it wasn't enough.

      Mechos having somehow been stripped of his core was also a blow. Upgrade cores were powerful and while I'd never thought he'd made the best use of his, it had come in handy. He had become deathly ill since his rescue, and a short time later the rest of the Mechanites fell sick too.

      I didn't have another upgrade core to give him, and no guarantees that even if I did, that it would help him to recovery—he might get a completely different set of abilities.

      Giving him some sort of new power was the most likely way to help, but it was a matter of which one. I'd once suggested a blood transfusion from Ophelia to Anna. Ophelia's ability would be able to restore life and function to Mechos' organic parts, but would likely reject the machinery.

      I'd never actually made a lieutenant of my own, but it should theoretically be possible. I suspected it would be somewhat similar to what had happened with Ophelia. If I fused a subset of my intelligence with a human’s biology, I might be able to make them something similar to one of my human drones. Possessing free will, but also under my control.

      There was also Hot Stuff. While it seemed the most unlikely of the options with the new Metal core working along with her Fire core, it might find some way to bond with Mechos’ machine parts.

      I leaned towards making him a drone. Then Anna suggested it was best to allow him to make his own choice.

      I sent Candice for a visit.

      "Don't tell me you are going to try to comfort a dying man. You'd be horrible at it," Mechos said.

      "You don't comfort one of your most useless tools when it breaks. You throw it out or find some sort of patch to make it useful again," I said. "I'm here to offer you those options, unless you'd prefer I simply dump you and your people from the ship."

      "You would," Mechos said. "Let me guess. A new power set."

      He never made proper use of his abilities, but Mechos was one of the smarter humans around.

      "Here are your choices. I can try to make you and your people drones. Ophelia might be able to restore your biology. Hot Stuff now has a metal core with some intriguing possibilities," I said.

      Mechos gave a pained chuckle. "It isn't that easy, you know. It isn't like just picking items off a menu. You've seen how lieutenants stick near those with a core, become loyal to them, subservient. You're asking me to bind myself and my people to someone new."

      That had never occurred to me. I knew my own drones obeyed my wishes, but I'd never considered how the other Powered had stuck together. Hot Stuff was not exactly natural leadership material to have led such a gang, and some of the others had been even worse.

      I wondered if that was why Anna was so reluctant to accept Ophelia's blood.

      It didn't change the realities of the situation.

      "You were always going to be someone’s inferior. You lack the will or the strength to be otherwise," I said.

      Mechos glared for a moment and then looked away. "Hot Stuff, then."

      From a research standpoint this was the possibility I was most interested in. It was also the riskiest.

      "I've improved her virus, but it is still only working about eighty-five percent of the time. Without a core to protect you there is a real chance this will be fatal," I said.

      "I'm dying anyways," Mechos said.

      True. I didn't think Anna would appreciate him making this choice, but really it was her fault for giving him the opportunity in the first place.
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      We reached Grim Harbor right on time. It was a cluster of shabby-looking buildings alongside a rocky coast. What they lacked in aesthetics they made up for in docks of all types, and they did business with a host of pirates and explorers this far out on the Rim.

      Unlike at Reevesport there were no military vessels at all here. I'd been able to get a sense of the place before pulling in and started work on the hull accordingly. Where once I'd gone to great ends to make us appear in better repair than we actually were, here I did the opposite. We looked like an explorer vessel coming into port after a rough journey.

      We raised few questions, were given a dock and we settled in. Only Anna went ashore to recruit, we'd decided to leave our Powered individuals aboard this time out. We didn't want anyone in Grim Harbor getting any sense of our real capabilities. The recruits, we could split between the various Powered section heads later for conversion. Given what Mechos had said, loyalty wouldn't be a question once that took place.

      Mechos survived his encounter with Hot Stuff. More than that, it did save his life. His metallic components melted to reform a circuit pattern throughout his flesh that was something alltogether new, and different than the powerset had influenced Hot Stuff herself. I suspected his upgrade core was not quite as completely gone or missing as it had been feared and perhaps this was giving it a new life.

      Using Candice and Diana, I hit the markets to look for parts for our dimensional drive. Anna had explained it would play a major role in what she had planned. Getting it in working order was critical. Fortunately, ship parts weren't difficult to find in a place where piracy and scavenging were such lucrative enterprises.

      For trade goods I was using some of the high-value plants I'd been cultivating in my growth vats. Semhar Root, in particular, was fetching a great price here. It was enough to buy the parts I needed and to acquire several new cookie recipes.

      It was strange to see this many humans gathered in one place in relative peace. Perhaps that was because of the lack of Power cores, While my scans for them were still imprecise and I wasn't getting any hint of them, and could only accept it was true.

      I caught up with Anna in a tavern near the docks. She had a mug of something sinister and green, and several charts placed before her.

      I settled Candice into an open seat with Diana taking a guard position nearby.

      "We need to build a booze still—not that you drink. Although you could probably drink. Do you drink?" Anna asked.

      How would I know? We didn't have a still. I had Candice take a sip from Anna’s mug. It was foul.

      "Well, in addition to being infected by your diseased slobber my drone has now ingested one of the foulest things she has ever tasted," I said.

      "Isn't it awful? I want more," Anna said. "How many actually showed up to the ship?"

      I'd been logging Anna's recruits as they came aboard.

      "One hundred and seven so far. We'll lose some during conversion, but that should see us decently crewed. They must be desperate signing up to fly with you," I said.

      "I'll get some more," Anna said, and slid one of the charts towards Candice. "We're actually on the edges of Scholar territory. Not that you can tell."

      "There is almost a complete lack of core usage among the population. They are as weak as you are," I said.

      "And sane, and mostly happy despite being thieves," Anna said, a little wistful.

      "Is the Queen of the World actually a pirate? Suddenly the poor fashion sense and terrible hygiene make far too much sense."

      "Everyone comes from somewhere, Emma. Even you," Anna said with a frown. "And yeah. Core distribution around the world isn't exactly balanced, but the lack you see here is because this is Scholar territory. It has been pretty much been picked clean, and in the event of a rare drop people rush to grab the chance."

      "Drop?" I asked, I hadn't heard the term before.

      "Cores come from somewhere. I know it doesn't seem like it when we keep just taking them from other people, but originally they simply appear and typically bond with whoever happens to be closest," Anna said.

      "If only romance happened the same way, you might have hope. I haven't scanned that happening," I said.

      "It doesn't much these days. It happened more after the world got broken, then slowed down," Anna said, and took another swig from her drink. "Did you get the parts you needed?"

      "They had what was required. It will be a few days, but we can get the drive back up and running, even make a few improvements."

      Anna thought about it and nodded. "Stock up on luxuries for the crew too, anything you'd have trouble making yourself or that you don't know how to make."

      I supposed there were worse ideas, in a vast universe there had to be.

      "I'd like to collect some research samples as well. Some of us care about more than simple hedonism," I said.

      Anna chuckled. "I'd believe that more if I didn't think you got some sort of a high out of science."

      Anna knew me too well. I didn't like it.

      "At least I'm not drinking alone in a bar," I said.

      Anna stared hard at Candice and then shifted her gaze to Diana. She grunted, "I think we both know I'm drinking with my best friend. Get your samples. We'll indulge in our vices together."

      Her best friend? Had Anna been bonding with my drones when I wasn't watching? Candice did seem to have a certain perkiness that might be confused with friendliness. I'd have to keep an eye on this, autonomy in my drones was dangerous.
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      The conversion of our newest crew went well enough. I tranquilized them and we sorted them into departments. Most were willing to take what they got, although Hot Stuff wanted to select hers on the basis of attractiveness. Given they'd wind up going around largely unclothed, the rest of the humans had no problems with this.

      I was proved right about Ophelia's blood being able to make people her lieutenants, although the process turned out to be more fatal than I'd expected. In about forty percent of cases the healing potential applied itself only to specific cells and essentially became self-healing and powerful cancer at the same time. The cancer won.

      Anna provided the coordinates for the dimensional drive, ordered shields up and all crew to battle stations, then we made the jump.

      We appeared in a landscape that made my sensors ache. Overhead were what appeared to be three suns. The world below was sand in all directions. A tiny settlement clustered beneath a glowing bubble of force shielding.

      "We've finally found a place as bleak as your future," I said to Anna.

      "And as sunny as your disposition. Give them a half-powered shot on the shields," Anna said, lounging back in her throne. Today she'd dressed for diplomacy, which meant barely at all, in red and gold.

      I let loose with a few seconds from our beam cannon at low power. I'd tweaked the emitters to match Anna's chosen colors, a red beam lancing across the shield.

      It didn't take long to get a comm signal from the surface. It was visual so I put it through to a screen. The man looked to be in his early thirties, dressed in a gray duster.

      "We are an unarmed settlement under the protection of the Legasa," said the man, before pausing and squinting at his display. "Scholarium Aderitus Besari?"

      "Badass Queen of the whole motherfucking world, if you're going to insist on titles, Scott. It has been awhile," Anna said.

      They knew each other. That wasn't a total surprise, Anna had these coordinates memorized and the settlement below didn't look large. If she had ever served here, she likely knew everyone.

      "Not long enough, since you're shooting at us. Do you have any idea how long it took us to get that Viraxum dust out of the vents?" Scott asked.

      "You were chasing me with a digger bot. I had to scramble your sensors," Anna said.

      "You'd left us tied up and indecent in the arboretum after stealing that core," Scott said.

      "Good times. Me, airship with heavy firepower, and unless you missed it Queen of the whole Motherfucking World," Anna said.

      "Pretty sure you made that title up," Scott said.

      The man was elbowed out of the way by a younger-looking blonde woman. "Excuse Scott. He is bitter and not too bright. Hi Anna, love the outfit."

      "Zora? I thought you'd have transferred away by now?" Anna said.

      Fascinating though this all was, I was picking up some strange readings. It was a Powered individual drawing upon a considerable use of their powers.

      "If we're quite done rehashing why nobody likes you, there is something suspicious going on. I believe they're planning some sort of attack," I said.

      "Hit them with a full blast," Anna said.

      I fired another blast at the shields, this time at full intensity. The heat from the three suns had to be a constant drain on their systems—it was on our shields. The shields flickered for a moment and continued to hold.

      "Zora, I'm fond of you and I don't completely hate Scott, but fuck with my ship and I will kill every fucking one of you. If the title isn't making it clear, I don't care about the Legasa any longer," Anna said.

      The power readings dampened.

      "Bullying appears to be an adequate substitute for friendship," I said.

      "We're standing down. So you're really going for it?" Zora asked.

      "All the way. I'm not here to catch up on time. The word is that someone has found Aelfwal. Do you know who?" Anna asked.

      Anna had been short on details of her plan. Obviously it involved stirring the pot among the Scholars.

      "You're hoping to steal it away? Zora asked.

      "Something like that. I heard they haven't claimed it yet, but they’re attempting to get through some sort of shielding. You’re both archaeologists, surely you've heard something?"

      Zora and Scott talked amongst each other.

      "We haven't heard anything. Truly," Zora said.

      "Not that we'd tell you if we had," Scott said.

      "Send me your transmission logs. I'll verify," Anna said.

      "Screw you," Scott said.

      "Scott..." Zora said.

      "No, we are not doing this with her. Not again. If she wants to blow us to hell, she can," Scott said.

      "Don't suppose you happen to be hiring?" Zora asked.

      "Seriously?" Anna asked

      "Sure. I mean, you're kind of a ruthless self-serving bitch which sucked when you were a coworker. I kind of like it in a monarch," Zora said.

      Anna looked agonized and shook her head. "Sorry, Zora. Tempted to say yes, but I just can't trust you. You're the Legasa's creature, you always have been."

      Zora raised a pistol and shot Scott in the face. There was the expected blood and gurgling as he fell back.

      "I just tendered my resignation and applied for a new position all at once," Zora said.

      Anna stared impassively at the screen. "Kill the feed. Get us out of here, Emma."

      "You aren't going to take her up on her offer? She reminds me a bit of you," I said.

      Anna let out a low sigh. "You saw how she tried to appeal to me? She could have flirted, she could have called on old times. I'd have taken her up on either, but she treated me as a killer who would be impressed by killing. It was a glimpse of what she thinks of me. If I let her aboard she'd be waiting for her chance to take me out. It’s what you do with killers—it’s what killers do."

      It was an interesting insight. I keyed our next set of coordinates.
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      When we next materialized we were in the air just above a flying city. It was improbably located above three tornadoes that churned with terrible fury below.

      "Did the Scholars make it a point to send you to the most miserable places in existence in the hopes of getting rid of you? They may be more intelligent than I'd given them credit for," I said.

      "It is all about the pursuit of cores. It’s in the most inhospitable of areas they are likely to have gone overlooked," Anna said.

      "But you're still sending people you hate the most out to look for them, I'd assume," I said.

      "You aren't wrong. Listen up, we aren't going to start out shooting here. We don't want to knock out a stabilizer and send the ship anywhere near those tornadoes. Open me a channel," Anna said.

      I tried but got no response.

      "I've opened you a line, but they aren't sending a feed in return," I said.

      Anna settled back and announced, "This is Annabella Besari, Queen of the World and your rightful monarch. The word is that Aelfwal has been found. Tell me all that you know and I shall leave you in peace."

      I got sudden readings of objects materializing near the hull. I focused my sensors on one and found it to be a combat drone of a type more advanced than my own. It fired a concussive blast that caused the shield to ripple. The others were doing the same.

      "We're taking fire," I said.

      "Then return it, but avoid the city itself," Anna said.

      I opened up with the side cannons. Their drones were difficult to lead, and the high winds outside complicated matters considerably. They seemed to have routines to deal with the turbulence, but I didn’t have anything similar.

      I compensated by increasing the rate of fire. If you aren't aiming properly there is something to be said for a wide distribution of fire. It paid off and one of the drones went spinning through the air in a spray of sparks.

      "I am not amused. Stand down your attack or I will open fire on the city," Anna called.

      Outside, space twisted again. It was a pair of airships flanking us on either side. They were both smaller than the Powerhungry, and clearly warships. They immediately opened fire, a withering blast hitting our shields.

      I activated overdrive in combination with the thrusters and executed a sharp lift in altitude. I had Hot Stuff in the chair for the main gun, drawing off her power set, and I fired a shot charged with her heat powers.

      The air warped and twisted between us and the target vessel. Its shields held and the ship swiveled away out of the line of fire.

      "I see them," Anna said.

      Great, she still had her eyesight. That wasn't helping me to deal with the situation. I maneuvered for a second shot on the same vessel. This one took down its shields and the last part of the beam sliced a line through its hull leaving glowing metal in its wake.

      Both the ships opened fire at the same time and this time it was our shields that went down.

      Our BioArmor was durable, but they were warships and I didn't doubt they had solid plating of their own.

      "Get us out of here," Anna said.

      I activated our dimensional drive, but the ship simply lurched.

      "Much like you, our drive doesn't seem to be doing anything useful," I said.

      One of the enemy vessels pointed itself at us and engaged thrusters. The Powerhungry shook again as it rammed us.

      That was a foolish strategy for aerial vehicles. It was also effective, the nose pierced through our armor and split open to reveal a hatch through which rushed several soldiers. Their armor was green and white, and they wore helmets in the shape of a falcon's head.

      "We've got boarders," I said.

      Anna was up from her throne in an instant with her own BioArmor springing up around her in place of her gown. "Keep Hot Stuff on the gun, but get me Mechos and Ophelia."

      Anna teleported away. My cameras briefly caught her in the armory grabbing a rifle and a sword, then she was at the site of the hull breach and firing off shots.

      The invaders had powers of their own. Their reaction times and speed were well above normal. I teleported Diana and Candice to grab some rifles too, then fetched Ophelia, Mechos, and some of Hot Stuff's other lieutenants to assist. The attackers might be fast, but the same basic principle as the concussion drones applied—fire enough rounds and it doesn't matter.

      Having Anna out of the way almost freed me up to try and resolve the outside threat to the ship. Perhaps because of what had happened at our last stop, she’d seemed very intent on no harm coming to the people of this city. I had no such concerns when the health of this ship and crew were on the line.

      I aimed at one of the engines keeping the city aloft and took the shot. Under the effects of the beam the metal vaporized, the city dipping for several long seconds before stabilizing as the other engines compensated.

      The other ship fired on us, it was ineffective against our armor. In time they might bring us down that way, but the city wasn’t so well protected and I would win this race. I took a second shot and another engine melted.

      The ship broke off its attack to hover protectively between us and the city. I shifted my attention back to the boarding party.
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      It was more challenging to get a gist of the battle inside than expected. Candice and Diana were down, which meant I had to shift my focus to the camera feeds instead. Ophelia was down too, although it wouldn't last, and Anna was in the Medbay recovering from what looked like a shotgun blast at close range.

      Mechos was still up. With his intense heat they hadn't been able to do much to harm him, but they'd simply responded by leaving him behind. Now, the boarding party was over halfway towards the Command deck.

      I started by opening a comm to Mechos. "When you are a living embodiment of fire, and the enemy leaves you behind to go wreck havoc on our ship, you go aboard theirs and burn everything you find."

      I didn't need Hot Stuff in the weapons chair anymore. I teleported her into the middle of the enemy formation. Unlike Mechos, she knew how to make full use of her destructive gifts.

      The boarders seemed prepared for it. The instant she appeared they were moving away with dizzying speed and by the time her flames roared to life they were out of range.

      I'd dealt with Runner, who had similar abilities, by deploying high friction surfaces. If I'd known these particular attackers were coming I'd have prepared something similar.

      I could construct some in their path, but not in the time it would take for them to reach the Command deck and my core.

      Teleporting was likely my best solution—I could teleport them somewhere. I could try for a holding cell although I wasn't sure they wouldn’t get out before I could seal the field. Alternatively, I could open the ramp on the bottom deck and teleport them to the edge to be sucked out of the ship.

      That was tempting, but their speed might save them there as well. It would also deny me corpses to test later. I would like to have a look at their particular power set.

      Ratticus, he was my answer to this particular problem. With his ability he'd be able to redirect their speed into something else, and I could use him as my anchor to teleport them to Engineering where the electricity could kill them.

      "Rat. You're about to be useful," I said, opening a comm.

      "Oh merciful and ever brilliant mechanical overlord of all she surveys, am I not usually useful?" Ratticus asked.

      He was, really. There were not many members of the crew I could say that of. I still hadn't made a cookie to properly appeal to rat taste buds. I really must.

      "For vermin, you have your moments. You're going to be useful at killing people. They are high speed and wielding shotguns. I'm going to teleport you onto their backs and then to Engineering. Just dampen their velocity and keep yourself from dying, and I'll move you onto the next one,"

      "Shotguns?" Ratticus asked, in a voice that was more a squeak.

      That didn't really need an answer. I teleported him to the first enemy.

      They were running in the moment Ratticus' claws dug into their back, and that forward motion carried over after the teleport to Engineering. Instantly electrocuted, the man’s twitching body plowed into a wall and Ratticus bounced off with a squeak. I didn't detect any physical damage, so I teleported Ratticus to the next.

      We took them one at a time. A shotgun blast got fired at a wall once, but otherwise they never really had a chance before they were killed.

      By the time I was done I was detecting greatly elevated heat levels inside of their ship. Mechos walked out of the hatch with flames flickering behind him. I teleported Hot Stuff to join him and between them they were able to melt the clamps securing their ship to ours.

      In flames, it tumbled away into the tornadoes below.

      Anna had been mostly put back together by the time it was done, and I manufactured her another dress before she made a return to the throne room.

      Any discomfort from her injuries was hidden as Anna leaned back in her throne once more and had me open a comm channel to the city. She called, "As I was saying, this is Anabella Besari. Queen of the world and one now very pissed-off monarch with a lot of Falcon Guard blood on her hands. I suggest you talk or there will be a lot more."

      I got an incoming visual and I put it up on a display. It was a woman with traces of gray in her hair and a quirk to her lips that gave her a permanent, disapproving look.

      "Besari, you know you aren't welcome here," said the woman.

      "Matron Griles. You haven't withered away yet? How unfortunate. Aefwal, what do you know?" Anna asked.

      "Historical city. Lost to the ages. Not here," Matron Griles said. "Or do you think we parked our city on top of it?"

      "The rumor is that Lady Sylax has found it."

      "Good for her. Another crazy youngster with delusions of rising above her station," Matron Griles said.

      "You're quite aware I can kill you all, right?" Anna asked.

      Matron Griles sniffed. "If you were going to do that, you'd not have engaged in so much theater. You didn't target us at first, and the name-dropping merely baits a hook. Consider your message passed on, girl—and spare me more of this unpleasant and tedious charade."

      The comm link closed.

      Anna stared at it. "She hung up on me. She actually hung up on me."

      "Well, it can hardly be the first time it has happened, although I suppose it is expected to happen earlier—perhaps as soon as you introduce yourself," I said.

      "Get us out of here and send a drone to Reevesport. I need to know if we destroyed it or not," Anna said.

      "No killing spree here?" I asked.

      "Oh so tempting, but no, I think we've killed enough of them today. Let's move on."
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      We made a brief flicker of an appearance near Reevesport, just long enough for me to deploy a drone before we returned to hovering in the air above Aelfwal.

      Regardless of distance I was able to communicate with my drones and get real-time data of what was happening. We hadn't managed to destroy it.

      The volcanic crater appeared unharmed. I could only speculate that my bombs hadn't managed to detonate. The skies were filled with Scholar warships and patrolled by dragons. Lady Sylax must have reunited with her lost core and they were transforming the place into an armed fortress.

      I hid my drone in some jungle foliage to play observer for now.

      It took two days for the seeds of sedition Anna had planted to take root. New Scholar vessels appearing in the air above Reevesport and beginning to open fire on the defenders.

      The Scholar vessels were of all sorts. I observed ships in colors of green and white that had the look of the Falcon vessels. There was another small fleet whose vessels were cloaked in shields of smoky darkness.

      "What exactly are you hoping to accomplish with all of this? Or was any sort of strategic planning a foolish hope from someone that thought that dress a good idea?" I asked Anna, who was seated at the command console aboard the ship and watching the sensor feeds from the drone.

      "What we are looking for is the disproportionate response. I've gotten the word out there that Sylax has found a prize of great value. Some powers will be willing to gamble a little in pursuit of that prize, and prepared to lose, and they’re of no interest to us. What I'm looking for is someone coming in with too much firepower," Anna said.

      "Because to them it will be more than a gamble," I said.

      Anna had a cunning streak that was quite useful at times.

      So far, none of the fleets were having much luck. Lady Sylax, compared to the Scholars, was only a minor power. But with the acquisitions of her core from the jungle and the assets she seized from Reevesport, she was still a formidable force. It didn't help that the invading fleets were as eager to attack each other, as her.

      Another fleet materialized above Reevesport. Twelve heavy battleships in white and grey marked with a wolf’s head. In a display of considerable coordination they swiveled in unison to present their main cannons to the largest cluster of other vessels and began to open fire with ballistic rounds.

      "Wolves that are actually dangerous. How novel," I said.

      "Transfer Baron Wolfson and his people into holding cells," Anna said, studying the screen. "Unless I miss my guess, this is his father. James Wolf."

      "The name is literal? Well, I suppose it is for most of the crew. Perhaps you should try one that defines yourself? Cookie Devourer, Friendless, Mostly Useless," I said.

      "I'll stick with badass Queen of the World," Anna said. "We'll let this play out a little, but I want us ready for a large-scale boarding action. Our goal will be take out the shields of the main vessel while you scan for their archives and teleport us in."

      That was her plan? It hardly counted.

      I teleported Baron Wolfson and his remaining Wolves into containment cells and sealed them in. Anna wasn't going to give them a chance to betray her.

      The battle for Reevesport was starting to turn into a three-way affair with the new arrival. Makeshift alliances were made between other attacking ships as they drew together forming one force, Sylax made the second, and Wolf and his ships the third.

      Even more sections of the city were aflame now. Above, the fight in the air wasn't one-sided. Two of the Wolve's ships had their shields down and were pulling back behind the others.

      "How long can we last amongst in all of that?" Anna asked.

      It was a good question, a critical question, I wish I had a better answer.

      I said, "You made the dubious decision to tie your ambitions to a research complex, then decided it was a good idea to keep finding us massive firefights to wander into. This ship is in the best shape it has been since we took a hold of it, but we aren't designed to go against a single warship, much less dozens."

      "That isn't an answer," Anna said.

      "A few minutes. Our shields are in good repair, our armor plating is restored, and I've got some innovative ideas I think will stretch out the fight. Push it too long though and I'm making my exit. I'll find a new annoying and pushy human sidekick," I said.

      "Like I'm replaceable," Anna said.

      "Perhaps Zora? You and she come from a similar place and she seems to have the drive to succeed," I said.

      Anna frowned and slipped away from the console to teleport to the armory. No Bioarmor for her today, she was going with the best equipment Batavius managed to produce.

      Before she left Anna said, "Don't even joke about that. If you do have to go, find yourself some nice place hidden away in the jungle. Crash the ship, go underground like you were before. Make a life for those staying aboard and do your research in peace. You can't trust the Scholars or the Righteous."

      Well, she hardly needed to convince me that humans were unreliable. I do think she was concerned about me, or else she simply hated the idea of Zora getting ahead that much. Perhaps it was a bit of both.

      The battle for Reevesport seemed to be reaching its crescendo. Three dragons had been felled going after one of the Wolf vessels that the other ships were going to unusual lengths to protect. It must be the command ship, and its shields were flickering. We'd never get a better opportunity. I blinked us into the middle of the chaos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            40

          

        

      

    

    
      I had respawned Candice and Diana. I had my human drones again to send into the fight on the vessel alongside Anna.

      I also had to consider what to do if we were boarded. I moved Sparkseed and the growth bombs so one was positioned on every deck and set up rooms as insulated safe areas. If necessary I could teleport my crew to their respective safe rooms and trigger the seeds. That much electricity would likely blow out most of our systems and send us crashing to the ground, but I was fairly sure it would kill any invaders too, if it came to it.

      I put Ratticus in the weapons chair so we could feed his power into the main guns. Our goal wasn't to destroy any ships, but simply to stay flying for as long as possible. I hoped that with his ability to convert and redirect energy Ratticus might be able to neutralize some of the incoming fire.

      We had materialized in the middle of the Wolf fleet.

      I hit them with the beam cannon and Ratticus siphoned the power from those with already weakened shields. They flickered a few moments and were gone.

      If being a research vessel had any advantage in a fight like this, it was our exceptional sensors. As soon as any shields dropped I was scanning the vessel for anything that might be the archive Anna wanted.

      Not a single research facility on their ship, really it was quite shameful. There was a central database facility and that must be the archives. Except there also appeared to be some sort of vault that had armed guards stationed outside even in the midst of this battle.

      I didn't have time to consult with Anna. Should I split our forces between those targets or not?

      There were obvious risks involved in doing so, but the vault could also contain what we needed and we'd only get the single chance at attacking the ship. I decided it was worth the risk.

      I began teleporting teams over. The vault got our heaviest hitters. Hot Stuff and her lieutenants, Anna, and Doctor Batavius and a few of her people for their technical expertise. The archive required a technical mind too, so I sent Mechos along with Ophelia and an engineering team.

      I split my drones up one per team.

      The vault team came under fire at once. Hot Stuff walked towards the guards, fire blazing around her body as she went into full burn. This drew their fire and kept the others in her team safe for the moment.

      "This doesn't look like an archive," Anna said to Candice.

      "Good. You haven't gone quite as blind as the bat. There were two targets that needed hitting and this was the heavier-defended of the two," I said.

      I turned my attention from that fight and let Candice have control of her own body. Even my multitasking abilities weren't fully up to the task. Appearing right in the middle of the Wolf fleet had made sure our weapons could inflict damage and get their shields down. It also had some advantages in taking them by surprise—but that advantage was short-lived.

      The Wolf ships were hitting back hard, and Sylax was using the distraction of our appearance to mount a full blown offensive.

      Ratticus caught a nasty blast of beam fire with our own, neutralizing it, but the steady drum of bullets were wearing through our shields and when a dragon flung itself at us, they finally snapped out entirety.

      The team handling the archives had completed their mission. Mechos had found a small crystal block containing the entirety of their data files. Guards were rushing to respond, but it didn't matter, I teleported everyone back.

      The vault team was having more difficulty. In response to Hot Stuff the guards had switched to cryo rounds and she'd taken several wounds. The manifestation of her motorcycle took them by surprise though and the guns cut them to shreds. The rest of the team was still up, but was retreating back towards the vault.

      Ratticus hit a dragon with a burst of the beam weapon, stealing its momentum and sending it tumbling towards the city.

      There was a massive energy pulse from Reevesport and I detected some sort of gravity distortion. I'd seen something similar once before, when we'd been stopped from using our dimensional drive.

      Sylax was locking down the entire battlefield.

      It was overconfident of her. I didn't think she was winning this battle. Regardless, it was very bad news for us. This was supposed to be a robbery and a quick escape, not a battle.

      In the vault Hot Stuff had just melted her way through a six-foot thick steel door. My sensors hadn't been able to penetrate here before. The vault seemed to contain a single item, a crystalline pyramid etched with circuitry glowing with a dim blue light.

      It was all I needed. With the sensor lock and the presence of an agent, I brought the team and the loot home.

      I teleported Anna directly to the throne room and she wasted no moment in settling down at the command console. "Situation?"

      "While you were busy staring at Hot Stuff's ass I've been busy fighting dragons. Sylax deployed some sort of dampening field to the whole battlefield that’s preventing our dimensional drive from working," I said.

      "She is linking all the vessels together. We don't have the power to move the whole fleet, so none of us can jump."

      Is that what it was? If it was just a matter of power I had some ideas. But no time to explain them.
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      Now I teleported Anna and the rest of the crew into the safe rooms. Anna wasted no time in storming to a comm panel and hitting it. "What the fuck are you up to, Emma?"

      "Unlike you, I know how to make sparks fly. I'm getting us a power source," I said.

      I triggered the growth bombs. The interior of the ship was filled with electrical discharge. I channeled it all into the weapons array where Ratticus could absorb it with his power crystal and convert it into something usable by the dimensional drive.

      I tried to trigger a transit. Unlike before, this time something happened, a shimmer in the air over the entire fleet—but it still wasn't enough.

      "Emma, it takes a lot of power. A lot. You aren't going to shift us all out of here and if you did, you'd just be bringing our problems with us," Anna said.

      That much was true. I had in mind the one place we could go that might make them fight even more violently. Aelfwal.

      If they were ready to engage in a life-and-death battle for just the idea of the city, what would they do when they discovered it was real? Of course, that applied to us as well, but I suspected we had stumbled across a key to the shield, and we had the best sensors of any ship in this battle.

      I was convinced I could find this "socket" before any of them.

      None of which fixed the power issue.

      This was a problem I'd solved in the past. Before, it just hadn't gone as planned. I scanned below and found my bombs still in place in the volcano. They were no longer ideally placed, and the explosive force wouldn't be optimal.

      It would still be an immense amount of power.

      I triggered the bombs and maneuvered so our main cannon would have a clear shot of the volcanic crater.

      When the eruption began I was prepared. I fired the main cannon directly into the explosive force and channeled the full power of the eruption through Ratticus and into the dimensional drive.

      Reality lurched—or to be fair, it tore itself apart.

      The ship rocked violently and the sky shifted into a thousand different hues before it seemed to shatter. The ship’s armor was torn away by contrasting forces. Still, we were structurally stable enough to handle it. Most of the warring ships survived.

      Reevesport was falling to pieces though, the city’s structure finally having had too much and was at last falling to earth.

      We shifted.
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      We materialized in a strange realm. We rocked violently and I reoriented the ship to stabilize us. There was no ground beneath us, simply layers of crystals floating free in a red tinted sky. The crystals were of every imaginable color, large bolts of electricity crackling from one to the other.

      “If this was your plan, your plan sucks,” Anna said.

      That wasn’t helpful. Clearly this was not my plan. I dispatched my science drones off above and below us. Those directions did exist, for all that there was no visible ground there was gravity oriented clearly in one direction.

      “I can only hope your level of competence is not contagious. Do you recognize where we are?” I asked.

      Anna pulled her lower lip between her teeth as she flicked over the screens at her console. “No, I don’t. Things on the Rim can get crazy as you’ve seen but I don’t recognize this particular batch of crazy. Is the dimensional drive still online?”

      The dimensional drive wasn’t there. It and the hull surrounding it had either evaporated away or been wrenched apart because of the powerful forces that had gone into trying to shift an entire battlefield at once.

      “Consider the drive to be as useless as you are right now,” I said. No other vessels looked to have transitioned with us, wherever we were we had been separated from the rest of the forces that were locked in combat.

      Analysis of the hull damage around the dimensional drive was giving me some idea what had happened. It was more “wrenched apart” than “melted”. Moving the entire fleet had been rather like using a lever to lift a great weight. We’d been on the wrong side and it snapped and that force had carried us far further than intended.

      “At least we’re alone,” Anna said.

      It was good that she could catch up, eventually.

      “You’ll see how you feel about that when I get bored due to a lack of new test subjects,” I said.

      My science drones still hadn’t picked up anything new of note. Oh, it was all very interesting with crystals in all direction and I was gathering samples for study but it was all also very uniform.

      “Can you repair the drive?” Anna asked.

      “It is as gone as any realistic hopes of you having a happy and fulfilling life. Constructing a new one would require compounds I’m not detecting in our surroundings,” I said.

      “Send details of our surroundings out to the crew. We’ll see if anyone else recognizes it,” Anna said.

      As ideas went it wasn’t the worst one she’d ever had. Tara in particular was from a completely different corner of reality as Anna and was well travelled as well.

      It took perhaps half an hour and the news was uniformly negative. None of the crew had ever seen or heard of anything like our current surroundings. While the humans were continuing to be a useless infestation in my hull I was busy analyzing options.

      In the current situation what was important was direction. We needed somewhere to go, some way to orient ourselves. The first option there was obvious, gravity. Something was generating that force, whether a naturally occurring mass or some connection to physical laws that otherwise seemed mostly absent. What was interesting was the crystals which did not seem to be experiencing the same pull.

      Apart from gravity I wasn’t finding much differentiation in our surroundings. The electricity arcing between the crystals did not seem to be flowing in any direction. The light in the surroundings didn’t seem to have a singular source, even when tracking the individual photons I was getting a uniform distribution.

      The only other oddity was a subtle one and involved Ophelia. There was a force being exerted against her that was not applying to the hull or the rest of the crew, a minor repulsion that was acting on her and her alone.

      I informed Anna of the crew’s uselessness and my brilliance.

      “Set course towards whatever is repulsing Ophelia,” Anna said after only a moment of thought.

      “Why that one?” I asked.

      “You are probably thinking that following the gravity is most likely to return us to somewhere familiar and I agree. Let us solve this mystery first. Start repairs and we’ll see what we can find,” Anna said.

      A sense of scientific curiosity? Perhaps Anna did have a redeeming virtue or two after all, or more likely much like a part she was learning to mimic her betters.

      The opportunity to do repairs was welcome for we’d taken a lot of damage in the battle. I didn’t know what was happening right now with the rest of the fleets that had been warring. Had they made it to Aelfwal? Even if they had without what we’d stolen I didn’t think they’d be able to get through the shield any more than the Righteous had.
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      A week later and we were no closer to finding the source of whatever repulsed Ophelia. From what I could estimate the force had increased roughly seventy percent since we’d begun. It was proof of some form of progress at least.

      Repairs had been performed but as we progressed I was growing more concerned about the crew’s health than that of the ship. It started with the original crew of the airship, all of those with an animal transformation ability were becoming more animalistic. The remaining Wolves snapped at anyone who got close, the rats hid themselves away while the bats lurked in darkness.

      Hot Stuff was both burning hotter than usual and had reached a level of licentiousness unusual even for her, as had her Lieutenants.

      The only members of the crew unaffected were Ophelia and those few like Anna that had no power crystals of their own. If it were just a matter of behavior it might be one thing, but their powers also seemed to be both amplified and more erratic as well. Hot Stuff had several times melted her way through one deck and while we hadn’t lost a member of the crew yet I knew it was only a matter of time.

      Ultimately, I wound up putting the most dangerous into testing chambers. It both allowed me to more thoroughly study what was happening to them as well as providing a shielded environment to isolate them from the rest of the ship.

      It was two days after securing them that we finally came into scanning range of what we were looking for. To say that it looked like anything would be in error, the structure we detected changed dimensions with every pass of my sensors. It was as if the more intently I scanned the more that structure refused to be defined.

      “Are you broken?” Anna asked as her fingers tapped at the display before her.

      It was a reasonable question in this case. A sensor error was the first thing I’d thought of and I’d dispatched my science drones as well. It was if every sensor was completely disconnected from every other, it wasn’t just that the object was in a constant state of flux, it was in flux from every different angle.

      “It is something that seems to defy all logic and sense. It is as if you suddenly had friends or people who cared about you,” I said.

      I tried teleporting one of my drones inside the structure and lost contact at once.

      The air on the command deck shimmered golden and a woman materialized. Dark haired and yellow eyed she looked to be garbed in some sort of cocktail dress, golden and shimmering. There was something not quite right about her, her flesh in place shifting into scales very much like those of a lizard and the proportion of her limbs just ever so slightly off.
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      I might not know who, or perhaps even what this woman was but I knew how to handle intruders on the ship. I teleported one of my drones beside her to make contact and then initiated a teleport into one of the containment cells.

      My drone went, but the woman did not go with it.

      “I’m not that easy,” said the woman and she snapped her fingers. A lit cigarette appeared between them and she took a long drag before letting loose a puff of smoke. “Your ship is a shithole.”

      “Least ours can hold its shape,” Anna said straightening up from her console.

      “Hardly a virtue is it when this is the shape it holds,” the woman said as she walked over to the throne to prod it with a fingertip. “These aren’t even real skeletons.”

      “They’re real enough. I made it out of one of our crewmembers,” I said through a bridge speaker.

      The woman leaned in and put an ear to the throne. “You did! You tossed her in a blender? Now that is mildly interesting. An insane and incredibly rude science obsessed manufactured intelligence with upgrading superpowers, I like it.”

      “And you are?” Anna asked.

      The woman snapped those golden eyes to Anna to look her up and down, “Really? A megalomaniacal sidekick? Does she do any tricks?”

      “I beat the fuck out of condescending bitches,” Anna said.

      The woman regarded her for a moment more before grinning, “Fire, you overdo it a touch, but I like it. I’m Iska. So here is the thing, you’ve come somewhere you really shouldn’t be and you really aren’t worthy of. I like your style though so I’m going to give you a chance.”

      “I’m Anna,” Anna said just winding up into her usual long-winded introduction, Iska cut her off before she had a chance to finish.

      “Don’t care. We’re going to play a little game because I find it funny. If you win, I’ll send you back where you came from and include a prize or two. If you lose I’ll probably do terrible things to you,” Iska said in a cheerful tone.

      If I couldn’t teleport her I could incinerate her. I teleported Hot Stuff up from her quarters into the air above Iska. Unfortunately, she fell only about a millimeter before vanishing in a golden shimmer and reappearing back in her quarters.

      Anna blinked out and reappeared behind Iska throwing a punch towards the back of her head. There was a shimmer of gold that suffused the bridge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      My focus was suddenly elsewhere. I couldn’t detect the ship or my components there at all, I wasn’t even quite sure what I was seeing through for all that I did seem to have some sort of top down view on what appeared to be some sort of medieval peasant hovel.

      Two cows and a few chickens wandered aimlessly about. Mechos, less fiery than he was recently was bare chested and wore a tool belt about his waist. Anna was there too, dressed in a resplendent suit of red and gold armor with a savage looking sword buckled around her waist.

      The only structure was a single decrepit looking shack, otherwise a small field was surrounded by a thick forest and a nearby mountain towered overhead.

      “Well this is disconcerting,” I said. My voice boomed through the air without evident source.

      “You’re telling me,” Anna said moving to Mechos who was staring blankly into space. Anna waved a hand in front of his eyes to no response. “Where are we?”

      That was a very good question. I couldn’t reach the rest of my systems, it was as if I had been cut off in some ways. I tried to pull up a status screen.

      Food: 45

      Stone: 0

      Iron: 0

      Lumber: 0

      Population: 2

      Leader: Anna

      Peasants: 1

      Two of the chickens stumbled into each other and with a flicker an egg appeared as both wandered off in different directions.

      “I’ve got a status indicator with various things. Food, stone, iron, lumber, and peasants,” I said.

      Anna grimaced, “Great. We’re going old school. How many peasants?”

      “Just the one,” I said.

      “I’m going to kill the bitch,” Anna said grabbing Mechos by the hand and dragging him towards the shack. “I’ve got an idea what this is all about. Keep an eye out for attackers and let me know if any appear.”

      “What are you going to be doing?” I asked.

      Anna didn’t answer. She and Mechos disappeared in the shack which rocked violently for a few seconds. A toddler stumbled out the door, perhaps thirty seconds later the entire sequence of events happened again. It was time enough for toddler number one to grow to adulthood.

      If only the humans on the ship were this efficient. I felt a faint connection to the new peasant much like I would with one of my drones on the ship and I issued an order for them to begin gathering lumber. They quickly moved to the nearest tree and began to chop.

      There were ten new peasants created in that fashion before I observed the first attackers that Anna had feared would be on the way. There was a cave into the nearby mountain and out of it came several yellow eyed reptilian men in loincloths and wielding spears.

      “We’ve got incoming,” I said.

      Anna stepped out of the shack, straightening her armor.

      “Well that was tremendously disappointing. We are also never talking about it again,” Anna said.

      “What would be the point? We know in the real world he’d never have touched you,” I said.

      Anna drew her sword and moved to meet the invaders. They were little match for her, although they swarmed around her stabbing away they didn’t do much. A health bar appeared above her head, they’d taken perhaps ten percent off.

      I had split the new peasants between gathering lumber and food. Food seemed to involving scurry around behind the animals and herding them into each other which resulted in new chickens and cows popping into existence.

      I found that when I reached 100 lumber I had a new icon blinking for my attention.

      Build Menu

      Shack (100 Lumber)

      Barn (100 Lumber)

      Barracks (100 Lumber)

      Shrine (250 Lumber)

      

      A shack would presumably let me breed new peasants faster. There had been an even mix of boys and girls made so far. Genetics not seeming to play a factor in whatever this strange simulation was, I set a pair to work in the shack and began building a second.

      For the time being Anna could handle defense.

      If this was any sort of fair challenge it meant the opponent had probably started in a similar position to me. They must have rushed a barracks so that they could get some sort of offensive ability early on. Perhaps they thought that Anna would have gone off exploring, it might have made sense if she had.

      Whatever their reasoning it opened an opportunity for me. I could sink everything immediately into population and then use that population to harvest more resources.

      I found by directing some of my peasants at the mountain I could harvest stone, but I had no source for iron. It must be inside the cave where the enemy was located.

      That made sense, just as lumber was outside and was not a resource they had inside their primary area.

      Mechos was cheerfully clubbing away on a pile of lumber with a hammer. An utterly foolish endeavor that against all sense of proper construction techniques seemed to be forming a new hovel.

      I soon had it up and running and was allocating peasants to creating more peasants. My opponent didn’t let this go without a response.

      More lizardmen were coming out of the cave, they’d had an upgrade. While the bulk of their force was the spear wielders from before they were now backed up by others wielding crossbows.

      Anna engaged them again. Even without any sort of super power she was formidable here, weaving her way between them with powerful swipes of her sword until they all were gone. Unlike last time it left her gravely injured with only a flicker of her health bar remaining.

      “Well that sucked,” Anna said clutching her side.

      “Back to breeding duty then,” I said.

      “You can’t be serious,” Anna said.

      “Just think how terrible they must find it. You’re getting off lucky. Hopefully you’ll heal up some and that is one more peasant I can put to use elsewhere,” I said.

      Anna didn’t look thrilled about it but dragged Mechos towards one of the shacks.

      I had to figure out my next steps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            46

          

        

      

    

    
      I might not know every rule of this setting that we found ourselves in but I could figure out the basics. This was a struggle of one side against the other. Perhaps there was some objective to win to be found out there in the world, but it seemed likely destruction of an enemy base counted as a victory. If it didn’t the opponent wouldn’t be trying so hard to destroy ours.

      Their early offensive strategy would have made for a quick win had they pulled it off but since they hadn’t they were now seriously compromised. I’d be far ahead in peasants and resources. I could either use that advantage to build defenses and continue to expand my resources or I could work to quickly shift that advantage into an offensive force.

      This game worked against me. My enemy had more knowledge of the rules and that discouraged me basing any strategy on long term play. Long term my opponent would have the advantage.

      I had a little over three hundred lumber at this point. I began work on a barracks at once. I knew that once it was constructed there would either be some sort of upgrade or new facility that would let me build ranged units.

      I could wait for it or I could invest in a shrine instead. The shrine was an unknown, it might be some sort of healing or open some completely different unit type.

      I knew what ranged units could bring into the fray but the chance to get Anna in full fighting shape faster sounded like the best option for success. Even a fair-sized force of melee and ranged units hadn’t been able to take her down. If I could get her fighting with some melee backup they’d likely be able to handle anything the enemy could throw at them.

      When I acquired the two hundred and fifty lumber I began construction of a shrine. Immediately more options appeared.

      
        Fire

        Water

        Earth

        Air

      

      So far two members of the crew were represented among the population and it seemed possible my selection here might bring another. I couldn’t think of any crew members that would clearly link to either water or earth. The crazy old bat might qualify as air and Hot Stuff would make sense for fire.

      While it wouldn’t help Anna heal, when wanting quick and terrible destruction there was really only one option. I selected Fire. Peasants quickly constructed a shrine and preceded to set it on fire. Hot Stuff stepped out of the flames rolling her shoulders. Unlike Anna she hadn’t gotten any fancy armor or weaponry, rather she looked much as she had the first time she’d invaded my base.

      “This is weird,” Hot Stuff said after a look around at the surroundings.

      “No arguments here,” I said and moved one of the peasants out of the second shack. “Get in there and do what comes naturally. I want to see if we can breed some fiery warriors.”

      “Sure,” Hot Stuff said moving towards one of the cottages.

      Really she was much easier to work with than Anna sometimes.

      It seemed she was able to make Lieutenants even here, although each required one hundred wood to fuel the process. Still with my resource production that wasn’t too unworkable.

      I soon called her and Anna back out, I had an army. Anna was half healed, Hot Stuff was at full health and in addition there were now two fiery Lieutenants as well as three sword wielding soldiers I’d produced from the barracks.

      I angled them towards the cave. It was time to take the fight to them.
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      A short distance inside the cave the forces came upon a tower. Hot Stuff was leading the way and took an arrow to the shoulder that sent her whirling backwards, blood crimson against her bare flesh.

      An arrow wouldn’t normally be able to get past the intense heat of her flames. It must be a consequence of the world we were in. The single shot had taken a full quarter of her health bar.

      I pulled her back and sent Anna back in. Even though she only had half her health bar she was by far the most durable of the forces we had. While she soaked arrow fire I had the others come in behind her.

      Hot Stuff and her Flames made quick work of the tower. What they lacked in durability they made up for in destructive potential and soon it was but a gutted ruin.

      A bit further in and the cave opened into a larger cavern. Many simple stone structures were set up and a defensive force met us. There were only three melees and three crossbowmen. If Anna had been along they would have overwhelmed her but against our full force they fell quickly.

      We lost two melees in a process and Anna had only a sliver of her health left. There were however no defenders left to threaten us. Anna led an assault against their barracks first and while they spawned two more spearmen by the time we destroyed it, it was not enough and the rest of the structures filled quickly.

      The world dissolved in a flair of golden light.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My awareness was back on the Powerhungry.

      Iska was lounged indolently in Anna’s throne and she let out a long puff from her cigarette, “That was fun. I went easy on you but you didn’t completely suck.”

      “You’re in my chair,” Anna said.

      Iska grinned and snubbed her cigarette out on one of the skulls. “So, you won! Congratulations.”

      “You’re still sitting in my chair,” Anna said.

      Iska snapped her fingers and Hot Stuff materialized in a shimmer of gold.

      “I promised prizes. The sidekick with chair issues, you get a life. Return the dead or rip one away from someone,” Iska said.

      “Anna having a life? This will be new,” I said.

      Hot Stuff snickered and Anna glared.

      “Burning woman,” Iska said before snapping her fingers again. The flames constantly burning around Hot Stuff were snuffed out. My temperature sensors were detecting she was still well above human normal but nowhere near her usual. “Have an off and on switch. You can toggle your abilities.”

      “Wow,” Hot Stuff said and around her the flames flickered back on and then away. It seemed as if she might cry.

      Iska said, “Now I’m going to send you back to where you came from and you won’t have missed a moment. Know that you’ve caught our attention. We’re be visiting. One last present, for the crazy machine. I know you’ll want to study me and there isn’t a chance I’m sitting around in one of your cells but I’ll give you something interesting.”

      Iska opened her mouth and tore out her own tongue, a spray of blood accompanying the motion as she tossed it onto the ground and vanished from sight.

      There was hardly time to teleport it into the research section before I was again getting readings from our dimensional drive. It had been restored and we were in transit. Reality violently tore itself apart.
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      Abruptly we were inside the cavern and above Aelfwal.

      "Shit, Emma," Anna said as she crossed the distance to settle into her throne. A moment later she leaned over to vomit. Charming. What was it about humans and them dumping their disgusting bodily fluids all over my nice clean floors?

      "I give you the ability to teleport and you still can't get a toilet in time," I said.

      It was as if we’d never had the side trip. I was picking up the warring fleets on sensors all around us.

      The Wolve's ships were coming after us. All of them. They realized where we were and figured out who had absconded with the pyramid crystal —their one way to get through the shield.

      Sylax was seizing the opportunity to set her forces fully against them. While most of the dragons were downed after the transition, she still had a half-dozen ships.

      The other fleets were breaking off and disengaging, getting out of the way. They'd suddenly found themselves in the presence of the ultimate prize they'd wanted and didn't quite know what to do about it.

      I hit an overdrive thruster burst and steered us into the middle of Sylax's formation. At least she wasn't interested in shooting at us, for the moment, afraid to hit her own ships.

      I teleported the pyramid to the bridge, along with Mechos and Doctor Batavius.

      "I'm rather distracted keeping us alive. The three of you combined may be equal to the task of figuring out what that thing does," I said.

      Mechos reached out to touch the pyramid. Blue lines tracing through the pyramid turned red to match the outlines that ran through his flesh.

      "Well, that is a reaction," Anna said.

      "Do you say silly things in the pathetic hope that one of these days someone might find you interesting? We won't," Doctor Batavius said, pushing up her goggles to take a look at the sphere with her enhanced vision.

      "Do you ever think about the consequences of your words?" Anna asked.

      "I'm usually devoting my thoughts to useful matters," Batavius said. "There are multiple levels of dormant, powered circuitry which are becoming active. It is attempting to interface with Mechos."

      For research purposes, I made sure my scanners were getting a good recording of everything that happened. In the meantime I had to keep us alive. Placing the ship in the middle of Sylax's fleet had provided us some cover from the Wolf ships, but now Sylax was sending out boarding craft.

      "I believe I have it," Mechos said.

      "You can drop the shield?" Anna asked.

      "I think so. The systems are strange and this crystal keeps attempting to connect to a larger network that’s not responding," Mechos said. “But I think so.”

      No surprise there, given the city had been long abandoned.

      "Emma?" Anna asked.

      This plan had quickly gotten away from me. We were where I'd wanted us to be, but there were just so many enemy ships. That hadn’t been in the plan.

      "Do it," I said. I just had to hope that we could seize the socket before anyone else, and once the prize was ours the capabilities of the city would somehow save us.
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      Mechos screamed out and collapsed. The shield dropped and the city was exposed.

      Much like airships, the city didn't seem to conform to conventional laws of physics. Towers soared without proper support, walls of glass were impractically large and for a massive city there were almost no roads for any sort of vehicles.

      I could save my admiration of architecture for later. For now I had to find that socket.

      At least the enemy ships had given up on trying to kill or board us for the moment. Everyone was looking for the same thing. Everyone wanted to claim this prize before any of the others.

      None of them had my sensors. There were at least nine unusual energy readings in different parts of the city. Each, when I focused upon them, seemed to have a pull drawing upon my Powered self.

      They were all located in different areas. Two were more central than the others, although in a city of such unusual design I wasn't sure that meant anything.

      A central hub of command should be more interconnected, but with none of them being powered up I wasn't able to determine which that might be.

      Things got a little crazier.

      Without warning, the Graven broke free of the Powerhungry and started moving towards one of the points.

      I checked the logs trying to see what had happened. Ophelia. Either Ophelia, or that version of myself, Amme—or the core that was inside of her—was going for what it thought was the best option.

      That didn't mean it was right. The lead Wolf ship was heading for another and Sylax’s vessels were heading for various points in the city.

      I felt a slightly stronger pull from one more than any of the others and changed our heading.

      "You have it?" Anna asked from the command console. Doctor Batavius was kneeling next to the wounded Mechos.

      "I've got something and if I don't act now we are going to miss our opportunity entirely," I said.

      One of Sylax's vessels was making for the same point. It fired a weapon, the beam cannon taking a large chunk out of our armor.

      I fired back. Ratticus, still hooked up to our cannon, let me drain the power of their shields and they flickered out.

      "Send me over there," Anna said.

      "While I do enjoy any chance to get rid of you, you don't have the best record when boarding Sylax's ships. And Ophelia appears to have turned traitor," I said.

      "Actually didn't see that one coming. We don't have a choice. If you connect to the socket are you going to lose control of this ship?"

      I wished I knew. If my previous experience in transferring to an airship held true, I'd be offline for several hours while trying to acclimate to the new systems.

      "Probably," I said.

      "We need to leave someone in command. Tara would be the most capable, but I don't trust her," Anna said.

      I didn't either, so there we were in agreement.

      "Ratticus. Despite being vermin who manages to be nearly as irritating as you, he has the technical know-how and he has proved himself," I said.

      Anna considered this and nodded. I teleported Ratticus to the command console.

      Then I moved Anna, my combat drones, and what remained of our tactical squad to the bridge of the enemy airship.

      Debris was falling on the city. Fights had broken out for control of every socket I'd detected and already-battered airships didn't have much more to give.

      As we drew closer to the unusual readings I felt that sense of pulling increase.

      

      
        Aefwal Network

        District Three control hub

        Currently the hub is open to be claimed

        Do you wish to transfer?

      

      

      District Three? This wasn't the central operations hub, this wasn't the prize that we'd come so far to seek. I'd gotten it wrong. A pillar of light shot into the sky from one section of the city, joined a moment later by another.

      Other hubs were being claimed. I'd gotten it wrong and I didn't have time to get it right.

      I could only hope this hub would offer some possibility of success—somehow. I had no choice. I initiated the transfer and the world went black.
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      When I came to I was seeing through the eyes of Candice. I was looking at a goggled face studying me.

      "She's awake and connected," Doctor Batavius said, pulling away from me.

      Candice looked to be in some sort of grand hall, towers of greenish crystal and windows of colored glass that were works of art. My human drone wasn't alone.

      Besides Doctor Batavius there were a few others I recognized. Ophelia was there dressed in a tee shirt and jeans. Baron Wolfson stood a step behind a stern-looking man in heavy armor who shared his son’s features. Zora was there too, the woman that Anna left behind.

      Then Candice's eyes found the throne. The figure sitting upon it I knew too well, I'd done my best to kill her once. Lady Sylax didn't look any the worse for wear for my efforts. To the right of the throne a huge, crystalline spider sat like some kind of pet. To the left, Anna was on her hands and knees. She was dressed only in a shift and wore a collar about her neck. Anna's body looked to be covered with fresh bruises.

      "It is about time," Sylax said, stretching out with a cruel smile. "Welcome Emma, and others."

      "Duchess Sylax," said the man that must be James Wolf, giving a sweeping bow.

      That was a promotion since the last time we'd met.

      "This council is meeting in order to discuss what is to be done with the city of Aelfwal," Sylax declared.

      What was there to decide? It appeared that she had already won.

      "If anyone here were going to act against you, it would be I. However, I choose to accept matters as they stand," said Wolf.

      "We agree," said Ophelia.

      Sylax tilted her head at Wolf. "And you will, of course, be my champion. To explain the situation we find ourselves in to those of you unaware, we have claimed the nine sockets of the city. I claimed the Central Core and propose myself as ruler of Aefwal and a Duchess of the Scholarium. However, two of the other sockets were claimed by my agents and some by other factions which are... unavailable to me."

      Wolf nodded. "The city is locked down for one week while we resolve matters amongst ourselves. Otherwise, we'd pick our war back up where it left off."

      Doctor Batavius stepped up beside Candice and spoke quietly. "Right now you are technically one of her highest ranking agents, which insulates you and others from the effects her Command core."

      That would explain why she needed agreement at all. She couldn't just brainwash us all into doing as she commanded.

      Sylax said, "And I'm the strongest of all of you individually. If you do anything terribly stupid, I’ll rip your heads off quickly and the guts out of anyone you care about slowly—and amuse myself with their screams until the sockets open again," Sylax said.

      "Oh, do give us something besides the threat of the stick," Zora said.

      "I like the stick," Sylax said. "But fine. A piece of gutter trash once declared herself to be the Queen of the World to me. A royal title that filth like her was thoroughly unworthy of, but for someone worthy like myself one must wonder what you all can do? You've all proved yourself to be capable adversaries just to be standing here. Unite behind your better and serve my whims, and in time you'll have your part of it."

      It was a speech that inspired no one.

      I could feel my systems starting to come online elsewhere. I wasn't housed in the airship any longer. Cameras were coming alive in buildings, on streets, District Three. It had been the research corridor of the city, no wonder I felt drawn to it.

      There were miles of labs and testing facilities. Workshops just waiting for my command.

      "I pledge my support," James Wolf said, dropping down to a knee.

      "We pledge our support," Ophelia said, doing the same.

      If I didn't do the same she'd kill me quickly and kill Anna slowly.

      I could play her game, for now. Then I could be District Three.

      But not a person in this room thought the struggle was done. It was just beginning.

      "I pledge my support," I said, dropping Candice to a knee.

      

      Coming Soon

      

      The District

      

      Emma started out as an AI in control of an underground complex but now she has control of an entire district of a city run by a madwoman. Plots will be hatched, insults thrown, and science done as new factions rise to power and struggle for dominance.
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      When I wrote The Laboratory I wasn’t sure if anyone would enjoy it or not. I was combining a lot of different things from the ideas of dungeon core to superheroes to some of the over the top violence and craziness that seem to be a major theme of my books.

      I said if people loved it and wanted more I’d do a sequel and I’m a man of my word. This one comes in a little longer than the first (and the future volumes are going to be longer yet). I have big plans for where to take things, and directions to take this series that I haven’t seen anywhere else. If you stick with this series it will be a wild ride.

      The date this publishes is also the one-year anniversary of the publication of my first book, Dungeon Crawl. I wasn’t sure how that one would do either, but because of the success of my Crucible Shard series I was able to quit a day job troubleshooting phones and become a full-time author.

      I’m a few days back from Las Vegas where I went to a conference for authors. I got to be surrounded by some truly brilliant people who have been at this a lot longer than I have (and cleaned up at the slots to boot). From the bottom of my heart, thank you. I wouldn’t be here and doing something I love if it weren’t for readers. I hope I bring you a fraction of the joy you’ve brought me.

      Skyler Grant
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      The Crucible Shard

      Liam lives in a world where gamers are held up on a pedestal and their competitions are high entertainment where only the elite get to complaint. When he enters the virtual world himself he finds reality is far weirder than he could ever have anticipated, and when sometimes you think you are the hero you really wind up being the villain. Brutal action, real character development over the series, and many plot-twists.

      
        Book 1: Dungeon Crawl

        Book 2: Spawn Campers

        Book 3: Corpse Run

        Book 4: Gank

        Book 5: Area of Effect

        Book 6: DLC

        Book 7: Endgame

      

      
        Audio

        Book 1: Dungeon Crawl

        Book 2: Spawn Campers

        Book 3: Corpse Run

        Book 4: Gank

        Book 5: Area of Effect

        Book 6: DLC

        

        Cyberpunk with a heroine who kicks tail and a world that is brutal. Corporations fill the role as culture and the Network is a vast virtual landscape people use to escape the horrors of a decaying Earth. Unfortunately humans bring their horrors with them.

        

        The Persephone Saga

        Book 1: Persephone Falling

        Book 2: Persephone Rising

        Book 3: Persephone Ascendant (coming soon)

      

      
        Sign up for the Skyler Grant mailing list
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