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      I flexed my clawed fingers, the copper fur on the back of my hands flashing in the cold white lights of the facility.

      I was never going to get used to that, I didn’t think. Fur. Claws. Wings.

      I spread the wings now. Huge eagle’s wings that forced Lisa, Elaine and Marie to duck down a little as they took over the room in the facility. I felt trapped just then, confined inside the facility when I could have been out soaring over the desert skies.

      Elaine ran a hand over the glossy feathers, just as intrigued with them now as when I’d first added them to the body I’d eventually inhabit.

      Lisa was more concerned with what I was currently building on the console in front of me. A monster that rivaled all the other creations we’d made in the facility so far. A hybrid creation not unlike the one I’d built for myself.

      My body was a combination of all the blueprints I’d had the girls gather from the area surrounding the facility. I’d cherry-picked the best bits. Extendable wolf claws that were just enough like Wolverine’s to make me feel super-powered, even when I was one of the few that hadn’t been given extraordinary powers the day Earth changed forever. The fur was taking some getting used to, but I didn’t hate it. It helped that my girls, part-animal themselves, were just as fuzzy.

      I still had two legs and two arms, but they were more powerful than any humans. Bolstered by the muscled limbs of a wolf.

      The wings were the most exciting. My back ached, not with the weight of the huge things, but with the temptation to say fuck it and ignore the danger I knew was lurking outside the military facility that had been my home for the past twenty years.

      “We should add the fire sacs,” Lisa said, tapping the screen and bringing my attention back to our latest creation.

      Marie, a rat-human hybrid, was curled into my side, her twitching ears rubbing just close enough to my armpit that it was a little ticklish. Her tail was wrapped around my ankle. “It added so much power to Elaine’s lizard,” she agreed.

      The cat-human hybrid, Elaine, purred and continued to stroke my wings. Her pet lizard was slumped in the corner, sleeping on the hard ground of the laboratory. It had the potential to be deadly, but its unwavering loyalty to Elaine made it a powerful ally. No one was scared of the creature.

      “Putting fire in something we’re not sure about might not be a good idea,” she said.

      Lisa stood close to me. Her hand looked like mine, the same extendable claws and fringing of fur—hers white—just encroaching onto her hand as it rested on my chest. “I think Sol can handle it if it goes off the deep end and starts attacking either of us.”

      Marie nuzzled her face into my side. “But I don’t want him to get hurt.”

      Elaine laughed, finally moving from the wings to run a sharp claw down my back, not breaking skin, but making me shiver. “Sol’s too powerful to get hurt, his new body is ridiculous. Besides—” She pressed a kiss to the back of my neck, soft and lingering. “We’re never going to let anything happen to him.”

      Marie’s hand snuck under my shirt to feel the abs there.

      Lisa kissed my cheek, eyes locked onto mine. Then she moved lower, sucking and kissing my neck.

      I shut my eyes and leaned back. God, I’d missed this.

      The piercing slap of metal against metal made my eyes snap open. The door to the room had been slammed open.

      My girls didn’t stop their ministrations even as a six-foot, blond hunk of male muscle sauntered into the room. He looked like the cover of the world’s cheesiest romance novel, with dazzlingly white teeth. I stared for a while, completely confused about what I was seeing.

      Mostly because this six-foot, blond, obviously male hunk of muscle had boobs.

      And they might have been the nicest boobs I’d ever seen in my life.

      “Why don’t you ever fantasize about me?” the adonis whined, with the familiar, genderless voice of the AI I’d been sharing a consciousness with for the past weeks. I groaned and rubbed my eyes, feeling nothing now, and muttering under my breath.

      The scene melted away around me, and I was once again looking into the military facility from behind a CCTV camera lens.

      “I wish you’d stop doing that,” I said to Ego, trying and failing to get rid of the frustration that came from, once again, being without a body. It had felt so real. Ego had been pushing his luck more and more recently, invading my dreams.

      “You seem so fixated on the body thing that I wanted to try it out for myself. I was struggling to decide on which to be, though. My files tell me it’s okay to be both.”

      “Not like that,” I hissed, feeling trapped. I wanted to stretch non-existent legs, to crack non-existent knuckles. “Fantasize about your body in your own dream next time.”

      “But you know I can’t—”

      “I’m serious, Ego.”

      Ego didn’t respond. At least the sulking AI was silent. I felt caged; claustrophobic, and he wasn’t helping.

      I flitted through the cameras until I came across my girls. They weren’t huddled or draped around my powerful body anymore, and they definitely weren’t giggling and horny.

      Instead they sat, tense, in the room they’d kitted out as a lounge. Old couches had been dragged in there. Elaine was lying across the top of a couch, the very tip of her tail twitching lazily. She rested her head on her hands and frowned. Her long red hair cascaded around her, a stark contrast to her pale calico markings. Her lizard lay on the couch beneath her, similar to my already sorely-missed dream. It looked asleep.

      Marie sat on a beanbag on the floor. Her small body was almost swallowed by the huge thing, and she sat curled into a ball that hid her long, shapely legs. She wore a male, military button-down t-shirt she’d taken when first waking up in her new body that came to her mid-thigh. She was frowning too, eyes following Lisa’s agitated movements.

      Lisa paced. The wolfish woman was dressed the most appropriately of them all in a button-down shirt open at the collar and combat pants. Her larger, powerful body filled out the military gear. Her claws extended and retracted with every step.

      “We’re sitting ducks,” she was saying. The girls had all accepted her as the leader—at least, the one with a body. I figured I was, almost by default, the top dog in their small pack, but I couldn’t be with them all the time. Lisa made decisions when I was missing.

      Right now I was too frustrated by my lack of body to even let them know I was there. I didn’t have the ability to slam open the door and draw attention to myself. I didn’t have the raw power to earn my status as leader.

      I’d been a Master Sergeant in the air force, and now I was reduced to a CCTV system.

      Sometimes watching Lisa strut around like the natural-born leader she was filled me with such envy it was best to stay quiet.

      Marie lifted her face just enough that her speech wouldn’t be muffled. “Which is why we should start making more animals to defend us. We need some traps in the facility, too.”

      “I don’t know. I think Cara is how we stay safe,” Elaine said. “She’s powerful. She can help us.” Cara, the young woman with the team of apocalypse-survivors outside the facility, had gained superhuman powers in the Event that had essentially ended the world. She was dangerous. She’d taken out nearly a whole army that had threatened her village — but only with our help.

      “She’s a loose cannon,” Lisa dismissed with a flick of her claws, sweeping her long white hair behind her shoulder in the same motion, which somehow made her look extra dismissive — and strangely alluring, all at once. Maybe just to me. “We need to go out there and start being offensive. Let people know that we’re dangerous.”

      “Are we that dangerous?” Marie asked. “Dangerous enough to want to provoke people?”

      They still had no idea how dangerous they could be. There hadn’t been enough fighting yet for their true potential to be shown; they hadn’t been in their animal-hybrid bodies long enough to realize that they were so much more than just humans now.

      And I hadn’t even broached the idea of modifying their bodies further yet. There was potential to make them even more deadly.

      “We’re a target anyway,” Lisa argued. “Just by being here. The solar panels on the roof draw attention to us. We need to let people know that even though we’re here, it doesn’t mean people can come and take advantage of us.”

      “We need to be more powerful first,” I said, revealing my eavesdropping presence for the first time. Elaine jumped, the fur on the back of her neck standing on end, but recovered easily. She was too elegant to fall off the back of the couch. The other girls didn’t show any signs of surprise.

      “We are powerful,” Lisa argued. “And we get more powerful by using our abilities more. We need to go and practice fighting. We need to go and collect more specimens so we can keep altering our animals to get stronger. We need to be out there.”

      Marie shook her head, ears flat to her hair. “I’m sorry, Lisa, but no. We shouldn’t leave the only strength we have — this facility — behind, and wander away. We need to turtle. We need to make traps, to stop people getting into the facility. We have no idea what’s coming, and—”

      “Cara can help us do both,” Elaine argued, raising arched red eyebrows at the girls.

      Her lizard beat its colossal tail against the couch, as if agreeing happily with its mistress.

      “I want a body,” I added to the conversation. “I need one.”

      “Because you alone will be all the power the facility needs..?” Ego said.

      “You should have a body,” Lisa agreed, ignoring Ego’s passive aggressive remark. The AI definitely knew how to keep hold of his resentment. “But Ego is right, it’s not the most important thing. We need to protect the facility.”

      “I need a body,” I said again. “It’s important that I get out there and see what’s really going on.”

      Lisa looked offended. “You don’t trust my reports?”

      “I need to see it for myself,” I stressed. “It’s not about trust. It’s about being able to truly understand.”

      “There’s no reason not to have a body,” Marie said. “You can work on it.”

      “And we’ll work on keeping the facility safe,” Lisa said, giving each girl in the room a hard look. “We’ll get out there and show we’re not to be messed with.”

      My interlude about the body had only been a short one, and the girls dissolved quickly back into their disagreement about how things would play out in the coming days.

      I left them to it.

      I had a body to build.
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      Lisa eventually acquiesced.

      “There’s no reason we can’t achieve everything we want to,” she said. “I’m sure an attack is coming. There’s no way people that brutal just leave and learn the error of their ways.” The fight she’d witnessed between Cara’s village and the invaders had put her on edge. There was a whole world out there. Endless numbers of people who might come across their facility and decide they wanted to take it for themselves.

      If the fighters at the village were anything to go by, they would hold nothing back trying to win.

      “We don’t have enough nutrigel to do everything,” Marie said. She glanced at the CCTV camera where Sol had been watching. “Creating Sol a body and creating enough monsters to keep us safe? Not to mention how much it takes to feed every living thing in this facility. No offense, Sol.”

      “Um,” I cut in. “I am alive. Definitely alive.”

      “Psh,” Ego added. “By definition? Yes, fine. But in reality? Barely.”

      “OK. What the hell is happening right now? The AI is telling me I’m barely alive because I don’t have a body? Because I don’t eat? I’ll have you know, I am swimming in a vat of nutrigel right now. What was the last hot meal you ate, Ego?”

      “My favorite is spaghetti carbonara,” the AI said dreamily.

      “Oh, gosh, delicious!” Marie agreed with a small laugh. “Extra mushrooms.”

      “Ewww,” Elaine said, sticking out her tongue. Marie wrinkled her nose at the cat woman in return.

      “Is no one going to address that Ego just told us he had a favorite food?” I asked the room. “Am I going crazy? Just because I’m a brain strapped in to the neural network of an old abandoned government facility doesn’t mean I’m less human than a disembodied robot.”

      “If I had a body,” Ego amended sadly, “my body’s tongue would probably enjoy spaghetti carbonara. I have had a long time to think about it, Sol. A long, lonely time…”

      “Wow, Sol,” Elaine chided me, teasingly. “You made Ego sad. How can you be so … heartless?”

      “If I had eyes they would be rolling so hard right now,” I said.

      “Sol needs a body,” Lisa said, propping her hands on her hips and immediately drawing attention back to her, including mine. “Can you imagine being trapped in that thing? It must be hell. We have to let him get a body.”

      “It is hell,” I muttered, but this time they didn’t acknowledge me, so I spoke louder. “I’m leaving for real now. Feel free to talk about how handsome you think I’m going to be. I’ll try not to listen, but I probably still will.”

      “We don’t have to let him do anything,” Elaine said, glancing up at the camera lens she guessed I was watching through. To the best of our abilities, we made eye contact. Her sweet face and easy smile made me want to smile back. Such a simple thing, it made my chest ache that I couldn’t do it. “He can do whatever he wants. Remember that he’s the one who brought us back. He saved our lives.”

      All the women nodded. And they looked like they meant it.

      “He’s a military man,” Lisa reminded them. “He’s going to be much more useful in a fight than some random creature we create anyway. He knows how to fight.”

      “That’s settled, then,” Marie said, voice small. “Sol gets a body, and we do what we can with what’s left of the nutrigel.”

      The nutrigel was a problem we hadn’t found a great solution to yet. It was tasteless goop made of protein that both sustained the living things in the facility and was used to gestate the things they created. But it was a finite resource, and eventually it would run out.

      “So it’s settled, then,” Lisa said, though neither Elaine nor Marie looked like they’d come to a real conclusion. “We make more creatures in here and work on protecting the facility. Setting traps and things.” The way she said it made it obvious she didn’t think it was a priority; that she was only conceding to make Marie shut up. “And then we spend more time outside the facility. We can keep an eye on Cara to see whether she’s someone we can team up with in future, and we make a mark on anything we come across, let them know that we mean business.”

      Lisa was met with skeptical faces, but her smile stayed firm, and wolfish, on her pretty face.

      

      I worked on my body for ages, playing around with the blueprints we had available, hoping to create something viable and truly powerful. The body from my dreams swam in my mind. A wolf body. I liked that. Strong and powerful. A natural-born leader, just like Lisa. But, let’s be honest — even better. With the advanced knowledge I had now, plus extra pieces of awesome anatomy from different creatures, I could work on creating the body to end all bodies.

      But the rest of it was more complicated. By now we’d accumulated quite a few blueprints from the creatures just around the facility. Nothing exotic. The land stretching in every direction was desert, and that limited the things we were able to find by a lot.

      There was nothing interesting from the snake that I could take, nothing from the lizard that really appealed to me. Somehow the thought of being scaly made me feel icky.

      Warm, thick fur was much more appealing. I would be like the rest of my girls then, too. An unbroken covering of human skin was, unfortunately, not possible with the machinery. I wondered briefly if it was some kind of legal loop-de-loop the owners of this facility had had to do. Never create anything too human...

      I kept an ear on the girls while I played around with my body. It seemed they’d come to a conclusion that seemed to work for all of them.

      “You’re right about the nutrigel,” I cast my voice back into their room, turning my focus from my body and blueprints on the reader I was searching through. “We need to come up with a solution for that quick. I have one, but … I’m not sure you’re going to like it.”

      “What’s the plan?” Lisa asked.

      “We make a farm,” I explained. “Some low-tier creatures we can easily control, and that we can sacrifice to the bots to reclaim as nutrigel when they’ve reproduced. It’ll be a constant birth to life to gel cycle.”

      Marie recoiled. “We can’t do that. To living things? That sounds cruel...”

      “So you were a vegetarian before I brought you back?” I asked, really hoping I was right and she was not.

      “Well, no, but—”

      “You go out there and kill things to bring them back so I can add them to the database,” I reminded her. “You’re living off the nutrigel right now, and that’s taken from dead animals already.”

      Her ears flattened. “I know you’re right, but it just feels wrong. Creating something only to kill it.”

      If I’d had a body, I would have smirked at her. “It’s okay, I can create them with really tiny brains. Huge happiness centers. They’ll just wander around and screw and sleep. They’ll be happier than any one of us, I promise.”

      Marie didn’t look placated by that idea. “Do you think it’s safe? To just create loads of monsters like that?”

      “We can make them F-tier,” I explained. I’d been skeptical of Ego’s arbitrary rating system for the creatures they made when he’d first said it, but it was easier than using the raw stat data he got for each creation. “We make them weak and without aggression. They’re not dangerous. It’s just like keeping chickens. In fact, I would make them chickens if we had a chicken blueprint.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” Marie said.

      “We can give them lots of space. We have plenty to spare. And like, pillows or whatever they like,” Elaine offered. “Like free range.”

      “Yeah okay,” Marie conceded. “And we really do need to make sure we have more nutrigel, otherwise we’re screwed.” It was her plan that required the most nutrigel, so she ultimately had to accept it.

      “We should make rabbits,” I said. “They’re docile naturally.”

      “But they’re so cute,” Marie whined.

      Elaine gave her a scratch on the head, between the ears, and it calmed her down.

      “Ego,” I said, hoping he was in a better mood. The image of him sauntering around as a huge blond Greek god figure with gigantic breasts popped violently back into my mind and I forced it out again. Eurgh. “We need to make some rabbits.”

      “You mean I need to make some rabbits.”

      I didn’t respond, but instead returned to the screen with the blueprints we’d taken. “Can we use some of the DNA from the mule deer we got?” I’d spent a lot of time reading up on the different animals that’s we’d taken DNA from so that I knew what their strengths were. “They mate year round rather than just once a year. We want our rabbits to always be having babies.”

      “I can do that,” Ego said. He continued to flick through his list. “Mosquitoes have tons of kids,” he suggested.

      “We maybe don’t want our rabbits to be giving birth to a hundred little rabbits at a time, but the bigger the litter the better, within reason.”

      “I’ll play around with what we’ve got,” Ego promised. “Lots of kids but not too many.” I was sure a detected a hint of sarcasm. Ego had found a collection of British shows on his hard drive, and it wasn’t doing his already dry sense of humor any favors.

      “Let’s go and find somewhere to put them,” Lisa said.

      I’d diverted all resources away from opening more levels of the facility. After the disaster that was opening up level 5 I’d decided we needed to be more prepared before we started delving further down into the sealed levels. Besides, we weren’t making full use of the facilities we had on these floors yet. With access to more nutrigel, we’d start to be able to consider opening up more floors.

      I flicked through the CCTV cameras, following them through the facility. Lisa seemed to have an idea of where she was going. They had access to five levels, and the facility was huge in terms of floor space. There were endless rooms, and barely any were being used. The labs were obviously in use; that was where the creatures were gestated. There were also three rooms taken up as bedrooms for the girls. The monsters and animals we’d made had rooms, too. They were all kept in rooms on sub-level three. That floor had been dedicated to storage space for their growing army. I would have liked to knock some of the walls out and create more open space, but there was nothing I could do about the infrastructure of the place.

      Instead I’d let Lisa deal with organizing that. She had an eye for it, and there hadn’t been any problems so far.

      It was why I let her take the lead now, stalking through the facility on powerful legs with a goal in mind.

      They settled on sub-level one. This floor was mainly out of action. There was no lab on the floor, and consisted of mainly empty rooms that had previously been office space.

      I could immediately see why she’d picked it. The room was full of cubicles with desks and outdated computers. Infrastructure that could be changed. They weren’t loadbearing walls. When the cubicles had been ripped away it would leave a huge space.

      “Perfect,” I said. “Good choice.”

      Lisa grinned. “I thought you’d approve.”

      “I wish I could get to work ripping that shit out straight away,” I said. The muscles I used to have had a phantom ache. “I miss manual labor.” I’d never been a manual laborer, but I’d lived in the gym every morning. This was torture.

      “You’ll have a body soon,” Elaine said with a small, encouraging smile. I knew she meant well, but it felt patronizing. The frustration burned hot.

      I kept my mouth shut. Metaphorically, of course, because the only mouth I had now was the intercom.

      The girls got to work changing the room so that it would be able to host the rabbits Ego was creating.

      I left them to it, returning to the creation of my body. Marie had been right, we didn’t have the immense amount of nutrigel it would take to make my uber-body just yet. I had to prioritize keeping the facility safe over the selfish need to feel things beneath my fingers again.

      I tried to find the silver lining: that meant I had time to make sure my body was perfect before I started gestating it.
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      We’d done a good job with the farm.

      It wasn’t just that Ego’s DNA manipulation had made the F-tier creatures the perfect farm animals. Within minutes of them being let loose in the specially created room that was their home, they’d started going at it. After a week a slew of baby rabbits took up the space. There were almost too many. The whole of sub-level one might end up dedicated to the nutrigel farm, and I wouldn’t be opposed to that. The more nutrigel we had, the more things we could create, and the more sub-levels we could open.

      It was the perfect system.

      It had also given me time to tinker. I’d instructed the bots to rip up the floor before the rabbits went in, and create pressure pads. That way, when a rabbit got to a certain weight, it would alert the bots and they would pick it up and send it to be made into nutrigel. Doing it arbitrarily like that made the most sense, I decided. It was easiest to measure, and it removed any need for human intervention.

      My girls stayed away from the rabbit room, too. None of them wanted to get attached to them. They lived on sub-level one by themselves and that kept everyone happy.

      Including them, I thought. On the odd occasion I checked in on them they looked as happy as rabbits (or rabbit-adjacents) could be.

      The girls were out scouting right now. The tension had still been obvious between them because Lisa had made the decision, so I’d stepped in and given them essentially the same instructions as Lisa had. Coming from me, they took them more easily. They were out scouting the area and keeping an eye on Cara and her village. Elaine was enamored with the village, but the rest of us were more skeptical. They had the power to attack us, and at least come close to destroying us if they wanted, and that kept me from going to Cara and asking her to come back to the facility to bargain.

      While they were gone, I was working on the facility. Secretly I agreed with Marie the most. The facility was our stronghold, so it needed to be strong.

      In gestation we had two D-class monsters. They were nothing special—with the currently lab facilities we couldn’t make anything above a C-class anyway—but they were more powerful than anything we’d created so far. The larger store of nutrigel meant we could afford to play around a bit more.

      They were a mixture of blueprints, too. Combining DNA and seeing what happened was my favorite thing. Mixing things together to create super-predators. That was how I was going to keep my facility safe and then start to spread out, to help make the world that had fallen into chaos a better place again.

      I hadn’t shared that part of my plan with the girls yet. That was a way off.

      Creating the pressure sensors for the rabbit enclosure had gotten me thinking, though. Right now I had the bots ripping up floorboards closer to the entrance of the facility. Beneath the metal panels of the floor was space for electrical wiring, airflow and storage. Space for a trap. Instead of creating just pressure sensors, I was having them make a trap door. It opened up into a small room where I had two large rats lying in wait. I didn’t feel bad about keeping them cooped up there; they loved the small dark space, and I’d added some laziness in them to make sure they wouldn’t get frustrated. I planned to rotate them out, so they could have some running time.

      As I watched them work, my mind buzzed with possibilities for more traps. I was going to make this place a fortress.

      When the girls showed back up I was waiting at a camera near the solar panels and the entrance to the facility. “Watch out,” I said, “I’ve added some traps near the entrance.”

      I guided them through the facility and back to the lab while they praised my traps. Marie especially looked pleased, even when I told her about the rats beneath the trap door.

      They handed the few specimens they’d caught to the bots. They were getting fewer with each trip they made outside. There were only so many things living outside the facility and even with the mutations, that meant they kept running into the same creatures over and over again. For a few trips outside in a row they’d brought back only slightly different insects.

      I was going to have to start sending them further afield soon, maybe even to be outside overnight, and I didn’t like it.

      I wanted to be with them when that happened.

      The thought of being stuck alone in the facility with just Ego for company—an Ego who continued to sulk with me despite nearly a week having passed by now—was wholly unappealing.

      “They’ve nearly finished gestating,” I said, bringing them to the lab where the D-class creatures were at full size. “They’ll be waking up any minute now.”

      Marie looked uncomfortable, but Lisa watched them with keen interest. “You’d better have got the obedience level right,” she said. “Otherwise we’re in trouble.”

      “The obedience level is correct,” Ego said. “I was accurate.”

      Lisa smiled. They were all getting sick of his surly tone. “Thanks, Ego.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said, mollified.

      There was a low whine from one of the creatures and I zoomed in.

      They were ugly looking things. I’d been playing around with the same kind of combination I wanted to give my own body, though I’d kept the wolf lower in them to help with the obedience. Independence and intelligence were too ingrained in the wolf’s DNA to reliably create obedient wolves. Lisa could keep control of the few they did have, but I was still wary.

      We could make dangerous creatures without taking the risk.

      The D-class creatures were quadrupedal and the two front legs were the only thing I’d taken from the wolf. They were powerful with sharp claws. The back legs I’d taken from the cat blueprint. The most experimental thing I had were wings. The wings were from a small bird my girls had managed to capture a few days before. I’d asked them specifically for things with wings.

      In our growing army we had cats with wings from a small bird that had been enlarged and added, but they weren’t quite right. The wings were too small and the creatures could only fly for short distances, and it wasn’t graceful. This bird was different and I’d hoped maybe the outcome would be different, but they looked just as unnatural.

      It might be my vanity talking, but the wings were the thing I’d been most enamored with in my dream. I could still feel Elaine’s fingers running over the soft feathers. I didn’t want some makeshift wings that would just about do their job but looked clunky and like they weren’t meant to be.

      I didn’t know how much I could edit a body once I’d made it. I wasn’t going to risk making something that wasn’t perfect.

      The D-class creatures I’d made might not be perfect, but they were definitely powerful. They stood up, stretching and testing their new bodies. They made no obviously aggressive moves, but started stalking around the lab. They sniffed at the girls with snouts, but didn’t bare their sharp canines or growl.

      The girls didn’t look scared or tense either.

      “I’ll show them to their new home,” Lisa said, looking the creatures in the eye and then barking orders for them to follow her. I didn’t think they understood the orders, but they understood her body language perfectly, and hurried to do as she said.

      “We don’t know how powerful they are,” I said, following them through the facility. “They should fight each other.”

      “We can’t do that,” Marie argued immediately. “That’s not right.”

      “They’re born to fight,” I replied. “That’s what they’re meant to do. It’s not like they’re going to kill each other. We need to know what they can do, how much more powerful they are.”

      “I can give you their stat reading,” Ego said. “If you want more information than to know their class rating.”

      “I want to see them in action. I want to see what they can do.” Stats were one thing, but it wasn’t the same as watching something fight.

      Something that I was planning on becoming. I wanted to know what my body would look like in action when I created it.

      “Make them fight each other,” I told Lisa. “Just for a little bit, just to see it. We need to know their fighting style to know how to use them properly.”

      Lisa brought them to the room they’d be living in. Elaine and Marie stayed outside. Lisa pressed herself against the door and then gave the order that they should fight.

      I changed my mind about whether they could understand her then. They might not be able to speak, but they knew exactly what she’d said to them.

      The change in them was instantaneous. Neither hesitated to bare their teeth and lunge at the other. Lisa had complete control over them.

      She made a move as if to leave, but then stayed to watch. She had nothing to fear from them, they wouldn’t hurt her.

      But they definitely hurt each other. They wrestled on all fours, scratching and biting. Both beasts aimed for the other’s neck, the vulnerable part, and I was tempted to stop them. I didn’t want them to actually hurt each other.

      Then the fighting evolved.

      One of the creatures spread its wings and flew backward, rearing up onto its hind legs. It stayed that way, kicking its opponent with clawed feet and opening up large wounds on its back. It used the wings to keep itself upright and the advantage over the beast still on all fours was immense.

      “Interesting,” I said. “Why hasn’t the other one copied it?”

      The other creature continued to try and fight on all fours, it spread its wings but couldn’t make them work in the same way.

      I let it play out for too long. In one critical blow the more intelligent beast went properly airbound. It clasped clawed feet around the neck of its opponent and squeezed with its claws, decapitating the beast.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “Maybe next time, the stat reading will suffice,” Ego said.

      Lisa sighed. “Well that’s going to give us a lot of nutrigel, anyway.”

      The winner of the fight returned to all fours, folding its wings away. It stood still, not looking at the thing it had just killed. Then it turned around multiple times like a domestic dog and collapsed to the ground, licking its leg, where it had an angry gash.

      Elaine and Marie poked their heads back around the door. Both women pulled a face at the gory scene. Blood was pooling rapidly from the fatal wound. “What happened?” Elaine asked.

      “The alive one was a much better fighter,” Lisa said.

      “I thought they were exactly the same,” Elaine replied, backing further out of the room as the pool of blood got closer.

      “I thought so too,” I said, leaving the room with the girls. I called on the bots to go and sort out the mess I’d allowed to happen. “I don’t know why one figured out better tactics.”

      “Because they’re still living things,” Marie said, pointedly. “They’re not identical clones of each other. They can make decisions.”

      “Okay, I see your point,” I allowed. But soldiers were people too, and they were still put into situations with the possibility of dying because it was necessary. They were trained for it just like these creatures were bred for it. And soldiers were put through tests, too. It was necessary to know a soldier’s capability before he was put on the battlefield, just like I needed to know what these beasts could do before I set them loose.

      I needed to know how many more of them I needed, too.

      Elaine stretched, extending her claws and then retracting them again. “I’m beat. I’m going to go to bed.”

      They separated, the girls going to their rooms and me going back to my drawing board. I had so much more information now to reconsider my body building with.
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      Cara had always enjoyed scavenging, but nowadays she took every opportunity to spend time outside the village.

      It hadn’t taken long for the jubilation of people ripping off their tartans, of abandoning the divide that had separated the village for as long as it had existed, to sour. The realization of how many people had died in an offensive from a neighboring people had come back to the forefront, and arguments immediately broke out as to how they were going to stop something like that happening again.

      Cara was powerful. She was good at killing invaders, but it turned out diplomacy wasn’t her strongest suit.

      Secretly, she almost hoped for another attack. Just something small, where she could show her power once more and get people to rally around it. She could crush a small enemy force and prove her worth as the leader.

      As it stood, travelling further afield so she could stay away from the village, and her responsibilities, was the only way she could breathe nowadays. Her father was in charge in her stead. Most people appreciated a leader that was willing to get down and dirty with the rest of the tribe at least. Especially since she brought back food for the whole village when she ventured out.

      Victor, the previous leader, had sat on his throne and done nothing but issue commands.

      Her style was new even if it wasn’t perfect.

      She had her allies, and Victor still had his. They might not be wearing the tartans anymore, but that didn’t mean divides didn’t still exist.

      She’d taken a mixture of ex-reds and ex-blues out with her on this mission. She figured it was an important step for them to go together, to sit around the same campfire, and to fight together. Technically putting her life in their hands, even though she was by far the most powerful of all of them.

      Wilbur, one of her closest friends in the village, stopped suddenly. Cara almost walked into him. “What’s up?” she asked.

      Everyone else stopped too. There were six of them in total. Three reds and three blues. Cara and Wilbur had been blues.

      “Look,” Wilbur pointed. Cara hadn’t noticed what he was pointing at because it wasn’t moving. It was dead, a half-eaten, half-rotten corpse beneath a rocky outcrop in the sheer cliffs they were following across the desert.

      The same cliffs that held the military facility Cara had been inside just a couple of times. She wondered if the half-human, half-animal women were watching her now. They’d saved her village with their help, but Cara hadn’t seen them since then.

      They were a point of contention in the village. Those opposing her used her alliance with the freakish creatures as reason to distrust her. She’d been acting alone, making alliances without consulting the village.

      Just less than half of the village held that viewpoint—held it openly, anyway; she didn’t know how many secretly distrusted her showing up with an army at an opportune moment.

      More than half were of the view that the military facility was how the village would protect itself in future.

      “What about it?” Cara asked, peering at the dead thing Wilbur had pointed at to make sure it wasn’t still moving somehow.

      “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

      She frowned. “I guess.” She hadn’t seen that mutant creature before, but the desert—the world—was full of mutants now. “But what about it?”

      “We always see the same things. We’ve been here a bunch of times before. Don’t you think it’s strange that something completely new is here?”

      A murmur went through the three reds and Cara fought the urge to snap at them that they should tell everyone what they were thinking.

      “It’s strange,” she allowed. “We’ll keep an eye out and see if we see anything else strange.”

      This was why Wilbur was one of the people she allied herself so closely with—beyond the fact that she enjoyed his company. He had an eye for things she’d have never considered.

      If new things were moving into the desert, it might be a sign of a change.

      The last time the world had changed, Cara had gained superpowers and everything had gone to shit.

      No one was fond of change anymore.

      They walked a little closer to the creature, but the smell kept them from getting too close. It had the body of a lizard, thick scaly skin with stumpy powerful legs. But the head was that of a cat, stuck awkwardly on the top with sharp, elongated canines. Meager wings that didn’t look like it could have lifted it off the ground were on the top.

      It reminded Cara of the army Sol had sent to help her defeat the intruders. Crudely combined elements from different animals. Why would they have developed those wings on their own if they couldn’t even lift it off the ground?

      She kept her thoughts to herself. Bringing that up would only lead to an argument she couldn’t be bothered with.

      The sun was setting low in the sky and a chill was starting to crawl up Cara’s arms. This expedition would take another two days at least. This was the furthest she’d been from the village in a long time.

      “We should set up camp,” she said, looking around. The desert was barren and empty. She couldn’t see the village anymore.

      They didn’t speak to each other as they set up two small tents. Cara insisted that they not be separated into reds and blues. She slept with two of the reds. They were a man and a woman. Both in their early twenties, like her. They seemed close, but didn’t seem to have a strong opinion either way on her leadership. They appreciated that she asked them to come on the scavenging mission with her.

      She lay on the edge, wrapped in a thin blanket that kept just enough chill from her bones. It took her forever to fall asleep when she was outside the village. Paranoia kept her away, ears straining to hear every sound.

      That was why it was so surprising when the wooden poles holding up the tent were both removed in tandem, making the canvas collapse over them.

      Cara couldn’t breathe for a moment. She froze, then scrambled to get out of the material prison. She snatched her halberd, her weapon of choice, from beside her and slashed wildly at the canvas. “Who’s there?” she shouted. Power surged through her veins, but she was too close to her comrades to use it right now.

      An animal wouldn’t have removed the poles like that. This was something else.

      “What’s going on?” Wilbur shouted, and then he cried out in pain.

      The two reds in her tent were struggling too.

      Cara pointed her halberd up above her head and blasted heat above her in a straight line.

      The tent above her evaporated and she was free. Something slammed into the side of her head, knocking her to the ground. Through blurred vision she saw at least a dozen figures surrounding their campsite. They were human, like she’d suspected.

      “What—” She struggled to speak through the disorientation, but her words were slurred. Power hummed through her body, but there were too many friendly people to risk an attack. Not when she couldn’t think straight.

      “Who?” a man standing over her barked. He had a club in his right hand, and she was sure it was what had whacked her in the head.

      “What? Who are you?” she demanded, getting control back. They were men and women, wrapped in various layers of mismatched clothes. Poorly fitting pants with logos she didn’t recognize. They were definitely scavengers too. All were armed.

      The rest of her team were either on the ground or stood surrounded by people. The minute she tried to use her powers, she would throw her team to the wolves unless she took them all out at once.

      The man pointing his club at her didn’t falter as she got to her feet. He didn’t look scared even though she’d just blasted her way out of the tent. She hadn’t even considered that this tribe might have plenty of powers of their own.

      “Why here?” the man barked at her. He was speaking her language, but it was rough around the edges. It sounded like it wasn’t his mother tongue, though he hadn’t tried to speak to her in anything foreign first.

      “I’m looking for food,” she said, because it was true. Scouting the surrounding area was important, but food was the main reason they went scavenging. “Why are you here?”

      The man didn’t answer. He looked over his shoulder at his people again, and a round of nods went around them.

      “Shit,” Cara said.

      They were going to attack. And they didn’t look like they were going to hold anything back; that human glint in an enemy’s eyes that told Cara they would naturally hold off on that finishing blow? She searched for that in a foe every time, and she very often caught it. But these strange men with strangely shaped heads compared to hers—like they had interbred for a couple of generations far away from here—had nothing in their eyes but cold, glassy darkness. Two wet pebbles stuck in to each of their sloped heads.

      They clutched their weapons, and then they came for them. Cara clutched hers too, heart pounding in her ears.

      “Wait,” the male red from her tent screamed, cowering against the ground where he had a sword pointed in his face. All of them turned to look at hm. “We have information. Loads of information. We can tell you stuff, if … if you let us live. You want things? There’s a … a facility up there—” He gestured up the cliffs. “It’s—it’s got much more than we have with us here. It has everything you could … it has loads of—”

      “Shut up,” Cara hissed at the man, feeling that he would have kept babbling for hours if they’d let him.

      And then she took the initiative, because the man with the club ready to bash her head in was listening intently to her teammate. She clapped her hands together in front of her, blasting the same laser of light that had destroyed the tent in front of her in a cone shape. It took out three of the dozen people, evaporating the man in front of her and turning the rest to charred remains.

      It was still a difficult fight. They were obviously well trained, and some of them revealed their own powers without hesitation.

      One of the women’s arms grew so muscly that they looked ready to pop. She fought just with her fists, almost killing the one of Cara’s comrades with a single punch aimed at the head. Her comrade only just dodged out of the way.

      Another woman turned bright red and moved so quickly Cara blinked and missed where she’d gone.

      This was a fight they weren’t going to make it to the other side of.

      But she wasn’t about to go down fighting. Using her powers in combination with her weapon was still a somewhat new experience. She’d spent so much time hiding what she was capable of that she didn’t use them in tandem regularly enough.

      It was a clunky transition between stabbing her long weapon through the heart of a man to pointing her palm at a woman and unleashing a blast of pure heat.

      She had tunnel vision for whatever was in front of her. Taking out person after person as they tried and failed to floor her. She couldn’t look around and see how her team was doing. She closed her ears to the sounds that echoed off the cliff face.

      There were too many of them though, and they’d immediately targeted her as the most dangerous of the bunch. The fast woman was beside Cara too quickly for her to react. She was punched in the side of the head and fell back to the floor, weapon clattering from her hands and out of reach.

      Vision blurred, she was on the edge of consciousness. Blackness started to ascend, and she fought it back. Her fingers scraped against the dry earth of the desert, searching for her halberd. A boot kicked her stomach and she coughed, hearing her own groan echoing around her pounding head.

      This was it.

      She was going to die.

      Her dad was going to be devastated.

      Then something changed. She could barely see now, was only just hanging onto her alertness. Figures moved away from her though, interested in something new. She saw one fall, their head hanging brutally from their neck, almost decapitated.

      New figures appeared. They were quick and decisive, joining the fight on Cara’s side. They were long-limbed, long-haired, a muted technicolor dancing easily beside the uniform mud and dust that all human skin crept toward, from wherever they’d started on the color chart. These new fighters were different from them.

      She didn’t identify them before she finally succumbed to unconsciousness, but she was sure it must be Marie, Elaine and Lisa. Her friends. They were the only ones who could not only kick ass as much as she could, but they were also the only ones she could think of that would have been willing to step in and help her.
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      I sat for hours at the camera near the solar panels, waiting for the return of my girls. Lisa had been bugging me for a long time to let them stay out later, to travel further, but I’d resisted.

      I didn’t want them putting themselves at more risk than they had to, not without me there beside them. It was so soon now that I’d have a body that they didn’t need to push their luck just yet.

      It was dark, though, and I’d expected them home hours ago.

      “I can alert you of their return,” Ego said.

      The AI had been hovering around all day, making meaningless comments. I felt like I was going insane. Had he always been that annoying? Or was it just because every time Ego spoke I was reminded that we shared a consciousness; that I was stuck as part of the system, just like him?

      “That’s okay. It’s not like I have anything better to do,” I replied. “I’m worried anyway. I couldn’t concentrate on anything else.”

      Ego didn’t speak again. Nearly an hour later, the girls returned. I knew immediately something was wrong. Elaine had a long gash along one of her arms, and Lisa’s face was scratched up. Elaine’s lizard was limping slightly.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Marie jumped. “We got into a fight.”

      “I can see. What kind of creature was it? Did you get a specimen, so I can add it to the computer?”

      Elaine looked mildly offended that was the first thing I’d asked. “No. It was Cara. She was in danger, we helped.”

      “Oh.” My girls had put themselves in danger to help Cara, which was kind, but … it just wasn’t what I’d wanted to hear. I knew that Elaine was attached to her, but Cara wasn’t any use to me right now. I cared much more that my girls stayed safe. Team Facility. “What happened?”

      Lisa stepped forward and had something cradled in her arms. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “On the way back here, I … it’s a nest. It has eggs in. I found it pretty nearby. I thought we could see what hatched out of it.”

      I would have frowned if I had eyebrows. “You want to raise some birds?”

      “The nest looked abandoned. I thought we could at least see what came out of them. You’re interested in winged things.”

      “Good point,” I said, “but it looks like you all got pretty banged up. You risked yourself to get those eggs?”

      Lisa smirked up at the ceiling, not even where the camera was. It was endearing; as if in a way the girls felt as though I was the entire secure building that housed them.

      “I wouldn’t say risked myself. I climbed a tree. OK, a very tall tree. Shimmied all the way to the top. Fell and caught myself at the last second. Fought off a mongoose and four bears…”

      Elaine rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t that tall.”

      “You didn’t bring the bears back?” I joked along with her. Lisa grinned wider, flashing teeth, and led the girls onward through the facility, dodging traps on their way back to the main laboratory. “OK. With Cara. Tell me what happened.”

      They relayed the story. The girls could move much quicker than pure humans thanks to their augmentations, and it turned out they could cover much more ground than I’d anticipated. They’d been keeping tabs on Cara during her week-long expedition along the cliffside when they’d seen what had happened.

      “There must be a different village around here somewhere,” Lisa said. “We should keep exploring around that area and see if we can find it.”

      “They’re very good,” Marie said. “Neither us or Cara had any idea they were there until the moment they attacked.”

      “And their English was weird,” Elaine said. “They talked kind of like cavemen.”

      “But they don’t seem to know anything about us yet?” I asked. “They’re still quite a journey away from us, by human walking standards.”

      “I think we’re safe for now,” Elaine said.

      Marie and Lisa both made noises of protest.

      “We need to find out where they are and exactly what they know,” Lisa said. “We need to be out there following them.”

      “We need to stay here and make sure that when they inevitably find us, we’re ready,” Marie retaliated. “We didn’t kill all of them. There were twelve, and they retreated when we’d got them down to about half. Some of them had powers. They’re dangerous.”

      “And it doesn’t seem like Cara is having an easy time leading the village,” Elaine said, diverting the conversation away from the brewing argument. “People aren’t completely behind her as leader. I think we should try and help her keep control, since she’s our ally.”

      I didn’t care about the internal politics of the village. I wanted to know more about these newcomers, and how much of a threat they really posed to us. It meant that getting into my body was all the more important. I knew that when I was able to be out there, away from Ego and on the front lines, we would stand a much greater chance of winning any battle. Any fight.

      I was about to go over and check my blueprint in progress once again, when an alarm began to blare through the facility. I could see Elaine’s fur standing on end, and Marie winced and rested her hands over her ears.

      “Intruder?” Lisa asked, carefully setting down the nest and extending her claws.

      “Burst pipe,” I replied, flicking through cameras to find the source. “In the rabbit room.”

      The girls hurried through the facility. Water was flooding the room rapidly, and it was sparking, electricity dancing over the surface from the electric pressure sensors beneath the floor. Rabbits were floating, dead from electrocution. Just a couple had managed to find higher ground, and were sat on top of kennels the girls had built for them, looking at their dead kin. I had no idea whether the bots were amphibious or not, and I didn’t want to risk it if I didn’t have to.

      “Don’t open the door,” I said, just before Lisa pulled it open. “There’s too much water, and it’s electrified. Shit, I don’t know how we’re going to fix this.”

      “What can I do?” Lisa asked.

      “I don’t know.” I cursed. “Just don’t open the door, I think the water might be dangerous, and I don’t want to flood the whole place.”

      The water was rising rapidly enough to kill off a bunch of the rabbits, though. Soon there would be none left.

      “Ego,” I called. He was in my head all the time, apart from the one moment I needed him. “What can we do to stop the water?”

      “We can turn the water off at the source,” he said. “That’ll stop it in the whole facility.”

      “That’s not ideal. Can we turn it off somewhere nearby? Block the pipes leading to just this little bit?”

      “Good idea,” Ego said, and I didn’t know whether he was being facetious or genuine anymore. “I can close the pipes on just this floor.”

      “Do it.” It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do for now. I just needed the water to stop rising.

      The water stopped rising. “Can we drain it away somehow?” I asked him.

      “There’s no way to get anything in,” Lisa said. “It’s completely blocked up. We’re going to have to figure something out.”

      I left the rabbit room and returned to the camera in the corridor outside so I could see the girls. They were stood in a huddle, silent.

      “We’re going to have to isolate this corridor and open the door so you can get in,” I said. “The only way we can fix the pipe is either by you doing it, or making it dry enough for the robots to get in there.”

      “You said it was electrified,” Marie said. “Won’t it hurt us?”

      “Yes.” I wanted to pace. The best alternative I had was to flick rapidly through the cameras available to me. Room after room appeared in front of me, and was gone a moment later.

      I was flicking so quickly that I had to backpedal to three cameras ago when my brain caught up to my vision. It was a storeroom filled with clothes, including thick rubber boots that would come up past the girls’ knees. Higher than the water level.

      I returned to them in the corridor. “Follow me,” I said.

      Lisa and Marie pulled on the boots without hesitation.

      Elaine looked at them skeptically. “You probably don’t need me as well,” she said. “I mean, three of us is really excessive.”

      “Don’t be a wimp,” Marie said, stamping her feet in the boots and posing a little, looking pleased with them.

      Elaine shook her head. “I’m really not a fan of water.”

      “We need your help,” I said, and Elaine sighed, sucking it up and grabbing some wellies.

      “Okay, so that means we can go into the room without getting electrocuted,” Lisa said, looking into my camera lens. “But how are we going to drain the water away?”

      “There’s some equipment on sub-level one for washing down the lab,” I said, flicking to that camera now to make sure my memory was correct. “There’s a suction hose in there.” It was attached to a large sink, which they pointed out when they’d traipsed through the facility in their rubber boots to find it.

      I called the bots.

      “They can detach it from the sink and attach it to something mobile instead.” It took more time and ingenuity than I’d expected to get something that worked. The bots could detach and reattach anything, I just had to give them the commands. The suction from the hose was part of the wall rather than in the hose itself. I had to dismantle a vacuum cleaner for the suction capabilities and then add it to a large, water tight back which I put in a trolley with high sides that looked almost like a crib. That would hold it.

      “Nice,” Marie said, looking at the finished contraption and smiling at me. “I would have never thought of that.”

      They wheeled it all back down to the corridor outside the rabbit room. “Is everything definitely sealed?” Lisa asked.

      “Is it?” I asked Ego.

      “Yes,” Ego replied.

      “Then you’re good to go,” I said.

      Elaine, who had seemed fine when she was watching the suction device be assembled, now stood with her arms wrapped around her and her fur standing on end. Her tail was wrapped around her middle, the end of it tucked it in her pocket for safe-keeping.

      “It’ll be fine,” Marie said, laying her hand on Elaine’s arm and making her jump.

      “Let’s just get it over with,” Elaine said through gritted teeth.

      Lisa was the one who opened the door. Elaine stood as far back as possible and it meant she had to watch the water gushing toward her with hands pressed against the metal wall like she wanted to climb up it.

      The high rubber boots worked as intended, and no one was frazzled by the electrified water. I released the tension I didn’t know I was holding.

      I hadn’t realized how scared I was of watching them get hurt, and being unable to physically intervene, until they started the suction machine running and the water was drained away. None of them had even flinched—well, except Elaine—at the possibility they would be fried alive. They’d all followed my instructions without hesitation. They’d trusted that I wasn’t sending them into danger, even though I hadn’t been sure at all that my plan would work.

      Once again I longed for his body, even though it was being part of the CCTV system that had allowed me to figure out the solution for this problem. It would have taken longer, but I’d have still rather walked through the facility until I found the supply room with the rubber boots and then searched again until we found the parts that made my suction machine.

      I liked being in charge, but I didn’t want to just be a voice in the sky barking out instructions. I was human. I wasn’t a machine.

      The water drained away in no time at all, and my girls walked into the rabbit room.

      Marie gasped, standing in the middle of the room with her arms wrapped around herself, looking at the bodies of dead rabbits that had been electrocuted. “It’s so many,” she said, bottom lip wobbling. The surviving rabbits were still perched on top of their kennels, not daring to jump down even though the water was gone. Wires beneath the floor had been disconnected or fried.

      “What happened?” Lisa asked, moving around the room and looking at the damage that had been caused. She seemed emotionally disconnected from the death, unlike Marie who was now being comforted by Elaine.

      Elaine just seemed relieved all the water had disappeared.

      “I don’t know,” I said, trying to zoom in. My view was highly restricted by my static position in the corner of the room. “Ego, do you know what happened?”

      “A pipe burst,” he said.

      “I know that, but do you know why?”

      “Not yet. I’m running diagnostics.”

      Lisa hummed. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough then.”

      “Are the bots okay to come in yet?” Elaine asked. “We should retrieve the rabbits.”

      “I’m not sure,” I said, worried about the still sparking floor. “We need some rubber mats to put down or something.”

      The excitement of the emergency had passed, and so did my interest in sitting and watching my girls put their bodies to use. I retired to the creation screen where the plans for my own body sat taunting me. The killing of the rabbits meant that the nutrigel stores would take a hit. We had more creatures to feed than ever, and it would take some more time to get the numbers of rabbits back up to where they had been.

      My body had encountered yet another setback; it couldn’t be the priority. This at least gave me more time to perfect it, I tried to tell myself, but the combination I’d made was already so close to what I wanted. Fiddling with tiny aspects was just annoying me more than captivating my interest anymore.

      I returned to the camera that sat at the top of the facility, hidden behind the solar panels, and looked at the bleak desert.

      Soon I’d be out there exploring it myself.
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      Ego’s diagnostics didn’t return anything informative about what had happened to the burst pipe. It was just a malfunction, the AI said. “Shit happens,” he chirruped, irritatingly. I concluded that we just needed to keep the few bots we had on better schedules for maintaining the facility.

      Right now they only really did things when they I gave them instructions, except for the few triggers they had for being motivated to action, like a large enough rabbit stepping on one of the pressure sensors. I spent the next couple of days coming up with a proper schedule to program into the robots. They would constantly be running maintenance, checking on the physical aspects of the facility that Ego couldn’t be aware of.

      In that time the girls ran wild outside, following Cara and keeping up to date on her movements, and no doubt trying to find out more about the people who had attacked Cara and her group, despite my precise instructions to stay away from them until we were stronger.

      They took out some of the creatures we’d created sometimes, but Lisa wasn’t fond of doing that. It meant she had to restrain herself because she was in charge of the animals and responsible for making sure they stayed nearby and didn’t get into any trouble.

      I knew she liked being able to run free, to go wherever she wanted without worrying for more than just her own safety.

      We were alike in that way. I understood responsibility, I wanted it, even, but not all the time.

      Flicking through cameras in the facility, stuck in my own head, I waited for the girls’ return. I’d be closer to them, emotionally, if I had a body. They talked to me, they listened to me, but there was no intimacy in our relationship like the girls had with each other.

      They came back late into the night, carrying nothing with them but not looking injured either. They were in high spirits, bantering back and forth about a near miss Elaine had had with a dangerous lizard. I missed that kind of relationship, joking about work like that.

      “Nothing interesting to report,” Lisa said when they got back to the laboratory. She just assumed I was there waiting for her, because where else would I be? Sitting and watching the empty facility, or following the girls? “Cara is back at the village, there are no signs of the other tribe. No new specimens to add to the collection.”

      “Thanks,” I said, trying not to sound too sullen.

      “We should really make contact with Cara now she’s back at the village,” Elaine said. “She’s still a bit injured, and the fighting will probably start up again soon between people in the village. Now is the time to make sure she remains our ally.”

      “We need to stop spending all day outside and start working on the facility,” Marie replied, settling down into a chair and cleaning sand from the end of her tail. “We haven’t built any more traps since I last mentioned it.”

      “Sol can handle the traps while we’re gone,” Lisa said, and I rankled at the fact she was giving me instructions. “There is a new enemy nearby and we need to find them.” She was stood in the corner of the room, peering into the incubator that housed the eggs she’d brought back from the desert. She spent a lot of time just watching them, waiting for them to hatch.

      “I told you to stay away from them,” I interrupted. “We’re not strong enough.”

      “Yes we are,” Lisa replied, and there was none of the deference she should have had when speaking to me.

      “We’re not going outside for a while.” I said, snap decision made. “Marie is right, we need to bolster the facility. That’s our priority for the next couple of days.”

      Indignation and pleasure both spread through the girls. Elaine and Lisa protested together, while Marie’s ears twitched with satisfaction. She gave me a sly smile.

      I’d been reluctant to make a decision coming down hard on either one side or the other until now, but my short temper was stopping me caring about pitting the girls against each other. Keeping them on the same team, the only allies I was completely convinced were on my team, had been a priority.

      But I didn’t care right now. I didn’t want them going outside because it made me feel like shit. Apart from that, Marie’s plan was the best out of all of them, I was sure of it.

      In a couple of days maybe my body would have started gestating and then I wouldn’t be so bitter about their freedom. That, and the facility, would be much stronger when all three of us had put our heads together to think about how we could protect it.

      “I really think—” Lisa said, fingers resting on the warm glass of the incubator.

      “Lisa I’m serious about this,” I replied. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t find out what’s going on with the other tribe, or to keep an eye on Cara or reach out to her at some point, but I’m not willing to do it while the facility is this vulnerable.”

      Lisa was still visibly annoyed, but Elaine looked like she was almost asleep where she stood. Marie shuffled a little closer, as if ready to grab her if she fell.

      They changed the topic, talking about the ongoing effort to replenish the rabbit population and the temporary boost in the amount of nutrigel thanks to the reclaiming of the dead rabbits in the flood.

      There was enough for me to make a body there, but it would use up every bit of the nutrigel we had, pretty much.

      “I’m going to bed,” Elaine said, stretching. “I’ll try and convince you how wrong you are to write Cara off so easily tomorrow, when I can see straight.”

      She left the lab with Marie in tow. They walked close together, chattering quietly. I followed them, leaving Lisa to stand by the incubator.

      I was surprised when they both went into Elaine’s room. They changed into the makeshift pajamas they’d created out of old military uniforms at opposite ends of the room and then crawled into bed together, spooning. Elaine was the big spoon, curled around Marie’s dainty body.

      I watched them with my mind racing with all the possibilities—and images—of what they might have been doing in bed together.

      But it didn’t look sexual. They seemed like they’d purposely avoided looking at each other when they were getting changed.

      It was just for the human contact, I realized as I watched Elaine snoring softly. Marie was still awake, staring straight ahead and not making any affectionate movements toward Elaine.

      I might not have a body, but I wasn’t the only one struggling with the lack of normal contact with people. We’d all had lives. Maybe they’d had boyfriends or girlfriends. Relationships. Friendships. Family. I’d been a bit of a loner. I’d tried the girlfriend thing, but my job didn’t lend itself to long term relationships. I didn’t want to be one of those guys constantly worrying about what his wife was getting up to back home.

      But we’d never talked about their lives before I put their brains into human-hybrid bodies. I didn’t know who or what they’d left behind.

      And every fiber of my non-existent body burned with the desire to join them in that bed, to feel skin on my skin.

      I had to leave them to fall asleep and returned agitatedly to the laboratory where Lisa was leaning against the wall looking at the birds nest and the eggs inside.

      “Are you happy here?” I asked her.

      She jumped. It was the first time I’d managed to surprise her with my sudden appearance. Everyone was feeling lethargic tonight.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “You don’t miss life before this?”

      “Of course I do.” She frowned. “Don’t you?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t miss the situation I was in… not exactly. I like the challenge of being here. But I miss having a body. I miss having my freedom.”

      “Your body will be ready soon,” Lisa said, folding her arms and giving him a rare smile. “And I’m looking forward to it. I should go to bed too, though.” She stretched, showing off her lithe and powerful body.

      I held in a sigh. “Night, then.”

      “See you in the morning.”

      But I didn’t sleep, not really. I went into a daze more than anything, a daze where sometimes my imagination took over and I could dream.

      At least when Ego wasn’t poking his mind in where it wasn’t wanted, anyway.
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      The next couple of days passed quickly. When everyone got down to the task at hand—making the facility a military fortress rather than just a science experiment—they sped through it. Everyone had ideas, and we had enough nutrigel to put them into action.

      I cancelled the schedule of maintenance I’d given the bots just days before and set them to work putting some of our plans into action.

      Marie was glowing. Her ears twitched constantly as she bounced around the facility looking at corridors and rooms to see what they could put there to stop invaders. I followed her the most, watching her tail twitch with pleasure as she examined the traps I’d already laid.

      She wasn’t very good at actually coming up with ideas herself, but I was happy just to watch her be happy.

      She repeatedly looked up into whatever camera she was nearest to and beamed at me, thanking me for giving her plan a chance.

      “I always feel like they listen to me the least,” she admitted. She was sitting in the middle of the rabbit room, with the big fluffy beasts hopping around her. One was in her lap, nuzzling into her stomach as she stroked its huge ears. “I’m the youngest, you know? Even though I was the first person you brought back to life, they don’t give me much credit for it.”

      “You’re all equal.”

      “Well we’re not. Lisa is in charge. She should be in charge, she’s best at it. She can get the other animals to listen to her, and we can’t do that.”

      “But that doesn’t mean she can ignore you. You’re on the same level as Elaine and Lisa.”

      She beamed at me again, revealing pointed canines that were put completely to waste by the nutrigel they relied on for nutrients. “I really can’t wait for you to have a body, you know?” she said, frowning at the rabbit she stroked hopped from her lap to go and hop around the room. “Why isn’t it gestating yet?”

      “It’s going to take a lot of nutrigel for it to gestate.”

      “And?” she asked, snatching another bunny and nuzzling her face into its back as it struggled to get free. “It must be the most important thing in the world to you. Just start it. We can make do with whatever nutrigel we have left. We’ve got all these fluffballs to send to the slaughterhouse.”

      She clutched the rabbit tighter as she said it.

      “I thought you wanted to pour it all into making traps.”

      “I think that I want to be able to give you a hug more, Sol.” She gave me a shy smile before turning back to the rabbit. “It’s weird to care about someone without a body. I guess, technically, we’ve never even met.”

      “Yeah,” I said, because really I wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed in between Elaine and Marie. “I’ll start it gestating. I should tell the rest of the girls first, make sure they’re on board.”

      “No.” Marie stood up, and the rabbit hopped off her lap. “You should just do it. We all agreed that you should have a body. No one will resent you having made the decision.”

      I felt giddy with the knowledge it wouldn’t be long before my body was ready for my brain. “Okay.”

      I returned to the system, bringing up the screen that held the prototype for the body I’d been working on for days now. There was probably something that could be better, but I didn’t care anymore. I was finally going to have it, the body I’d been craving.

      A sudden wave of doubt overtook me. The girls were fine in their new bodies, but I’d had Ego alter them a little, to accept their new bodies without freaking out. I wasn’t letting Ego do anything to my brain, so did that mean that my new body would feel alien, that I’d struggle to accept it?

      It looked alien, on the screen. I couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to control wings, to have claws instead of hands. Would I cut myself to smithereens when I went to scratch an itch?

      “We have a problem,” Ego said.

      My moment of hesitation had cost me. “What kind of problem?”

      “You should go and see Lisa.”

      I hurried through the cameras until I found her in the main laboratory by herself. I was surprised to see trails of tears on her face as she stood by the incubator that held the birds’ nest.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, wishing I had a better angle so I could see inside the glass cage.

      “They died,” Lisa said, wiping her face with the back of her hand. The white fur there turned darker. “One hatched but it just died straight away. Oh God, I feel so stupid being upset about this.”

      I’d never seen her like this. “It’s okay, we can find some more.”

      “We never found anymore before,” Lisa replied, and another round of tears fell down her cheeks. Her voice didn’t break, though. She didn’t tremble. Even now she held it together as well as anyone. She was a real soldier. “Back when I was human, before all this shit, we always had birds in the house. I don’t know, it’s stupid. It’s just, I found the nest and I thought it’d be nice to have a pet like that. Something that was mine. I know Elaine and Marie are close, and I’m glad they are, but I’m in charge. It’s different.”

      “I could bring it back,” I said. “I can make a new one for you.”

      “Would you?” She blinked back a fresh wave of tears, and looked up into the camera with glassy eyes. “That would really mean a lot to me.”

      She turned away when I got a bot to come and reclaim the dead bird and the rest of the eggs so that I could take their blueprint.

      When I saw it on the screen, I realized the potential of what Lisa had stumbled across. The eggs had been for a mutated eagle. Larger than average, with sharper talons and a sharper beak. The main mutation wasn’t obvious to the naked eye. The eagle had developed senses. An eagle’s eyesight was always top quality, but this one could smell prey from miles away. It could hear something move just an inch through grass. That was the kind of thing that would be very useful on every creature that I made afterward.

      And would be useful on my own body, too.

      I played around with the blueprint a little, while Lisa sat at the table in the lab with a mug of hot water in front of her. No coffee beans had survived the last twenty years on a shelf.

      “I can make you a new bird, definitely,” I said. “How do you want it? Small, or larger? The blueprint is for an eagle. There’s the potential to make a really devastating addition to the army here.”

      Lisa’s hesitation was minor, and I ignored it. “You really think so?”

      “Absolutely. I think maybe this is the time to try creating a C-tier monster. We can use what’s left over from the rabbit slaughter to create it.”

      I knew that meant putting off the creation of my own body for a little longer, but I was enamored by the wings on the eagle. They were perfect. Exactly what I’d wanted the moment after waking up from my daydream.

      But if I was going to put them on my new body, I wanted to have a tinker with them and do as much as possible to make sure they would work. I could wait a couple more days for that.

      “Okay, you should do that then,” Lisa said. “Anything that flies has an advantage.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed. That was why I wanted wings. Wings and enhanced senses. Coupling that with my strategic mind would set me above and beyond everyone in the facility, and probably above most of the things outside it, too.

      If I was going to be in the small number of people robbed of having a superpower, then this was the next best thing. This was better than some of the superpowers I’d witnessed or heard about in the few days before I became a brain a jar.

      I set Ego to work right away with making the bird. Lisa had pulled herself together and instructed the bots to clean up the mess of the dead birds.

      “I want to get back outside soon,” she said to me, folding her arms, all trace of anguish gone from her face. “We’ve set some traps, now let me go and find out what’s coming to get us next.”

      “Okay,” I allowed, my frustration dwindled thanks to the new creature now gestating. “You should go out again tomorrow. Just don’t go too far, and don’t stay out too long.” I hesitated, then added a belated, “Please.”

      Her lip quirked. “We won’t.”

      “And keep Elaine away from Cara. I’m worried she’s going to make a move by herself and start something I’m not ready to commit to.” Elaine was completely enamored with the leader of the rival village, and it was dangerous.

      She was dangerous.

      I was certain she was on our side for now, but I was perfectly happy for us to lead our own existences independent of each other. Maybe teaming up with them against this new tribe was something I’d consider in the future, but there was no way I was putting my neck on the line for people that weren’t my own, and I wasn’t ready to let them all move into the facility, even if we probably had enough space.

      This was my fortress. Me and the girls against the world.

      That was how I wanted it to stay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Cara returned to the village with her head held high. People noticed her bloodied and bruised body first, and the fact that two of the people she’d set off with on her expedition were missing quickly afterward.

      Murmurs flew around the people gathered and there was an edge of hostility to them.

      Losing people on scavenging missions was nothing abnormal. It always happened. It was part of life living in the village after the cataclysm.

      When people were looking for any excuse they could get to discredit her leadership, though, her detractors lunged on it.

      It had taken longer than it should to get back to the village after the attack. She’d come around to find herself hidden beneath an outcrop of rocks, in the shade, and covered with makeshift bandages. Wilbur was the only one of the other two people awake. He was poking a stick into the desert sand, drawing shapes and then scribbling them out again.

      He’d jumped when Cara had said, “What happened?”

      “Those animals attacked the tribe that attacked us. I don’t know, I think we all ended up out cold. When I woke up I was here. They were nowhere to be seen.”

      “You think it was the same girls as last time?” Cara asked, knowing it had to be. Wilbur hadn’t been to Sol’s facility though, he hadn’t spent as much time around them.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe. It would make sense if it was.”

      She’d learned that two of her team had been killed in the attack. A red and a blue. She hated that her first thought was that at least it wasn’t two reds. Then she’d have really been in the shit.

      Now, she headed straight for the amphitheater in the center of the village. She had to address the people straight away, before rumors could be allowed to fester.

      She spotted her dad in the back, stood watching her with folded arms and a concerned gaze. She held back the smile she normally would have sent him. This wasn’t a time for smiling.

      “Enemies are on our borders once more!” she shouted into the crowd, hands so tight around her halberd her knuckles were white. She lifted it up, as though rallying them for a battle that was about to take place right at that moment. “Two of our men have sacrificed themselves in the fight against invaders, and we will honor them tonight.”

      The murmurs got louder. People were tense, had pulled weapons from their holsters.

      But they weren’t angry at her, they were worried.

      Maybe she could be the one to rally them behind her, to keep them safe. Not that standing there bloody and broken was a way to instill confidence in her village.

      Not unless she exaggerated the threat and failed to mention the fact Sol’s girls had stepped in and done most of the heavy lifting, anyway.

      “We were camping when two dozen men and women surrounded us. Many of them had powers, I’m sure they were A-class, some of them. A woman with the strength of all of us put together. They came upon us as we slept and attacked without warning. It was impossible for everyone to make it out alive.”

      She avoided looking at Wilbur, who she knew would be judging her for her lies. They were nothing extravagant. She was certain there were more of the tribespeople in the desert, and they had managed to sneak up on Cara and her team without anyone knowing.

      They had not even guessed there were other people nearby. They’d led people straight to them with their campfires, and with striding through the open space instead of sticking close to the cliff edge.

      She’d been complacent, and she couldn’t blame anyone but herself for that. She’d gotten too comfortable now she could use her powers without inhibition.

      “We fought them back, but Jack and Martin sacrificed themselves in that fight. We must pull together, to rally behind what they lost, to make sure these newcomers don’t take any more that’s ours!”

      She lifted her halberd higher, and one of her supporters cheered. Quickly more people joined in, and she held back her smile, trying to remain fierce.

      “Tonight, we feast!” she said. She turned around and let the lump she’d been carrying beneath a wrap fall from her back. When she unwrapped the blanket, it was the fresh corpse of an animal that looked closest to a boar, only larger and with fierce large teeth and muscles larger than any person in the village.

      Most importantly, it was an animal that had been killed, eaten and very much enjoyed in the village before. It was the kind of rare meal that was talked about even years down the line.

      Part of the reason they were so late to return back to the village was Cara’s insistence on taking a detour when she’d recognized the tracks of the animal.

      Between them they’d taken down six of the things. They’d carried back four. Enough for everyone in the village to have at least a small amount of the meat.

      There was another cheer, this one louder, and finally Cara stepped down and disappeared away from the crowds toward the hut she still shared with her father.

      The eyes of Victor, previous leader of the village, were poisonous on her back and she fought the urge to scratch the spot he was glaring at. He still hadn’t let go of leadership. He was still going to fight for what he thought was his rightful spot the second he thought he had a chance of regaining it.

      Right now, though, Cara felt confident in her position. People had reacted overwhelmingly positively to her speech.

      She’d earned a night off, and some time to recover from her aching wounds.
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      It didn’t take long for the bird to gestate. I hadn’t modified it too much, and that meant the its creation happened much quicker.

      It was when it was nearly ready to wake that Lisa called me into the lab. “I think there’s something wrong,” she said.

      I only need one look at the bird to know it wasn’t right. Instead of the snow white fur that I’d seen on the creation screen, the feathers were a dirty grey mottled with black and white. It still looked like a bird, but the color was all wrong and Lisa knew it.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe that’s something that just happens.”

      Lisa shifted in her chair. She’d spent the last few hours in the seat watching the bird grow in its nutrigel cocoon. Before that she’d been outside, running free in the desert, probably searching for the other tribe despite my repeated instructions not to.

      At least the bird had kept their excursion short. Lisa obviously wanted to be here when it woke up.

      “Has it ever happened before?” she asked, scooting back a little in her chair.

      I didn’t blame her. The bird was huge. Twice as big as she was, with a beak and talons that looked like they could rip her apart.

      “I don’t think so. Ego what’s going on with the feathers?” I asked.

      “The feathers are growing in the nutrigel, with the rest of the bird.”

      “I mean, why are they the wrong color?”

      “I don’t know,” Ego said. “It’s possible there’s been a mutation in the DNA. Creating animals can never be an exact science.”

      “Just a mutation of coloration?” I asked, thinking back to the Class-D wolf-things we’d created. They had been different. Maybe Marie was wrong, it wasn’t because they were individuals, it was because of mutations in the creation process.

      “I can’t answer that for certain,” Ego said.

      “Maybe we should stop it,” I suggested. The bird looked nearly fully formed. “Just stop it from waking up and reconsider.”

      “You can just stop it?” she asked.

      “I think so. I can, can’t I, Ego?”

      “Yes. You can stop gestation by removing the nutrigel and instructing the nanobots to stop working.”

      “Girls!” Lisa called from her seat. “You might want to get in here. I’d bring that damned lizard too, if I were you.”

      “It’s okay, I’ll just stop the gestation,” I said.

      “No,” Lisa said without hesitation. “Don’t stop it. It might be fine. I don’t want to see another one die in front of me.”

      “It’s not alive yet.”

      “It’d be like killing a baby nine months along,” she argued. “And this will be the most powerful creature we have if it’s not corrupted.”

      I dithered just long enough for it to be too late. Finding out how much the DNA of the creatures could mutate was important information, especially since it seemed like mutations were more common the higher the tier of animal created.

      Then the eagle opened a beady, amber eye and there was no turning back.

      Elaine and Marie entered the room, Elaine’s lizard trailing along behind them, the collar it wore when they left the facility was absent. “What’s going on?” Elaine asked as the eagle began to move more and more. It flexed a huge wing, revealing just how big it was going to be.

      “Jesus,” Marie said, looking at it. “That thing is ridiculous.”

      “Yeah,” Lisa stood up, moving back a little. “Maybe a bit too ridiculous.”

      “You did put the obedience up, didn’t you?” Marie asked.

      None of the girls realized I’d messed with their own levels of obedience when I’d created them, even if they knew I did it to the animals. I’d lied to their faces about the level of tampering that had been done to their personalities during their own gestation. With Marie it had been an accident– Ego had done it without me knowing, but when she’d woken up calling me Master I hadn’t exactly been complaining. With Elaine I toned it down a bit, and with Lisa even more.

      With the animals we created, though, it was turned up to the max. If we made an army that didn’t follow our instructions, we’d be securing our own downfall.

      “Altering the personality of a C-grade creation is more art than science,” Ego said. “And I was definitely programmed for science.”

      “What exactly are you saying?” Elaine demanded, standing with hands on her hips and glaring at the camera. It was the camera I was behind, too, and I felt the full force of her irritation.

      “I’m saying that I can’t guarantee the obedience is as high as I attempted to make it.”

      “Shit,” Marie said. “Well that thing looks powerful as hell, so let’s hope it’s not too angry.”

      Angry was a very good way of describing how the eagle acted when it fully gained consciousness.

      It spread both wings as wide as they would go, and it took up practically the width of the laboratory. It blinked rapidly, trying to get to its feet once and failing. When it beat its wings to stabilize itself, the girls’ hair flitted in the breeze. It got to its feet, blinked once more, and then attacked.

      The eagle dove straight for Marie, perhaps some instinct telling it that the half-rat hybrid was prey. She ducked and scurried across the lab, moving quicker than I’d thought she could to avoid the razor sharp beak of the eagle.

      “What do we do?” Elaine screeched as her lizard opened its mouth and breathed fire in the direction of the eagle, now flapping in the center of the room. The space was so cramped that Lisa had to duck out of the way of the fire to stop herself being set alight.

      There was ringing in my ears as I watched the girls dodge out of the way of swift attacks.

      The beast was amazing. Powerful and strong like nothing we’d made so far.

      “We need to isolate it,” I said, my voice cutting through the chaos as I amplified it through the speakers.

      Elaine’s lizard breathed fire once more, singing the bird’s wings and drawing its focus. It dove at the lizard, talons primed to lift the lizard straight off the ground despite its hulking size. Elaine extended her claws and lunged sideways to rake them through the thick legs of the eagle.

      It cawed, pulling back up and leaving the lizard to live another day.

      “How?” Marie asked.

      Lisa was stood with her hands up, trying to talk to the beast in an authoritative tone. “Get down,” she barked, and I knew that any other creature in the facility would have listened to her in a heartbeat. The eagle just tilted its head, obviously understanding, but not listening. It lunged toward Lisa once more, opening its beak to cry out.

      Everyone cringed as the sharp cry echoed through the metal lab.

      “We need to get it out of this room.” The lab was too important, I needed the lab for other things. I couldn’t keep it trapped in here until we figured out what to do with it.

      As if to prove my point, the eagle landed heavily on one of the control panels, digging its claws into the metal and dragging up the dashboard to reveal wires underneath.

      “Fuck,” I hissed. “We need to get it out of here and into another room we can keep it in before it destroys everything.”

      “And how do we do that?” Elaine asked, impatiently, as she held her lizard back from attacking again. For a moment they were in a standoff while the eagle surveyed the room, deciding what to do.

      It was still poised for attack, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before it tried again to kill the people in the room.

      “Come with me,” Lisa said, again giving a snappy order with all her usual authority. But she didn’t have the advantage of pheromonal consistencies with this enormous bird; she was used to animals with the wolf gene listening to her.

      Instead of convincing the eagle to do as it was told, that seemed to actively antagonize it, and it lunged forward once more, straight at Lisa with its talons primed. Lisa didn’t duck in time, but lifted her arm to take the blunt of the blow and received deep gashes in response. She cried out, and Elaine and Marie both sprang into action, diving at the eagle with their claws and gouging deep wounds in its chest. Blood seeped through the plumage.

      “Get out of there,” I instructed. “Lead it into a different room that you can lock it in. It doesn’t like being told what to do. Lisa you can use that.”

      They didn’t need to be told twice to flee from the laboratory and into the corridor. The problem was that the corridor was tight, and getting it to leave the more spacious lab for the tight corridor was tricky. They were in a standoff. Them on one side of the door, the eagle poking its head into the corridor and looking around, curious.

      “Find a room for it,” Lisa told the others. “Somewhere close by that it’ll fit in without being too cramped.”

      Marie and Elaine both hurried to do as they were told after a slight hesitation. When Lisa barked, “I’ll be fine, just hurry up,” they obeyed without thinking twice.

      That was what I’d wanted from the eagle, but this experiment had been a failure.

      “Maybe you should just put it down,” I said to Lisa, who was stood with a hunched back, ready to leap backward or forward depending on how the eagle acted. They were locked in a staring match. Lisa didn’t flinch despite the blood pouring from the deep wounds on her forearm.

      “I’m not going to do that,” she said, clenching and unclenching the hand on her injured side.

      “We’re not going to be able to tame it,” I said. “Look at it, it’s too independent.”

      “We can’t just kill it.”

      “You don’t have a problem with me just killing the rabbits, how is— oh,” I said, flicking cameras to find Marie and Elaine.

      They were searching nearby corridors for an appropriate room. “This is it,” Elaine said. “It’s big enough to house it, and the door is strong. We just need to get it here.”

      “I have an idea how,” I said, making Marie jump from my sudden appearance. “You need to go and get as many rabbits as you can carry.”

      Marie’s face fell. “Oh no. You’re not serious, are you?”

      “It’s a better idea than using yourself as bait,” I argued.

      “I really don’t want to watch that thing slaughter all those rabbits.”

      “Did you never watch Planet Earth?”

      “No!” Marie said indignantly. “I always want the prey to survive but the predators not to starve to death. It’s existential crisis material.”

      I laughed. “Really, though, this is how it has to happen. I can’t think of a better way.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, I know.”

      They set to work and I returned to Lisa, who was starting to waver in her stand off with the eagle. The blood loss was getting to her, and I fought my frustration as I watched.

      If I’d been in my body I could have taken over. If I’d not been selfish I would have made Lisa the small eagle she wanted, and my body would be gestating right now.

      Instead she was a hair’s breadth away from being ripped apart by my creation.

      Lisa swayed visibly, and had to rest her hand on the side of the corridor to support herself. This sign of weakness was the only thing the eagle needed, and it immediately pulled back, ready to attack.

      “Shit,” I hissed, and returned to the lab. There had to be something here that I could distract it with.

      I remembered the way it had lunged for Marie and instructed Ego to play noises that sounds like an eagle’s normal prey. It had super sensitive hearing, maybe it would respond to that, even if it couldn’t smell anything that corresponded with the noises it heard.

      It was at least enough to stop the eagle attacking. It turned its head, eyes returning to the lab to see if it could see the source of the sounds. I flashed lights on dashboard, hoping to entice it.

      I cringed when it worked, and the eagle flew toward the dashboard and dug its claws into the control panel just as it had before. It went further this time, digging out wires with its talons and ripping them. It jumped when it got an electric shock and careened backward, bashing into the wall. Hissing, its assault on the dashboard got stronger, and it was shocked once more.

      The shock wasn’t enough to render it unconscious, but it obviously hurt because the eagle gave up its attack on the control panel completely and returned to the corridor.

      Instead of finding Lisa there, it found a fat, fluffy rabbit instead.

      The rabbit hopped toward the eagle, and the eagle lunged.

      It tore the rabbit limb from limb, and I was glad the girls had decided to get out of there rather than watch it. Marie would have been horrified. I’d have to get the bots to clean the blood from the floor before they returned.

      The trail of rabbits worked exactly as intended. As soon as the eagle was in the room Elaine and Marie had picked for its holding cell, I slammed the electric door shut and sealed it.

      The girls were in a nearby room, tending to Lisa’s arm injury. They wrapped her in bandages while she looked away, jaw set.

      “It worked,” I informed them, hoping to keep them away from the laboratory and the trail of blood that led to it. “It’s trapped in the room for now.”

      Lisa sighed. “And now what?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll have to figure out what to do with it.”

      “We either have to put it down or let it go free,” Elaine said. “It’s too dangerous to just keep it here locked up. How are we going to feed it?”

      “We can let the robots do that,” Lisa replied, tense. “We’re not just throwing it out into the world. It’s too dangerous.”

      “What, but keeping it locked up here is a better scenario?” Elaine argued.

      “It’s not going to escape a sealed room, is it? The doors are half a meter of thick steel. We can’t just put it down either.”

      “We shouldn’t kill it,” Marie said softly. “It’s alive. That wouldn’t be right.”

      “You’re all too soft,” Elaine said, leaving Lisa’s bandaging to Marie and going to sprawl herself out on the couch. She ran a hand down the scaly neck of her lizard while she calmed down.

      “It’s powerful,” I said, intervening. My voice seemed to soothe some of the tension in the room, but the girls were arguing more and more nowadays. I needed to stop focusing on my body and come up with a coherent strategy that I could unite them behind. “We should wait and see if we can use that some way before we just reclaim it.”

      Reclaim sounded less emotive than put down. It didn’t make Marie twitch uncomfortably when I said it.

      “I just don’t know how you think you’re going to tame it. It obviously won’t listen to any of us,” Elaine said, though her tone was less combative. “I’m just worried it’s more dangerous than useful.”

      “It’s safe behind the door for now,” I said. “We can decide what to do with it later. It’s not an immediate concern.”

      “And we haven’t tried seeing if it will listen to Sol yet,” Marie pointed out. “You know he’s the top dog around here. Maybe it’ll respect that.”

      The tension calmed, Marie put the finishing touches to Lisa’s bandage. “That feeling better?” she asked.

      “Not better, but at least it’s not bleeding all over me anymore.”

      The nanobots in all the creatures created in the facility—including the girls—meant that they healed faster from injuries than ordinary animals. It wasn’t an instant process, though, and they still scarred. The cuts on this forearm would match the scars already shining white against her white fur on the other arm from a skirmish she’d fought when helping Cara and the villagers.

      “You should get some rest,” I said. “It’s late, and you’ll be wanting to go back out again tomorrow, won’t you?”

      “True,” Lisa said. She stretched, and her own exhaustion showed all over her face.

      A pang of guilt struck me right where it hurt. Lisa had just wanted a pet, and I’d made an abomination that had given her scars. This was all my fault.

      “Let me know if you need anything,” I told her, voice soft.

      She gave me a toothy smile, bearing her deadly canines. “I will. Thanks Sol.”

      Lisa headed to her bed, and Elaine and Marie headed to the one they’d started to share. I was left alone. Ego was absent unless I called on him, and that was what I did.

      “Ego, I need to make another eagle.”

      “Because the first one went so well?”

      “You really need to stop with the sarcasm,” I said. “Find something from the 1920s to watch where everyone is polite all the time. Well, as long as you’re a white male, I guess. Anyway, I want you to make an eagle. A small one. Smaller than a real eagle. More like, budgie size. F-tier. A pet rather than a fighter.”

      “I can do that. The chances of mutations are minimal.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “You can turn the obedience right up, right? And fiddle with the affection. Make it super affectionate. And loyal.”

      “I can do that,” he repeated.

      “Thank you.”

      “There’s considerable damage to the laboratory.”

      “I know. How long do you think it’ll take the robots to fix it?” I asked. “I can’t make my body until it’s fixed.”

      “A couple of days. It depends how many other tasks they have to do.”

      “That’s not so bad. I’ll have to take a look at their schedule.”

      Ego disappeared, presumably to start creation of the eagle I’d instructed. It wouldn’t take long at all to gestate thanks to its size and low power. Hopefully it would be there when Lisa woke up.
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      Lisa was thrilled by my gift when she woke up.

      She came into the lab in the morning—I’d had the bots scrub away the rabbit remains from the floor during the night—and was greeted by the tiny eagle. Its claws had been blunted and its beak wasn’t as sharp as the original blueprint. It was snowy white, with thick plumage. The moment Lisa walked it in hopped onto her shoulder and peered into her face, then rubbed its head against her cheek.

      She beamed, running her finger over its head. “Oh my God,” she said, and I worried for a moment that her voice would crack. “It’s perfect. Thank you so much.”

      Consumed with her new bird, Lisa hadn’t been bothered about leaving the facility to track the tribe. Instead we all had a day off for a change.

      Ego, with his thousands of media files, offered them a list of movies and they settled in to marathon the original Star Wars trilogy after much debate. Lisa wasn’t happy with it, but she was too jubilant to really care. She spent the whole time with the bird curled on her knee, snoozing.

      For a change, I actually sat in my camera and watched all the movies with them instead of drifting back to my body’s creation screen, or flicking through the cameras searching for something to occupy myself with. I didn’t sit watching the desert from my limited position being jealous of any animal I saw, able to roam free.

      The only frustration was watching Elaine lay her head on Marie’s lap, having her long mane of red hair be played with.

      I would have killed to lie there instead.

      But it was so long since I’d been that relaxed that it wasn’t enough to really bug me. We just chilled together, ignoring any of the stress that had plagued us for weeks now. There wasn’t a single snippy comment exchanged between the girls.

      And while the movies played, my mind had an epiphany.

      “Ego,” I said when the credits of Return of the Jedi started playing, keeping the conversation internally rather than broadcasting it through the speakers to the girls. “I want you to start gestating my body.”

      “What?” Ego asked.

      “I want you to start gestating it. I think it’s ready, and I can just make it and see how it goes, to see what it looks like in real life, before I decide to attach my brain to it. I can remove and edit parts before I add my brain to it without harming myself. It’s not the most efficient use of gel, but I think it’s the best idea for now.”

      There was a long pause. “Okay,” Ego said. His voice was smooth, but the hesitation was strange. “I’ll start working on that.”

      “Is there something wrong, Ego?”

      “With the facility? Everything is going great,” he chirped. I figured he knew what I meant, but I thought it was probably best to leave it.

      While Ego did that, I sent two bots to the rabbit room to fetch one of the younger rabbits. They brought the struggling creature to the lab on sub-level four that wasn’t still recovering from the eagle’s attack.

      Ego surprised me by speaking first. Normally he waited until he was summoned. “What are you doing with the rabbit?”

      “I want to see if we can alter already existing creatures,” I said.

      Elaine thought that her lizard had gone through that process, but in reality I’d made a new lizard from the blueprint she’d given me and upped the obedience level. It had just been easier at the time. There’d been no need to put things back into stasis so they could be altered because I could just reclaim and make more things with alterations.

      Now, though, with my own body I wanted the ability to constantly modify and upgrade my body. The more our army grew, the more people I could send out, and the further afield they’d be able to go. When I was safely in my body we’d be able to go on overnight excursions, and the number of blueprints we’d acquire would go up and up.

      There would always be something new to add to my body to make me more powerful.

      I needed to know I could actually change it before I committed to what I currently had in mind.

      Ego said, “I know that we can.”

      “Oh. Well, I still want to try it, just to make sure it actually works.”

      “What do you want me to change?” he asked.

      “Uh. I don’t know, give it some wings or something,” I said noncommittally. “We’ll have it reclaimed straight away anyway. I picked a big fat one nearly at the right weight for reclamation. I just want to make sure it’s… okay before I do it.”

      “I’m on it,” Ego said.

      “Do something that won’t take long,” I said. “Something as small as changing its fur color or something if you want. Just as a test run.”

      I’d play around with adding more and more complex things if this one worked out, but I wanted the immediately confirmation that it worked before I wasted nutrigel on something bigger and more complicated.

      Unlike with creating a creature from nothing, this was a live being, and I had to instruct the bots to put it to sleep with a sedative to get it onto the table and still enough that the nanobots could get to work.

      The DNA code was altered. The gestation time was short enough that I could sit and watch the change happen before my eyes. Fur turned from a snowy white to a mottled brown. When the gestation period finished after only ten minutes, I had the bots inject the rabbit with something that counteracted the sedative. It was still dozy, but hopped around and didn’t protest. It was as though nothing had happened. It didn’t seem to notice the change in fur.

      “Neat,” I breathed. “Well, it’s time to try something bigger then.”

      Instead of fetching a new rabbit, I put the same one back into gestation with another shot of the sedative. Hopefully the sudden overload of drugs into the small rabbit’s system wouldn’t cause any adverse effects that I thought were because of the DNA modification.

      Probably I should have gone and fetched another rabbit, but I trusted Ego to give it the right dosage to not hurt it. He could do the maths required for something like that in less than a second.

      This time I told the AI to give it the wings I’d first suggested. This would take longer, so I abandoned the camera in the lab and returned to the girls.

      They were still sprawled on the couch, watching the credits run.

      Their bodies hadn’t been changed at all since I’d first created them, and I hadn’t made any more girls yet either. I still had brains in storage waiting to be put in bodies.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “I didn’t realize you’d disappeared,” Lisa said, stretching as slowly as possible so as not to disturb the snoozing bird on her lap.

      “I started my body’s gestation.”

      “Nice!” Marie beamed up at the camera her lurked behind. But he wouldn’t be trapped there for long. “So it’ll be soon? How long is it going to take?”

      “A couple of days. I’m not sure I’ll put my brain straight into it, though. I’m playing around with putting things back into the system to be altered.”

      I watched for the penny to drop with them. Elaine grasped it the quickest, lifting her head from Marie’s lap and giving him a piercing stare. “You think our bodies can be changed?”

      “I think so. I just changed the fur on a rabbit without any trouble.”

      “It seems like a lot of hassle just to dye my hair.” Elaine’s voice was strained as she said it though. “That’s all you’ve tried?”

      “I’m adding some wings and seeing what happens.”

      “You want to put us back into the lab and play around with our bodies?” Lisa asked, obviously skeptical.

      “No.” A lie. “I’m just telling you it’s a possibility, down the line. I want to do it to my own body, that’s why I’m trying it out. I don’t want to commit to a body I can’t change if it’s not the best it can be.”

      “It doesn’t have to be the best,” Marie said. “It’s a body. That’s the most important part.”

      “No it isn’t. I’ve got a whole lab here that can make me something amazing, something that can do anything. I don’t want to miss out on taking advantage of that.”

      I’d been an idiot to think that I wanted a human body. Ego had been right: there was a huge potential here to make something amazing. It was almost better than a superpower. The ability to choose, rather than just having something lumbered on me.

      “This is how I can keep the facility and you safe, by making myself a body that’s so powerful it can do anything.”

      Marie’s protests died. “Thanks, Sol.” She smiled at him. “I hope that altering the bodies works out.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “We all do,” Lisa said, stretching slowly again. The movement couldn’t be satisfying at all, but she didn’t seem to mind. “But right now we’re going to watch Indiana Jones. You should join us.”

      “Only if you’re skipping the fourth one.”

      “Fourth one?” Elaine asked with a grin. “That’s one part of life before the change that I’ve definitely repressed.”
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      When my body had finished gestating, I looked at it, and was disappointed.

      I’d spent so much time ignoring my duties to build something that would be amazing, and it looked awful. It was just like creatures I’d created for my army.

      I knew, really, that the reason it looked like them is because I’d created them to make sure my body would work, but now it looked boring and run of the mill.

      “It needs … I don’t know, it needs something,” I told Ego. “It’s not right.”

      “I agree,” Ego said. A pause. “Solomon, is a body the best idea? Isn’t it best to stay right here? Have full control? Full view of everything?”

      I didn’t know how to really respond. “You don’t understand, because it’s not something you’ve ever experienced. Sure, there are cons to having a body. Probably more cons than pros, if you really want to get down to it, but when all is said and done, Ego, I am a human being. I want to sigh when I’m irritated, stretch my muscles out, and I have had a fucking phantom scratch on a nose I don’t have for months. I need to live in a body, or I won’t feel like I’m living life at all. That’s just the way my brain was wired. I don’t feel like a fully functioning consciousness. I feel like nothing.”

      “Do you think I am nothing?”

      “This is getting pretty philosophical, Ego. I don’t think you’re nothing. I think you are what you are. I think I am what I am. It’s just that I happen to be a breathing, blinking collection of fleshy sacs.”

      I waited for an acknowledgement of my silly comment, but he said nothing. Sulking, again. It was happening more and more lately.

      “Hell, I even miss that dull ache in my elbow. It was an old combat injury. It sucked, and I wished it would go away every time I lifted weights and it made me stop early, but now … I realize that every single thing I had was a part of me. Every part of my body was me. Not just my brain. That scar on my chin was when I got beat up in middle school. That patch on my leg without hair, that was when I fell off my bike. The mole on my butt I never actually saw properly, my first girlfriend used to trace it and tell me how much she liked it. I’m not just a brain. I am supposed to be a living creature, Ego, of mistakes and aches and muscle and bone. I don’t know how else to explain it to you.”

      “Fine,” he said. “Although I don’t recall asking to hear your whole life story.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh ... but it wasn’t a real laugh, it was just a reaction of chemicals in my brain and then the memory of the sound I used to make, echoing through our shared consciousness. That was exactly what I had been talking about.

      “But, Solomon, I should remind you that this is what you wanted.” He meant the body. My body. “This is what you chose.”

      “Well, it’s not right. Not yet. Now I want to change it to something else.”

      The girls gathered in the lab one by one to look at it with us, tilting their heads this way and that as they took it in carefully.

      “What don’t you like?” Lisa asked, stood with folded arms. “It looks powerful.”

      “It looks silly,” I said. “It looks boring. I don’t like it.”

      “I didn’t think you wanted something human?” Elaine asked. “This isn’t human.”

      “There’s a middle ground,” I replied. “Between something human and something ridiculous and monsterish.”

      “So what do you like?” Marie asked. “Any of it? Is there anything you want to keep and build it around?”

      “The wings.”

      “It’s because it doesn’t look at all human,” Lisa suggested. “The face is too wolf-like. I’m wolfish, but my face doesn’t have a snout. You’ve gone too far.”

      She was right. Now she’d pinpointed it, I could see it. It was more monster than human, and that was just a bit too far for me right now. The girls had had their brain chemistry played with to make them accept their new bodies without a second thought, but I wasn’t letting Ego go anywhere near my brain chemistry. I had to truly accept whatever I had my brain transplanted into.

      “Why don’t you start with a human blueprint and work from that?” Marie said. “Instead of patching together animal bits and manipulating it into a familiar posture … it’s weird.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed. “Okay. Yeah. I’ll go back to the drawing board. I want to play around with this body while I’m deciding what to change though. I want to know if I can breathe fire like the lizard. Ego, can you add the fire sacs and see what happens?”

      “Yes.”

      “Great, thank you.”

      “We got a lead on the tribe yesterday,” Lisa said while Ego worked.

      “What?” I asked. “Why didn’t you say anything until now?”

      “Because I’m not supposed to be looking for the tribe. You’ve told me a hundred times.”

      “Oh.” I suppose I couldn’t fault her there, but the fact she had not come straight to me with any and all information made me uncomfortable. None of them had come to me with any information.

      Then I saw Marie and Elaine’s faces.

      “What?” Marie’s surprise echoed mine. “You never said anything. We didn’t see anything.”

      “Maybe you didn’t, but I did. When we were out near the north side of the plateau I saw signs of someone having been there recently. There was a collection of sticks arranged into a pattern there, it was under a rock face. A good sheltered place. I can’t see how the sticks would end up like that unless a human had done it.”

      “A pattern? What kind of pattern?”

      Lisa pulled a piece of paper from her pocket and presented it to the camera so I could see. “I did that from memory when I got home, but it’s pretty close.”

      It was hardly anything artistically competent, but Lisa was right, it hadn’t been done by accident. Sticks sat in a circle around the outside, creating a border, and then inside symmetrical patterns had been created. It was like a poorly crafted mandala. Maybe something spiritual.

      “How far from the facility?”

      “Miles. It was four hours of running that got me there, and we move quickly.”

      “So no immediate danger, then?”

      “I don’t think so, but–”

      “Sol,” Elaine interrupted with a sharp tone. “There’s something wrong with your body.”

      The previously white fur of the torso I’d created was smoldering. The skin was black and orange, and looked molten rather than just burned. It glimmered in the cold light of the lab, and didn’t seem to be spreading even though it was still alight.

      “What’s going on?” I asked Ego, the shock of seeing my body on fire having weakened. It took a moment for me to remember that my brain hadn’t gone anywhere near it yet. I pushed away phantom pains quickly.

      “The fire sacs don’t appear compatible with the body.”

      “Non-compatibility? We haven’t had any of that yet, have we?” First mutations and now non-compatibility. New phenomena emerging within just over a week. It was true that I kept pushing for new things, but nothing had failed before.

      “I haven’t seen it until now,” Ego admitted. “But I’ve been operating with autonomy on our previous creations. I’ve altered things to ensure compatibility when I’ve seen the potential for problems. When you give me a direct order, I don’t have that autonomy.”

      I hummed. “The flesh doesn’t seem to actually be decaying,” I said, still hypnotized by the glow of the embers. “It’s not spreading.”

      “Nerve readings suggest that, if a brain was implanted into the body, it would be feeling pain.”

      “A lot of pain?”

      Ego showed me a graph I didn’t understand, but it had a hell of a lot of red on it.

      “I see.”

      “The more powerful you try to make something, the more chance it has of going wrong,” Ego advised. “Powerful components are more complex. In this case, the structure of the body is not compatible with this fire sac, whereas the snake and lizard bodies dealt with the mutation just fine. My initial thought is that it’s a general mammalian incompatibility, but I will look deeper. In general, the more we add, the worse it will work if it works at all. We are none of us trained in creating life.”

      It wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

      “They might be more complex, but the results are powerful enough to warrant the effort,” I argued.

      “The loss in nutrigel could devastate us with just a couple more mistakes like this,” he pointed out quickly. I could feel the irritation of being stuck with him, and being involved in yet another setback and debate, swirl hot through my mind.

      “I’m going to do this, Ego, whether it kills me.”

      “It could end up destroying a lot more than just you,” he snapped back.

      I was ready to start a real blazer of an argument when sirens started blaring, even louder than the angry white noise in my head.

      “Another burst pipe?” Lisa asked, wincing.

      Ego was the one to answer; I felt him shift through the cameras speedily. “Intruder,” he announced.
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      I was immediately at the camera looking out at the solar panels. A group of six men and women were standing looking at the panels, huddled together.

      “What?” one man demanded loudly, throwing up his hands to the others.

      For a second I wondered if they somehow knew I was there, but they didn’t look toward my camera at all.

      “Don’t know,” another replied.

      “Solar,” a third intoned, speaking as if words were new to him.

      “Hm. They were right,” announced a fourth. The others nodded and kept looking at the fourth speaker as if waiting for instructions. He must have been the leader. He was better dressed than the others, his furs more colorfully adorned, and thick. He had a bird’s nest of hair on top of his head that was a shockingly bright orange. It had to be natural—I couldn’t imagine hair dye was on the list of priorities for savages.

      With him were five more. Another man and four women. The girls had been right, they spoke like cavemen, in broken sentences rather than fluent English.

      They hadn’t found the entrance to the facility yet, maybe I could avoid having to face them at all.

      I found the girls huddled around a screen projecting what the camera at the solar panels showed.

      “It’s them,” Lisa confirmed. “Some people from the tribe. I recognize one of the women.”

      “What should we do?” Marie asked.

      “Nothing yet. They haven’t got– oh.” As soon as I said it, one of the women noticed the entrance to the facility. “Never mind.”

      “We should go and defend,” Lisa said.

      “No,” I instructed. “We’ve made defenses for the facility. Let’s see how well they do.”

      Marie was practically bouncing in her chair at the suggestion, and I hoped they worked as well as she seemed to think they would.

      I’d locked and sealed the door to the facility, but they made quick work of dislodging it with their metal weapons—swords and daggers—used like crowbars.

      That brought them to a corridor littered with traps. They stopped, crowded in the doorway, and then one stepped forward. The woman stepped straight onto the pressure plate and the floor collapsed beneath her. Three shrieking rats were hunkered, ready to accept her, pointed fangs bared.

      They didn’t get very far. The woman fell instantly, and the rats attached themselves to her right legs, ripping away flesh.

      But the man, the leader, caught her before she fell all the way in and hauled her out. Swords sliced at the rats that had sunks their teeth into the meat of her leg and were dragged up with her. They regrouped, and managed to decide on their next course of action without speaking.

      Marie was scowling on the couch as she looked at the dead rats, and I didn’t think the rest of the pressure pads were going to make much of a dent on the tribe.

      But the woman who had been mauled was limping. She didn’t have the enhanced healing granted by our nanobots, and that put us at a serious home advantage.

      The leader took a sword from his scabbard and crouched down, tapping the next floor panel with a metal instrument. It didn’t react to his touch, so he stepped onto it. Nothing happened.

      “Wait,” he said, and continued to use his technique on panels for the rest of the corridor. Some fell away, revealing rats and snakes that were too far below the level of the corridor to jump up and do any damage to invaders.

      I’d thought having them far down was important, so that the people who fell in wouldn’t be able to get out again, but now that decision was coming back to bite me.

      The whole group made it to the other side of the corridor without another incident. The mauled woman limped and moved more slowly, but the wound definitely wasn’t fatal.

      Not to anyone in the facility, anyway. I supposed that the people stuck outside in the desert might not understand infection anymore. How much information really had been lost in the change? Had they been thrown right back to the dark ages out there? What on earth had happened to this group of people that had made them act so … primitively?

      At the end of the corridor, there was another door. They again pried this open without much effort.

      “What do you think they’ll do now?” Lisa asked, stood with folded arms beside the screen. Her back was straight and her lip curled just enough to reveal the beginnings of her lethally sharp canines. The bird perched on her shoulder took away from the intimidation factor a little. I fought the urge to tell her I was going to make her an eyepatch next and stick her back into gestation to give her a wooden leg.

      “I don’t know.” This was the problem with the facility. It was a labyrinth. The entrance corridor was one straight line, but after that there were a thousand twists or turns that someone could take, and if I hadn’t had access to the blueprints I wasn’t sure I’d know where everything would lead even now.

      The tribe didn’t seem to know either. They had three options ahead of them. Left, right, or straight on. All three directions contained traps. I’d booby trapped the entire of the first level. There was nothing on there that I needed for the day-to-day running of the facility, so it worked best as a defensive level.

      They went left.

      “Dammit,” Marie muttered.

      “Not the one you were hoping for?” I asked.

      “This neverending rat slaughter is getting a bit old,” she replied.

      “You never know, maybe the rats will be the ones doing the slaughtering this time,” Elaine said, stroking the back of her lizard in time to the swishing of her tail against the metal wall of the room. She was sat on a bean bag on the floor, looking entirely relaxed, elegant and disinterested despite the invaders currently prowling along their corridors, just two floors above them.

      They opened the left door and were pounced at by the half-dozen rats behind the door.

      These weren’t the normal rats that were beneath the trapdoors. I’d altered them genetically to have stickier feet, like some of the spider specimens I’d taken from spiders who had managed to make the facility their home. That meant that when the door opened, and one woman stepped through, two rats that had been laying in wait above the door dropped down, their fangs aimed at her neck.

      She screamed, and the sound was agonizingly human. It was so easy to forget that they were exactly the same as us when I was here behind my camera screens.

      But so were the people I’d fought against in the military. The most important thing was that I knew it was necessary.

      If these people got into the facility without resistance, it would put me and the girls in danger. I was just protecting what was mine.

      They were actively trying to harm it. I’d warned them that this wasn’t somewhere they could just stroll into. It was guarded, protected, owned.

      And they were coming anyway.

      Whatever happened to them, they’d brought it on themselves.

      So I didn’t feel a shred of guilt as the two rats dragged the woman to the floor, ripping out chunks of her neck before anyone could react.

      They hacked the rats to death, dragging them away from the woman they were trying desperately to maul. The other four rats were attacking too, but when the element of surprise was lost, they were no match for the tribe. These were humans, gifted with both intelligence and weaponry, and they easily dispatched with the rats when they were given room to attack.

      But the rats had done their job. They got plenty of bites into the arms and hands of the tribe attacking them, making it so one man had to swap his sword to his non-dominant hand because his index finger was practically hanging off due to an especially nasty bite.

      That, and the woman they first got the jump on was lying, unmoving, on the ground. She coughed suddenly, blood flowing from both her mouth and the gaping wounds in her neck.

      “Oh God,” Marie said, putting her hands to her face. “She’s not going to make it.”

      Marie was right. The woman’s wounds were extensive, and even as people gathered round and put pressure on the neck, the pool of blood on the ground was growing steadily.

      “She’s the one who tried to get in,” Lisa said, echoing my earlier thoughts. “She knew the risk when she opened the door.”

      “But it’s so gruesome.”

      “That’s war,” I said.

      “Did you really see a lot of combat?” Marie asked. “You never talk about it.”

      I’d mentioned that I was in the Air Force, but we hadn’t talked much about personal things in general. “I saw some combat.” It was my normal reaction to downplay stuff like this. If they cared at all, people were one of two ways when they knew you were in the military: wanting the gory details, or wanting to tell you all about their opinions on how we were all war criminals who murder civilians.

      Marie took the hint. “I’m glad you know what you’re doing with all this stuff.” She gave me a smile to let me know she wasn’t going to bug me for more info.

      “I served in Afghanistan,” I told her, well aware that the other girls were listening intently, even though they didn’t take their eyes from the screen where the tribal woman was dying. “And I saw some horrible things, and I saw some things that gave me hope. And I suppose none of it even matters anymore, since the world basically ended.”

      “Of course it mattered,” Lisa said, not taking her eyes from the screen. “You remember it, and so will thousands of others. So it mattered.”

      “You’re right,” I agreed, wishing I could smile at her. I wondered how much closer we’d all be if they could actually see my face, see the small reactions I had to things they said. “And I’m going to use every bit of information I learned then to keep us safe now. That’s the most important part.”

      Marie beamed at him, and then turned back to the screen. Her face quickly fell.

      The woman’s last moments were a cold affair from the tribes people. They stood around her, not touching her, as her fingers scrabbled against the cold metal floor, finding only her own blood.

      Then she stopped moving. The tribe didn’t attempt to lift her from the ground, like they would be taking her with them. I thought they were completely heartless until I zoomed in and saw the silent tears on their faces. It was nothing to do with a lack of feeling, and everything to do with stoicism.

      I could respect that.

      They would hold it in until their mission was over, and then they would grieve.

      That was how it had to be if they had any chance of succeeding.

      It was with tear-stained cheeks that they saw acknowledged the room they were in was a dead end before turning around and picking a different door.

      The girls held their breath, waiting to see which direction they would go in, but it was the door to the right they opened. This one was another corridor, and it would take them further inside the facility.

      Closer and closer to where we were.

      But now there were only five of them, and I was quietly confident that there would be even less by the time they eventually realized they had no chance of overrunning my facility.
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      The next corridor held one of my favorite traps.

      The idea had come to me when we’d been watching Indiana Jones the night before, and I’d been eager to find a place to put it into our defense system. In the opening sequence of Raiders of the Lost Ark, the temple had collapsed around Indy when he’d taken the gold statue from the pedestal.

      I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my whole facility to make it collapse in on intruders, but I liked the concept.

      Somehow people never seemed to suspect things falling from the sky.

      I had to disable the trap when the girls wanted to enter or leave the facility because otherwise they’d be snared by it, and this was still near enough to the entrance that it was the only way out.

      I watched with keen attention as the tribe stood in the doorway– just five of them now– and waited to see what they’d do.

      They hadn’t taken a single step inside the room yet, and there seemed to be some kind of silent conversation happening between them.

      Eventually, the leader crouched down and tapped on the floor panels just inside the room with his sword, as he had in the last corridor. Nothing happened.

      So, he stepped forward. Again, nothing happened.

      This was a trap that could work one of two ways. Either I could set it on a pressure sensor like the others, or I could override that sensor and take control myself.

      I didn’t want to rely on the pressure sensors this time– they’d already sussed out that trick. This time I was going to catch them off guard with the human element. I could see every move they made, and that meant I would know the perfect time to strike.

      They crowded into the narrow, but long, corridor and stood in single file so they still had enough space to move and fight if something attacked them. They were poised and ready for something, and moved slowly, the leader checking every floor panel for adverse reactions with his sword before standing on it.

      “What are you waiting for?” Elaine asked. “They’re all in.”

      “I just like the suspense,” I replied, again wishing I could give her a grin.

      When they were well into the corridor, I finally let the trap rip.

      It was combined things that fell from the ceiling. Aside from the heavy metal panels, which had the potential to do plenty of damage on their own if they got a solid hit, were both animals and nets.

      The animals were spiders. Small and deadly. I was worried about keeping them in the facility at all because their poison was so deadly, but Ego had assured me that they could be kept in metal boxes that they would have no chance of escaping.

      I was still uncomfortable with it, and all the girls shifted their weight with the same sense of horror when the spiders fell onto the crowd of people below.

      The nets would be useless as actual nets. They were made of thin wire because it had been the quickest way to construct them, and the bots were busy enough as it was. Attached to the nets were battery packs, that sent volts through the wire.

      The problem with them had been figuring out how to make sure the battery packs didn’t get used up well in advance of the nets actually being used. The solution I’d come up with seemed to have worked. While stored in the ceiling, they weren’t electrified, but when the ceiling panel fell away, it also flicked a switch that would trigger the battery to turn on.

      There were two nets. One missed everyone, and the other fell on the woman with the mauled leg. The ceiling panel had slammed into her shoulder, making her cry out, and then the net made her convulse with spasms. They sent her to the ground, juddering as the current flowed through her. It didn’t seem like her heart had stopped beating, though. I could still see a visible rise and fall of her chest.

      People were too concerned with the spiders to run to her aid, though.

      They rained from ceiling panels but failed to latch onto any surface, except the leader. One single spider had landed on his shoulder, which was covered by a thick fur.

      I couldn’t get close enough to see whether the spider had even tried to bite him or not, but the spiders that were on the ground didn’t look like they were in any hurry to close the distance between them and their targets.

      “Out,” the leader barked, brushing the spider from him shoulder with his sword and flinging the tiny body against the wall. “Out now.” He grabbed the still spasming woman from the ground and slung her over his shoulders. Thick black hair stood on end on his arms, as though she was still slightly electrified.

      “That didn’t go as intended,” Lisa said as the tribe hurried out of the corridor and into the next one. They’d had a choice of two doors, left or right, and the leader had taken the left without hesitation or consulting the rest of the group.

      He realized that they had to get as far away from those spiders as he could, and he was right to do so.

      “Yeah, that was intensely disappointing,” I admitted. “Ego, those spiders were nowhere near aggressive enough. We’ll have to get them back into gestation.”

      “First we need to get them back into cages,” the AI said.

      I looked at the deadly spiders crawling around the floor. One stepped on one of the wires and was dead immediately.

      I laughed in spite of myself. “Well, that’s definitely one way to do it.”

      “There’s no way I’m going in there to put them back in their cages,” Elaine said.

      “Seconded,” Lisa agreed.

      “And thirded. The fact they’re even in the facility gives me the creeps.” Marie visibly shuddered.

      “The robots can deal with them.” Though I didn’t want to send the precious few robots we had anywhere near the tribe, so that would have to wait.

      Luckily the tribe did half of my work for me. They barred the door to the spider corridor themselves to prevent the arachnids following them and getting a bite in.

      The corridor they inhabited now was scarily close to an elevator that would allow the savages to descend levels. It was a design flaw in the facility that I had no control over. The entrance was close to the elevator. It was how the place had been created.

      So as many traps as were dotted around the first layer– and there were plenty to get caught in and lose your life to if you happened to take a wrong turn– there was also an alarmingly quick path to where the traps were a lot less frequent and a lot less robust if you happened to have an uncanny sense of direction. Or get lucky.

      The electrocuted woman had been laid against a wall. Her legs were still strong enough to keep her upright.

      “The nets weren’t powerful enough either,” I said, “There’s no way she should still be alive.”

      “We need better batteries,” Lisa suggested. “The voltage can’t have been high enough.”

      The women and I watched the screen, waiting to see how they would react to their latest challenge.

      At the end of this corridor there would be two options, left or right, and if they picked the right one they would be at the room that housed the elevator. That was when I’d have to send the girls out to do my dirty work for me.

      But for now there were plenty of obstacles still in their way.

      I liked this trap, too. Following the same format as previously, the leader went first, tapping the ground with his sword. The traps on this corridor weren’t activated by pressure sensor. Another watched the ceiling, waiting for something to fall. He had unwrapped a fur from his shoulders and held it above his head, ready to protect both him and the chief in the occasion that something fell on them.

      They walked single file, and it was perfect.

      Marie bounced on the edge of the seat.

      I switched to the camera actually inside corridor so that I had a better view before I activated the trap. I could see exactly how everyone was spaced when I flipped the switch that triggered the the trap.

      Two solid sheets of metal slammed across the room, splitting it into three evenly spaced chambers. I thought I’d managed to time it so that one of the slabs of metal would crush a woman, but she dodged out of the way just in time.

      When the metal had separated them, they immediately started banging on the new walls and shouting to each other. The metal was so thick that the sounds were muffled. They tried to pry them away with their weapons, but it was no use.

      This one, I’d really thought through.

      There was a small indent in the opposite side of the wall so that the slabs of steel didn’t just rest against the opposite wall, but actually slotted into it. That meant it would require something shaped especially to get under the metal and shove it back. The metal was thick and heavy, too. It wasn’t something that could be cut through, not without some heavy machinery.

      And now they were cut off from each other, with less ability to work as a team, their challenge emerged.

      Panels in the wall opened. Two panels for each cell. Two creatures behind each panel. Four for each room. Twelve total.

      The way the tribe had been split would be interesting to watch. The chief was stuck on his own. I’d get to see what it was about him that put him in charge. Was it just name alone? Or was he a good fighter and that was why he was the one leading this small group. I had no idea how high up he was in the overall hierarchy of the group.

      The creatures were cat and lizard hybrids. They were short, and on all fours, but more deadly than they looked.

      I liked that about them. It would be easy to underestimate just how much damage they did when someone first saw them, and that would give them a window to act.

      They had short, stumpy legs that were pure muscle. It gave the illusion that they would be immobile, but the influence of the cat DNA meant they were as agile as if they weighed twenty pounds less. Their skin was an ugly mix of fur and scales that made the fact they were a mutation plainly obvious.

      Their claws were thick, and their sticky tongue had a weaker version of the poison contained in the spiders. The lizard-cat body hadn’t been able to handle the poison at full strength–it had started to damage the host. Even at this strength the effects of carrying the poison would start to take their toll, but that was the advantage of reclamation and gestation. When they started getting too weak, I could take back some of the nutrigel I’d spent to create them and make some more. The rabbit farm was almost back to full capacity. There would definitely be enough to keep reserves way up.

      In the middle block was the other man, and a woman, and in the final block was the injured woman – effectively useless in a fight – and another woman, the one the girls had recognized from the fight when they’d rescued Cara.

      I returned to the camera where the girls were sitting, and watched the screen with them. Marie was looking at me, like she’d said something and was waiting for an answer.

      “Did you say something?” I asked.

      “Just that it worked well,” she said. She was obviously hoping this would be the one that proved her strategy was the right one. So far the traps had been a bit hit and miss. The group of six had barely been dwindled, and they were nearly at the elevator already.

      “So far,” I agreed, though I was more optimistic than I sounded. “I want to see how the chief handles it.”

      The chief handled it well, straight off the bat. One of the monsters darted its tongue out, aiming straight for the exposed arm of the chief. He cut it off with one swift movement from the dagger he held in his non-dominant hand.

      “No way,” Elaine breathed, and for the first time sat up in her beanbag to look at the screen with wide eyes. “No way.”

      “That wasn’t human,” Lisa said, and it wasn’t just a statement of awe.

      “He’s got a superpower,” I agreed. “It has to be. There’s no way he could have reacted that fast on his own.”

      They all watched with wide eyes as the chief easily took care of the four creatures he was locked in with. He went straight from cutting off the tongue of one beast to slitting the throat of another in mid-air with his sword as it leaped toward him. One monster got its claws into his arm before he killed it with a dagger to the center of its chest. The fourth got nowhere. It hung back, hoping to use its tongue to deal damage. It lost its tongue, too, and then its head.

      “Shit,” Marie said. “Shit. Shit. Shit. I felt sure this was the trap that would give us our victory.”

      “The other teams don’t look like they’re doing as well,” Lisa said. “The injured woman has finally succumbed, and the middle team have got some pretty bad injuries.”

      Lisa was right. They’d been taken down to four people, and another two were sporting quite bad injuries. One had a gash on his arm that was spurting blood at an alarming rate, and another’s ankle had been mauled to the point where some bone was exposed. She could barely walk.

      “And the trap at the elevator is powerful,” Marie pointed out. “That might be enough.”

      “No,” I said. “I don’t want to spring the elevator trap.”

      “What?” Lisa asked, turning sharply to look at him. “What are you talking about? It’s perfect for their injuries.”

      “He’s got a superpower,” I reiterated, as if it wasn’t obvious.

      “So? It doesn’t mean he’s invincible. And we still have to stop him.”

      “I don’t want to kill him, I want him.”

      Marie’s eyebrows shot up. “I didn’t realize you were that way inclined.”

      I wished desperately that I could scowl at her. “I want to reclaim his DNA,” I clarified. “I want to run tests. I want to see if we can get a blueprint for his superpower.”

      Understanding dawned on the girls. “So we can add it to the creatures?”

      “So we can add it to me.”
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      “So what’s the plan?” Lisa asked, standing with her arms folded. She didn’t balk at the thought of facing the intruders head on.

      “We should let them come down here,” I said. “And then surprise them.”

      “How do you know they’ll come down here at all?” Marie asked. “There are five sub-levels available to them. They won’t know this is the one we’re hiding out on. They don’t even necessarily know that we’re here.”

      “They will do,” I responded. “Ego I need you to do something for me.”

      “How can I help?”

      “I need you to change the number on the elevator, so that it shows the floor we’re currently on.” I wasn’t sure that the tribal people would even understand what an elevator was, honestly, if they didn’t know what a solar panel was, but it was the best plan I had. If it didn’t work I always had the ability to follow them around and send the girls to wherever they were.

      But if I could lead them straight into our hands, that would be the ideal scenario.

      “Mission accomplished,” Ego said.

      “Great. Thanks Ego. Now, if they figure out what the elevator is, that means they’ll come straight down here knowing we’re here, doesn’t it?”

      “Does it?” Marie asked. “We have no idea what they actually want out of this scenario. Maybe they’re searching for things they can scavenge rather than trying to find whoever is in charge here and overthrowing them.”

      “And their numbers are pretty depleted,” Elaine pointed out. “They might be ready to run for the hills by now.”

      “But they’re not running, they’re still coming.” I wanted to point to the screen, where they were mourning their second dead and then gathering near the two doors, one that would lead them to the elevator, and another down a corridor that would send them deeper into the facility and down a path of destruction if my traps had anything to do with it.

      “Look at his face,” I said, making the camera they were watching zoom in on the chief. He wasn’t crying, but his cheeks were flushed with rage. His jaw was tense and when he spoke his lip was curled with disgust.

      “He’s out for revenge,” Lisa realized. “He wants to do to us what happened to them.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “If he can find out where we are, he’s coming for us.”

      The first stage in finding us was complete when they chose the left door.

      They came into a room riddled with traps that I stopped from activating.

      “Hurry,” I said. “Go to the elevator room and get ready. This might be brutal.”

      The fact this guy was so motivated made him dangerous. My girls were competent fighters, but they still weren’t experienced. They had only a few real fights under their belts, and fighting against humans might make them hesitate in a way they didn’t when they came across mutated creatures out in the wilds of the desert.

      But when they’d saved Cara’s village there had been no hesitation. They’d done what had to be done. It came as an instinct to them more than a standard human, I thought. Being in a body that was half-animal wasn’t just something that affected appearance. It ran deeper than that. Elaine still had the mannerisms of a cat, she’d still taken on the elegant way of walking and sitting, she had that disinterested air that cats always seemed to ooze. It was the most obvious example of how they weren’t the same people they had been before the change.

      I was torn between looking at the girls to make sure they were in a good position so that I could instruct them differently, and watching the tribe’s reaction to the elevator.

      I went with the second option. I could trust the girls to know what they were doing. Elaine had her lizard, and they’d taken a few of the creatures in reserve with them, too. Lisa had three wolf-hybrids behind her, ready to accept any command they gave.

      The tribe were having a harder time.

      They looked around the elevator room – reduced to just two healthy and two injured – and were clearly skeptical of it. The chief visibly clocked the number at the top of the elevator showing sub-level two, which I took as a good sign.

      Because it was the top floor, there was only one arrow, the one pointing down, that would call the elevator.

      It took lots of looking around the room, talking to each other in that gruff, short language before the chief finally took his sword and pressed the end of it against the button.

      After a few minutes of chugging from the elevator, it dinged. I smothered a laugh when Ego’s voice said, “Going down.”

      The doors opened, but no one got inside. The chief put his sword against one of the doors, stopping it from closing, and peered in.

      “What?” the healthy woman asked.

      “Same number,” the chief replied.

      It had worked.

      “Going down,” Ego repeated, and his voice had none of the intonation he normally spoke with. It was only now that I realized how much Ego’s voice really had changed since I’d first woken up. It wasn’t just that his personality had evolved the more media he consumed, and the more he spoke to me and the girls. His actual voice had changed. He’d been a genderless robot at the beginning, speaking in total monotone and without superfluous language.

      Recently the voice had gotten a bit deeper, taken on a more distinctly male quality. He’d started talking with emphasis on certain words, with sarcasm and some humor. He sounded like a person now, not a robot.

      “Going down?” the man with the large gashes on his arm asked. They’d been wrapped with fur, but even the thick fur was starting to weep blood.

      “Going down,” the chief confirmed, and took the step into the elevator.

      The rest hurried to follow him, helping the woman with the shredded ankle to walk. No one even questioned whether she wanted to come, or whether she should wait alone at the top of the elevator so she didn’t face more threats. She just hobbled in with them, still clutching and old and rusted sword tightly in her hand.

      The chief pressed the button for sub-level two with his finger rather than his sword this time. He seemed to be breathing more quickly, his chest rising and falling quicker with a pounding heart.

      He was more than ready for this fight.

      “Sub-level two,” Ego voice announced, and I could have sworn I heard a twinge of excitement.

      Because I was in the camera inside the elevator, I saw the girls and their wolves the moment the tribe did.

      They were more than ready. The girls stood in a triangle around the elevator. Elaine’s lizard was pulling on its leash, teeth bared and smoke leaving its mouth in a steady stream. She was on the left, claws outstretched. She preferred to use them to a weapon, getting up close and using her superior agility to outmaneuver an opponent.

      On the right was Marie. She stood with the three original rats I’d created in the facility gathered around her. They were crouched on all fours with their backs arched and ready to leap, while she stood on two. It looked like she was sitting on a furry throne. Her face was completely serene, a cute little smile on her lips.

      She might be sweet, but there was a bloodlust in her that ran deep when she saw an enemy. Her appearance was deceptive.

      Lisa stood in the center, her wolves behind her. She stood tall, hands tight around her daggers. Of the three, she was the only one who had found an actual weapon she wanted to use. She’d had some training with weapons before I’d reanimated her, and she liked the daggers. She was good with them, too. Her claws were the least sharp of the group, but the daggers could easily slice through the flesh of anything she came across.

      Circling above her head was the bird I’d created for her. I felt sure she’d have put it in a cage or left it in the lab, but perhaps it had refused to leave her alone.

      What was certain was that they were more than ready to face what was inside the elevator.

      Seeing my girls ready to fight made me ache with the urge to join them, but watching their lithe bodies expertly dismantle the tribespeople would have to do.

      I couldn’t complain, really.
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      I switched camera so I could watch from the room outside the elevator rather than the restricted view the elevator camera.

      I realized quickly that this fight wasn’t going to be the walk in the park I’d expected.

      The girls had instructions to take the chief alive. I both wanted to question him, and I wanted to make sure that I could isolate whatever DNA was giving him his superpower before he lost his life. If we could scan him in while he was alive, preferably using his power, it should light up easy for us to see, like with the fire sacs.

      I hadn’t necessarily been against the death penalty before the change had happened, and that was how I justified the fact I intended to take him prisoner, experiment on him, and then have him killed.

      The chief hadn’t demonstrated the full extent of his superpower when he’d been upstairs. His reflexes were definitely heightened, it had to be what allowed him to predict the moves of his attackers so easily, but there was more to it than that.

      I wondered for a brief second whether he could predict the future. He was so quick to counter any and all attacks that came his way, that it was surely impossible.

      It was something I wouldn’t know until I could ask him about it.

      The tribe hurried to get out of the cramped metal box and into the large space of the room so they had enough room to move.

      The fighting started immediately. There was so much going on that I had to choose what I wanted to watch. There was no way I could see it all.

      Of course, my focus was on the chief.

      The rats leaped at the chief as per Marie’s instruction the second he left the lift. They scurried across the floor with the intention of biting at his ankles. The chief dodged deftly, hopping out of the way and landing easily on his right leg. With his left, he revealed that his boots had sharp razors on the side. Marie made a noise of protest as he kicked out at one of her rats, slicing its neck with a well-placed sweeping movement.

      The rats were cowardly creatures, and even when Marie instructed them to keep fighting they scurried away. They were good only if they were winning. The only reason I hadn’t reclaimed them was because Marie was attached to them.

      I was surprised she’d brought them to the fight at all, but maybe they gave her confidence.

      Seeing them slaughtered in front of her wasn’t likely to instill her with confidence.

      Elaine was out of the fight with the chief because she and the lizard were taking on the remaining tribes people. They didn’t bother trying to attack the injured parties really, because they weren’t dangerous, but instead focused on the two healthy threats.

      Lisa focused all her attention – and the wolves’ attentions – on the chief. She lunged forward with her daggers and the wolves followed without hesitation.

      This was where I realized that the chief wasn’t just relying on good reflexes. There was something more there. When he leaped into the air it was with more power and grace than a normal human should have possessed. He seemed to stay in the air an impossibly long time, and the wolves ran straight under him because they’d committed to the chase. Lisa stopped herself just in time, skidding on her military boots to look up at the chief in astonishment as he fell more slowly than should have been possible back to the ground.

      “What are you?” she asked, in a way that demanded an answer.

      The chief didn’t bother to respond to her. His eyes flashed with killer instinct, and he swung at her with his sword.

      His actual fighting technique wasn’t anything special. I doubted he’d been skilled with a weapon before the change, but his powers gave him an edge in one-on-one battle against even the best fighter without powers.

      I didn’t just have one fighter, though. I had multiple. That was where I got my edge, I was sure of it.

      Lisa dodged the attack by the chief easily and by then her wolves had turned and started out, ready to attack again. The chief seemed to thrive when there were multiple attacks against him at once. He twisted bringing both his sword and dagger to exactly the right place to make the wolves impale themselves on them.

      “Fuck,” Lisa hissed.

      Marie was using this time to try and sneak up on the chief, coming from behind with her claws outstretched. She could move low, make use of her deceptively powerful legs to get in a position where she could pounce.

      She launched herself exactly when the wolves attacked, so he would have to counter three attacks rather than two. It was a solid strategy. She got her claws into his back, but the furs around his upper body were so thick that it didn’t seem to have done much damage to him.

      “His neck!” I shouted to her. The chief frowned and looked up.

      She removed her left claw, keeping herself attached to his huge back with the right, and clawed at his throat. The wolves now dead, he caught her wrist with his hand and pulled her away the second her claws touched his exposed neck. She barely broke the skin before he’d used his weight to fling her away. She slammed hard against the wall of the room, head making a sickeningly loud sound as it cracked against the metal.

      Lisa was furious now.

      The chief grinned.

      Lisa lunged, but her movement was erratic and not thought through. She did it so suddenly that the wolf couldn’t keep up with her and the attack was desynchronized. It gave the chief an advantage he should have never had. He dodged the attack from Lisa with a simple movement that mean her dagger only sliced a small gash in his cheek, and then unleashed the brunt of his strength on the wolf. He sliced through its arm, chopping it clean off with his sword.

      The wolf let out a shrill whine and staggered away, blood spurting out and all over the room.

      A crash finally brought my attention away from the fight with the chief that Lisa was losing.

      Elaine was winning her fight, but the woman with the shattered ankle had been left to her own devices as Elaine focused on the two able-bodied fighters.

      She’d found a door that was locked and pried it open with her sword, obviously planning to make some kind of escape, or find some advantage they were currently missing.

      What was inside definitely wasn’t an advantage for anyone.

      The door was slammed backward as the eagle spread its wings wide and gave a piercing cry. It had been locked in the room for a good few days now, and it didn’t seem to have done much for its temper.

      “Oh shit,” Elaine said, careening backward at the eagle saw her and made a move to attack. She rolled deftly out of the way, landing easily on all fours but releasing the leash of the lizard as she did so.

      The eagle went wild, flying around the room but still finding it too small to properly maneuver. It landed on the shoulders of the woman with the shattered ankle and clawed her throat out with a sharp talon. The woman’s scream quickly faded to a garbled moan as her throat and mouth leaked blood.

      “We have to take it out,” Lisa hissed, taking almost all her attention from the chief. “We have to get it back into that room.”

      They reformed, Marie having picked herself up off the ground, ready to take on the eagle. It was staring with beady eyes at all of them, and, thankfully, it picked the chief to focus its attention on. Maybe the fact it recognized the girls was something that worked in out favor for now.

      The chief’s reflexes were heightened just as the eagle’s senses were though, and it made them formidable opponents.

      When the eagle lunged, razor sharp beak ready to pierce the chief’s rib cage, judging by its trajectory, the chief ducked and danced to the side, going under the wings and causing the beak to miss.

      Lisa had stopped to watch, and we obviously shared a thought: maybe we could just let the eagle take out the tribe and then get it back into the room afterward.

      When the attack failed, though, the eagle made Lisa its focus and attacked again without hesitation. Lisa, whose arm was only just healed from dealing with the eagle last time, jumped backward and lifted the same arm to ward off the attack.

      She only just got low enough to spare her arm another scar, but the eagle was prepared. It planted both feet on the wall and used it to push itself off again, diving straight back at Lisa.

      Lisa’s cry made me cringe as the eagle’s beak clamped down on her shoulder and ripped a large chunk of flesh away. The snap of her collarbone echoed throughout the room.

      “Lisa!” Marie cried, and then her face was furious. She leaped at the eagle the same way she’s leaped at the chief, landing on its back and tearing it apart with her claws. Rivulets of blood emerged through the plumage before it managed to throw Marie off.

      By then Elaine was in action. She’d regained control of her lizard, and used the beast to scare the eagle with its fire.

      She angled the lizard just right so that the eagle was in between it and the door. When it blew a large cloud of fire from its mouth, the eagle flew automatically backward.

      And into the room. The lizard advanced under Elaine’s instruction and breathed more fire, scaring the eagle once more.

      Marie slammed the door to the room shut, and I locked it with the system.

      Marie slumped against the door for a second before rushing over to Lisa, who had passed out from the pain. Her smaller eagle was circling on her stomach, looking distressed.

      The tribe had fled. I barely caught them running from the facility on the camera by the solar panels. The facility had taken three of their lives, though, and gravely injured another. Maybe that would be enough to keep them away for good.
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      Lisa was awake again in no time, but the girls had managed to move her to her bed before she opened her eyes. She was laying with her arm in a splint, the nanobots working tirelessly to heal her shoulder and collarbone.

      “They said something about the solar panels,” I said. “They knew we were here. He said ‘They were right.’ Who was right about what? About where we were?”

      Lisa was dosed up on some heavy painkillers, but she looked as alert as ever. “I don’t know. Maybe one of Cara’s village let it slip before they were attacked.”

      “I don’t think anyone else knows we’re here,” Marie added.

      “Cara didn’t do this.” Elaine folded her arms.

      “I’m not saying she did it,” Lisa replied. Her temper was shorter than normal, the only indication of how much pain she must be in, no matter how dosed. “I’m saying that one of her village might have done.”

      “Not that she warned us about it if they did,” I pointed out. “We weren’t told about anything.”

      Elaine shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I told you she’s having leadership issues.”

      “It would take her no time at all to come and see us,” I replied.

      “Maybe she didn’t know.”

      “Maybe she didn’t care,” Lisa said.

      Ruffled, Elaine slumped back in the chair she’d pulled up beside the bed and kept her mouth shut.

      “What are we going to do about the eagle?” Marie asked. “It almost killed all of us.”

      “Nothing,” Lisa snapped. “It’s safely locked in its room. That’s all that needs to be done.”

      “Your shoulder is fucked,” I said. “It really will kill someone next time.”

      “Let’s focus on the main problem first,” Lisa replied. “Like what we’re going to do when the tribe comes back.”

      “We don’t know they’re going to come back,” Marie said. “They took quite a beating.”

      “They’ll be back.” I didn’t need to weigh it up. “The chief escaped, and he was out for blood. He’ll be back, to get revenge. To take what we have.”

      “So we need to rebuild our defenses,” Marie said. “That should be our number one priority.”

      “It should,” I agreed, at the irritation of the other girls. “It should be my number one priority,” I clarified. “I’ll restock and update the traps because I’m stuck here, but you can do more outside the facility. Find out what Cara is getting up to, and see if you can get any eyes and ears on the tribe. From a distance,” I stressed.

      “We should be the offensive ones,” Lisa said. “We just keep sitting back and waiting to be attacked. That’s not good enough. We need to start making moves.”

      “You saw what three of them almost did to you in there.” I wasn’t pulling my punches. “You’re powerful but you’re not trained, and you’re not disciplined. You can’t take on a whole tribe. We need to be smarter than that. I want to know what they’re up to, but I don’t want you to put yourselves in any more danger than you have to, do you understand?”

      Lisa bared her teeth, and I thought she might disobey my direct command, but she forced herself to nod. “Fine,” she said. “I understand. Though I want it officially noted that I don’t like it.”

      “Noted.”

      “What should we do with the bodies?” Marie asked.

      “Reclaim them,” I said. “We’ll test their DNA for any dormant powers first, but otherwise, reclaim them.”

      Marie looked horrified. “You can’t turn them into nutrigel. They’re human!”

      I’d forgotten they had no idea that the nutrigel already consisted of the humans that had died in the facility over the years.

      “What else can we do with them?” I asked.

      “Bury them,” she replied tersely. “Bury them with some dignity.”

      “Do you think they buried the members of Cara’s village they killed? Or do you think they left them to be eaten by whatever animal stumbled across them?”

      “We burned them,” Lisa said. “We cremated them,” she corrected. “We built a small pyre and honored them.”

      “Fire creates too much attention,” I argued. “And the desert isn’t exactly conducive to burying things.”

      “Creates too much attention from who? The tribe know we’re here and so do the village. There’s no one else to attract,” Marie continued to argue.

      “You don’t know that. We didn’t know the tribe were here until they started killing, either.” I wasn’t going to back down on this one. It would be an unnecessary risk.

      “And we don’t know how much the average villager knows,” Lisa pointed out.

      “You always take his side!” Marie said, suddenly vehement. She stood up and clenched her fists.

      “I always say what I think is the right thing,” Lisa replied, leaning up and grimacing when it moved her injured shoulder. “And I literally just disagreed with him about something! If anything, he’s always taking your side.”

      Elaine’s tail bashed rhythmically against the chair she was sprawled out in. “All I know is that no one ever takes my side.”

      “It’s not about taking sides,” I barked, hating that they talked about me like I wasn’t there. Not having a body meant they seemed to forget I was even there – that I was human, like them, sometimes. “It’s about taking orders.”

      “Oh?” Marie rounded on me, snarling with her sharp fangs. The fur framing her face seemed to be stood on end. It was the only time I’d ever seen her angry. “That’s all we are, is it? Your subordinates? Here to take orders?”

      “No, I–” But Marie had already strode from the room, slamming the door behind her.

      Elaine stood, frowning, and followed her friend out. I didn’t follow them through the cameras, choosing instead to stay with Lisa.

      Lisa sighed. She finally let her exhaustion show, and began the laborious task of getting herself prone in the bed without further agitating her wound.

      “We’ll talk about it again tomorrow,” I said, though I wanted to just gather up the corpses and reclaim them tonight, before they started to decay.

      “I don’t suppose the facility comes with a morgue,” Lisa said through gritted teeth.

      “Maybe I should unlock the next level and see what it gives us,” I replied, making it obvious I was joking. We were struggling with just the six levels, and there was no guarantee what would come out of sub-level six if we opened it. Opening sub-level five had almost killed us, when a monster had appeared, ready to kill us all. It had required me entering the human body I’d been crafting for myself at the time before it was fully gestated – and had ended in its destruction.

      But the memory was still a fond one.

      I’d made a real difference in that fight. That had been my fight. I’d saved my girls, rather than relying on my girls to save me and the facility.

      “You should get some rest,” I told Lisa. “Tomorrow is going to be a busy day, and I’ll need your advice.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, okay. Don’t worry about Marie. She’s upset because the rat died.”

      I hadn’t even considered that. I’d forgotten all about how one of her rats had been slaughtered at the beginning of the fight. “I should go and apologize,” I said. I’d been distasteful, talking about the humans and forgetting to even mention the dead rat – I’d just left the assumption that it would be reclaimed hanging in the air. That it would be used as sustenance for Marie was probably disgusting her.

      “Just leave it for now,” Lisa advised. “Elaine will make her feel better, you can talk about it in the morning.”

      “Your wolves died, too,” I said.

      “They’re animals,” Lisa replied, even though it directly contradicted the attachment she felt to the small bird currently snoozing in her lap. “I know, I know,” she said, reading my thoughts. “I can’t explain it either. The human psyche isn’t exactly consistent.”
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      “It’s not that simple,” Cara said, for what she thought was probably the seventh time.

      She had her halberd on her knee and brought the oiled cloth over the blade again and again, despite it already being spotless. The motion was soothing – it stopped her using the weapon on any of the people in the room.

      Surre was the only person Cara wasn’t ready to stick a spike through, and that was only because she hadn’t attempted to offer any solutions at all. The small, messy-haired girl with the ability to manipulate plants sat quietly in the corner just observing the discussion.

      After her, Wilbur was the least irritating. Because he was the one who went out on scavenging missions with Cara, he had a very similar viewpoint to her. He wasn’t left in the village listening to how people talked about her.

      She knew it meant they were looking at it all from a very specific viewpoint – one that didn’t really have all the facts – but she liked having someone on her side.

      Her father, Sampson, and her and Wilbur’s best friend, Maurice, were strongly against all her suggestions.

      “People aren’t interested in another fight,” Sampson said. “They want peace.”

      “Well peace isn’t just an option when there’s someone threatening our borders,” Cara hissed, and then looked away. She hated getting mad at her dad. They’d always had a good relationship. “I told you what I saw at the military facility.”

      Cara and Wilbur had gone alone to the military facility when they spotted some members of the tribe that had attacked her on the cliffs nearby. Guilt gnawed at Cara because she knew it was a member of her village’s fault that the tribe had found Sol and his home at all.

      Her and Wilbur didn’t get close enough to be spotted by any cameras at the facility. Wilbur had wanted to go in, to help, but Cara had held him back. There were only two of them and they had no idea whether there would be a fight at all.

      They’d seen the tribe go in with their weapons drawn after peeling back a locked door with a sword, sure, but Cara had broken into his facility, too, and they’d come out allies. She had no idea what tactic Sol intended to use with the tribe.

      Presumably the girls had told him about how Cara had been attacked; she was sure it must have been the girls who had rescued them.

      Her question about whether they’d made an alliance was answered pretty quickly. Only three of the six members of the tribe who had entered exited, and one was badly injured.

      At least Cara didn’t have to worry about Sol switching alliances on her any time soon.

      “Right,” Maurice said. “You told us what you saw. And that’s why we need to go to this Solomon and ask him for help. You know that’s what saved the village last time. That’s what made you our leader in the first place.”

      She bristled at that. “I’m leader because I’m powerful.” She realized how it sounded, and readjusted her tone for the thousandth time. “I’m leader because I made a proactive decision, because I went out there and made an alliance with someone who could help us. Sol – no, the girls – didn’t make me into a leader. Me, figuring out that they could help us, did.”

      Her father gave her an encouraging smile. “We all know that, Cara.” His voice was appeasing. “But becoming leader and staying leader are two different things, you know that. Victor maintained his control because of tradition. His father was leader before him. Now it’s changed hands once, it’s liable to change hands again and again.”

      “Not if I can help it,” Cara said.

      “To help it, you’re going to need a plan,” her dad replied.

      Another round of sighs went around the room.

      Maurice wanted to return to Sol and ask for help with ridding the surrounding area of the tribe.

      Sampson wanted to make peace with the tribe and see if they could come to some kind of accord that would prevent bloodshed. The numbers still weren’t replenished after the last battle against outsiders, and people were still in mourning. Her father argued that even if they won the battle against the tribe, the loss might be enough that people wanted her out of power anyway.

      Cara and Wilbur had no doubt that a fight was going to happen. What they were struggling to decide on was how they were going to win that fight. They knew it had to be the village alone that won it.

      Reliance on Sol in the last fight had caused too much unrest in the village. People didn’t even know there was a Sol. They knew there were strange, mutant creatures somewhere in the desert nearby that had come to the villages aid.

      The lack of knowledge had meant the filling in of gaps with incorrect information, and the forming of strong opinions as to what should be done about them.

      Cara wanted to take Sol out of the equation completely, to not have to form an opinion about him one way or the other, and to save the village herself.

      The issue was whether she really was powerful enough to do that.

      Just then, someone knocked on the door to her father’s house, and everyone inside went deathly silent.

      Whoever it was, they didn’t wait to be invited to enter.

      She was about to jump to her feet and scold them for barging into the room when she saw the man’s face. It was white as a sheet. “You need to come quickly,” he told her.

      She stood with her weapon tight in her grip and hurried outside. The rest of her inner council followed behind her.

      She almost stopped in her tracks when she saw what had the whole village’s attention. The tribe. It was that same group of fur-adorned Neanderthals who were walking toward them. Her heart hammered, but her fists clenched.

      Cara had so little information on the savages that she didn’t know how many members of the tribe there were, but two dozen men stood at the gates to the village. They had white scraps of material wrapped around their swords, which were held in the air in a universal sign of surrender.

      Cara strode ahead – alone – to the gate of the village. She planted her halberd in the ground at her side, and wished the record keeper was at her side. She wanted to know the stats on these two dozen men and women, to know how many of them had powers and what kind of threat they presented.

      The record keeper of the village was unique among them in his ability to see people’s potential in quantifiable, measurable units. It wasn’t something the naked eye could see. Cara could only see someone use their powers, and decide, subjectively, how powerful she thought they were.

      The record keeper had a much more objective approach. Someone didn’t have to use a power for him to know that they were dangerous. He could read their strength, their vitality, their intelligence, just by looking at them.

      He was a vital tool, and she didn’t know whether other people like him existed in the world.

      She broke eye contact with the man at the head of the column of the tribe for just a moment to try and seek him out in the crowd. She couldn’t see him, and was forced to deal with this on her own, without knowing where she stood.

      “You’ve come to surrender to us?” she asked archly, raising a brow. “Well I accept. Hand over your weapons.”

      The man laughed. “I am Mart.”

      She almost laughed too. She’d expected something … different, from this man in front of her. He was a huge slab of muscle. Well over six-foot and with weapons hidden in the curves of every piece of multicolored fur draped over him. Thick, brightly-colored feathers lined the sides of his handmade clothing, and the gaping maw of a dead-eyed, scythe-fanged cat mutant wrapped tight around his waist, a silently yowling trophy.

      He was the least Mart looking person in the world.

      “And I am here to talk.”

      “You’ll do nothing inside my village with those weapons,” she replied, struggling to keep her voice even and loud enough that the swathes of people behind her could hear.

      “I am not so foolish that I would enter your domain unarmed. There is no honor among anyone anymore.”

      She blinked in surprise at his speech patterns. Both the members of the tribe that had attacked her and the snippets of conversation she’d overheard from the invaders of Sol’s facility had spoken in broken English, like it was a foreign language. Mart spoke just like she and her village did.

      “Then I guess we’ll talk right here,” she replied.

      Mart cocked his thick head, assessing her, and then nodded. “I guess we will.”

      Silence descended on them for a moment, and she could hear the murmurs of the villagers behind her. She felt the weight of the words she couldn’t hear on her shoulders, threatening to drag her down to her knees.

      Were they proud of how she stood her ground?

      Did they think she was stupid for refusing entry to people who had shown up with signs of peace wrapped around their swords?

      Was she stupid for antagonizing people who might be here to make a truce?

      Her father’s words echoed in her mind. People aren’t interested in another fight.

      When Mart held out and didn’t speak, Cara fell for his bait. “Why are you here?”

      “To propose a truce.”

      It almost threw her off guard. “What kind of truce?” She suddenly regretted having this conversation out in the open, where everyone could hear her. She would have preferred to do it one-on-one, where she had some leeway with what she could and couldn’t reveal. She wanted to talk to him about his attack on the facility, to find out if it was something he intended to repeat. She could see one of the women who had emerged from the facility relatively uninjured in the back of the column right now. It was without a doubt the same tribe, if there had ever been any doubt in the first place.

      “The kind of truce where we don’t kill each other. Is there any other kind of truce?” he quipped.

      Cara was mortified to hear some small chuckles from her own side of the border. No one on Mart’s side changed their expression at all.

      “There would be no need for a truce if you hadn’t killed my people,” she reminded him. “You attacked first. You shed blood without cause. Maybe I should shed some of your blood before we decide to stop killing?”

      The murmur in the crowd behind her got louder. She couldn’t tell if it was good or bad. Were they getting ready to throw her to the wolves, or to lift her above their heads for not forgetting the deaths of two of her village?

      Mart laughed, but it was too high-pitched and grating. “So I should return with two whelps for you to execute?” he asked.

      It was a double blow, and she struggled not to recoil. “What can you offer me in exchange for their deaths?” she said instead.

      When Mart stepped over the threshold of the village, the people behind her surged forward. There were weapons pointed at him, but no one got close enough to actually reach him before he acted.

      Mart wrapped a hand around Cara’s throat. It was tight enough that she struggled to breathe. He lifted her two … three inches, so that her feet kicked aimlessly, pointlessly.

      Power pounded through her veins. Did she want to kill him with fire or electricity? Did she want to chop his head off with her halberd?

      Maybe she would do all three.

      “In exchange for their deaths I’m going to leave you in peace. I’m not going to slaughter you all in your beds. Beds.” He suddenly spat the word like it was dirty. “In your beds, in your village, where you’re sitting ducks. I was kind enough to offer you my sympathy. If you’re too stupid to accept it, then that’s your problem.”

      Every inch of her body begged her to fight, to kill him where he stood for daring to touch her.

      But she was choking, and her vision was darkening. She could picture her father behind her, pleading with his eyes that she not start a war. She couldn’t risk her people by engaging in a life or death battle she just didn’t know she would win.

      Mart removed his hand and she fell on the dusty earth on her butt. She coughed, gasped, clutched her neck and tried to avert her gaze from anyone in her village. Shame coursed through her, replacing the adrenaline; the urge to fight. To kill him. When she finally looked up at him, defeat must have been glittering in her eyes.

      He laughed.

      “Smart decision, little girl,” he said, before turning and walking away. He wrapped his arm around a much smaller, much younger woman who had stood at the head of the column. He rested his hand on the small of her back and affectionately, but bossily, guided her. She couldn’t have been more than thirteen...

      Cara wrinkled her nose.

      That guy had to go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I had the rat buried, and we held a small funeral for it. Then, I reclaimed the members of the tribe that had died into a vat of nutrigel that would be used only for gestating new monsters.

      It was a backwards way of doing it, but Marie seemed happy nevertheless.

      The grim stress of battle had lifted, and everyone was back to the status quo.

      Tension still hung in the air, but it wasn’t overpowering anymore. It was the threat of the return of the tribe that had people on edge. We just didn’t have enough information to know exactly what kind of threat they posed, and that worried them all.

      Then Lisa came back from her daily patrol, and reported an incident at the village.

      She’d witnessed every second of it – had known even before Cara had appeared, because she’d followed the large column moving toward the village.

      The village was in a strong tactical position at the top of a hill, but it meant it was visible for miles around. It was impossible to approach it with that large a group without someone spotting it.

      “And there was no bloodshed?” I’d asked, for the first time showing some interest in what Cara was getting up to. “What do you think the outcome was?”

      “The leader strangled Cara; nearly killed her,” Elaine said. Her fur was standing on end, and her tail stiff and uncharacteristically still. “So I can’t see them having reached some kind of peace agreement, can you?”

      Marie had to admit, “She doesn’t seem like the kind of girl to take that lightly.”

      I wanted to pace. I flicked through some cameras before returning to the girls. “So you don’t think there’s an alliance been formed there?”

      The unanimous answer was that they thought not.

      

      The next day I was putting some more changes into my gestating body. It was coming together now, looking more like the powerful, but more human, body I’d envisaged when I started creating.

      My brain was going nowhere near it until I’d managed to capture one of the savages with a superpower and figure out how to give it to myself, though.

      The idea had been planted, and I couldn’t get it out of my head. I might not have been given a superpower, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t have one. Or have lots. Have as many as I could get my hands on.

      My experiments as to what I could and couldn’t change once a monster had already been gestated, with a brain, were ongoing. Various rabbits were in gestation with various modifications.

      The rabbit I’d put back into the tube after changing the color of its fur hadn’t been a roaring success. It had woken up close to brain dead, sitting and staring at the wall for so long that I hadn’t been sure it had even woken up.

      I couldn’t figure out why it had made the animal into a vegetable though. Adding wings shouldn’t have done that to its brain. Ego had run diagnostics and told me it was a mutation that had caused the damage, but couldn’t tell me how to avoid similar mutations in the future.

      Luck of the draw was the last answer I’d wanted.

      Putting the girls back into gestation to make them more powerful was a total no-go at the moment. There was no chance I was risking turning any of them into a vegetable.

      It also meant that, as it stood, when I got into my body, that was the body I’d have for life.

      So it needed to be perfect.

      “What are you doing to it now?” Marie asked, sitting on a stood near the body, content to just watch it floating in the gestation tube. Most of the animals we created were on cold, silver lab tables, but for mine I had it suspended in a tube of nutrigel so that I could see every little alteration perfectly.

      “I’m thinking about whether I could add some poison to myself,” I said. “I know that the lizards struggled with it, but there’s got to be a way to keep the poison in something that doesn’t leak into the rest of the body and slowly poison it.”

      “Why?” Marie asked, swinging her legs.

      “Because then I’d be more powerful.”

      “You already have claws and wings and enhanced senses and strength far beyond anything we’ve created so far. You know how to use weapons. Why would you need poison as well?”

      “Why wouldn’t I have it, if I can make it work?”

      “You’re too focused on this,” she said, bowing her head because she hated disagreeing with him. “The body is fine.”

      “Fine isn’t–”

      “The body is strong and powerful and human enough that it doesn’t repulse you while having all the perks you could ever want. Stop trying to make it perfect. You’re never going to reach your own standard.”

      “I don’t want it to be perfect,” I lied. “But I want it to be better than it is now. If I can’t change it, ever, then it has to be better than this.”

      “You lived your whole life as a human. This is far better than that.”

      “That’s a shitty argument.”

      Marie flushed. “Whatever, Sol. It’s like you don’t actually want to get into a body at all. It was all you cared about at one point. Now you just keep fiddling with little things on it that you don’t even need.”

      I bit my tongue on telling her that the only reason she didn’t understand was because I’d fiddled with her brain chemistry to make sure she didn’t hate the mutated body I’d put her into. “I just don’t want to commit to something that isn’t right.”

      “Right,” Marie said. “So you’re waiting for the superpowers, I understand that part, but the poison thing? You’re just wasting nutrigel at this point.”

      It was obviously something she’d been thinking about a lot.

      I wondered how much of their time out of the facility was spent talking about me, away from where I could hear it. Did they laugh about me changing the body? Was this something they all thought?

      “It’s not just about my body,” I said, hating that I felt the need to justify myself. It was my body, I could do whatever the hell I wanted with it. “It’s about understanding the process, it’s about what I can do with other creatures in the future. If I can figure out how to put poison in myself, I can figure out how to put it in other creatures, too. Maybe I don’t need all these features, but spreading them out across the army would make us insanely powerful.”

      Marie sighed, and I knew I’d won. “I suppose,” she said. “I just don’t like that you’re so consumed with this.”

      “I–”

      A siren blared, red lights flashing in the room.

      Lisa burst through the door, Elaine hot on her heels. The siren made them all wince. “Intruder?” Lisa asked.

      “Intruder at the main gates,” Ego informed them, and I hurried to switch to the camera looking out over the solar panels.

      It was Cara.

      She was walking beneath the shade of the solar panels, her halberd in hand, and she seemed to be alone.

      When I returned to the lab, I told the girls what was going on.

      Elaine sat straighter. “She’s here on her own?” she asked.

      “It looks like it.”

      “We should go and meet her,” Lisa suggested. “Bring her in, make sure we have our eyes on her.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed. “Bring her to a bare room somewhere, so that she doesn’t get much of a look into what we’re doing in here.”

      Elaine rolled her eyes, but they followed their instructions. When I returned to the camera at the top of the facility, I had to turn off the speaker so I didn’t laugh aloud.

      Cara had triggered a pressure sensor and fallen straight into the pit of three rats beneath it. She’d killed them all without taking more than a few scratches thanks to her powers, but the image of her clambering out of the pit covered in blood from slicing apart the rats was perfect.

      She got out just as my girls rounded the corner. Marie’s face was a picture.

      “Oh my God,” she said. “Did you really need to just slaughter them like that?”

      “I got the distinct impression they weren’t friendly,” Cara replied evenly.

      She brushed herself down, blood clinging to the skimpy clothes she wore. Shorts barely long enough to cover anything, with thigh high boots that clung to her toned bronze legs. The tartan she’d worn last time I saw her was missing. Now she wore just a black vest, with satchels slung over both shoulders. They would have her food and drink in. It took the girls no time at all to reach the village thanks to their animal-hybrid bodies, but Cara would have had to spend at least a night sleeping beneath the stars.

      “Sorry, Sol must have forgotten to disable the traps,” Elaine said, giving Cara a sweet smile. “Just step where we step, we know where the sensors are.”

      “We saw what happened with the tribe,” Lisa began, not wasting any time before getting to the crux of the matter.

      For now I was content to just watch them and see what was said. Cara probably felt more relaxed talking to the girls than the voice inside the computer.

      “It wasn’t just the whole of my village that witnessed my humiliation, then,” she said flatly.

      “He must know that all it did was mean you’d never come to any kind of truce with him,” Elaine said, opening a door and gesturing for Cara to follow. They made it to the elevator without incident, and traveled down to sub-level one, where Lisa chose the lounge as the right place for the conversation.

      The girls settled into their usual spots. Elaine sprawled out on the couch, arching her back and stretching before curling her legs underneath herself and leaning on her elbow. Marie sat in a beanbag on the floor, her tiny body swallowed by the huge bag. Lisa sat bolt upright in an armchair in the corner.

      Cara appeared to relax because they looked so relaxed, and perched on a spare space at the end of the sofa Elaine lay on.

      “I think he really thought I could be intimidated like that,” Cara said. “I get the impression that he hasn’t been told no. Ever.”

      Marie wrinkled her nose. “He’s bad news.”

      “Maybe not for much longer.” Cara rested the halberd over her knees and folded her arms. “I want to take him out.”

      “And you want our help,” Lisa said.

      “Yes.”

      “Why should we give it?” I entered the conversation for the first time.

      Cara visibly jumped at the sudden sound of my voice, then flushed at being caught off guard. “I should have been ready for that. The voice, not the question. And because I saw the tribe’s attempts at getting in here, too. You’re not the only ones struggling with them.”

      “What makes you think we struggled?”

      “Three of them came out alive. That looks like struggling to me.”

      I stopped myself arguing with her, because I was in the stronger position here. I was certain that we could defend the facility ourselves without help from Cara. We had an army we could replenish as often as we liked. Last time, three had only gotten away because I hadn’t deployed our full resources.

      But why should I let my creatures fall on the sword when Cara was willing to risk the lives of some of her village for the same task?

      “We’d use the facility as our battleground,” I said. My priority was capturing people from the tribe who possessed superpowers, though I wasn’t about to tell Cara that. She had absolutely minimal knowledge of what the facility was, and what we did.

      My eyes traveled over her body without fear now – that was something I was going to have to stop doing when I got a pair of eyes people could see – and wondered how hard it would be to take her captive.

      Her power was the strongest I’d seen since my reanimation as the system.

      If I could add her powers to my body, I’d be unstoppable.

      “That makes sense,” Cara agreed, completely unaware of the images of her suspended in the gestation tank that filled my brain. “I’d rather not risk the infrastructure of the village if I can help it, but why do you want it here?”

      “I can’t leave the facility. I don’t want things to be happening outside of my control.”

      “I see.” She drummed her fingers against her thigh. “How are we going to get them here?”

      “They’re going to come back. Without a doubt they’re going to come back here. I killed too many of their people. The man who led them was furious.” I zoomed in on her face when I asked the next question. “What I want to know is how they knew we were here in the first place.”

      The downward twitch of Cara’s mouth was only there for a second, but it told me what I’d already suspected. It was her fault.

      “One of my village told them,” she admitted, straightening her back and looking me straight in the camera. “They were standing on the other end of a sword and bargaining for their life. They made a mistake.”

      I was surprised she admitted it. “You should have warned me.”

      She tilted her head. “I didn’t think you’d need the warning. Your girls rescued me. They knew there was another tribe nearby, and you’re sitting pretty in a military-grade facility.”

      “Next time one of your people goes setting me up for an ambush, I’d appreciate a warning.” But her honesty about the situation obliged me to leave it at that. It wasn’t worth getting into an argument about it when we had an ambush of our own to plan.
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      We spent all day talking about the plan, going over every possibility and outcome. By the time we’d finished we had maybe seven different plans completely thought through and diligently noted down by Lisa, who had started writing it all down.

      The one thing they agreed on was that waiting for the tribe to just come to the facility wasn’t going to work.

      I was forced to reverse my opinion on that one because I was unwilling to house Cara and some fighters for the indefinite length of time until they might show up.

      Cara didn’t want that either. She didn’t say it, but we knew she was facing leadership problems in the village, and if she just disappeared for the next few days or weeks then she couldn’t guarantee she’d return in charge.

      That left them figuring out how they could get the tribe to come to the facility at a certain time.

      “That’s dark,” I said when Cara first explained her plan. “And risky.”

      Kidnapping the wife, or girlfriend — or sexual assault victim, as she put it — of the chief seemed like an extravagant plan. But it had potential.

      “Well it’s the best plan we’ve got so far.”

      Marie was shaking her head. “I don’t want to do that.”

      My assertion that it was dark wasn’t a dismissal, though. “It’s the risk I’m worried about. What makes you think you can get in or out without being spotted?”

      “I think she’ll come willingly,” Lisa said. “If my theory is correct.”

      “Go on then,” Elaine said impatiently. “Enough with the suspense.”

      “You remember the pattern I saw on the ground? It’s the only time we’ve seen any sign of them since they showed up and attacked Cara, and then us. They’re really good at hiding their tracks. They must instruct everyone in the tribe on how to stop themselves leaving evidence behind. Whoever left that pattern must have known they were going to leave a sign they’d been there.”

      “You think she left it on purpose, to try and left everyone know that she was there?”

      “I think it’s definitely something worth considering.”

      Cara drummed her fingers on her thigh. “And if that is true, then there might be some more patterns on the ground, some more hints of where they’ve been. Maybe something recent.”

      “I can’t see how we’ll figure out where they are without something like that. It’s like they’re invisible.”

      “So that’s what we need to do, start scouting the area and see if we can track their location?” Elaine said.

      “I think so,” Cara affirmed. “We need something of theirs that they want to come and retrieve – something important enough that lots of them come – and we can’t do that if we don’t find them.”

      “So when should be start?” Lisa asked, looking up at me. “It’ll slow us down if Cara comes with us. She can’t move as quickly.”

      “But she’s a part of this plan,” Elaine argued.

      “Just because she’s a part of it doesn’t mean she needs to personally be involved with every aspect.”

      “I want to be involved in this,” Cara said. “I need to be. I’m the only one who knows what the girl looks like.”

      “We should find the tribe and then you should come with us and point out the girl.”

      “That seems like a solid plan,” I agreed.

      “No,” Cara said. “I want to be involved in all of it. The future of my village relies on this plan. I won’t leave any of it up to chance.”

      “We can give her one of the animals to ride,” Elaine said. “Then she’ll keep up easily enough. It’s not a big deal. We’ll want to be travelling with a bit of an entourage if we’re searching for the tribe anyway. If we’re caught off guard by them we want to be able to fight our way out.”

      I gave Cara a long hard look, though she couldn’t tell I was focused on her. “Fine,” I said. “That makes sense. It’ll mean you’ll be away from the village most days though.”

      “I can handle that. I might send someone in my stead some days.”

      Silence fell on them, and it was Cara who broke it. She stood abruptly. “I’ll be going then.”

      “I wish the earpieces worked at a bigger range,” Lisa said. “It would be good if we could stay in touch with you.”

      “Earpieces?” Cara asked.

      The earpieces they had worked on short range communication facilitated by the facility since the satellites had been knocked out of the sky. There was no way it would work as far as the village. They’d tested it and only managed a few hundred meters outside the facility before the communication started getting fuzzy.

      “How are we going to stay in touch then?” Cara asked. “How will I know when we’re going exploring?”

      “We’ll come and fetch you,” Lisa said. “That’s the only option, you move too slowly for us to wait until you get here.”

      Cara shifted her weight. “Okay. Could you try and be subtle about it?”

      Lisa looked at her flatly, an indication the getting to the village in a subtle manner was impossible, before nodding. “Sure.”

      Another beat of silence.

      “Okay, I’m going to head off.”

      “Need a ride?” Elaine said. Cara frowned.

      “Would you mind?”

      “Of course not! Does anyone else want to come?”

      They all declined, and Elaine took Cara to sub-level two to take a look at the animals and figure out what would work best as a horse-equivalent for Cara.

      I stayed behind with Lisa and Marie. “What do you think?”

      “I hate it,” Marie said without hesitation. “We’re going to kidnap a young girl so that her people come to get her and we can slaughter them. I hate it.”

      “It sounds like she’s not exactly living the dream with the tribe. If she does want to get out…”

      “If she does want to get out, then I’m sure this isn’t how she’s envisioning it.”

      “We’ll know that when we talk to her.”

      Marie laughed, and it was derisive. “Right. Talk to her. I’m sure that’s how it’s going to go down.”

      “Don’t be so cynical,” Lisa said. “None of us want to hurt her.”

      “Right. It’s only all the people she’s with that you want to hurt.”

      “They tried to hurt us first.”

      Marie sighed and stood up. “I’m going to bed.”

      I followed her out of the room. When she got to her bed and curled down into it, I said, “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to.”

      “I don’t want my home to be overrun with people trying to kill me,” she replied. “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep us safe. It doesn’t mean I’ll like what I’m doing, though.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Cara only came personally on the first trip to search for the tribe. Everyone agreed that they couldn’t be too far away from the village or the facility, and I made a plan for them to search the surrounding area systematically.

      The girls had been out enough times that we had the area around the facility mapped pretty well, so I could both pinpoint where I thought would be good hiding places and create a grid structure for them to search in.

      Ego helped me figure out, statistically, how much ground they could cover in a day while looking for clues.

      “How long do you think it’ll take for them to be found?” I asked Ego.

      Ego was silent for a moment. “At least three weeks.”

      “Three weeks?”

      “You have to factor in how big the area is and how quickly they’re moving. The tribe might move, too. If the tribe moves to an area already searched, then it won’t be until it’s searched a second or third time. We don’t know how close they are, whether they’ve gone further away before they intend to come back, whether they intend to come back at all. There are so many variables.”

      “So they might have attacked again before we even find them.”

      “It’s certainly possible.”

      “Damn. We’re still sitting ducks then.”

      “So start working on the facility again,” Ego said. “Make more traps. Improve your traps. That’s what I’m here for.”

      “You’ve consumed thousands of media files. Do you have any ideas?”

      “You want my input?”

      “Of course.”

      I could have sworn I heard a computer whirring somewhere, like he was purring. Together we spent the rest of the day reviewing the footage of the first attack and implementing improvements to the defenses of the facility.

      Marie might not have been pleased about the plan as a whole, but she could at least be grateful when she came home and saw what I was doing.

      Lisa was surprised when they approached the village and it was Cara who came down to meet them. The past week they’d had members of Cara’s inner circle helping them search for the tribe. They’d found a couple more patterns in the sand, but they were all older. They’d been disrupted by wind, or half-buried in sand.

      Some of them were incredibly close to the village.

      “Do you not send out patrols?” Lisa asked, though she knew the answer. They’d never seen any patrols, and they always kept an eye on the village.

      Cara was visibly irritated by the question, and didn’t respond. “Where are we searching today?” She looked back over her shoulder. There were multiple faces watching her speak to the girls. “Let’s just go.”

      Lisa stared straight back at the people, and read multiple reactions in their faces. Curiosity, anger, distrust. She was a point of contention in Cara’s leadership, then.

      Probably the size of their group didn’t help anything. They looked like a small invasion force with the number of creatures with them. Four wolves, ten rats and a further dozen hybrids of various sorts.

      It was a hybrid that Cara rode. A lizard enlarged to the same size at Elaine’s, but with pathetic wings and skin that was an ugly melt of scales and fur. It had a bit of everything in it, and most of the changes weren’t visible. They couldn’t see that it had better hearing, vision and smell than a regular lizard. Its job in the party was to sniff people out. That made it especially good as Cara’s mount – it would take her straight to anything interesting.

      So far all they’d found was the corpses of animals that had succumbed to other predators in the desert.

      “You’re coming yourself today?” Elaine struck up conversation immediately. They rode side-by-side on their lizards, moving at a rapid pace across the ground. Lisa led the charge, but she kept a keen ear on the conversation taking place.

      Elaine was enamored with Cara, but Lisa didn’t hold the same level of trust for the girl. She was a leader, too, and she understood that the village would always come above the facility and those in it for Cara.

      “I hate sitting around the village and watching other people run off, but I have to be there so that people know I’m there and in charge. The other tribe is doing nothing for bringing everyone together. They’re scared.”

      “I’m sure we’ll have found them and sorted this whole mess out in no time, and things can go back to normal,” Elaine said.

      Cara smiled, and was obviously holding things back. Lisa knew that even before the tribe had showed up, things hadn’t been easy for Cara.

      “Getting rid of the tribe will pull everyone together,” she said to Cara. “How could anyone deny your leadership when you’ve saved the village from invaders twice?”

      Cara smiled, and it was real. It showed all her perfect teeth. “Yeah, I think you’re right. Everyone is so unsure about it all, but when they see how powerful I am in action once more, it’ll get rid of all of the doubts. I think I just tried to do too much in one go. Getting rid of the reds and the blues happened too quickly. It alienated people who would have been on my side if I’d maintained the teams.”

      “Can they not see how it’s better to all be on the same side?” Elaine asked. “That’s just stupid. Especially when there are people threatening the village. Everyone against the outsiders. That makes way more sense.”

      “To me and you, definitely. But people are stuck in their ways.”

      “I guess it’s always been that way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Back before the change. The world was split into countries. At the end it felt like it was America, here, against the world. But then even inside America there are republicans and democrats, and then inside those political parties there are even more splits. What matters is that you come together when it matters, I suppose.”

      “How do you know all that?” Cara was stunned by it all. Lisa was on edge about the conversation.

      “I remember it.”

      Cara laughed. “Please. You can’t be older than thirty. There’s no way.”

      “No, but my brain was put into stasis when the change happened. I was nearly fatally injured and brought to the facility. Sol reanimated me. That’s why I’m in this cat body.”

      “Reanimated.”

      “I don’t know all the science behind it.”

      “That’s crazy.”

      Elaine lifted a shoulder, looking completely at ease despite the speed at which the lizard beneath her was moving. Cara, normally graceful, was holding on for dear life.

      “It’s just the way it is,” Elaine said.

      “So that’s how he’s doing it with all the monsters? Just reanimating them?”

      “Oh no. We create those from scratch. It’s all science-y, I don’t know precisely how it works. Sol is in charge of all that. We all feel so awful for him because he’s stuck in that computer. I know he hates that he’s not out here with us right now.”

      “Why doesn’t he reanimate himself a body?”

      “He’s working on it.”

      “Won’t it be strange for you when he has a body?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you must have gotten used to him just kind of being everywhere all at once, and to having time away from him out here, where he can’t follow.”

      “I don’t know, maybe it will be a bit strange at first, but no more so than any of us being around the facility. I think we’re all looking forward to being able to have a face to read instead of trying to guess what he’s thinking from the intonation in his voice. And he really wants this, so we all want it for him.”

      “So he’s not like… your master then? I always got the sense that he was in charge.”

      “He is in charge, but that’s because he’s the expert. And it’s his facility. He’s the system, and we’ll all think of him as that even when he’s in a body instead of the computer.”

      “It’s so alien to me.”

      “You get used to it surprisingly quickly.”

      “I’d like to spend more time there, to understand it better.”

      “I’ll have to speak to Sol and see what he says. He likes company. We’re all starved of normal human relations, compared to how it was before the change. I can’t even imagine what Chicago looks like now.”

      “Chicago?” The word sounded clumsy from her lips.

      “It was where I used to live. A city. Over a million people.”

      “My village has two hundred and fifty.”

      “Exactly. All of this is alien to me.”

      “You should come and spend a couple of nights at the village some time,” Cara suggested. “See what it’s like up there. Since you’re talking about wanting more human contact and stuff. There aren’t millions, but it’s more than the facility. And it might help my people get used to you, to realize that you’re not something they have to worry about.”

      “That might be fun,” Elaine agreed. “I’ll definitely do that some time.”

      Lisa frowned, but had to admit the thought of being around other people was appealing. She hadn’t grown up anywhere as big as Chicago, but even her small town in Nebraska of about 10,000 people seemed like Manhattan compared to how they were living now.

      Sometimes she was unbearably lonely.

      Elaine was completely right about Sol getting his body – it would change things. He would seem more like a person than he did now. Now, sometimes it was difficult to tell Sol and Ego apart. Sometimes it would take Lisa a few seconds to realize which one of them was speaking. The Ego that had sounded like an old-fashioned text-to-speech program didn’t exist anymore.

      Having Sol in front of them, being able to see the smile she swore she could sometimes hear, was an intoxicating thought.

      And she knew that there were still more brains ready for reanimation back at the facility. She’d been meaning to ask him when he intended to bring back more people. Maybe someone she could be closer to. She knew being the leader set her apart, but sometimes when she watched the closeness between Elaine and Marie she became impossibly bitter.

      The bird Sol had made for her was a nice thought, but it was no substitute for human closeness and they both knew it.

      “Here,” Lisa said, pulling to a halt. “This is the start of the quadrant we’re searching today.”

      The girls pulled up at the side of her to take a good look at the map.

      “Paper is hugely valuable in the village,” Cara said, reaching out as though she was going to touch it and then thinking twice.

      “It’s in limited supply in the facility as well.” Technically true, but they had an entire supply room stocked with printer paper. They definitely weren’t feeling the pinch on it yet, and they barely used it.

      “So, stick together or split up?” Cara asked.

      “Stick together. If we do find anything the last thing we want is to be unable to fight.”

      “You think it’ll come down to a fight?” Cara flexed the arm that held her halberd, and Lisa thought she looked ready for a fight rather than worried about having to take one.

      “Well I don’t think that they’ll let us just walk into their camp and steal one of their women, no.”

      Cara rolled her eyes. “Right.”

      “Let’s go, then,” Elaine said, back stiff as a board.

      Marie had been quiet for the entire ride out, and Lisa held back to run at the side of her for a moment. She moved slower than the rest due to her build, and Lisa kept the pace of the whole group steady to accommodate it, because Marie preferred to run than to ride another creature.

      “You okay?” Lisa asked.

      “Just thinking.”

      “About?”

      “I feel icky about this whole thing.”

      “I know, but if we had another alternative we’d use it.”

      “I know that. And I told Sol that I’d do it and I will, I just… there are barely any people around here as it is, you know? Why have we got to go killing ones that aren’t us?”

      “We’re defending ourselves, not attacking them.”

      “No we’re not, we’re trying to trap them in the facility so Sol can steal their superpowers for himself.”

      “Don’t be cynical Marie.” She kept her voice down, looking ahead to Elaine and Cara who were still chatting animatedly. “You know that’s not true. They attacked us first, and we know they’re going to attack us again. We have to make some kind of aggressive move so they don’t just run us over when they catch us by surprise. We can’t just sit idly by.”

      “I’m not saying we should, but all of this, you really think it’s just about that? He wants to get super powers. He wants to make that stupid body he’s creating obscenely powerful.”

      “Is that a bad thing? He wants to keep the facility safe. Having a powerful body will do that.”

      “He’s obsessed.”

      “He’s a brain in a jar. I’m not surprised he’s a bit obsessed. And Ego is in there with him too, constantly.”

      “Stop making excuses.”

      Lisa realized that she was, and held her tongue, thinking her next words through before saying them. “We owe everything to Sol.”

      “That doesn’t–”

      “Let me finish. We owe everything to him, but that doesn’t mean I’m just going to sit back and let him do something I think is wrong. I think he’s obsessed with creating that body,” she admitted. “But I understand it and I don’t think it’s a problem yet. Him focusing on it so much hasn’t stopped him making defending the facility – and us – his top priority. I wouldn’t be going through with this plan if I didn’t think it was the right thing to do. Sol might get some super powers out of it, and I don’t think that’s a bad thing, but most importantly the threat will be gone. That’s what I care about.”

      Marie sighed, but she nodded as best she could while running across the ground. “Okay,” she said. “I trust you. I trust both of you. But I do still feel icky about it.”

      “Not everything about war feels good.”

      “You really want to label this a war?”

      “Yeah. I think so. It’s us against the world. That’s how this existence works right now. We’re always going to be at war.”

      “How exhausting.”

      Lisa laughed and made her way back to the head of the column to begin properly leading their search. It was like a very sped up version of the kind of searching that the police did in crime dramas when searching for evidence. They were in a grid, moving in straight lines, their gazes to the ground in case they saw anything.

      She knew there was a chance they would crush a pattern left by the tribal girl underfoot and miss it, but it was a chance they had to take. She’d asked Ego about the time frame they were looking at, and his answer hadn’t given her much optimism.

      She’d been tempted to share those concerns with Marie. More likely than not, the facility would be attacked while they were out searching for the tribe, and they would come back to a slaughter.

      Lisa stopped abruptly. “Halt!” she called.

      Everyone obeyed except Elaine, Cara and Marie, who gathered around Lisa, who had stuck her paw straight in the middle of pattern.

      “She’s getting better, you have to admit,” Elaine said. “This one looks way more complicated than the last.”

      “Do you think it means they were in this spot longer?” Cara asked.

      “Maybe. It looks pretty fresh.”

      “Wait.” Marie crouched down at the side. “They’re always completely symmetrical, aren’t they?”

      “Normally. This one is too.” Lisa crouched down further too, grimacing at the disruption her paw had caused. It made it difficult to tell exactly what was where it was supposed to be, and what wasn’t.

      “No it isn’t. Look at this corner.” Marie gestured to it with an outstretched hand. “There are a bunch of sticks missing to make it even to the rest.”

      “That might be something Lisa did when she stepped in it,” Cara said.

      “I don’t think so. She didn’t come near this bit, or the other edges.”

      “So you think it’s unfinished?” Lisa asked.

      “Yes.”

      “None of the others have been unfinished.” Lisa stood and did a three-sixty turn. She frowned. “There’s no way they should have been hidden if they camped here. We should have been able to spot them.”

      It was still early on in the search for the tribe and that meant they hadn’t gotten that far away from the village or the facility yet. This quadrant specifically Lisa hadn’t held out much hope for because it was mainly flat land. There was a small rocky formation nearby that would have sheltered them from the view of the facility, but only if there numbers were much smaller than anyone had previously thought.

      “You don’t think there could be less than thirty of them, do you?” Lisa asked. “Surely not.”

      “We haven’t seen more than thirty together at a time.”

      “No, but they’re daring to challenge a village of two-hundred and fifty people. They must be stronger than thirty people.”

      “We don’t know anything about them. That’s what they’re relying on. They came to my doorstep with twenty people and I let him strangle me and then walk away.” Cara started to pace. “They’ve been playing us for fucking fools.”

      “It’s just a possibility,” Lisa said. “But I don’t know how else they could have camped here without us seeing. Not for long enough for someone to make a pattern that complex, either.”

      “And it was unfinished,” Marie reminded them. “Maybe that means they had to move on suddenly.”

      “It looks fresh.” Elaine crouched down at the side of the pattern and looked at the pattern. “It’s barely been covered by the sand at all. If Lisa hadn’t stood in it it wouldn’t have been disturbed at all.”

      “They’re nearby.” Cara stood up and flexed her fingers. “They’re nearby. Come on, let’s go.”

      “There aren’t any tracks.” Lisa wasn’t as quick to enthusiasm. “It can’t be that recent.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense.” Elaine started pacing too. Her lizard shifted its weight in the sand, uncomfortable at the tension emanating from the group. The rest of the animals didn’t have a personal enough connection to be bothered by the stress that was beginning to show.

      “They’re nearby,” Cara said. “They must be walking in each other’s footsteps, then smoothing their tracks away. It’s pretty standard practice if you don’t want to be followed through the sand.”

      Lisa, Elaine and Marie looked at each other. They’d never bothered to do that. They were powerful, but they weren’t completely used to this life yet. It was still just a few months ago, seemingly, that they’d been living their normal human lives in the pre-Change world.

      Desert-dwelling hadn’t become the norm quite yet.

      “So let’s go then,” Lisa said. “We’ll only be searching the same.”

      But it did make a difference. This time their spirits were lifted. They noticed things they probably wouldn’t have seen otherwise. Animal tracks that stopped suddenly but didn’t have an animal – dead or alive – at the end of them. Broken twigs with no explanation as to their origin. A carving on the trunk of a stumpy tree.

      “It looks like a similar pattern, doesn’t it?” Marie asked.

      “I’d have said so,” Cara agreed.

      “There’s even less cover here than there was at the last pattern,” Lisa said, agitated. “Maybe they’ve split up into tiny groups. Maybe the patterns are messages for each other rather than a sign for us to follow.”

      “Maybe they’re a trap,” Marie said uneasily. “I mean, it’s weird, isn’t it? The only sign they’ve ever left.”

      “No,” Cara dismissed. “We know what it is. Now let’s keep following it.”

      “We’re not following it, we’re walking aimlessly and stumbling across them. It’s not a path, there’s no way of knowing where the next one is. They’re not sheltering in places that have cover, or following any kind of logical pattern. It makes no sense.”

      “I wish Sol was here,” Elaine said, kicking the dirt. “He’s good at figuring this stuff out.”

      “We can talk to him about it tonight,” Lisa said. “But until then we’ll just keep searching. May as well get him as much information as we can.”

      Elaine’s lizard shifted its weight again, burrowing down in the sand a little. Elaine went and patted its head. “It’s okay, we’re going now.”

      “Wait,” Lisa said. The lizard only got agitated when others were agitated, and they’d just come to an agreement not been arguing. She watched the lizard continue to fidget even as Elaine stroked its back.

      Cara’s lizard was struggling to stay still, too.

      “There’s something here,” Lisa said. “Something the lizards don’t like.”

      “He just doesn’t like the disagreeing,” Elaine soothed. “We’re normally nice and friendly to each other.”

      “We weren’t disagreeing.”

      “We are right now.”

      “Just listen to me,” Lisa barked, and everyone was immediately quiet. “There’s something here.” And they believed her. When she gave a command, it wasn’t usually something that was argued with.

      “Something like what?”

      “Something that’s making the lizards unhappy. It’s like they can sense something.”

      “They must be able to hear or smell it,” Marie said. She lifted her own face to the sky, but her sense wasn’t as advanced as the lizards. “I can’t smell anything.”

      They became deadly silent for a moment, waiting for inspiration to dawn on them. For something to move and them to hear it, or a whiff of whatever the lizards had caught a scent of to pass underneath their noses.

      Instead they got a dart straight to the chest of one of the wolves.

      It cried out in pain, but didn’t go down. It eased the crossbow bolt from its chest with its jaw. It must have just missed the heart.

      But there was no one to fire back at.

      “What’s happening?” Marie asked, voice wavering.

      “Crossbows are short range,” Lisa hissed. “They’re nearby.”

      But there was no cover, and they couldn’t see anyone.

      Then the glamour fell.

      The tribe appeared all around them, weapons pointed inwards. There were nearly fifty, all stood and ready to fight.

      “Shit,” Cara hissed.

      One of the tribe must have a superpower that allowed then to shield the group from visibility. No wonder they’d been able to camp without anyone noticing. It was a powerful thing, and Lisa’s first thought was to wonder what Sol could do with a superpower that strong.

      Her second thought was to dodge out of the way of an arrow headed straight for her face.

      She bent her back and twisted away, having only a few seconds to take stock of their predicament and start giving orders.

      But the orders were the biggest question mark. Everyone would be able to hear whatever she shouted, and that left her at an immediate disadvantage, especially given that she could see the man who had been leading the group that raided the facility among the crowd. He could already read their moves before they happened somehow – if she started shouting instructions she would have given him an even bigger advantage than he already possessed.

      So she could think of only one order to give.

      “Retreat!”

      It felt comical to shout such a thing, but there wasn’t a chance in hell she was actually going to shout run the fuck away.

      But their animals had instincts of their own. They could follow any command that Lisa gave them, but that didn’t mean they didn’t possess their own autonomy. They had enough wherewithal to interpret her general intent to concrete actions that would achieve the right ends.

      And that left Lisa free to try and make her own escape.

      Shouting the command had drawn attention to her as a leader, and she drew immediate attention because of that. Three men dived on her, swords and daggers drawn and aimed straight at the most lethal areas.

      But they were just human, and she wasn’t. She drew her own daggers and easily dodged the attacks by the tribe.

      When her dagger sliced through the throat of the man beside her, she experienced a sudden and crippling doubt.

      Another human. Someone just like her and she’d killed them without hesitation.

      That doubt meant she was struck in the side of the head with the butt of a knife and momentarily knocked off balance.

      She wouldn’t hesitate again. This wasn’t the same world that she’d just left behind. This was something new and different, somewhere where the same rules didn’t apply.

      It was her or them, and she fully intended it to be her.

      The two men were dispatched with her next move. Dodging beneath their simultaneous attacks and then stabbed through the chest with her daggers when they were recovering from their attempted strikes.

      She had a brief second to look around. They were following her instructions, acting in tandem to create a pathway through the surrounding tribesmen to charge through.

      She knew that on land they had a speed advantage. They’d been bred for speed, it was one of the easiest things to add to a hybrid creature. But to get that free path across the desert they needed a way out, that it wasn’t presenting itself.

      Brute force was their only option to break through the line of attackers. Lisa angled herself in the same direction as the rest of her army, and for a change, followed their lead as she attacked.

      The biggest question mark was Cara, who Lisa saw from the corner of her vision as she leaped toward a group of four people, her halberd gleaming with the electric effects of her super power.

      She was heading in the wrong direction.

      Lisa had fought with Cara before when they’d defended the village against rogue attackers, and Cara had always been a passionate fighter, but it wasn’t erratic. She hadn’t been someone that had lunged out at the nearest enemy, determined to prove her brute strength.

      Maybe the power struggle in the village was affecting her more than she was willing to let on.

      It wasn’t Lisa’s concern, anyway. She sought out Elaine to make sure she hadn’t clocked Cara and decided to throw away her own logic to help her. Elaine was busy fighting her way through the line of enemies with her lizard, though. She was heading in the right direction.

      Retreating, like Lisa had said.

      Elaine might like Cara, but Lisa knew her command wasn’t in any doubt. She had the trust from her subordinates. It was for two reasons. Both because she didn’t assert herself as being in charge unless it was absolutely necessary; that she treated them with compassion otherwise. But also because her command had been tried and tested in dangerous situations countless times by now.

      Sol had been kept in the dark about a lot of their goings on in the world outside the facility, but in reality they ran into danger a lot more often than he suspected. Mutant creatures who, although not equipped with a human brain, were a genuine threat to the party, had attacked them plenty of times. They’d come away with scrapes, and they’d come away with bigger injuries they’d spent entire run home thinking of ways to hide from Sol so that he didn’t restrict their adventures outside the facility.

      Because as sure as she was of her authority over the rest of the girls, she knew that Sol’s authority was even more concrete. He had brought them all together, and his main motivation was always to keep them and their home safe. He knew what he was doing, and they would always cede to his command.

      Just like with her, they could have a discussion, but when he said his piece in the voice that told him he was serious, they would rally behind him in a heartbeat.

      Elaine, Marie and the rest of their army were doing that right now. Fighting tooth and nail to to get through the crowd of people ahead of them while watching their back against the tribesmen that had already realized what their strategy was and were heading them off.

      Lisa put Cara out of her mind and focused on the task ahead.

      She didn’t know why they were bothering to ally with Cara in the first place. Sure, Cara knew more information about the tribe, and sure she was willing to volunteer fighters in the cause against the tribe, but Lisa had absolute faith in Sol, the facility, Elaine and Marie and the animals they lived with. They didn’t need Cara, no matter how powerful she was.

      No matter what she’d said to Marie, she had doubts about Sol’s focus on his body too. She wanted him to hurry up and get into one, so that they could move forward together toward their real objective, which Lisa had always thought was discovering the truth about what had happened and trying to make the best of the new world, not just for them, but for everyone.

      Right now there wasn’t going to be anything to focus on if they didn’t get out of this alive though.

      One blast from Cara’s powers in their direction and they would have been home free, but she had her own agenda and other things in her mind, things Lisa couldn’t read.

      She wondered if one of these people had the super power of reading other people’s minds. She might forgive Sol for being obsessed with getting that one.

      She was a fighter in her own right though, and she didn’t rely on super powers, per se, to win her battles.

      Her daggers hit their mark time and time again as she dashed forward, easily dodging attacks and sending enemies to the ground, dead or with injuries.

      Not everyone was as easy to take down.

      She bared her teeth when she came up against the same man that had led the attacks into the facility.

      He looked lethal, spurred on by a glint of true hatred in his dark brown eyes. He was going to give nothing but his best, and it had taken the releasing of a feral eagle to stop him in his tracks last time they’d met up.

      But Lisa had been thinking about their fight, about how she’d been unable to best him. This time she was more prepared.

      She was going to have to rely on faked attacks if she had any chance of taking him on. She could call for help from her creatures, but they were making good work of breaking through. Distracting this guy by herself would give Elaine and Marie the best chance of escape.

      She fully committed to attack on his right side. Any pulling of her punch until the last minute would give him the knowledge to dodge her. They’d decided it must be either heightened reflexes or the ability to read micro movements that telegraphed intent that he must rely on.

      So she had to go hard, twisting only at the very last moment to the left. She was horizontal in the air for a moment, dragging her daggers across the stomach of the man. They didn’t pierce his furs, but it did throw him enough that he raised his arms. That was when she made her real move, twisting so she could stab her right dagger into his armpit.

      It landed, barely. It wasn’t as deep as she’d wanted, but it was more than enough to throw him off. He reeled backward, shouting in pain.

      But it was the kind of attack that took it out of her, that made her weak for a few seconds afterward as she landed heavily in a roll. She caught her breath and hoped she may have startled him enough to put him out of action. He didn’t seem like the kind of person who’d ever been in a situation where he got hurt before.

      She miscalculated. She should have known, based on her other interactions with him, that it would be rage not fear that took control.

      He barreled toward her, but his attacks were significantly worse than his defence and Lisa rolled again, easily avoiding him.

      Now she had to land another attack though. Dodging forever would exhaust her eventually, and that was if she didn’t make a mistake that got her severely injured first. He might lack technique, but she had to remember that he could read which way she was going to dodge, too.

      And then there was the time that he’d jumped into the air and stayed there far longer than any human should have been able to, too. That was a wild card she didn’t fully understand.

      Thoughts swirled as she dodged again. This one was much more narrow, and she felt the tip of his sword nick her forearm.

      It was all or nothing when she decided to attack.

      So she intended to make it count.

      She ran at him suddenly, going low to avoid his outstretched swords with the intent of pulling up at the last second to plunge her daggers into his throat.

      She made a major miscalculation, she realized, when he lifted his boot to counter her.

      “Shit,” she hissed, trying to stop herself in her tracks, but moving too fast to do so. She’d forgotten the blades on his boots. How could she have forgotten? She’d watched the footage of the invasion of the facility so many times, spent so many evenings thinking every aspect of it through while Sol fixated on his body and Marie and Elaine relaxed together.

      All that preparation and she’d faltered at the last minute.

      This was why they needed Sol. She was powerful, she commanded respect, but she hadn’t spent over ten years as a soldier. His direction would have saved her life.

      Now she was going to die.

      The beam of pure energy took the man’s head off.

      It was concentrated so perfectly that it evaporated the head and left every other part of his body untouched. Lisa had managed to stop herself just short of impaling herself on the dead man’s boot knife anyway, and had to stop the hard panting she wanted to do because her chest was so close to the tip of the blade.

      “Thanks,” she said to Cara when she’d rolled out of the way.

      Cara wasn’t even there to thank. She’d already moved on, making quick work of the stragglers left defending the way out and to freedom. Behind her, she was dragging a frail looking girl who visibly struggled against her captor. Cara was too strong, and the threat of her powers and the halberd meant the girl wasn’t struggling too much.

      The unleashing of Cara’s powers hadn’t tamed the tribe at all, and they continued to fight tooth and nail, still surging forward to try and attack from behind.

      Lisa was done with the fight now. She hauled up the body of the dead savage and threw it over her back, ignoring the blood that still leaked from its neck and trickled down her fur.

      She very much doubted the secret to his super power was in the blood. Getting the body back to Sol and Ego was her biggest priority.

      Cara hopped onto her lizard and pulled the girl on with her. They started fleeing across the desert at such a speed that the girl would have risked being skinned alive if she struggled and fell off the lizard into the sand.

      Lisa joined them when she’d tied the arms and legs of the dead man with straps of leather so that he didn’t fall off.

      She looked to the side and saw Elaine and Marie, running with just scratches.

      When she dared a glimpse behind her, she saw the tribe stood watching. Dead from both sides lay in the ground.

      The leader of the tribe, the one she had seen strangle Cara — still adorned in colorful feathers and cat fangs — stood at the head of the onlookers, and his hands were clenched into fists.

      It had been a messy operation, but she knew one thing for certain: he would be coming for the woman they had stolen. There was no doubt about that.
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      I watched the returning party with interest, eager to get a report from them.

      They were carrying with them two bodies. One missing a head, and another a young girl very much alive.

      “Oh God,” I said. “She looks about thirteen.”

      “Would you like me to run software that can estimate her age?” Ego asked.

      “I think I’d rather not know.”

      They entered the facility. I’d disabled all the traps, but they still avoided the areas where the pressure sensors had been.

      I’d tell them about some of the changes I’d made to the facility when I’d heard their debrief.

      “Don’t worry about the traps,” I said. “They’re disabled.”

      Lisa still avoided the pressure sensors by virtue of muscle memory. She was frowning as though it was intentional though, as though she needed to prove it to herself.

      The girl Cara was dragging with her struggled wildly, but she was tiny. She looked malnourished, and was barely five feet.

      “Does she have a superpower?” I asked Ego, without airing the question through the speakers.

      “No,” Ego confirmed. “Her stats show nothing indicating a superpower.”

      “Great.” So she was just what I could see at face value. A weak girl who was nothing more than our bargaining chip.

      Lisa was dragging a decapitated body with her.

      “Who is that?” I asked her.

      “The guy with the reflexes. I thought you would want his body to–” She cut herself short with a sideways glance at Cara.

      “Bring him to the lab. Elaine and Marie, take Cara up to the lounge. Get the girl a drink.” He almost said food automatically, but he doubted the teenager would be made to feel at home by getting a glob of nutrigel.

      Lisa broke off from the group and I followed her. “This is the one who broke into the facility?”

      “Yes. I hope that you can get what you wanted out of him.” Her back was soaked with blood, but it seemed to have mostly dried in the baking hot sun as they ran back across the desert.

      “Thank you.”

      She gave me a weak smile.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I forgot about the knives on his boots,” she spat, shielding her face from my camera. “The bastard almost got me, and it was because of my own stupidity.”

      “Everyone makes mistakes.”

      “I watched that footage a hundred times. I should not have forgotten that.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You’ve never made a mistake up until this point.”

      “It was just such a stupid thing to do.”

      “What matters is that you’re alive.”

      “What matters is that I don’t ever do it again.”

      “It’s not that simple. You’ll always make mistakes, there’s no way to stop that.”

      “So what, I just wait until something happens that kills me?”

      “No, you surround yourself with enough people that you trust that when you make a mistake someone has your back, and when they make a mistake, you have their back. No one can be perfect all the time, but there are ways of minimizing the risk. Fighting with friends is one of those.”

      Lisa finally smiled at me. “Thanks, Sol. That helps. I’m looking forward to you getting your body. I can add you to the list of people that have my back in a fight.”

      It no longer made me feel bitter to know that I wasn’t out there right now fighting with them. My body was gestated, I could enter it any time I wanted. There was no rush anymore. It was all my choice, I wasn’t stuck behind the cameras anymore, I was choosing to be there so that I could keep improving my physical form.

      “So… what happened to his head?”

      Lisa laughed and gave him a rundown of what had happened in the fight.

      “That invisibility power would be very useful,” I mused.

      “I thought that. We’ll have to see what we can do with the people who come to rescue the girl.”

      “You think they’ll come?”

      “I’m certain of it. You should have seen the tribe leader’s face. He was absolutely furious.”

      “Excellent.”

      There was some doubt on her face though.

      “Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “We’ve got plenty of traps here, and an army to meet them with head-on if that doesn’t work. We don’t have anything to worry about.”

      She smiled, but I got the feeling I hadn’t completely eradicated her worry.

      “Let’s go and see how they’re getting on with the girl.”

      I left the decapitated body for Ego to deal with. The AI was going to root around and see if he could isolate the super power, and the science was too difficult for me to find engaging.

      Elaine, Marie and Cara stood around the lounge with folded arms, watching as the girl sat on a couch with her arms folded and her bottom lip stuck out.

      “Oh God, she really is a teenager,” I said.

      The girl jumped. “Who is she?” she asked with a haughty scowl after recovering from the shock of hearing Sol’s voice out of nowhere.

      “Do you have a name?” Cara asked, but she said it like a command rather than a genuine question and it made the girl stick her chin out further.

      “I’m Marie,” Marie said, smiling at her. “I’m sorry that it all happened so violently, but we thought that maybe you didn’t want to be with that group of people anymore.”

      The girl eased off slightly and scratched at her wrist. Finally the uncomfortable silence got to her. “You found my patterns?”

      Marie beamed. “We did. We thought they might be you asking for help.”

      She shifted her weight in her seat. “My name is Daisy.”

      “That’s a cute name,” Elaine said. “My sister was called Daisy.”

      Daisy managed a small smile in response.

      Lisa tapped Cara on the shoulder and gestured for her to leave the room.

      I stayed and watched Elaine and Marie a little longer. Daisy was nervous and shy, but struggled to hide her fascination at their hybrid bodies and the strange, futuristic facility she was currently inside.

      It didn’t look like she was going to be an immediate problem at least.

      One down, maybe ten thousand to go if Cara and Lisa’s body language when he located them was anything to go by.
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      Lisa hadn’t taken them far, just to an unused storage room two rooms along the corridor. I knew why, and I appreciated her concern. No one wanted Cara to see anymore of the facility than she had to. Well, except for maybe Elaine, but Elaine’s friendship with Cara wasn’t something I liked taking into consideration.

      When she’d first entered the facility she’d seen the lab, but it had been a flying visit with high tensions and I hoped that she hadn’t managed to take much of anything in. I knew she’d be able to piece together something of how things worked, but keeping her in the dark as much as I could seemed like a priority.

      And that was what Cara and Lisa were currently arguing about.

      “What do you mean you can’t tell me what kind of traps you currently have set up?” Cara was demanding with her hands on her hips. Her halberd was strapped to her back, but never out of range of being used. I doubted she even needed the halberd to unleash her superpower, it was just an addition to the power to make herself even stronger.

      Hopefully it wouldn’t reach the point of an actual fight.

      “You have to understand that this is our home,” Lisa said. “And we can’t risk compromising the entire security of it for this. Not when we don’t even need–” Lisa cut herself short. “Look, it’s important for us to maintain some control of our home. You have to understand that.”

      “I don’t have to–” Cara cut herself off this time. She clenched and unclenched her hands. “You want me to be a part of this, then you have to be willing to tell me how we’re planning on fighting these bastards. I can’t commit people to fight alongside us if you’re not going to tell me how high a chance they have of dying.”

      “We don’t need–” Lisa started again, and this time I was the one who cut her off.

      She was right, we didn’t need Cara’s help to kill this tribe, but I wanted it because I wanted to lose as few people as possible in this attack, and because as much as Elaine’s opinion about Cara was skewed, she was right that it was better to have an ally than an enemy.

      If Cara got to feel involved in this and it made her more likely to stay his friend in the future, then he could see no real loss.

      Lisa was just going to have to suck it up that she wasn’t the only one in control right now.

      “Look,” I said, alerting them to my presence. “Cara, I can’t tell you everything about how this facility can defend itself, but you’re right that if you’re going to help then you need to understand the plan. Everyone needs to understand the plan, and that includes the traps that we’ve set up to damage the tribe when they come here.”

      Lisa rankled a little, but Cara smiled up at the camera. She really was gorgeous. Tanned skin with piercing eyes that glinted in the cold white lights of the facility. It was the knowledge that she was powerful. It was what made all of my girls truly beautiful.

      “Thanks, Sol,” she said. “I really do want to be a part of this.”

      “I want you to be too, but we have to meet in the middle here.”

      I’d have to speak to Lisa afterward, because right now she was visibly biting her tongue on a rebuff to explain exactly why we didn’t need Cara anywhere near this fight.

      “I’ll take you through the traps,” I said. “Come back to the entrance and we can run through them.”

      Lisa tagged along, and didn’t say a word as I went through the majority of the traps we’d laid out for the tribe while they were out hunting the girl. I kept some to myself, but Lisa didn’t know that yet. We’d completely overhauled the way the first level looked while she’d been gone.

      The only sign she got that something had been held back was when she realized the layout had been changed. I’d had the bots completely barricade the door and corridor that should have led to the elevator, which was how they’d gotten through the first time. The door had another slab of steel added to the back of it and it was welded shut. There was no way anyone should be able to get through it.

      It had two advantages. Not only was the route different to the first time the savages had attacked the facility, but it also meant that I knew the route they were likely to take when they first attacked. I was leading them straight into a gauntlet.

      Lisa grinned when she realized this, and flashed my camera a smile that was all teeth.

      Her doubts seemed to have evaporated from the tour of the first level that we hoped would do most of the damage to the tribe before we even had to engage in combat with anyone.

      “It’s good,” Cara had to admit. “I can’t see them getting through even half of that, never mind making it downstairs to where we are.”

      “We still have to be ready for that possibility though,” Lisa said. “We need to be ready to fight them head on if they manage to get through. They did last time.” Lisa didn’t mention that we’d allowed them through because we wanted to steal the superpowers of their leader.

      I resisted the urge to check in with Ego. If we could isolate that superpower then I wouldn’t need to concern myself with allying with Cara. I would have the tools to be the most powerful man on the planet, without a doubt.

      “So when do you think they’ll be coming?” Cara asked. “Soon, right?”

      “Definitely soon, but they’ll have to travel across the desert first and they can’t do it as quickly as us. We’ve got at least a few days before they can even come close enough, and they’ll be wary since we know their secret about moving around undetected and we know they’re coming.”

      “So a few days,” I said. “That’s plenty of time to prepare.” I had plenty of things gestating. More combos that were pushing the boundaries of D-tier and would hopefully come out obedient rather than rebellious. Ego had warned me multiple times that I was pushing my luck, but he didn’t understand what taking risks meant if he couldn’t work out the exact percentage chance of success and failure.

      Sometimes to win you needed to push the boat out, and that was what I was doing here.

      “When should I bring my people?” Cara asked.

      “Not until the day of the attack,” Lisa replied immediately.

      “But we don’t know what day the attack is going to be. I’m not going to risk missing it.”

      “You can’t camp an army inside our facility indefinitely.”

      “Army is pushing. There’ll be a dozen of us, maybe a few more.”

      Lisa narrowed her eyes.

      “Besides, it doesn’t look like you’re exactly struggling for space, does it?”

      “There’s no point coming straight away,” I said. “You don’t want to be away from the village longer than you have to be anyway, do you?”

      Cara rolled her eyes, and I knew it was a deflection from how much the remark stung. “I suppose you’re right. I don’t want to miss this, though. If I miss it and it fails that means my village is fucked too. And I want to keep help an eye on the girl.”

      “The girl – Daisy – doesn’t seem that bothered about you keeping an eye on her,” Lisa retorted.

      “Elaine and Marie are doing well with her, I don’t think she’ll be an issue,” I said. “But you’re right that you shouldn’t miss the attack. Ego, what do you think the earliest time the tribe will arrive at the facility is?” I fed in all the information we had about their location, and because we already had the area mapped out so well, he could give us a fairly accurate guess.

      “Three days.”

      “Exactly?”

      “I thought you would appreciate a round number.” The AI sounded offended. “My calculations actually show three days, six hours–”

      “Okay, thanks Ego. You’re right, the round number is better. I was just surprised. Anyway. Three days minimum, so you can come here with your fighters then and there will be no chance of you having missed the fight.”

      Cara shifted her weight.

      “We’ll come and collect you, so there isn’t a long trek across the desert,” I further enticed her.

      “I am worried about the girl though.”

      “Don’t be, we’re going to take good care of her. You know I don’t sleep, I can keep an eye on her at all times. She’ll be safe and sound. We won’t let her get away.”

      “Fine,” Cara said. “But come and get me a bit earlier so there’s no chance of us running into them on the way back to the facility. We don’t want the fight to take place anywhere but in here, otherwise we’ll be at a disadvantage.”

      “Agreed. Did you want a lift home?”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      Lisa said that she’d escort Cara back across the desert and they headed off together.

      I returned to the room with Daisy and found them sat watching a movie. Daisy was entranced as the pictures moved across the wall and she sat, silently, with her mouth open.

      “No wonder Ego is so sassy nowadays if this is the kind of drivel he consumes,” I muttered, watching girls with glittery phones and manicured nails pointing at each other over dramatically. I was almost proud of myself for having no idea what it was that they were watching.

      There was no way I was going to make myself endure it now, and returned to the lab to wait for Lisa’s return so that we could go over the plan without having to watch our words in front of Cara.

      “How is it going?” I asked Ego, looking at the decapitated body on the metal table. “Any luck?”

      “Not yet. I’m struggling to see many differences in the physical body on this one. You’re certain that he had a superpower?”

      “Positive. You know he did. We watched it with our own eyes and then watched the footage back afterward.”

      “I don’t have eyes.”

      “Don’t be pedantic.”

      “I was just making sure there hadn’t been any kind of mix up,” he said. “Because I’m struggling to find anything different in the DNA.”

      “You can’t see anything different from standard human DNA?”

      “I can, but nothing that explains the changes we saw on the footage. I think the main changes must have occurred in the brain.”

      “Dammit.” There was nothing I could do to bring back the man’s head, it had been evaporated in Cara’s attack. There was just an ugly stump now. “Do you think that’s just for this specific power, or for all of them?”

      “It’s impossible for me to know that.”

      “Dammit.”

      “I will continue analyses.”

      “Yeah, okay. Thanks, Ego.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      So I was going to have to make sure I got hold of complete people even if they were dead if I had any chance of finding out whether isolating the powers would ever be possible.

      Yet another task to add to the mounting list of things we had to accomplish when the tribe invaded the facility. Our preparation was far from over.
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      We spent the next few days completing preparations for the attack. There was only so much we could do before we were just sat around waiting for something to happen, though.

      Animals, with Lisa at their lead, were sent to retrieve Cara from the village at the time they’d arranged, and when they were back at the facility tensions rose even higher. Cara had done as she’d said and brought a dozen men and women with her. Surre I recognized from the first time she’d come to the facility: a waifish girl with an incredible power that allowed her manipulate plants from even the smallest shoot into dangerous thorny vines. The others were unknown to me, and it seemed like not all of them were convinced by Cara.

      Following them and watching their body language became my favorite hobby during the two days they were there before the attack happened.

      Whatever Cara had told them wasn’t much: they didn’t seem to realize that I could follow them wherever they went with the cameras and I did my best to keep that a secret.

      Two of them felt comfortable enough that they outright discussed a plot they were considering to dethrone Cara. The audacity was astounding.

      That was something I would miss when I had my body, I had to admit. The ability to see and hear everything all at once was invaluable. If only it hadn’t restricted me to the facility, it would have been perfect.

      The girls were forced to split themselves up, too, spreading themselves between the groups to try and keep an eye on everyone. Elaine wasn’t thrilled about the supposed need for surveillance, but she did as she was told because I assigned her to keep an eye on Cara.

      When the alarm sounded was a rare time that they’d gathered together. With traps as good as they were going to get, everyone had gathered into the lounge with the projector and was watching a movie together. The people from the village had brought dried meat with them to the facility and were sharing it among everyone while they watched.

      Lisa chewed on it with relish, and I got the feeling that hunting expeditions for food would be a regular occurrence after this. A taste for flavor rather than the purely nutritional nutrigel had probably developed.

      Maybe some of the rabbits would be killed and skinned and cooked rather than reclaimed in future. I doubted Marie would appreciate that even if she was gnawing on the meat contentedly now.

      Ego shut off the projector the moment the alarm sounded, and everyone sat up straight. Everyone except Elaine, whose ears and tails just twitched like someone had opened the door to the room rather than being told that the biggest battle of their lives was about to take place.

      “Positions,” I called, though everyone’s position was the same for now. We were waiting to see what the defenses could do before we started fighting people head-on. It seemed the most cost-efficient when it came to man power, and I didn’t want to separate the army we had up more than necessary.

      The facility was huge, but it wasn’t so big that we could fit everything in one room. Animals had to wait in the wings for when there was room in the space that the main fight was likely to take place in – the same place that it had last time. Where the elevator opened up.

      The elevator gave us an advantage, too: they had to filter down in as many people could fit into the elevator at one time. It was a large elevator, granted, but not enough to fit their entire army into.

      I was feeling good about this, and now the alarm had sounded, so did everyone else. They had their fighting faces on. All shreds of doubt had vanished.

      I loaded up the projectors again now they were in the room that would house the final fight. I wanted them all to be able to see every little thing that happened, for it to build momentum when they realized how thoroughly we were protected here.

      Right now it showed the entrance to the facility, the solar panels standing gloomily in the semi-darkness of dawn.

      One of Cara’s men let out a “whoop,” when the first face appeared in the camera.

      It was one that they all recognized, apart from me, apparently. A thick-set man draped in multi-colored feathers and furs and armed to the teeth with every sort of blade I could think of – and a few more. He was pure muscle.

      “That’s Mart,” Marie said softly, so only I could hear her where she stood directly beneath my camera. A cacophony of murmurs had started in the rest of the group. “He’s the leader of the tribe.”

      And he looked like a leader. He had his lips pulled back over his teeth and seemed to have immediately identified the camera for what it was. He spat onto the lens.

      “You’re going to die, motherfucker.”

      “He seems friendly,” I said, starting to get excited about the upcoming fight.

      Cara just curled her lip. She was sat cross-legged on the ground, her halberd resting over her knees, and watching the screen intently. She looked completely serene, except the small tinge of disgust on seeing the man who had humiliated her in front of her people.

      I was surprised to see how ready the rest of her village was to agree with her, even the ones planning to overthrow her just days before. The animosity toward outsiders wanting to take over their village showed at least some bond between them, anyway.

      Mart wasted no time in moving forward and into the facility. I hadn’t even bothered to bar the door this time, there was no point. They would only damage the door and I’d have to fix it. May as well just let them in, show them how ready I was for them.

      Mart didn’t hesitate. He’d obviously been told exactly what the layout of the facility was from the man now being slowly reclaimed into nutrigel.

      He went to avoid the first pressure sensor by stepping to the panel to the side of it. It immediately fell away revealing a shallower pit filled with thorny vines created by Surre.

      The chief was pulled backward by his followers, and clenched and unclenched his fist. It had maybe been too soon to reveal that everything had been changed, maybe I should have lulled him into a false sense of security by making the first room exactly the same, but seeing the look on his face as he’d almost fallen into the pit of thorns had been worth it.

      I chuckled as he tried to recover some confidence after having been saved by his tribe.

      My girls all had smiles on their faces too. The tension in the room relaxed further.

      Except for in Cara, who still sat tense as a board with her lips in a straight line. Her grip on her halberd was tight.

      I’d never pegged her as a nervous character like that, but I supposed it was rare that she sat in wait for a fight to happen. Normally something jumped her and she immediately fought it off. Sitting here with her insane amount of power and just watching it happen must be stressful, I supposed.

      But for me, it was thrilling. This was as close to really being in the fight as I could get. It was me having the most direct impact on how things turned out.

      What they hadn’t anticipated was how many of the panels in the first corridor would be pressure sensors. Compared to the first time I’d tripled it. Nearly all the floor panels fell away when triggered now, and it meant that there was no obvious path through.

      There was a pause and Mart turned to the people behind him. There were over three dozen men and women crowding the facility, and the corridor wasn’t big enough to fit them all in straight away.

      “Here.” One of the man behind Mart started unraveling the myriad of furs that he wore on his body. The more furs they had obviously corresponded to your place in the hierarchy. This guy must have been somewhere near the top.

      The thick furs were laid down over the thorns and it was someone much further down the food chain that was made to take the first step onto them.

      It was slow going, but eventually the leaders got across the vines. It wasn’t without injury: feet slipped off the edges of the furs because of the uneven surface and legs were cut up by the thorns, but nothing too serious happened.

      But I wasn’t put off. That was only a taster of what was to come.
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      As expected, the chief still took the same route that the previous tribe had because they didn’t realize that I had the ability to change the layout of the facility. They might be expecting new traps, but they didn’t know they were walking the exact path that I wanted them to.

      The next room had been completely overhauled. I’d liked the rats with the sticky feet, but they’d been good because they could launch a surprise attack and now that ability was lost. More importantly, they were better against smaller groups than against the large invasion force that was currently working its way through the facility. Half of them hadn’t even started the vine corridor yet, by the time they got to the rats they would have been dead and gone.

      So I’d had to rethink the room completely. It had been Ego’s suggestion that had resulted in the room as it currently was. He’d reminded me that thinning out the invading force as much as possible would give whatever enemies we put in there the biggest chance they’d have, and the best way to keep them thinned out was to physically stop them grouping up.

      Just making the corridor much narrower would have been a waste of valuable space, so I’d made the room into a maze instead. The idea was so appealing that I’d knocked through the wall to the room at the size of it so I had space to play with dead ends. With dead ends I could fuck with the order the tribe were walking in, too. Mart wouldn’t physically be able to stay at the head of the column like this unless he was insanely lucky.

      And I had some more surprises. Some things I hadn’t even told Cara about.

      Mart took the same precautionary measures as the previous group leader had when it came to tapping every floor panel with his sword to make sure there was no pressure sensor underneath it. He wouldn’t find any in this room. I was in complete control of everything that happened in the maze: it was important because it meant every trap wouldn’t be used on the person at the head of the column. I could wait until Mart had passed and unleash something on the people behind him instead, when they would think they’d already passed that area without danger.

      There were plenty of things I wanted Mart to face too, though. As soon as he was in the maze I activated the first trap, letting a floor panel fall from the ceiling that had two rats on top of it. They jumped from the falling panel before it hit the ground and dove straight onto Mart’s face.

      We had no idea what his superpower was, but Ego had confirmed that his stats were high. Whatever he was capable of, it would be a fine addition to my collection.

      The collection that I intended to be stacked much higher by the end of this invasion.

      Mart didn’t hesitate as he blocked, raising an arm wrapped with fur to shield his face from teeth and claws. I couldn’t tell from this angle whether they’d managed to pierce the fur or not, but it turned out to be irrelevant. Mart’s superpower quickly revealed itself. A small explosion rattled the steel walls of the maze and flung the rats backward. One’s face was so charred that it was dead immediately, and the other coughed pathetically on the ground as it realized one of its front legs had been blown clean off.

      “Holy shit,” Lisa said, folding her arms uncomfortably.

      Cara had sat up a little straighter in her seat, and I hadn’t thought that was possible with how ramrod straight her back already was.

      Mart made quick work of the dying rat with a clean attack to the throat.

      Marie flinched.

      Mart’s arm was visibly charred, though. His skin was black to the point that it looked like pure coal.

      “Do you think that’s permanent?” Cara asked.

      “It can’t be. He must have used the power before, and I can’t see anything else that’s charred,” Lisa suggested.

      “Maybe it’s like a cooldown,” I said. “He can’t use it again until the charred area disappears.”

      There was a collection of nods. “Makes sense,” Elaine agreed softly. “So the more times we can make him use his power, the less powerful he’ll be. We can just throw rats at him in surprising ways and hope that his knee jerk reaction is to attack them with his power. He can’t have been in this kind of situation before.”

      “It’s a solid plan,” I agreed, and tried to put it into action before he knew what had hit him.

      I triggered a panel in the wall at the side of Mart that contained two small cat-wolf hybrids. Their powerful legs gave them the same ability to lunge straight at Mart’s face, and they did so with an added weapon. I’d created them solely to sit in that panel and so I wasn’t concerned at all about how the poison inside them would kill them–only that it would kill someone before they were put down.

      This time everyone seemed more on edge though. Mart didn’t have to use his power at all, he dodged effortlessly out of the way and swung his blade in an arc, slicing through the stomach of the cat closest to him like it was butter.

      The second realized the danger of the situation and switched target, going low and attacking the man second in the queue behind Mart. The cat had sunk its teeth into the man’s ankle before Mart brought his sword down again, chopping the beast’s head off.

      Color drained from the man’s face alarmingly quickly, and his blood turned black as it flowed from the wound. He foamed at the mouth and fell to the ground. When he tried to speak it was a low groan. He was dead within seconds.

      “Well there’s nothing weak about that poison,” I said. “That gives me a lot of hope about the spiders.”

      There were a lot of scrunched up faces as they watched the death of the man. Most of the villagers probably hadn’t seen a human killed before, and probably not one they were actively opposing in a battle.

      I watched each face carefully, and asked Ego to do the same thing. If there was anyone who was going to bail in the fight that would eventually come to them, then I needed to know so that I could factor it in.

      “Okay, maybe not such a great plan,” Elaine said. “But worth a try.”

      “Even if we didn’t make him use his power, we still got one with the trap,” Marie said, resting her head on Elaine’s shoulder as she spoke. “Still a success.”

      And I’d gained some knowledge, which was important too.

      I let Mart continue unharmed for a while, just to see how he would adapt now. He took to giving more surfaces a tap with his sword, but there was nothing he could do about potential threats from above without sacrificing one of his sword hands. He was willing to just risk it, to trust his reaction time and super powers to be superior to whatever fell out of the sky.

      I’d been tame so far with the beasts he’d been exposed to, as well. He would have information from the previous invaders about what kind of creatures they’d faced, but I’d evolved even since then. There were plenty of surprises up my sleeve for Mart and his tribe.

      The column was far enough along that I could start triggering traps further down without Mart being able to help. Ego was able to show me which people were likeliest to have superpowers depending on their readouts, and they were the ones I targeted. I could see their stats, but I couldn’t see what they could actually do and I only had so many ways of capturing people. I wanted to make them count.

      The first trap was two sliding doors in the walls of the maze that revealed four rats. It was simple, but effective. The element of surprise was underrated, and it meant that the rats had mauled a person to death with two clean bites to the throat of a woman who wasn’t expecting them. She was without powers, but every life that we took was a person we didn’t have to fight when they made it through the first level.

      The person I was hoping to target was a woman with stats that showed some short-range burst speed. She turned a violent shade of crimson and dodged the attack of the rats, killing one with a swift blow. The maze meant she didn’t have enough space to maneuver.

      “We know her,” Lisa said. “She was part of the group that attacked Cara. She got away before we could stop her, for obvious reasons.”

      “Her power is strong,” Elaine added, leaning back. “The maze is a good way to contain it.”

      It was a sentiment I agreed with, and I followed her for another few steps until the perfect moment struck. The woman stepped onto just the right panel, and she was on it alone. I activated the trap and three things happened at once. At the same time that the floor gave out, metal dividers shot up out of the floor cutting the panel off from the people either side. Ceiling panels gave way and a single rat–basic build, without any modification except growth enlargement–dropped down to attack the people either side of the panel with the woman.

      It was the perfect catch. The woman was trapped in a cage of solid steel below the maze and the people closest to her had been too distracted by the rats to do anything about it.

      She was mine. Alive and well beneath floorboards, unable to use her power to escape. I couldn’t do anything with her just yet, but she would be going straight to Ego as soon as the fight was over, and I would figure out how to make that super speed work in my favor.
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      “What was that for?” Cara demanded as soon as the trap had worked. She looked around at the girls, none of whom looked surprised by what had just happened. “Why did you kidnap her?”

      “It’s none of your business,” Lisa said coolly.

      “Like hell it’s not my business. What are you going to do with her?”

      “You have your motives and I have mine,” I said. “This is mine. It’s got nothing to do with you.”

      Cara looked up at the camera with a stormy face, her grip so tight on her halberd that her knuckles were white. The other members of her village looked concerned.

      Eventually Cara had to settle down though. There was nothing she could do to make me tell her, and it had no direct impact on the invasion. It was something she had to just accept.

      I struggled to keep the excitement out of my voice so it didn’t sound like I was gloating. I hadn’t managed to do anything as efficient as that capture before. It was a good sign for the rest of the maze, and the rest of the traps.

      The rest of the maze passed in a similar fashion, with me triggering traps when people weren’t expecting it and killing half a dozen of the invading force in this room alone. The poisonous spiders were easy to kill when you pinned them down, but so lethal that just the grazing of a fang against bare skin would kill the victim, horrifically, in moments. Many still landed on fur that completely countered their attack, but a few got bites in, and considering what a small amount of nutrigel the tiny creatures took to gestate, I found them highly efficient.

      Mart was thrown when he hit the first dead end and had to cede control of leading the column to the woman who happened to be in the position to head down a different route. That led to trouble, with me triggering traps at the head of the column and getting people killed to undermine Mart’s confidence in the rest of their abilities.

      By the time everyone had gotten through the maze and piled into the next room, a whole ten people had died, and morale looked down.

      Cara hadn’t relaxed at all, but my girls looked jubilant.

      The next room was the Indiana Jones room and people entered it with furs above their head, knowing that the ceiling panels were going to fall out.

      That part hadn’t changed, but I’d been working on an invention that would play on the expectations of the tribe as to what they were expecting.

      When as many people as could fit were in the room, I triggered the trap. The ceiling panels clattered to the ground and spiders fell from the ceiling. They landed on the furs, but they wouldn’t stay there. Instead of nets, what fell out were medium-sized balls – the size of basketballs, but metal. They made loud bangs as they hit the ground, and the impact triggered a mechanism. Wire shot out from the balls in every direction and each piece had a hook on the end that would stick into anything it came across. Plenty of them came across the bare ankles and calves of tribesmen. After a two second delay, the electrical charge surged through the wire and into the people they were attached to.

      Because the mechanism was triggered by the landing of the ball on the floor, the battery hadn’t been drained in advance and the voltage was strong enough that people were brought to the ground in spasms. For people with weaker hearts or multiple hooks in them, death was almost immediate.

      Mart had dodged the wires, whether intentionally or luckily, I couldn’t tell, and didn’t get electrocuted. He had to stand and watch as people fell around him. He drew back his lips over his teeth and truly looked like the savage he was. Normally he was the eloquent one, but right now he was more beast than man.

      The members of the tribe that had survived and those who hadn’t been able to fit in the room in the first place gathered together in the now trap-free room. Mart spoke to most of them while others searched the people laying on the ground to see which were alive and which had succumbed.

      “Fuck,” one of Cara’s men said, watching them check pulses. “They’re really dead?”

      “Not all of them,” I said.

      “That can’t be okay.”

      “It’s them or us,” Cara barked. “No hesitation. You know that.”

      But knowing it in theory was very different to watching it play out in front of you, and they were starting to realize that.

      They spoke in such low tones that the microphone couldn’t pick up on the words passing through their lips, but it gave me a chance to count the remaining people and see how many had made it through.

      Just twenty still lived to tell the tale, and there were still plenty of traps left for them to face.

      The next room was the one I’d been looking forward to most. This was where I really showed them how stupid they were for thinking they could just take the same route through the facility without me having changed it.

      Because I’d used the idea of the panel separation in the maze, I’d renovated this room completely. Aside from barring the door at the other side of the room that had previously led to the elevator, now I’d finally made use of the D-tier creatures I’d been steadily creating since the success of the first wolf. They’d been going on trips with Lisa and the girls to search for the tribe and Daisy, but aside from that final fight had seen barely any action.

      More importantly, I had not seen them in action at all, even though I’d spent the past few weeks working tirelessly on ideas for how to make them as powerful as they could be without tipping them over the edge into C-tier where they would have too high autonomy for me to control.

      The hardest part had been figuring out how to best utilize them in this room rather than just putting them in the middle and letting them run rampant as soon as the door was opened.

      I’d liked the separation to attack people, but it narrowed the potential of the creatures too. When they’d killed their prey they were trapped too, unable to keep going and ravaging other people.

      I still liked the idea of separating people though, so I’d spent forever thinking how I could make them as weak as possible without limiting the potential of the D-tier creatures I’d spent so much time on. The conclusion I’d come to had meant several days of bots renovating the room completely. I’d almost completely removed the floor of the already huge room to give myself some more depth, and that meant the room below was out of commission too.

      With the floor knocked out I had a bunch of space to play with though, and I’d created my favorite room in the whole place.

      From the doorway were three paths, just a single floor panel wide, that led across to what looked like three doors on the other side.

      They were completely sealed shut, but by then people would be across and at the mercy of my beasts.

      Below the walkways across, I’d had Surre create enough tangled, thorny vines that anyone who fell from the walkways would be snagged by them. There was no chance of them falling through to the room below, which was much less secure, because vines as wide as the pathways themselves were knitted together so tightly.

      The same vines worked their way up the walls too, and hidden in them were the creatures that would stop the tribe getting to the other side.

      It was perfect.

      My girls seemed to agree, especially Marie, who was on the edge of her seat, craning forward and waiting for someone to make the move and step into the room. Watching her get excited to see it in action followed by the inability to watch it be successful without feeling bad for those who got hurt was a rollercoaster.

      Even if I ever figured out how to get my girls back into gestation to make their bodies powerful, I would never play with their personalities again.

      Mart was at the front of the queue of people peering around the door at what they thought was their final obstacle. The paths looked like a diamond: the shortest went straight across to the door, and two more extended out then came back to the door at a right angle. I didn’t know if they’d even bother trying to take the longer paths, but I hoped they did. Having more of them in the room would give them a better chance against the creatures, but it would also make it more satisfying when they were slaughtered.

      Mart tapped the panel in front of him with his sword and nothing happened. As amusing as it would be to have them all get nearly all the way across and then have the whole thing collapse, it was unrealistic. I had to bolster the floor panels with big metal girders so that they could take the weight of whoever was walking across them, and that meant no chance of having them disintegrate.

      Mart turned and murmured to his tribe. He made some hand movements that I didn’t understand. Then he turned and started walking across the shortest path. I was pleased to see that the rest of the tribe followed close behind him. They took all three paths and tried to hurry across them before anything could attack.

      I held off on the order to attack until Mart had reached the door he knew led to the elevator, and realized that he couldn’t open it. He pushed on the door first, then tried to get his sword into the crack I’d left there on purpose so he didn’t realize just how barricaded it was until he got there. Then he tried his powers, and I got a bigger sense of what exactly his superpower was. He beckoned for everyone to move backward and then launched an explosion at the door.

      This one was much bigger, but more focused. The blast looked more like a laser than an uncontrolled explosion like the first time.

      It did make a small hole in the door, but not enough to come anywhere close to piercing the stacks of pure steel that I’d lined up behind the original door.

      As soon as he realized how long it was going to take him to blast his way through to the elevator, I called on my creatures to attack.

      They emerged from their vine-covered hideouts in a flap of wings, bared teeth and razor sharp claws. The combination was perfect. I’d worked so hard on it and I knew it was the best I could make a D-tier creature without access to superpowers. The body was that of the cat, lithe and light but powerful. The claws and teeth came from the wolf, and the faces were long snouts with enhanced senses of smell. Even though that didn’t help much in their current situation, when they went out into the desert they were great trackers.

      Most important were the wings, and the fire sacs.

      The wings were the best I’d managed so far. Thanks to having access to the eagle blueprint, I had finally created something with the wingspan to properly carry larger bulks without requiring ridiculous sustenance to maintain. They were large enough to carry the creatures easily, but not so big that they crowded the room and ran into each other. The could hover and dive, catch themselves in mid-air to stop their attack.

      And the fire sacs were my crowning achievement. It had taken a lot of messing around with the blueprints and help from Ego’s modelling capability to figure out how to add fire to something mammalian. I’d realized that was where my problem was: the mammal base. Outside I wanted attributes of mammals, but inside I didn’t have the same restrictions. Although you couldn’t see it without knowing what had gone into the creation, the majority of these creatures was actually reptilian. It meant the inside of the beasts could hold the fire sacs without the outside being corroded.

      The amount of power these things had was insane, and Ego had confirmed that their stats far outstripped those of most of the tribe. Only Mart and two others had raw power that could beat these D-tier creatures.

      They lunged for the men and women on the walkways with their mouths open. There were eight of them, four on either side, and all blew fire at the same time.

      Screams echoed around the room from the people on the two outer paths as their skin was charred. Some people dived to avoid the fire and fell into the vines. They screamed too as the sharp thorns bit into their bodies, but the furs they wore managed to reduce any damage too serious.

      Instead of going backward, more people rushed into the room to replace those who had fallen. One thing I had to give them credit for, they definitely weren’t cowards.

      “Wow,” Cara said, sitting back and showing the first signs of being genuinely impressed by my efforts. “Those things are really powerful.”

      After the first wave they were limited in their breathing fire ability for fear of catching either other with the heat. Their claws and teeth were no less dangerous. They entered battle with an intense mobility advantage that let them pick people off without exposing themselves much.

      The people on the outer pathways suffered most, falling one after another either to horrible injuries as their guts or throats were ripped out, or to a concentrated blast of fire designed to obliterate only the person in front of them.

      This was where the potential of the superpowers was really revealed. Mart was carrying them all with his explosions. Now he’d revealed that they could be targeted, I knew how dangerous he was. He waited until the beasts flew away after an attack, so they were hovering in the open air, and then unleashed an attack. He destroyed the wing of one, sending it careening down into the vines where its injury left it open to attack by the tribes people that had fallen down there still with their weapons. His second and third attacks missed, but on the fourth he took the head of a creature clean off.

      His smile told me that it was revenge for the chief that had lost his life in the same way.

      As powerful as Mart was, it wasn’t enough. If this kept up, he would be the only person left alive in no time.

      Even Marie wasn’t looking away this time. She watched with fascinated horror as someone was decapitated by the talons of a beast. Their head rolled down into the people who had fallen into the vines, blood flowing from the body that followed it shortly after.

      “This is too much,” the same guy who had complained before said.

      “Do you want to fight him yourself?” Cara snapped. “It would be your head exploding if we got to that point.”

      The guy shut up quickly.

      The people fallen into the thorns but still uninjured had gotten so high that the birds turned their focus to them. One divebombed with an open mouth and roared a blast of fire that obliterated the person beneath it.

      And the vines.

      The hole in the vines was large enough that the charred remains of the man fell straight through and the clang as he landed on the metal floor beneath echoed in the room.

      Mart’s head immediately turned to the noise and the lightbulb went off in his head.

      “Shit,” I hissed, as he targeted his explosion toward an empty area of vines and blasted his way straight through.

      My girls stood up immediately, and Cara obviously regretted having put the fear of God into her people at the thought of having to fight Mart, because he’d found a way through my trap that I hadn’t even considered.

      He fell onto the vines and wrapped his hand around a loose one to make his way down to the room beneath the vines. The rest of his people followed, and when the creatures tried to follow suit, they were forced through the chokepoint of the hole in the vines, so Mart’s attacks hit them.

      My final fight hadn’t just failed, it had let them bypass the many more rooms of traps I’d laboriously set up.

      Now they were on the same level as we were, and still a dozen people strong.

      We were going to have to take them on. My girls against them.

      My heart was in my throat as I stared straight at Mart’s pleased face. This was exactly what he wanted.

      But so did I.
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      It didn’t take Mart long to open the door in the room they’d all fallen into. He found the elevator and crammed the remaining tribespeople into it. They took it down a floor to sub-level two.

      Mart was at the front, his arms – charred, but not so ruined that he didn’t have any attacks left in him – raised and ready to attack.

      He obviously knew we intended to blast him as soon as he came out.

      He met the first blast with a shield that he conjured from thin air, protecting him against Cara’s powerful attack, which we’d thought would kill at least some of the people in the elevator.

      “Fuck,” Cara hissed loudly as they spilled from the elevator and into the room.

      The fighting started, and they split into groups as they tried to best their opponents.

      I had to just sit and watch for a moment. My girls took on their opponents completely without fear, no matter how much doubt they had shown about luring the tribe to the facility in the first place.

      Marie was against two opponents, a man and a woman without powers, but armed with dangerous swords in each hand that gave them reach she couldn’t match with just her teeth and claws.

      She overpowered them with her utility, going low and getting up close before they realized how quick she could scurry across the floor. She tore their unprotected calves to shreds, making them shout out. The rats she’d kept at a distance chose that moment to strike, going high and diving onto the chests and backs, digging claws and teeth into whichever soft skin they could find between the protective furs.

      Elaine and her lizard worked as the perfect team, the chain around its thick neck giving Elaine the ability to pull herself out of bad situations with more agility than even her feline body would have given her on its own.

      Her lizard’s fearless protection of her warded most people off, and she found herself one-on-one with whoever she chose to fight, claws ripping into flesh without hesitation.

      Lisa was the most interesting to watch. Because of her position as leader of the dozen creatures they had fighting with them – except for the rats, which had no wolf DNA and listened only to Marie – she had to balance giving commands with being in the middle of the fight and her situational awareness made me envious. She could dive forward, dodge two attacks from people at the side of her, sink her daggers into the neck of the woman in front of her, and then bark out commands for two different creatures without missing a beat.

      Cara and Mart were fun to watch, but their powers had them sequestered away in the corner of the fight where they weren’t going to damage anyone else with their explosions.

      It was still impossible to stop any rogue attacks though. When Cara’s beam of pure energy went wide and hit one of her own villagers, her face visibly crumbled.

      That was when I chose to act, because if Cara lost to Mart then I wasn’t sure any number of creatures would be able to save us. His shield had tipped him over the edge into the range of being too powerful.

      Capturing him alive wasn’t an option anymore, as desperately as I wanted to be able to.

      So I joined the fight.

      I launched myself from the perch in the top of the room I’d been hiding on. Everyone had been so busy with the fight they had no idea what I’d done. It was only when the huge wingspan cast shadows on the ground that people looked up.

      I beamed at my girls, whose eyes widened at the sight of my body. Still more mutant than human despite all the changes I’d made, it wasn’t what I’d have picked for my final form. But for a fight? It was perfect.

      Mart was who I headed for with my divebomb, the claws of a wolf extended from my fingers and the razor sharp teeth that felt too big for my mouth bared. I didn’t think I could bring myself to actually bite into another human, but I’d liked the idea of the fangs too much to get rid of them.

      The most important aspects of my build were the ones that weren’t visible. I hadn’t had time to give myself fire breath, but I had intensely good eyesight, smell and reflexes. That meant that when Mart aimed his energy beam straight at me, I’d dodged to the side and out of the way before he had time to fire.

      It was nowhere near as powerful as the decapitated chief’s superpower had been, but it was enough to give me an edge.

      Now two on one, Mart didn’t stand a chance. His face changed, and he realized that he was trapped.

      Cara lunged forward with her halberd, and he didn’t have time to dodge it properly. It caught him in the side, ripping into the flesh of his stomach and making blood spill over the edge and onto the ground.

      When he put his hand to his side to feel how badly he was hurt, I got in close enough to claw at his face. My claw went deep into his cheek until it hit bone and I pulled away.

      I landed roughly against the metal wall, not used to how the mechanics worked exactly. I’d only had my brain in this body for less than ten minutes, and I was working in such a small space that the wings weren’t really ideal.

      My landing didn’t stop me in my tracks at all. I pulled weapons from my pocket, hating that I couldn’t use the guns I had strapped there because of the enclosed space. The ricochet was more dangerous than anything. Instead I had to use knives, which weren’t something I’d trained with extensively. I was a guns and grenades kind of guy.

      The knives weren’t even sharper than my claws, but even though I’d watched my girls use their claws to devastating effect, I still didn’t feel comfortable going into a fight without a weapon in my hand.

      I’d completely underestimated the impact of going into a body that I wasn’t used to, and how much of an impact the messing with my girl’s personalities had actually had on how they’d accepted their new bodies.

      Now wasn’t the time for a crisis about how badly I’d wanted this and was struggling to accept it now it had happened though.

      I had Mart to kill, before my body was destroyed and my facility lost.

      My daggers went straight for his neck, and he only just moved in time. They grazed his neck. There was no stopping me though. I kept on him, knives clashing against his swords as he raised them to block me. He was definitely better at hand-to-hand combat like this, but he was two-against-one, and that was where his downfall was bound to come.

      He raised a shield to block a sudden attack from Cara, and the heat made the feathers on my tucked wings ruffle.

      “What the fuck?” I hissed, unable to glare at her to ask what the fuck she was doing. She could have just as easily hit me as Mart with the attack.

      She didn’t respond, and instead lunged forward with the halberd. Mart blocked her attack, leaving his right side open for me to dash forward. I dropped the knives and extended my claws, pushing them all the way through his neck, stabbing rather than slicing.

      For a moment it was like nothing had happened. He still raised his hands to block Cara’s attack, but instead of the swords stopping the halberd, they were easily knocked from his hands and onto the ground. His eyes stayed open and he coughed once before the life left his body.

      “No!” a voice called over the fighting. “No! Cara, you said. You promised.”

      I turned to Daisy, who had burst into the room and had tears flowing down her face. She was staring at Mart, who had collapsed to the ground when I pulled my bloody claws back, with wide eyes.

      “My dad … my daddy. You promised,” she screamed again.

      Cara turned around to look at the girl with dull eyes, but she didn’t look surprised. “I was lying.”

      I looked between them, feeling like an idiot as my brain tried to figure out exactly what had happened. The fighting continued between the tribe and my girls, creatures, and the villagers. They didn’t have time to look at the girl who’d just stormed into their room, because one moment of distraction and they lost their lives.

      “What’s going on?”

      Cara lifted her palm and sent a beam of energy toward the far wall. An alarm began to sound, and sprinklers began pouring water from the ceiling, soaking everyone. Still the fighting continued.

      She raised her halberd, and her hair danced with static.

      “No,” I cried. “You can’t.” Images of floating dead rabbits passed before my eyes. My girls laying face down on the ground, their fur on end. “Don’t, Cara. Fuck you, don’t you fucking dare.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      And then the blue sparks in her hair were everywhere as she closed her eyes and sent a shockwave of pure power through the soaked, metal room, and through everyone inside it.
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      Did you enjoy this book? If so, please think about leaving me a review so I know to keep it up! Book three will be out late 2018/early 2019.
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