
        
            
                
            
        

    Lacey was the newest member of the station before the explosion, but she lost her future right after the blast.
 
 
Lacey had grown up with privilege, but she learned early exactly how deals got made. She used to use her skills to get Adaptation Station their hard-to-come-by supplies, but after the blast, the family that she had been gaining was pulled from her.
Lacey was transported across the stars where she sat at the side of her grandfather while he bargained away the human race. When she objected, she became a test subject that the Splice took apart.
Wallowing in depression lasted for a while, but when she got back on her feet and stood tall, she realized that she had work to do, and no one was going to do it for her. Time to get a plan into position and get her band back together.
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Chapter One
 
 
Lacey was stunned, and she huddled against the wall. Her ears rang, and the world was sideways. Becky and Timi were dead, chunks of the nearby chairs impaling them. She had been just out of the range of that deadly projectiles, but she was now covered with blood.
Someone had called emergency medics, and they slowly moved through the room, evacuating those who had a chance. Hands eventually lifted her, and she whispered, “I am fine. Get someone else.”
They ran a scanner over her and helped her into the hall where chairs had been set up. She slumped into her seat and looked through the open doors. Lucky was being treated for the acid burns, the bomb had burned her tissue. The negligee that Lacey had bought her for her birthday was smoldering in an acid-burned heap.
Lacey hung her head down, and she breathed in and exhaled slowly. One moment just shattered her life and the lives of all her friends. Over a dozen women had been in that room, and only five made it out alive.
She stared at the bodies and let the image get burned into her mind. This is what hell looked like.
 
Two days later, everyone was gone. She was told that they had been sent to the best stations to assist in their recovery, but Lacey had her doubts.
She sat in the shuttle as the pilot left what was left of the base. “Where are we going?”
“General Adams has requested you as his aide. He is on one of the distant bases and needs you at his side for negotiations.”
She made a face. “My grandfather rarely needs anyone.”
“He has requested you.”
She grunted. “Great. Can’t wait.”
Her grandfather was the most manipulative man on Earth. She wasn’t surprised to find that he was sleazing around in the stars. She had left Earth to get away from her family, and now, he was here and pulling her back in.
She really hated that man.
“How long until we reach his base?”
“Two days. Get comfortable and feel free to roam the shuttle. There is plenty of room, and you have complete access to all of the features of the meal supply.”
“Thank you.”
She didn’t smirk or laugh at him. He genuinely thought that it was special treatment.
Her time on the vessel was spent looking for her friends from the station and sleeping. She knew her grandfather, and her time with him was not going to be restful.
 
Lacey sat next to her grandfather with a metal gag over her mouth, shackled to the edge of the table. She was forced to sit there while he drank with members of the Splice high command. She listened as he and others like him traded the access codes for the Earth’s new shields to the species that wanted to take humanity apart.
She listened to the growls and murmurs, understanding one very important thing. She was being handed over to the Splice to seal the deal. She was the good-faith offering. A pure human with no touch of nanites in her body. They could experiment on her all they liked and find out how best to use the billions of beings they had just been given the keys to.
When the Splice dragged her off to their lab, she fought. She wasn’t giving in. She had one life to live, and they were not going to get it from her.
 
Lacey was lying on the gurney and trying to ignore the screaming pain in her body. She carefully formed the words that she needed. “Have you ever simply done robotic implants?”
The physician working on her looked up in surprise. “You can speak our tongue?”
“I can. So, have you ever done robotic implants? They would be an excellent way to create nearly instant strength and stamina. The body can make better use of circulation, and the stamina is inherent in the complete oxygenation that can be offered by a few breaths. Everything is more efficient.”
The doctor paused and tapped his chin with a brilliant blue arm. “You have brought up an interesting subject. I will consider it.”
He considered it for twelve days, and then, he arrived with long robot limbs tucked under his arm and a determined expression.
What followed was four of the most hellish days of Lacey’s life, but when the tests were over and she was sitting up and moving the limbs, she nodded. “Very well done.”
The doctor nodded and grinned. “This is an amazing technique. I am going to share it across the Splice network.”
Lacey sighed. “No, you are not.”
The robotic hand sliced through his neck, and her foot kept him still while she went through his databases, got all the information she could, and then destroyed the works.
The doctor had gifted her with mobility after her limbs had been removed for other purposes. She lit the data port on fire, and then, she moved carefully through the base, wearing a sheet for concealment. She killed every single communications node that she could until she reached the shuttle bay.
Moving her body into the hatch and getting settled behind the controls took a strange sort of crouch. She got the engines warmed up, and then, she throttled forward, knocking one after another of the Splice aside.
She shot out and up, pulling a lot of gees in order to get her off the world as fast as she could.
The nav computer was being taken over, so she let her fingers fly over the keys of the programming station in order to defy them until she was out of range.
Where the hell was she going to go now?
She opened the nav computer and worked out the location of a world she had traded with before. They wouldn’t offer her sanctuary, but she would be able to get the Splice shuttle torn to pieces in a matter of minutes and use the proceeds to start her plan to get a message to the Earth, and from there, she had to work at protecting the population in the grand scheme of things.
She hated the word scheme. It always sounded so smarmy.
Her Delocothan was rusty, but she could manage a few words, enough to get her point across. From there, she could buy a small building and begin to work on thwarting her only living relative. It was nice to set goals.
 
When she made contact with one of her fixers, he agreed to meet her just outside the scrapping ground. It was rather fun for him. He had never met her in person.
Lacey ran scans, and she found seventeen men where she was only to be meeting one. The others were all hidden in the shadows of the wrecked metal. So, it was an ambush.
She had crafted a caftan of sorts out of the medical wraps at the back of the ship. The spots where metal and flesh connected were still not very happy.
Lacey settled the shuttle and powered it down. Demor stepped toward the small ship, and she waited until he was near to the hatch before she blew it outward. She stepped out, one long limb at a time, and finally stood upright properly for the first time. “Oh, dear, Demor. That was close.”
He looked at her and the metalwork that was projecting from her body. She stepped toward him and extended her hand, flat for him to place his hand on top of.
It was a formal greeting between equals.
He swallowed, his grey-blue skin paled even more. “Lacey? Lacey of Adaptation Station?”
She smiled slightly and used her free hand to pull the loose hood away from her face. “Fresh from a Splice lab.”
“What!”
She was surprised by his surprise. “I thought you knew. Who put the bounty on my head?”
“Earth Defense.”
She sighed. “Ah. Well, they are trying to destroy their own world in order to profit. I admire the sentiment but despise the billions who are going to die.”
He let out a sharp whistle, and his men came out of the shadows, but they didn’t move.
“Lacey, what do you want from me?”
“Just what I said. I want this ship sliced to pieces and sold off for components. I am going to take the money gained and parlay it into an empire.”
“You are safe in my company. If you came from a Splice lab, you are definitely stronger than I gave you credit for. Your language skills are also impressive.”
She inclined her head. “Balance has become easier. How tall would you say I am?”
“Eight feet. You are definitely imposing.”
She chuckled. “Good. And thank you for the offer of temporary safety. I just wish for some rest and a meal if one can be arranged.”
“I can give you those. It is simple enough. The ship will be taken to bits in the next few hours, but they have put a lot of money on your head.”
“Will you try and claim it eventually?” She smiled slowly.
“I might but not now.”
“Let me rest, and then, I think you should. If I turn myself in, will you share the bounty with me?”
His shock was evident. “They mean to kill you.”
“I know. I am dangerous. But, if they want me, they can pay for it.”
“What are you doing?”
“I need money, and I need it fast. The easiest way to obtain it is by having Earth Defense pay me for my own body.”
“You are willing to split it down the middle?”
She laughed. “I am, it will be more than I have now. How much are they offering?”
“Nine million credits.”
Her mouth opened in shock, and she closed it with a snap. “Right. Half of that can definitely get me started.”
“If you manage this, I will propose a partnership.”
She pursed her lips. “I think I will want to keep the rest of my profits for myself.”
He slowly grinned. “No, just for fun. I want to see what you can do with a small bit of help on worlds you haven’t been to. What is your grand plan?”
“Punish Earth Defense and extinguish the Splice.”
“I can get behind both of those goals. If you want an operational assistant, I am offering my services and that of my family. We can spread the word and help you hide in this system.”
She nodded. “That is a tempting offer. All I need to do is pull off the bounty?”
“That money will purchase my assistance for decades.”
He put his hand over the metal claw that she held out. “Then, I am glad to have chosen you out of my contacts.”
He grinned, and his lower canines jutted up and to either side of his nose.
“Right. One nap, a few human-capable rations, and then, bring on Earth Defense.” She squeezed lightly, and he winced before she let him go. “I cannot stand those who betray me.”
His wide-eyed nod indicated his understanding.
He led her to his warehouse, and his men attacked the shuttle with saws and cutting lasers.
She was burning her bridges behind her, but she was hoping that she had chosen the best partner to build ahead of her.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Her hands were tied with rope in front of her, and she was carried in a wad to the Earth Defense ship two days later.
Demor spoke to the leader, and he gestured to her. “She ran here because I have traded with her in the past. The funds of Earth Defense are far more impressive than past transactions.”
One of the humans came up to Lacey, and he pulled back her hood. “Lucrezia Adams?”
She looked at him and smiled tightly. “Fuck off.”
“What is wrong with your body?”
She looked away. “Splice lab.”
He had been reaching for the edge of her robes, but he pulled his hand back. “What did they do?”
She gave him a disbelieving look. “After my grandfather sold me to them, they removed my limbs so that they could run experiments on a pure human. A female at that.”
Demor was getting the transfer, and when he gave her the nod, she continued her discussion as she snapped the rope that hid the metal of her hands.
There were six men from Earth Defense, all pure human. “Since I believe General Adams has sent you, I believe that you should report on what you have found.”
The man near her stepped back as she rose to her feet and continued to rise.
She spoke calmly. “A man takes his only blood and gives it to the Splice for profit. That man does not have Earth Defense in mind, he wishes for profit and perverted luxury.”
She stepped toward the man who had confirmed her identity. “He will see you destroyed, he will see all of humanity destroyed, and it will be all in the name of his own glory.”
The men were backing toward their shuttle, but she sent the command signal, and it sealed.
She smiled and pulled her robes to one side as she walked. “I will be taking your vessel. You can summon another one. Also, do let my grandfather know that I am coming for him. He will meet his end far before the Earth does. I will make sure of it.”
They looked at her with horror. Demor had provided a bodysuit with truncated limbs, and the joins of metal and flesh were concealed, but there was no mistaking the lack of human appendages on her body.
Two of the staunch military men vomited. She closed her robes and walked past them to the shuttle.
A blast struck next to her, and the leader looked at her with his skin grey and his hands shaking. “We have orders to take you in, Lucrezia Adams.”
“Don’t worry, honey. As of now, she is dead. I am Lacey, or as the Delocothan say, I am the Tall One.”
“What do we tell the general?”
“You saw me, and I died escaping. This shuttle will record an explosion in low orbit, and then, the tracker will go dark. Simple enough. I have even included a recording of my death.”
He frowned. “How?”
“Oh, pumpkin, you have no idea what my grandfather made me learn. Acquisition, espionage, wiring, and command of all Earth Defense transport, and of course, table etiquette and cotillion.”
She set foot on the ramp and met the leader’s gaze, eye to eye. “I am going to save Earth by reassembling the best team I have ever seen in action. It isn’t going to be quick, but the Splice have been delayed in their attack plans.”
“What?”
She leaned toward the man while her multi-jointed legs stepped back and into the ship. “General Adams and some of the other command jackasses found another species that is close to humanity, and they directed the Splice toward them, to strengthen themselves for the attack on Earth. They are low tech and haven’t even left their own world yet. They will be slaughtered.”
“They wouldn’t!” One of the pukers muttered it.
“Yes. Of course, they wouldn’t, and these metal limbs are birth defects. They aren’t human, and that means that only an alien could have applied them. Since I was in Splice custody until a few days ago and the joins are mostly healed... who do you think put them in? Who do you think our leaders are working with to set themselves up on paradise planets with alien mistresses and concubines of either sex? Take a long look at where they are and who they are with. You can either join them or be with the collapse when it happens.”
The men looked at each other, and the leader asked, “What choices do we have?”
“Life or death. You can go to Khiron Base and settle in. When we start to make our move, you will know.”
“We? Who is we?”
She nodded to Demor, who held up his data pad. The transfer was complete. She had the money for her arrest, now she just had to blow up the ship.
Easy.
 
She shook out the robes and looked at the building that she was purchasing. It was her thirtieth on as many worlds. Lacey had never imagined that she would have set foot on all those worlds, but it was now normal.
“Madam? Do you like it?”
“What kind of labour situation is it? Can I get builders in to make some modifications?”
The elegant and wispy Leklara smiled. “Of course. How discreet?”
“Very discreet.”
“It will be extra.”
“That is understood.”
“What did you have in mind?”
Lacey turned and looked at her. “Are you the builder?”
The agent paled. “No, Madam. I... apologize.”
Lacey chuckled. “It is nothing extreme. I have certain height requirements that need to be accommodated in every room that I will frequent.”
The agent sighed in relief. “Of course. I know several who can do that sort of work.”
“Legal and zoned for the area.”
“Yes, Madam.”
“Good. Good.” Lacey nodded, and she walked the length of the building, listening for the telltale sounds of hollow spots under the floor. Her metal feet were really good at striking just the right tone.
“Are you looking for anything specifically?”
Lacey inclined her head. “I own sixty-three bars and cantinas around the nearest three systems. This location would be my sixty-fourth. I have an idea of what I want and am simply making sure that it meets my needs and those of my patrons.”
She already had one cantina on the other side of Leklara. It was doing well, but she wanted another. It was best to have multiple places to hide on a planet, especially if you couldn’t blend in.
The Leklara were a pleasant people obsessed with order and regulation. She couldn’t help but compare all the alien races she had met to creatures of myth and legend. Leklara high-caste were the most delicate of fairy-type creatures crossed with fish. The translucent skin had silvery dots that spread across their features in shiny freckles.
The Leklara were too delicate to be used by the Splice, so their world was one that often played host to refugees. If she wanted to learn about new species, this was the world to do it on.
“Fine. Make the arrangements, and I will authorize the paperwork. Have the contractors contact me, and I will explain my requirements.”
The agent bowed. “Excellent. Thank you for coming to me for your business, Madam.”
“You came highly recommended.” Lacey didn’t mention that it had been by some of the most cut-throat criminals of the age.
She inclined her head and left the agent to conclude the documents. Lacey left the building and headed back to her shuttle. She had to keep a playdate with Windy.
The streets were only moderately busy during the early evening. A few folks stopped and stared as she moved through the darkness with long strides.
She was a figure from most species’ myth and legend. Even her own race would have seen the way she moved and her height and pegged her as troll or giant. Mythology was a powerful echo of how a species coped with what it didn’t understand.
She walked to the area where she had docked her small shuttle, and she made sure it was secure before she began the communication protocol with the Splice array.
“Hey, Windy. What are you up to today?”
“Same old, same old. How are you doing?”
“Pretty good. Just closing on another property. Time will tell if it is useful or not. So, Alphy and the others are looking for you now.”
“I know.”
“They are sending trackers out. How are you going to handle it?”
“I will manage. I always do. I will explain it slowly and carefully. He might clue in when he finds out I can’t move.”
Lacey smiled. Speaking with Windy kept both of them on an even keel.
“I have to get moving. When my assigned tracker manages to catch up, I need everything ready to go. Shit is about to hit the fan.”
“Are you really going to target Earth Defense?”
“Of course. They are trading in human lives to enrich themselves. I am not a fan of that.”
Windy was quiet, and then, she asked, “You haven’t told me quite what they did to you.”
“There was an issue with my limbs. I have ended up taller if that gives you a clue.”
“Not really. I can just nod my head, so everybody looks tall. If I saw anybody, which I don’t. Okay, you get going. I am going to want to visit your businesses one day.”
“I will buy you a drink. Have a good night, Windy.”
“Stay free, Lacey.”
“Yes, dear.” She grinned. Windy had a right to be concerned, they had been communicating for years now. It was finally getting interesting.
Once the communication was complete, she opened her mail and signed the purchase agreement for the property. She ran through the names of the contractors and examined their histories. Two were right out. They took bribes from the council to put in items that were not regulation.
Lacey chose two contractors to interview that were known to work with the same branches of the criminal enterprise that she was. They were fine with modifications as long as they were paid, and they loved a good secret.
She needed to interview them and make herself plain, and then, it was on to another one of her plans. The assets were piling up nicely. She was almost ready.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Lacey was just off-world when she got the call that someone was looking for her on Ikovar and looking for Lacey, specifically. Not Lucrezia Adams. Ikovar was barely habitable, was a den of thieves and murderers, and Lacey felt at home there.
She set her course, and she settled into her special couch for the hard acceleration. The even pressure of the sealed gel pads kept her blood from breaking her skin during the moments of gravitational interference.
If he was seeking her out by her nickname, he was probably her assigned handler. She had a date, and boy, was he going to be surprised.
 
* * * *
 
Yurik watched the eight-foot figure step into the bar, holding a long staff as it walked.
The figure stopped at the bar, and the bartender waved toward him. He nodded in response to the hood aimed in his direction.
The figure walked toward him slowly. Conversation in the bar stopped.
The creature stood next to his table, and then, to his surprise, it took a seat.
The hooded figure sat in silence, but he had been told that if he wanted to find the fixer known as Lacey, he would have to speak to this particular beast in this particular bar.
“I am looking for a human woman named Lacey.”
The figure rumbled low. “Lucrezia Adams.”
He blinked. “Yes. Lucrezia Adams. Known to her friends as Lacey.”
“What do you want with her?” A robot hand extended and tapped its fingers on the table.
“Her people want to reclaim her.”
“Why now?” The voice was low and deep.
“The others are safe; she is needed. She is the last of them to be found, and they are waiting for her to complete them.”
The figure was silent, but then, it gripped its staff. “We had better be on our way then. It will take some time to get everything needed.”
He blinked and whispered, “What?”
The bare metal fingers reached up and pulled one side of the hood back. A brilliant and amused green eye, silky black hair, and a mouth that had no business being on this body was smiling at him.
“Robot parts aren’t as good as cyborg, but they get me around. Now, I have to finish shopping, and then, we will be on our way.”
Lacey got to her feet, and he watched her walk out, her hood back in place and her height enough to intimidate anyone with sense.
Yurik got to his feet and followed. This was not the rescue he had planned.
 
* * * *
 
Lacey used the staff she saved for certain worlds and kept her balance as she moved quickly through the streets with her robe fluttering as her feet dug into the heavy silt that coated the ground.
“Why are you walking so fast?”
She chuckled and glanced back. “If you slow down, you will sink through the silt of Ikovar.”
Yurik was keeping pace with her, but she saw the suspicion go through his thoughts. He slowed down just a little, and he started to sink. His eyes widened, and he quickly sped up.
She headed for her warehouse, and once she opened the door, she waited for him and watched the sky.
With a deep sigh, she closed the door. “We will be stuck here for a while. Where is your vehicle?”
“I am at the main shuttle landing.”
She glanced at him. “Which berth?”
“Twelve-ten-nineteen.”
“Good. I am going to have it brought to shelter.” Lacey smiled and went to her terminal, talking quickly to one of the organizers near the hangar.
“Proni, I need one of the Earth Defense ships brought into shelter.”
“Certainly, but this close to the storm, it will cost.”
“Of course, it will. Pilot is Yurik, berth is twelve-ten-nineteen. Get it under shelter and keep it sealed. Am I understood?”
“Yes, Madam Lacey. My best men are already on their way to it, and the bill is on its way to you.”
“Thank you, Proni. I will talk to you after the storm.”
“Yes, Madam.”
She disconnected the line and looked around to locate her guest. Yurik was standing and staring at the inside of the warehouse. “You have warships.”
“I do. I have more at the orbital station.” She pulled her hood back and walked to stand at his side. “Would you care for some refreshments? We will be in here for at least twelve hours.”
He gave her a curious look. “Why? Are you kidnapping me?”
She smiled. “Ikovar is an excellent place to hide. The ground is inhospitable, it is surrounded by an asteroid field that expands into a nebula, and the weather patterns are murderous. There is a storm on the way, and it will be here within the hour. I had your ship moved to shelter. It might not be operational otherwise.”
“Your head is completely human.”
“Excellent. You can still spot one. Congratulations.” She quirked her lips. “I am going to have something to drink and set the autochef to prepare something using fresh ingredients.”
“You have a working digestive system?”
She laughed. “You are very nosey.” She walked across the width of the warehouse and walked up the staircase toward the office that she used as a home when she was trading on Ikovar.
The autochef was stocked with her favourites. She had made sure of it during her approach. She set it to craft some ground meat and pasta with sauce, and then, she took off her outer robes and walked to the balcony to shake them off. The silt puffed out in a fine mist that was collected by a filter and pushed out of the building.
Yurik was in the warehouse, looking at her collection of ships.
She walked to the com and activated the broadcast. “Dinner in twenty. The power may go out, so you are better off up here with me.”
She looked down and made sure that her clothing covered her limbs and the under robes were still in place, so just her hands and feet were exposed.
He looked up at her and nodded. He closed the ship that he had been examining, and he walked toward her, taking the steps slowly and looking over her warehouse of spacecraft.
He looked at her and shook his head in wonder. “I have never seen a collection like this. Most of this tech is new to me.”
“A lot of it has been retrofitted for human use. They aren’t all Earth Defense in origin, but they can all be flown by anyone with a nanite primer.” She glanced down at her hand and then hid her hands behind her.
“You don’t need to do that. I know you have robotic limbs.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Your adaptations are just so clean that it makes me a little more aware that I am just moving raw materials.”
“How are they moving?”
She chuckled. “That is a conversation that requires being seated and relaxed.”
She led the way into her quarters, and he looked around the two thousand square feet of living space with sixteen-foot ceilings, and he exhaled slowly.
“This place is very well appointed.”
“I try and make sure that each one of my warehouses is comfortable, in case I need to remain for a few days or weeks.”
She sat on one of the couches and flexed her hands.
“Warehouses? How many do you have?”
“More than twenty, less than seventy-five.” Lacey smiled. Her back began to twinge, and she tried to relax it. She groaned and leaned back on the cushions.
“What is going on?”
“Just a bit of back pain. The adaptations I have were not made for me or even for something remotely human. I have had to have them adjusted over time, and they didn’t feel great to start with.”
He frowned and looked at his own hands. “Can I help?”
“How?”
“Lean forward and let me know if I find the sore spots.”
Lacey looked at Yurik with surprise. “No one has touched me for a very long time.”
“I promise to be circumspect, but there are places you can’t properly reach, and I can square upon them. It might give you a bit of relief.”
Lacey thought about it, and then, she scooted forward so he could reach her back. “Please. Any relief would be welcome.”
Yurik was surprised by her acquiescence, but he moved quickly, dropping his pack and sliding onto the couch next to her.
The lightest touch of his hands sent spears of pain through her back. Her muscles radiated the wrongness of what they were being asked to do on a daily basis.
“You are a mess.”
She chuckled, swallowing so she wouldn’t whimper. “That is what it feels like.”
He worked methodically over her back, down to her hips, and the top of her buttocks.
She tensed when he tried to go lower. “Stop there. It is scar tissue from there.”
He sighed. “Very well. How is it feeling?”
“Like I am on fire.”
He patted her shoulder. “Good. It is a start. If you allow me, I will continue with it every day.”
“We will see how I feel tomorrow. I don’t have nanites to carry the lactic acid away.”
“Right. Well, you are doing very well. I used to have patients sobbing and cursing at me, and they weren’t nearly as messed up as you were.”
“You were a massage therapist?”
“Physiotherapist. I worked with those recovering from lost limbs. I had no idea that I would end up being my own patient.”
She chuckled as the autochef chimed, and she got to her feet. “I was going to comment on the odds of you being the man sent to find me, but then, I remember that it was Alphy and Stitch who had your file. They probably chose you deliberately.”
“They did. They said my skills would be handy, no matter what your actual condition was.”
She snorted. “They are rather sly. They have been trying to matchmake those of us who are out on our own.”
“You are aware of it?”
She chuckled. “Oh, yes. I don’t object to having men thrown at me, but when I stand up, they check their trajectories and make a run for it.”
He chuckled. “I haven’t run yet. What is damaged can be fixed. Your mind is sound.”
She went and watched as the autochef laid out each of the portions. She had requested more food for Yurik. He seemed like he needed the extra calories.
She took the plates and walked them to the table. Her back hummed with the effect of the backrub, but it was relaxing to simply sit and have a meal with someone other than Windy. Talking and eating at the same time was difficult.
“The food is ready if you would care to join me.”
She heard him rise to his feet, and she smiled when she noted that he had obtained the utensils.
Lacey walked to the dispenser and got them each a beer.
He looked at the glass with some surprise. “Beer?”
She nodded. “It took some practice to get the blend right, but now, it is fairly palatable and doesn’t rip through me like drain cleaner, so I think I have the right grains.”
He took a sip and raised his brows. “That is the best drink I have had in six years.”
She grinned. “It is the only beer you have had.”
He shrugged. “True. But still very good.”
She picked up the utensils and settled them onto the tiny magnetic points on her hand. She scooped up some of the pasta, and she bit carefully through the strands. “Sorry. I should have picked a different meal. This one is not appropriate for dainty consumption.” She chewed and swallowed. “It’s good, though.”
He chuckled and mimicked her technique, looking for a moment like he had just consumed something made of tentacles.
He cut the noodles with his teeth and smiled at the taste. “I love spaghetti.”
She grinned, and they kept eating, ignoring each other and simply stuffing their faces. It was an interesting first date.
She was going to have to make interesting meal choices in the future. It was a good thing that she had unlimited resources and eight star systems to call upon.
She was going to find a meal she could eat with grace and style, or she would just have to wait until she was back in a more human-formed body for the dexterity she needed to date.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
The storm struck and rattled the exterior of the warehouse just as the dishes were being fed into the cleaner.
Yurik heard the thud, and he crouched, looking upward as if waiting for a strike to lance through the roof.
“Ground medical forces.” She nodded and continued her work, getting them a second beer.
“Yes. Sorry, that was embarrassing.” He stood slowly.
“Don’t worry about it. You should hear my reaction when I hear a saw. I would be through that plate glass.” She went over to the couch that she favoured and set his beer down on the occasional table that was accessible. “We all wear our scars on the inside as well as the outside.”
He straightened and walked over to the couch, taking the beer and having a seat. “Saw?”
“Yeah. You have met the Splice. Do you think I was knocked out for any of this? They had my grandfather’s full cooperation, and they just strapped me down and did a hot cauterization so I wouldn’t die right away.”
Horror filled Yurik’s features. “What?”
She reached out with her excessively long arm. She tapped his chest where silver showed through. “I know how they did this. It wasn’t pleasant, and I know it.”
He nodded and flexed his free hand. “But they kept us sedated and used surgical lasers to carve us up. When we were harvested and then rescued, we were put beyond what pain could truly be felt. The moments with the Splice became a memory, hazed by the atmosphere in those ships of theirs.”
Lacey nodded. “It does turn into a memory. Some parts wake you in the night, some merely keep you alert all day.”
“I am guessing that you are in the second category.”
“Generally. The beer helps.” She chuckled and activated the entertainment projection.
“How is that working while the storm is on?”
“Generators under the warehouse, recorded vids from around the colonies and worlds that I have on my subscription list. When the weather is good, they get downloaded from satellites above. So, what do you want to see? Sports? Arena fighting? Dance?”
He spoke wryly. “Do you have any porn?”
She snickered. “We could watch some, but there is stuff out there far too freaky for anyone Earthborn.”
She turned to look at him. “Now, do you have any questions for me?”
“You are in touch with your friends?”
“Yes. I send them luxury goods so that they know it is still me out here. I keep tabs on Windy and talk to her as often as I can. Cracker, well, I can see Cracker is working and doing well whenever I want.”
“What?”
She smiled and brought the vid up where a young woman was physically carried into an arena, and while there was a spike through her leg that attached to a cable, she worked with the wounded man in the center of the arena.
Lacey watched his expression when he saw the surgery in the open air and the installation of a nanite generator. The bloody efficiency was amazing to watch.
She ended the vid and displayed a series of small goats romping through a field.
“Anyway, that was Cracker. She has been recovered and is back with the other three. Windy has had contact with her hunter, and I have been found by you.”
He blinked. “You send them gifts?”
“If they can be delivered, yes.” She chuckled. “I just had some custom bodysuits made up for Windy. She is going to need a bit of a boost when she’s ready.”
He nodded. “So, Cracker. What was she doing to that wounded man?”
“She patched in a new nanite generator and was helping to inflate his lungs. He had been compressed by one of his opponents.”
“Compressed?”
She chuckled. “Beaten flat by a cyborg’s arm with a piston booster. Like yours. He only has the one side though. They call him Hammer.”
He laughed. “I thought I saw him before I left.”
“You were right. How long did you look for me?”
“Months. You move around a lot. Everyone knows of the Tall One, but few actually know you.”
She chuckled. “It is easier that way. My interactions with folks are discreet and paid for. I have connections with organized crime all over this quadrant. No one would turn me into the Splice if they valued their lives or families. I am so enmeshed in this area’s finances, I am a protected asset to most of the worlds I work with.”
“What are you doing?” Yurik sipped at his beer.
She laughed. “I am plotting to take over a world.”
“What? Which one?”
She leaned toward him with a grin. “Earth.”
She laughed at the expression of astonishment on his face. “What do you think this is for? We can eliminate the Splice fairly easily with the armaments I have arranged. Windy even has a new weapon against them that works marvellously at a great distance.”
“Why Earth?”
“What happens when the Splice are gone?”
“We go home.”
She cocked her head. “They didn’t tell you that the Earth has been locked behind an electric screen?”
He shook his head. “No. That wasn’t disclosed to me, and I didn’t look it up.”
“Your lack of curiosity is a problem.”
She sighed and got up, pacing behind the bucolic fun of the animals springing around. She laced her hands behind her head and kept pacing. “I am about to give you a short form of information you have missed. First, we are still at war with the Splice.”
He nodded. “That I knew.”
“Second, Earth Defense planted the bomb that blew up the administration party at Adaptation Station. We were getting too good at making cyborgs. They were almost becoming human again, and the administration had never counted on that.”
He lifted his hand and flexed it. “I did feel different after I woke.”
“They gave you an overhaul. They replaced every part of you that didn’t match. Each joint was customized, and you are as whole as you can be. Lucky has even been working on alterations to the nanites that can blend skin tones. It is an expansion of her tattoo program. The cyborgs that could be pitied as wounded and weak are now being transformed back into humans, and that wasn’t part of the plan.”
“This is getting complicated.”
She turned toward him, her hands still at the back of her head, the metal fully exposed. “It is.”
“From what I have learned from my grandfather, General Adams, the Splice contacted Earth decades ago, willing to trade advanced tech for bodies. Human bodies. The trade seemed innocuous enough, so our administrations began to send the dead into the stars. With healthcare on the rise and our populations stable, we could not supply the dead that they wanted, so they demanded the living. First to go were the homeless and disenfranchised; then, entire towns were destroyed in natural disasters and their bodies sent to the Splice.” She continued pacing. “I have all the files retrieved from Splice databases, and all the correspondence from the Earth Defense and human representatives.”
“What happened then?”
“They came to collect their tithe six years ago, their age-delaying treatments were ready, but there were no bodies. Earth Defense sent up ships to take what they wanted, but the Splice were far more experienced at battle in space. They sent ships down and took the humans that they wanted before they retreated back to the stars.”
“Holy shit.”
“Oh, it gets worse. We go to war, everyone volunteers. Cyborgs are abused as slaves, locked in chains of programming and torment, they were put into stasis until a safe method of disposal could be worked out. That was Alpha Base. That was where you were.”
He blinked. “They gave me rage. I remember that.”
“Rage, and it was Earth Defense and not the Splice that took your arms and gave you weapons. They didn’t balance your body, and the pain you felt was intense, but you fought and kept going back for repairs.”
“Why freeze us?”
“The Splice and Earth made an agreement. They agreed to reduce their weaponized combatants. They put you in cold storage until they could find a safe and unrecorded way to dispose of you. Alpha Base began taking fire, and then, the Earth Defense shut off all support. They were suddenly on their own. That is when they woke Stitch up, and that is when this whole thing got rolling.”
“What does Stitch do?”
“Physiological analysis. She is the one who looked at you and made sure that your arms fit your fingers and your shoulders were reinforced to hold up the weight. She counter-balanced you, so the weight doesn’t pull you off balance, and then, Lucky went in and made sure that every nanite in every muscle strand was active and working to capacity when you needed it.”
He held out his hands and flexed his fingers. “They feel like mine. What do you mean that they took my arms?”
She winced. “This is the hard part with older models. When you enlisted, they didn’t want men, they wanted cyborgs. Now that there was a war on, no one would notice missing men here and there. So, some went to bribe the Splice and others who were being kept for Earth Defense were changed into weapons. That included you.”
“I remember being taken by the Splice.”
She gave him a pitying look. “You don’t remember the torture of having your limbs removed. The Splice don’t have anaesthetic in their ships. They want the nerves alive so that they can line them up with their own bodies. If you had been taken apart by the Splice, you would remember, and it would be clear every moment of every day that you are awake, aware, and alive.”
“How do you know?”
“My grandfather’s files. General Adams had meticulous records, and like many dictators, it was the written word that showed just how malicious and avaricious he was.”
Yurik was blinking rapidly. “How can you be so sure?”
“He had a video of my arms and legs being removed while I screamed. It had been accessed by him thirty-two times when I finally managed to hack his systems.”
The implications were not good, and she knew it. Yurik seemed to catch on as well.
She nodded and kept pacing. “Once the new crews were installed, we were in an actual war. Better cyborgs increased survival, but now, there was a problem. Back on Earth, the enlisted had handed everything they owned to the cause. That had all been spent, and there was nothing left to give them when they returned. Earth Defense began to worry. There were too many, and survivors were being found and repaired, increasing the draw on resources. They didn’t want that. They were trying to run the war at a profit.”
She released her head and linked her arms behind her back, continuing her rounds. “They cut off the cyborgs, sealed the Earth behind a shield, and pretended that we didn’t exist out here. Those who took the money found worlds out here and lived like kings.”
“Now, the bits of cyborgs have been gathered into an ever-growing force. We need ships, we need supplies, we need communications, we need allies. I have them already. I just have one more thing to do.”
Yurik was staring at her with a dazed expression. “What else is there?”
She walked up to him and crouched in front of him. “I have to kill my grandfather. It is only fair.”
He looked at her in dazed acknowledgement. “Is there anywhere I can verify any of this?”
“I have a terminal in the corner. You are welcome to it. The files I have stored are yours to access, but if you wish to, you can wait until the storm is over and use the satellite link to seek out what you want.”
“I can verify a document if I need to.”
She nodded. “I am going to have to get some rest. Getting here to meet you has been the work of three days. I am a little wiped out.”
She stood and smiled. “I have to wash the silt out of my joints and then do some maintenance. I will be about twenty minutes, and then, you can have a shower if you like.”
Lacey paused and nodded to a bucket in the corner. “If you start watching the Splice videos. Keep that handy. Your dinner might be in danger.”
She could see the look in his eyes as he thought about it. “And if you do, keep the sound down. I have heard the screaming before, and it plays through my dreams. I don’t want it embedding itself in yours. After you are done with the restroom, you can take the couch, it folds out big enough to hold me.”
She walked away and spoke over her shoulder. “Don’t watch too much of it. Oh, and if you are watching your own file, definitely get the bucket.”
 



Chapter Five
 
 
She heard the retching four hours later, and she got up, put on one of her robes, and walked into the living area. She held his head as a second round went through him.
She reached up and turned off the video of her alteration. He had made it through her natural limbs being removed, but it was the robotic limbs being placed that had made him ill. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”
She crooned to him, and when he was exhausted, she lifted him up and walked him over to the couch. With one foot, she flipped the mechanism that made the couch into a bed, and she set him on it.
A few minutes were spent cleaning up after him and putting compresses on his face and chest. He wrapped his hand around her wrist as she smoothed her hand through his hair.
She looked at the metal rods that he was holding, and he met her gaze. “How can you be sane after that was done to you?”
Lacey smiled at him. “Because I knew it was going to happen. I blanked my mind, went past the pain, and focused on what needed to happen next. I needed to live, and I needed to get off that world.”
He kept his grip on her wrist, and he slowly sat up. “How did you escape?”
She wrinkled her nose. “First, I had to goad them into giving me arms and legs. It isn’t tech that the Splice are used to, so I was in agony, but I managed my escape and stole an Earth Defense shuttle after I destroyed the lab and the Splice who had taken me apart.”
Lacey sat there and answered his questions about how she got to safety and how she came up with her plan. They talked their way through the storm.
“You did all this on your own?”
“Alphy helped me with the location of some of the worlds. She was in communication with me the moment that she walked out of that nanite tank.”
He blinked. “Nanite tank?”
“Yeah. She was the worst injury that we had. Catastrophic cellular failure. Her body was mush. Only her brain and a short portion of her spinal cord survived.”
Yurik shook his head. “Why are you telling me all your secrets?”
She laughed. “Oh, honey. These aren’t things that you couldn’t find out in twenty minutes on the new station. Secrets got us this far. Disclosure is the new watchword.”
“Do you work that way with the criminals you associate with?”
She cackled, there was no other word for it. “I treat them with the same blunt directness that I do you. However, I only tell them what I need them to know. Otherwise, the subject is avoided.”
Lacey looked down, and he was rubbing his thumb on her arm rod. “I can’t feel that.”
He looked at his hand, and his cheeks grew warm. “Sorry. You looked like you needed contact.”
Lacey patted his hand. “I do, but that is something I have to wait for. Patience is something that I have learned over this process.”
He reached up and touched her cheek. Lacey nearly jumped out of her skin.
She leaned back in shock. The heat and slight roughness of his touch surprised her. She looked at him, and he laughed.
She blinked rapidly, and she whispered. “Please, let go.”
A fat tear made its way down her cheek, and Yurik’s thumb wiped it away.
She repeated her request. “Please, let go.”
He slowly removed his hand. “Why does such a little touch upset you?”
She got to her feet and brushed the front of her robes with her metal hands. “I haven’t touched anything or been touched by anything other than my clothing in more than four years.”
He blinked. “I am so sorry.”
She nodded. “It is fine. I have my natural skin on my torso and face. I can feel there, but even getting changed, there is cold contact every time I dress or touch my cheek or comb my hair. My limbs are cold, heavy, and they hurt. My body isn’t my own and hasn’t been for some time. It also won’t be back to normal until the final stage is being enacted, but thankfully, we are almost there.”
She turned and said over her shoulder. “You can clean up in the lavatory. I am heading back to bed. Now that the storm is over, it will take them six hours to dig us out. Get some rest or use the autochef. There are quite a few nearly human foods available.”
Lacey headed to her room and forced herself into her sleep cycle with the smooth repetition of her list of things to do. The list was getting shorter and shorter, but she could rest with a smile on her face, knowing that getting her body back was the final step.
 
* * * *
 
Yurik went back to the computer after he showered, and he looked up his own file. He was expecting Lacey to be wrong. He wanted her to be wrong, but as he flicked through the recordings of his interview and enlistment, the first press conference where he and others of what became the first generation sat, spoke, and then, were whisked up to the stars and into battle.
He always thought that the first thing he did was go on a mission, but the file labeled Experiment 14 was attached to his files. He opened the file and saw his unconscious body, a tray with what he now knew to be a nanite generator, and several members of a surgical team. He didn’t watch what came next but fast-forwarded it to the end of the procedure when his nanites were generating soft tissue around the framework they had installed.
He watched his own transformation from human to cyborg, and it wasn’t in the hazy holding cells of a Splice lab. A deep-seated rage took hold of him for an instant, and he recognized it. They had seeded that rage in him, in all of their first-gen. They had turned them into maddened killing machines, and now, he knew it was all to simply teach the Splice who they were dealing with in order to broker a better deal.
He was a pawn. The entire first generation were pawns. The women who acted as administrators were supposed to be a publicity stunt, the women entering the war. They had transformed the station into a functioning weapon of war, and they had to be stopped.
Yurik looked at the other files from the first-gen, and he learned who had survived and who had died in action. He committed those names to his memory and hoped that he could meet more of the survivors one day. They might not know what had started their journey, but he did. He could remember and respect them for their ability to survive. He was currently doing the same for Lacey.
When she had mentioned her grandfather handing her over, he had imagined that it was a surprise, not that she had been chained next to her grandparent and hauled off by laughing Splice in front of half the command structure of Earth Defense. When she was pulled out of sight, the men congratulated themselves on a bargain well-struck. No care or comment for the woman who was wrapped in metal and pinned to an operating table a few minutes later. She was human, just like they were, but they had discarded her the moment the opportunity for advancement had presented itself.
Yurik wasn’t quite sure what exactly it was that the generals received from the Splice, but Lacey had mentioned something akin to youth. He went through the files, and he found the name of every man and three women who had betrayed their own species. They were not going to live long enough to enjoy whatever it was that they had been given.
A soft voice came through the computer, “Lacey, are you there?”
Yurik recognized it. “Lacey is asleep. Alphy?”
“Oh, Yurik. You didn’t check in, and I was getting worried. Well, Windy was worried, I just made the call to every headquarters Lacey has.”
“She’s asleep. She worked hard to meet me here.” He didn’t add that he had stressed her out. He would deal with that.
“Good. Did she explain what is about to happen?”
He ran a hand through his hair. “We are going to war against Earth.”
“Good. I was worried she would skip that out of concern over your feelings. Lacey is always thinking of others and how to make them happy.”
“How long have you known her?”
“She was at the station for less than six months before the explosion. After that, we were out of touch for another six months until I came out of my slumber. Once I was out, she was in contact right away with small items arriving via old torpedo casings.”
Yurik chuckled. “Yes, she has mentioned sending things. I was unaware of the mechanism.”
“I don’t know how she even found this place. Our signal is cloaked by every bit of tech we have at our disposal.”
Yurik looked around the room, and he glanced out the window at the ships. “I think she has access to tech you are unaware of. She has been very busy.”
“How busy?”
“She has an armada and needs trained pilots to fly them.”
Alphy chuckled. “Good thing I have an entire level full of simulators. Have her send me the specs, and I will get her the pilots.”
“I think she has some locals in mind as pilots.”
Alphy paused for a moment. “She’s made friends?”
“Not everyone goes along with the Splice. She has chosen allies.”
“If she is asleep, it is probably night where you are. Get some rest while I mull this over and more closely read through the thousands of dispatches she has sent to me.”
Yurik chuckled. “Start by analyzing the locations of each of the contact points you just called. The hints as to her allies might lie there.”
“Interesting. Well done in finding her, Yurik. I was half expecting her to dodge you. She was the last one of us, you know. Now all of us survivors are accounted for.”
He smiled now that he knew that Windy had her bodyguard. Lacey could stop worrying.
“Alphy, before you go, what is the plan of attack?”
“Well, I don’t know about Lacey, but I am going to multitask the shit out of this thing.”
He raised his brows, and the com went quiet. It was a pretty good answer.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
Lacey pulled on her travelling cloak and retrieved her walking stick from the main floor. The warehouse was clear, and it was time to get moving.
Lacey asked, “Yurik, do you have anything in your ship that you want for this trip?”
“No. I have built-in weaponry.”
“Ah. Right.” She made a vague gesture with one fist.
“Um, I will assume you were mimicking my use of the weaponry?”
She shrugged. “I need the staff for long trips. I could only use one hand.”
She walked through the warehouse and hummed as she made her selection. “This one.”
The metallic blue of the ship marked it as a member of the Neebokan empire. They had tried to use camouflage to hide from the Splice in the stars.
“I have never seen this configuration before.”
“We are only using it to get to the main ship in orbit.”
“You have another ship in orbit?”
“Of course. Shuttles are impractical for interstellar flight, especially out of the systems. It takes forever. I am in a hurry. I need something more powerful.”
“There is another reason.”
She smiled and patted his cheek with her cold, metal fingers. “See, you are learning about me already.”
He blinked and chuckled. “Right. So, you are not going to lie, but the truth is need-to-know.”
“Cute and smart. Are we ready to travel?”
He looked at her and nodded. “I am.”
“Good. This ship is touchy, so watch and learn. Oh, and I will have your shuttle stored in here while we are gone.”
“Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me. It is now part of the attack force.”
He laughed. “Of course. I realize that, and I expect no less.”
She was smiling as they entered the shuttle, and she activated the power systems and the roof.
Once the engines were warming up, she took her bag from her shoulder, and she placed it in storage.
“What is in there?”
“Accessories. I don’t want to give the game up too early.”
Yurik was standing to one side as she moved around, and she could see his eagerness to explore the inside of the alien vessel.
“You can look around as soon as we are out of the pull of Ikovar.”
He nodded. “Thank you. I have never seen a ship with this construction before.”
“It fits me, so I use it more often than I should.”
She made sure that all the hatches were sealed and a low chime shuddered through the ship. “Okay, she’s ready. We can go now.”
Yurik nodded, and he followed her back to the command deck. She settled in the pilot’s seat and took the controls.
“Are you ready? These ships are not friendly in atmospheric conditions.”
He strapped himself in, and he nodded. “Ready.”
She grinned, verified that the roof had opened to a sufficient level, and then, she pulled the ship upward with the slide of a toggle.
There was a short wobble, and then, it cruised upward past the roof. Lacey paused and closed the roof once again. “Okay. Orders are set, your shuttle will be parked and locked in. We are on our way to run a little errand.”
She slid the toggle, and the ship lurched upward, increasing in speed until she heard Yurik gasping. Lacey winced. “Sorry. I forget. I don’t lose circulation to my limbs, so it is easier for me to ignore the pressure of gravity.”
He gasped, and his breathing eased as she slowed their progress to a more tolerable speed. “Thanks.”
“Sorry. I am not used to having a passenger. My reflexes are geared toward my own body.”
She eased them into space, rode the orbit for a moment until they were aimed in the correct direction, and then, she applied the engines once again.
The artificial gravity of the ship kicked in, and Yurik got to his feet and rubbed his chest. “That was a bit of a ride.”
“Sorry again.” She wrinkled her nose. The ship’s navigation panel was set, and she put in the coordinates that she had wanted to visit for four years.
“Is it all right if I explore?”
“Certainly. There is a lovely small garden on the upper deck. The plants are unlike anything you will have seen before. They bloom in colours that are not even visible to the human eye.”
“How do you know?”
“Because they have tried to describe the colours to me. I don’t understand the concepts, but the wonder on their faces was enough to give me an idea.”
“They?”
“Yasku and her daughter. Members of the Neebokan elite. They settled on another world, so I bought their ship and brought it here for refitting.”
“They just sold it to you?”
Lacey smiled. “We traded it for one of my houses. It is enough for her, her daughter, and her staff to live a proper life.”
She got to her feet, and she did something that she wasn’t fond of. She folded her legs so that she was normal human height and showed him the way to the gardens.
“How did you do that?”
She gave him a small smile. “The legs that I wear are not human in design. They were taken off a surface hopper and refitted to my body.”
“Your arms?”
“Initially waldos in the lab. I had hands created later.”
He shuddered. “That must have been horrible for you.”
She smirked. “Oh, it could have been worse.”
They walked through the ship, and she finally had enough and resumed her normal height.
“Can I see your legs?”
Lacey chuckled. “That is a little forward, but sure.” She hiked up her robes and showed him what went on under them.
She stood in the hall while he knelt and examined her limbs. She watched him run his hand along the metal to the first of three joints above her ankle.
“They collapse flat.”
She snickered. “Not unless I have been drinking.”
“They are on constantly?” He was looking at her tertiary knee.
Lacey paused. “More or less. They do require maintenance, and I have been taught how to do it.”
“This is amazing. How are they controlled?”
“Neural contact and muscle-flexing in the remaining joint. My arms are controlled the same way.”
He looked at her feet. “You are walking on flat plates?”
“They work best for most of the environments I am in. The ankle flexes but doesn’t rotate, so walking quietly has taken a lot of practice. Come on now, the gardens are lovely this deep in space. They really enjoy the background radiation.”
She dropped her robes, and Yurik stepped back. Playtime was over. She was running a tour after all.
He followed her and asked questions as to the physical characteristics of the Neebokan, their societal habits, and why she had come to possess the ship.
“The Splice hunted the Neebokan for their medical acumen. Yasku’s mother was an amazing cellular biologist, and Yasku had been held as a hostage so that her mother would work as a researcher for the Splice. When her mother died, Yasku took her own daughter and guards and escaped.”
“Why didn’t she escape earlier?”
Lacey snorted. “She’s a mother. As long as her daughter was safe, she wasn’t going to put her in additional danger by running. As soon as the danger of remaining outweighed the escape, they ran.”
“Oh. How did you meet?”
“I happened to be on the world she chose for refuge. We discussed her situation, and I offered her the trade. She took it. She and her daughter are now safe from the Splice.”
“Why were the Splice after them?”
“Oh, just some encoded research on tissue regeneration files that they can’t find now that her mother has passed.”
Yurik chuckled. “That is too bad.”
“I know. I am heartbroken over it.”
She kept walking. “These are the water reclaim tanks. They pull in every bit of unused moisture and recirculate it, using the plants as a filter.”
Yurik looked over the wide expanse of the containers. “How much water?”
“Enough for five hundred human cyborgs for three months. The food stores are the same. There is a nice variety if I do say so myself.” Lacey smiled.
They continued the tour, and she pointed out the clothing generator, the med center with basic equipment for soft tissue repair.
“I have tried to get a cyborg repair unit, but there were only a handful of those, and they are all accounted for. On the plus side, we will have one soon.”
Yurik was wary. “Where are you getting one?”
“At our destination. Oh, you are going to need to hide inside the ship. I will show you where the smuggler’s hold is.”
“What?”
“I can’t bring you in with me. No cyborgs allowed. Well, not free ones.” She shrugged.
“So, you brought me along...”
Lacey blinked. “I didn’t really think about it. I assumed that you were determined to get me back to Alphy and the others.”
He frowned. “Of course. That is my assignment.”
“Well, after I have made this little visit, I am going to head right to the base so that they can help me out with my little problem.”
He looked around, and he groaned. “Where is the smuggler’s hold?”
“Oh, it is this way.”
She walked with him to the garden, and she picked up a bush, setting it to one side as she displayed the door. “Take a look.”
Yurik gave her a suspicious look. “You first.”
“Fine.”
She opened the hatch and lowered herself into the hole. Her legs weren’t great at descending ladders, so she just fell, landing on the cork-like surface that would absorb the sound of anyone inside.
She stepped back and showed Yurik the facility. “It is large enough to hold twenty adults. There is food, bedding, cots, and a monitoring unit that shows the entire interior of the ship in case the person in confinement gets bored.”
“Why not exterior monitors?”
“That would be noticed. The plants above have strong enough passive radiation signals to mask life signs. When the door closes, the shrub slides back into place. A touch on that panel and the plants to either side will weave into the hide.”
“Nice and thorough, but I am not going to stay down here while you run your errand.”
She frowned. “You don’t know what you are saying.”
“So, explain it.”
She gave him a dark look, and she climbed up and out of the hold. She waited for him to exit before she closed it again.
Not saying a word, she walked to the observation deck above the garden. Gripping the railing, she looked at him over her shoulder. “I am going to kill my grandfather.”
Yurik nodded. “I guessed as much.”
“He uses cyborgs as toys, tortures them, heals them, and does it all over. Sources have reported that he lines them up in his throne room and he triggers their agony with the touch of his fingers on the arm of his throne.”
“You are joking.”
“I am not. Dignitaries who are there to bargain for tech have brought back vids. Many have had their gazes on General, or rather, Emperor Adams.”
Yurik blinked.
“Oh, yes. He has taken control of a world, has surrounded himself with flunkies and those who wait on him hand and foot. There are no Earth Defense cyborgs around as security, only the whole are allowed to serve. They are the ones who are worthy.”
She turned to face him. “If you enter the court, you will be taken and put up on display as you are tortured to the edge of death and then healed so that they can do it all the following day.”
“What about you?”
“I am going in as a Neebokan trader. I am looking for a Ssrath tree, and I know that he has them.”
“What are you bringing to trade?”
She shrugged. “I have enough funds to manage it. Whatever he asks for, I can pay.”
“Why are you going?”
“I told you, or I am sure that I did. I need to kill him. It is a personal thing, but once it is done, we will be free to launch a whole-scale attack against the Splice and against Earth.”
“Why are you so fixated on attacking Earth?”
She quirked her lips. “The agreement to send the humans up from the soil, to send them into the path of the Splice, there are still men and women on the ground who are content to give students and the foolish to the Splice as tithes.”
Yurik frowned. “You are not serious.”
“Of course, I am. Since you have been in search of me, they have found two rounds of teenagers and children in Splice holds. All have been in the initial stages of dissection. It isn’t going to stop. They are going to increase their efforts as the Splice get desperate. We have to strike both within a matter of days. There is no other way.”
Yurik inhaled and then nodded. “I am coming with you.”
Lacey was shocked. “Why?”
“Because, I am getting the feeling that throughout this mess, you are going to need a witness.” His tone was grim.
She chuckled and patted him on the shoulder. “I didn’t know you cared.”
“I might not later, but right now, you need a keeper.”
Lacey shrugged. “Okay, but you are going to need a collar.”
“What?”
“I can’t bring you in as my pet unless you have a collar.” Lacey smiled. “I think something in black leather would look rather nice. Come with me.”
To her amusement, he did.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Lacey didn’t mention the feelings that she was having as she buckled the collar onto Yurik. When she glanced up, he was staring into her eyes.
“I would apologize for this, but I find it rather suits you.” She smiled.
He smiled, wrapped his hand behind her neck, and pulled her down for a kiss.
She was staring at him in shock when he pulled back.
“I have wanted to do that since I first met you.”
She exhaled and stood up, out of his range. “That was a surprise.”
“Was it unwelcome?”
“Unexpected. I have told you that I am not familiar with the feel of anything aside from clothing against my skin.”
Her skin was still tingling from the light touch. It hadn’t been a firm kiss, just a light brushing of lips, but her body was rioting like they had been making out for hours, instead of a kiss of a heartbeat in length.
She shivered and went to get her staff. They were on the final approach to the encapsulated floating island that General Adams called an empire. His empire.
Lacey buckled her translator onto her neck, and she smiled, whispering in Ikovar. “This is how you will hear and understand. If I speak in English, it will turn into feedback, that is how you will know that things have gone sideways.”
“Good tip. Do you want to attach my leash now?”
She nodded. “You will have to keep up.”
She unwrapped six feet of the leather strap, and she hooked the loop through the ring on his collar.
“This is going to get weird.” Her words were whispered in the alien language and translated in a conversational tone.
He grinned and touched his collar. “Weirder than this?”
“Yes, I hear he has a harem of women altered to look like me. Just brace yourself. He is one twisted fuck.” Lacey pulled her hood forward and slid the inward veil in front of her face. Anyone looking within would see only a shadow.
She faced the airlock as they docked, and the cycle began to twist her ship to the base. When the lights went green and everything chimed, she stepped toward the hatch, and it opened to let her through.
She felt a slight pressure on the lead, and then, Yurik stepped forward, keeping pace.
The guards in the interior of the space looked at her in surprise.
“What is your purpose here?”
She twisted her head slowly and hissed, “Business.”
The human guards were nervous. “Where is your point of origin?”
“I reside on Ikovar, my origin is Neebokan.” She twisted her head slowly again.
One of the men looked past her to Yurik.
“What is he doing?”
She reached over and ran her fingers through Yurik’s hair. “Pet.”
They looked over at Yurik with a combination of fear and contempt.
“You cannot bring him before the emperor.”
She hissed. “My pet. Goes with me. My responsibility. You think I cannot keep him in control?”
She twisted the chain and tugged. Yurik obligingly dropped to his knees.
“Is good pet. Good with hands.”
The men shuddered.
She looked to the men gathered. “I have appointment.”
They looked at their data pads, and they blinked. “Apologies, Ambassador. We did not properly examine the documentation you provided.”
She clutched her staff, wrapping and unwrapping her fingers in a manner that was well known to be a sign of irritation in the Neebokan.
One of the men nodded to the one next to him, and they watched her fingers.
“Pardon, Ambassador, we don’t often meet those of your kind with artificial limbs.”
She elevated herself to the ten-foot height that she rarely used. “Splice took for a debt. These let me enjoy life again.”
Her legs were encased in boots that mimicked Neebokan flesh, and she knew that their scanners were recording only her limbs as artificial.
She looked around, her head canted forward and a low hiss coming through the translator. “Is emperor dead?”
The men jolted. “No, of course not.”
She cackled. “Acting like he is dead. All profit for you, no risk. Funny.”
That was just the right thing to say. They escorted her and her pet through the halls and into the huge garden where the throne was, and on the throne was the emperor.
She walked at her normal pace with Yurik running behind. They passed pillars with cyborgs in place on them, blades and spikes slowly embedding into their flesh.
Not one of the men even looked at her as she passed. They knew there was no assistance from her.
She stopped at the prescribed distance from the throne, and she bowed low. “Emperor Adams.”
“Ambassador Hulinakiata.” General Adams smiled slightly. “You are remarkably punctual.”
She lifted her head. “It was between storms on Ikovar. Best to leave while air is clear.”
“I have never met a Neebokan before.”
She made a coughing noise. “Lemiriano made such a small impression then? You had him at court for a year, until the Splice lost the scientist.”
The general smiled. “His death was regretful.”
“I am not here to discuss that, Emperor. I am merely here for the Ssrath tree that I contacted your people about.”
She made an undulation with her head to indicate her earnest query.
“Of course. Of course.” He sat back. “First, what do you think of my decoration? I see you have one of your own.”
She tightened her grip on the tether. “He is good. He has soft touch.”
Adams cackled. “For a beast like you, I bet that is good.”
Lacey smirked under her mask, but she kept to her confused tone. “Beast? I have come to trade.”
“I don’t trade with monsters. My shields keep freaks like you from getting to me.”
She swayed in confusion. “Shields?”
“They keep the nanites and the non-humans from me. It means that when I summon the Splice, as I just have, they leave me alone and do as I say.”
Lacey shrugged and whispered. “What good is protection if you eventually wither and die?”
He leaned forward with a leer, and he tapped one of the controls on his throne. A door opened, and soon, five young women with pastel skins walked out. Each of them was wearing Lacey’s face, and it was rather disturbing. What was worse was that their bellies were distended.
“My children. They never make it past the fifth month, but the Splice are working on it. Once I have a male child, they have promised to transfer my consciousness into him. I will live forever through my own line.”
She nodded and slowly unwrapped her hand from the tether. “Yeah, I can’t let you do that.”
She took three steps and felt the pressure of the field against her. She passed right through it, while the leggings she wore crumbled away.
He stared, and he got out of his throne, scrambling back to put the women between him and her. “What are you?”
She stood to her full height, reached over the heads of the women, and grabbed him with her robotic arms.
She lifted him and then slammed him down onto the floor. Lacey placed a foot on his chest to hold him, and she pulled the mask off, untying the translator.
“Am I more familiar now? You had them make me into a freak, after all. Hello, Father, or is it Grandfather, or is it both?”
She looked into his stunned face, and he started screaming. She chuckled. “Oh, don’t scream so early. I haven’t even started yet.”
She shifted her foot to his right bicep. She leaned down and used the power of her limbs to crush his arm.
“Now, you can scream.”
She worked on him for five minutes before she leaned in to whisper, “I know, you are thinking that you can get healed if you can get to the med unit. I will let you go to the med unit, right?”
She chuckled and leaned back until she was a few inches above his pale and panicked face. His pain was causing his pulse to thunder in his veins, and she could see the agony in his gaze.
“Please. Please stop. Please help me.”
She leaned in and whispered words that she needed to say, and he needed to hear. When she was done, he looked at her and fury crept back in his gaze. “You were mine to do with as I pleased.”
“There it is. Thanks for being an asshole to the end.” She took his head and broke his neck with a snap.
She paused, sighed, and got to her feet. She spoke to the women in Lionar. “You are free to go now. I will lower the barriers. When your children die, mourn them. If any survive, find me. I will raise the half-born as my own.”
One of the women whispered, “Our faces...”
“The gene therapy will wear off when your body cycles again without the medication. There will be a withdrawal, and you will become yourselves again. You are strong people. You will recover.”
She went to the throne, and she hit the release button for all of the cyborgs. They dropped to the floor, and Yurik went to help them.
Lacey glanced back at the women. “Where is the med unit?”
Five hands pointed to the right of the throne, in the gardens.
Another flick and she disconnected the shield.
Lacey spoke to Yurik. “Med unit is around the corner. The guy third on my left looks to be the worst off.”
Yurik and another one of the cyborgs grabbed the injured man, and they carried him into the gardens.
The other cyborgs followed, and there was some yelping and the sound of fist-fighting, but soon, conversation began to ripple out, and Lacey smiled.
A small hand reached out to her. Lacey turned and looked down at one of the concubines. “Yes?”
“Take us with you, please. We are no longer what we were, and we don’t know when we will be again. We do know that we look like you, and in that, we ask you to take us with you.”
She frowned. “I am going to war with the Splice.”
The girls looked at each other and nodded. “We are good medics, good attendants. We can help. When it is our time to birth, we can do it and return to work. Please. We do not know if our people will take us back.”
The pale blue girl whispered. “They sold us.”
This rescue had gotten more complicated. Lacey rolled her eyes. “Aw, shit.”
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
“Ladies, stay here. I need to check on the cyborgs.”
“Empress, there are guards coming.” The yellow woman was nervous.
“Remain here, ladies. I will deal with this.” Lacey looked at the men sprinting toward her, and she smiled, removing her outer robe and the one beneath. She stood there in her limited glory, framed by the harness that supported her and kept her limbs in alignment.
The guards slowed in horror as she stood up with her staff in her hand. A flick of her wrist and the stone in the top began to glow.
She walked toward the guards, and they stopped, pulling weapons. Lacey grinned, and it was not a very nice grin. “Why are you pulling your blasters? Am I not one of the pure humans you have welcomed into your midst?”
She stepped toward them, and when they aimed and shot, nothing happened.
“My grandfather is dead, but he left his safety measures in place. I only turned off the ones that would stop cyborgs. You are going to have to go hand to hand.”
She switched so that she was holding her staff in both hands; a slight squeeze and it shot out a beam of light. It caught one of the guards and flipped him up and off his feet.
One of the men lunged at her, and she released the staff and struck him with her fist, sending him flying into one of the cyborg torture podiums.
She leaned forward and whispered, “What are you waiting for?”
Footfalls warned her that others were coming, and she punched, kicked, and zapped her way through as many as she could.
Yurik moved in between her and her attackers. “We can take it from here.”
She looked around, and six fairly intact cyborgs were moving to stand between her and the incoming wave of guards.
She stepped back and watched as the warriors did what they had been trained to do.
Lacey walked back to her robes, and she calmly got dressed as the fight waged on.
The concubines were staring at her. When she finished dressing, she turned to them and smiled, “Do you have questions?”
The blue one whispered, “What happened to you?”
“Ah. General Adams turned me over to the Splice as a goodwill gesture. I, too, was sold.”
The humans were fading fast. They formed a heap as the cyborgs outmatched them physically and with nanite-driven stamina.
She looked at the girls behind her. “Are you sure you want to come with us?”
The females nodded. The blue one said, “We have no future here.”
Lacey looked at her grandfather and nodded. “Right. Well, are there any other cyborgs here?”
The women nodded. “There is a stable down below. He keeps them in case the ones on display die before they can be healed.”
“Right. Show me.”
The females shook their heads. “We are not allowed to pass. Only humans can pass.”
Lacey nodded and sighed. “Right. Point me in the right direction.”
The ladies pointed to the opposite side of the dais from the med bed in the garden. She took her staff and walked calmly around the structure, heading down the hallway that snaked behind it. The sounds of the fight behind her faded.
Lacey sighed. She had heard of the collection of cyborgs that her grandfather kept, but she had assumed that he had killed most of them. It was time to see how many were left.
The hallway got shorter, so she hunkered down as she walked. She felt the pressure of the human test again, and when she pushed through it, she was overlooking a vast collection of cyborgs, all sitting, standing, or mining.
She took her staff and hit the restrictors on either side of the door. Lacey rose to full height, and she spoke calmly. “Cyborgs of Earth Defense, if you want to leave, I have ships standing by.”
One of the men called up. “Who are you? What are you?”
She inclined her head. “Of course. I am Lacey of Adaptation Station. I am the fixer. What I am is a Splice-made cyborg. I am leaving. You can stay, or you can come along. Your choice. No pressure. Oh, the emperor is dead. General Adams can only command the underworld now. He had better start digging.”
She turned and headed back the way she had come. They could follow or not.
She met Yurik in the hall, and she nodded. “The men are below. I am calling in some additional transport. Or, perhaps the emperor had something a little more suitable for troop transport.”
“You had best get to your ship. The concubines are a clear indicator of who you are, and some of the men are insisting that you be stamped out, as well as the girls. Please, make them your priority.”
Lacey grimaced. “Right. I will get them and put them in the hold.”
“Can you check on the ships?”
“That is my next task. If I have to, I will summon some from my nearest outpost.”
Yurik chuckled. “Of course, you have something nearby.”
“I do. Now, I am going to attend to those women. They have been through enough.” She walked past him and headed back to the dais where the concubines were surrounded by cyborgs.
“Aw, fuck.” She stepped forward and eased the men back with her staff. “Come on, ladies. Come with me.”
One of the cyborgs got in front of her. “You aren’t taking them anywhere. They are carrying the spawn of that bastard.”
She looked at him and sighed. “I am the spawn of that bastard. Two generations of it. He raped his daughter, and I was the result. I, however, am not an evil prick. I have spent my last four years working to break the hold of him and the men like him, who are after wealth and power at the price of our entire world.”
She glared at him, and he shifted back. “These females are carrying children that are not likely to survive their own gestations. I will take care of them as victims of the general, just as I made sure to take care of as many cyborgs as I could over the last four years.”
She beckoned to the girls, and they clustered around her. “No more deaths with Adams at the center. He isn’t worth it.”
One of the men asked, “How did you get through the field? You are a cyborg.”
“I am a cyborg built by the Splice. I don’t have nanites, nor a primer kit. It was part of his orders, I could join the Earth Defense, but I could not taint myself.”
She chuckled. “It would have been nice to let him know that my next stop is at the new base and I am going to request a makeover. I actually want legs again. Fingers would be good, too.”
She moved her group along with her. She felt like a hen with chicks. Two men with furious expressions stepped in between them and the exits. She lifted her staff. “Get out of my way, or I will knock you on your asses.”
The girls whimpered and clung to her.
The two men moved fast. She used her stunner, and they flew back, lying and groaning on their backs.
She raised her head. “I spent six months at Adaptation Station. I was in the blast, and I do know how to craft a neural pulse that will short out your non-essential implants. We are leaving.”
She walked, and the other cyborgs got out of the way. The girls scuttled to keep up with her, and she walked with long strides past the human guards and back to her Neebokan ship. She got the girls inside, and she took them to the smuggler’s hold immediately. “Do you know how to use a food dispenser?”
Blue nodded as they walked through the halls. “We do.”
“Good. I am putting you in a place that the men won’t find you. I don’t trust them. They are engaged in a lot of hate and pain right now.”
The girls whimpered. “What if we go into labour?”
“There is an emergency com. I will keep the receiver on me. If you need me, I will come running.”
She showed the girls the hatch and helped them down, lowering them into the safe space. She followed them and showed them how to use all the equipment.
The girls hugged her. One by one.
Blue straightened. “I thank you for your efforts. We know we have been used to torture and torment the men. It was not our will then, nor is it now. We will hide.”
“Only for a few days. I have a plan for what to do with you after that. You can regain your own faces, and you can blend in with the humans if that is your wish.”
The girls looked at her with surprise. Blue asked, “How?”
“Turning you into cyborgs.” She smiled. “Don’t worry. I already am one. It doesn’t hurt and will give you protection.”
She smiled. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to, but it will let you draw a line beneath what you have been and what has been done to you, and give you a choice to move forward and become what you want to be.”
“What about our children?”
She chuckled. “They are my siblings. If they survive, I will take them and raise them as my own as soon as this war is over.”
The women looked relieved. Lacey left them and headed to the com station. The girls were safe, and they had what they needed.
Lacey downloaded all the security footage, and in a matter of seconds, she saw what the girls had been made to do. Teasing the pinned cyborgs into orgasm, which caused spasms, which caused agony. Pleasure and pain were never supposed to mix this way.
She shook her head and checked the roster of vessels. She smiled slowly. Ah, ambassadors were always prepared with luxury ships that could hold hundreds.
She made a call. “Alphy?”
There was a startled voice through the com system. “Lacey? Windy said you went quiet.”
“I got busy. However, I am done with my business now, and if you will have me, I am ready to come in, and we can discuss the next step.”
“Lacey, I am ordering you to get your butt in here right now.”
Lacey laughed. “I am bringing approximately fifteen hundred cyborgs to the base. Do you have room?”
“Whew. We have room. I have no idea how we are going to outfit them all, but we have room.”
Lacey chuckled. “With your permission, I am going to start sending supply ships to the station. Also, extra warships and shuttles.”
There was a pause. “You have all that?”
“There is more, but this is the start. There are purified minerals for the cyborg repairs and nanite development, there are materials for casual wear so that folks don’t need to live in their suits all the time.”
“Is this what you have been doing?”
“I have been preparing.”
“For what?”
Lacey cocked her head and was surprised that Alphy hadn’t figure it out. “I am ready to go to war against the Splice and against Earth.”
Alphy was quiet. “I think we need to have a talk.”
Lacey nodded, and she inhaled and exhaled slowly. “I agree. I am going to gather up the survivors, and we will be on our way. Expect us in three days. The supplies will start arriving tomorrow.”
She disconnected the call and set about getting remote command of the ambassadorial vessels. Step one was to deactivate the self-destructs, and then, she could go through and take command of the ships.
The exterior monitors showed her that the men were gathering at the dock.
She opened the exterior com. “One-third of you to dock six, one-third to dock four, the rest of you board this ship. It is a three-day trip to the new base. They are waiting to do maintenance and get everybody healthy.”
The men started to move and divide. She watched them, and one paused and asked, “Why not the other docks?”
“I can’t remote those ships, and they aren’t configured for humans. There is too large a learning curve.”
That seemed to be the right answer.
Yurik carried one of the last men in, and she sealed the ship behind him. She watched the men enter the ships and kept the island’s halls shut. Only the paths to the ships were open.
She waited until they were all on the ships, she sealed them and did the checks on them before detaching them from the domed base.
“Farewell to the empire.” She flipped the station the bird with her metal fingers, sent the release command to the dock, and pulled the Neebokan ship away. The other releases were done just as simply, and soon, the three ships were flying away under her command.
She was flying an army that hated her. Now, she knew what her grandfather felt like.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
Yurik came to the command deck, and he sat with a groan. “That was intense.”
She chuckled and continued to adjust the navigation specs for all three ships. “It was pretty much as I had imagined.”
“So, he really was... uh... related to you in two different degrees?”
She snorted. “How polite. Yes. My mother killed herself when I was six. She was pregnant again. I always wondered about it, and when I became the object of his affections, I knew enough to have a discreet DNA test done. It was confirmed. It didn’t make the next few years less horrible, but it let me know that I was not the reason my mother had killed herself. It wasn’t me. It was him.”
“So, you joined Earth Defense...”
She glanced at him. “To get away from him. He kept me as his assistant, and I have knowledge of just about every security code and protocol of the entire Earth Defense. I jumped at the chance to join Earth Defense, and my knowledge of languages and alien species was an asset that forced his hand. He couldn’t say no, and I had six months of glorious time away from him.”
Yurik exhaled slowly. “That is a lot to take in.”
She patted his shoulder. “You will adjust to it, or you won’t. I am not going to force my attentions or interest on you.”
Yurik blinked, and he shook his head. “It isn’t that. It is just that you have been through... uh... quite a bit.”
She snorted. “Yes, and one day I am going to walk up the side of a mountain, find a large chasm, and scream into it until my voice breaks. Today is not that day. The bad man is dead, my mind has had four years to think of other things, and now, I might have a new sibling or five on the way. So, first, we will deal with the Splice and then the Earth, and then, I can have my screaming day.”
He blinked and slowly smiled. “So, is the screaming day before or after our first actual date?”
She reached out and hooked her finger into his collar. She pulled him in close. “Before. I don’t want you to think I am distracted.”
He grinned and kissed her quickly.
“But first, I am going to have to get myself some proper limbs. I don’t want you known as the giant fucker. Those boys can be a little rough when you are alone with them.”
“You didn’t get mad at them when they blocked you.”
She chuckled. “No. I knew I had a weapon that they couldn’t say no to.”
“How did you make that?”
She gave him a look. “It’s complicated, but some alien species who have no interest in humans or in the Splice, happen to be sitting on some interesting minerals. If you find enough of them, you can make my magic stick.”
“Okay. So, no answer on that one.”
“Nope. And no one else needs to know. I know what I am and who I am and knew that would make me a target. I also knew that those coming after me would have adaptations. It was kinda obvious.”
She released his collar, and she leaned back. “Well, we are now on our way to the new base where everybody has gathered, for the most part.”
“Do you know what area we are heading for?”
“We are nearing the Alguth home world. The base is there, as are all my buddies.”
Yurik suddenly dropped his voice. “Where did you put the ladies?”
“Where you think.” She smiled and patted him on the head. “Now, I have to fly three ships at the same time, and while I love multitasking, I want to focus. We are moving through some asteroid fields in a few hours, and I need to have a plan.”
“You always have a plan.”
She grinned and waved him off. “Go make sure that everyone is fed, clothed, and berthed, please.”
“Thank you for saying please.”
She chuckled and got back to work. This next bit was going to be tricky, and she wasn’t confident on her navigation skills. She could fly fairly well, but three ships at once taxed her poor human brain. They were also all different profiles. Tricky, tricky, tricky.
 
Docked with the new base, Lacey hung back as the men disembarked. She was nervous.
She walked to the bolt hole and opened it. The women walked up to the entrance, and she smiled. “We have arrived. You can come out now.”
The women blinked, and blue said, “We would like to remain here. We feel safe here.”
Lacey dropped into space and looked at them. “This is new for all of us. I am going to be facing friends that knew me when I looked more similar to you than I do right now. They have not seen my body, do not know what I have been through, and I have not shared in their travails either. I am petrified, but I am doing it anyway. It is my chance at an end and a new beginning.”
Blue frowned. “Is there anywhere else we can go?”
Lacey paused. “Maybe. Just let me make a call.”
She reached up and pulled herself out of the hatch. She walked to the nearest com station and crossed her fingers that Windy was on the line.
“Windy?”
“Lacey! I have been waiting for your call.”
Lacey smiled. “How is your life as queen of Cursed City?”
“You couldn’t have called it anything else?”
“Not by the point that I visited. You sound relaxed.”
“I am getting used to my life, but I think you have something in mind. What can I do for you?”
Taking a deep breath, Lacey outlined the issue with the women and their pregnancies.
“Bring them down. The Alguth will take good care of them. These guys are waiting for something to nurture. I get propositioned to have them bear my children daily. My partner is not impressed.”
Lacey chuckled. “Cool. I will tell Alphy.”
“Don’t bother. I have updated her on the other line. You are clear to land.”
Lacey smiled and headed for the command center. “We are on our way.”
She made the announcement on the open com as she sealed the connection to the airlock and turned the ship toward Alguth.
 
* * * *
 
Yurik was looking around for Lacey when another woman walked up to him. He identified her as Alphy.
“Hello, Yurik.”
“Hello. Where is Lacey?”
“She has taken a detour to the planet. She felt that the women she had with her were in danger around these men.”
Yurik blinked and nodded. “I believe she is correct. When will she return?”
“When she has taken the women to the surface and settled them in.”
“Ah. Where am I to go?”
“We would like your assistance in identifying the men here and separating them by skill level. All the pilots together, that sort of thing.”
“I can help with that, but it is a make-work project.”
Alphy smiled brightly. “I knew you were smart. So, how is our girl?”
He stared at the woman and frowned. “You know what happened to her, do you not?”
“I know she was injured in the explosion, as we all were. There is no record of her injuries.”
Yurik paled. “Ah. It is not my place to tell you about her current status, but she needs to put things into action. She has shared her plans with me, and I would like to update you on what has been going on.”
Alphy nodded and looked at the line of men waiting for their assignments to their quarters and their registration for the ship. Yurik could see several men wearing the uniform he associated with the base sorting and dividing the men into smaller groups and speaking with them.
“Right, well everything here is handled. Let’s go have a nice chat.”
Yurik nodded, and while they walked, he recalled everything that Lacey had told him about what the Earth Defense was busy doing to the population. It was going to be a difficult chat.
 
* * * *
 
After telling the women what was happening, she took the ship to the surface and landed it near the city. She gathered the girls from the hold and explained that they were on Alguth, in a city manned by cyborgs who had never met them and had no reason to hate them.
They would be safe and honoured by the Alguth as breeding-age females.
Lacey gripped her staff and stepped out of the ship with them clustered behind her. She did feel like a mother hen with chicks.
The path to the city was well worn by now. The shuttles from the base were all shiny and well maintained.
Lacey kept her grip on her staff as she walked. This was the first moment to test one of her friends. Windy would accept her for her personality. She always had.
With her hood forward and her hand on the staff, she walked quickly to the city and past the astonished cyborgs who readied weapons but did not fire.
Lacey knew that her target was the large building in the city center, so she kept herself hunched over and moving in the Neebokan manner that usually confused the Earthborn.
She slowed when she got close to the main building. Two familiar figures were waiting for her, and they spotted her moving to them.
Curiosity spread over the faces of Windy and Cracker as she took the steps toward them.
Lacey stopped a dozen feet from them, and she noted the two men who were on alert and waiting for a signal that she was dangerous.
Windy stepped forward. “Hello, Lacey. It is good to see you again.”
Lacey nodded, and her voice broke as she said, “It is really good to see you as well.”
Windy grinned and stepped up to her, flinging her arms around her in a hug. Lacey had no choice but to bend nearly in half.
Cracker inhaled and whispered, “Is that Splice tech?”
Lacey sniffled and said, “More or less. I have had to redesign the hands and feet.”
“How far up is the connection?”
“Right to the socket on shoulder and hip.” Lacey chuckled that Cracker was analyzing her situation via parts.
“The control unit?”
“Complicated. I am in a standing harness that I had built for support and mobility.”
Cracker asked. “Can I get a hug, and then, can I see?”
Lacey released Windy. “Fine, but no groping my joints.”
Cracker grinned, and Lacey hugged her.
“Damn, Lacey, you are skin and bones. I mean, not as bad as Windy was, but still, not great.” Cracker released her and smiled. “I am glad you are here; now, when can I get you into the med unit, Tall One?”
Lacey winced. “Ah, that was easier than trying to explain how I could still be human.”
Windy smiled. “The Alguth queens were terrified of you.”
Lacey nodded. “I believe they still are. But, speaking of med units, I have five females with me who are all high-risk pregnancies. The crossing of species is rarely smooth.”
Cracker agreed. “I know that Lucky and her Alguth are planning to let him get pregnant after this is over, but they have already been tested to be compatible. Let’s get those girls of yours into the med unit, and we can take a look.”
Lacey looked back, and the girls were watching the two human women with astonishment. “See? They are fine. You are in no danger here from the cyborgs on Alguth.”
Blue whispered, “The cyborgs are all around us.”
Cracker walked over and smiled at her, holding out her hands. “Everyone here in the city is a cyborg. Even me, even Windy. Our adaptations are different because our injuries were different, but we are all here for the purpose of defending our world against the Splice.”
Blue took Cracker’s hands, and she bowed. “Thank you for taking us in.”
Cracker nodded to Windy. “Windy is the commander of this city. She is the one to thank.”
Windy inclined her head. “Do not thank me for anything. Not until you have received benefit from us. Now, we have quarters assigned to you. You will have an allowance for clothing, food is provided. We recommend that you take on a job to provide yourself with additional luxuries. That can be arranged as well, from berry picking to going through crashed Splice ships and looking for tech.”
Lacey sighed. “I see they are in good hands. I will leave them to you and get back to the base.”
Cracker grabbed her metal wrist. “Not until I do an assessment on you. If I need to customize some limbs, I want to send you up with them so that Stich can reinforce everything properly.”
It took ten minutes of nagging and bullying, but Lacey was in front of the med unit, and she had privacy with only Cracker as a witness.
She removed her robes and set them aside.
“Holy hells, you are pinned into a frame.” Cracker was examining her structure.
“I am. It is going to hurt getting back into it, but I know that my limbs aren’t going to fit into the machine as it is.”
Cracker frowned. “Point. I will use the handheld scanner.”
Lacey stood still in her shortest position while Cracker scanned the joints and the attachments of the metalwork.
“So, do you want any customizations?” Cracker asked her as she ran the scans.
“Well, I will really miss the height. Something about being eight feet tall means that few people screw around with you.”
“Uh-huh. I can see how it is an effective intimidation tool. You were carved up by the Splice?”
“Yeah. Since I don’t have a nanite primer or any existing adaptations, it was fun for them to try and make me into a cyborg of their own design.”
“Assholes. I am guessing you put an end to the experiments.”
Lacey chuckled. “Yes. Yes, I did.”
“Well, I have what I need. I am going to draw up the plans and get them built. You should be ready to go in a few hours.”
“I don’t really want to go.”
Cracker stood, and as Lacey watched, the decorative silver stripes that had been on Cracker’s leggings rose up and wove in the air like serpents. “I know you don’t want to go, but we are so close to finishing this. So very close. Keep going.”
Lacey blinked. “You know what I am planning?”
“I work with Windy. She knows what the Splice have been doing and knows what the humans have been doing. Alphy needs to have you there so that the inner workings of the Earth Defense structure. You are an asset and a weapon, Lacey. Don’t think you are not needed.”
Lacey sighed. “I am getting so tired.”
“We all are. This should have been over years ago, but we are in it until it is over. Then, we can rest and maybe start our lives all over again.” Cracker smiled. “I have plans for Hammer, and they might involve a baby.”
Lacey got dressed again, and she smiled. “That sounds pleasant. I have already fought part of my war. The rest is just a bonus.”
Cracker grinned. “Chase that bonus.”
Lacey sighed. “I can never resist a bonus. You know me so well.”
They giggled together, and Lacey resumed her height and staff, but she left her hood down. She was ready to show that much of herself. It was time to stop hiding and start fighting instead of working in the shadows.
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
It took all of her nerve to leave the ship and walk into the bay. The trip from Alguth had not been short enough.
Alphy, Stitch, and Lucky were waiting for her at the end of a very long hallway. They didn’t say anything, just hugged her, one by one. When she had gone through all of them, Alphy smiled.
“My, my. Lacey is all grown up.”
She snickered and pulled herself to her full ten feet. “You have no idea.”
Stitch nodded. “Cracker sent us the scans. Do you have the equipment she created?”
Lacey smiled. “My arm and leg bones? Yes. They are in this bag.”
“Good. Let’s get you on slightly more even footing. Come on, you have a spa appointment in complete privacy.”
“Now? Just like that? What about all the cyborgs waiting for repair?”
Alphy snickered. “We have medics treating them in shifts, no one aside from us is authorized to use the machine that we are going to. It is in the secure part of the ship.”
Lacey reduced herself to her normal height. “I think I am ready to give in to modern medicine. Time to rejoin the living.”
Alphy linked arms with her robotic limb. “We are glad to have you.”
They walked through the halls, and a few of the men gave her dark looks.
Stitch muttered, “What is their problem?”
“My last name. Those men have hated General Adams for years. That kind of hate doesn’t disappear just because the man is dead. That kind of hate has to move on to another target, and until they see the Splice again, I am it.”
Lucky sighed. “That sucks.”
“It truly does, but it is what I accepted as a consequence of my actions.”
Stitch commented, “You walk really quietly considering your feet are rigid.”
“Practice. It took a while to deal with the length of the limbs as well, but I got used to that, too.”
Stitch chuckled. “I have seen the designs that Cracker made up for your replacements. She has created quite the rig. The change in height will be gradual and take about a minute, but you should still be able to manage it. The counterbalance will be in your lower back, and the increase in strength will be supplemented with struts running via your muscle groups. It might feel weird at first, but the pain relief will be built in.”
Lacey sighed. “Pain relief would be good.”
Stitch paused and looked back at her. “You haven’t had any pain relief?”
“I haven’t dipped into any of the supplies I have accumulated. And these hands can’t really aim a hypo with any accuracy. I just used breathing.”
Stitch swallowed, and her skin went slightly grey. “Yeah, I hear that can work.”
Lacey laughed at the discomfort on her friends’ faces. “You get used to it. Having a period with robot limbs is an entirely different experience. That, I still can’t get used to.”
The women all looked thoughtful for a moment before there were appalled giggles.
Alphy shivered. “Thankfully, I am outside of that particular recurring condition. Still sucks for you, though.”
Lacey laughed. “It does, indeed.”
They chatted, and it was as if they were walking the halls of Adaptation Station again but without the paperwork load.
When they had been scanned into the secure area, Lacey got nervous.
Stitch murmured, “Don’t freak out. We didn’t bring anyone to hold you back if you do. I know it is scary. You might be in pain, but it is a body that you know. We get it. Change is terrifying.”
There was a gurney waiting, and Lacey handed her staff to Lucky and removed her robes. When she was wearing nothing but her well-worn zip suit, Alphy gasped.
“Sorry, Lacey. It is still so brutal-looking.”
Lacey nodded. “That is what it feels like. So, do I keep the suit on?”
Stitch shook her head. “We can get cleaner scans if you remove it. Can you remove it?”
Lacey ran her finger down the center of the suit and down each thigh. She peeled the suit away from her skin, and the torso seals released.
Stitch’s mouth tightened. “You have had infections.”
“Yup. Every few months.”
Alphy looked unwell. “That looks... how do you get out of that.”
Lacey snickered. “This is where it gets less than ladylike. I rarely do. I sit down and unscrew the supports on the hips, and then, I undo the supports on the arms. The framework is then removed for maintenance. I can move in that state, but it causes tremendous damage to my body. These limbs are heavy.”
Lucky nodded. “Right, well, we are going to get you out of the harness, and then, Stitch is going to remove the limbs, and we are going to put you in the healing unit for repairs.”
Lacey sighed. “I know. This is going to hurt.”
Stitch smiled. “Have a seat on the gurney.”
Lacey murmured. “Don’t forget the nanite primer.”
Alphy lifted the unit that was in her hand. It was small and a simple rod that would be slipped under the skin near her spine, but it would tell the nanites what to do and how to do it.
Lucky smiled. “I have the program in place for your new skeletal system.”
Stitch nodded. “I have the muscle groups set up for your new structure.”
Alphy grinned. “And I have an unlimited supply of nanites. Let’s get this show on the road.”
Naked, Lacey straddled the gurney and settled herself in place. She felt a cool pressure near her spine, and she saw Stitch backing away with a hypo.
“See you soon, Lacey.”
She fell back on the gurney with a thud.
 
Dreams. She had dreams of saws, drills, and masculine laughter.
Lacey sat up with a gasp, and she promptly lost her balance. She fell out of the bed and hit the floor with the splat of skin on metal plating.
Stitch looked up from a terminal and came running. “Damn, Lacey. You came out of it fast. Relax. Your nanites are still weaving your muscles.”
Stitch lifted Lacey with a grunt and set her back in the bed, draping the sheet over her.
“I am too used to pushing against the weight. I catapulted myself. Sorry.” She lifted her hands and watched as lights and silver streaks ran along her skin.
“We had to pull you out of the machine before you were complete. There was too much infection, so we kept you sedated and let the nanites already in your system deal with it. Then, Alphy gave you more and then a third dose. When the reconstruction is complete, it should do whatever you want it to.”
Lacey flexed her human-looking but still very skeletal hands. She pulled on the sheet until her metal-structured feet were sticking out. “Even looking like this, I feel more human than I have in years.”
Stitch smiled. “That is the idea. So, you have half-siblings on the way?”
Lacey wrinkled her nose. “Something like that. The men that we brought here; they are so angry. They had been helpless for so long, I was fairly sure that one or more of them would lash out at the girls.”
“Had you experienced that before?” Stitch was casual about the question.
Lacey nodded. “My grandfather was an unscrupulous bastard who liked the look of his own eyes. He started using me as a honey trap for some of the higher-ups in Earth Defense. I was a means to blackmail, and it was one of the victim’s wives that actually gave me the offer to join Adaptation Station. She did it at a public venue, saying that General Adams should show his commitment to the cause by letting his granddaughter join. So, I agreed and went online that night. She ran the recruiting station, and I was off-world on the next shuttle. I am convinced that she knew I wasn’t a willing participant in the seductions, but I was never able to speak with her again.”
Stitch frowned. “Why not?”
Lacey gave her a bland look. “Her private shuttle exploded on the tarmac. It was blamed on protestors, but I know that my grandfather was to blame. He hated being thwarted.”
“Damn. I had no idea.”
Lacey shrugged. “That was the idea. I had six months of companionship and freedom. Six months in a lifetime and I clung to those days when I really didn’t want to get up and keep going.”
“You are going to make me cry.”
Lacey snorted and reached for Stitch’s hand. “Don’t. Instead, help me undo what he was doing. Get Alphy in here and let me explain what I have been up to.”
Stitch nodded and grinned. “You have to let go of my hand first.”
Lacey opened her hand and watched the slow progression of nanite-generated skin and tissue.
 
Alphy, Lexo, Yurik, Stitch, Niko, Lucky, and Sorouk were all standing around her as she explained her mission and her focus. Alphy’s expression grew from a scowl to a grin with a delighted gleam in her eyes.
Lucky crossed her arms. “What if we do all this and they won’t take us back?”
Lacey smiled. “I have homes, warehouses, supplies, businesses, and more on over thirty worlds. The leased city on Alguth is only one of them.”
Alphy blinked. “How did you get them?”
“Oh, I started with the bounty on my head, collected it, and went from there. Splice ships are worth quite a bit to the right buyer.”
Lexo frowned. “How did you get all the ships that are showing up here?”
“Salvage. You can do a lot with the right crew. I said I have businesses all over. That is one of them. The ships that can be refit for human use are. They are in my warehouses.”
Niko asked, “What did you do with the cyborgs you found?”
“I sent them either to Alpha Base or Khiron Station. I made sure that they arrived under guard until they could be taken into care.”
Niko nodded. “The men don’t know where they were when they were redirected.”
She wrinkled her nose. “I kept to the shadows, gave them painkillers, and sent them on their way.”
Niko inclined his head. “That doesn’t answer one question I have always had.”
“What is that?”
“How they arrived in Earth Defense ships?”
Lacey smiled. “Ah. That. I thought the stations wouldn’t shoot at our own, so it was safer than sending them in Splice ships.”
“Where did you get the vessels?”
“Oh! Abandoned stations. There are seventeen unmanned stations that are just floating around out there with no occupants. Plenty of ships to be had.” She shrugged. “Well, less of them now. I disarmed and stripped them and sold them on for starting capital.”
The folk around her were shades of amused and appalled.
She grinned. “Sorry, you have to do what you have to do, and I needed to put us in the best position to wipe out the Splice and defend Earth.”
Alphy narrowed her eyes, and it looked like she was thinking. When her eyes widened, she whispered, “Sonovabitch.”
Lexo looked at her with raised brows. “What?”
“Hidden files. Hidden bases. I had to run a de-encryption protocol. Those bastards. All that equipment, just sitting there.”
“No med units, though. That is the one bit of tech that travels with the men.” Lacey sighed.
Stitch smiled. “If you had them, you would have used them.”
“Those men didn’t need to suffer, but they did need to get to safety. I wish I could have helped them immediately, but sending them to where they could get help was all I could think of.”
Lucky gripped her hand. “You did good. Khiron Station wasn’t the best place for me, but it took care of its men.”
Niko nodded. “So did Alpha Base. We took care of anyone arriving in an Earth Defense ship. It was a good call.”
Lacey sighed and leaned back against her pillows. “That is a relief.”
Alphy looked around the room. “Are we all agreed to pursue this particular course of action?”
Stitch grinned. “I am.”
Niko nodded. “I am.”
Lexo crossed his arms. “Alphy, if you and Stitch are in, so am I.”
Stitch grinned.
Lucky smiled. “Of course, I am in.”
Solouk inclined his head. “I can speak for Liakon and the other Alguth on this vessel. We are in.”
Yurik smiled. “I have spoken with the other awake first-gens. We are in.”
Lacey’s eyes went wide. “Even the Furies?”
He nodded. “Even the Furies.”
Lacey looked around and exhaled slowly. “Well, hell, then. I guess we are going to go to war. Again.”
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
Lacey kept flexing her hands as she stood watching the Alguth working out in the domed area above the in-ship forest.
Yurik moved next to her and took her hand. She blinked and blushed at the feel of the warmth of his skin against hers. A slow, fat tear made its way down her cheek.
“What is that for?”
She chuckled and wiped at her face with her other hand. “I can feel it. I can feel your hand against mine, the nanite pulse in the skin. I can feel my fingers on my cheek, the hot wetness of the tear. I can feel it.”
He sighed. “Oh. That I understand.”
She chuckled. He couldn’t understand. She hadn’t been injured in battle or woken up with adaptations, she had lived for over four years with no feeling aside from pressure in her arms and legs. It had taken her months to interpret the sensations so that she could move with any kind of skill. She had spent the first months stumbling and breaking the metal railings and walls around her as she flailed for support. Now, she was so used to pushing and pulling her body into place, she felt light as a feather.
She leaned against him and watched the fliers, at peace as the base moved through the stars and headed for Earth.
“Hey look, it’s the Adams bitch.” One of the men called it out.
She sighed and straightened, putting her hand on Yurik’s shoulder to keep him from getting between her and the other men.
She cocked her head. “I prefer to go by the name Lacey.”
“You can prefer it, but we know what you are. One of our guys was surfing through files, and he found your makeover vid. I think everybody should know what kind of a rich bitch you are.”
She winced. “That file isn’t what you think it is.”
All of the screens on the walls lit up. She heard the Splice voices and heard her grandfather speaking.
“So, we have a deal, then. Take her.”
She watched as she was unlocked from her grandfather’s side, gagged with a grid of metal that held her jaw immobile. Her hands were manacled, and her feet were manacled. She was carried off by four Splice, their long fingers wrapping around her arms and lifting her from the ground. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t move.
She held Yurik’s hand as she watched herself being strapped down to the table. The Splice unlatched her gag so that he could hear her scream.
Lacey stayed with Yurik while the entire ship saw her naked body carved into pieces. Each limb examined after removal.
The screen flickered, and then, Lacey was lying there, taunting the medics in Splice until they brought her limbs to make their own robotic cyborg.
Her murder of the surgeon was on video, as was her reaching for the camera.
Lacey walked to the cyborg, and she whispered in his ear. “Do you want to know what happened next?”
He turned toward her, and he was grey. He shook his head.
“Oh, but I want to tell you. The implanted limbs were so heavy that they cracked my bones and tore my skin and muscles, but I got into a ship, and I got out of there. Once I had gotten myself safe and burned the only surgeon who knew how to operate on living humans, I began to collect things that would help us win this war. I am not my grandfather, my father, or my missing parts. Nor are you. You lost a leg and were tortured, but you are not the pain you were given, nor are you the damage that was created. You are healed physically, and you need to let go of everything but hope for a future, or you won’t have one.”
He chuckled weakly. “Because there is so much to live for?”
“No, because if you show that vid again, there are folk here who will kill you, and they are the same men that you brought with you to intimidate me.”
“How could you live with someone like him?” His words were soft.
“I was a child when my mother killed herself to stop from giving him a proper heir. I was put into his custody, and that was the end of my future. It took a bit of an annoying path, but here I am, more hope than ever, and he can’t ever darken my door again.”
“We wanted to kill him.”
She patted his shoulder. “I know, but I had a lot more claim to the life of that monster than anyone else, so I took it.”
He looked around at the accusing faces, and he whispered, “I am so sorry.”
She patted him on the arm. “It is fine. It is better that folks know and disabuse themselves of the notion that I am the beneficiary of my grandfather’s legacy. I make my own path.”
She looked around, and she asked. “Any other questions?”
One young cyborg raised his hand. “Do you miss being tall?”
She laughed. “Yes. Yes, I do. I am tall for a female, but it still isn’t quite enough when you are used to looking down at everyone.”
The spell was broken, and the ship got back to normal.
Yurik was furious. “When I find out who leaked that file...”
She was walking back to her quarters. “Spoiler alert. It was me. I knew they would go looking, so I named it something that seemed innocuous but could only be accessed the once. This was their shot to humiliate me as a vacuous idiot.
“It backfired, but it cleansed me. Now everyone knows, and they have seen an actual Splice lab at work. Many will be haunted, but others will remember it and use it as fuel for their attacks on the Splice.”
“And they will be nicer to you.”
“Yes. Manipulative but correct. I wish I could react like a normal person, but the normal person died a long time ago. Now, it is just me.”
“Are you ready for the battle?”
“Of course. I have been training for this.”
He chuckled. “You, dear one, have weird hobbies.”
She laughed. “I really do.”
“Where are you going now?”
“I am going to take myself out of the public eye for a few hours. While I am glad that everyone saw and that part is over, I really don’t want to deal with memories on top of answering questions and horrified looks.”
“I will stay with you.”
She looked at him and took his hand. “Thank you.”
They made it to her quarters, and she pulled him inside, remaining clothed, and invited him to her bed. It was time to feel what a welcome visitor to her bed felt like.
She wrapped his arms around her and exhaled, it felt pretty nice. She would remember this moment. The next few weeks were going to be stressful, and one bright point was going to have to keep her positive. Things were going to get nasty.
 
Lacey ran her hand over her new uniform, and she smiled at the silky feel before she scowled. “Why aren’t we allowed in the attack vessels?”
Lucky sighed. “None of us are cleared for combat situations. We can engage in them, but we are not cleared for it, and we are trying to do things by the book... today.”
Alphy chuckled and smiled. “Well, I am very glad for the variety of ship and personnel that you have brought to the event, Lacey. We look exceptionally impressive.”
Lacey smiled. “They have been looking forward to this, and since most of the Splice are here, this provides them with revenge and backup.”
The Splice ships were displayed on the screen in vibrant red. The cyborg ships were blue, and the alien vessels were yellow stars.
Alphy smiled. “The ships are engaging using Windy’s broadcast. Are you ready, Lacey?”
Lacey walked up to the broadcast terminal, and she nodded. “Ready.”
She set the display for global translations, faced the dot that she had put on the wall, and she smiled. “Good day, or good evening, people of Earth. I am Acquisitions Officer Lucrezia Adams, and I am here to tell you what has been going on.”
Lucky whistled softly and nodded to indicate that she was keeping all the com lines open. Lacey was speaking to every terminal on Earth, and she told them what was going on, and what Earth Defense had settled on as an answer to the Splice issue.
She sent them images of the recent rescues from Splice ships, the girls and other tour groups. “These images are graphic, but the Splice threat hasn’t been stopped. It has been bought off with the lives of those chosen as sacrifice.”
She smiled politely. “As I send this to you, you need to know that in the skies above you, there are men and women and those without a chosen sex in space surrounding you. They are fighting for you for your survival.”
She took in a deep breath. “And now for the part that is going to freak you out, we are taking down your shield. It was only a placebo anyway, and it is going to get in our way to get medical care and additional support.”
She paused and let the translation catch up. “For those of you who wonder, they were only ever designed to keep the cyborgs from returning to Earth. We volunteered, many thousand gave their lives, and the door was shut on us by Earth Defense.”
Lacey straightened her shoulders. “Today, in defense of the Earth, we are opening that door again. Now, in fact.”
Lucky pushed a button, and the indicators on the net of satellites all went dark.
“So, you are now in the same position as your brothers and sisters who are fighting for their lives. I am displaying a Splice ship. If one crashes near you, wear masks because it smells, and if you decide to enter them, be aware that the Splice may be alive, and so might some of their victims. Do not mercy kill those in pain. Put them on shuttles and get them to the nearest Earth Defense med center. They will be healed, they will survive, and they will need your help.”
“For those who wonder why we dropped the screen... a Splice ship under full control can punch through the screen easily, but we have altered the control capabilities of the crews. They cannot control themselves and will be dangerous, but most should be killed in the crash.”
Lacey stood and gave the entire world of her birth the cheap and dirty methods of how to kill Splice.
“I will say, do not enter the vessels unless it is absolutely necessary. We will be down as soon as our firefight is ratified. There are seven motherships and eighty cruisers in the space surrounding Earth, and now, with the shielding down, you can finally see it.” Lacey inclined her head. “Do not take my word for it. Look to the skies, we are waging war to save you, all around you.
“We will be in touch.” Lacey inclined her head, and the feed was cut. Her knees buckled.
Alphy helped her up. “You did good. You are now the face of this part of the war.”
“Oh, goody. I am a face.” Lacey leaned on Alphy. “Why am I the one to do this?”
“You are the most recognizable to the administration. They needed to see you.” Alphy chuckled. “Now, we wait.”
Lacey grimaced. “Earth Defense is going to call us.”
Alphy nodded. “Deep breath, prepare yourself.”
Lacey got back to her podium and took the first call. It was General Matheson. “Hello, General Matheson.”
He blinked, and colour rose in his cheeks. “I need to speak to General Adams.”
“He’s dead.”
“General Mcory.”
“Dead.”
“General Ali.”
Lacey looked at her nails. “Dead.”
“Morco?”
“Dead. Look, how long do you want to do this? Every corrupted asshole who was torturing cyborgs or indigenous populations is dead. There is no one out here to get us back under control. The first-gens know and have seen the files of how they came to be.”
Lacey drummed her fingers on the podium. “We have gained control over our bases and our bodies. Treaties have been made with alien races who are willing to exchange technology and biological samples for the evolution of our world.”
General Matheson blinked. “What do they want in return?”
“It has already been given to them, help with the Splice. They are offering to assist us because they are now secure.”
He paused. “The generals are all dead?”
“They are.”
“In that case, as your commanding officer, I order you to hand over all of those findings.”
Lacey started laughing so hard that she nearly collapsed.
Alphy sighed and stepped in front of the camera. “General Matheson, I am Humanity’s Archive commander and conduit. The cyborgs no longer recognize the Earth-based commanders. You consigned us all to death, after all.”
“The archive is a myth. Who are you?”
“Captain Aria Dexter. Head of the archive. I have access to every boardroom deal, every bit of propaganda, and each and every event you have used to divide humanity against the ones who are fighting for you. Classy move, by the way.”
Matheson frowned. “What do you want?”
“Free travel for the cyborgs of Earth, a chance of colonists for the properties that have been arranged for small caches of humanity so that a complete extinction will become less likely.”
Matheson smiled slyly. “Who picks the colonists?”
Lacey finished her giggle, and she hauled herself back to the podium. “That would be me. They are not overtaken areas; they are privately owned estates.”
“Why would you get to choose?”
She smirked, “Because they are my properties, purchased with services from the locals. They are suitable for hard-working humans who want a new life alongside the indigenous populations.”
Alphy was watching the battles once again, and the red dots were slowly disappearing.
“Your properties?” The general was confused.
“Yes, if you sell a Splice ship, you get money; if the commander of the Earth Defense puts a price on your head and you are declared dead, someone gets the money.” She smiled brightly. “It got me started.”
He looked grim. “You are not going to get back to Earth. You, freaks, are going to die alone in space.”
Lacey nodded. “I thought that is what you would say, it is a good thing that I never cut the open broadcast. I don’t think that the good folk on Earth would have believed it if it didn’t come from you.”
His eyes got wide, and he fumbled to disconnect the connection.
Lacey sighed and looked at Alphy. “So, days of this kind of thing?”
“At least. You can scare the hell out of them at the first meeting.”
“I look forward to it.”
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
Wearing the robes into the open-air meeting with vid cameras swarming around the perimeter made her feel like she was back to her bad-ass self.
She carried the staff that felt like part of her, and she walked with Yurik and Lexo at her back. The humans had far more bodyguards with them, but then, they were terrified.
General Matheson was nowhere to be found.
She carried a tablet in her free hand, and she walked to the table and took a seat without waiting for introductions.
The woman sent to negotiate with her sat, and rubbed her neck nervously. “Miss Adams—”
“Address me as Lacey. Madame Hogarth.” She inclined her head.
“You know me?”
“We have met.” She twisted her lips. “Now, are we here to negotiate or chat?”
“Fine. Yes, well, we are not sure what you want from us. We thank the cyborgs for their assistance in this matter, but we are not sure what you want from us.”
Lacey smiled tightly. “We want our citizenship to Earth reinstated. We sweated for it, we bled for it, and our focus was on keeping it safe. Now, we want it back.”
Madame Hogarth shook her head. “We can’t do that. You are too dangerous.”
“What do you think we will do?” Lacey smiled.
“You will overthrow and destabilize local governments.”
“Or run for public office and dethrone some of the prime families. You have to admit, we are in much better shape.”
She heard a snort from behind her.
“We respect that you have suffered and been altered in battle—”
Lacey held up her hand. “We were not altered after battle. We were altered as a fixated methodology to create Splice-proof personnel before we were sent into combat. The two men behind me were given their weaponized adaptations here on Earth. I was altered by the direct order of General Adams.”
She slid the data pad over, and the vids of Yurik’s and Lexo’s adaptations began to play.
Madame Hogarth covered her mouth as she watched human surgeons working on the two men and installing their new adaptations.
“Oh my god.”
“Those alterations were done here, six weeks after the first Splice raid. Enlistment had just begun, and volunteers from families involved in the war effort were encouraged and taken first.”
Lacey inhaled. “In another vein, the Earth Defense commanders selected women with medical issues who could not afford to pay for the cures. They were offered the cure and a chance at life if they agreed to sign themselves over to the cause. These women were not only given the adaptations of cyborgs when they were healed, but they were given a control unit that acted on their pleasure centers.”
Madame Hogarth was watching the vid, and she recoiled again. “What the hell is going on?”
“When everything is pleasure, pain is sought out with the same enthusiasm. These ladies were chosen to become the concubines of the generals posted in space, but they became too dangerous to keep in the bedroom. They were put on ice, but we just woke them up.”
Madame Hogarth’s hands were shaking. “What, exactly, do you want?”
“I want our citizenship to be reinstated. I want any families of existing cyborgs to be able to join their loved ones.”
“Matheson’s communication said that you wanted colonists.”
“Eh, sort of. Those luxury estates are reserved for the cyborgs. They have fought for their lives; they deserve to live in them in comfort.” Lacey smiled. “The estates and positions on other worlds are reserved for the families of existing cyborgs.”
“So, you just want the status of citizen reinstated?”
Lacey smiled. “And we want access to our families if we have them. No coercion will be engaged in, but if they want to be together, they should be together.”
“Do you have anyone you want to remain with?” Madame Hogarth looked at her.
“Not on Earth. How about you, Madame?”
Madame Hogarth’s face flared with irritation. “You know my husband is dead.”
“I know. Too bad he missed the trial.” Lacey inclined her head.
Hogarth leaned in and hissed. “He was set up by Adams.”
“I know. I am well aware of it. I was the bait, and he took it. If it makes you feel better, General Adams died at the hands of the first Splice cyborg.”
Hogarth frowned and sat back. “I didn’t know they made them.”
“They made one. Then, the research was lost and angry.” Lacey smiled. “I can show you the video.”
“No, that won’t be necessary.” She shook her head and pushed the tablet away.
Lacey collected it. “So, have our demands been heard?”
Hogarth nodded. “They will need a few days to think about it. I am sorry about one thing. You have to come with me.”
Lacey gripped her staff, and she adjusted her fingers, sending out a pulse that knocked the humans to the ground. “You know, this only works on completely intact humans. No nanites.”
Hogarth gasped. “What is happening?”
“Neural overload. You can send your reply to the ships, but as I am not considered a citizen and do belong to an orbiting army, I will be leaving now.”
Lacey got to her feet, and Yurik and Lexo followed her. Inside the shuttle, she waited until they were halfway to the troposphere when she cursed. “Fuck it!”
Lexo was flying, so Yurik turned to her. “Is something wrong?”
“No. I just hoped that I wouldn’t have to do that.”
“Mmhmm. When did the staff shoot neural blocks?”
“There is one for every species. It isn’t just humans and cyborgs.”
Lexo blinked. “You can bring down Splice with that?”
“Of course. As tall and gangly as I was, I was not much of a hand-to-hand combatant for the first few years. I spent a fortune on collecting the crystals for this unit. I consider it money well spent.”
“Can anyone else use it?”
“Not unless they want a feedback loop to rip through them.”
He looked toward the asteroid of the new base. “What do you think they will decide?”
“Well, with you two broadcasting and the international cameras, we have a very strong case.”
Yurik glanced back at her. “What do you want?”
Lacey smiled. “I want to place and supply all of the cyborgs and their families, and after that is done, I have a small house in the country on Alguth, in a zone that is shunned by all of the locals. Not the Cursed City but close.”
She smiled slowly and chuckled as she thought about her home in the small abandoned temple with the view of seven cities below. She could almost see it happening if she closed her eyes and imagined Yurik’s arms around her.
 
* * * *
 
Six months later...
 
Lacey looked at Yurik. “Did I say that retirement was going to be quiet?”
He grinned and rocked two of the babies in his arms. She had two more, and one of the Alguth teenagers was holding the fifth.
Five little girls who were all her sisters and nieces were around her. Their mothers had found mates among the Alguth, and Lacey had kept her word. She had taken her relatives into her care.
Yurik sighed. “You know, I did think about having a family with you. I just never imagined it would happen so quickly.”
Lacey felt the two little girls relax in her arms. Little Alpha and Luki. “Time for a nap.” She tiptoed over to the bed and eased the little girls down for their afternoon power accumulation.
Krayka was settled in next to them by the ever-attentive Hekon.
Stiika and Windai were the last to go down. They had far too much energy.
It was nice that Lacey had five friends to name the babies after. Once they had gotten their citizenship, they changed their designations and turned the nicknames into their legal identifiers.
Lacey had spent three months distributing the cyborgs and their families throughout the stars, and then, she worked on getting volunteer women to come up and join the colonies where there were available men. The rules were simple, the women held power. No male could press his suit if she said no. She had the right to change her mind, but since the females would be so physically outmatched, if she wanted to leave her partner, she could. In an effort to stop unstable females from sleeping their way through the troops, they had to instigate intense interviews before allowing the women anywhere near the men who were trying to find a new start in life.
There were nine thousand surviving cyborgs and sixteen thousand volunteer women. It took a serious chunk of Lacey’s day, every day.
She crept out of the nursery, and Hekon watched over the five little babies.
Outside the domain of the babies, she leaned against Yurik, and she murmured, “Going out hunting soon?”
He looked down at her and nodded. “In two days. They have found another mothership preying on a small population. We are going to take a few of the Ysko ships and do some damage.”
She sighed. “I guess it doesn’t matter that I need you to be safe.”
“I will be safe. We are heading out with knowledge of our enemies and their tactics.” He wrapped his arms around her, and he pressed his jaw against her temple.
She sighed and returned the hug, sliding her hands down to his butt. “You had better come back intact. I have designs on your genes for the next generation of little Adamses.”
“Won’t they have my name?”
Lacey used her adaptation to raise her height, the telescoping feature of her legs finally under her control. “To contribute, you are going to have to come back. I am not going to bear your child without you here. I have enough little ones to deal with.”
“I won’t leave you alone, Lacey. There is too large a lineup waiting in the wings.” He leaned up and kissed her.
She sighed and wove her fingers with his. “I know. The moment I hear you have been blown up, I am going to start a list for the next in line.”
He chuckled. “That is cold.”
“I am a busy girl. Don’t waste my time.” She kissed him slowly.
“One more mission and then I promise to ask before I agree to the next one.”
She grinned and patted his cheek. “That is more like it.”
He sighed. “Sorry, it took me a while to figure it out. Who told you?”
“The babies.” She laughed and looked out over the expanse of Alguth, the fliers in the distance and more than just the natural wing pattern.
The Alguth had lost so many, they were more than happy to have the cyborgs curling up in the Cursed City. The sleepers were all awake and behaving like good citizens. A project had been enacted to back up the history of humanity, and Alphy was enjoying being in charge of that. The three ancients in the asteroid were working on building themselves permanent bodies so that they could interact with those around them.
Lacey was still in charge of supplies and equipment. Some of the men with weaponry wanted it removed, and others wanted to go even further down the body-mod hole. She had to keep all supplies flowing.
Windy was enjoying her life in the city, listening to the data streams of every alien race her brain could reach. Cracker and her partner were busy taking appointments for customization, working it around her pregnancy, and Stitch and Lucky were commuting back and forth to get all the inbound females into the right place at the right time.
Life was beginning again for the human cyborgs, and Lacey didn’t want to make Yurik nervous, so she didn’t tell him that they had already joined the march to bring in the next generation.
She stood and looked out at the new world that had welcomed them with open arms. The bright new world threw her past into deeper shadow. That was fine. She wanted to leave it there.
For now, she was carrying the baby of a man she wasn’t related to, and he seemed to have gotten beyond her past, not that it was ever much of an issue for him. He took her as she was.
She smiled slowly, and she laughed inwardly. Even when she was eight feet tall.
 




Author’s Note
 
 
Whew. Done. Attacked Earth, killed an alien race, and started the next generation. Time for coffee.
Thanks for reading.
 
Viola Grace
 
PS. There is a spinoff series planned around the Furies, depicting their early days and what they became in this bright new future.
 




About the Author
 
 
Viola Grace (aka Zenina Masters) is a Canadian sci-fi/paranormal romance writer with ambitions to keep writing for the rest of her life. She specializes in short stories because the thrill of discovery, of all those firsts, is what keeps her writing.
An artist who enjoys a story that catches you up, whirls you around, and sets you down with a smile on your face is all she endeavours to be. She prefers to leave the drama to those who are better suited to it, she always goes for the cheap laugh.
In real life, she now is engaged in beekeeping, and her adventures can be found on the YouTube channel, Mystery Bees Apiary. Just look for the cartoon kittens.



Table of Contents
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Author’s Note
About the Author


cover.jpeg
SS=SSSeEEE
ASSISSSSe3
& SS33
S ——
P33 333
ISSESSSE
& =53
*SsSSssss=s
$3 33333
P
SIS 33
SSSSSSSSI3
geasesss
2= 3333 3
SIISISSSF
S 3
SSS=2ISSTy
rrc‘ S35
- —
Rews
SSESSS:

<]
B =
88 _ 8t
SReeStas:
sSSsSSSsss
S=Sss=S

S
S

= =
s =
o ".{‘l“-‘
=2 3]
Ssassssss
s=SSass==ss
APSSQSsSSSs
ggssggmass
s S—
sSS==Sssss
= 523233
Smsiessss
E
- ——
esaarse®;
=332 =
SSSSSSSE

==s SS==F
<]
S
2=
.
SSSSsssS
SSSISSS
smm=ssse=s
ASSSSSSSS
SSSSISS
: =3
tSssssss==
=3 =
SSSSSSS

1900,

P
sSsssssss=
s3ssssssss
o =
rM”(llmunu
sSS3ggssse
I"‘V”)\v
"u""“l
e STISS=I
S ——
I'W“““‘
SSESSSS
smwe =
=
SSSSSSSS=3
ggssggsass
SSs=sts:
tSsssSs=ss
== SS[8==3

Ssss=sss
SSSSS8SS

_SSSS3

ST &S =%
SO
35255 =8
=S 1==8

M
ECHANICAL ADVANTAGE





