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      September 6th, Year 0101 After Calamity


      PROLOGUE


      The Combatants


      The mission had gone better than expected, to start with. They’d even gone into this one with something that resembled an actual plan! Calli had been optimistic for once, thinking that maybe, just maybe, they wouldn’t end up screaming their heads off and making things up as they went.


      Fat chance.


      They’d managed to sneak into the compound without getting spotted by any of the security cameras, walking into a laser grid, or rounding a corner and ending up face-to-face with a sentinel droid. This incredible achievement was likely only possible, of course, because she had ordered Roy to stay a block away on a neighboring rooftop to provide cover fire in case they needed it, thus rendering him incapable of charging in blind and causing a ruckus. She’d even patiently endured his constant wheedling over the comms every time a security droid walked into his line of fire and he had to exercise a modicum of self-restraint (for once in his life).


      If they could just do this quietly, it would all be worth it.


      They’d made it all the way to the security room before things had started going wrong. The night watchman must have heard Athena removing the outside panel of the electronic lock on the door, because the automated cameras in the hallway suddenly changed their search patterns. Calli had cursed under her breath, and, dragging Athena with her, only barely managed to dive back around the corner before the nearest one swept right over where they’d been standing and zoomed in on the wires still dangling out of the lock. The night watchman came out a few moments later with a gun in his hand and Roy chimed back onto the comms, helpfully informing everyone that the sentinel droids were sweeping the compound en masse.


      Calli stopped him before he could even ask for permission to fire, mentally thanking her exosuit’s designer as she did so for making the inside of her helmet soundproof, then set about clubbing the poor night watchman over the head the moment he peeked around the corner. She was pretty sure she’d throttled the output on her suit’s servos well enough not to kill him... At the very least, his head was still in one piece.


      Motioning to Athena, she disarmed the unconscious man, then picked him up by the shoulders while her bemused cohort took hold of his legs. Together, they hastily dragged him back inside the security room the moment the camera rotated back the other way, then shut the door and waited for the heavy stomping of metallic feet to fade into the distance as the droids continued their sweep. Athena froze the cameras using the night watchman’s fingerprints to access the controls, then slipped under the desk and commenced her unique brand of “hacking,” a variety of tools and parts appearing out of thin air around her.


      Calli exited the room, peering back down the hallway to keep an eye out in case the patrol returned.


      “This is command team. Things got a little dicey, but we’re all clear. Athena’s getting us into the mainframe, so we’ll be able to redirect those droids in just a moment. Just hang tight and—”


      Her attempt at reassurance was cut off by a torrent of curses from the other end of the line, followed in short order by several muffled crashes from the ground floor, a series of gunshots, the distant rumble of an explosion, and alarm sirens wailing as a sudden flash of fire and a gout of smoke rose up from the building opposite her, blocking the neon lights of the city from view behind a roiling curtain of ash and ember.


      “The damn brickies found us!” called one voice, between a continued tirade of profanity.


      “I swear I didn’t touch anything! It’s not my fault this time!” exclaimed another.


      “So does this mean I can start shooting now?” Roy chimed in, all-too-cheerfully.


      Calli slapped her gauntleted palm against the battle-scarred faceplate of her helmet and groaned. Looking back through the door to her comrade for reassurance, she found Athena giving a thumbs up and nodding vigorously in front of a thoroughly disassembled databank, now with several new attachments hastily wired into ports that were never designed to be compatible.


      “Ready to go here, Captain!” Athena declared confidently. Though Calli couldn’t see the young woman’s expression through her exosuit’s opaque visor, the tone of her voice left no doubt that Athena was already grinning from ear to ear. “Once the power cycles, we’ll be in!”


      “You heard that. Right, Stanley?” Calli rapped a knuckle against the side of her helmet, cycling the comms channel once again. “We need to cycle to emergency power to get the mainframe to reset. Think you can take care of that for us?”


      “I most certainly can, though I’d suggest you cover your ears and find something to hold onto,” came the reply, as an old, rough voice gave a quiet laugh.


      “Make all the noise you want. Thanks to Cas and Pol, the whole neighborhood knows we’re here.”


      “Well, in a moment, the entire city is going to find out.”
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